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    SS 1: The Daily Life of a Fake Couple


    “It’s been quite some time since Yamato-kun and I became a fake couple,” Yuzu murmured as if recalling something while they were in the literature club room (occupying it without permission). With her hair dyed in a subdued color to avoid getting scolded by teachers and her well-kept appearance, Yuzu was a striking and glamorous girl whose presence left a lasting impression.


    “Well, you’re right. We’ve finally gotten used to the gazes from others,” Yamato replied. In theory, we are “dating” each other, but in reality, we’re just business partners trying to achieve our respective goals.


    “Yeah, in the beginning, everyone was surprised that a cute and perfect girl like me would be dating a guy like you, who doesn’t stand out,” Yuzu continued.


    “I never thought I would end up dating such a narcissist,” Yamato remarked.


    Yuzu was a narcissistic, extroverted girl with many friends, the complete opposite of Yamato. This combination caused a significant sense of dissonance among their classmates.


    “But now everyone has naturally accepted it. Oh well, our efforts paid off. It’s all thanks to my social skills that I was able to get along so well with you, Yamato-kun,” Yuzu confidently claimed.


    “Hey, give me some credit too. You’re running rampant with self-praise,” Yamato responded.


    Clearly, this was a moment where Yuzu should be complimenting her partner, but instead, she injected her own self-love. It showed that she was different from an ordinary girl, but not necessarily in a good way.


    “Well, well. Among the girls in our class, there’s no one else who could get along with Yamato-kun like I do, right? Even now, I barely talk to anyone else in the classroom,” Yuzu said.


    “Well, I admit that I’m not particularly friendly,” Yamato acknowledged.


    It was safe to say that many girls were not even aware of Yamato’s existence, let alone knowing him well.


    “That’s right! That’s why it’s all thanks to my social skills that I could get close to you. The fact that even someone like you, who is known for being unsociable, has opened up to me and now loves me,” Yuzu proudly declared.


    “Hold on a second,” Yamato interrupted, finding her words hard to ignore.


    “What?” Yuzu asked.


    “What? No, it’s not ‘what.’ When did I fall in love with you?” Yamato questioned.


    While they were technically dating, their relationship was only for the sake of their business partnership. Yamato didn’t recall ever opening his heart to Yuzu.


    “What? Don’t you know that yourself? Why don’t you put your hand on your heart and ask yourself?” Yuzu retorted.


    Following her suggestion, Yamato gently placed his hand on his chest.


    “As I tried that, the answer I got was, ‘Don’t get involved with this girl, she’s trouble.’ I really want to follow the voice of my heart,” Yamato replied.


    “What!?” Yuzu exclaimed.


    Yuzu’s face turned red as she poured out her true feelings, but Yamato managed to endure it with great effort.


    “Hey, that’s painful, Yamato-kun. Because I spend time with this cute me every day after school, it’s only natural for you to fall for me, right?” Yuzu insisted.


    “Not at all. You see, even if it were someone else, constantly being bombarded with self-praise at such a close distance would make anyone feel nauseous,” Yamato replied.


    It was an extremely cruel reality for a narcissist like Yuzu, but she needed to accept it with a strong heart.


    “Um, yeah… That’s right. I guess no one else could get as close to Yamato-kun as I did, even among the girls in our class. I still haven’t had a proper conversation with anyone else,” Yuzu admitted.


    “Exactly. It’s not like I have a pleasant demeanor,” Yamato acknowledged.


    Before getting close, many girls probably didn’t even recognize Yamato’s existence.


    “You see? That’s why it’s all thanks to my social skills. Yamato-kun, who is acknowledged as socially awkward, has come to like me,” Yuzu concluded.


    “Just a moment,” Yamato intervened.


    Yuzu had said something that couldn’t be ignored, and Yamato stopped her.


    “What?”


    “What? No, you can’t just leave it like that. I want to know when I fell for you,” Yamato demanded.


    This time, there was no way Yuzu could avoid answering.


    “What? Well, instead of asking me, why don’t you listen to your own heart and put your hand on your chest?” Yuzu suggested.


    Yamato followed her suggestion and gently placed his hand on his chest.


    “As I tried that, I received an answer saying, ‘This girl is dangerous, stay away from her.’ I really want to follow the voice of my heart,” Yamato explained.


    “What are you talking about!?” Yuzu exclaimed.


    Yamato confronted her with his true feelings, and Yuzu pouted in dissatisfaction.


    “That lie is painful, Yamato. After spending time with adorable me like this every day, it’s obvious that you’re falling in love with me,” Yuzu argued.


    “Just hold on a moment,” Yamato responded.


    Yuzu’s statement didn’t sit well with him. Despite her narcissistic tendencies, it seemed she had a different level of resilience. Not in a good way.


    “I’ve already fallen for you a long time ago, you know,” Yamato declared.


    “I know!”


    Without skipping a beat, Yamato’s bold declaration was met with a straightforward response.


    “Well, you’re too reliable. What’s with that response?” Yamato asked, surprised by her lack of reaction.


    “It’s obvious that you’ve already fallen for me. I’ve seen through that for a while now. Even if you say it now, it doesn’t affect me,” Yuzu confidently asserted.


    Yuzu’s ears and neck, hidden by her hair, were clearly red, and Yamato noticed.


    “Hey, Yuzu. Are your ears… red?” Yamato questioned.


    Yuzu, trying to deny it, covered her ears with both hands, avoiding eye contact.


    “What? No, they’re not,” Yuzu denied.


    It was clear that she was trying to hide her embarrassment, but Yamato was convinced.


    “Don’t pretend… I can clearly see your red ears,” Yamato persisted.


    “What are you talking about? I have no idea what you mean,” Yuzu replied, blatantly avoiding eye contact.


    “Hey, don’t escape! Look over here! Yuzu-chan, I love you, I love you!” Yamato teased.


    “Ahh! Ahh! I can’t hear you!” Yuzu exclaimed, pressing her hands against her ears to block out the sound.


    But not only her ears, her entire face had turned red.


    “This is a complete loss for you! You, a narcissist, are surprisingly defenseless. You have no endurance,” Yamato pointed out.


    “Heh, heh! I can’t help it. After all, Yamato-kun, who loves me so much, would naturally feel embarrassed when I say ‘I love you.’ It’s only natural!” Yuzu retorted.


    “Of course, it’s all in your head. Your heart is the one pounding,” Yamato reasoned.


    “Of course not,” Yuzu replied.


    Silence filled the air.


    Having exchanged awkward conversations, they fell into silence once again.


    But it felt incredibly embarrassing to think that she was listening to the sound of his heart.


    And then, when both of them were reaching their limits…


    Riiiiing


    Suddenly, Yuzu’s phone rang.


    “Whoa!”


    “Eek!”


    Startled, they quickly let go of each other.


    “Just a moment, please,” Yuzu said, turning around to answer the call.


    “Hello? Oh, yeah. It’s fine. I left it to Aki, so don’t worry,” Yuzu spoke into the phone.


    As the call continued, Yamato took a deep breath to calm himself down.


    He had to get rid of the redness in his face.


    “Um… Sorry for the wait,” Yuzu said, turning back toward him.


    “Y-Yeah,” Yamato replied.


    In the somewhat awkward atmosphere, they faced each other.


    “Um… Uh, the phone interrupted us, but… should we start over?” Yuzu suggested, seeming embarrassed.


    Although it seemed natural to start over, after experiencing the embarrassment earlier, Yamato couldn’t find the courage to do it again.


    “Ah… I forgot about that,” Yamato admitted.


    He had completely panicked and his mind wasn’t functioning properly, but there was indeed such a condition.


    “I made a promise, so there’s no choice. What do I have to do?” Yamato asked.


    Inquiring about the conditions, Yuzu’s eyes sparkled mischievously, like a child who had just come up with a prank.


    Uh-oh, this doesn’t sound good.


    “Of course, since I proved my love through this victory, I get to make one request to Yamato-kun,” Yuzu declared.


    “Oh… I completely forgot about that,” Yamato mumbled.


    Completely surrendering to her, Yamato raised the white flag.


    “Well then, what do you want me to do?” Yamato asked.


    “Well, of course, you have to celebrate the victory by hugging the winner!” Yuzu said with a smile.


    “Hey, this doesn’t make any sense. You won when I surrendered!” Yamato protested.


    Yuzu responded with a cool smile, saying, “We must keep our promises. Besides, our relationship is based on a contract, right? Trust is very important, I think.”


    “Urgh…!” Yamato grunted.


    She had hit him where it hurt.


    “Remember this…” Yamato sighed deeply, accepting his defeat.


    And so, he embraced Yuzu once again.


    “Hehe, how is it? Are you happy to hug the girl you love?” Yuzu asked.


    “…It’s the happiest thing ever,” Yamato replied.


    From now on, he vowed to never give up until the end in any competition.


  

    SS 2: A Couple Enjoying an RPG


    “Yamato, you really love RPGs, don’t you?”


    In the usual literature club room, Yuzu muttered, slightly exasperated.


    The room was equipped with an old CRT television and a collection of retro games left behind by former literature club members. Playing those games secretly after school had become our daily routine.


    “Well, yeah.”


    I controlled the character on the screen, leveling up, and replied to Yuzu.


    Usually, we played games together, but Yuzu was on the phone this time, so I was leveling up alone in silence.


    “Don’t you play other games? You know, like FPS or fighting games, there are various types.”


    “I don’t completely avoid playing other games, but I generally stay away from competitive games where I have to compete against others.”


    He preferred games where he could go at his own pace without feeling the need to keep up with the gaming community.


    I gave that answer, and Yuzu nodded in understanding.


    “Yamato, you really dislike people… Oh, wait. Yamato, you really dislike people other than me.”


    “Well, you don’t have to correct that. What makes you so sure about my affection for you?”


    Giving her a skeptical look after her mysterious correction, she tilted her head with a slightly triumphant expression.


    “Oh? In the game the other day, I won, and it was decided that you’re a loving boyfriend to me.”


    “Argh…”


    Damn it, she had to remember that troublesome incident.


    This was the result of me bending myself and playing a competitive game.


    “Well… whatever. Anyway, I don’t dislike people in general. I just don’t feel the need to share the things I like with others.”


    “I see. That also suggests a strong possessiveness towards me.”


    “…Yeah.”


    No matter how I struggled, I had reached the point of resignation where the “Yamato’s Secret Love for Yuzu Theory” inevitably emerged, as if attracted by magnets.


    At times like this, silence is the best answer, but Yuzu didn’t allow that and sat next to me, striking up a conversation.


    “Thanks to you, I’ve started playing RPGs too, but I’m not good at this leveling up thing. In reality, I’m already level 100 from the start, you know.”


    It was true that she might be a level 100 narcissist.


    “Well, I can understand that feeling. Even among RPG lovers, preferences differ.”


    Leveling up in games with unenjoyable combat could be quite painful.


    “Have you tried looking up guides and playing efficiently to level up quickly? Even if your level is low, it should work, right?”


    To Yuzu’s suggestion, I furrowed my brows slightly.


    “That playstyle exists, and I don’t deny it, but… I don’t do that. At least not until I finish the main story.”


    The main story was my adventure alone. I didn’t want to follow someone else’s laid-out path.


    I decided to rely on collective knowledge like game guides only for post-story bonus content.


    “I see. So you value the fun of exploring blindly?”


    “Yeah, something like that. Well, it also depends on whether the game has a good balance in battles. At least, the game I’m currently playing is enjoyable.”


    Playing a god-tier game and leveling up while listening to the radio or music alone was a time of tranquility.


    “Hmm… In that case, I should give it a try as well.”


    Saying that with a troubled expression, Yuzu grabbed a controller and joined in the leveling up.


    “You don’t have to force yourself to join me.”


    I didn’t intend to share the things I liked or impose something unpleasant on others.


    Even though I thought that and said it, Yuzu didn’t move her gaze from the screen.


    “No, if it’s something important to you, I want to cherish it too. After all, I’m your girlfriend, Yamato.”


    —It caught me off guard, or rather…


    At this moment, it felt as if Yuzu had smoothly infiltrated my heart.


    “…I see.”


    “Yeah.”


    We communicated with few words and looked at the same screen together.


    …Truly, even though she’s an annoying narcissist most of the time, I can’t bring myself to hate her because of moments like this.


    “We finally did it!”


    As the fanfare for leveling up played, Yuzu kept a firm grip on the controller and struck a victory pose.


    “Good job. With these levels, we should be able to defeat the next boss.”


    Checking the stats of the character who reached the target level, I praised Yuzu.


    “Really? Then we can make progress in the story tomorrow.”


    Yuzu seemed filled with both fatigue and a sense of accomplishment. I smiled at her.


    “Well, before that, we need to earn some money to change our equipment.”


    “Huh?”


    “It’s been a while since we bought new equipment. It’s about time we changed it; otherwise, it’ll get tough ahead.”


    Money is important for buying new equipment and recovery items.


    “Do we really have to earn money no matter what?”


    Yuzu looked visibly tired and made a clear grimace.


    “Yeah, to change equipment and buy recovery items, we need money. RPGs are like a capitalist game. You could even say that about half of it is beating enemies with money.”


    In battles against final bosses, relying heavily on recovery items is quite common.


    “That’s such an unpleasant reality… It’s a concept I don’t want to bring into fantasy.”


    “No matter how far we go, people can never escape the curse of money. So, let’s start earning money now—”


    “It’s impossible! Even though I’m a perfect and affectionate girlfriend, doing money-making activities twice a day is too much! Let’s at least do it tomorrow!”


    Yuzu vigorously shook her head, clearly resisting the idea.


    “Well… it was a joke. I’m tired too. If we sell the dropped items we obtained while leveling up, it should be enough to buy new equipment.”


    I reassured her, and she let out a relieved sigh.


    “Phew… That’s good… No, it’s not good! Why did you lie like that? What was the point of that lie?”


    “Because I wanted to see you in a flustered state. It’s cute.”


    “Well, in that case, it’s my fault! I’m sorry for being so cute that it triggers mischievous intentions!”


    I think she’s the only one in the world who would accept such an excuse.


    “Anyway, let’s sell the items, buy new equipment, and be done with it.”


    “Sounds good! I want to see the results of today as soon as possible.”


    Although it’s a game, shopping seems to be exciting for Yuzu. She operates the game with anticipation.


    We enter the town and exchange unnecessary items for money.


    “Is this the equipment?”


    “Yeah. Let’s buy equipment for the starting lineup for now.”


    To save money, we only buy weapons and armor for the characters who will be actively participating in battles and try them on.


    “Yeah, we’ve become stronger. But this weapon looks a bit too heavy… It’s a shame since my character is cute. I wish there were cuter weapons.”


    Yuzu frowned while looking at her character, a pink-haired twin-tailed cool girl, who, despite being cute, was equipped with a large axe due to her lumberjack setting.


    “Hmm… I remember this game having a costume change system.”


    After thinking for a moment, I recalled the system that could fulfill her wish.


    “Really?”


    Yuzu’s expression brightened instantly.


    “Yeah. It’s become a staple of this series. Most likely, after clearing a specific event in the game, new costumes can be obtained.”


    “You should have mentioned that earlier! Let’s find that event!”


    “Huh, now?”


    “Of course!”


    Suddenly, Yuzu’s eyes sparkled with enthusiasm, despite being exhausted just a moment ago.


    Come to think of it, I’ve heard that dress-up elements are common in games targeted at girls. Perhaps it’s a feature that resonates with her interests.


    “I, I got it. Let me look up the costume change event on the internet.”


    Deciding that it would be better to finish this quickly, I took out my smartphone to search for the costume change event.


    But then, Yuzu gently pressed my hand holding the phone, wearing a calm smile for some reason.


    “No, Yamato. You’re the type who doesn’t check for walkthroughs until you finish the main story, right? I can’t make you compromise that principle for me.”


    “Your concern appears at this moment!? Fine, I’ll compromise a couple of my principles!”


    “I’m a capable girlfriend, you know? I want to cherish what’s important to you too. So, we’ll do it without using a walkthrough!”


    “Well, if that’s the case, then please cherish me, who’s exhausted right now!”


    “Ooh, this seems like an event. Come on, Yamato, let’s do our best!”


    “Wait, listen to me!?”


    Afterward, it took us two hours to complete the costume change event.


  

    SS 3: Her Flawless Daily Life in Public


    When the lunchtime chime rang, I stretched my body.


    “Finally, half of the day is over…”


    Putting away my textbooks, I stifled a small yawn.


    “Hey, Yamato-kun.”


    Just as I was about to leave my seat, Yuzu walked over to me.


    “Hey, what should we do for lunch?”


    Since we started dating, we have been having lunch together quite frequently, so I thought it was another invitation for today and agreed.


    “Sorry, I can’t eat with you today. I already have a prior engagement.”


    Contrary to my expectations, Yuzu clasped her hands together and declined.


    That’s a bit unusual. Well, Yuzu has many friends, so I guess it happens sometimes.


    “Alright, got it. See you later then.”


    “Yeah, see you.”


    I waved my hand lightly as I saw Yuzu off, and decided to head to the cafeteria.


    I bought some bread and a drink at the cafeteria, but I didn’t feel like eating in the crowded place. I wandered around the school building instead.


    “Where should I eat…”


    Since I’m alone, I want to eat somewhere different than usual.


    Thinking that, I walked towards the back of the school building when I suddenly heard voices.


    “…So she was badmouthing my boyfriend.”


    “Yeah, that’s terrible.”


    It was a conversation between two female students.


    I thought eavesdropping was not good, but one of the girls speaking was Yuzu’s voice, whom I knew well. I involuntarily stopped in my tracks.


    “In that case, I would get angry too. Then, she just stayed silent.”


    “I can understand why you would be angry. Did it turn into a fight?”


    No doubt about it. The girl responding with such remarks was Yuzu.


    Well, I didn’t have a hobby of eavesdropping, but Yuzu’s behavior was completely different from when we were alone. Intrigued by the disparity, I unintentionally stopped.


    “I see… What should I do, Yuzu?”


    “For now, if we talk together, it might heat up again. I’ll try talking to the other girl as well.”


    “Really? Can we reconcile?”


    “Don’t worry. Leave it to me.”


    “Yuzu… Thank you.”


    Inadvertently eavesdropping on their conversation, I felt a sense of incongruity with Yuzu’s attitude more than the content of their discussion.


    “…She doesn’t reveal a trace of narcissism.”


    That narcissistic and carefree figure she usually presents hides a considerate person who quietly listens to and supports her friends’ complaints.


    Well, I knew that she acted completely differently in public, but seeing it firsthand again, I was amazed by the difference.


    “Phew… I feel relieved. Thanks for listening, Yuzu.”


    “No need to worry about it, really.”


