
  
    
  


Illustrations



  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  

  Prologue


  


  One of the top three prestigious schools in Japan – The Imperial Academy of Fine Arts.


  In the past, the school's alumni have become prime ministers, presidents of famous corporations, and other people who have played key roles in the nation's central infrastructure, and even today, lots of children from wealthy families are enrolled there.


  The students are almost always divided into two groups: politicians and businessmen. The content of the classes is inevitably advanced. At the Imperial Academy, there are always top-notch classes taught by top-notch teachers.


  However, even in such a school, there is still a caste system in place.


  Right now, there is one girl who reigns at the top of the Imperial Academy.


  Her total assets are about 300 trillion yen.


  Everyone in the country knows about the financial conglomerate family – the KonoHana Group.


  She is the daughter of the aforementioned group: Konohana Hinako.


  "Konohana-san, have a good day."


  "Have a good day."


  Her amber hair fluttered in the wind, and she greeted them with a smile.


  "Ah, she's beautiful as always... Konohana-san."


  "I'll be happy for the rest of the year just by being in the same class as her..."


  The girl walked through the academy with her back straight, emitting a sense of elegance.


  "Um, Konohana-san! After school today, I'm holding a party at the garden... If you'd like to join, please let me know."


  "Sounds wonderful. I'll definitely participate."


  "Konohana-san. There was something I didn't understand in the class the other day..."


  "If it's something I can help with, I'll be glad to."


  She has a beautiful appearance, is well educated, and is a good student. To some, she is known as the perfect young lady.


  She is popular and always surrounded by people, and I was watching her from afar.


  "Hey, my friend, you've been watching Konohana-san again?"


  A male student sitting next to me called out to me.


  "...Did I get caught?"


  "Stop that. As expected, she's an unattainable flower huh?"


  Unattainable flower huh...


  As the only commoner in the academy, all the girls here are too high spec for me.


  "Anyways, we're moving to the next class. I want to stop by the bathroom, so I'll go first"


  With that, my friend left the classroom.


  It's now recess time, and after all my classmates left the classroom, I slowly approached her.


  "Konohana-san, we need to get moving or we won't make it in time."


  She and I were the only two people in the classroom.


  The girl, who's known as the perfect young lady, remained still and did not move a muscle.


  "Konohana-san?"


  "...My name."


  "...This is no time to be selfish. Come on, come on."


  "My name."


  Her tone got stronger.


  I made sure that there was no one around, and decided to comply with her request.


  "...Hinako. Let's get going."


  When I said this, her face broke into a smile.


  "Ehehe~"


  She was far from being a perfect lady, and looked full of life.


  She slowly raised her upper body and turned her hands towards me.


  "Carry me."


  "...Please don't do that. What would you do if someone saw you?"


  "I don't mind..."


  "I'll be killed by the Konohana family."


  As I said this, she pouted her lips.


  "I don't want to go to class."


  "This is a waste of time."


  "I want to go home. I want to sleep. I want to eat potato chips."


  "I'll get you some chips when we get back to the mansion, just get moving."


  "Noo..."


  I let out a sigh as she just wouldn't move.


  It's no use. I'll have to pull her out of the classroom.


  —Just as I was thinking, the door to the classroom suddenly opened with a bang.


  "Oh, you're both still here? Next is moving classes, remember?"


  The homeroom teacher said, looking at me and Hinako who remained in the classroom.


  "Oh, no, it's just..."


  "I'm sorry. I was talking to Tomonari-kun because I had some questions about the class."


  While I was struggling to come up with an excuse, she made up a situation. The expression on her face was not that of a sweet, innocent girl, but of a perfect young lady known to the students of the academy.


  "Is that so? I'm impressed that you still study hard even during breaks."


  The teacher nodded satisfied with her response.


  "What's wrong Tomonari-kun? Let's head to the next class."


  "......Yes."


  As always, in front of other people, she carries out a perfect performance.


  I nodded my head and left the classroom with her.


  I'm not smart nor am I a genius, and my family is the exact opposite of wealthy.


  How did I, a plain, ordinary, commoner end up attending a prestigious school?


  To know that, I need to explain what happened a month ago.


  The whole thing started when I became the caretaker of Hinako Konohana.




  Chapter 1: My Parents Ran Away At Night, And I Was Kidnapped


  


  "Good luck."


  I didn't expect to hear these words from my parents.


  At ten o'clock in the afternoon, my parents left our rundown rented apartment, which cost 20,000 yen, after saying a line that was most likely inspired from a Western movie or comic book.


  Are they going to a pub or something? Well, They'll be back by the time the sun sets... I thought at the time.


  However, after a few days, my parents never returned to the apartment.


  Apparently, I was abandoned.


  "......You're kidding me."


  It was not so much about me being abandoned, but the fact that they just ran away in the middle of the night.


  Originally, our family's finances were in trouble, mostly because of my father's alcohol addiction and my mother's love of gambling. The reputation of our family has spread to the people around us, and our neighbors had witnessed my parents running away during the night. I finally understood what was going on when the neighbors told me that my parents ran off somewhere in a panic.


  "...I mean, tomorrow's my first day of high school."


  Looking back at it now, the fact I'd been able to attend high school was a strange miracle in itself.


  While taking care of my parents, I worked part time everyday so I earned enough money to pay for my tuition, and somehow, I was able to attend my second year... but I don't know what my situation is now. What about rent? What about utilities? What about food? I've been living on my own money for the most part, but my parents had been paying some of the rent. I couldn't suddenly bear all of that by myself.


  ...Let's go buy lunch.


  I gave up my thoughts.


  The clock struck four in the afternoon and I hadn't taken a bite of anything since this morning. I searched all over the apartment, but there was no money left, so all I had was a couple of hundred yen in my pocket.


  Should I talk to the police? Should I talk to my friends before that? ...No, I felt like I'd just get lost and confused if I tried to talk to anyone.


  The bright sun made me feel even more depressed.


  As I walked through the familiar streets, I could hear voices talking from somewhere.


  



  "Ufufu."


  "Well~ that's right."


  



  It was an elegant response.


  I looked over to the direction of the voices and saw a pair of girls in neat school uniforms walking down a hill.


  From what I've heard, one of the top three most prestigious schools in the country located at the top of that hill. It wasn't your average school, but a school for the rich.


  The school is said to be full of children from wealthy families. The amount of prejudice was extremely high, the facilities were gorgeous, and the content of the classes were so refined it's hard to believe it's a high school. I heard that they lived a sophisticated life in many ways. My high school's opening ceremony started tomorrow, but I guess that school had already started. Maybe prestigious schools don't have long holidays.


  "They live in a different world... the difference isn't funny."


  Even the way they walked was different. The goodness of their upbringing oozes out of them. I didn't even feel jealous anymore.


  However, it was unusual for students from that school to be walking in such a place.


  It was after school now, and I was pretty sure that the children who go to that school were normally picked up by car. It was rare to see them in the city like this.


  "...Hm?"


  On the way to the convenience store, I noticed something that looked like a business card case on the floor.


  I picked it up and looked inside, it was a Student ID card.


  Apparently, one of the two girls from earlier had dropped it.


  "'Konohana Hinako', huh... No, this is not the time to be checking names."


  The person who dropped it was right in front of me. I shouldn't bother checking their name or address.


  If I ran, I could easily catch up with the girl. I wondered if the friend she was with had left, because she was walking alone.


  "Um, excuse me!"


  When I called out to her, the girl turned around.


  Her bright amber hair waved in the air, and the sunlight illuminated her neat and tidy profile. As I gazed at her, I thought, This is what they call a beauty in retrospect.


  ".....Huh?"


  —Suddenly, a black lacquered car pulled up right next to her.


  The car door opened and two strong looking men emerged from inside.


  In no time, the men dragged her into the car.


  What is happening?


  Well, what they were doing was obvious at first glance. It was just that it seemed unrealistic and I had only seen something of the sort happen in comics and dramas, so I was both surprised and astonished...


  But now was not the time to be confused.


  Right in front of my eyes, a kidnapping was taking place.


  "W-Wait a minute!!"


  I couldn't turn a blind eye to them, so I shouted out.


  "Whaddya want, huh?!"


  "Y'know this girl?!"


  The pair of men, who seemed to be kidnappers, shouted back at me.


  Unfortunately, there was no one around but us. That's why my shouting only served to agitate them.


  "Hey, we can't leave a witness here! You! Come with me!"


  "Wha–!?"


  The man grabbed me by the arm and pulled me into the car.


  Thus, I was kidnapped along with the girl.


  * * *


  "Alright, you can't move with this. You guys stay put."


  A petite man, who was one of the kidnappers, said.


  I was currently in the back of an abandoned factory. The kidnapping seemed to have been planned well in advance, and the girl and I were both shackled with handcuffs and foot shackles. In addition, they were connected with thick chains.


  "...Um, I don't think my parents will be able to pay the ransom."


  "Shut up. You're just an extra."


  The kidnapper said as he spat.


  A sigh escaped my mouth. My parents ran away during the night, and now, I was involved in a kidnapping. What did I do wrong in my previous life to deserve this...?


  My spirit was broken. I was in the dark anyways. No matter how the kidnapping ended, my future was nonexistent.


  "You're in luck, brother. She's the daughter of the Konohana family. Isn't she the biggest among the targets?"


  "Yeah... Speaking of the Konohana family, they're considered rich even in that school range. We can squeeze a considerable amount of ransom out of them."


  The two kidnappers were discussing their catch, smiling at each other.


  As I listened to them, I looked at the girl next to me, who was also handcuffed.


  She could have been kidnapped for something other than ransom. She had a very good figure. Her eyes were dull and innocent, but there was a hint of intelligence in their depths, a combination of cuteness and intelligence. Her straight nasal bridge gave off a sense of elegance, and her vermillion lips with a hint of dampness gave off a sense of loveliness. Her light amber hair was silky and shiny, and her skin was as white and fine as the snow. Her arms and legs were also slender and long.


  "...Hey."


  The girl leaked out a voice.


  Her demeanor was a little... different from what I saw on the street. When I saw her on the street, she had the air of an Ojou-sama, but now she looked lazy and down.


  That's right — She had been kidnapped, so she must be scared. It's only natural that she couldn't act normally. Unlike me, she attended a prestigious school and had a promising future ahead of her. She must have been feeling much more scared compared to me.


  Even though my future was dim, at least I might be able to comfort the girl in front of me.


  I tried my best to choose my words and cheer her up.


  "I'm sure you'll be fine. Kidnapping for ransom has a very low success rate, if I remember"


  "Toilet."


  "Besides, the Japanese police are good at what they do, so let's just wait and... wait, what?"


  Did I hear that correctly? I feel like I heard a word that was very selfish just now.


  "Toilet. It's going to leak."


  She showed her intention to urinate forcefully.


  Even a well-mannered Ojou-sama was human. So it was natural that she would need to go to the bathroom.


  But would you say that now? And while being so calm.


  "What should I do?"


  "Wait, I don't understand what you mean..."


  "It's gonna leak."


  It was hard to tell because her tone was so blunt, but she was probably in trouble.


  I called out to the small man in front of me, feeling somewhat uncomfortable.


  "Sir! The Ojou-sama here wants to say something!"


  "...What?"


  The kidnapper tilted his head. She then said to the men without fear.


  "Toilet."


  "...What about it?"


  "It's going to leak."


  The kidnappers rolled their eyes, probably because of her unexpected response.


  This girl was not afraid at all!


  "If you want to leak, just do it. I'll be bothered if you make any strange moves."


  The kidnapper said in an annoyed tone.


  She, on the other hand, was in no hurry to respond.


  "Really?"


  Her eyes were so pure and stylish. It seems that she won't hesitate to pee. Even if you were a wild cat, you'd still pee with an apologetic face.


  "No, I don't think so. I want you to be patient. Please be patient... for my sake."


  I pointed it out to the kidnappers, who were very upright.


  She and I were on a chain, so we couldn't be too far apart. If she leaks her pants, I'll also be affected.


  "...Go, take her."


  The taller men of the kidnapper said.


  "But, brother..."


  "I don't know how many days we'll be holed up. I don't want to be dirty."


  The words of his brother gave him a sense of satisfaction, and he scratched his head while approaching the girl.


  "I'm not taking off the chain."


  The kidnappers removed the shackles from me and the girl.


  The girl and I, who were still linked by chains, moved to the bathroom together. She entered the private room without hesitation.


  After a while, the girl came out, washed her hands awkwardly, and then looked at me and the kidnapper.


  "It's clear."


  ""No need to report it!""


  The kidnapper and I shouted it at the same time.


  With a strange sense of exhaustion, we returned to our original location and we were shackled.


  "Hey."


  She called out to the kidnappers once again.


  "...What now?"


  "Tea."


  Are you invincible?


  The kidnappers were stunned.


  "Hey, bro... Is this really the daughter of the Konohana family? It sure doesn't look like it..."


  "Yeah... Did we kidnap the wrong person? But that sort of thing is..."


  Confused, the bigger man approached the girl.


  "Hey, you. Aren't you the only daughter of the Konohana family?"


  "That's right. What about the tea?"


  She was too selfish. The kidnappers were also surprised to see her like this.


  "Well, fine. I'll offer you a drink. I don't want you to starve... In return, you have to be very cooperative."


  The kidnapper then placed a plastic bottle beside her.


  But it was only mineral water.


  "I said tea though?"


  "HUH?! Don't give me that luxury bullsh*t! Water is enough!"


  "I want to drink tea. Also, some sweets and snacks."


  The girl said, and a bulging veins appeared on the man's forehead.


  "Hey! You there! Take care of this woman!"


  "Why me!?"


  "We're busy right now!"


  The kidnapper yelled.


  There's not much I can do when I've lost the freedom of my hands and feet... Reluctantly, I shook my head.


  "Hey. What about the sweets?"


  "...They don't have any."


  "...I see."


  The girl picked up the bottle looking unsatisfied.


  After a while, I heard the sound of spilling from her side.


  I turned towards her and saw her soaking wet.


  "Whoa?! Why are you so wet..."


  "...Well?"


  Tilting her head, the girl moved the bottle to her mouth. But due to the distance between her lips and the bottle's mouth, the water ran down to her clothes instead.


  "What are you doing, it's spilling!"


  "I'm not used to drinking... plastic bottles."




  
    
  

  Not being used to drinking from plastic bottles. That itself puts you in a different dimension from the rest of the world you know...


  I wonder if all rich girls in the world were like this. I'm not too sure if she went at her own pace or if she had nerves of steel... Even though she's been kidnapped, she doesn't seem to be afraid.


  "I'll help you drink... Give me the bottle."


  "...Stealing?"


  "I don't! You're such a pain!"


  Due to my shout, the kidnappers turned to me. I thought, Oh no, I've ruined his mood!


  ...But then, they looked at me with sympathy. Stop looking at me like that. You were the one who brought us here in the first place.


  "...There's a puddle, so we're going to have to move a little."


  "Yes."


  The girl got up and moved with me.


  The next moment, she tripped and fell over in the middle of nowhere.


  "...It hurts."


  The girl stood up with tears in her eyes.


  Her forehead that hit the floor was dyed bright red. It seemed that she wasn't athletically inclined.


  "Hey, big brother... According to the information I got, the daughter of the Konohana family is called a perfect lady, right? I didn't think it'd be such a dullard..."


  "N-No, but they look the same. I've never heard of another sibling..."


  The kidnappers whispered to each other.


  Meanwhile, the girl was rubbing her forehead that hit the floor, with tears welling in her eyes.


  "It hurts..."


  "...Let me see."


  The girl sounded so sad that I couldn't help but check on her injuries.


  "It's more of a scrape than a cut. Don't touch it too much, since you may infect it."


  "...Nnn."


  The girl nodded, lowering the hand that had been placed on her forehead.


  "By the way... Why are you here?"


  The girl asked me a question in a carefree way.


  "...I was going to give you the student ID that you dropped. Then the kidnappers came and took me with them."


  "I see."


  She was convinced.


  "Where's my student ID?"


  "What? ...Oh yeah, I got it here."


  I took out the girl's student ID from my pocket.


  After receiving the student ID card, the girl played with its surface with awkward movements. If you looked closely, you could see an out of place bulge in the lower right corner of the card. It looked as if a small button had been embedded in it.


  The girl pushed the bulge with her nails.


  "Help should be arriving any minute now."


  The girl then let out a "Huff" and a gasp.


  "Sleep..."


  With a thump, she laid down on the floor beside me.


  But the girl lying there was staring at me.


  "Sleep."


  "...Is it okay to sleep?"


  "Pillow pillow~"


  When I was about to say "There's none here." she silently patted my knee. She probably wanted a lap pillow huh?


  Being able to pamper a pretty girl made my heart throb, but I've seen her helpless figure before, so I had some tolerance. The kidnappers told me to take care of her, so I sighed as I lent her my knee.


  "Hmm... A good height."


  The girl muttered in satisfaction.


  "Lullaby."


  "...Sorry, but lullabies aren't in my repertoire."


  "Then, tell me something interesting."


  She's unreasonable.


  However, her boldness was so powerful that it blew away the gloomy atmosphere. Normally, I would have been so frightened that I would have burst into tears, but thanks to her, I was able to maintain my composure.


  "The other day, I was on the train with my friend..."


  It probably wasn't interesting, but she kept quiet and listened to me.


  A few minutes later, I heard a quiet sigh on my lap.


  She seemed to go to sleep easily.


  "...You're drooling too much."


  I wiped the drool from her mouth with the hem on her outfit.


  "...Nnn."


  "Oh, sorry. Did I wake you up?"


  "It's okay."


  The girl replied as she turned around.


  "My hair, it's so stiff."


  "Why don't I tie it up for you? Just turn around."


  "Nnn."


  I tied her hair up into a ponytail.


  "...You're kinda good at this, huh?"


  "Uh, I used to do my mother's hair."


  "Hmmm"


  My mother worked at a cabaret club for a while, and I used to help her set her hair before work. It's something I don't want to remember.


  At that moment, one of the kidnappers kicked a nearby piece of wood.


  Suddenly a loud noise echoed and I jumped on my shoulders.


  "—That's enough!! If you drag this out any longer, I'll beat your daughter to death!!"


  The kidnapper was holding a phone to his ear, fuming.


  "Stop provoking the kidnappers like you did before, or that will happen."


  I said to the girl.


  "Don't worry. I think I can at least shield you when the time comes."


  Even if my future is dim, I can still help her.


  Even though I knew it was for my own self satisfaction, I felt a bit of relief as I comforted the girl.


  "...Why would you do that?"


  "I don't know."


  I wasn't going to bother telling her what happened to me.


  I smiled as gently as I could at the curious girl.


  "...You, I like you."


  She said.


  "Somehow, it feels good. It smells like a freshly aired futon."


  I thought that was the smell of dead mites?


  I'm not exactly happy to hear that...


  "I have a lot of caretakers, but... They're all too formal."


  "...Huh?"


  "But you take it easy on me so I can also take it easy on you... I'm glad."


  The girl smiled at me and made me fall in love with her for a moment.


  "What's your name?"


  "...Tomonari Itsuki."


  "Yes. I'm Konohana Hinako."


  The girl told me straightforwardly.


  "You, are now going to be my—"


  —Right after the girl was about to say something.


  Something that looked like a can was thrown through the broken window of the facility.


  The can clanked, and in the next moment, it released white smoke all over the place.


  "——I'm going in—!!"


  I heard a loud voice from the first floor of the facility.


  At the same time, countless footsteps could be heard from everywhere around us.


  "D-Damn it! I can't see anything!!"


  "When did these guys get close?!"


  A group of police-like men appeared and quickly neutralized the kidnappers.


  The men immediately approached me and the girl.


  "Freeze!"


  "...What?"


  The men were hostile to me.


  "Wait, wait! I'm a victim!"


  "Shut up! Be quiet!"


  "Woah!?"


  My head was pushed down and I was knocked to the floor.


  "Shizune-sama! I've neutralized the third one!"


  "I'm sure there were two perpetrators... was the information about the scouting party incorrect?"


  When the smoke curtain had cleared, a woman with the sound of steady footsteps appeared.


  The woman had black hair that was stretched to her waist without being tied. She was dressed in a black and white frilly outfit, which was commonly called a maid's uniform.


  "Milady, are you all right?"


  "Unn."


  The maid approached the girl on the floor and removed the handcuffs and shackles.


  In spite of all the noise, the girl was unfazed. The girl yawned loudly, as if she had finally woken up from her sleep.


  "I'm sorry for the delay in rescuing you. But... I keep telling you. When you go out, you have to take us in advance."


  "But, it was too much trouble."


  "And as a result, this is what happens... Goodness."


  The maid let out a sigh.


  "Quiet. This man is not a kidnapper."


  "...Is that so?"


  When the girl pointed at me, the maid rolled her eyes.


  Slowly, my restraints were released.


  "Ow, ow..."


  "Excuse me sir. I thought you were one of the kidnappers."


  "He's in custody, so he can't be a kidnapper..."


  "In some cases, the perpetrating group may have had a falling out. This often happens in long-term crimes such as kidnapping."


  That may be... indeed, a possibility.


  Unable to say anything, I closed my mouth.


  "Leave the cleanup to them, and we'll go home. You, too, please follow me."


  It seemed they were going to show me the way out. I nodded silently.


  But the girl didn't get up, and looked at me with an indifferent look in her eyes.


  "Hey, Shizune."


  The girl pointed at me and made a statement.


  "I want this person."


  "As you wish. I will make the arrangements as soon as possible."


  The maid bows her head in reverence.


  "......Eh?"


  Arrangements, for what?


  "Wake me when we get there."


  "As you wish."


  After being ushered into the black car, the girl fell asleep immediately.


  The girl went to the far end of the back seat, followed by me, and finally the maid went in and closed the door.


  I fastened the seatbelt of the girl who had fallen fast asleep and fastened my own as well. Suddenly, I felt a gaze on me and when I turned around, I found the maid looking at me. The maid tightened her seatbelt and muttering in a small voice said, "I see, that's why you like him."


  "Um... Where are you guys taking me, what about those other guys?"


  "You'll see when we get there."


  Immediately after the maid replied, I heard a small vibrating sound.


  The maid took out her smartphone from her pocket and held it to her ear. After a minute of talking, the maid quietly put the phone away in her pocket.


  "Your background check is complete."


  "...Huh?"


  "Itsuki Tomonari is sixteen years old and a student at Ryuryu Miyagu High School. He has no brothers or sisters, and both of his parents are still alive... It is commendable that he has been able to earn his school fees on his own while taking care of his corrupt family. But five days ago, his parents ran away during the night and took all the money out of the house, so he is now in a critical situation."


  "...W-Where did you get all this information from?"


  "Don't underestimate the network of the Konohana family. This is no major feat."


  The maid told him that as if it was a matter of course.


  "By the way, you were supposed to be a sophomore in high school starting tomorrow, but... you can no longer attend that high school."


  "...Eh?"


  "Apparently, your school tuition hasn't been paid. It seems that your parents were planning to run away from home from the beginning. The money you earned by working part-time every day has already been withdrawn too."


  "How, no way..."


  "It seems that your rent and utility bills are being paid in arrears, and the house will soon be uninhabitable."


  My home... was that bad already...


  "So we have a proposal for you."


  The maid said to me as I was dejected.


  "Would you be willing to work for Ojou-sama?"


  "...What?"


  Her suggestion was so unexpected that I tilted my head


  "I'm not sure I understand what you're saying."


  "Then let's go through it step by step."


  The maid opened her mouth, making a pretense of choosing her words.


  "Does the name 『Konohana Group』 sound familiar to you?"


  "...It does."


  "That's right. You have an account at Konohana Bank, so you must know about it."


  "That's what I was thinking. My part-time job is paid into an account I created at Konohana Bank."


  The background check she just did was probably looking at the information registered on the account.


  "The Konohana Group is not only a city bank, but also a well-known zaibatsu business enterprise that includes major trading companies, heavy industries, real estate developers, and non-life insurance companies. Its total assets are about 300 trillion yen and its influence is felt not only in Japan, but also overseas."


  (TN: zaibatsu is a Japanese word meaning "conglomerate".)


  The maid explained without a hint of hesitation.


  "And the one sleeping next to you is Konohana Hinako-sama, the ojou-sama of the Konohana Group. I'm one of the maids that serve her."


  Apparently, the girl sleeping next to me was an extraordinary ojou-sama. I knew she wasn't a commoner, but it turned out that she was probably one of the most influential ladies in the country, if not the greatest.


  "What I'm proposing to you this time is a job similar to mine."


  "You mean... I will be working as a maid?"


  "You're not a maid, you're a butler."


  Oh, yeah, that sounds about right...


  I got confused because I got involved in something that was too large for an ordinary person to handle.


  "Technically, you will not even be a butler, but it will be something similar. I would like you to be ojou-sama's caretaker from now on. Will you agree to this?"


  "No consent, no nothing... Are you sure you're okay with me? Because, I'm just a student..."


  "Normally, you would not be able to get this job without proper training, but... this is a special exception because it's ojou-sama's wish. She seems to like you a lot."


  The maid then looked at the girl sleeping next to me.


  The girl in question was drooling all over herself.


  "Mmm..."


  "Hey! Oi... don't be so clingy..."


  The girl turned over and hugged me tightly.


  From the girl's long, soft hair, I could smell a strange sweet and faint fragrance.


  "By the way, if you have any indecent thoughts towards ojou-sama, I will cut it off."


  "...What do you mean?"


  "What you just thought of."


  That wasn't good.


  I was going to become a maid.


  "As for the details, I'll let you discuss them with my master."


  The maid said while looking at the scenery outside.


  After a break in the conversation, the car came to a stop.


  "Ojou-sama, we've finally arrived."


  "Mmm..."


  The girl who was clinging to the right half of my body woke up languidly.


  The car door opened automatically and we got out.


  In front of me sat the biggest house I'd ever seen.


  "Here is..."


  "This is a separate residence of the Konohana family. You will now meet with ojou-sama's father."


  More important than meeting the lady's father, I was astonished by the fact that the mansion in front of me was a villa and not the main house.


  So this was a villa...


  Compared to this, wasn't my house just a mere doghouse or a latrine?


  "——Welcome home, ojou-sama."


  As I approached the front door of the mansion, the maids and butlers on either side of me bowed their heads in unison.


  In front of a group of at least ten servants, the lady in question lightly sighed, and then.


  "Uhm."


  She just replied with a small grunt.


  The Ojou-sama was still going at her own pace. However, the followers all already knew this, and continued to bow their heads without showing any particular reaction.


  The solemn door opened and I stepped into the house.


  The interior of the building, which looked as good as a luxury hotel, filled my entire field of vision. The red carpet stretched straight out and there were many luxurious furnishings scattered about. Unlike a hotel, this was a mansion where people lived, so the atmosphere was more relaxed than glittering, but even so, there were many golden ornaments that did not exist in the homes of ordinary people.


  "Wow..."


  "What's with the reaction?"


  "No, it's just that... this world is too different, and I've gotten goosebumps..."


  "Get used to it. When you start working for ojou-sama, you'll see this view every day, right?"


  I hadn't decided if I was going to work here yet, but I already had very little confidence in myself.


  "Ojou-sama, what are your plans for the rest of the day...?"


  "Sleep."


  "As you wish. Now, I have to show Tomonari-sama around, so I'll send someone to take his place."


  The maid called out to the other attendants who were waiting by the wall.


  But the girl frowned at the maid's words, and said.


  "...I'm not sleeping after all."


  "...You won't sleep?"


  "Hm... I'll be with Itsuki for now."


  The girl said as she picked at my sleeves. I was thinking, I feel like I have a younger sister. when I saw the maid next to me with her eyes wide open.


  "I didn't think... that ojou-sama would postpone sleeping..."


  I wondered why she was so surprised.


  I thought this was normal, as she had slept through the whole kidnapping incident as well as the car ride.


  The maid, who had come to her senses, began to walk again.


  After climbing the large staircase, the maid knocked on the door of the room at the end of the hallway.


  "Excuse me." The maid opened the door.


  There was a large room behind the door, and a man was standing in the center of it.


  



  "You're Tomonari Itsuki, right? I'm Konohana Keigon. I'm Hinako's father and the chairman of the Konohana Group."


  



  The man — Keigon — greeted me.


  He had a youthful face, but he wore a fine suit and was full of dignity.


  "Even though I'm the chairman, I'm only in charge of the business operations of the group. It's not a very important position."


  "Don't jest. The next head of the family should not degrade himself so easily."


  "Haha, don't get so upset, Shizune. It was just a light joke. If you create a reverent atmosphere, Itsuki-kun will shrink in fear."


  Keigon-san smiled and said.


  However, his eyes suddenly became very sharp.


  "...I see. You're right, Hinako is very fond of you."


  Keigon-san looked at the girl behind me, Hinako-san.


  Before I knew it, Hinako-san was lying face down with her hand on my sleeve, bobbing her head up and down.


  "She's sleeping while standing...!?"


  She was like a businessman commuting to work on the train. And she also started drooling again.


  I had no choice but to wipe off Hinako's drool with a handkerchief I took out of my pocket.


  "Nn..."


  As I was wiping her mouth, Hinako leaned slightly as if to lean her body against mine.


  "I've heard that... Itsuki-kun was only involved in the kidnapping of my daughter, but what happened in the meantime? I've never seen my daughter get attached to someone she's never met that much before..."


  "No, no, I didn't do anything."


  "I see. Well, Hinako lives by her instincts, so I'm sure you and her are on the same wavelength."


  "Wavelength...?"


  I don't feel like this is a problem that can be settled with a few words about wavelength.


  I, myself, don't know how she became so attached to me.


  "And Hinako always wanted a caretaker that she could be comfortable with. However, my position makes it difficult for me to provide such a person. That's why she doesn't want to let you go, who she met by chance."


  I see, that made sense.


  She did say that she wanted an easy-going caretaker. She said that because all of her caretakers were too formal and polite to her.


  "Well, Before explaining about the whole caretaker thing, you need to know about Hinako first... Shizune."


  "Yes."


  The maid who was waiting in the back of the room curtseyed and started using the projector on the side of the room.


  The lights in the room dimmed and a video was displayed on a wall.


  "This is what Hinako looks like when she's at the academy."


  In the center of the video, I saw the girl who was sleeping behind me — Hinako-san.


  The location would be the hallway of her school.


  



  『Good day, Konohana-san.』


  『Good day.』


  



  Hinako responded to her classmates' greeting with a sincere smile.


  Eh...? I wonder what the difference was.


  The scene changed, and this time it was a video of a class being held.


  



  『So, here's the question... Konohana-san. Can you answer it?』


  『Yes.』


  



  Hinako stood up quitely as she was called.


  Maintaining a straight posture, Hinako walked to the blackboard and without stopping, wrote her answer with chalk.


  She had an air of elegance. The students around her looked at her with admiration.


  The scene changed again. It was the same classroom but the color of sunlight told me that it was after school.


  A female student was talking to Hinako, who was sitting on the window seat.


  



  『Hey, Konohana-san! We're going to have a party in the garden... If you would like to join us, please let me know.』


  『If you are okay with me, I'd be glad.』


  『T-Thank you very much! I have prepared some delicious scones for you, Konohana-san!』


  『Fufu, you don't have to be so cautious.』


  



  The girls' cheeks flushed with admiration as Hinako smiled at them.


  The video ended and the lights in the room brightened.


  I honestly revealed my thoughts.


  "...Who"


  "It's Hinako-sama."


  "...That's ridiculous."


  The girl in the video was innocent, pretty, and a very noble ojou-sama.


  She was nothing like the girl who had been sleeping behind me since a while ago, bobbing her head back and forth... There's no way...


  "Hinako can act as a perfect ojou-sama in public."


  "...In public?"


  "That's right. On the contrary, if it's private..."


  Keigon-san looked at the maid.


  The maid nodded silently and changed the image.


  The scene was still a classroom. However, there were only two people in the video. Hinako and a female student wearing the same uniform.


  



  『O-Ojou-sama, the next class is about to begin...』


  『I'm tired. Sleep.』


  



  Hinako said lazily, and plopped down on her desk.


  The scene changed, and now it was in a hallway...


  



  『O-Ojou-sama! You have gym class next, so hurry up and get changed...!』


  『Dress me.』


  



  The scene changed to the schoolyard this time.


  



  『Ojou-sama!? Just now, a message from the main house came. It's about Ojou-sama's credit card being fraudulently used!!』


  『I think I dropped it.』


  『What?! Why didn't you tell me that earlier—!』


  



  —The video cut off just before the female student screamed.


  The last clip was unrefined...


  "This is the real Hinako."


  Keigon-san said with a difficult face.


  Apparently, this girl, Konohana Hinako, had a big difference in attitude while in public and while in private.


  Even though it was in private, Hinako had been in a lazy state from when I met her, so this was more familiar for me. Even though it's only been close to 3 hours since we met.


  "Umm, is the other girl in the video a maid or something?"


  "That is Hinako's former caretaker. She was hospitalized the other day with a punctured stomach due to stress, and submitted her resignation."


  "...Uwaa."


  That was a terrible thing.