    Just as I stood there in a mixture of exasperation and admiration, Yuzu and the other girl finished their conversation.


    Uh-oh, they’re coming this way.


    I stuck to the school building wall like a lizard and held my breath.


    The girl, seemingly in a refreshed mood after being listened to, returned to the school building without noticing the reptilian-like figure clinging to the wall.


    Seems like I made it through somehow. But there’s still one keen-eyed person left.


    “Oh? Are you a dedicated stalker eavesdropping on girls’ conversations in a place like this?”


    As expected, Yuzu couldn’t hide her surprise when she noticed me stuck to the wall, grinning mischievously.


    “Who’s a stalker? I’m your beloved boyfriend.”


    Since I was already caught, there was no point in denying it. I decided to brazen it out.


    “Oh, really? So, did your beloved boyfriend chase after you all the way here just because his beloved girlfriend wouldn’t have lunch with him?”


    “It just happened to be on the way. Well, sorry for eavesdropping.”


    I sincerely apologized, and Yuzu nodded nonchalantly.


    “Yeah, yeah. It’s one of Yamato-kun’s good qualities to apologize sincerely.”


    “Yeah. It’s embarrassing to be seen by my girlfriend as I play the good listener while pretending to be someone else. I feel really sorry about it.”


    “Why would you say that!”


    Yuzu blushed a little at that moment.


    Being pointed out about the narcissistic side she usually shows, even by someone like Yuzu, seemed to have an impact on her.


    “Well, never mind. I shouldn’t have brought it up! Don’t touch that subject again!”


    As I lightly followed up, Yuzu seemed to stagger, further affected by the follow-up attack.


    “Anyway, sorry for eavesdropping.”


    “I have other parts that I want you to apologize for! Well, let’s end this topic since I don’t want to talk about it anymore!”


    As Yuzu was on the verge of boiling like a boiled octopus, I decided to change the subject as requested.


    “So, did something happen? It seemed like a serious atmosphere.”


    A little worried, I asked, and she finally returned to her usual calm expression, shaking her head.


    “It’s nothing major. There was a friend who had a fight, so I just mediated a bit. Well, I’ll make sure they reconcile by the end of the day.”


    “That’s tough. You won’t gain anything from it.”


    “It’s not true. It’s more fun and makes me happy when everyone around me is having a good time. It’s worth the effort.”


    She said so casually, with a smile.


    …Despite being a narcissist, she genuinely cares about others. That’s her rare and valuable quality.


    “Besides, it’s much easier than dealing with a gloomy and unsociable boyfriend.”


    “Sorry about that.”


    Thus, one more unnecessary word escaped my mouth—her unavoidable shortcoming.


    “Well, anyway, sorry for making you feel lonely. Just wait a little longer. I’ll resolve things and give you my full attention after school.”


    With a cheerful smile, Yuzu said so.


    “…I’m looking forward to it.”


    Feeling the venom drained from her words, I couldn’t muster a rebuttal and could only offer a wry smile.


    And thus, the after-school time arrived.


    Yuzu was sprawled over her desk, looking completely exhausted.


    “Hey, are you okay?”


    Without thinking, I called out to her, and Yuzu lazily lifted her head.


    “Ugh… It was more tiring than I imagined. After that, the other girl got stubborn… She even brought in reinforcements, so it was difficult to resolve the situation.”


    “Well, good job.”


    To see Yuzu, who is usually full of energy, with dull eyes… It must have been quite a struggle.


    “But anyway, we finally sorted everything out, and now we can have some fun together after school!”


    To rejuvenate her spirits, Yuzu stood up energetically.


    “Yeah, today I’ll definitely treat you well. I’ll accompany you in doing whatever you like.”


    When I made that offer, Yuzu’s expression brightened up instantly.


    “Really? In that case, how about…”


    “Oh, Yuzu. Can I talk to you for a moment?”


    Just as Yuzu was about to say something, a voice called out to her from behind.


    Turning around, it was a girl from the neighboring class waving her hand towards Yuzu.


    “Oh, Mika-chan. What’s up?”


    Yuzu asked, and the girl called Mika seemed a bit awkward as she began to speak.


    “Well, there’s something I want to talk to you about… Do you have time after school?”


    Ah… It’s another troublesome matter being brought up.


    I glanced at Yuzu, and she seemed to have caught on to the same thing, freezing for a moment.


    “Yeah, I’m fine.”


    But she quickly put on a smile and accepted the troublesome request.


    Apologizing to Yuzu, who must be tired, for another round of being two-faced and accommodating everyone.


    “Sorry, can we reschedule? I have a prior commitment.”


    Seeing that, I interrupted their conversation.


    “Hey, Yamato-kun?”


    Surprised, Yuzu looked at me with a slightly sullen expression as I grabbed her hand.


    “You promised to spend time with me after school, right? I’ve been ignored the whole day, so it’ll be troublesome if you don’t accompany me after school.”


    From an outsider’s perspective, it sounded like the words of a jealous and lonely boyfriend.


    To be honest, it was incredibly embarrassing, but it seemed to have a great effect. Mika, too, looked awkwardly aware of the situation.


    “Oh… I didn’t know you had plans with your boyfriend. Sorry for being presumptuous.”


    “No, um… No need to apologize. I’m sorry too. I’ll ask you again tomorrow.”


    “Yeah. Thanks, Yuzu. See you tomorrow.”


    As the girl said that and left, disappearing from the classroom, I let out a deep sigh and tried to release Yuzu’s hand.


    But Yuzu tightened her grip on my hand.


    “…What?”


    “I just thought of giving some affectionate gestures to my jealous boyfriend, that’s all.”


    Yuzu answered with a slightly mischievous expression.


    “Is that so? Well, I appreciate it. Shall we go to the clubroom then?”


    “Sure… Hehe, Yamato-kun, you’re so kind. Even though it’s not your usual character to say such things.”


    While still holding hands, Yuzu murmured with a shy smile.


    In response, I shrugged my shoulders.


    “What are you talking about? I just wanted to monopolize my beloved Yuzu-chan.”


    “I see, yeah. Let’s go with that. If there’s another situation like this in the future, you’ll use me again to escape, right?”


    “…Yeah. Thanks.”


    Nodding, Yuzu intertwined her fingers with mine.


    Walking down the hallway like this felt embarrassing, but… Well, it’s fine for today.


    After all, as a jealous boyfriend, I have to make sure no one else takes Yuzu away, right?


  

    SS 4: The Late Couple


    In the game I love, an RPG, there is one major flaw.


    That flaw is getting engrossed in an incredibly interesting game and losing track of time.


    Even if I have plans the next day.


    In other words…


    “…I overslept completely.”


    As I walked along the deserted path to school, I let out a deep sigh.


    I messed up… I got so engrossed in the new game that before I knew it, it was four in the morning.


    I thought about going to school after staying up all night, but I ended up falling asleep.


    “Yuzu must be angry too…”


    Normally, Yuzu and I would meet up and go to school together, but I ditched her without notice.


    I checked my phone, but there were no messages from Yuzu.


    The fact that she didn’t say anything means she might be really angry. I have to apologize.


    “I feel terrible in the morning…”


    With heavy steps, I passed through the school gate and headed to the entrance.


    And there, I unexpectedly ran into someone.


    “Huh?”


    “Oh my?”


    Looking at me while wearing indoor shoes was none other than Yuzu, whom I had been thinking about just now.


    “…What are you doing, Yuzu? At this hour.”


    “That’s my line. You look like a high-ranking executive, but still.”


    As we exchanged words, both Yuzu and I understood the situation.


    This is the pattern where we both end up being late.


    “Seriously, you’re late without permission after making a promise. It seems you lack self-awareness as a boyfriend.”


    “That’s right. Being late without permission after making a promise is an action that lacks self-awareness for a girlfriend.”


    A couple engaging in pointless bickering since morning. It’s so fruitless.


    “So, why were you late?”


    “Well, I almost forgot about my homework. I remembered after getting into bed, and I panicked and started doing it, then it became midnight.”


    “Oh, so the self-proclaimed perfect superhuman made an unusual mistake, huh?”


    “Sometimes I show these kinds of flaws to create a sense of familiarity.”


    It sounded like a terrible excuse.


    “And why do you think I was late? Either I played the game too much or I couldn’t sleep because I was excited thinking about you.”


    “100% the former. I wonder why the latter option even came up.”


    While having such a foolish conversation, we climbed the stairs and walked through the empty corridor.


    If we talk too loudly, it feels like our voices will be heard all the way to the classrooms during class.


    “…Speaking in this quiet corridor, it feels like our voices might be heard in the classroom.”


    Perhaps she thought the same thing as me, Yuzu whispered.


    “Yeah, you’re right. It’s better not to attract too much attention. Let’s go quietly.”


    As I lowered my voice, Yuzu seemed to have something on her mind and stopped.


    “What’s wrong?”


    “…Hey, I’m a little curious. We’re dating, right?”


    “Well, yeah.”


    While feeling a little puzzled by her sudden confirmation, I nodded honestly.


    “If the two of us show up late together, what do you think everyone in class would think?”


    Upon hearing that, I pondered for a moment.


    “Well… they might think we were late because we were fooling around together. Or maybe we were late because we stayed out all night.”


    “That’s right, right!? It feels like they would think we’re doing something inappropriate in terms of public morals!”


    “Yeah, probably.”


    Since I don’t have any particularly close friends, I wouldn’t be bothered by a little gossip, but for Yuzu, who values appearances, it would be a rumor she’d want to avoid.


    “I don’t want that… And if we enter the classroom together during class, it will definitely attract attention.”


    “Ah, yeah. Entering like a pinch hitter with bases loaded, it would definitely stand out.”


    As she said that, Yuzu made a small groaning sound and then nodded.


    “Alright, let’s sneak in during break.”


    “…Can’t be helped, I guess.”


    Although I thought it might be better for me to go ahead alone, I had a feeling she would sulk if I did, so I went along. Besides, even if we go now, we’ll be marked absent for the first period anyway.


    “Thanks, Yamato-kun. Then, let’s hide on the landing of the stairs casually…”


    As Yuzu was about to say that, we heard footsteps coming from the stairs.


    Turning around, I saw the disciplinary teacher.


    “Yuzu, this way!”


    “Huh?”


    Realizing the footsteps, Yuzu’s hand was pulled by me, and I pushed her into a nearby vacant classroom.


    And then, I hid beside her, pressing close to her as if we were embracing.


    “Hey, Yamato-kun. What are you doing in a place like this…!”


    “Quiet. The teacher is right there.”


    As I whispered, Yuzu seemed to understand the situation and held her breath, listening to the corridor.


    The footsteps from the stairs gradually grew louder and approached us.


    “…!”


    Tension ran through both of us, pressed closely together.


    If we were noticed, we would be taken to the classroom without any questions and attract attention.


    We hid like that for several tens of seconds.


    Fortunately, the teacher passed by without noticing us, and we let out a sigh of relief.


    “…Looks like they’re gone.”


    After confirming that the footsteps had faded away, I breathed a sigh of relief.


    “I see. Well, we should probably separate now.”


    As Yuzu said that, I became aware of the current situation.


    It was a perfect, but disastrous scene, with me pressing against her in a corner of the classroom.


    “Sorry… Seriously, I apologize.”


    I apologized for resorting to such a forceful measure, despite the circumstances.


    Although it’s a situation, it’s embarrassing; my face must be red right now.


    “Well, even though we got through it, I was surprised. Did Yamato-kun suddenly become bold because there was no one around?”


    “I assure you, I remained 100% rational. You can rest assured about that.”


    Trying to show some sincerity, I said, but for some reason, Yuzu’s face turned serious.


    “That’s something I can’t find reassuring as your girlfriend. We were pressed so close together; at least bring your rationality down to 50%.”


    Yuzu felt some mysterious sense of crisis.


    In any case, the real crisis lies elsewhere.


    “Anyway, it seems that teachers are patrolling to prevent students from cutting class. If we stay here, we’ll be discovered sooner or later.”


    “Shall we go to the Literature Club room then? It should be safe there.”


    Certainly, even if we occupy it without permission after school, no one will find us there. It’s a trusted and proven place.


    But the club room building is far from here, and it’s a gamble to reach there.


    “Well, they’re having a conversation in front of the stairs. It doesn’t look like they’ll be done anytime soon. What should we do?”


    As Yuzu said with a stern expression, the teachers who didn’t have classes were engrossed in their conversation and showed no signs of moving.


    “Should we wait for a while?”


    “That might be a good idea… Wait, can’t you hear something?”


    As Yuzu turned around, I also listened carefully.


    Then, we heard the voices of the teachers coming from the direction we came.


    “They… they’ve got us surrounded! What should we do, Yamato-kun!?”


    Yuzu panicked at the situation of being caught between the front and the back.


    In a desperate pinch, I started looking around anxiously.


    Then, I noticed a window in the hallway.


    At this point, it’s do or die!


    “Yuzu, let’s go outside through that window!”


    “But we’re on the second floor!?”


    Yuzu widened her eyes at my words.


    However, I had a solid plan.


    “Don’t worry. Thanks to the leaf litter around here, the ground is elevated, making it practically equivalent to the height of the first or second floor. I’ve seen people jumping down from here before.”


    “R-Really?”


    Yuzu still seemed worried, but given the circumstances, she reluctantly accepted my explanation.


    Without much time to spare, I couldn’t explain in detail. Seeing is believing.


    “Then, I’ll jump down first, and I’ll catch you. How about that?”


    “Well, if that’s the case…”


    Yuzu still seemed a bit hesitant, but considering the situation, she seemed to understand.


    With that, I decided to jump down first.


    “Yamato, be careful!”


    “Yeah.”


    Nodding at Yuzu, I climbed onto the window frame and looked down.


    It was somewhat high, but as a former basketball club member, I had developed resistance to heights through a game of using a mini trampoline to dunk.


    “Here goes!”


    I jumped down with all my might, using the cushioning of my knees to soften the impact of landing.


    Indeed, thanks to the soft ground, the impact on my feet was minimal.


    “It’s safe, Yuzu. Come down quickly!”


    “O-Okay.”


    Yuzu took a deep breath and jumped in with determination.


    I positioned myself to catch her and stretched out my hands.


    That’s when it happened.


    As Yuzu was falling, her skirt floated up due to the wind pressure, revealing her white thighs and her underwear underneath…


    “D-Don’t look!”


    Realizing halfway through, Yuzu covered her skirt with both hands.


    However, her posture became unstable, and she fell in an unbalanced state.


    “What the…!?”


    Startled but determined, I reached out with both hands and caught Yuzu.


    “Whoa!?”


    “Eek!”


    In that moment of catching her, both of us lost our balance and fell onto the soft ground together.


    I, sandwiched between Yuzu and the leaf litter, felt a slight dizziness.


    Despite the impact, there was little pain, likely due to the softness of the ground.


    Then I realized…


    The soft thing pressing against my face…


    “Nyaaa!?”


    At the same time, Yuzu let out a strange scream and jumped off me.


    Looking at her, she had a bright red face and was covering her chest with both hands.


    “Uh, um, sorry…”


    I also became flustered and couldn’t find the right words.


    “…………”


    “…………”


    We both fell silent.


    In the awkward silence, we brushed off our uniforms to create a pause.


    “…Hmm? It sounds noisy outside.”


    But making noise in this situation while there are teachers nearby would definitely draw attention. We heard curious voices coming from the second-floor hallway.


    We exchanged glances and quickly rolled into the first-floor hallway.


    “No one’s here… Was it just my imagination?”


    With the strange voices and the sound of closing windows heard from above, we let out a sigh of relief.


    Looking at each other, we decided to gather ourselves.


    “…Anyway, it seems like it would be better to talk in the clubroom.”


    “Yeah, you’re right. We can’t calm down and talk properly until we’re in a safe zone.”


    We nodded at each other and resolved to enter the clubroom.


    ――And so, our adventure continued.


    Sometimes we entered empty classrooms to evade teachers, and other times we hid behind curtains to avoid being noticed.


    After enduring such a pathetic and grueling journey, we finally reached our promised land—the Literature Club room.


    “Phew, we finally made it here…”


    “It was a long journey… Who would have thought that the path we take every day would be so challenging?”


    As soon as we entered the clubroom, we collapsed onto chairs and slumped down. We didn’t want to move for a while.


    “But now we can finally relax, Yamato-kun!”


    “Yeah! Now that we’re here, everything will be fine!”


    With a sense of accomplishment similar to completing a lengthy side quest in an RPG, Yuzu and I exchanged smiles.


    Ah, all we have to do now is chat here until the next period starts. That’s what I thought.


    Just then…


    ――Kin Kon Koon Kon.


    The chime signaling the end of the first period echoed through the clubroom.


    “…………”


    “…………”


    We froze in place, still wearing our smiles.


    An even more unbearable atmosphere enveloped us than before.


    After an uncomfortable silence, I finally spoke up.


    “Shall we… go to class?”


    “Yeah…”


    With that, our small adventure ended in vain.


  

    SS 5: After-School Date for the Couple


    “Hey, Yamato-kun. Come to think of it, we’ve never had an after-school date, have we?”


    After school ended.


    As soon as the homeroom teacher finished the closing remarks, Yuzu came to my seat and said that.


    “Well, now that you mention it.”


    Usually, after school, we go straight to the literature club room, and on our way home, we don’t make any detours. That’s our usual routine.


    Unless there’s something important to do, we’ve never gone out after school under the pretext of a date.


    “So, let’s have an after-school date today!”


    “Sure, why not.”


    Considering Yuzu usually indulges me in my hobbies at the literature club room, I have no intention of opposing what she wants.


    Once we prepared to leave after school, we quickly exited the school and walked along the usual route.


    “Having a date in our school uniforms after school is a classic youth event, right? Oh, should we hold hands?”


    Yuzu seemed quite enthusiastic and came holding my hand while humming.


    It’s a little embarrassing, but I’ve gotten used to it lately since we often do this to show off as a couple to those around us.


    “Oh, Yamato-kun, would you have preferred if we linked arms instead?”


    “I’d rather not. It’s too stifling.”


    I bluntly brush off Yuzu’s teasing.


    It’s true that I don’t want to get too close in this lingering summer heat.


    “Alright, then how about if I stick close to you when it gets colder?”


    “Unfortunately, I’m a man who doesn’t neglect cold weather precautions. I’ll wear warm clothes, so I’ll be fine even in winter alone.”


    “Oh, I see. In that case, if I stick close to you, and if it gets even hotter, then I’ll have no choice but to take off some clothes. And if I take them off and it gets colder, I’ll be forced to stick even closer to you, right? It’s an inevitable dependency on me.”


    “What kind of malicious wind and sun are you?”


    Although it’s just a part-time job, I’ve ended up dating a terrifying woman.


    While having such a conversation, we arrived at a bustling shopping district.