  "In short, Hinako can play the role of a perfect ojou-sama in front of others, but outside of that, she becomes a self-depraved degenerate like she is now. There's a huge difference between them. She needs an aid who can support both of her lives."


  "So that's a caretaker's job..."


  "That's what I mean."


  Keigon-san nodded in affirmation.


  "The job of a caretaker is to protect Hinako's status as a perfect Ojou-sama. In other words, to support Hinako so her degenerate side doesn't come to light... What do you think, will you accept? It was Hinako's request as well, and it will be a huge help if you can take care of her."


  I thought about it, and then I answered.


  "I know I got rescued when the kidnapping happened and it might be shameful for me to ask but... Is there going to be any payment?"


  "Of course. Housing, three meals a day. and we'll pay you plenty."


  That was... That was a whole lot of treatment.


  Is this what it means to have an unexpected stroke of luck? To me, who seemed to have run out of places to live, I couldn't have asked for a better deal... I wonder if they had taken my circumstances into account when they made this suggestion.


  "As for the salary, how about... 20,000 Yen a day?"


  "20,000!?"


  "Oh, was that not enough? However, it's a bit unreasonable to make your salary the same as a butler or a maid... So, how about 50,000 Yen per day?"


  "The opposite! It's too much!!"


  I didn't expect the amount to go up.


  "Then I'll hire at your price. How much do you want?"


  Asking for a price. This is the first time I've ever heard it outside of a fictional story.


  "If it's a daily salary, 8,000 Yen is enough."


  If you're working part time, it's more than enough to get 8,000 Yen per day.


  I think I said something around the general market... but for some reason, Keigon-san wrinkled his brows.


  "Itsuki-kun. The responsibilities of a caretaker is bigger than you think."


  He said, with a mysterious air around him.


  "Between you and me, the Konohana Group's performance has been dropping lately. The economy is a big factor, but there are also factional conflicts within the group as well as competitors, so things don't always go as planned. It would be too much to overthrow a company, but they also can't be completely ignored. That's why the family my daughter will marry is important."


  "The family your daughter will marry into, you say?"


  Keigon-san nodded and looked at Hinako, who was sleeping behind me.


  "The reason why Hinako plays the perfect role of ojou-sama in public is to find a better partner. In the time where someone isn't sure what to do, they can always ask for help. The caretaker... is to assist in that. In other words, the caretaker is a crucial role to protect the Konohana family brand."


  When I heard that explanation, I began to think again.


  I lived in a different world. I'd never thought about marriages or brands until now.


  "So, how much do you want me to pay you?"


  I was pierced by Keigon-san's sharp gaze and swallowed my spit with a gulp.


  I could understand the purpose of this question and I needed to answer carefully.


  My resolution was being tested.


  Keigon-san was asking me how much I was willing to work for.


  If I ask for the same cheap wage, I'd be looked down with disappointment, just like before. On the other hand, if I asked for a ridiculous price, I'd be laughed at for being unworthy.


  In the end, the answer I chose was...


  "...20,000 Yen, please."


  "Hmm... the original price. Well, that's fine. Then I'm expecting that much effort"


  With that, Keigon-san took out a document from his desk drawer.


  While filling out something on the form, Keigon-san continued.


  "Then, you'll start working tomorrow."


  "Starting tomorrow?"


  "You've seen it in the video. Hinako would get lost even in the house without a caretaker. We need someone to support her as soon as possible."


  I wouldn't be surprised if someone got lost in a mansion this big but...


  "I'll get you some clothes first. I'm sending a tailor to your room for measurements."


  "I see... You will also prepare my work clothes?"


  "It's more like a uniform instead. You'll be going to the Kiou Academy from now on."


  "...Huh!?"


  I was expecting something like a butler's outfit, but I got an answer I didn't expect at all.


  "Hinako goes to the academy. Of course the caretaker would go with her."


  "Well, but, isn't the Kiou Academy an incredibly prestigious school? I'm not sure if I'll be able to fit in..."


  "You'll have to adapt somehow. It's part of the job. You have good scores in your previous school, so it's not like you're bad at studying right?"


  I had been working hard on my studies to increase my chances to go to college, but that was different from attending a prestigious school.


  Will I be okay...? Studying, exercise, manners, communication skills... My worries were piling up endlessly.


  "Since caretakers aren't allowed in the academy, you will be attending the academy as a general student. In your case, your status will be that of a member of the Konohana Group. In order to get you out of trouble, you are the son of an heir from an affiliate company, while not a direct descendant. You aim to become a manager in the future but you are someone who is familiar with the lives of ordinary people."


  "It's not normal to be the son of an heir..."


  "It's a normal thing at the Kiou Academy."


  Keigon-san said simply. It seems that the academy itself isn't normal.


  "Your father's company is part of the Konohana Group. That's why you couldn't raise your head against Hinako. I'm sure they'll let you off the hook if you go with that."


  I see. It's true that I'd have less chance of being exposed that way.


  I looked at the girl sleeping behind me. She was drooling again, so I lifted her chin and closed her mouth. She and I might be friends for a long time to come.


  "By the way, if you ever lay a hand on my daughter..."


  Realizing that Keigon-san was glaring at me, I straightened my posture.


  "Um, a little chop, right?"


  "A little chop? Hahaha! No, I wouldn't do that!"


  Keigon-sama laughed gaily.


  "I'll kill you."


  "Wha?!"


  It's a simple yet scary statement.


  "Well then, I'll see you tomorrow."


  As Keigon-san said this, the maid who was waiting in the back slowly opened the door.


  Just before I was about to walk out with the sleepy Hinako, Keigon-san continued to talk.


  "Also, I've been doing some research about your family."


  When I turned around, Keigon-san said to me with a serious face.


  "The daughter of the Miyakojima family is also there. I'm sure you have nothing personal going on but, just in case, refrain from unnecessary contact."


  "...Understood."


  I see... so she's also at the academy?


  Well, she won't remember me. We would never come into contact anyways.


  "I'm sorry, I didn't get a chance to introduce myself. My name is Tsurumi Shizune, and I'm the maid of ojou-sama. I'm going to give advice to Itsuki-san, who will become her caretaker, so please give me your attention."


  The maid said as she walked down the hallway of the mansion.


  "Itsuki-san's status will be an heir to a medium-sized company for outer appearances, but as long as you're inside this mansion, you are the caretaker for ojou-sama. Because of that, please change how you address ojou-sama."


  "...I understand. 'Hinako-sama', is that right?"


  Shizune-san nodded.


  "On the other hand, outside of the mansion, you will be ojou-sama's schoolmate, so it would be better to call her by name at that time."


  While attending the academy, I would call Hinako-sama with "san".


  I had to have a good sense of distance. I nodded.


  "Then, this is Itsuki-san's room."


  Shizune-san said as she opened the door to the room. The room was about seven tatami mats in size and was simply furnished with only a bed and a study desk. It was probably a servant's room. I was originally overwhelmed with the size of the mansion, but I felt relieved upon entering the room. I could easily adapt to this.


  "If there is any furniture you need, we can order it for you later. You can stay in this room from now on."


  "I understand."


  I was told to get things I need but, a newcomer can't be saying things out of the blue.


  I'd at least think about it when I was able to work like other people.


  "Nuu~"


  At that moment. The girl next to me made a strange voice and dived on the bed in the room.


  "Um... Hinako-sama. That's my bed."


  "The caretaker's bed... My bed... Zzzzz..."


  With a squishy and happy expression on her face, Hinako-sama buried her face in the futon.




  
    
  

  "...Can't be helped. Let's allow the young lady sleep for a while."


  Shizune-san said with a sigh.


  "Itsuki-san. You will be attending the Kiou Academy tomorrow as a transfer student... There are a few things you need to learn before that."


  "Is it about the caretaker's job?"


  "That's one thing, but there's something else."


  Shizune-san said.


  "The Kiou Academy is a prestigious school where the children of the rich and powerful gather. All of the classes are at a high level, so it's not something someone with a normal life can suddenly keep up with. So, from now on until dinner, I will ask you to study the contents of the class."


  "...Is it really that high of a level?"


  "Yes. In addition, since you will be working with ojou-sama, your performance must be match hers."


  "...I'm not confident."


  "It's not just academics. We also teach manners, etiquette, and self-defense."


  "Self-defence?"


  "Just in case."


  I was shocked, but Shizune-san continued calmly.


  "Oh, have you lost your courage?"


  "No... I've done a lot of labor. I'm confident in my physical strength."


  "I see. Then let's see what you can do after you finish your prep work."


  I smiled wryly at Shizune-san, who told me in a matter-of-fact attitude.


  Considering Shizune-san's attitude, it would be wise to take the initiative. Of course, she must be my boss as a caretaker... Maybe if I wasn't good enough, she would give me spartan education forever!


  I'm going to exact my vengeance on those who live a life of luxury and elegance in their mansions...!


  Don't look down on the struggling students—


  * * *


  "—I'm at my limit. Please forgive me. I'll die..."


  That night, I was on my knees facing Shizune-san at the dojo in the corner of the mansion.


  "Right. Then let's finish today's lesson."


  After completing a series of lessons on studying and manners, I was exhausted to the point where I was fading in and out of consciousness.


  The self defense lessons were especially wearing me out, both physically and mentally. I never thought I'd be treated like a baby... Shizune-san is an outrageous martial arts maid.


  "Please refer to this manual for more information about the caretaker's job."


  "...It's thick."


  "I gave you a verbal rundown before dinner, but if you have any questions, look at the manual or ask me."


  Shizune-san said to me as I received the thick manual.


  "Err... about my room, Hinako-sama is still sleeping there."


  "When she's in the house, she's usually asleep. Please do not bother her."


  "No, but I'd like to go to bed soon..."


  "You can sleep in the hallway. I'll lay out a futon for you."


  "..."


  "I was joking. Please wait until ojou-sama comes back to her room."


  "...Yes."


  "Well, I'll leave it to you. If you need anything else, just call me."


  With that, Shizune-san left the dojo.


  After taking on the role of a caretaker, I received a smartphone provided to the servants of the Konohana family. I had Shizune-san's number in my address book, but I didn't want to call her... if possible.


  "I've always known... Being a caretaker is a something that would normally require a very high-spec person."


  I muttered to myself as I left the dojo and headed for my room.


  I heard that Shizune-san's lessons were going to be held every day. If I continue to do that, I'll become a near-perfect human being, both literate and skilled, within a few months. It was that or... I'd give up before then.


  When I returned to my room, I found Hinako-sama still on my bed.


  "Nnn... Eheh..."


  Apparently, Hinako-sama loved to sleep.


  She slept well whilst being kidnapped, but it seemed as if she would normally sleep soundly till morning.


  I let out a sigh and sat down in the chair at the desk.


  I wanted to go to bed early, because I'm exhausted today. But with Hinako-sama in my bed, I didn't know what to do.


  "Oh yea. The manual is for situations like this."


  I turned the pages of the manual.


  "Well, here it is. Things to watch out for when ojou-sama is sleeping 'mansion edition'... When she is in the house, the lady spends most of her time sleeping. If you wake her up when she's sound asleep, she'll be in a bad mood, so be sure to take her to her room... before... she's... asleep......"


  In the meantime, I had a grasp of where Hinako-sama's room was, but I wondered if it's okay to carry her without permission.


  I tried to look it up in the manual as well... when suddenly my phone shuddered, leaving me confused.


  Message received.


  



   

  Yuri: Do you want to come to school with me tomorrow?


  

  



  When I saw the message, I couldn't help but let out a squeak.


  "...Oh god, I forgot to explain."


  My previous phone was in my parents' name, so I had to sync my data to the phone provided for me. Therefore, messages from the previous phone were also received on this phone.


  How should I explain my situation? As I was thinking over this, messages started raining down.


  



   

  Yuri: If you don't want to, it's fine! I'm going with my other friends!


  Yuri: Hey?


  Yuri: ...Don't ignore me.


  

  



  I wasn't ignoring you.


  Since I couldn't come up with a solution, I decided to be honest with her.


  



   

  Itsuki: Due to certain circumstances, I can no longer attend that high school.


  Yuri: Huh?


  

  



  I got a reply immediately.


  



   

  Yuri: Can I call you?


  Itsuki: Sorry, I'm tired. Maybe another time.


  

  



  To be honest, I couldn't even think anymore. If I thought about something else now, I felt like I would lose all the information Shizune-san packed into my head.


  The phone shuddered.


  I said another time but... it was a waste of time. I don't feel like going out.


  After leaving my phone for a while, I received another message.


  



   

  Yuri: Why didn't you answer?


  Yuri: Hey.


  Yuri: Hello??


  

  



  "...Hey."


  "Whoa?!"


  Suddenly, someone called out to me from behind, and I jumped out of the chair.


  When I turned around, Hinako-sama was standing there with her eyes squinted sleepily.


  "Oh, you're awake..."


  "Who is that person?"


  "What? ...Oh, err, it's my childhood friend who went to the same high school as me, Hinako-sama..."


  "...Hmmm."


  Hinako-sama, with her Implicative backchannel, reached for my phone.


  I wondered if she wanted to do some research on the internet. So I handed over my phone.


  "...I'll be taking this for a while."


  "Eh?"


  Hinako-sama crawled under the futon with my phone in her hand.


  "Now I can be at peace..."


  "Peace you say...? Um, Hinako-sama, could I have that back please?"


  "No."


  Hinako-sama said with her back turned away.


  "...I hate your tone."


  "Yes?"


  Tone...? What does she mean... Oh, was it the honorifics?


  "Undo it."


  "No, but..."


  "If you don't, you're fired."


  Such tyranny...


  "Err... Is this what you want?"


  "Nn... That's it."


  "Shizune-san told me to change my tone..."


  "I'll talk to Shizune tomorrow."


  If so, would it be ok...?


  I guess I could ask Shizune-san tomorrow.


  "Itsuki."


  "...What is it?"


  "Starting tomorrow... I'm pleased to make your acquaintance."


  Hinako said with a softly amused smile on her face.


  For a moment, I got mesmerized by her gesture. And I responded a little later.


  "...Yes."


  Satisfied with my reply, Hinako dove back into bed.


  "Oh, hey! Wait! If you're going to sleep, at least go back to your room!"


  However, she had already fallen asleep.


  What is with this girl...?




  Chapter 2: Kiou Academy


  


  The next day, I put on the black school uniform of Kiou Academy and walked out of the mansion.


  Last night, I ended up having Shizune-san carry Hinako-sama for me. My phone was taken and was in her pocket, so I took it back from her.


  A black lacquered car was parked in front of the gate. In front of it, Hinako-sama could be seen complaining to Shizune-san.


  "I want to go home..."


  "If you say that in eight hours, I will allow you to."


  "...Muu."


  Hinako-sama was being calmed down by Shizune-san, who was very used to the situation.


  "Itsuki-sama, please come this way."


  Shizune-san looked at me and said.


  Well, from now on, I'm the heir apparent of a medium-sized company. When Shizune-san called me by "sama", I realized that my ostensible identity had already been changed.


  "Well, Itsuki-sama. Which seat would you like to sit in?"


  As I'm about to get into the car, Shizune-san asked me.


  Was this... A review of yesterday's etiquette class I took?


  "...Backseat, behind the passenger seat."


  "Correct. If there is a driver, the person with the higher position sits behind the driver's seat, behind the the passenger seat, in the center of the back seat, and in the passenger seat, in that order."


  "If the driver is your companion, the passenger seat will be the highest seat, right?"


  "That's right. You studied well."


  I was given an unimaginable Spartan education...


  "Originally, it's supposed to be the caretaker's job to get Ojou-sama into the car, but I will demonstrate for you step by step. Now please get into the car."


  Hinako-sama entered the car, followed by me entering the back seat. Shizune-san sat in the passenger seat.


  "Sleepy~~"


  You've been sleeping a lot, haven't you? I managed to prevent myself from saying that.


  The car started to slow down.


  "Since the two of you are set to live in a different house, we will drop you off shortly before the academy."


  "So it will be just the two of us walking down the street to school? Won't we get kidnapped like yesterday?"


  "Don't worry. We have a perimeter around Ojou-sama at all times... The incident the other day happened because Ojou-sama went out without letting us know. And you, as her caretaker, should prevent such things from happening."


  "...Understood."


  Today is my first day of work. As a caretaker I'll have to be paying close attention.


  "By the way, I'm in the same class as Hinako...-sama, right?"


  "Of course. As her caretaker, you will be with her at all times."


  It seems that Hinako-sama and I will be classmates.


  "Itsuki... What's with your tone?"


  "Ugh."


  Did she hear that...?


  However, in front of Shizune-san, it's hard to not call her 'Hinako-sama'.


  "Shizune. Itsuki's tone, make it go back."


  "But, Ojou-sama. That would not set a good example for others."