    “Well, we’ve come this far without any plans, but what do you usually do for fun, Yamato-kun?”


    “Usually, I go to the game store and watch games.”


    When I honestly answered, Yuzu made a complicated expression.


    “That doesn’t feel like a date… I guess you don’t have any plans to entertain a girl, so I’ll have to decide.”


    “Hey, you didn’t need that cushion to hurt me. You could have just said that you’ll decide.”


    Well, it’s true, and there’s no point in arguing.


    “So, how about going there?”


    Saying that, Yuzu pointed to a large department store that stood out among the shopping district.


    “Okay, but I haven’t been there much. Do you often go, Yuzu?”


    “Sometimes. I come here with Aki to buy clothes and stuff.”


    Well, then I don’t have to worry about getting lost or being indecisive.


    We walked a little in the shopping district and entered the department store.


    The first thing that caught my eye was the cosmetics section.


    “Why are cosmetics sections usually located near the entrance of stores?”


    As I muttered while wrinkling my nose at the unique smell, Yuzu stopped her feet at the lipstick corner and looked at me.


    “It’s to prevent the smell of cosmetics from permeating the building. Oh, this lipstick is cute. What do you think?”


    Yuzu showed me the colored lipstick she picked up, but I have no idea about the quality of lipsticks.


    “Oh, yeah, it’s fine.”


    “Isn’t that a vague answer?”


    It seems she easily saw through my insincere comment, and Yuzu stared at me with a serious look.


    “Well, anything looks good on you, Yuzu. If you ask me, I can only answer that everything is cute.”


    “True. Maybe my question wasn’t good enough for cuteness.”


    Yuzu nodded deeply at my lame excuse. It’s easy dealing with a narcissist like her in times like this.


    “Then I’ll change the way I ask. What do you like, Yamato-kun?”


    She asked about my preferences instead of asking for opinions on quality. I can’t avoid answering that.


    “Well, let’s see. Then, how about this one?”


    Looking around the section, I pointed to a product that somehow caught my attention.


    “Oh, is this it? Yamato-kun, you like… this kind?”


    Yuzu peered into the lipstick I pointed to, with an expression of joy on her face. But her words suddenly trailed off.


    Curious, I looked at the lipstick again and noticed the product label that I hadn’t paid much attention to earlier.


    “Moisturized lips. The vividness that makes you want to kiss unintentionally.”


    Wait a minute.


    Am I inadvertently giving the impression that I want to kiss Yuzu with this vividness that makes you want to kiss?


    “Um, is this really…?”


    Yuzu awkwardly picked up the lipstick I had chosen.


    If I give my approval here, it might really make Yuzu’s lips irresistibly kissable.


    “W-Well, um, how about the one next to it? Yeah.”


    Feeling a sense of crisis, I picked up a regular lipstick next to it, even though it’s totally forced.


    “This one… Yeah, it’s good. I should buy it. Ahaha.”


    Yuzu went along with a dry laughter, even though she must have known that I was lying.


    “Y-Yeah. It suits you, I think. Ahaha.”


    I returned the favor with a forced laugh.


    “Okay, I’ll take this to the cashier… What a coward.”


    I felt like Yuzu muttered something, but I definitely didn’t hear it.


    After wandering around the department store for a while, Yuzu expressed her desire to look at clothes, so we made our way to the fifth floor where the clothing section was located.


    “Wow, they look expensive just by looking at them.”


    Spread out before us were a variety of luxurious-looking clothes that seemed unfit for everyday wear. They were items that would make an ordinary high school student stand out.


    “But there are more affordable options further in, that’s our goal.”


    Yuzu led the way, and we headed towards the back.


    On the way, we encountered the women’s lingerie section, blocking our path.


    “Hey, are we passing through here?”


    “Yeah, it’s the shortest route. Well, we’ll just quickly pass by the corner, and since I’m with you, don’t get too tense.”


    While saying something reckless, Yuzu firmly held my hand and pulled me along.


    “Hey…”


    Feeling awkward and conscious of the people around us, I walked with a shrunk posture.


    And, perhaps because I was glancing around too much, I made direct eye contact with a store clerk.


    “Welcome. Can I help you find something?”


    To make matters worse, I was approached by a store clerk.


    At this point, there was nothing I could do. I would leave it to Yuzu to handle it.


    “Oh, we’re just browsing.”


    Yuzu smoothly brushed it off and started walking again.


    I felt relieved seeing her confident attitude as we walked. However, just before we exited the lingerie section, Yuzu suddenly stopped.


    “Oh no, of all times…”


    Looking pale, Yuzu stared ahead at the clothing section.


    “What’s wrong?”


    Thinking that something had happened, I followed her gaze, and there, I noticed it—the slightly flashy-looking girl in the clothing section.


    It was Aki Kotani, our classmate and Yuzu’s friend…


    “This is bad.”


    Yuzu and I quickly hid behind a mannequin, wearing grim expressions.


    If a couple were to come out of the lingerie section, it would create a completely misunderstanding.


    More specifically, it would give birth to a story where I had picked out underwear for Yuzu to undress for me…


    “What should we do, Yamato-kun?”


    Yuzu looked extremely flustered, as if the worst-case scenario had crossed her mind, and she looked up at me.


    “What can we do? We have no choice but to quietly retreat and avoid making any noise…”


    In a hushed voice, we discussed our plan and quietly turned on our heels. However, at that moment…


    “Man, the restroom is so far. Sorry, Aki, for keeping you waiting.”


    Voices of other girls came from the direction we were about to head towards.


    It seemed that Aki had come here with her friends.


    Panicking, we hid behind the mannequin once again.


    “Oh, you were with friends.”


    Yuzu wore a bitter expression.


    Contrary to that, Aki approached us with a cheerful expression.


    “Nah, it’s fine. Besides, since we’re already here, why not check out the lingerie section?”


    Uh-oh. Aki had completely joined us right in front.


    Moreover, they were positioning themselves in a way that would definitely catch our sight when we tried to escape the lingerie section.


    “Oh no, they’re getting closer…!”


    Yuzu’s voice filled with anxiety proved to be true as Aki and her friends gradually walked towards us.


    Naturally, Yuzu and I tried to create some distance between us and them, but as a result, we were gradually pushed further into the depths of the lingerie section.


    There was nothing left but the cash register and fitting rooms ahead.


    “Damn… In this situation, there’s no choice but to do this. Yuzu, take this for now.”


    I grabbed a nearby underwear and handed it to Yuzu.


    “Why… Why underwear here?”


    Yuzu showed a puzzled expression. Sorry, but we didn’t have time to explain.


    Ignoring her, I called out to the store clerk who we had previously driven away.


    “Excuse me, can we use the fitting room?”


    “Yes, of course. Please use the fitting room in the back.”


    Although the store clerk looked a little surprised that I, a guy, called out, they gestured towards the fitting room.


    Seeing that, Yuzu also had a realization.


    “Excuse me, I’d like to try a few more pieces, so could you bring me some recommendations?”


    “Understood. Please wait a moment.”


    The store clerk bowed and went to get the recommended underwear.


    “Let’s take this opportunity… I’ll make my escape. Let’s meet up later.”


    Leaving those words behind, I dashed out of the fitting room.


    “Yamato-kun… You escaped, in more ways than one.”


    Yuzu’s cold voice pierced me like a curse.


    “Well… It’s not a good idea to go to unfamiliar places.”


    On the way back home, I inadvertently muttered that, overwhelmed by the baptism of an unexpected away game.


    “Mmm… But you seemed to be enjoying yourself in the end?”


    Yuzu, still a bit upset, glared at me.


    “Well, what are you talking about?”


    As for me, the only option was to continue evading the topic and play dumb.


    “Sigh… It was quite a rough day. We faced some unbelievable predicaments, you showed interest in another girl, and we ended up spending a lot of money.”


    Yuzu sighed while complaining.


    “Spending a lot of money… It was just a lipstick.”


    When I latched onto the last point, Yuzu blushed and averted her gaze for some reason.


    “Well, um… You see, since I lingered in the fitting room for quite a while, the store clerk kept recommending me things, and I ended up trying them on as they suggested.”


    “Ended up trying them on?”


    “Yes, and well… I ended up buying the bra that you picked out.”


    “Oh, I see.”


    Being informed about such a thing while Yuzu blushed made me feel embarrassed, and I could only keep silent about it.


    “Moreover, I’m wearing it now.”


    “Now!?”


    I remembered the design of the bra I had picked.


    Yuzu is wearing it now… in this situation…


    “You’re imagining it, aren’t you!? You pervert, Yamato!”


    “Well, in this situation, who wouldn’t!?”


    Blushing, but unable to deny it, I fully acknowledged her accusation.


    “You’re such a lustful teenager!”


    “If you didn’t want it to be imagined, you shouldn’t have provided so many details!”


    “Well, um…”


    Seemingly struck in a sore spot, Yuzu hesitated for a moment but then murmured in a low voice.


    “…Well, it’s just that, you seemed so preoccupied with Aki that I didn’t like it. So, I thought I’d overwrite her with me.”


    “And you went to such lengths for that?”


    In response to my words, Yuzu blushed all the way to her neck and nodded.


    “But, you know, it’s way more embarrassing than I thought! It’s all because of your perversion that I ended up in this embarrassing situation!”


    “Just so you know, we’re in the middle of the city! Please don’t say such suggestive things out loud!”


    Dyed red by the setting sun and embarrassment, we couldn’t meet each other’s eyes as we made our way back home.


  

    SS 6: The Boyfriend Compelled to Mimic Gestures that Girls Love


    “Sorry, I’m late… Wait, what are you reading?”


    After school.


    When I entered the literature clubroom, having been delayed by some business, I found Yuzu intensely focused on an old magazine.


    “Oh, Yamato-kun. I was just looking through the bookshelf since I had some free time, and I found this.”


    Yuzu raised her head and showed me the page she was reading.


    “Uh… ‘Special Feature on Gestures Girls Love in Guys’?”


    “Yeah, but just reading about it doesn’t really make it clear.”


    “I see.”


    So that’s why she was scowling at it so intently.


    “Oh, I know! Hey, Yamato-kun, why don’t you try doing some of these for me?”


    With a flash of inspiration, Yuzu pressed the magazine into my hands.


    “Well, I don’t mind… First up is ‘loosening your tie.’”


    Following her instructions, I hooked my fingers under the tie of my blazer and loosened it slightly.


    “How’s this?”


    “Oh… that might be pretty good.”


    Yuzu’s heart seemed to flutter a bit.


    “But, if you could look a little more tired, that would be great. Like, as if you just got back from work.”


    “Such specific demands… Fine.”


    I let out a light sigh, feigning fatigue, and loosened my tie with a bit more of a careless gesture.


    “Oh, wow! That’s it, Yamato-kun! That really hit the spot!”


    “I… I don’t really get what’s so great about this.”


    Though Yuzu seemed extremely excited, I couldn’t quite grasp it.


    “It’s that moment when you relax after coming back from your own battlefield… It’s just so appealing.”


    “Is that so? Should I do this every time I finish grinding levels in an RPG?”


    “No! That ruins the context! It feels like you’ve tainted the gesture!”


    I thought I’d do her a favor, but she shot me down harshly.


    “How about another one? I want to see more gestures!”


    She was skeptical about the article at first, but now she was all in.


    “Alright, fine. Next is ‘tightening your tie.’ What kind of back-and-forth is this? There’s no point in having loosened it earlier.”


    “You can’t expect fetishes to be productive! Hurry up!”


    “Okay, okay.”


    Pushed by Yuzu’s intensity, I straightened my tie again.


    “Ah, nice. Now you look ready to head into battle with a certain dignity.”


    Yuzu gave me a thumbs up, clearly impressed.


    “Alright. So next time I start grinding levels—”


    “You don’t have to do that! Spare me the ‘hospitality’!”


    Once again, my attempt to be considerate was flatly rejected. What was it that bothered her so much?


    “Next! Show me the next gesture! There’s more, right?”


    Yuzu urged me on, eager to continue.


    “Still demanding more… Fine, next is ‘rolling up your sleeves.’”


    I was starting to think this was enough, but stopping now would surely make her complain, so I reluctantly continued.


    I took off my blazer, leaving just my shirt, unbuttoned the cuffs, and rolled up my sleeves.


    “Oh, this is good too. I don’t know why, but it’s really good.”


    Yuzu’s vocabulary seemed to have significantly deteriorated, probably because she was so struck by the sight.


    “I still don’t get it.”


    Even looking at my own rolled-up sleeves, I felt nothing.


    “Really? Seeing those muscles and veins appear when you roll up your sleeves feels really manly.”


    “Oh, so it’s the muscles you like. These are my proud muscles, built from intense RPG sessions.”


    “You’re ruining it! Stop adding RPG details!”


    It seemed my attempts to please her were all backfiring.


    “Muscles are muscles. They don’t lose their value.”


    “True, but the sense of reliability they bring is completely gone now!”


    I couldn’t grasp Yuzu’s taste at all. I had no idea what was working for her.


    “Next! Come on, there’s still more, right?”


    “Eh… still?”


    I was starting to feel embarrassed.


    “Wait… Could it be that I’m being sexually harassed?”


    “You’re imagining things! Hurry up!”


    Yuzu’s eyes sparkled brightly.


    But once embarrassment set in, following her instructions became harder.


    “No way, I’m done. You’ve had enough.”


    “No, I haven’t. My boyfriend, who usually shows no charm, is finally revealing a bit of it. Of course, I want more.”


    “Can’t you say anything without a thorn in it?”


    “Excuse me. I’m like a rose, you see. Mainly in beauty.”


    “More like a cactus.”


    Surviving alone even in a desert, tough as nails.


    Though my comment was meant as sarcasm, it inexplicably pleased Yuzu.


    “Oh my, are you saying ‘unfading love’ like the cactus flower? How romantic, Yamato-kun.”


    “…You really are a tough cactus woman.”


    I couldn’t handle this relentless positivity monster.


    “It’s not fair that I’m the only one doing this. You should do something too.”


    To change the unfavorable flow of the conversation, I directed the focus back to Yuzu.


    “Me? Sure, what do you want me to do?”


    I checked the magazine, but unfortunately, there was no mention of gestures for women.


    “Hmm… Maybe I’ll look it up online.”


    Seeing me pull out my phone, Yuzu grinned.


    “I see. Online, there will be lots of information. I’m very interested in what kind of gestures you’ll choose from all those options.”


    “Ugh…”


    Suddenly, it felt like I was about to expose my preferences.


    “Hey, Yamato-kun, what kind of gestures make your heart race? Come on, tell me everything.”


    Yuzu leaned in closer, looking up at me. This is hard to say!


    “Come on, quickly. I’m excited to know what Yamato-kun finds attractive in girls.”


    Ugh… No matter how I answer, I’ll be humiliated. What’s with today? It’s like I’m being endlessly harassed.


    In such a situation, there was only one last resort.


    “Please, just be quiet. The gesture I like most is you staying completely still and silent.”


    I quickly chose the escape route.


    Yuzu, unwilling to retract her words, reluctantly nodded.


    “Ugh… If you say so. I’ll just watch your sleeve-rolling video quietly.”


    “Hey, when did you film that? Delete it!”


    “…”


    “Completely still and silent!? You’re actually fulfilling my request at the worst possible time!”


    And so, in the literature clubroom, a video of me rolling up my sleeves and fiddling with my tie played on loop about ten times.


  

    SS 7: She Tries Out Hypnosis


    “Hey, Yamato-kun. I’ve prepared a wonderful method for us to get closer today.”


    It was after school in the literature club room.


    As I was preparing for our usual game, Yuzu suddenly said this out of the blue.


    “A method to get closer… I have a bad feeling about this, but let’s hear it.”


    I asked her cautiously, wary of her overly dramatic tone, and she pulled something out of her pocket.


    “A five-yen coin with a string… Hey, don’t tell me this is…”


    “Yes! It’s hypnosis!”


    My bad feeling was spot on.


    What is she up to now? Not satisfied with just being a narcissist, she’s now dabbling in eccentric behavior? Her range is impressive.


    “You know, I still feel like there’s a bit of a wall between us, Yamato-kun.”


    “Indeed. We just hit a new wall right now.”


    “And I’ve been thinking about what that wall might be, and I think the biggest reason is that you’re not being honest with me, Yamato-kun.”


    “Unfortunately, I’m honestly creeped out right now.”


    “That’s why I think hypnosis is the best way to resolve this and get closer!”


    “We’re definitely growing apart here.”


    Our enthusiasm was completely out of sync.


    “So, let’s try hypnosis.”


    “Fine… let’s get this over with.”


    I figured it would end quickly if I just played along, since it was probably just a game to her.


    “Then, Yamato-kun, watch this five-yen coin closely.”


    Yuzu started swinging the five-yen coin in front of me like a pendulum.


    “Yamato-kun, you’re gradually falling in love with me… falling in love…”


    This was less like hypnosis and more like brainwashing.


    Watching half in exasperation, Yuzu eventually stopped the coin.


    “So, Yamato-kun. Do you feel any different?”


    “Not at all.”


    “I see… I guess at this point, you already love me so much that it maxes out your affection, so it doesn’t work.”


    “No, that’s not it.”


    She really never doubts her own charm.


    “So, let’s change the approach a bit. Look at the five-yen coin again.”


    Yuzu started swinging the five-yen coin like a pendulum again.


    “Yamato-kun, you’re going to love me more than RPGs… more than RPGs…”


    “Stop trying to twist my values. Also, you just said my affection was maxed out, and now you’re implying you’re losing to RPGs.”


    “And you won’t notice any unnecessary things anymore… won’t notice…”


    “This is full-on information suppression.”


    I grabbed the five-yen coin to stop it forcibly.


    “Hey, don’t interrupt me!”


    Yuzu pouted in dissatisfaction.


    “Sorry, but I have enough of an ethical sense to stop clear wrongdoing.”


    “How rude. It’s a cute little scheme from a girl. You should reflect on yourself for making your girlfriend say such things.”


    “Don’t throw in a valid point all of a sudden. I can’t argue with that.”


    If she said my behavior as a boyfriend was problematic, I couldn’t refute it at all.


    “So, to help you level up as a boyfriend, I’m really going to hypnotize you this time!”


    She restarted with a reason that made it hard to refuse. I couldn’t turn her down when she put it like that.


    “Yamato-kun, you’ll become honest with me… honest… So, how about now?”


    “Nothing.”


    I replied bluntly, and Yuzu looked dissatisfied.


    “Ugh… it didn’t work. Yamato-kun, you should’ve just said it worked even if it didn’t.”


    “Why?”


    I tilted my head, not understanding what she meant.


    “Because this was the perfect chance to blame it on hypnosis and shout your love for me! That was the main event of this little scheme.”


    “What a twisted form of consideration…”


    So that’s why she suddenly brought up hypnosis.


    “Sorry to disappoint you, but unnecessary consideration is not needed. I have no intention of shouting my love for you.”


    “You didn’t have to be that blunt… Ah, I get it.”


    Yuzu pouted but then nodded as if she understood something.


    “Now that I think about it, Yamato-kun, you don’t seem like the type to have sweet lines prepared. Sorry for putting you on the spot.”


    “Your apology makes this even more complicated.”


    “No, it was my fault. It’s like handing the mic at karaoke to someone who doesn’t have a song ready. I made things difficult for you…”


    Yuzu seemed apologetic, but her words were subtly mocking. What’s with this underhanded form of dominance? It was infuriating.


    “…Actually, now that you mention it, I feel like the hypnosis is starting to work. I feel my heart opening up.”


    “Really?”


    Yuzu looked puzzled at my unexpected statement.


    I gave her a big smile.


    “Yes. Now I can be totally honest with you. I’m sorry for being so difficult before.”


    “Well, that’s fine, but… really?”


    Yuzu seemed confused by my sudden change in attitude.


    But I pressed on regardless.


    “It’s true. I’ve always thought you were cute, so I should have just told you so.”


    “Uh, okay… This honesty is kind of scary.”


    Yuzu looked flustered.


    “Haha, the only scary thing here is how cute you are. Can I get a closer look?”


    I pulled Yuzu closer as I spoke.


    As our eyes met at close range, her face turned bright red.


    “Y-Yamato-kun!? Um, well…”


    “You’re not just cute on the outside, you’re cute inside too. Hypnotizing your boyfriend just to get his attention is the cutest story ever.”


    “That’s embarrassing when you put it that way!”


    She was adorable, even when embarrassed.


    “I feel like sharing this cuteness with everyone. Let’s go out and tell everyone this adorable story.”


    I turned towards the door, and Yuzu clung to my arm.


    “Stop it! You’re not really hypnotized, are you? You’re mad, right?”


    “What do you mean? I’m totally hypnotized. I can’t wait to spread this cute story. Let’s start with the people close to you.”


    “I won’t be able to come to school! I’m sorry, I apologize! So please don’t spread this story!”


    “Yuzu, you’re so cute when you’re upset. It makes me want to spread it even more.”


    “What’s with this yandere attitude! You’re totally angry!”


    My (pretend) hypnotized state continued until Yuzu vowed to dispose of the five-yen coin.


  

    SS 8: The Couple Defeated by the Magic of the Kotatsu


    “I got a kotatsu!”


    As usual, Yuzu proudly displayed a fully set-up kotatsu in our literature club room.


    Now that she mentioned it, the season had shifted from autumn to winter.


    Having such an item in the club room would be nice, but one question lingered.


    “Where did you get that from?”


    Upon entering the club room and hearing her earlier statement, I looked at the kotatsu placed right in the middle of the room, half-exasperated.


    “They tried to use it in the office, but it was too distracting, so they got rid of it. That’s where I stepped in and claimed it.”


    “From the office? How did you manage to carry it here?”


    Even though it was small, it was quite heavy. Yuzu must have had a hard time carrying it with her slender arms.


    “Well, that’s where my reputation comes in handy. There are always one or two people willing to help me. Of course, I carried it alone from halfway so that no one would find out it’s in our literature club room.”


    Yuzu boasted proudly. Still, I was a bit happy about it.


    “Well, burrowing into a kotatsu to play RPGs is a classic winter event. Good job.”


    “I’ve never heard of such a classic event, but I’ll take the compliment. Shall we get in?”


    Prompted by Yuzu, I put my legs into the kotatsu.


    “Oh…”


    The kotatsu was already on, and warmth gently spread up to my calves.


    “This cozy feeling is exactly what a kotatsu is about, right, Yamato?”


    Yuzu, sitting across from me, was relaxing like a cat.


    “Yeah. Well, let’s get the rest set up.”


    I turned on the game console and switched on the TV.


    “I’ll just watch today.”


    Perhaps already influenced by the kotatsu’s lazy aura, Yuzu decided not to play.


    That’s fine. I’ll play alone then.


    With Yuzu watching, I progressed through the game.


    The protagonist, entering a ship stage, teamed up with a green-clad, flying boy.


    “Oh, I know this character. I didn’t know he appeared in this game.”


    “He’s quite famous.”


    Chatting as I went, I defeated enemies one after another.


    Suddenly, Yuzu murmured.


    “Hey, don’t you feel thirsty?”


    “Now that you mention it, I do.”


    The kotatsu does tend to dry you out. Just being in it makes you thirsty.


    “I want to buy something to drink, but…”


    Yuzu’s expression turned somewhat sour as she said this.


    I understand how she feels. I feel the same way.


    In other words, I don’t want to leave the kotatsu.


    Going out into the cold hallway and walking to the vending machine in front of the cafeteria in this late autumn evening was nothing short of a hardship.


    “Hey, Yamato. You know why I wear a miniskirt with bare legs even in this cold season? It’s because I want you to think I’m cute. Don’t you think you should reward my efforts as my boyfriend?”


    This girl was indirectly and shamelessly telling me to go buy the drinks.


    “Is that so? Sorry for making you do that. But don’t worry, I like black stockings too, so feel free to wear them. I think the school store sells stockings, so why don’t you pick some that fit?”


    Of course, implying she should buy the drinks while she’s at it.


    “…Hehe.”


    “…Haha.”


    Sparks flew between us.


    “Alright, there’s no helping it. Let’s settle this with a match!”


    Deciding that a roundabout argument wouldn’t resolve anything, Yuzu suggested a direct confrontation.


    “Fine. What’s the match?”


    I paused the game and turned to face Yuzu.


    “Well, we don’t want to do something that requires getting out of the kotatsu, so how about this?”


    Yuzu placed a toy on the kotatsu table. It was a paper sumo ring, probably left by a literature club alumnus.


    “A sumo ring… Paper sumo, huh?”


    Why did we have something like this in the literature club room? The alumni must have thought of this place as a recreation room or something.


    “Yes! The loser will have to leave this safe colony and venture into the freezing universe to gather resources!”


    “Whether it’s a grand sci-fi story or not, the game sounds good.”


    “Okay, then make a wrestler out of this paper.”


    Yuzu handed me some cardboard and scissors.


    “Hmm…”


    Though it’s my first time playing paper sumo, I’m actually pretty good at origami.


    I’m strong at this kind of craft.


    I quickly made a wrestler and placed it in the ring.


    “Wow, fast. Yamato, you’re quite handy, aren’t you?”


    “A little.”


    A few seconds after me, Yuzu also finished making her wrestler and placed it in the ring.


    “No hard feelings.”


    Confident as ever, Yuzu was determined to win even though she knew I was good at this.


    “Heh. I’ll make you regret it.”


    We faced each other, placing our index fingers at the edge of the ring.


    “Here we go, Yamato. Ready, set… Go!”


    At Yuzu’s signal, I tapped the ring with my index finger.


    My wrestler, responding to the vibration, charged at Yuzu’s wrestler.


    “Hmm…! A power move, huh? I won’t lose!”


    Yuzu matched my rhythm, tapping the ring energetically.


    Our skills were evenly matched, as we were both beginners.


    So, it would come down to the wrestlers’ craftsmanship… and mine was better.


    Eventually, Yuzu’s wrestler was pushed to the edge of the ring.


    “Come on! Hang in there, my wrestler! You can’t become a yokozuna like that!”


    “Sorry, but this autumn tournament is mine!”


    Haha, I’ll push you out like this!


    “In that case… Hey, Yamato. Remember I said someone helped me carry the kotatsu? It was a boy from the next class.”


    “What about it?”


    Suddenly bringing up an unrelated topic, Yuzu caught me off guard.


    “That boy has been talking to me quite often. He kindly helped me carry it, probably wanting to impress me. By the way, he said he was going to the cafeteria after helping me. To the cafeteria with the vending machines.”


    “So what?”


    Unconsciously, my wrestler’s movements became a bit erratic.


    “Nothing, really. Just that I might run into him if I go to the vending machine. If we meet now, I’ll have to thank him properly. A boy who probably likes me quite a bit.”


    “…”


    “Well, it has nothing to do with our match!”


    As soon as she finished speaking, Yuzu increased her tapping speed.


    The force was strong, and before I knew it, my wrestler was pushed to the edge of the ring and then out.


    “Victory! The winning move is an push-out!”


    Yuzu cheered with a triumphant pose.


    I felt the actual winning move was something else, but I chose to remain silent.


    “Alright, a promise is a promise. I’ll go get the drinks.”


    Reluctantly, I left the kotatsu, the cold late autumn wind biting at my legs.


    “Well, you’re quite honest. You didn’t want to go earlier.”


    “I lost, so it can’t be helped. You just wait here.”


    Not hiding my displeasure, I grabbed the literature club room’s doorknob.


    “Got it. Hehe, Yamato, you really do like me. And you’re jealous.”


    “Shut up.”


    Ignoring Yuzu’s smug expression, I reluctantly went to buy drinks, truly against my will.


  

    SS 9: The Couple Who Fell Asleep in the Kotatsu


    Having lost the paper sumo match against Yuzu, I went to the vending machine to buy drinks for both of us. I also took a meaningless glance at the male students inside the cafeteria before hurrying back to the literature club room.


    “Here, I bought them.”


    Upon confirming that no one was around, I entered the club room. However, there was no welcoming voice.


    Wondering what was going on, I approached the kotatsu and found Yuzu lying down and sleeping.


    “So defenseless…”


    Even though I’m the only one here… no, especially because I’m the only one here, it seems reckless for a girl to be sleeping like this.


    “Hey, I’m putting it here.”


    Even though I knew she couldn’t hear me, I placed the drinks on the table in front of Yuzu and started sipping my own tea.


    “Well, she seems to be sleeping peacefully. It would be rude to wake her up. I guess I’ll just play the RPG until she wakes up.”


    Muttering to myself, I resumed playing the game.


    The warm air from the kotatsu, the routine of defeating the same enemies—normally, I’d level up while listening to the radio or music, but now I was doing it in silence to avoid waking Yuzu.


    “Yawn…”


    That might be the reason why I, too, started feeling sleepy.


    “Man, I’m so sleepy…”


    This is bad. I keep making mistakes with the character’s controls. I’m about to fall asleep.


    “There’s no fun in forcing myself to play… I guess I’ll stop for today.”


    With a drowsy head, I saved the game and turned it off.


    Immediately, with nothing to hold back my sleepiness, I crawled into the kotatsu and closed my eyes.


    “Hm… need to go to the bathroom…”


    Just as I was about to drift into sleep, I thought I heard Yuzu stirring on the opposite side of the kotatsu and getting up.


    


    ——Suddenly, I woke up.


    The first thing that came into view was the pitch-dark room.


    “…?”


    In my groggy, sleep-deprived state, I couldn’t grasp the situation and frowned.


    However, as my consciousness gradually returned, I began to understand my circumstances.


    “Oh… I fell asleep in the kotatsu.”


    Crap, what time is it now?


    I reached into my pocket, took out my phone, and checked the time. The bright screen displayed seven o’clock.


    “Whoa… it’s already seven. No wonder it’s dark.”


    Calculating it, I must have slept for about two hours.


    I hurriedly tried to sit up and realized a startling fact.


    “Zzz… zzz…”


    Right next to me, there was Yuzu’s sleeping face.


    “…!?”


    In my confusion, I couldn’t even make a sound.


    What is this!? What is this!?


    I hadn’t noticed in the dark, but Yuzu was sleeping incredibly close to me!


    Moreover, she was using my arm as a pillow. Why!?


    Due to the prolonged use of my arm as a pillow, my right arm had completely lost sensation.


    “Come to think of it, Yuzu seemed to be getting up to go outside just before I fell asleep…”


    Could it be that when she came back to the club room after using the bathroom, she sleepily snuggled up next to me?


    That’s the only explanation.


    “Anyway, I need to get out of this situation.”


    If Yuzu woke up and saw this, it would cause a huge misunderstanding.


    I tried to slowly pull my arm out from under Yuzu’s head, but since I couldn’t feel my arm, I couldn’t control my strength properly.


    “Nn…”


    Did I pull too hard? Yuzu stirred and seemed uncomfortable.


    “Ugh…”


    Not only did I feel nervous about being caught, but Yuzu’s soft breathing at this close distance made me feel another type of nervousness as well.


    Damn it… when she’s quietly sleeping like this, Yuzu looks perfectly cute, with no room for complaint.


    “I have to… get my arm out quickly.”


    I couldn’t risk losing my sanity. I swallowed hard and resumed the task of gently extracting my arm.


    “Nnn… no…”


    However, the tickling sensation must have bothered her because Yuzu turned over and nestled snugly into my arm.


    “Ugh…!”


    What is this overwhelming sense of guilt?


    We’ve hugged closely before, and I’ve been pretty nervous each time, but this feels different.


    “This is bad…!”


    There’s an unusual sense of liberation coming from the feeling that no one’s watching, Yuzu’s defenselessness, and other factors.


    In other words, ‘No one’s looking, and Yuzu doesn’t know, so just a little bit…’ This kind of temptation is bombarding my brain!


    “This is bad. This is really bad…!”


    I might really lose my self-control. This could end up very badly.


    “If it comes to this, I need to stop trying to pull my arm out gradually.”


    If Yuzu does something unexpected in the middle of it, I’m not confident I can keep my composure.


    I’ll pull my arm out in one go.


    And before Yuzu wakes up from the shock, I’ll get out of the kotatsu and act innocent.


    There’s no other way.


    “Alright…”


    I took a deep breath to calm myself and steeled my resolve.


    Then, with the force of a tablecloth trick, I yanked my right arm out.


    First step, success.


    “Mmya!?”


    At the same time, Yuzu’s head, deprived of its pillow, hit the carpet on the floor with a soft thud, and she began to wake up.


    I need to move quickly…!


    Thinking this, I tried to push myself up using my right arm.


    ——But I made one miscalculation.


    My right arm, which had been used as a pillow for so long, was completely numb, with no sensation or strength…!


    “Whoa!?”


    I lost my balance when I tried to lean on my powerless right arm.


    Almost crashing into Yuzu, I managed to brace myself with my left hand just in time to avoid an accident.


    “That was close…”


    I heaved a sigh of relief at narrowly avoiding the collision.


    “Yamato-kun? What are you doing?”


    ——But at the same time, another accident had already occurred.


    “Well, this is, um…”


    Before I knew it, I was in a position where I was practically on top of Yuzu.


    My mind went blank, and I couldn’t think of a good excuse.


    Meanwhile, Yuzu, still slightly groggy, seemed to be slowly waking up and understanding the situation. Her eyes gradually widened, and her face turned bright red.


    “No, seriously, what are you doing!? Yamato-kun!”


    Yuzu hugged herself protectively.


    “It’s a misunderstanding! This was just a little accident!”


    “Doing something like this while I’m asleep… it should be done in a more romantic setting, following the proper steps…!”


    “I told you, it’s not like that!”


    “I’m not saying it’s completely bad, just that you should follow the proper steps…”


    “You’re still half asleep! If you keep talking, you’ll regret it when you fully wake up!”


    An hour later, we unanimously decided to get rid of the kotatsu.


  

    SS 10: The Couple in a Misunderstanding


    “Hey, Izumi. Do you have a minute?”


    It was after school.


    Today, Yuzu mentioned she’d be a bit late due to some errands, so I decided to head to the literature clubroom alone. But as I reached the classroom entrance, someone called out to me.


    I turned around to see a girl with flaxen hair standing there.


    It was Aki Kotani, Yuzu’s friend.


    “Kotani? Do you need something from me?”


    Even though she’s Yuzu’s friend, Kotani and I are from completely different worlds, so we hardly ever talk.


    For her to stop me after school like this was unusual.


    “Um… can we talk somewhere else?”


    Kotani pointed hesitantly outside the classroom.


    Since my only connection with Kotani was Yuzu, it was obvious this had something to do with her.


    “Got it, let’s go.”


    If it was about Yuzu, I couldn’t ignore it. I followed Kotani, who had already packed her things, out into the hallway.


    “Here should be fine.”


    We stopped in a quiet corner of the hallway, on our way to the club building where not many students passed by.


    “So, what’s this about?”


    When I asked, Kotani looked uncomfortable as she began to speak.


    “Actually… yesterday, Yuzu and I hung out at my place. We decided to swap some accessories we didn’t need anymore, and we ended up exchanging quite a lot.”


    “I see.”


    So it was related to Yuzu. But I still didn’t understand why Kotani needed to talk to me about it.


    “But… it turns out, one of the accessories I gave away was actually my sister’s.”


    Kotani said, looking troubled.


    I was starting to get the picture.


    “I see. You want me to get it back for you?”


    “Thanks for being quick about it. So, can I ask you to do it?”


    “I don’t mind, but wouldn’t it be faster if you talked to Yuzu directly? I’m sure she’d understand if you explained the situation.”


    When I pointed this out, Kotani averted her eyes, looking embarrassed.


    “I know that’s the best way, but… I gave her a lot of stuff pretty generously yesterday, and asking for it back now feels awkward. I mean, I could, but it’s just…”


    It seemed Kotani found herself in an awkward position.


    Well, I’m not heartless. This is a simple enough favor to grant.


    “Alright, I’ll do it. So, which accessory is it?”


    When I agreed, Kotani looked relieved and rummaged through her bag.


    “I think I have the catalog… here it is. There’s a picture inside.”


    She pulled out a white envelope and handed it to me.


    It looked like a promotional mailer from the store.


    “Okay, I’ll check it out.”


    “I know it’s not my place to ask, but please do it soon.”


    She seemed a bit anxious, probably being pressured by her sister.


    “It must be pretty important.”


    “Yeah. My sister said I could do whatever I want with my stuff, but she doesn’t want anyone else to have it.”


    I see. In that case, I’d better hurry.


    “I understand how you feel, Kotani. I’ll talk to Yuzu and get it sorted.”


    Nodding firmly, I accepted Kotani’s request.


    


    “Excuse me!”


    With a perfect smile, Yuzu left the faculty office.


    “Phew… I can’t believe I forgot to turn in my assignment. How careless of me.”


    She ended up wasting more time than she expected.


    If she didn’t hurry to the literature clubroom, Yamato might get too engrossed in his RPG and ignore her.


    Yuzu walked quickly down the hallway toward the club building.


    And then, she heard a familiar voice.


    “It’d be better if you talked to her directly… if you explain, Yuzu will understand…”


    Apparently, Yamato hadn’t reached the clubroom yet.


    “Oh, I can catch up to him now.”


    Thinking this, she quickened her pace, only to be met with an unexpected sight.