  "Then... Just when we're alone and when Shizune is around."


  "...I understand."


  Reluctantly, Shizune-san complied.


  "Good, Itsuki... I can talk to you normally now."


  "I'm not exactly happy..."


  Shizune-san's gaze was painful. In fact, I don't mind using honorifics. I've spent my whole life working part-time, so I'm used to having a hierarchical relationship.


  "Itsuki-sama, please always use polite language when in the academy to avoid any faults. Being the heir to a medium-sized company is a rather low status in the Kiou Academy, so it would be better if you could change your tone to avoid unnecessary tensions."


  "I understand."


  On paper, I'm the son of the heir of a medium-sized company and I have a low status... It seems like I'll be using honorifics in the end.


  "Aahhhh... The academy is getting closer~~"


  Hinako said lazily.


  "Itsuki..."


  "...What is it?"


  "Carry me."


  The car jolted violently.


  What are you talking about all of a sudden, Ojou-sama? The driver seems to be surprised as well.


  "Ojou-sama. That is... without a doubt, an unladylike behavior."


  "Hey Itsuki, you smell good, you know..."


  "...Oh, really?"


  Shizune-san rolled her eyes.


  "...Itsuki-sama. May I have a sniff for future reference?"


  "No... I don't think I smell good at all. Please don't do this to me."


  "...You do though."


  As I said that, Hinako put her nose close to my sleeve.


  Just in case, I'll smell myself... Nope, I don't smell anything. If I had to guess, it would smell like the flower detergent used at home.


  "Um, Hinako-sama. I'm also a man, so I don't think getting close to me is..."


  "Tone."


  "...Hinako."


  "Good."


  It seems whatever I say is useless against her.


  I let out a sigh, and Shizune-san let out an even bigger sigh.


  "Ojou-sama. It's time..."


  "...Nn."


  Approximately 30 minutes later, the car arrived at its destination.


  In a quiet alley, me and Hinako were dropped off. It seemed like there was no one around... but there were a lot of the Konohana family guards lurking if you looked closely.


  "Itsuki-sama. I'll give you this."


  Shizune-san handed me a black sack with no visible content.


  "This is...?"


  "If Ojou-sama isn't being reasonable, use this."


  I gave a vague "Huh...?" in response to her instructions, not exactly understanding what she meant.


  "Have a good day then."


  After saying thank you to Shizune-san, who thanked me back, we started to walk to the Academy.


  "...I want to go home."


  "Shouldn't you be acting?"


  "No one has seen me yet... So I can relax"


  It seems Hinako can sense people's gazes.


  That's what she says but, as her caretaker, I have to protect the appearance of her in public. As we're heading to the academy, I looked around carefully.


  "...It's huge."


  I couldn't help but mutter to myself as I stood in front of the majestic, mansion-like study hall.


  It's a prestigious school that refers to Japan's unyielding power, the Kiou Academy. The name might sound stupid, but it's a very good educational institution.


  I hesitated to take a step.


  Next to me was...


  "Good morning, Konohana-san."


  "Good morning."


  A girl with amber hair was answering the greetings of students on the street in a disciplined manner.


  "Konohana-san... as always, she's so pretty."


  "Yes. Very noble..."


  I heard comments like that everywhere around us.


  I took a peek at Hinako's profile, who started acting before I knew it. She was different from a few moments ago.


  I couldn't believe the girl with an intelligent and decent behavior was the same person who drooled on my bed last night...


  "What's wrong, friend of mine?"


  "Whoa!?"


  Hinako looked at me concerningly.


  I was very startled. I rushed to cover my mouth and told her it's nothing.


  When we entered the school building, we went to the staff room first.


  Fortunately, Hinako and I are the same age. So we naturally belonged to the same grade without having to lie about our age. And Shizune-san also made sure that we were in the same class.


  "We've been expecting you. You must be Itsuki Tomonari."


  When we entered the staff room, we were greeted by a female teacher.


  "My name is Misono Fukushima. I will be the homeroom teacher for Class 2A, pleased to meet you."


  "Pleased to meet you too."


  I bowed my head slightly.


  "Tomonari-kun, do you know Konohana-san?"


  "Oh, that..."


  I couldn't come up with a lie, and stagnated for a moment.


  Then, Hinako, who was next to me, spoke up.


  "My family and Tomonari-kun's family are close, so we have been in contact for a long time. Because of that, I decided to show him around the school."


  "Oh, I see."


  As Hinako explained politely, the teacher nodded in agreement.


  "Tomonari-kun, it's very luxurious to be guided by Konohan-san."


  "Hahaha... I guess so."


  Sensei, did you know...?


  Hinako tends to get lost in the academy when she's alone.




  * * *


  "We have a transfer student coming to our class today."


  Fukushima-sensei, who entered the classroom before me, informed the class.


  Then I went into the classroom and greeted everyone while standing in front of the blackboard.


  "I'm Tomonari Itsuki. Nice to meet you."


  There was no clapping and such, but the gazes and expressions from everyone were friendly.


  The school I've been going to up until now has never had a transfer student before, so if one came it should have livened up the mood by itself but... There's no sign of that happening with this class's students. They had matured somewhere, and a tolerant atmosphere was being created.


  "Tomonari-kun, please use that open seat over there... Everyone, I understand you are interested in the transfer student, but class comes first. Please redirect your feelings, ok?"


  The teacher, standing at the podium, looked around the classroom and said.


  I took a seat in the back, in the second row from the window, and quickly pulled out my textbook from my bag.


  Our first period was math.


  "Now, let's begin the lesson. This time, we'll study the Commutative Integral Method."


  I was pretty sure that this was taught in the 3rd grade at my old high school...


  However, it looked like it was something you learned in the spring of your second year at Kiou Academy.


  * * *


  "That's it for the first period. Don't forget to review, everyone."


  Fukushima-sensei said as soon as the chime rang.


  After bowing to the teacher, the students got a break.


  "...I should thank Shizune-san."


  I managed to keep up... but the content was still very difficult.


  Even though it was only the end of the first period, I felt as if I studied the whole day.


  Well then... What is Ojou-sama doing?


  Remembering my mission as a caretaker, I checked Hinako's condition.


  "Konohana-san. There's something I don't understand in the class just now..."


  "If you're fine with me, I'll be glad to help."


  When she is in public, she has the mask of 『A Perfect Young Lady』. So far, there's been no signs of that falling off.


  "——Hey, new guy!"


  I was suddenly approached.


  When I turned around, there was a male student with a large figure.


  "Hey, even though you're a newcomer, not giving me a hello is cheeky. Give me your tribute."


  "...Yeah."


  I didn't know if that was a joke or if he was serious...


  "——Hey!"


  "Ouch!?"


  As I was confused, a female student came and gave a chop to the male student's head.


  "You're scaring Tomonari-kun!"


  "I-I'm sorry. I was just kidding!"


  The male student said while holding his head.


  "It was Tomonari Itsuki-kun, right? I'm Taishou Katsuya."


  "I'm Asahi Karen. Let's get along~"


  While both of them were busy introducing themselves, I interjected with a cough.


  It seems what he said about tributes and such was a joke.


  "Tomonari. You were having a hard time keeping up with the class earlier, right?"


  "...Why do you think so?"


  "Hahaha! It's okay. It happens to all the transfer students."


  "Transfer students... is there anyone other than me?"


  "It's not exactly at the same time, but it isn't uncommon for students to transfer in. You also got transferred at this time of year due to family reasons, right?"


  "Well, that's about right."


  It seems that the students were also aware that this was a special school.


  "But I've never heard of the Tomonari family. What does your family do?"


  "We're in the IT Business. We're not exactly big..."


  I answered Asahi-san's question, remembering the setting Shizune-san created for me.


  My family owns an IT company in the middle of nowhere, and I'm a candidate to become its heir apparent.


  When Asahi-san and Taishou-san heard my answer, they looked at each other and nodded.


  "I knew what to expect since I saw you having it tough earlier... Tomonari-kun, you've been living more like a commoner, right?"


  "...Yes, but..."


  Asahi-san smiled teasingly at me, and I tried to nod in approval.


  "There are 2 types of transfer students. One is when someone has already studied hard enough in other schools and comes here for more experience. On the other hand, there are those who didn't study much originally, but due to family reasons, they were forced to enroll here. In the former case, most of the students come from relatively wealthy families, while in the latter, most of them have commoner origins."


  "But for those who have spent most of their time in normal schools, it can be hard to keep up with the curriculum of this school. That's why we have a group of students with similar backgrounds to support them. I think we can help Tomonari-kun."


  "...I see."


  After listening to their explanation, I nodded my head. In short, they were going to teach me a lot of things as a newcomer, someone with a more common background.


  It's a good thing that the students of the academy are such kind human beings...


  "Thank you very much. That helps."


  "No need for honorifics. We're classmates."


  "I have to talk this way for family reasons."


  "Ahh... Well, guess it can't be helped. It happens all the time."


  In my mind, I've already called him Taishou.


  20.000 Yen a day, lodging provided, 3 meals a day. And for that, I play the role of an heir apparent.


  "By the way, Tomonari, I have a question."


  Taishou said with a slight mystical look on his face.


  "You... What's your relationship with Konohana-san?"


  The moment the question was asked.


  The air in the classroom seemed to freeze with a snapping sound.


  What...?


  For a moment, I thought I was on an execution ground.


  "Today, didn't you come to school with her?"


  "A-Ahh... Konohana-san and I have met before through our parents' connection, so we sort of knew each other already. And so I just asked her to give me a tour around the academy."


  "Is that really all?"


  "That's all, really..."


  "Are you guys not mutual fiancés or something?"


  "Fiancé... It's not like that."


  For me, a commoner, a fiancé is an urban legend.


  When I shrugged my shoulders, Taisho shuddered and smiled.


  "What the hell, you scared me!"


  "Whoa!?"


  He slapped my shoulder, and I let out a squeal.


  I wondered about Taishou, who had suddenly become more friendly. The tension that was present before has calmed down, and my classmates were once again chatting peacefully.


  "Well~ that was an intense moment"


  "What do you mean, Asahi-san...?"


  "I'm sure you've heard things about her. In addition to being the daughter of the Konohana Group, she has the best grades in the school and also has the looks to compliment it."


  I nodded and urged her to continue.


  "But Konohana-san has never been in a relationship before. That's why we wondered if she had a fiancé outside of the academy... Today, Tomonari-kun came to the academy with Konohana-san. 'Is that Konohana-san's Fiancé!?', is what everyone was thinking."


  "...I see. Fiancés do exist huh."


  "I don't have one though. But if you're from a family like the Konohana's, it wouldn't be surprising if you have one."


  Come to think of it, I haven't heard whether Hinako has a fiancé or not.


  I also feel like since she's in the process she doesn't have one but... no, she might be worrying because she has one.


  "By the way, I've never had a fiancé. In the future, if Tomonari meets a cute and lovely girl, please introduce me to her."


  "I'll do my best."


  I laughed it off and let the conversation flow.


  Talking to Taishou-san and Asahi-san, I was a little relieved. I was wondering what would happen when I decided to enroll in Kiou Academy... But I think I will be able to do better than anticipated.




  * * *


  Just as the academy was about to start lunch break.


  "Tomonari-kun. What are you going to do at lunch?"


  "We are planning to go to the cafeteria..."


  Taisho and Asahi-san approached me as I was putting my books away.


  "Sorry. I have some things to attend to..."


  "Things?"


  I explained to Taisho, who tilted his head.


  "I'm supposed to keep in touch with my parents during lunch break. That's why I'll just eat my bento."


  (TN: Bento is a lunch box in Japanese, I used it cuz it's shorter and it's nice to learn new words.)


  "Is that so... Tomonari-kun's parents are rather overprotective."


  "Well, yeah."


  This was another setting Shizune-san thought of. When I first heard of this setting, I thought Will they really believe this...?" and sure enough, both of them had faces that said it was a pity.


  "Come to think of it, Konohana-san is also like that, isn't she? She always goes somewhere during lunch break."


  "Ahh... Rumor has it, she helps out her family business on lunch break. I heard she's on a conference call or something."


  As I listened to their conversation, I caught a glimpse of Hinako, sitting in front of me.


  "Konohana-san. If you don't mind, would you like to come to the cafeteria with us?"


  "I'm terribly sorry. I have some work to do at lunch..."


  "I-Is that so, well then. Sorry for bothering you."


  After politely declining her classmate's invitation, Hinako took her bento out of her bag and left the classroom.


  Seeing this, I pulled out my chair and stood up too.


  "Well then, see you later."


  "Yeah."


  "Tell us if you ever want to go to the cafeteria~"


  After I left them, I went out and immediately looked for Hinako.


  Hinako was walking alone down the corridor. I followed her while maintaining a certain distance.


  Hinako had been called out many times as she was walking near the classrooms, but by the time she passed through the corridor, the sights from people around her had decreased.


  Across the garden is an old student hall. The building is no longer in use due to old age and deterioration. However, considering the academy's reputation, the building is regularly cleaned.


  I went up the stairs of the building to the roof.


  After making sure no one was around, I opened the door.


  "Good work~"


  Hinako sits down on the floor and greets me with a relaxed expression.


  "...Thank you for your hard work."


  "Tone."


  "Yes yes."


  I sat down next to Hinako, giving her a proper greeting.


  "You always have lunch here, don't you?"


  "Yeah. There's no one here."


  As her caretaker, I have to be by Hinako's side at all times.


  From now on, I'll probably be spending my lunch here every day.


  "How's the academy...?"


  "It really is a prestigious school, huh. I thought I'd done a lot of prep yesterday, but I'm still having a hard time keeping up with the class."


  "Good luck with that... If your grades are bad, you might be dismissed from being a caretaker."


  "...That's not good."


  If I hadn't met Hinako, I would've lost my house and wouldn't be able to go to school. I am in a very fortunate environment right now. I have to do my best not to get kicked out of this environment.


  "The bentos, should we eat?"


  "...Yeah."


  I opened the lid of the bento with Hinako. The bento, prepared by the servants of the Konohana family, was an extravagant one with plenty of rare ingredients.


  "It's amazing... I've never seen such a high quality bento."


  "Nn. But the food at the cafeteria is much more sumptuous."


  "Is that so... You don't eat at the cafeteria?"


  "It's a pain in the arse, having to worry about people's gaze."


  I guess she doesn't like the celebrity-like attention.


  "And... If it's a bento, it's all my favorite food."


  "Are there foods you don't like? Such as?"


  "Carrots, green peppers, green peas, Shiitake mushrooms, dried plums, tomatoes, pumpkins..."


  "Oi. You just don't like vegetables..."


  "I've been found out~"


  Hinako said with a sly smile on her face.


  She had a completely different aura compared to when we're in the classroom. If Taisho or Asahi-san saw this, they might be so surprised that their hearts would jump out of their chests.


  Hinako stretched out her chopsticks and began eating her bento.


  However, the food was spilling all over.


  "...It's spilling."


  "Nn?"


  "No, don't 'Nn' me..."


  Now... I understand the significance of a caretaker.


  It was more like nursing her rather than looking over her. For some reason, Hinako is able to behave flawlessly in front of the public, but other than that, she can't do anything. Speaking of which, when we were kidnapped, she spilled her PET bottle drink.


  "Feed me~"


  Hinako opens her mouth as she holds out her bento.


  It would be a shame to have her bento spilled all over her. There's no one else around... Oh well.


  "...Here."


  I picked up a side dish at random and brought it to Hinako's mouth.


  "Hm... It doesn't matter."


  Hinako said, looking satisfied.


  "Why don't you eat too, Itsuki?"


  "Ah, right."


  At Hinako's suggestion, I reach for my own bento with my chopsticks.


  For the time being, I decided to try the standard Dashimaki Tamago.


  (TN: Dashimaki Tamago is a traditional Japanese omelette, made by rolling thin layers of egg in the frypan.)


  "Whoa! What is this!? It's so good!!"


  Once I moved my chopsticks, I couldn't stop til the end.


  The meat, the fish, the salads, everything was amazingly delicious.


  "Which one is your favorite?"


  "My favorite? ...All of them are good, but if I had to say, I'd say the first one I tasted, the Dashimaki Tamago."


  "Then, I'll give it to you."


  "Eh?"


  "Returning the favor. 'Ahnn~'"


  (TN: SFX for mouth opening in Japanese, just in case one of you guys misunderstood.)


  Hinako grabbed a Dashimaki Tamago with her chopsticks and brought it to my mouth.


  I felt embarrassed and hesitated when I was doing it, but there was no sign of that when Hinako did it to me.


  I had no choice but to open my mouth and eat the Dashimaki Tamago.


  "...Is it delicious?"


  "...It's delicious, but is it okay to give it to me?"