    “Aki?”


    For some reason, her best friend was talking to Yamato. Instinctively, Yuzu hid without thinking.


    An empty hallway, Aki looking slightly guilty, her best friend and her boyfriend meeting secretly.


    Yuzu’s intuition sensed something suspicious.


    “Could it be…?”


    Aki and Yamato hardly ever interact… but then again, there was that one time they were together without me…


    “No, no way…”


    But, Aki did owe Yamato a favor… and I remember hearing that sometimes, when you talk about the person you like with a friend, you end up liking that friend instead…


    “But still…”


    Of all people, those two.


    Denying it in her mind, Yuzu continued to watch them closely.


    Then, she saw Kotani hand Yamato something that looked like an envelope.


    “A love letter…!?”


    No way, could it be…!?


    With her heart pounding loudly, Yuzu crept closer to hear their conversation.


    “She said, ‘You can do whatever you want with me, but I don’t want anyone else to have it…’”


    Kotani’s voice suddenly reached her ears.


    “Do whatever you want with me…? I don’t want anyone else to have it…?”


    Those words were completely incriminating. Was this already a confirmed confession? What would Yamato say in response?


    “I understand how you feel, Kotani. I’ll talk to Yuzu and get it sorted.”


    Yamato replied seriously.


    “Talk to me…?”


    Wait, am I about to get dumped?


    


    After finishing his conversation with Kotani, I arrived at the clubroom alone.


    I thought about playing a game, but I didn’t want to get so absorbed that I’d forget about Kotani’s request.


    I decided to wait for Yuzu to arrive… but she was late.


    “She said she was just dropping off an assignment…”


    I muttered as I picked up my phone to contact her, when the clubroom door opened.


    “Sorry I’m late.”


    Yuzu appeared, looking somewhat dejected.


    “It’s fine, but did something happen?”


    “It just took me a little time to prepare myself.”


    She replied vaguely.


    I didn’t get it, but I decided to deal with Kotani’s request before I forgot.


    “Yuzu, can we talk? It’s about something important.”


    When I said that, Yuzu flinched.


    “Yes, I know. It’s about Aki, right?”


    Her reaction surprised me.


    “Yeah, but how did you know?”


    “I overheard you two talking earlier.”


    I see.


    It was strange how low her spirits were, but this made things easier.


    “If that’s the case, I guess I don’t need to explain it again. So, for these reasons, could you please return it?”


    “No.”


    “What?”


    I thought it would go smoothly, but she flat-out refused.


    Yuzu turned away with a pout.


    “Sure, I understand you might have feelings about it, but it wasn’t yours to begin with. Can’t you just let it go?”


    When I tried to reason with her, Yuzu hesitated.


    “Well… technically, it wasn’t originally mine, but… being asked to give it back now feels like being discarded!”


    “Discarded!?”


    Wait, was she given something and then immediately told to get rid of it? What kind of life does she lead?


    “To be precise, it’s about to be discarded.”


    “About to!? What kind of plan is that? Who’s planning to discard it?”


    And what does it mean to have something that’s about to be discarded?


    “Who else but you, Yamato?”


    “Why me!?”


    The most unexpected suspect. I couldn’t fathom a motive.


    “I’d like to know that myself! You probably got bored of it or something!”


    “I don’t get bored that quickly!”


    It hasn’t even been an hour since I took on Kotani’s request. What kind of person does she think I am?


    “I can’t believe you! You cheater!”


    “How does that count as cheating? Isn’t this jealousy a bit much? Anyone would do something like this!”


    Was she always this intense?


    As I was getting exasperated, Yuzu looked slightly embarrassed.


    “Anyone would… that’s impossible! Of course, a girlfriend would be angry if her boyfriend did something like this!”


    “You can’t be serious! Girls are that hard to understand?”


    Is it because I lack social skills? Is this how all girls think?


    “It’s not hard to understand! If you keep swapping things around within the group, of course, it’ll cause issues!”


    “But this is just about exchanging accessories!”


    “Calling it just accessories! I can’t believe you’re such a terrible person, Yamato! I’m so disappointed in you!”


    “What’s so terrible about it? Then how do you see this situation?”


    “You and Aki betrayed me.”


    “That’s too heavy!”


    


    A few minutes later, after the misunderstanding was cleared up, Yuzu was writhing in embarrassment in the clubroom.


  

    SS 11: Stargazing Couple


    “Ah, Yamato-kun. Thanks for coming to pick me up.”


    Near a certain apartment building, Yuzu, dressed in casual clothes, approached me as I sat on a bench.


    “Don’t mention it. I can’t let you walk alone at night.”


    With the sun completely set and the nightfall upon us, it was only natural to arrange the meeting near Yuzu’s house.


    “Shall we go then? The hill a little further from here is the best spot.”


    Guided by Yuzu, we started walking.


    “But it’s been a while since we went to see a meteor shower.”


    Yuzu walked along the path to the hill, looking up at the sky with excitement.


    Yes, today is the day when the activity of the Leo meteor shower peaks. Knowing this, Yuzu invited me to watch the stars together.


    “Be careful not to walk while looking up.”


    I warned Yuzu, whose attention seemed to be entirely on the sky.


    “It’s okay… Whoa!?”


    “I told you so.”


    As Yuzu, who I had warned, almost stumbled from the side, I grabbed her hand to support her.


    “Ah, thanks. I got distracted.”


    Embarrassed or feeling guilty, Yuzu smiled awkwardly.


    “Be careful, okay?”


    Trying to let go of her hand as I said that, Yuzu held onto it tightly and smiled brightly.


    “I feel relieved when Yamato-kun holds my hand.”


    “…Honestly. You’re hopeless.”


    With a sigh, I decided to hold onto Yuzu’s hand. Well, it would be troublesome if she stumbled again.


    After a few minutes of walking like that, we arrived at our destination.


    “We’re here! So, how do you like my favorite spot?”


    Yuzu seemed somewhat proud.


    “Wow…”


    While I listened to her words, my attention was captivated by the sight in front of me.


    Although it was just a slightly elevated hill, you could see the city lights very well from there.


    Looking up, since there were no tall buildings, the sky seemed incredibly vast.


    “Yeah, it’s a nice spot.”


    “Right? Then, let’s get ready.”


    Yuzu happily took out a leisure sheet from her bag and spread it on the ground.


    We both sat down there together.


    “Oh, I have cocoa. Want some?”


    Yuzu poured cocoa from a thermos bottle she had brought out.


    “You’re unusually well-prepared today.”


    “Yeah. I thought I’d show off my girl power while I have the chance.”


    “I think showing off that kind of intention might lower your girl power.”


    I took a sip of the cocoa Yuzu gave me.


    The slightly gentle sweetness and the warmth as it went down my stomach.


    The tension that had built up from walking in the cold seemed to dissipate all at once.


    “It’s delicious.”


    “Yeah. Let me have some too.”


    “Sure.”


    There was only one thermos bottle, so we awkwardly took turns drinking cocoa, trying to hide our embarrassment.


    Then, we both gazed up at the sky absentmindedly.


    There was no conversation, but it didn’t feel awkward. Rather, there was a sense of fulfillment in the air.


    “By the way, have you ever made a wish on a shooting star?”


    Suddenly, Yuzu asked me such a question.


    “No, I haven’t. It’s impossible to make three wishes even if you unexpectedly see a shooting star.”


    It’s an urban legend that goes beyond human reflexes.


    “Then, let’s try it today. If we know they’re coming, maybe we can make three wishes.”


    “Good idea. Since we’re here.”


    Influenced by Yuzu’s excitement, I became enthusiastic too.


    “What wish will you make, Yamato-kun?”


    Asked, I thought for a moment before voicing the first wish that came to mind.


    “Well, let’s see… Okay, I wish the next RPG I buy will be a hit.”


    “That’s so like you, Yamato-kun. Then, I’ll wish for leveling up in that RPG to be easy.”


    Yuzu joined in on my wish.


    “…That’s unexpected. I thought you were going to say something like ‘I hope Yamato-kun will cherish me more.’”


    “Really? Are you worried that my interest in you might be fading?”


    Yuzu teased, peering into my face.


    But I shrugged it off in response.


    “No, not at all. I’m perfectly calm.”


    “Why though? You should be a little worried.”


    Yuzu pouted.


    Her playful expression was endearing, and I couldn’t help but smile.


    “But I believe in your affection, Yuzu-chan.”


    “In that case, good.”


    Yuzu nodded satisfactorily. She’s a simple girl.


    “Besides, I believe in you too. That you’ll cherish me. So, I won’t wish upon a star for that.”


    With a smile, Yuzu surprised me.


    “I see… Yeah.”


    Feeling a bit embarrassed, my response became a little awkward.


    Of course, Yuzu didn’t miss that.


    “Ah, you’re blushing. Hey, were you happy? Wasn’t I adorable just now?”


    “Shut up. You’re annoying.”


    Feeling disadvantaged, I averted my gaze from Yuzu.


    Then, Yuzu leaned her head on my shoulder.


    “So, make sure to cherish me, okay? Yamato-kun.”


    “…I’ll do my best.”


    Suppressing my embarrassment, I replied, and Yuzu chuckled softly.


    “You’re unreliable, but oh well. Let’s consider that a positive response from Yamato-kun.”


    Feeling somewhat treated like a child, I glanced up at the sky.


    At that moment, I saw a single shooting star streak across the night sky.


    “Oh, it’s starting.”


    “Really?”


    At my words, Yuzu also looked up at the sky.


    Then, as if on cue, a multitude of stars began to fall.


    “Wow… It’s beautiful.”


    As if forgetting to make wishes, Yuzu sighed as she watched the stars.


    I felt the same way.


    It was my first time seeing a meteor shower, and it was so beautiful, mysterious, and exhilarating.


    …I wouldn’t have thought to look up at the sky like this if it weren’t for Yuzu.


    Thinking that, I felt that this moment was very precious and invaluable.


    If shooting stars grant wishes, then maybe I’ll wish for more moments like this—


    “…No.”


    Deciding against it, I stopped myself.


    “What’s wrong? Yamato-kun.”


    Yuzu tilted her head, looking at me.


    “It’s nothing. I was just wondering if I could make three wishes.”


    “Oh, I forgot about that, being mesmerized by the stars.”


    Saying that, Yuzu and I proceeded to make the wishes we had planned originally.


    That’s enough. Just that is enough.


    The other wish doesn’t need a star to fulfill—it’s up to me.


  

    SS 12: A Boyfriend Nursing His Girlfriend


    “Hey, Yuzu. You alive? Brought what you asked for.”


    Lunch break.


    After finishing shopping at the school store, I arrived at the infirmary and called out to her, lying in bed.


    Gently pulling back the curtain and looking at the bed, I met Yuzu’s eyes, with a cooling pad on her forehead.


    “Oh… sorry to trouble you, Yamato-kun. It’s all because of my weak body.”


    “We made a promise not to say that.”


    While exchanging words like a scene from a period drama, I sat down on the chair next to the bed.


    “But to catch a cold of all things…”


    Yuzu muttered resentfully while coughing.


    This morning, when we went to school together, her face was just a little red, but by the end of the third period, she was completely knocked out. That’s why she ended up here in the infirmary.


    “Even the adorable and perfect Yuzu-chan can mess up managing her health. So, do you have an appetite?”


    I took out the jelly she asked for from the shopping bag.


    “Not much… but I have to eat to take the medicine.”


    Yuzu slowly sat up, looking exhausted.


    “Can you eat it alone?”


    “I can, but I feel like being pampered a lot.”


    She demanded to be fed straight up. Usually, I would refuse, but I couldn’t be too strict with a sick person.


    “Alright, here.”


    I scooped up some jelly with a plastic spoon and brought it to her mouth.


    “Mm… Yamato-kun, it’s rare for you to pamper me so honestly.”


    “I’m not heartless enough to treat a sick person poorly.”


    “It’s a perk, huh? I might let this cold linger a bit longer.”


    Even though she had a fever, Yuzu seemed a bit happy. What a carefree person.


    “Don’t say stupid things. Here, take your time and eat.”


    I continued to assist her with eating until she finished the jelly.


    “Is this medicine okay? Can we even give out medicine in the infirmary?”


    I tilted my head, looking at the medicine on the table.


    It’s partly made out of kindness, but is it okay to give out this kind of medicine in the infirmary?


    “Ah, that’s something a friend left behind…”


    I see. Apparently, girls keep this kind of medicine on hand for that monthly thing, and this must be one of them.


    “Alright, drink this and lie down.”


    “Uh…”


    After drinking the medicine with mineral water, Yuzu lay down on the bed.


    Even just lying quietly like this, she’s truly a flawless beauty.


    “Yamato-kun.”


    “What is it?”


    I was called out, feeling slightly nervous about the potentially rude thing I was thinking.


    “Hold my hand.”


    Yuzu poked her hand out from under the blanket and made a cute request.


    “Sure.”


    When I held her hand, Yuzu immediately intertwined her fingers with mine and smiled contentedly.


    “I feel a bit better now.”


    “Well, that’s good.”


    Maybe because she’s weakened by the cold, she looks oddly cuter than usual, even when awake.


    “Well, I’ll stay like this until lunch break ends.”


    I informed her of my unusual service spirit, but for some reason, Yuzu looked lonely.


    “Until lunch break ends… Today, the school nurse isn’t here, and I’ll be alone until my mom picks me up… I feel lonely…”


    Maybe when you’re sick, your heart weakens. Yuzu seemed very downcast.


    “But we can’t skip class, right?”


    Well, it wouldn’t be a big deal to skip one class, but if the two of us, who are supposed to be dating, skipped class and stayed in the infirmary, rumors could start circulating, and Yuzu would be the one most affected by it.


    “Then, I want to recharge a bit more while you’re here.”


    Yuzu looked at me with upturned eyes from the bed.


    “I’m willing to do what I can, but what do you want me to do?”


    Maybe because she’s feeling weak, Yuzu is oddly invoking my protective instincts today.


    “Hug me tightly. For about five minutes.”


    Yuzu demanded a hug, spreading her arms wide.


    “That’s a bit… Yuzu is lying down, and it’s impossible in this position.”


    I might feel embarrassed to refuse just a hug, but it’s out of the question to climb onto the bed like this for various reasons.


    “Well, then, I’ll get up.”


    After being rejected by me, Yuzu tried to sit up.


    “No, you’ll catch a chill. Just stay lying down.”


    I quickly pushed Yuzu’s shoulders back down onto the bed.


    “Ugh… I said I’m willing to do what I can.”


    Yuzu pouted as if accusing me of lying.


    “Though I did say that, but… well, this is a bit…”


    After resisting me, Yuzu stared at me for a while, then her expression brightened as if she had come up with something.


    “I got it. How about you get into the bed?”


    “No, that’s… that’s sleeping together…”


    An even more outrageous suggestion came up, and I shuddered involuntarily.


    “Well, then I won’t get out of bed, and it’s physically possible. Perfect!”


    It’s far from perfect. What crazy thing is she saying so casually?


    “Seriously… are you out of your mind because of the fever?”


    Seemingly weakened in both mind and body, Yuzu is inviting my protection today.


    “Is this also not okay? I said I’m willing to do what you can…”


    Yuzu seemed disappointed.


    “Though I did say that, but… well, this is a bit…”


    After my hesitation, Yuzu looked dejected.


    “Ugh… ugh…”


    Being looked at with such a face by a sick person, I felt a pang of guilt.


    “Ugh… ugh…”


    What should I do…!


    After much deliberation, I sighed with resignation.


    “Fine… I’ll do it.”


    “Really?”


    “Yeah… it’s true.”


    Whichever way it goes, if it’s going to be a big mental blow, I might as well choose the one that will satisfy Yuzu.


    “Okay, come here.”


    Yuzu patted the space next to her on the bed.


    “Hang in there, my reason…!”


    I took a deep breath and, with determination, slipped into the bed.


    As I was enveloped in the warmth of the blanket warmed by Yuzu’s body, my heart raced.


    Well, this is still okay. My reason is holding up.


    “Yamato-kun… hehe.”


    Just when I felt relieved, Yuzu snuggled into my arms, calling my name in a catlike voice.


    The soft touch unique to girls, the sweet fragrance wafting gently. Her body temperature, heated by the cold. Everything melted my reason away.


    “Just like this for five minutes, okay…?”


    Unaware of my struggle, Yuzu clung to me, seemingly completely at ease.


    Oh no, this is dangerous for five minutes. I won’t last.


    “Yamato-kun, your heart is pounding so much~”


    “Ugh…”


    It feels like everything she says and does is a bomb, and my reason could disappear at any moment.


    I inadvertently glanced down and saw Yuzu nestled against me.


    With her vulnerable expression, unbelievably white neck, collarbone, slightly loosened neckline, is it because of the discomfort of sleep?


    Help, someone, anyone, please break this situation!


    Just when I wished for help from the bottom of my heart…


    “Excuse me~. Yuzu, are you awake?”


    It seemed like either a god or a devil had heard my plea, as someone entered the infirmary.


    From the voice, it was likely Kotani.


    Perfect, I thought. I could ask her to separate Yuzu from me…


    “Oh, it’s not good if someone sees us like this, right?”


    Suddenly, all color drained from my face.


    I scrambled to get out of bed.


    “No… there are still two minutes…”


    But Yuzu, still half-asleep, clung tighter to me, oblivious to Kotani’s presence.


    “I-I mean, this is bad now…!”


    In a low voice, I tried to warn her, but Yuzu, in her half-dream state, paid no attention.


    “Hmm? I hear voices, but… are you awake? I’m opening it, Yuzu.”


    With that, Kotani opened the curtain dividing the beds.


    Our eyes met instantly.


    “Uh…”


    “Uh, hello.”


    I offered a pointless smile and nodded politely.


    “…”


    “…”


    “…”


    “…”


    A painfully awkward silence.


    Eventually, Kotani closed the curtain quietly and turned on her heel.


    “Wait, wait! It’s a misunderstanding! Seriously, it’s a misunderstanding!”


    I shouted desperately while still restrained by Yuzu.


    “Well, we’re a couple, so these things happen sometimes… Yeah, I didn’t see anything.”


    Kotani’s voice sounded incredibly awkward.


    “If you’re concerned about us, at least listen to our explanation!”


    My plea fell on deaf ears as the infirmary door shut with a soft thud.


    “This is… ugh… Yuzu, if you have any consideration for us, at least listen to our explanation!”


    Yuzu, still holding onto me, seemed to be in a daze, her consciousness drifting in and out.


    “Ugh… ugh…”


    What should I do…!


    I pinched my thigh with all my strength, trying to maintain my composure through the pain.


    These three minutes felt longer than waiting for cup noodles…


    “Geez… I wish I could catch a cold and stay home too.”


    My words of escapism echoed hollowly in the infirmary.


  

    SS 13: The Couple Who Wants to Avoid the Slump


    “Sigh…”


    As usual, we were in the literature club room.


    During a break in the game, Yuzu let out a strangely languid sigh.


    “What’s wrong? We haven’t even leveled up today,” I asked, tilting my head.


    With a melancholic expression, Yuzu looked at me.


    “Well, I got some advice from a friend today. Apparently, she and her boyfriend are going through a slump.”


    “Really… so why are you so down about it?”


    As empathetic as Yuzu is, she’s not usually the type to get so worked up over someone else’s problems.


    “Well, it got me thinking… are we okay? Are we in a slump?”


    “Just to clarify, we’re a fake couple, right?”


    How could a fake couple go through a slump?


    “Of course. Even if our relationship is fake, I can feel that Yamato’s feelings for me are real. That’s why I’m worried we might experience a real slump.”


    Right. It’s easier to let this slide than to argue.


    “I don’t feel any weariness from being with you, Yuzu. You don’t need to worry about that. At most, I might find you annoying or tiresome from time to time, but that’s about it.”


    “That makes me feel very insecure!”


    I tried to reassure her with my honest feelings, but it seems to have backfired.


    “I’m getting more and more anxious. Let’s look up signs of a relationship slump.”


    With that, Yuzu took out her phone and started searching.


    “Let’s see… characteristics of a boyfriend entering a slump… Ah, here it is.”


    It looks like she found an article with the information she was looking for.


    “First sign: ‘Dates have become monotonous.’ Hey, doesn’t this apply to us right away?”


    “Well, we do spend about 80% of our time here just playing games.”


    Unfortunately, the first point hits home. But these things happen.


    “Next… ‘He stops making an effort to improve himself.’ Yamato, are you working on self-improvement?”


    “Of course. My gaming skills improve every day—”


    “That means you’re not doing anything. This is getting even worse.”


    Yuzu cut me off before I could finish, which was a bit sad.


    “And then… ‘He avoids making eye contact.’ Come to think of it, I feel like we haven’t made eye contact for about 80% of our conversation today!”


    “Well, we’ve both been looking at the game screen. That’s to be expected.”


    Despite my logical explanation, Yuzu ignored it and looked at me sadly.


    “In conclusion, Yamato is in a slump! How can you be in a slump with a cute girlfriend like me? What’s your problem!?”


    Why am I being cornered like this?


    “I don’t think I’m in a slump, but if I have a complaint, it’s your personality.”


    “Ugh… ‘Beauty becomes familiar in three days,’ huh? No matter how cute I am, you’re the type who doesn’t care once you’ve got the fish…”


    “Hey, were you listening to me?”


    Naturally, Yuzu ignored my words and started acting like a tragic heroine.


    “So, I’m going to work on improving this slump!”


    “I feel like I’m being given medicine for a fever I don’t have.”


    Despite my objections, once Yuzu felt a sense of crisis, it was impossible to persuade her otherwise. She began looking up ways to improve the slump online.


    “First… ‘Take some distance.’ That’s rejected! I’d be lonely.”


    “Try it first. Like, right now.”


    Until she forgets this slump nonsense.


    “Another one is ‘Make him jealous.’ So, I should let you see me getting along with other guys?”


    “Well, yes, but… I see you talking to Sakuraba and Namase often, but I don’t feel anything.”


    Yuzu puffed out her cheeks at my response.


    “That’s also frustrating. Why don’t you get jealous?”


    “I don’t know. Let me ask you, if I was the type to get jealous, do you think we’d be in this fake relationship?”


    Considering how we became a fake couple, there’s no reason for jealousy.


    “Ugh… if you got jealous, it would cause problems for me, too.”


    Realizing the inconvenience of jealousy, Yuzu’s enthusiasm waned.


    She diverted her attention back to her phone.


    “Um, what else… ‘Change your appearance.’ Maybe I should change my hairstyle. What kind do you like, Yamato?”


    “Hmm… as long as it suits you, anything is fine.”


    “That just makes it harder. I mean, everything looks good on me.”


    A diligent narcissist who never forgets self-admiration.


    “I don’t really understand girls’ hairstyles, but I think your current one is fine.”


    I shared my honest opinion, but Yuzu didn’t seem satisfied.


    Instead, her expression became strained.


    “You don’t want distance. You’re not jealous. You’re not interested in a makeover. If there are no improvements, does that mean… Yamato, you’re not interested in me!?”


    Yuzu staggered back as if in shock.


    Is that the conclusion she’s reaching? Well, we are a fake couple, so technically, that’s correct, but I can’t be that cold now.


    “It’s not that I’m not interested, okay?”


    I tried to deny it, but it didn’t seem to resonate with Yuzu, who remained downcast.


    “Ugh… well, we are a fake couple, but can’t you show a little more interest?”


    I wanted to hold my head in frustration. It’s not even a slump, so why is this happening…? Maybe it’s partly my fault for neglecting communication regularly.


    With a deep sigh, I decided to resolve this situation.


    “Um… if I made you anxious, I’m sorry. I really am interested in you, and we’re not in a slump. Honestly, I think being with you is quite fun.”


    It was embarrassing to say this directly, and I could feel my face heating up.


    “Yamato…”


    Yuzu looked at my face with a slightly surprised expression.


    Reaching my limit of embarrassment, I averted my eyes.


    Despite the intense embarrassment, it seems my feelings reached Yuzu, so I should be relieved—


    “You looked away…! Isn’t this a sign of a slump where he doesn’t make eye contact!?”


    “Why does it always end up like this!?”


    She reached an unexpected conclusion.


    “Then say it again, looking into my eyes!”


    “I can’t! I’m mentally exhausted! I can’t do it anymore!”


    “It really is a slump!”


    “What is this endless loop!?”


    In the end, I had to retake it about ten times to convince Yuzu.


  

    SS 14: Kotani Aki and the Last Elixir Dilemma


    “Good morning. It’s cold again today, isn’t it? Hey, what’s wrong?”


    On a day when winter was fast approaching, Kotani Aki was greeted by her best friend, Yuzu Nanamine, wearing a sullen expression as she entered the classroom.


    “…Morning, Aki. It’s nothing.”


    Yuzu, pouting, stared out the window. Aki thought it was unfair that even when she was angry, Yuzu still looked adorable, perhaps because of her good looks.


    “It’s rare to see you like this, Yuzu. Did something happen with Izumi?”


    At the mention of her boyfriend’s name, Yuzu’s shoulders flinched.


    “I knew it.”


    For someone as smooth and adept at managing relationships as Yuzu, the only person who could upset her this much was Yamato Izumi.


    Initially, Aki thought the two of them were completely mismatched, but somehow, they had lasted this long.


    “Yeah, we had a little fight.”


    “That’s unusual. Want to talk about it?”


    Aki knew that Yuzu, who was usually great at resolving conflicts smoothly, could become childish and stubborn around Yamato.


    So, with a feeling of mild amusement, she asked Yuzu what happened. After some hesitation, Yuzu finally spoke up.


    “Actually… we argued about how to use a Last Elixir!”


    “…Huh?”


    


    The Last Elixir. An item from a certain famous RPG, its effect is to fully restore the HP and MP of the entire party, making it the ultimate recovery method.


    However, contrary to its power, it is extremely rare, with only a few obtainable in a single playthrough.


    “So, in the middle of a tough boss battle, Yuzu wanted to use it right away, but Izumi opposed it.”


    “Exactly.”


    “That’s right.”


    In a silent, empty classroom, Yamato and Yuzu answered Aki without meeting her eyes.


    Wanting to resolve the issue before the morning homeroom ended, Aki had called the two of them to an empty classroom to find a way to reconcile.


    “So that’s what the fight was about… I see.”


    Aki felt a bit regretful for getting involved over such a trivial reason, but since she was already involved, she decided to resolve it quickly.


    “If you were in a pinch, wouldn’t it have been better to just use it?”


    Trying to take Yuzu’s side, she began to speak, but Yamato, looking unconvinced, shook his head vigorously.


    “No, no, we’re only in the middle of the game. There are going to be tougher and more troublesome enemies ahead. If we use it now, we’ll have nothing left later. The Last Elixir is like insurance. If we face a battle without any insurance, and we get stuck, there’s no recovering from that.”


    “I see…”


    Hearing this, Aki started to think Yamato’s point made sense too.


    Satisfied for now, Aki turned to Yuzu.


    “Then, wouldn’t it have been better to save it?”


    However, Yuzu, equally unconvinced, puffed out her cheeks.


    “That’s exactly why Yamato never ends up using it. We could clear the game easily if we used it right away, but he wastes time being overly cautious. If we clear this part, we can level up more efficiently later. The Last Elixir is an investment. It only makes sense if you use it properly.”


    “I see…”


    This time, Aki felt Yuzu’s argument was also reasonable, leaving her even more conflicted.


    As she pondered what to do, the two of them started to get more heated.


    “If you think about efficiency, using it on the final boss is the best move. We should save it until then.”


    “You wouldn’t even use it on the final boss. You’d say there might be a hidden boss afterward.”


    “Then I’ll use it on the hidden boss—”


    “You won’t even use it on the hidden boss! You’d say there might be another form of the hidden boss and be overly cautious. It’s turned into a collector’s item!”


    “As long as we can manage without using it, it’s better not to. It’s the last resort, not something to be used easily!”


    “If we’re thinking about efficiency—”


    As Aki listened to their bickering, she realized one thing.


    The Last Elixir tests your decision-making.


    Because it’s a precious and important item, it constantly challenges you to decide whether to use it at a crucial moment or not.


    (…It’s interesting how a game can reflect one’s view on life.)


    With this newfound interest, she focused back on the two of them.


    “What if you really don’t have the Last Elixir in a pinch?”


    “Then we’ll level up!”


    “Not being able to use it in the most critical moment defeats the purpose! It’s the least efficient way to overcome the highest hurdle!”


    …Decision-making, huh.


    Whether it’s about making choices at crucial moments in life or embarking on adventures, this item might reveal such aspects.


    (…It almost feels like watching a couple argue about getting married early or waiting longer.)


    With that conclusion, Aki looked back at her friends.


    “Stop putting it off! This is important, so make a decision!”


    “Not now! I’m not against it, but we should wait for a more appropriate time—”


    “The right time is now! You’ll regret it if you don’t do it now!”


    “Absolutely not! We should wait until we’ve grown more!”


    Wow, it really does seem like that.


    In fact, if they keep dating, they might argue like this when it’s time to get married.


    “So, Izumi doesn’t actually hate the idea of marriage (Last Elixir), right?”


    When Aki asked, Yamato nodded honestly.


    “Yeah, I do think about it someday. But I don’t think we need to rush into marriage (Last Elixir) right now.”


    Aki nodded and looked at Yuzu.


    “But you want to do it right away, Yuzu?”


    “Yeah. If we don’t commit to marriage (Last Elixir) now, we might keep delaying until we miss the timing altogether.”


    …This is fascinating. Really fascinating.


    “Hey, Izumi, are you against using marriage (Last Elixir) for Yuzu’s sake?”


    “Not at all. In fact, I’m trying to delay marriage (Last Elixir) for Yuzu’s sake. You know, so she won’t have any trouble if we face a really tough stage later.”


    I see. He wants to provide for his partner without making her struggle.


    “And you, Yuzu? Why are you in such a hurry for marriage (Last Elixir)?”


    “Because I think it would make things easier for Yamato. Even if we face difficulties later, we can overcome them together.”


    I see. She wants to support him with her inner strength.


    This is amazing… Seeing their life perspectives so clearly through the use of an RPG item.


    And there’s a hint of affection in their words for each other too.


    “If you both care about each other this much, isn’t it silly to fight over it? How about you calm down and discuss it again?”


    “…Yeah.”


    “You’re right…”


    With Aki’s prompting, the two calmed down completely, their earlier fervor now gone.


    “I’m sorry for getting so worked up.”


    “…I’m sorry too.”


    Both apologized, creating an awkward silence. Yamato was the first to break it.


    “Alright, let’s use the Last Elixir.”


    “Huh? But…”


    Yuzu hesitated, but Yamato smiled.


    “It’s fine. If something happens later, we’ll handle it together, right?”


    “Yeah!”


    Yuzu replied with a beaming smile to Yamato’s words.


    Then she turned to Aki.


    “Thanks to you, we worked things out, Aki. Thank you.”


    It seemed the issue was resolved.


    “Don’t worry about it. You’ve helped me out plenty of times. Anyway, I’ll head back to class first.”


    Feeling she might become a third wheel, Aki left the empty classroom ahead of them.


    As she stepped into the cold hallway air, she sighed.


    “Wow… I feel like I just witnessed a proposal.”


    She mused about her friends’ future, imagining they might face a real proposal in a similar way in a few years.


  

    SS 15: The Boyfriend Who Witnessed His Girlfriend Getting Confessed To


    During lunch break…


    Feeling thirsty, I casually left the classroom and headed for the vending machine near the cafeteria.


    “Wow, it’s cold.”


    As soon as I stepped out of the heated classroom into the hallway, the sudden drop in temperature made me instinctively hunch my shoulders.


    “Maybe I’ll get a hot coffee…”


    Mumbling to myself, I reached the cafeteria when I heard a voice from behind it.


    “I like you! Please go out with me!”


    I stopped in my tracks for a moment but quickly started walking again.


    “I’m not interested in being a peeping tom…”


    Deciding to quietly buy my coffee and leave without being noticed, I heard the girl’s response.


    “Um, I’m already seeing someone.”


    I stopped again.


    This voice… Yuzu?


    “I’m really sorry, but—”


    “W-wait! I know that, but… can you at least think about it for one night!?”


    The boy desperately interrupted Yuzu’s attempt to turn him down.


    “Even if you say that, I don’t want to give you false hope…”


    “Just give me one day, please! Who knows, maybe you’ll change your mind after thinking about it overnight!”


    “…Well, if that’ll make you happy.”


    Yuzu, perhaps moved by his earnestness, reluctantly agreed.


    “Really? Thank you! I promise you won’t regret it if you choose me! See you tomorrow, same place!”


    It seemed like the boy, eager to leave before Yuzu could change her mind, was heading my way.


    If I got caught here, it would be a disaster.


    Realizing this, I hid behind the vending machine and held my breath.


    “…But still, Yuzu is quite popular.”


    I knew it, but seeing it happen in front of me really drove it home.


    Not that I, her fake boyfriend, had any right to complain about it.


    “…It’s cold, I should head back.”


    I quickly bought a hot coffee and left before Yuzu could see me.


    


    And then after school…


    “Do you think we’ll get to the boss battle today, Yamato-kun?”


    In the literature club room, as usual, Yuzu and I were playing an RPG.


    Yuzu was acting as if nothing had happened during lunch.


    Well, she’s probably used to being confessed to and wouldn’t lose her composure over something like that.


    “I doubt we’ll make it that far today. We only just got to the new stage yesterday.”


    Not wanting to reveal that I had been watching, I maintained my poker face.


    I didn’t know what Yuzu’s decision would be tomorrow, but it was best to act normal.


    “Then let’s focus on exploring the stage and leveling up today. Okay, let’s play rock-paper-scissors.”


    Since we were taking turns playing the single-player RPG, we always decided who would go first with rock-paper-scissors.


    “No, you can go first today, Yuzu.”


    For some reason, I decided to let Yuzu go first.


    “Really?”


    “Yeah, just felt like it.”


    After all, if Yuzu decided to accept the confession, this might be our last game session together.


    “Yay. Thanks, I’ll go first then.”


    Humming a little tune, Yuzu took the controller.


    The RPG featured a boy wielding a giant key, traveling with friends inspired by a duck and a dog. But those friends were currently absent.


    “This stage feels lonely without the usual companions.”


    Exploring the stage, Yuzu murmured.


    The boy was now traveling with a beast-like character he had just met, instead of his usual friends.


    “Those friends turned traitor after all.”


    The usual companions had defected to the enemy, leaving the boy to travel with the beast.


    “I can’t believe they betrayed him so easily after all that time together.”


    Yuzu seemed quite upset about the betrayal of the boy’s friends.


    “Well, they were in a tough position too…”


    The friends had been ordered by their boss to follow the key bearer, but when the boy lost the key to the enemy, they had no choice but to switch sides.


    “They were conflicted. But if the protagonist had insisted, maybe things would’ve turned out differently. Don’t you think?”


    “Well, it’s tough for the protagonist too. They were friends, but they were also working together because of their job… it’s hard to make selfish demands.”


    Strangely, even though we were just talking about the game, it made me feel uneasy.


    “If I were a friend, I’d want to be held back, though.”


    Was Yuzu testing me?


    Did she know I was there during the confession? No way… but she can be pretty sharp.


    “Yeah, maybe he should have held them back.”


    “Right?”


    Satisfied with my agreement, Yuzu continued playing.


    However, the stage’s complex gimmicks and strong enemies made it challenging.


    “Ugh, I almost died again. We need to level up, don’t we?”


    “Looking ahead, we probably do.”


    Agreeing with her, Yuzu put down the controller.


    “Okay, let’s do rock-paper-scissors for leveling up—”


    “No, I’ll do it. I haven’t done anything today.”


    Ignoring Yuzu as she prepared for rock-paper-scissors, I took the controller.


    “Oh, really? Well, if you say so…”


    Yuzu seemed a bit deflated but didn’t complain, happy to avoid the tedious leveling up.


    And so, I started playing.


    “These enemies are tough.”


    “Right?”


    Yuzu disliked leveling up herself but didn’t mind watching others do it, which I found odd.


    So, I focused on leveling up without worrying about her.


    “Hey, Yamato-kun.”


    “What?”


    I responded automatically, still focused on the screen.


    “Something’s off today, isn’t it?”


    “What do you mean?”


    Though my heart skipped a beat, I kept a calm exterior.


    “You gave me the first turn to play, which is unusual for you, a game-loving Yamato-kun.”


    “Sometimes I feel like being a gentleman.”


    “And you offered to level up, which is rare for you, who usually loves to annoy me.”


    “What do you think I am…”


    “A boy with an elementary school mentality who likes to tease the girl he likes.”


    Her assessment was unflattering.


    “You’re unusually gentlemanly today compared to your usual self.”


    “I’m always a gentleman.”


    “You’re even making witty jokes, showing high social skills today.”


    “It hurts a bit to know that was considered a joke…”


    I was being honest.


    “So, I wondered if something happened today.”


    Her intuition was sharp.


    “Nothing happened to me.”


    I tried to deflect, pretending to focus on the game.


    But that seemed to have backfired.


    “To you? So, something happened to someone else? Wait, does that mean—”


    Too late, I realized my mistake.


    Yuzu, with an annoyingly triumphant smile, leaned closer.