  "I'm Itsuki's master. I have to feed him."


  "Feeding is..."


  "I'd be in trouble if your love for me fades out."


  Her voice sounded just a little more serious than usual.


  It might have been my imagination, but I couldn't ignore it, so I suddenly spoke up with a question.


  "...Before, you had a different caretaker, right? Why did they quit?"


  "Dunno."


  Hinako tilted her head slightly. Keigon-san said they quit because of stress, but as for the reason why they were stressed, it's still unknown.


  "How long did your last caretaker last?"


  "...Maybe, two weeks?"


  "Eh..."


  That's shorter than I thought.


  "Before that, I think it was three weeks... It was a month at most."


  "...Do you know why they quit so soon...?"


  "Well."


  "Well?"


  Just like before, Hinako tilted her head.


  It doesn't look like she's fond of them, and it doesn't seem like she's bothered by it.


  Maybe Hinako doesn't care too much about the caretakers she's had before.


  "...I don't think there's any other job with such good conditions."


  "...Good conditions?"


  "Yeah. Because there's a live-in job with 3 meals a day and 20.000 Yen a day. There's a lot of pressure, but it's a pretty good job. Studying at the academy is also really hard... but if you think that you get an education, it's not so bad."


  There are a lot of people in this world who want to study but can't. I was on that side. Well, I was on the verge of being one.


  "What about me?"


  She asked.


  "...Eh?"


  "The good conditions... What about me?"


  I didn't understand the question.


  "...What do you mean?"


  "Muu."


  Hinako puffs her cheeks and makes a dissatisfied face.


  "Are you interested in being a gold digger?"


  (TN: Gold digger is someone who pursues a relationship for money instead of love.)


  "No... That's a bit..."


  By gold digger, you mean that gold digger?


  That's a bad wish, whether you're interested or not. Originally, I was not in a position to have a conversation with the daughter of the Konohana family like this, shoulder to shoulder.


  "Please don't quit, Itsuki..."


  "...I have no intention of doing so for the time being."


  When I answered, Hinako smiled softly, and laid down.


  "Let me sleep."


  "...I'm the pillow huh?"


  "Nn."


  Since there had been a similar exchange when we were kidnapped, I understood her intentions immediately.


  As soon as I emptied my lap, Hinako's head slumped on it.


  "Ehe~ an exceptional, comfortable place..."


  "...Thanks for that."


  With her head on my lap, Hinako immediately went to sleep.


  Looking at it this way, Hinako's face is really neat. She is still in her youthful years, but she is far more beautiful than those models.


  A normal male student might soar in this situation.


  But for some reason. Instead of being aroused, I felt calm.


  "Somehow, there's a sense of distance..."


  It doesn't feel like we are a man and a woman. Sometimes I am aware of her as a woman, but I'm sure Hinako doesn't feel like that. So I can control myself.


  I was given the easy name of a "caretaker", but in reality, our relationship is much more mysterious.


  But... It's not as bad as I thought it would be.




  
    
  



  "...Hm?"


  The smartphone in my pocket began to ring, indicating a call.


  At the academy, the use of smartphones and computers are allowed during breaks. It seems that some of the children of wealthy families are involved in company work even though they're still students, and that's why they are taking measures. That being said, during break, I could hear them talking about "Day Trading".


  "Shizune-san?"


  Saying the name on the screen out loud, I picked up the call.


  『You took too long to answer. Next time, please answer within 5 rings.』


  "...That's rather generous of you."


  『I'm sure that Itsuki-sama won't be able to respond instantly while being in the academy. I'm willing to be a little loose.』


  Shizune-san isn't just strict. She also expects high results.


  I've worked for a variety of bosses at my part-time jobs, and I think Shizune-san is one of the best bosses I've ever had. That said, she's also very strict.


  『It's lunchtime at the academy, isn't it? Until you get used to the work of a caretaker, I will be checking on you like this during your lunch break.』


  "...Thank you very much."


  『Is Ojou-sama by your side?』


  "Yes. She's sleeping right now."


  I don't have to bother telling Shizune-san that I'm giving Hinako a lap pillow.


  『Did you have any problems?』


  "So far, so good. If I had to say... I guess the class is the most difficult part of this job."


  『Then we'll have plenty of prep today.』


  "Geh, it was a trap."


  (TN: The whole trap thing is a line I made on my own, the original word is 藪やぶ蛇へびだった, which is bush and a snake, that probably means a trap because snakes attack from the bushes.)


  『Honesty is a good virtue.』


  Though it could also mean I am a fool.


  "By the way, I just heard from Hinako... That all her caretakers so far quit after a month without fail?"


  『...That's right.』


  Shizune-san replied, as if she had a hard time saying it.


  "I wonder, why is that?"


  『Until now, all of her caretakers have been subordinates of her father, Keigon-sama. However, being a subordinate of him means a subordinate of her as well. That's why when they acted as her caretaker, their attitude as servants came out... And this led to Ojou-sama's bad mood.』


  "...Hinako, she doesn't like servants that much, does she?"


  『Yes, that's right. She doesn't like servants... or rather, their polite and stiff atmosphere.』


  Well, I have a slight idea of why that is.


  "This is the first time we hired a commoner, who has no connection with the Konohana family as a caretaker... .When I was having trouble finding the next caretaker, Ojou-sama recommended you, so I half-heartedly picked you as an experiment."


  『So that's how it happened...』


  From being appointed as a caretaker, to the transfer to the academy, things were progressing so smoothly that I was a little worried, but it seems like this was an experiment for the Konohana family. This probably occurred because of their policy of trying everything first.


  『What is your relationship like with Ojou-sama in the academy?』


  "First of all, I explained that there is a connection between our parents."


  『That's a good arrangement. Please keep that sense of distance... Do you have a close relationship with anyone yet?』


  "It's only the first day, so I haven't been around much... But I've talked to Asahi Karen and Taishou Katsuya."


  『Fumu. Asahi-sama, and Taishou-sama, yes?』


  I heard Shizune-san's brief mumble.


  『Asahi-sama's parents are in the retail business... They run an electronic retail store. It's a company called J's Holdings.』


  "...I've never heard of it."


  Asahi-san and Taishou, they described themselves as students who were closer to commoners.


  So I guess they're not in that big of a company, just like me.


  『Is that so? I think J's Electronics is a famous store.』


  "...Eh? J's Electronics?"


  『Yes.』


  I've heard of J's Electronics. In fact, I've used their product before.


  I've seen a lot of television commercials for it, it's a chain store that most of my former high school classmates would know.


  "I-Isn't that a very famous place...!?"


  『That's right. They're one of the top five electronic retailers in Japan in terms of sales.』


  Oi Oi... what do you mean closer to commoners? Aren't you a ridiculous ojou-sama?


  『By the way, Taishou-sama's family is a major transportation company, famous for their transporting services.』


  "That's also famous..."


  『That's right.』


  I feel like I've been betrayed. Both of these companies are very well known.


  『The family business of your friend is often talked about and is worth knowing about. Please keep me posted as your network grows. Incidentally, your family ostensibly runs an IT company, so you will also be studying IT from today. Let's learn at least some programming.』


  "...Please be gentle with me."


  "Please continue to stay with Ojou-sama. If there are any problems, please report to me immediately."


  The call with Shizune-san ended.


  As I let out a deep sigh, I noticed that Hinako was staring at me.


  "Itsuki... What's wrong?"


  "No, it's just, I've lost a lot of confidence..."


  I wondered if I could really get along with people at such a school. All around me are unattainable flowers. I had a feeling that I'm going to fall apart someday, and I'm going to make the Konohana family troubled.


  "By the way..."


  "What is it...?"


  "Why did you appoint me to become your caretaker?"


  "Ahh..."


  After thinking for a moment, Hinako replied.


  "Because... I didn't think Itsuki would flirt."


  "...Flirt?"


  "Nn."


  Hinako briefly affirmed.


  "I like the way you take care of me... While thinking, 'It can't be helped'."


  I feel like the context from before and now isn't related.


  Maybe she's still half-asleep.


  "Afternoon classes... I want to take a break."


  "That's no good."


  "Eehhh."


  * * *


  Lunch break was over, and the fifth period began.


  "Then the one who's solving this question is... Taishou-kun, can you solve this?"


  "Eh? ...Uh, sorry. I don't know."


  The teacher called out to Taishou, but he responded apologetically.


  "Then, Konohana-san. Please take his place."


  "Yes."


  Standing in front of the blackboard, she picked up the chalk and wrote down her answer.


  "Will this suffice?"


  "As always, it's perfect. Thank you very much."


  As Hinako returned to her seat, her classmates looked at her with respect.


  I don't think that's the same girl who slept on my lap so sloppily earlier. She said she didn't want to go to class...


  The chime rang, and the academy had a break.


  As I rotated my shoulders to stretch my muscles, Taisho and Asahi-san approached me.


  "Fuaa~ I'm tired... I hate the fifth period because it makes me sleepy."


  "Oh, it's Taishou-kun, who couldn't answer in class earlier."


  "Ugh... I can't help it... I made a slight mistake in my prep work."


  It seems that in order to keep up with the classes at Kiou Academy, preparation is a must.


  I was impressed with Taishou, who said it as if it were natural. I then looked at Hinako's seat.


  ...Hinako's not there?


  When I noticed that Hinako wasn't in the classroom, I quickly stood up.


  "I'm going to the bathroom."


  After saying that to them, I went to find Hinako.


  It hasn't been more than 5 minutes after the class ended. She shouldn't be too far.


  Just to be sure, I left the classroom and scanned around the hallway — I easily found her.


  "...What, so Hinako's in the bathroom."


  While chatting with several female students, Hinako entered the bathroom.


  A few minutes later. Hinako returned to the classroom and sat down.


  Just as I was about to return, my phone rang.


  『Is now a good time?』


  "Yes?"


  I expected it, but sure enough, it was Shizune-san.


  『Perhaps, Ojou-sama has dropped her fortune.』


  "Is it her wallet?"


  『Yes. There's a distance between the location of Ojou-sama's transmitter and her wallet.』


  "...I didn't know she had a tracker on her."


  How untrustworthy is Hinako...?


  『I'll look for it right away... By the way, can you tell me where the wallet is?』


  "It's definitely in the west side of the main building, but beyond that is hard to tell."


  West side of main building?


  The call's timing, and the location of it. This is...


  『Maybe... in the bathroom.』


  "...Haaah, I see."


  She must've dropped it when she went to the bathroom earlier.


  『She's a perfect girl in public, but she's always alone in the bathroom. She often loses things there.』


  "Is that so..."


  『Anyways, please collect it.』


  The call with Shizune-san ended.


  "...No, even if she said to collect it..."


  For the time being, I went in front of the women's bathroom, and turned around.


  As a man, I can't go inside. What should I do...


  



  "——Hey, you there."


  



  As I was thinking, I was approached from the side.


  When I turned around, there was a female student with a ridiculously prominent appearance.


  The long, golden hair was coiled in a spiral shape — known as a vertical roll of golden hair. The girl, whose hair and hairstyle I've only seen in the world of manga, is so stylish that you can tell even when she's wearing her school uniform, and her skin is white. Her brown eyes had a powerful glint in them that suggested she had a strong mind.


  "What can I do for you?"


  "No, it's..."


  "Oh, by the way, I haven't introduced myself."


  The girl says in a unique tone to my confused and bewildered self.


  "I am Tennouji Mirei! The sole daughter of the Tennouji Group!"


  The girl said her name proudly and somewhat self-consciously.


  "Huh..."


  "'Huh...' you say? What's with that dumbfounded reply? It's not like you don't know about the Tennouji Group, right?"


  "...I'm sorry."


  When I apologized, Tennoji-san's eyes widened.


  "C-Could it be... You don't know about the Tennouji group..? I-It's the Tennouji Group, you know!?"


  "I apologize for my ignorance."


  "It's more than just ignorance!!"


  A high pitched, angered yell pierced my ears.


  "The Tennouji Group is a massive group that originated from mining operations! It's now Japan's largest non-ferrous metal manufacturer as well as a major chemical manufacturer. The scale is on par with the Konohana Group, you know!?"


  "...Is that so?"


  I was overwhelmed by Tennoji-san's passionate speech in a hoarse voice.


  "That reaction... you, you know the Konohana Group, then?"


  "Well, yeah."


  "A-As expected...! I still dislike her, Konohana Hinako...! Because of that woman, my fame isn't spreading...!"


  Tennoji-san's face turned bright red and shivered angrily. It seems like she has a grudge.


  "...Well, are you in some kind of trouble?"


  When Tennoji-san asked calmly, I remembered my original goal.


  "Well, I think there's a wallet that was forgotten in the ladies bathroom but, I was wondering how to retrieve it."


  "I'll get it for you, if that's all you need. Please wait for a moment."


  After saying that, Tennoji-san went into the bathroom.


  A minute later, Tennoji-san appeared, holding a peach-colored wallet in her hand.


  "This is it, right?"


  "Yes. Thank you very much."


  "Now then, why did you, a man, notice a wallet in the ladies bathroom?"


  "Ah... That's, well..."


  I answer, spinning my head around.


  "The owner of the wallet told me to look for it... by process of elimination, I thought it might be in the bathroom."


  I almost told her the truth. It looks like Tennoji-san sees Hinako as a rival, but she doesn't realize that the owner of the wallet is Hinako. So I thought that the answer was good enough but...


  "You, you're just an errand boy, aren't you?"


  Tennoji-san said in a frustrated tone.


  "You can't do that. If you're attending this academy, you will be in a position of authority in the future, right? If people is making you their errand boy, I'd be worried about your future."


  "Uhm, I'll be careful."


  "You're not very confident, are you? Say it to me more clearly."


  "I'll be careful!"


  "...You can do it if you try, right?"


  Satisfied, Tennoji-san nodded.


  "Then next, you need to straighten your posture. Confidence comes from posture, you know?"


  I straightened my back as I was told to.


  "That's good."


  When Tennoji-san saw me do as she told, she smiled.


  "The class is about to start. If you have any problems in the future, look for this yellow-colored hair."


  Tennoji-san pointed to her own hair and said so.


  It's a trademark feature, while at the same time, being a questionable one as well.


  "Um... I have a simple question, is it okay to dye your hair in this academy?"


  "Wha-!?"


  As she was about to leave, Tennoji-san made a strange sound and stopped.


  "My... My hair is dyed...?"


  "Isn't that the case?"


  "A-Are you saying... My hair is being mistaken for something being dyed...?"


  "I didn't say that much..."


  I told her it was a simple question.


  I'm not accusing her of anything.


  "No, I didn't dye it..."


  Tennoji-san said in a low voice, as if muttering.


  "I... DIDN'T DYE ITTTTTT~~~~!!!!"


  Shouting this, Tennoji-san ran down the hallway.


  "...She definitely dyed it."




  * * *


  Today, the last class was over and...


  "Ah, Tomonari. Good work."


  "How about it? Do you want to have a welcome party after school?"


  Taisho and Asahi approached me. But I apologized with a wry smile on my face.


  "I'm sorry. I was told to leave as soon as possible."


  "Well, it is your first day."


  Taisho said regretfully.


  I was starting to feel guilty. They've been kind to me since the morning, but I've been refusing their invitations to lunch and to hang out after school. It was natural to prioritize my work as a caretaker, but I was wavering about turning down their invitations just because.


  "If there's a chance, can I ask for your help again? I'd like to know more about the academy as well."


  "Yeah! We're always free!"


  Taisho and Asahi-san smiled at me.


  At that moment, Asahi-san took out her phone from her skirt pocket and looked at the screen.


  "It looks like my ride's here, I'll be going first then."


  "I think I'll go home today. See you tomorrow, Tomonari."


  I said goodbye to both of them and we parted ways.


  I picked up my bag, which was hanging on my desk, and decided to leave school... But first, as a caretaker, I had to make sure that Hinako returned home properly.


  "Now then, Hinako is..."


  At that time, Hinako was leaving her seat.


  Since Hinako and I are supposed to be in contact with each other, there was no problem in having a normal conversation, but if possible, I'd like to keep a certain distance to prevent any trouble.


  Hinako then left the classroom andI followed after her, trying not to let anyone around see me.


  Hinako left the academy, just as I thought... but for some reason, she stopped to buy something.


  "Can I have one of those loaves, please?"


  Hinako bought a loaf of bread at the counter, and with it in her hand, headed for the footboard.


  After putting on a new pair of shoes, she left not towards the gate, but to the garden.


  There were a number of gardens within Kiou Academy. This time, she went to the one near the old building. There was a small pond and a few tables, but no one was around. It was far from the main building, where the classrooms were, and the old one was no longer in use, so it was less crowded.


  Standing at the edge of the pond, Hinako sliced a small piece of bread and dropped it.