    “Did you see me getting confessed to, Yamato-kun?”


    “…What are you talking about?”


    I tried to feign ignorance with all my might.


    “Not surprised by the confession, acting normal… that’s a reaction from someone who already knew.”


    She was like a detective closing in on the truth.


    Seeing my reaction, Yuzu leaned in even more, smiling mischievously.


    “Sorry for making you worry. I didn’t say anything because I was planning to turn him down, so I didn’t think it was worth mentioning.”


    She gently patted my head like I was a troublesome little brother.


    “Don’t pat me. I wasn’t worried in the first place.”


    “Oh, so you did know about the confession?”


    “……”


    Ugh, how did I fall into such a simple trap?


    “You really care about me, Yamato-kun. Don’t worry, no matter how you act, I understand you.”


    “Annoying! If you understand, can you understand that I’m very annoyed right now!?”


    Damn it! I let my guard down!


    I hadn’t done that in a while.


    “I’m happy to see this cute side of you, Yamato-kun.”


    Yuzu nodded, satisfied, while I trembled with embarrassment.


    “And leveling up to keep me around, such a cute, elementary-school-like action…”


    “La la la, I can’t hear you!”


    Defeated, I could only cover my ears and endure.


  

    SS 16: Snow Play for Couples


    “It’s cold! Seriously cold!”


    As usual, we were in the literature club room.


    In the unusually chilly room, Yuzu raised her voice in a cry-like manner.


    “Well, that’s no surprise, considering what’s outside.”


    I glanced out the window, where an expanse of white snow had spread. It was the first snowfall of the winter.


    “Ugh… we already put away the kotatsu and don’t have any decent heating equipment. Playing games in this fridge-like room is impossible. Unless Yamato hugs me tightly or something.”


    “That’s practically impossible. Alright, let’s call it a day.”


    With that, I turned on my heel. Immediately, Yuzu grabbed my clothes tightly.


    “Hey, hey, hey, aren’t you giving up too quickly? I’d like you to be a bit more reluctant to leave me alone!”


    “I can’t let my beloved Yuzu catch a cold, right? Consider it my love for you.”


    “Oh, if it’s love, then I guess it can’t be helped! Yamato, you just love me too much, don’t you?”


    Yuzu nodded with a beaming smile.


    This was her golden pattern for dealing with narcissism.


    “But hey, why don’t we play outside today? Moving around will warm us up, and I’m already excited about the snow!”


    “You’re like a little kid.”


    Yuzu hadn’t lost her playful spirit.


    As an indoor type, I preferred to level up in the kotatsu on cold days, but if I didn’t agree to play at least once, she’d keep pestering me until the snow melted.


    To minimize the damage, it was crucial to go along with it while the snow was still beautiful.


    “Can’t be helped… just for a bit, okay?”


    “Yay! Let’s go then.”


    Yuzu, wrapped in a scarf, energetically headed out of the literature club room.


    We stepped into the snow-covered courtyard.


    As expected, no other high schoolers were playing in the snow, so the small snowy field was all ours.


    “So cold… Hey Yuzu, even if we’re playing in the snow, what are we going to—whoa!?”


    In the middle of my sentence, a snowball hit me square in the face.


    “Hahaha! What a weird sound you made!”


    I looked and saw Yuzu holding a snowball, grinning mischievously.


    “What the heck are you doing, all of a sudden?”


    I glared at her, but she proudly puffed out her chest without any sign of guilt.


    “Obviously, it’s a snowball fight!”


    “That’s fine, but at least give a signal.”


    “You’re too naive! There are no signals in a battle! Always be prepared for a fight!”


    …Oh. She was saying something interesting.


    I quickly made a snowball and threw it at Yuzu.


    “Oops, I saw that coming!”


    Yuzu dodged my snowball swiftly.


    “Not bad!”


    I immediately made another snowball and threw it in a quick motion.


    “Hup, ha! Haha, a snowball of that level can’t hit someone with my perfect reflexes!”


    Yuzu dodged my snowballs rhythmically and eventually hid behind a willow tree in the backyard.


    “Safe zone secured! Now, you can’t hit me, can you? Did I just show you my perfect strategy?”


    She boasted, pleased with herself for finding an advantageous position.


    But that was all part of my plan.


    In fact, I had guided her retreat with my snowballs.


    “Sorry, but I’m a point guard too. I can’t lose a strategic battle.”


    I threw a snowball with all my might—not at Yuzu, but at the branch above her.


    With a light thud, the snowball hit the branch, causing the snow piled on top to slide down.


    “Eek!”


    A silly scream echoed from Yuzu.


    “It’s cold! So cold! Snow got inside my clothes!”


    Seeing the willow tree as a danger zone, Yuzu emerged, frantically brushing off the snow.


    “Want to keep going?”


    “I surrender!”


    Apparently, the damage was significant, and Yuzu immediately raised the white flag.


    “Ugh… I forgot that Yamato has a reputation for trapping opponents with sneaky tactics. I picked the wrong opponent.”


    “That’s a harsh assessment.”


    Having just won by setting a trap, I couldn’t deny it, but her evaluation of my personality was pretty bad.


    “Anyway, competitive games aren’t good. Let’s enjoy some cooperative play from here.”


    “Okay, but what do you want to do?”


    “Hmm… let’s make a snowman!”


    “More hard work, huh.”


    I could see it now: I would end up doing most of the work.


    “Actually, I’ve never really made a proper snowman. Come on, let’s do it.”


    With that, Yuzu started rolling a small snowball.


    “Fine, I guess.”


    Thinking it was more peaceful than a snowball fight, I decided to help Yuzu.


    “Hehehe, let’s make it big!”


    Humming, Yuzu rolled the snowball, gathering all the snow in the courtyard.


    Eventually, it became so heavy that we couldn’t move it anymore.


    “Ugh… snow gets this heavy, huh.”


    Pushing a snowball as tall as she was, Yuzu groaned.


    “Well, it’s not made of cotton or anything.”


    Even with both of us pushing, it wouldn’t budge.


    Judging it impossible to move further, I let go, and Yuzu sighed and gave up.


    “Oh well, this is it for now!”


    Saying that, Yuzu made a snowball the size of a snowball fight snowball and placed it on top of the huge one.


    “That’s tiny!”


    The size ratio between the top and bottom was about 1:1000.


    While I was dumbfounded by its awkward appearance, Yuzu nodded contentedly.


    “Yep. Such a small face, how enviable!”


    “The body proportions are way off. How many layers is this guy supposed to be wearing?”


    “The theme is ‘Beyond Overdressing.’”


    “What kind of theme is that?”


    Smiling wryly, I looked at the snowman again.


    “But at this size, we could turn it into an igloo.”


    The thought occurred to me, and I mumbled it aloud.


    “Oh, that’s a good idea. I’ve made igloos before. Brings back memories of playing in them during kindergarten.”


    Yuzu reminisced, gazing into the distance.


    “Really? I’ve never made one. How do you play with it?”


    “Back in kindergarten, we used to play house. We’d pretend the igloo was our home and assign roles.”


    “I see.”


    It made sense, given the igloo’s house-like nature.


    “And at the end, the husband’s affair would be exposed, the angry wife would collapse the igloo, and the husband would be buried alive.”


    “What kind of game is that!?”


    I thought it was a sweet game, but it turned out to have an unexpectedly suspenseful twist.


    “Anyway, let’s make an igloo.”


    “No way! I can’t agree to that after hearing that story!”


    I felt a bit like I was raising a death flag. Igloos were scary.


    Seeing me frightened, Yuzu smiled wryly.


    “Geez, it’s okay. That was just a childhood game. I won’t bury you now… unless you cheat.”


    “Could you stop hinting at a yandere tendency in your last words?”


    It felt like I had seen a door that shouldn’t be opened. I decided to never unlock it.


    “Anyway, it’s just peaceful play now. Look, there’s even a shovel for clearing snow. Let’s use it.”


    Conveniently, a shovel was left in the courtyard, perhaps for snow removal or someone forgot to put it away.


    Yuzu ran over to get it and handed one to me.


    “The basics of igloo making are compacting and digging. Easier done than said, let’s try it out!”


    Yuzu said as she skillfully added snow to the snowball and smoothed its shape.


    “Got it.”


    I was also looking forward to making an igloo for the first time.


    Under Yuzu’s instructions, we compacted the snow and carefully hollowed it out, repeating the process for several tens of minutes.


    “Yeah, this should do. It’s done!”


    With a satisfied declaration, Yuzu stood before a splendid igloo.


    “Wow, that’s impressive.”


    “Right? It’s the home of your dreams. Enjoy it while you can.”


    “Hey, it sounds like you’re saying, ‘Yamato, you’ll never earn enough to buy a real home when you’re an adult.’”


    “Just your imagination.”


    Ignoring my glare, Yuzu laughed it off.


    “But I’ve gotten pretty cold from handling snow. Should I get us some warm drinks?”


    As I pulled out my wallet with numb hands, Yuzu raised her hand.


    “Get one for me too.”


    “Sure. What do you want?”


    When I asked, Yuzu thought for a moment before answering.


    “Hmm… I’ll leave it to you. Use this chance to improve your girlfriend-pleasing skills?”


    “Alright, leave it to me. Soy sauce it is, then?”


    “Absolutely not! Why would you even think that’s okay!?”


    “We’ve been moving a lot, so we should replenish our salt intake.”


    “I don’t need a lethal dose of salt! Something warm and sweet, please!”


    “Got it. So, sweet soy sauce?”


    “You don’t get it at all! No sweet and salty flavors either! Something warm and sweet, please!”


    “Is there such a soy sauce…?”


    “Forget the soy sauce! I’m coming with you!”


    Apparently, my sense of taste had failed. What a shame.


    


    Having bought drinks from the vending machine, we pocketed them as makeshift hand warmers and decided to enter the igloo.


    “It’s smaller than I thought.”


    “Yeah. We used to fit in here with a few people just fine.”


    Yuzu and I squeezed together inside the unexpectedly cramped igloo.


    “But surprisingly, it’s quite warm inside the igloo, isn’t it?”


    It was a bit surprising indeed.


    I had thought that being surrounded by snow would surely make it cold, but because no wind could get in, it was even warmer than outside.


    “Yeah, you’re right. Well, I guess it’s also because we’re snuggled up like this.”


    Certainly, the warmth of Yuzu’s shoulder touching mine was a significant factor.


    “Well, it’s still cold in here though.”


    As she spoke, Yuzu suddenly placed her fingers against my neck.


    Feeling the icy chill, I reflexively straightened my back.


    “Whoa!? What’s with the sudden move?”


    I recoiled, guarding my neck like a turtle, as Yuzu, releasing her fingers, chuckled mischievously.


    “Oh, I thought I was going to get frostbite, so…”


    “Then warm your own neck.”


    “Eh, but Yamato-kun has a higher body temperature. Plus, I thought Yamato-kun would be happier with some physical contact.”


    “What’s with that twisted consideration?”


    I retorted, sighing before taking her hand in mine. I could feel Yuzu’s cold hand gradually warming against my body heat.


    “Just bear with this.”


    “Ok.”


    Yuzu nodded, looking rather satisfied.


    And then, I realized something.


    “Actually, since we bought warm drinks, why don’t we just use those for warmth?”


    Finally, I remembered the drinks in my pocket. However, for some reason, Yuzu pouted.


    “Yamato-kun, how insensitive. I wanted you to warm them up for me knowing that.”


    She complained, her words lacking any sense of practicality.


    “Well, yeah.”


    I conceded without argument, squeezing her hand tighter.


    Feeling a bit bashful, I shifted my gaze outside, where I suddenly noticed white flakes falling to the ground.


    “Oh, it’s starting to snow again.”


    “Indeed. Looks like it’ll pile up again tomorrow.”


    We continued to gaze at the scenery together.


    The snow, illuminated by the setting sun, cascaded to the ground with a crimson glow.


    “Wow… it’s beautiful.”


    “Yeah, it is,” I agreed, nodding earnestly.


    But for some reason, she then made a mischievous expression.


    “Isn’t this the part where you say ‘You’re more beautiful’?”


    “…You’re more beautiful.”


    “Mmhm. I know, but still!”


    “Well, my compliment wasn’t any less flowery.”


    “What’s that supposed to mean?”


    I brushed off Yuzu’s glare as I continued to admire the view.


    “Yamato-kun, you really lack romance at times. Let’s make that a goal until we see the snow again next year.”


    “I’ll do my best.”


    Yuzu puffed her cheeks and I replied with a wry smile.


    And as we continued to gaze at the scenery, I pondered those words from earlier.


    …Next year, huh?


    Starting as a temporary fake couple, we were now casually contemplating the future.


    It felt somewhat miraculous and precious.


    “Hey, Yuzu.”


    “What?”


    “…It’s nothing.”


    I had reflexively wanted to express my feelings but refrained. Somehow, it felt like it would cheapen the sentiment if I put it into words.


    “Mmm… now you’ve got me curious,” Yuzu said, pursing her lips.


    “Nothing. I just hope it snows again next year,” I said, conveying only half of what I felt.


    “Yeah, looking forward to it,” Yuzu replied, tightening her grip on my hand slightly.


    …We were sharing even the unspoken half.


    For some reason, I felt a strong conviction.


    From then on, until the sun set, we watched the crimson snow together.


  

    Extra 1: The Couple Preparing for the Cultural Festival, Part 1


    “Alright, the results are in. Our class will be running a café at the cultural festival. Let’s hear it for the café!”


    Afternoon homeroom.


    Namase, the cultural festival committee member standing at the teacher’s podium, announced the majority decision.


    With the cultural festival just a month away, it was time to decide what our class would be presenting.


    “And one more thing, this year’s festival theme is Halloween, so our café will need to have a Halloween-themed décor.”


    “Don’t we need reference materials for that? Shouldn’t we appoint someone to gather information on the decorations?”


    Kotani added to Namase’s statement.


    “That’s true. And not just for the decorations—we’ll need ideas for Halloween-themed menu items as well. So, who wants to go and do some research?”


    Namase asked for volunteers.


    It sounded like a tight deadline and a lot of hassle. Honestly, I wanted nothing to do with it.


    As I stayed silent, hoping to avoid getting involved, a familiar girl raised her hand.


    “We’ll do it! Yamato and I will take care of it!”


    And she dragged me into it too.


    Startled, I looked up and met eyes with Yuzu, who had her hand raised. She was looking at me with a huge, confident smile, as if she hadn’t anticipated any refusal.


    “Oh, is that so? Yamato, are you okay with that?”


    Namase looked at me expectantly.


    To be honest, I wanted to refuse… but if I did, people might start suspecting that Yuzu and I weren’t getting along. Considering our fake relationship, that wouldn’t be ideal.


    “Well, if Yuzu wants to do it, I have no objections.”


    I mixed a sigh with a deliberately affectionate tone.


    “Got it. So, next up…”


    Namase nodded with a wry smile and moved on to assign other roles.


    


    “Hey, what was that about?”


    After school.


    In a deserted corner of the hallway, I confronted Yuzu.


    “What was what about?”


    I glared at her, but she just tilted her head innocently.


    “Don’t play dumb. Why did you volunteer us for such a troublesome task?”


    Yuzu responded with a mischievous grin.


    “Oh, that. You don’t get it, do you, Yamato? We have to decide the café’s decorations, which means we’ll be visiting various Halloween events and cafés. Do you know what that means?”


    “Less time to play games?”


    “That’s not it! It means we can use the budget to go on dates!”


    Yuzu pointed at me triumphantly.


    I was a bit taken aback by her cunning.


    “That’s quite the mix of personal and professional.”


    “What are you talking about? We save on date expenses and our classmates get their work done smoothly. It’s a win-win situation.”


    “I’d rather just have my usual after-school time.”


    I expressed my feelings straightforwardly, and Yuzu shrugged as if to say, “Oh well.”


    “Of course, everyday routine is important. But you need a bit of excitement to appreciate it. A little change, a surprise, is what adds spice to life.”


    “Change and surprise, huh?”


    “Exactly. These are the things you lack as a boyfriend. To level up, you need to focus on these areas.”


    “Even if you say that… What would be a good example?”


    Since it wasn’t something I was familiar with, I asked her honestly, and Yuzu paused to think before nodding.


    “Maybe surprising me with a gift out of the blue, or doing something nice that I’d appreciate but might not expect. Like doing something I find difficult. Those little gestures mean a lot.”


    Hearing Yuzu’s words, an idea struck me.


    “I see. Got it. Alright, I’m heading to the literature club room now, so leave me alone for a few days.”


    “You’re just planning to level up your game, aren’t you!? That’s not a surprise at all!”


    “No comment. Just make sure not to open the door while I’m in the club room.”


    “This is turning into ‘The Crane Wife’ story! That kind of surprise won’t make a girl happy!”


    Yuzu’s words made me pause.


    “…You’re right. Leveling up is something I should do myself to feel accomplished.”


    “That’s not the point!”


    It felt like a light bulb went off in my head. I still had a lot to learn.


    “I’m impressed. You’ve become quite the gamer without me noticing. I feel closer to you now.”


    “Why is your opinion of me going up without me doing anything?!”


    Yuzu held her head in her hands. I always thought she was narcissistic, but she seemed humble in moments like these.


    “I never thought I’d be learning about gaming from you, Yuzu… It feels like I’ve been the one surprised.”


    “I haven’t given you anything! This is so strange! It feels like the real me and the me in your head are becoming different people!”


    Feeling a bit guilty about Yuzu’s rising affection, I decided I should think of something for her in return.


    “Alright, it’s not fair for you to be the only one giving surprises. I’ll think of something too.”


    “No, it’s fine! A bad surprise is already happening right now!”


    Despite Yuzu’s protests, I couldn’t help but feel eager about planning my surprise. It was strange.


  

    Extra 2: The Couple Preparing for the Cultural Festival, Part 2


    “Alright, Yamato-kun. Let’s head to that store.”


    It was after school in the bustling downtown area.


    Usually, I would be in the literature clubroom playing games at this time, but today, I was out on the town for a change.


    And it was all for researching the exhibit for the upcoming cultural festival.


    “Got it. It really feels like Halloween here.”


    Although it’s still a month before the actual day, the store’s exterior was already decorated in Halloween fashion.


    Is autumn such a sparse season for other events to promote?


    “Welcome!”


    Upon entering the store, we were greeted by a long-haired female clerk wearing a witch’s hat.


    We sat down as directed and opened the menus.


    “Wow, there’s a lot to choose from. It’s hard to decide.”


    Yuzu groaned, pondering over the options.


    However, she seemed happy while doing so.


    “We need to take photos for reference anyway, so why don’t we order a variety of Halloween-themed items?”


    Yuzu nodded at my suggestion.


    “You’re right. Excuse me, is it okay to take photos of the food here?”