  The swimming Koi (colorful fish) swarmed over the torn bread.


  As an "Ojou-sama", Hinako may have a taste for art and compassion for animals.


  However, there was no sign of her moving afterwards. Shizune-san told me not to make a detour after school, so I checked around to make sure no one was looking before I approached Hinako.


  "What are you doing?"


  "...Feeding."


  I could see that. Shedding the mask of a perfect "Ojou-sama", Hinako was in her natural lazy state, crouched down and gazing at the Koi swarming around the bread.


  "This is nice..."


  Hinako muttered in a daze.


  "In this way, you only have to open your mouth to be fed... I wonder if we can switch places..."


  "...I'm sure even Koi fishes has difficulties humans don't know."


  "I wonder about that..."


  It looks like she doesn't have compassion for animals, but envies them instead.


  Harboring complicated feelings, I let out a sigh.


  "It's time to go home. Shizune-san will be waiting for us."


  "...No."


  Hinako replied in a sulky tone. I rolled my eyes, not expecting to be rejected.


  "You don't like it? If we go back, you can relax, you know?"


  "I can't... I have lessons and stuff."


  So that's how it was. It wasn't easy being the daughter of the Konohana family.


  "But that doesn't mean you have to stay here, it might be uncomfortable for Hinako."


  "It's after school, so it's less crowded and uncomfortable."


  That might certainly be the case.


  There are no after school club activities at Kiou Academy. That's because most students are busy with their studies and work after school. In addition, the families of the students are all rich, so they can provide their own swimming pools and grounds for club activities if needed.


  "But you can't stay in the academy forever. Cmon, let's get out of here."


  "Nooo~"


  "If you keep on going like this, won't this just make things more complicated?"


  "Ugh..."


  For a moment, Hinako had a very uncomfortable look, but eventually, she nodded her head.


  "B-But still..."


  Hinako, who escaped reality, resumed feeding the Koi in silence.


  She's a strong hearted Ojou-sama. Now then, what to do...


  "...By the way, Shizune-san gave me some things."


  I remembered the black sack that Shizune-san had given me this morning and took it out of my bag.


  She said that if Hinako wasn't listening, I could use it. Speaking of which, what was in this bag? I opened the mouth of the bag and took out what's inside—


  "—Potato Chips!!"


  Hinako, who had been answering lazily till now, is responding with a glow in her eyes.


  She was right, inside the bag was consomme flavored potato chips.


  (TN: Consomme is a type of clear soup made from richly flavoured stock or broth that has been clarified, a process that uses egg whites to remove fat and sediment. According to google.)


  "How underhanded... I can't resist the temptation..."


  Hinako said in a quivering voice.


  I've never seen anyone's will be broken so much by potato chips.


  "Then if you want this, we're gonna head home for today."


  "...Ngghh."


  After a frustrated growl, Hinako reluctantly stood up and took the potato chips from my hand.


  From here on, Hinako and I would go our separate ways, as we were supposed to. As soon as Hinako passed the school gate, a car in black stopped nearby. Shizune-san came out of the car and greeted Hinako. I watched the scene, pretending to be a stranger, and continued walking the streets alone.


  I reached a less populated spot where we could meet and waited for a while.


  Then, the car carrying Hinako and Shizune-san stopped nearby.


  "Sorry to keep you waiting."


  "No, thank you for your hard work."


  I sat down in the back seat, answering Shizune-san. Hinako also sat in the passenger seat.


  To those around us, it would look as if Hinako and I had gone home separately.


  "First of all, thank you for the hard work over at the academy."


  "Thank you very much."


  Shizune-san, who has the impression of being strict, made me a little surprised and I nodded my head unconsciously.


  Hinako, who's sitting next to me, is mindlessly eating the potato chips I gave her.


  "I see what I gave you this morning came in handy."


  "It came in handy at the last minute. I didn't expect potato chips to work so well."


  "It's her favorite food. She can't eat it most of the time, and it's just as good as any other food."


  "...It's just a potato chip, yet she can't eat it all the time?"


  "Of course. That kind of unhealthy food isn't suitable for a lady of the Konohana family."


  Even though they're from a wealthy family, they're not free to do whatever they want. In fact, it seems that they're sometimes more constrained than ordinary people. However...


  "...I thought it'd be fine if it was only a potato chip."


  "No. This is also an instruction from Keigon-sama... She's allowed to eat the potato chips cooked by the chefs, but it seems like she prefer the ones from minimarkets."


  I guess she likes the taste of being unhealthy.


  When I looked next to her, I saw some potato chips spilling onto her knees.


  "There's food debris on the floor."


  When I warned her, Hinako looked proud for a moment.


  "...It's the same as eating soba noodles by slurping them up."


  "Ha?"


  "Spilling crumbs... That's the correct way to eat potato chips."


  "No, of course not."


  What's with that smug look?


  "...I'll pick it up, so raise your hand a little."


  "Nn."


  Hinako slowly raised her hand. Meanwhile, I picked up the remains of the chips on Hinako's lap. Shizune-san handed me a plastic bag, and I threw it in there.


  "Itsuki, here."


  Hinako called out to me, and held a bag of potato chips.


  "...You're giving me this?"


  "No. I'm imitating a Koi fish... Feed me."


  Like a Koi fish waiting for a piece of bread, Hinako opened her mouth wide.


  She wanted me to feed her.


  "Yes yes."


  "Aaa~"


  I picked up a potato chip and put it in Hinako's mouth, and she looked happy. She can't be a Koi fish, but it seems she feels like one.


  "Just as a warning, be careful not to let Keigon-san see you like that."


  "...Yes."


  It's something that can be misunderstood in many ways. It's probably best not to show it to anyone.


  "Shizune-san, you're going to keep it to yourself, right?"


  "I'd report as soon as I can but... unfortunately, even if we were to dismiss your position as a caretaker now, we don't have a replacement right away... Before you hold any feelings of lust towards Ojou-sama, I suggest you cut them off that feeling."


  "Please don't do that to me."


  I bowed my head deeply to Shizune-san.




  * * *


  When I got back from the academy, I immediately started taking lessons from Shizune-san.


  "We'll start with tomorrow's prep. You have a business administration class tomorrow, so let's focus on that. The scope will be on corporate finance, yes?"


  Many of the students at Kiou academy will be in management positions in the future. For that reason, business administration classes are more practical than other subjects. Students are taught the knowledge needed to run a company.


  "I've graded the quiz. The score is 87... There are a lot of careless mistakes. You're not concentrating hard enough."


  "Yes."


  * * *


  After three hours of endless prep work until I got a perfect score, I finally finished.


  "Next is etiquette class. In addition to Ojou-sama, there are children of all kinds of wealthy families attending the Academy. If you are disrespectful to them, you may cause unnecessary offense, so learn them while you can. In this lesson, we will discuss French table manners."


  During dinner, I was still taking lessons with Shizune-san.


  Hold the fork and knife with your index fingers. Eat the fish hors d'oeuvres without breaking them, drink soup without making noise, cut the meat into bite-sized pieces according to the streaks, and then put it in your mouth.


  "No. The British way is to put the knife and fork at six o'clock when you are done eating and in French etiquette, they are placed at three o'clock."


  "Y-Yes."


  Place the knife and fork horizontally with the handle on the right side of the plate. The blade or spur of the knife should be facing you.


  "Now for an exercise to help digestion, it's time for self-defense lessons. Fortunately, Itsuki-sama's part time job as a manual laborer has given you a good physical workout, so let's moderately improve your strength and start learning the techniques. Today we are going to learn the art of Jujutsu. First, we'll start with zenpo ukemi, 100 times."


  (TN: Zenpo ukemi: a forward roll from the leading foot's shoulder to the hip on the opposite side.)


  I changed into my judogi and received instructions in self-defense at the dojo of the mansion, just as I did the other day.


  (TN: Judogi is basically a Judo uniform.)


  After practicing ukemi, she taught me the basics of throwing techniques, and finally, we practiced sparring against each other.


  "Fuu–!!"


  "Naive."


  I pulled Shizune-san towards me, but at the same time, she did a leg sweep, and I used the kouchi gari.


  (TN: Kouchi Gari in english is known as minor inner reaping throw. If anyone knows martial arts, please correct me, I have 0 confidence on this field.)


  However, Shizune-san saw through me and let my body flow, and when I stumbled from failing, she easily slammed me down to the mat.


  "The timing of your weight shift is obvious. You may be able to defeat an amateur, but you won't defeat someone with martial arts knowledge."


  "Yes..."


  Unable to hide my exhaustion, I replied in a pathetic voice.


  The reason I'm learning self-defense is because it is a precaution for things like kidnapping, which is how Hinako and I met in the first place. I heard that in many kidnapping cases, the perpetrators are accustomed to fighting. So the ability to beat an amateur isn't enough.


  "J-Just, a little... break..."


  "No, you can't. As a caretaker, you are expected to protect Ojou-sama in times of need. I can't have you giving up on something simple like this."


  She's a demon... this person is...


  Demon (Oni). Beast. Spartan. Devil. A lot of words came to my mind, but at the same time, I hold a lot of respect towards her. Shizune-san has perfected all of her studies, manners, and self-defense skills. One top of that, she does her maid duties such as cooking, washing and laundry without a problem. If Hinako is the perfect Ojou-sama, then Shizune-san is the perfect maid.


  * * *


  "That's it for today. Thank you for your hard work."


  "T-Thank you... very much..."


  In the end, the self defense lesson was over after two hours had passed since I almost screamed out loud.


  "You're learning faster than I thought."


  "Is that true?"


  "Yes. You may have a talent for self-defense in particular. If you practice more, it will become something great... On the other hand, manners are harder for you to learn."


  "Ugh... Sorry."


  My family had a standard of living that was far from wealthy. I'm still not used to using a knife and fork properly.


  "We don't want you wandering around the mansion all sweaty, so please go into the bathroom as soon as possible. However, while you are soaking in the bathtub, please look at this."


  Shizune-san handed me a stack of papers.


  "This is...?"


  "These are profiles of Itsuki-san's classmates. It won't hurt to know them."


  I'll research while taking a bath... It's a job with a wage of 20,000 yen per day. I have to take it.


  "Ah, by the way, there's another person I came in contact with this afternoon."


  "Who is it?"


  "Her name is Tennouji Mirei. She's in a different class..."


  When I said that, Shizune-san rolled her eyes.


  "You came in contact with Tennoji-sama?"


  "Yes... Is there a problem?"


  "No, there is no problem. However, it is rumored in the academy that Tennoji-sama and Ojou-sama has a cat and dog like relationship, so it's a fragile situation."


  That's a new one to me.


  "As for Tennoji-sama, Ojou-sama has no intention of doing anything. However, the Konohana Group and the Tennoji Group are almost identical in size. Because of that, there are many times conflict occurs between them, and depending on the situation, there may be times when the relationship between the two is strained."


  "...I see."


  "I will have Tennoji-sama's data ready by tomorrow. For today, please concentrate on memorizing the profiles of your classmates."


  "Understood." I replied.


  Today's lesson seems to be over, but Shizune-san asked me to do some self-study as well. I'll try to memorize the profiles of my classmates by the time I go to bed.


  Shizune-san was doing a light cleaning on the dojo, and I decided to leave first. I really wanted to help, but I was at the limit of my strength. If I offered help now, I'd just be a nuisance.


  "Itsuki..."


  On the way back to my room, I met with Hinako.


  What do you need? Before I could ask, Hinako closed in on me.


  "...Muu."


  "What's wrong?"


  "...You smell like sweat."


  "Of course I do."


  I moved away from Hinako, who frowned at me.


  "Where are you going?"


  "I'm going back to my room and take a bath."


  "Bath? ...Then, follow me."


  Hinako took my hand and led me somewhere.


  * * *


  "Here is...?"


  "My room."


  The place we arrived at was Hinako's private room.


  It was more than 5 times the size of my room. It had a large brown carpet, a bed with a canopy, and it was decorated in a way that was expected of an Ojou-sama.


  "The bath is... here."


  Hinako opened the door at the end of the dressing room where she took off her clothes.


  "Ah... It's huge"


  The bath was also quite large, incomparable to the one in my room. Or rather, the bath is about the same size as my room. This is like a small public bathhouse.


  But, why did Hinako lead me to a place like this?


  "Let's go in together."


  "...Why?"


  Why?




  * * *


  "Kuh..."


  Hinako, soaking in the bathtub, let out a disturbed voice.


  Her figure was wrapped in a white bikini-type swimsuit.


  "...Swimsuit."


  "Did you say anything...?"


  "I didn't say anything."


  I was surprised when she asked me to take a bath with her, but apparently the suggestion was based on the fact that we were wearing bathing suits. There were also bathing suits in the changing room, as if she planned to do this from the start.


  "Well... With a bath this big, I can see why you'd want to share it with someone."


  I would feel lonely if I soaked in this large bath alone.


  "Fuuuun... Paradise, this is paradise..."


  Hinako stretched her body lightly. Her movements looked strangely sexy. Her face was tinged with a light red tint, and water dripped from her silky amber-colored hair.


  "...Itsuki, what's wrong?"


  As if wondering what I was doing, Hinako bent down to peer into my face as she sat down.


  Hinako's small cleavage appears in my entire field of vision.


  "N-No... It's nothing."


  I answered, looking away from her pure white skin.


  Calm down... Calm down, calm down, calm down.


  I try not to be conscious of it, but Hinako is still a beautiful woman in terms of appearance. If I let my guard down even a little, my desire as a healthy man will outweigh my mission as a caretaker.


  To change my mood, I picked up the papers I had by my side.


  I read silently through the documents, which were placed in clear plastic to prevent them from getting wet.


  "...What's that?"


  "It's a profile of our classmates. Shizune-san told me to remember them."


  The document contains detailed profiles of all students in class 2A. I already know about Taisho and Asahi-san, but the other students also seem to be heirs to major corps, or blood relatives of famous politicians.


  "Speaking of which, is Hinako close to any of our classmates?"


  "None."


  Hinako said in her usual matter-of-fact voice.


  "None? You were surrounded by all kinds of people in class."


  "Hmm... No one is a friend."


  More than acquaintances, less than friends, I guess.


  I've only been at the academy for a day, but I more or less understand Hinako's situation. Hinako, for better or worse, is a bit of an out of place presence in the academy. In the classroom, Hinako is talked to by many people, but from the viewpoint of an onlooker, they look more like followers rather than friends.


  "Do you not want to have friends, Hinako?"


  "Hmm..."


  Unusually, Hinako thought a little longer than usual.


  "...If Itsuki's there, sure."


  I'll take that as a strong trust in me.


  As I was feeling a faint sense of joy, Hinako stood up slowly.


  Hinako came straight in front of me, and sat down with her back facing me.


  "Wash my hair."


  "...Yes?"


  I tilted my head at Hinako, who turned her head to me.


  "J-Just wash it yourself!"


  "...I always have Shizune do it quietly."


  So you're not going to wash it yourself?


  I let out a small sigh. This was a very Ojou-sama like thing to do.


  "Are there any itchy spots?"


  "Noooone~"


  I lathered up the shampoo and washed Hinako's hair.


  I've never washed a girl's hair before. Is it okay to do it like this...?


  It seems that Hinako always gets her hair washed in the bathtub. After that, she would drain all the water from the bathtub. I think it was a shame all this water was wasted because I'm a poor person.




  
    
  

  "...Mmm."


  As I was washing her hair, she let out a small moan.


  "Hot... This... a bother..."


  With that, Hinako reached behind her back and removed her bikini.


  "Wha!?"


  I stopped and looked away.


  "H-Hey! What are you doing! Put it back on!"


  "But it's hot... and it's weird, being in a bathing suit..."


  "It's weird that a man and woman are bathing together in the first place!"


  That being said, this Ojou-sama doesn't understand.


  "Bathing suit... I only wore it because Shizune was so persistent..."


  Hinako messed with the swimsuit she wore, depressed and annoyed.


  The unguarded movement distracted me from my thoughts again.


  "...Wait a minute."


  It was as if I had heard a word that I should never have missed.


  "...Shizune-san, does she know? That we're taking a bath together."


  "Nn."


  Hinako gave a small nod.


  And then, I realized.


  Why hadn't I noticed this before. The door to the bathroom was open about five millimetres. In the gap, a murderous gaze was fixed on me.


  "...Huh!?!?"


  My body trembled in fear.


  It was Shizune-san. How long has she been watching us?


  The door opened a little more, revealing Shizune-san's face. Shizune-san silently nudged me to wash Hinako's hair.


  "Mmm... it tickles."


  "M-My bad."


  Somehow, I managed to calm my agitation and continued washing Hinako's hair.


  I extended the shower head beside me and rinsed off the shampoo.


  "A-Alright, I'm done..."


  I didn't feel alive for a second there.


  Even though I was taking a bath, my whole body was drenched in cold sweat.


  "Thanks... I'll make this a daily routine."


  "Eh...?"


  "Wash me... every night."


  With that, Hinako stood up and headed to the dressing room.


  Wait a minute... That means, I'm going to have to feel this fear every night from now on?


  As if to replace Hinako, Shizune-san came in.


  Her eyes were very cold.


  "Thank you for your hard work, Itsuki-san."


  "Y-Yes, you too... Um, how long have you been watching?"


  "From the very beginning."


  "From the very beginning huh..."


  That means she must've seen me being dragged around by Hinako.


  "I've prepared a change of clothes in the dressing room, so please use that when you come out."


  "Ah yes. Thank you very much."


  "—And."


  Shizune-san placed a bottle of medicine beside me.


  "If you are likely to experience any ulterior feelings towards Ojou-sama in the future, please take this beforehand."


  "This is..?"


  "Using the side effects of antidepressants and anticonvulsants, these drugs are intentionally used to combat ED and make it not rise up. To put it bluntly, it's the opposite of viagra."


  "Huh!?"


  If I drink that stuff, I'll become a maid!


  I watched and trembled as she put down the medicine and walked away.




  * * *


  The second day of my school life.


  Students were gathered in the large gym, wearing gym clothes.


  "Today we will play badminton."


  A female teacher in the PE class said.


  Even at Kiou Academy, which produces and trains future managers and politicians, there are still PE classes. It was the same with my old high school, where there were 2 classes, and each was divided based on gender.


  Now, the students of class 2A and 2B were gathered in the gym.


  "Girls will use the east side of the court and boys will use the west side."


  "Then boys, let's get a move on."


  The male teacher in charge led the students to their assigned courts.


  Compared to the classroom lectures we've been doing, I felt much calmer. Even in normal public school, the content of this class will always be the same.


  "Tomonari. You, have a better body than I thought."


  "Ah... I sometimes do muscle training."


  As I move, I have a light talk with Taisho next to me. In reality, I was trained in physical labor. I've already quit, but Shizune-san is teaching me self-defense, so I'm sure I won't have trouble exercising anytime soon.


  "But... This is a big gym."


  "Well, it's about 3000m square meters. I guess it's big for a gymnasium."


  Rather than a gymnasium, it's a giant hall for events.


  "Once you're warmed up, start doing rallies."


  After running around and doing some light stretches, badminton practice began.


  Apparently, several lessons have been held before. It soon became more like a match, and Taisho and I, waiting for our turn, moved to the sides of the court.


  "...Phew."


  Thanks to Shizune-san's help, my body still held up.


  ...I think I can keep up with my gym classes. I'm glad.


  It's a tough school life for me in a lot of ways, but I think I don't have to worry about PE.


  "——Hey there, Tomonari-kun."


  Suddenly, I was approached from behind. I turned around to see Asahi-san behind me. Apparently, Asahi-san was also waiting for her turn and had too much time on her hands.


  "I saw it~ You were really good at that."


  "I'm not bad at sports. Asahi-san, you seem to be somewhat decent yourself though?"


  "Eh, did I give it away? You're right, I'm pretty good at it too."


  When Asahi-san said so in a proud way, Taisho called out to her.


  "Asahi's a good skater too, right?"


  "I'm confident in my sense of balance. What about you, Taisho-kun? Maybe golf?"


  "Yeah, I'm good at golf. My parents used to make me play with them when I was a kid."


  Taisho said with a laugh.


  When I heard their conversation... I felt terrified.


  "Um... do they teach skating and golf at this academy, by any chance?"


  "Yeah. In the sophomore year, we play polo."


  "P-Polo...?"


  "It's a kind of equestrian sport. You ride a horse and control a ball with a stick."


  Horse, ride on it..?


  I've never ridden a horse in my entire life.


  ...I was naive.


  I thought I could keep up in PE class but... I have no experience in golf, skating or polo. Apparently, there's no escaping Shizune-san's lessons.


  I let out a sigh and looked at the court. It looked like I still had some time before my turn came.


  "...Speaking of which, the design of the gym uniform of the academy is very elaborate, isn't it?"


  "Ah, yeah. I heard it was designed by one of our graduates."


  Asahi-san said as she pinched the bottom of her collar.


  "Is that so?"


  "Yes. He's the younger brother of a world-famous designer now, so I'm sure we'll get a good price for their designs in the near future."


  Wow, it's an amazing world huh.


  I want to escape from reality. After all, Kiou Academy doesn't fit me what so ever.


  "Ah, it's Konohana-san."


  Asahi-san said, looking at the center of the court.


  Hinako was standing with her racket in hand. The shuttle was lobbed up, and Hinako smashed it hard and sharply. The shuttle fell into the corner of the opponent's court, and Hinako scored.


  "Konohana-san, not only can she study, she can also exercise well."


  "That's right~ She's also a target of admiration for us girls."


  Not only Taisho and Asahi-san, but the other students also looked at Hinako with admiration.


  I heard beforehand that she was someone with both literary and athletic skills, and there was no doubt she had the ability to live up to that reputation.


  "But when it comes to PE, it's not just Konohana-san..."


  Taisho said as he looked away from Hinako and gazed at the other girls.


  "Yeah... Miyakojima-san is awesome too."


  Asahi-san also nodded and looked at another female student.


  They looked at one of the girls who had their black hair tied up, all the way to her thighs.


  Compared to Hinako, she has a more slender figure and was tall for a girl's size. Her eyes and nose were as good as Hinako, and her face was more of a beauty.


  The girl hit the shuttle back with light footwork and knocked it down into the opponent's court.


  "Tomonari-kun doesn't know her, right? That person is Miyakojima Naruka. She's not as famous as Konohana-san, but she's pretty well known in the academy."


  "...Is she a celebrity?"


  "As you can see, she's very good at sports. I think she was higher than Konohana-san in PE. And you know what? She's a cool beauty with a strong sense of humor."


  "Cool beauty huh..."


  It's true that she's someone with a dignified appearance that suits her well.


  "But, the most peculiar characteristics is... that."


  Asahi-san mumbles to herself.


  Practice was over and the girl walked out of the court. At that moment, two girls who were watching the practice walked to the girl.


  "U-Um! Miyakojima-san! Good work out there!"


  "You were very good at it!"


  Somewhat awkwardly, the two girls struggled to talk to her.


  But the girl looked at them with eyes as sharp as blades, and...


  "...Huh?"


  "Hiih!? I-I'm sorry!"


  "I-It's nothing!"


  The two girls were intimidated by her cold voice and ran off, their faces pale.


  Asahi-san, who was watching the scene, let out a sigh.


  "I don't really want to say this but... Miyakojima-san is a little scary, isn't she? Basically she remains silent all the time and has a stern expression on her face."


  "I've heard a lot of rumors. Behind the scenes, there's motorcycle gangs and yakuza related things..."


  Taisho said in a shocked tone.


  "Well, it's only a rumor and you don't have to believe it at all... Either way, it looks like she has walls around her. I've tried to muster up courage to talk to her a few times before, but she just shrugged it off, saying she had something to do."


  "...I see."


  Kiou Academy is a school where only the best and brightest students are allowed to enroll. There is no such thing as bullying or discrimination in this school. But I guess there are students who are displaced like this.


  "Tomonari, it's our turn."


  Taisho told me to head to the court. The PE class eventually ended without a hitch.


  I was on my way back to class after changing in the locker room.


  I looked for Hinako just to be sure, but she was in the middle of moving with other girls. The fact that she was popular was working out. Aside from the lunch break, the short break between classes is something not to worry about since someone would always be nearby.


  "...Ah."


  "What's up, Tomonari?"


  "Sorry. I think I left my shoes in the locker room, so I'll go get them."


  I left Taisho and went back to the changing room.


  I've been so conscious of Hinako that I've neglected my belongings.


  "Ah, found it."


  I opened the door to the locker room and found my gym shoes on the table.


  My next class was coming up, so I hurried out of the locker room–


  "Ah!?"


  "...Whoa!?"


  As I walked out the door, I almost bumped into a female student.


  We looked at each other in astonishment.


  "Are you okay?"


  "Yes. Sorry—"


  —As I apologized, I looked at the girl's face and froze.


  Miyakojima Naruka. The girl who had been the topic of our conversation not long ago.


  "T-Then, I'll be going this way..."


  Trying to feign ignorance, I got back on my feet.


  I immediately tried to go back to the classroom, but then, the girl grabbed me by the sleeve and held me back.


  "Wait."


  I heard the girl's voice.


  "You, could you be... Itsuki?"


  A chill ran down my spine.


  I opened my mouth fearfully.


  "You're mistaken!"


  "No... no, no, no! Itsuki! You're Itsuki! I'm sure of it!!"


  Her face tore into a smile, and her voice was full of joy.


  The girl looked at me with glitters in her eyes.


  "Uuuu... Uaaaa.. Itsuki!!"


  The girl, tears welling up in the corner of her eyes, approached me with her arms out.


  "I've missed you–! Itsuki!!!"


  "Gueehh!?"


  She hugged me, vigorously.




  * * *


  Let's talk about the past for a bit.


  I was taken care of by the Miyakojima family once before.


  The Tomonari family has been struggling to make ends meet all year round, but in fact, my parents only attempted to divorce once. It seems that useless humans felt comfortable in the company of another useless human, and although they've been living a sloppy life, they seemed to be on the same page.


  But when I was 10 years old. A divorce almost occurred once.


  Something had triggered my father and my mother so they tried to pin the reason for their poverty on the other.


  The riot intensified to an unusual degree in the Tomonari family, and my mother decided to run away from home, and I was taken away without any reason.


  Even though she ran away from home, she had nowhere to go, as her parents already disinherited her.


  So my mother visited her relatives' house instead of her parents'.


  And it was... The Miyakojima family.


  I later learned that my maternal grandmother was the daughter of the Miyakojima family. However, she, just like my mother, lived a life of self-indulgence and depravity, so she eventually got disowned.


  However, my mother insisted "It was my mother who was disowned, not me!!" and decided to become a resident of the Miyakojima family. Surprisingly, this worked.


  Thus, at the age of ten, I was suddenly ushered into the most opulent and luxurious Japanese style house I've ever seen, and welcomed as a guest of the Miyakojima family.


  However, we were uninvited guests. The Miyakojima family clearly saw my mother as a nuisance and an interloper. I, her son, was not excluded from this. I still remember the cold stares I received at that time.


  It was on the second day of living at the Miyakojima household.


  I first encountered Miyakojima Naruka.


  "—W-Who is it!?"


  The girl was swinging a shinai, a bamboo sword, at the dojo.


  The girl yelled at me as I approached her because I thought she looked unusual.


  "Um, My name is Tomonari Itsuki. I've been here since yesterday."


  I didn't know a single thing about etiquette, but I still managed to give a polite and respectful greeting.


  But the girl hung her eyes.


  "Listen here, Itsuki! I don't like any weak things!!"


  "Yes."


  "I've heard so much about you! You guys don't do any work, all you do is eat!"


  "...Yes."


  I didn't expect to hear such thing from a person of the opposite sex in my age, and I felt depressed. But it was true.


  "So, I'm going to give you a job! You'll have to take care of me, from now on!!"


  "...Yes?"


  I tilted my head at the girl who said it so proudly.


  I'm not sure what she meant by taking care of her... In any case, I'm a houseguest. If I am given a job, I have no choice but to accept.


  * * *


  From then on, I stayed with the girl most of the time when I was staying with the Miyakojima family.


  The girl called me more than 10 times a day.


  



  "Uwaaaa!? Itsuki! T-There's a bug in my room!!"


  "Yes yes, I'll take care of it."


  



  On behalf of the girl, I effortlessly drove the black thing out of the room.


  



  "Uwaaa! Itsuki! F-Father got angry~~!?"


  "Yes yes, it was hard wasn't it."


  



  I patted the crying girl's head to calm her down.


  The girl's father was giving me a fierce glare, and I actually wanted to cry.


  



  "Itsuki... is stronger than me."


  "Is that so?"


  "Yeah. Because, unlike me, you don't cry when there's bugs, or when adults get mad at you."


  



  There were days when it was noisy, and there were days when the girl would occasionally let out weak cries.


  In hindsight, I think the girl wanted to have someone to support her. As the only daughter of the Miyakojima family, she had no one to show her weakness to.


  The girl was strong, but only physically, not mentally.


  For example, it's said that at the age of ten, her kendo skills were as good as any adult.


  But her heart... wasn't any older, but even less children her age.


  "Hey, Itsuki. As the sole daughter of the Miyakojima family... I want to become stronger."


  The girl spoke to me with a somber, pained expression on her face.


  "But, I don't have courage."


  "Courage, is it?"


  "I can't even go outside by myself... Even though I'm already grown up."


  I heard that the girl was forced to live an overprotected life as the daughter of the Miyakojima family.


  She'd been taught from a young age that everything outside her home is a dangerous place, and she has come to fear the outside. However, when she was driving to school the other day, she was struck by the sight of her classmates going to school without a care, and felt envious of them.


  "Would you like to come out with me as a test?"


  "...Eh?"


  "I think it's fine if it's just for a little bit."


  Having grown in a general household, the outside is something I'm used to.


  With that in mind, I took the girl's hand and ran out of the house.


  * * *


  "Amazing!"


  The girl was excited. It was the first time she'd been outside alone without an adult.


  "Amazing! Amazing, amazing, amazing! I feel... Free!!"


  On a mere street, the girl was smiling with her arms stretched as if she's walking through a field of flowers.


  "Hey, Itsuki! What is that!?"


  "It's a candy store. Would you like to go in?"


  "Yeah!"


  It was a good thing I had some coins in my pocket, so I can buy her some candy.


  To be honest, I didn't feel comfortable being stared at coldly by the servants while I was in the mansion, so I was more than happy to be outside.


  "Itsuki, what's this!?"


  "It's an umaibo."


  "It's good!"


  "Because it's an umaibo."


  (TN: umaibo is like a japanese stick snack, and there's a joke where she says "umai na!" and he responds this way because umai is a japanese way to say it's good/delicious.)


  The girl ate the snack with a curious look on her face.


  The game of taking her outside continued for the next few days.


  We were told that if her father found out, he would be furious, so we kept sneaking out of the house so that the servants wouldn't find us, and we would only spend a short time outside so they wouldn't be suspicious...


  



  But eventually, this little game of ours was discovered.


  The girl's father scolded me.


  "What are you going to do if something happens to Naruka!? I'm not going to let you seduce my daughter, even if she's a child! Get out of here now!!"


  I didn't understand it at the time, but it seems that the Miyakojima family daughter shouldn't be taken out of the house so easily. As compensation for endangering her, my mother and I were kicked out.


  They must've originally planned to kick us in the near future. The servants quickly packed our belongings, and my mother and I were easily driven out.


  "Itsuki!!"


  When we were about to leave, a girl shouted my name with tears streaming down her face.


  "I'll become strong, I promise–!!"


  Those were the last words I heard from her.


  * * *


  That girl is Miyakojima Naruka, the female student in front of me.


  In other words, me and her are— cousins.


  "Itsuki! Itsuki, Itsuki, Itsuki!! I missed you so much!!"


  "...Yes yes."


  While patting Naruka's head, who was hugging me, I casually looked around.


  Fortunately, there was no one else in the hallway but us. If anyone saw us in this situation, it would be the end. On my second day of transfer, I'd be accused of impure sexual relationship.


  "Naruka, for the time being, calm down. What if someone sees us?"


  "Uu.. Uuugh.. My back gave out..."


  "Eh?"


  "I'm so happy, my back gave out...!"


  With tears streaming down her face, Naruka crouched down on the spot.


  This isn't... getting stronger at all...




  
    
  

  * * *


  There was an emergency in which Naruka couldn't move, so I had to hurriedly carry her to the nurse's office.


  "The nurse... isn't here."


  Maybe they were called somewhere else.


  I borrowed one of the beds and had Naruka sit on it.


  There was nothing more to do, so I tried going back to the classroom...


  "Uuu, wait... don't leave me..."


  "...Yes yes."


  She begged me with tears in her eyes, so I had no choice but to skip class and accompany Naruka.


  I put my hand on my forehead. Fortunately, it was class time, and Hinako should be in the classroom. When she's in class, she can act like the perfect Ojou-sama, so it doesn't matter if I'm around.


  "...Itsuki. What happened to you after you were kicked out of my house?"


  Naruka asked me as I sat down on the bed, and I answered her.


  "It's just the normal thing, parents making up and everything was okay."


  "I'm glad to hear that... but you could at least have contacted me. I was worried about what happened to you after that, you know?"