    “No problem at all.”


    With permission granted, we ordered a selection of Halloween-themed dishes.


    “All of this on expenses, huh? As expected of me. You should be grateful too, Yamato-kun.”


    “Yeah, you’re amazing, Yuzu-chan, with your sharp instincts like a hyena.”


    “That doesn’t sound like a compliment!”


    While we were chatting, the food we ordered arrived.


    I had ghost-shaped pancakes, and Yuzu had a pumpkin parfait.


    “Wow, it looks delicious… Oh, right, photos first.”


    Before eating, Yuzu took out her phone and snapped pictures of the Halloween-themed items.


    “Alright, that should do it. Let’s eat.”


    “Let’s eat.”


    Once Yuzu finished taking photos, we began to eat.


    The pancakes I ordered were topped with plenty of whipped cream and chocolate, creating a ghost design.


    I cut a piece with a knife and fork and took a bite.


    “Hmm… delicious.”


    The fluffy texture of the pancakes combined with the rich flavor of the whipped cream, balanced by the bitter chocolate.


    I thought it was just for show, but it tasted genuinely good.


    “Oh, this is great. This place is a hit.”


    Yuzu seemed satisfied with her parfait as well, nodding repeatedly as she ate.


    “This place is nice. We should come here on a real date next time.”


    “That sounds good.”


    For once, I agreed with Yuzu’s suggestion.


    Then, out of nowhere, she scooped some of her parfait with a spoon and offered it to me.


    “Here, Yamato-kun. Say ‘ahh.’”


    “…What are you doing, in public like this?”


    It’s embarrassing to act like a couple in a place where nobody knows us.


    “I thought we could exchange bites.”


    “I don’t mind that, but I’ll just take it myself.”


    “Nope. Say ‘ahh.’”


    Stubbornly, Yuzu didn’t withdraw the spoon.


    Well, if no one knows us here, maybe I don’t need to be so embarrassed.


    “Fine… Ahh.”


    I ate the parfait from Yuzu’s spoon.


    Though it was delicious, the embarrassment made it hard to taste properly.


    “Okay, now it’s your turn to feed me. Come on, give Yuzu-chan a chance.”


    “Alright, alright. Here you go.”


    I cut a piece of the pancake and offered it to Yuzu.


    “Yay. Ahh.”


    Yuzu ate it without any hesitation.


    “Yep. Our relationship is as sweet and delicious as this.”


    “If that’s the case, it’s only moderately sweet.”


    “Oh, I meant to say Yamato-kun’s feelings for me are as sweet and delicious as this.”


    “Even then, it’s only moderately sweet.”


    Her commentary was far from the truth.


    “Should we order something else… Oh?”


    As Yuzu looked through the menu, she noticed something.


    “What is it?”


    She showed me the menu and pointed to a section.


    “This. It says there’s a couples-only course.”


    “You’re right.”


    “Halloween Special Event! For 500 yen, test your fate as a couple and win a lavish treat basket from the store if you succeed.”


    The menu read as such.


    “A Halloween special event, huh… Is this part of our research too?”


    “I think so. Plus, it sounds fun. Let’s do it.”


    Well, if it’s for work, I don’t mind participating.


    We called the waiter and expressed our interest in joining.


    “Thank you. Please wait a moment.”


    The waiter entered some details into their device.


    “Thanks for waiting.”


    A short-haired female clerk with brown hair appeared from the back, holding a pumpkin head modeled after a jack-o’-lantern.


    “Alright, boyfriend, please wear this.”


    The brown-haired clerk handed me the pumpkin head.


    I tried it on, and my vision was completely blocked.


    “I can’t see anything with this.”


    When I asked after taking it off, the clerk smiled and nodded.


    “Yes, now the boyfriend will hold hands with us, the two clerks, and your girlfriend in turn while wearing that. You have to guess which hand belongs to your girlfriend.”


    Yuzu nodded, understanding the explanation.


    “I see. With a blindfold, it’s a one-in-three chance. That’s what testing fate means.”


    “Yes, just think of it as a fun little challenge.”


    Despite the clerk’s reassurances, Yuzu seemed quite enthusiastic.


    “It’s a chance to test our fate, Yamato-kun. I believe we’re destined to be together.”


    “Don’t put pressure on me for a random chance game.”


    And besides, we’re a fake couple. There’s no such thing as fate here.


    “By the way, if you succeed, you can have your photo displayed on our board as a couple blessed by fate until the end of the Halloween period.”


    The brown-haired clerk pointed to a board with several couples’ photos displayed.


    Oh… Now I really don’t want to win.


    For real couples, this might be nice, but I don’t want to be publicly displayed like this.


    “That sounds great. Yamato-kun, do your best!”


    For some reason, Yuzu was still enthusiastic.


    Well, with a one-in-three chance, effort isn’t really a factor.


    “Alright, let’s do it.”


    I put on the pumpkin head, shutting out my vision.


    “First person, please.”


    I heard the clerk’s voice and felt someone grasp my outstretched hand.


    Hmm… I can’t tell at all.


    “Next, please.”


    The same clerk’s voice again, and the first hand let go, replaced by another.


    Different from the first, but it feels like Yuzu’s hand… maybe not.


    “Last person, please.”


    Before I could decide, the second hand let go, and the third hand grasped mine.


    Again, I couldn’t tell. It felt completely random.


    As I was about to let go of the third hand, it squeezed my hand gently, just for a moment.


    Ah, this is it.


    It’s something Yuzu occasionally does, whether intentionally or not.


    “Please remove the helmet.”


    Following the clerk’s instruction, I took off the pumpkin head.


    Yuzu, you made a mistake. Now I know for sure which hand was yours.


    “So, which hand was your girlfriend’s?”


    “The third one.”


    The clerks applauded my answer.


    “Correct!”


    “Congratulations, you’re a couple blessed by fate. Here’s a treat basket for you!”


    With the clerks’ congratulations, Yuzu nodded in satisfaction.


    “See, I knew it, Yamato-kun. We’re bound by the red thread of fate.”


    “It’s just a game of chance, like winning rock-paper-scissors.”


    Feeling embarrassed, I turned my face away from Yuzu.


    


    After the couple left, the brown-haired clerk was staring at her own hand.


    “What’s up?”


    The long-haired clerk asked, curious about her colleague’s behavior.


    “Remember that couple who just played the game? The boyfriend probably knew which hand was his girlfriend’s. It wasn’t just a one-in-three guess.”


    “Really?”


    The long-haired clerk widened her eyes in surprise.


    “Yeah, he didn’t hesitate at all. No other couple has answered so confidently before.”


    “Wow, to know just by that… He must really love her.”


    The brown-haired clerk shrugged at her colleague’s comment.


    “Really makes you envious.”


    In the photo on the board, the girlfriend was smiling brightly while the boyfriend looked slightly embarrassed.


  

    Extra 3: The Couple Locked Out of the Literature Club Room


    The cultural festival was less than a month away.


    During this time, students often stayed after school to prepare, and there was a constant presence of people wherever you went.


    What this meant was—


    “We can’t really go to the Literature Club room, can we?”


    In the corner of the hallway, Yuzu sighed deeply. I nodded at her words.


    “Yeah. There are always people around the club room building, and even if we manage to get in, we’d constantly be on edge, worried about someone finding us.”


    This situation was particularly stressful for me.


    Recently, after a series of events, I finally got my hands on the game I’d always wanted, RoboBus. However, I didn’t have the hardware to play it at home, so I had to go to the Literature Club room to play it.


    “Hmm… It’s too risky. Maybe we should avoid going to the Literature Club room for a while.”


    Yuzu seemed to agree that the current situation was too difficult and suggested this.


    I didn’t oppose the idea… but if that’s the case, I had one condition.


    “Then, let me take the game console home so I can play RoboBus there.”


    That way, I wouldn’t need to go to the Literature Club room, and my stress would be lessened.


    “Well… I don’t know about that.”


    Yuzu frowned at my request.


    “The stuff in that room isn’t ours. We can’t just take things out without permission.”


    She had a point.


    Still, after being deprived of RoboBus for several days, I wanted to push a bit more.


    “How about a temporary loan with a set period?”


    I tried to compromise, but Yuzu shook her head.


    “No, we can’t. It’s a legacy from our seniors. We have a responsibility to pass it down to our juniors in as complete a form as possible.”


    “I’ve never heard of such a responsibility… Well, I can’t deny it since we’re the ones using it, but this is a negative legacy.”


    Privatizing the Literature Club room and bringing in games was clearly a bad habit that should be broken. Still, the fact that it wasn’t ours made it hard to insist any further.


    “Guess I’ll have to buy the hardware myself.”


    I sighed deeply and decided to resort to the last option.


    But—


    “No, that’s not okay either!”


    For some reason, Yuzu strongly opposed this.


    “Why not? It’s my personal purchase.”


    When I tilted my head at her nonsensical opposition, Yuzu awkwardly averted her eyes.


    “Well, if you wait a bit, you can play it in the club room. It would be a waste of money otherwise.”


    “I’ve never thought of spending money on hobbies as a waste. Plus, having the hardware means I can play other retro games too.”


    In fact, it might be a good opportunity to discover some classic games.


    “But wouldn’t it be better to spend that money on your girlfriend? Like making dates more luxurious?”


    “Sorry, Yuzu. Even if I didn’t buy the hardware, that money would go towards other games. The only way I’d start spending it on you is if all the games in the world disappeared.”


    “My priority is way too low!”


    I thought I was being quite considerate, but she seemed quite extravagant.


    “Besides, RoboBus has a lot of collection elements and grinding, which you’re not good at. That’s why I thought it would be better to play it at home.”


    Yuzu isn’t great with tasks like leveling up or earning money in games. That’s why I decided it wasn’t a game for us to play together.


    “That’s not true. Collecting things is kind of my thing, you know?”


    But for some reason, Yuzu insisted on something so unreasonable.


    “What do you even collect? If anything, it’s just self-praise quotes and mugs.”


    “There are other things I collect…”


    She knew her argument was weak, evident as she averted her eyes.


    “Oh? Like what?”


    When I pressed further, Yuzu hesitated before speaking.


    “Like… useless guys?”


    “That collection only consists of me… Wait, who are you calling useless?”


    It was a highly undesired label.


    “That’s it. I’m definitely buying it.”


    By now, it was half out of spite.


    When I declared my firm intent to purchase, Yuzu looked visibly upset.


    “Do you really have to?”


    “I do. Why are you so against me buying a game console?”


    When I posed this fundamental question, Yuzu averted her eyes again.


    “Well, that’s because…”


    “Because?”


    As I watched her closely, refusing to let her evade, she reluctantly muttered.


    “I’m afraid that if you get a game you can play alone, you’ll spend less time with me.”


    “I… see.”


    Her unexpected answer caught me off guard.


    It was such an unexpectedly cute reply that I didn’t know how to react.


    “…”


    “…”


    “…”


    “…Say something.”


    After a prolonged silence, Yuzu finally met my eyes, seemingly unable to bear it any longer. But now, it was my turn to feel embarrassed and look away.


    “Well… How about we find a game that we can only play in the Literature Club room? One that we can enjoy together. Would that be okay?”


    Still feeling somewhat lightheaded, I tried to move the conversation forward.


    “Fine… But you better not say you want to take it home too.”


    “I won’t.”


    With a wry smile, I nodded at Yuzu, who was giving me a stern look.


    Then, Yuzu held out her pinky finger.


    “Then let’s make a pinky promise.”


    “Alright.”


    I also held out my pinky finger and linked it with hers.


    “Pinky promise. If you lie, you’ll have to confess your love to me in front of the entire school!”


    “Isn’t that a bit harsh!?”


    “Pinky—”


    “Not cutting, not cutting! That’s too much punishment!”


    “—swear!”


    Ignoring my protests, Yuzu sealed the promise unilaterally.


    “Hehe. So if you break the promise, you have to confess your love to me, Yamato-kun.”


    “What a severe punishment…”


    Feeling defeated by the unexpected turn of events, I hung my head.


    “What’s so severe about it? It’s not even a punishment, just saying your honest feelings out loud. All you have to do is express the love you have inside you, Yamato-kun.”


    Yuzu looked rather pleased with herself.


    Annoyed by her smugness, I decided to tease her a bit.


    “Still, creating such a punishment to keep me around… You must really want to be with me, huh?”


    “Of course.”


    She admitted it with a smile, leaving me speechless.


    “Let me ask you instead, Yamato-kun, don’t you want to be with me?”


    Instead, she hit me with a counter-question.


    “How can you say that without any embarrassment…”


    Struggling with the embarrassment, I managed to squeeze out the words, and Yuzu, blushing a bit herself, replied.


    “Well, you just made me say something more embarrassing earlier. After that, there’s nothing to fear! Perfect and adorable Yuzu-chan has grown once again!”


    She had become so much more confident.


    “You’re a terrifying woman…”


    “I’ll take that as a compliment. Now, answer my question from earlier.”


    “No comment.”


    Realizing there was no winning, I decided to retreat. It’s like the saying goes: of all the thirty-six stratagems, fleeing is the best.


    “That’s not fair.”


    Naturally, Yuzu didn’t back down, but for now, I wasn’t obligated to answer.


    Because, well, I’ll only say the answer if I break the promise, right?


  

    Extra 4: The Couple Preparing for the Cultural Festival, Part 3


    “Hey, Izumi. Perfect timing.”


    While I was preparing for the culture festival alone in an empty classroom, my classmate Namase approached me, carrying a large load.


    “What’s up? Do you need something?”


    When I asked, Namase, looking a bit apologetic, showed me what he was holding. A pumpkin headpiece, a black cape, and a pumpkin-colored outfit… It’s a cosplay set.


    “Yeah. You know we’re doing a Jack-o’-Lantern costume for the festival, right? I was asked to try on the M-size, but there’s a problem I need to attend to right away.”


    “I see. So, you want me to fill in for you?”


    “Exactly. Can I count on you?”


    Namase and I are about the same height. I guess I’m a good stand-in.


    “Sure, I don’t mind.”


    It’s not a big job, and I don’t have a reason to refuse.


    “Thanks, Izumi. The sewing team should be here soon, so put this on and wait for them!”


    Namase handed me the cosplay set and left.


    “Hmm…”


    Following his instructions, I put on the pumpkin-colored outfit, draped the black fabric like a curtain, and put on the oversized pumpkin headpiece.


    “Ugh… the waist is tight, but the sleeves are way too long.”


    The size is all over the place. Definitely an amateur’s work. Well, that’s why I’m doing the fitting.


    As I waited, two girls who were apparently supposed to meet Namase arrived.


    “Sorry to keep you waiting, Keigo.”


    One of them was Aki Kotani, a girl who is good friends with Namase. And the other was…


    “Alright, let’s get started right away.”


    It was Yuzu who took out the clips for temporary adjustments.


    I didn’t expect her to be here, but it’s class work, so this can happen.


    “Okay, just stay still for a bit. Keigo.”


    Kotani began measuring the lengths of the hems and sleeves.


    They totally mistook me for Namase, but I decided not to correct them.


    Explaining everything would be a hassle, and it’s more efficient to just get the job done quickly—typical of someone with zero social skills.


    ――But this backfired.


    “Hey Yuzu, how are things with Izumi lately?”


    “Wh-what’s with the sudden question?”


    Kotani suddenly brought up my topic, and Yuzu seemed a bit flustered.


    “Just curious. The other day, I hung out with a girl from the girls’ basketball team who went to the same middle school as Izumi. It’s the first time I’ve met a girl who knows him, so I was wondering.”


    I knew exactly who that girl was, but I’ll leave that aside for now.


    “Well, things are going well. Yeah.”


    Yuzu’s voice was slightly shaky.


    Kotani, suspicious, looked at Yuzu with probing eyes.


    “Really?”


    “Of course! Yamato-kun and I are doing great! He’s really kind to me, and we spend a lot of time together.”


    She started bragging while I’m right here!


    At this point, revealing myself is out of the question. I could only hold my breath and try not to attract attention.


    “So, what is Izumi like usually?”


    “He’s always gaming.”


    “Even when he’s with you, he ignores you and plays games?”


    Kotani looked at Yuzu with intense suspicion.


    At this rate, our fake couple act might be exposed.


    “N-no, it’s not just that! He really likes me. We play games together, and sometimes he hugs me… And there are times when the atmosphere gets nice. I feel cherished. So, even if he seems indifferent, I can forgive him.”


    Yuzu, usually high-spirited, was now speaking shyly.


    “…Ugh!”


    Ah! Ah! I want to cover my ears!


    This is so embarrassing! Don’t say such things in front of me!


    While I was internally writhing in agony, Kotani shrugged in exasperation.


    “Wow, that’s a lot of bragging. I feel like I’m gonna puke sugar.”


    “You’re the one who asked, Aki!”


    Yuzu pouted in protest.


    But Kotani, unperturbed, finished taking my measurements and stood up.


    “Alright. There are quite a few size issues, so we’ll need to make some major adjustments. I’ll go get the sewing kit.”


    “Ugh… Saying whatever she wants.”


    Yuzu glared at her friend’s retreating figure.


    Kotani turned back, smiling teasingly.


    “Sorry, sorry. Anyway, this might take a while, so why don’t you let your beloved boyfriend know?”


    “Just go already!”


    Kotani finally left, leaving Yuzu fuming.


    “Good grief… Aki can be so annoying.”


    With a deep sigh, Yuzu turned to me.


    “Hey, you’ve been quiet for a while, but make sure you don’t tell anyone about this, Keigo. Especially not Yamato-kun. It’s embarrassing.”


    Sorry, I heard everything.


    But I couldn’t reveal myself, so I just nodded.


    Seeing this, Yuzu smiled contentedly.


    “Alright. Like Aki said, I should contact Yamato-kun.”


    Muttering, Yuzu took out her phone… wait, this is bad!


    “Wai—!”


    I quickly reached out, but Yuzu tapped the screen faster.


    In the next moment, my pocket started ringing loudly.


    “Huh?”


    Yuzu looked at me with a puzzled expression, then at her phone screen, then back at me again.


    At first, she seemed confused, but gradually, as she understood what was happening, her face turned red.


    “No way… Yamato-kun?”


    “NO, I AM NAAAMASEEE.”


    “Are you imitating Keigo!? That’s not even close, and you sound weird!”


    I thought there was a one percent chance I could fool her, but of course, I couldn’t.


    “Did you hear everything!? You heard, didn’t you!?”


    Yuzu, now beet red, grabbed my collar and shook me.


    “I didn’t hear anything! And what’s with ‘he really likes me’!?”


    “So you did hear! Don’t contradict yourself instantly!”


    Despite our bickering, we were too embarrassed to look each other in the eye.


    The lesson: Even when wearing a disguise, always properly introduce yourself.
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