  "That's... Sorry, but I didn't know the Miyakojima family house number."


  "...That's true."


  Even if I had been able to contact her, it would've been difficult to talk to Naruka. My mother and I were not familiar with the Miyakojima family, so it was unlikely that she would be in touch with us.


  "Well, I know it's a little late now but, I'm sorry about when I was little. I was such a jerk to you when we were kids..."


  "What are you apologizing for!"


  Naruka said, looking frustrated.


  "Rather, I'm very grateful to Itsuki! If I hadn't gone out with you that time, I'm sure I'd still be a coward..."


  When she said that, I felt a little proud.


  "Aren't you still a coward now?"


  "Ugh... no, I mean... I'm still figuring it out..."


  Naruka murmured awkwardly.


  I couldn't help but laugh. If she had become someone strong as she said, she wouldn't have had to be carried to the infirmary like this, slumped over.


  "Well, Naruka's father seems to be a strict man. He doesn't give you a lot of freedom, does he?"


  "...No, I beat my father."


  "You won against him?"


  "Yeah. Kendo, Judo, Aikido, Karate, and every martial art there is. That was the condition for me to be free from the restrictions of the family... Thanks to that, I'm mostly free now."


  "I-Is that so."


  As always, she's a very strong girl, physically.


  "But... even if I'm allowed to go outside, it's lonely without anyone next to me..."


  Naruka instantly lost her energy and muttered to herself as she looked down.


  "From the looks of it, Naruka has been misunderstood in many ways at the academy."


  It reminded me of what Taisho and Asahi-san said before.


  They said that she was a biker and involved with the yakuza, but that wasn't true at all.


  "That's right... Everything is a misunderstanding."


  "...Why did that happen?"


  I asked, and Naruka let out a deep sigh.


  "The family motto of the Miyakojima family is "A healthy mind resides in a healthy body". That's why I've been trained in all kinds of martial arts since I was a child."


  "...When we first met, Naruka was doing Kendo, right?"


  "Yeah. The Miyakojima family is a family of martial artists, so to speak."


  A family of martial artists... that sounds like a very unique family.


  However, as I was once a resident of that house, I know that it wasn't an exaggeration. Not only did the Miyakojima family have their own private dojo in their residence, but they also ran another dojo next to their residence. I remember during my stay, I could often hear the voices of the students calling out to each other.


  "Maybe it's because of my family background, but I'm often thought of as a troublemaker. On top of that, well, you're Itsuki, so I can say it... I'm not very good at making friends. When I'm in front of someone, I tend to tense up and my face stiffens. As a result, I'm often being misunderstood as a scary person..."


  Naruka has a beautiful face, however her eyes are very sharp.


  When she gets nervous, you feel like you are being glared at.


  "Well... Naruka's always been like that. You have a big attitude, but when we go out together, you're very timid and cry easily..."


  "I-If you say it that way... that kind of stings."


  "But it's true."


  "Ughh... You're right."


  Naruka lets out a sigh.


  "I thought, I was going to make friends and have a good time at school. But I was so nervous that I couldn't talk well, and when I tried to make eye contact with someone, they thought I was glaring at them... then I found myself being called a delinquent or a yakuza... Uuuuuu...."


  That's terrible. I have no words but "bad luck".


  "I don't know what to do.... Hey, Itsuki. Please, please help me!!!"


  Naruka pleaded to me with tears in her eyes.


  From what I've heard so far, Naruka is a very pitiful figure. If I could help I would definitely do anything I could.... Then I realized my pocket was shaking.


  "Ah, sorry. I have to take this."


  I left the infirmary and picked up my phone.


  The one calling was, as expected, Shizune-san.


  "Itsuki-sama, where are you now?"


  "...I'm sorry. A student fell and I had to take them to the infirmary."


  "Is that so? Even though she should be in class, the GPS was out of sync so I thought something was wrong... If that's the case, I'll let you off."


  "Thank you very much."


  "Please return to class as soon as possible. It's all well and good to help others, but don't forget your duty as a caretaker."


  I was expecting to be scolded and reprimanded, so this was a bit anticlimactic for me.


  Or maybe... She can see where I am right now.


  Anyway, for now, let's get back to class as soon as possible like she said.


  But before that, I'll check on Naruka one more time.


  When I opened the infirmary's door, Naruka turned to me.


  "Hey, Itsuki."


  "What is it?"


  "Speaking of which, why is Itsuki at the academy?"


  ...Well then. How... should I explain this...


  Right now, my official position is that I'm the "heir of a middle-class IT business" and my relationship with Hinako is that we're acquainted through our parents.


  But this won't work on Naruka. As she knows my true identity and family condition.


  As a caretaker, I must at least protect Hinako's status as the perfect "Ojou-sama" in the public eye... I must answer modestly.


  "....I told you long ago that my mother was a gambler right?"


  "Yeah. I heard that it was awful."


  Naruka felt sorry for me.


  "She won and got a lot of money. Thanks to that, I was able to attend the Academy."


  For a spur of the moment lie, that was pretty good. That's what I thought but...


  "...That's a lie."


  Naruka said while squinting her eyes.


  "Kiou Academy isn't somewhere you can enter only with money. There will be a strict background check before you're enrolled. Assets required through gambling and such will not be accepted."


  I'm screwed...


  I wonder how the Konohana family got me enrolled. I'm not sure if there's a backdoor only influential people use.


  "Itsuki... Why did you lie? Are there some circumstances you can't tell...?"


  The fact that my lie was exposed made me even more suspicious.


  While I was in panic, dripping in cold sweat, my phone rang again indicating an incoming call. It was probably Shizune-san. The fact that the call came in without a delay from earlier suggests it might be important.


  "Ah, sorry... I got another call from..."


  I tried refusing and was about to leave when...


  "Ah, wait wait!!"


  Naruka grabbed my arm.


  "You... aren't going to disappear again... right?"


  Naruka asked in a timid voice.


  Seeing the sad expression on her face, I reflected on my situation.


  I see...


  I made Naruka feel uneasy.


  Six years ago, I suddenly left and disappeared from Naruka's life. At first, I was also worried... but before I knew it, my memory of it faded and I forgot.


  But Naruka was different. Before she met me, she's never been around kids her age. That's why, unlike me, Naruka will always remember that day, along with the anxiety.


  "It's okay, we'll see each other again."


  "Really...?"


  "Really."


  I wasn't expecting to see Naruka here, but I'm honestly happy I did.


  Just because I have my job as a caretaker, doesn't mean I have to push Naruka away.


  "Then... um, pat me... on my head..."


  "Eh?"


  "Like back then! You used to do that for me! Like when my father was mad at me..."


  Come to think of it, I used to pat her a lot.


  I'm worried about the phone call, that still didn't stop. I'll just do as she says.


  "...Yes yes."


  I stroked her head, and Naruka giggled.


  "Ahh... as expected, it's calming."


  "I don't think a high school student should be calmed by a pat on the head."


  "I-I know that! It's just... this was a very important memory for me... I honestly didn't think I'd meet Itsuki again..."


  Like in the past, Naruka's words were honest and straightforward.


  Feeling fuzzy, I continued to stroke Naruka's head.


  "I'm sorry. Back then, I suddenly disappeared."


  "...But we finally met again. This is good enough."


  Naruka smiled at me, looking relieved.


  It was then that the infirmary door opened—


  



  "——What are you doing?"


  



  At the sound of her voice, I stopped stroking Naruka's head.


  Hinako appeared from behind the door.


  "Hina—"


  "—K-Konohana-san!?"


  Naruka's voice drowns out the words that came out of my mouth.


  "H-How come Konohana-san is here...?"


  "I've been feeling a little under the weather, so I left the class."


  Hinako, playing the "Ojou-sama" role, replies in a matter-of-fact tone.


  At the same time, the phone that's been ringing stopped... It's gone. Was Shizune-san trying to tell me this?


  "Tomonari-kun and Miyakojima-san, did something happen between you two?"


  Hinako asks.


  When I caught a glimpse of Naruka, she looked completely nervous and tense... This is why other people are afraid of you. From the side, it looks as if Naruka is glaring at Hinako with a tremendous amount of pressure. However, Hinako doesn't seem to be fazed.


  I guess I should be the one answering.


  "Ah... about that, I saw Naruka collapse in the hallway, and I carried her to the infirmary."


  "Well, is that so... Did Miyakojima-san have any injuries in the head?"


  "Head? No, nothing like that..."


  "Is that so? I thought it was like that, since Tomonari-kun seems to be patting her head."


  Her tone was as usual, but her eyes seemed to be a little clouded.


  I knew I was being watched...


  "K-Konohana-san, l-listen to me! Me and Itsuki met a long time ago!"


  Naruka said in a nervous voice.


  "A long time ago...?"


  "That's right! Around the time when we were 10 years old, Itsuki stayed at my house."


  "...Stayed?"


  I felt that Hinako was slightly frowning.


  However, Naruka didn't seem to notice this and tried to affirm in a loud voice.


  "Yes! At that time, I had Itsuki take care of me!"


  "Take care?"


  Hinako frowned at Naruka's explanation. Though it wasn't so much of taking care, but more of a playmate...


  "Itsuki was my benefactor, so to speak, who took care of me when I was a child. So I was just happy to see him again."


  "...Is that so."


  Hinako looked convinced. However, for a moment, I thought she had a complicated look.


  "Oh yeah, Itsuki. Would you like to come to my house again? It's okay if you just come to play... If it's okay with you, I'd be happy to have a relationship like before again..."


  Naruka said to me.


  But that was something I couldn't do because I was acting as Hinako's caretaker.


  "Naruka, that's—"


  "—That's not possible, Miyakojima-san."


  Before I can say anything, Hinako answers.


  "Tomonari-kun is working at my house right now."


  "...Fueh?"


  Aside from Naruka, who made a strange voice, I was surprised and my eyes widened.


  "Hina—Konohana-san. That's a little..."


  "What's wrong, Tomonari-kun? That's true, isn't it?"


  That's true but... we promised to keep it a secret.


  Fortunately, the mere fact that I was working for the Konohana family wasn't enough to find out about Hinako's true self. In the unlikely chance of Naruka spreading the word, Hinako and I would gather the attention of the entire academy. It would be a problem for me.


  "W-Wha... What does she mean, Itsuki!? You're working at Konohana-san's house now!?"


  "No, that's..."


  I took a glance at Hinako's face, confused and annoyed.


  Even if I denied it here, it'd be meaningless if Hinako affirms it.


  "...Well, yeah, I guess. I mainly... take care of the surroundings."


  Naruka's eyes widened as I answered.


  "...Unfair."


  Naruka glared at Hinako with resentment and envy.


  "That's not fair, you! I was...! Itsuki, he was originally my...!"


  "I don't know about the past, but Tomonari-kun is current workplace is my home."


  Hinako says while smiling.


  "Tomonari-kun. Miyakojima-san seems fine, shouldn't you go back to your classroom now?"


  "A-Ah... you're right."


  I'm probably looking very flustered right now.


  Hinako looked at Naruka one last time and bowed.


  "I think I'm feeling better now, so if you'll excuse me."


  Hinako closes the door with a soft and gentle smile, the same with her facade.


  From the other side of the door, I heard Naruka going, "Uggggghhhh...!!!"


  Sorry, Naruka.


  Now I'm Hinako's caretaker. I basically can't go against Hinako.


  And... Hinako and I have a few things we need to discuss.


  "...Did you come to the infirmary to see me?"


  "Yeah... .I was at loss when I'm alone, so I told the teacher I was feeling unwell, and I got guided partway."


  Hinako, who dropped her facade, explains.


  "I'm sorry. I'm Hinako's caretaker but I wasn't close to you... But what's with that earlier? Shizune-san said to keep our relationship a secret, didn't she?"


  Honestly, I can't think of Naruka as someone who would spread rumors for fun, but there's always a slight chance.


  Hinako, walking next to me, answered in a small voice.


  "...I just thought."


  "Hm?"


  "I just thought... It'd be better to make her back off."


  That answer didn't make sense to me.


  Or could it be she's... Jealous?


  ...Is that the case?


  It reminds me of how distant I've been from Hinako recently. I didn't think Hinako had developed such emotions.


  "...Itsuki."


  Hinako asked me as I tilted my head.


  "Itsuki is whose caretaker?"


  "Of course, it's Hinako."


  "Nn... Then it's fine."


  Hinako then stopped and looked at me with a satisfied smile on her face.


  "Let's go... get scolded by Shizune together."


  "...Yeah."


  I nodded and let out a deep sigh. We can't avoid getting scolded when we've done this.


  What if they fire me...


  * * *


  "I'm not going to fire you."


  After school, the day I met Naruka.


  Shizune-san said to me as I explained while we were driving to the mansion.


  "From what I've heard, the problems are not only with Itsuki-sama, but also with Ojou-sama. In fact, if Ojou-sama hadn't said so much, there's a higher chance of her dodging the question, no?"


  "...But, it was originally because I got in touch with Naruka."


  "Miyakojima-sama fell in the hallway, didn't she? Then it can't be helped."


  Inwardly, I thanked Shizune-san. Shizune-san is strict, but also flexible and accommodating. She's not so cold and cruel as to forbid any help to others just because I'm a caretaker.


  "I thought I knew about the relationship between Itsuki-sama and Miyakojima-sama, but it seems I didn't do enough research."


  "...You knew about it?"


  "I knew the two of you are cousins, but I didn't know you're already acquainted with each other... Perhaps the Miyakojima family was deliberately keeping it a secret. Since Itsuki-sama's family and the Miyakojima family are in a state of deadlock, it may have been to avoid any unnecessary suspicions."


  Previously, Keigon-san made a comment about the relationship between the Tomonari and Miyakoijma family. I guess he was already aware about the relationship of the families at that point.


  "So, for this one, I am also at fault... Now that it's come to this, it's better to explain the situation to Miyakojima-sama to some extent. First, explain in detail that you work for the Konohana family, and then offer them a deal as hush money."


  "I understand. I'm sure that she'll keep quiet but... I'll let her know."


  Because of Naruka's personality, she wouldn't be one to start a rumor.


  Besides... Naruka doesn't seem to have any friends to talk to.


  "Since servants aren't allowed to attend the academy, Itsuki-san will continue to be the heir of a medium-sized company. On top of that, let's set it up so that you're coming to the Konohana family for service... I'm glad they didn't find out about Ojou-sama, but honestly, I didn't want them to know that Itsuki-san was working for the Konohana family either. It could be an obstacle in search for Ojou-sama's partner."


  "Obstacle, huh?"


  "You have a classmate of the opposite sex living and working in your house? That doesn't sound like a good impression to have."


  "...I see."


  The image of being a perfect Ojou-sama was ruined.


  "Kiou Academy is also a social gathering place. Please continue building your relationships carefully."


  I nodded to Shizune-san's words.


  "Um, Shizune-san. There's another matter I want to address..."


  "What is it?"


  "Um... can I go out with my classmates?"


  "Go out, is it?"


  Shizune-san's eyes squinted.


  "No, I'm not trying to get carried away. It's just that a classmate of mine asked me to go out with them the other day.... I feel bad continually refusing him, and I feel like it's a bit too unnatural to keep refusing him..."


  "...That is indeed true."


  Seemingly convinced, Shizune-san pondered for a while.


  "I understand. If you let us know the schedule in advance, we'll support you."


  "Thank you very much."


  I'm not giving up my work, but I should socialize to make myself look not too bad.


  "I don't mean to put myself on the shelf, but please reflect on this matter, not only Itsuki-sama, but also Ojou-sama."


  I nodded at Shizune-san's words. But... Hinako, who was sitting next to me, didn't give any response.


  "Ojou-sama, are you sleeping?"


  As Shizune-san turned to me and checked, I smiled bitterly and replied.


  "She isn't sleeping but... she's clinging to me like a koala."


  Hinako grabbed my right arm and pulled it to her chest.


  We've been in this position since I entered the car.


  "...Pat me."


  Hinako, who buried her face in my arms, said in a quiet voice.


  "My head, pat it..."


  "...Yes yes."


  I stroked Hinako's head as told.


  Shizune-san let out a sigh and looked forward again.




  * * *


  After returning back to the mansion, I took lessons from Shizune-san, got dragged around by Hinako for another bath, and finally finished my work for the day. I wiped my slightly damp hair with a towel and returned to my room.


  I opened the door to my room and Hinako, who had been behind me for a while now, dived into my bed.


  "After a bath, a bed is... bliss."


  "I understand how you feel."


  Though why are you sleeping in my room?


  "If you sleep here, I'll wake you up in the middle of the night."


  "Muuu..."


  When I called out to her, Hinako rolled over and fell asleep. She was already asleep.


  "...Seriously, you sleep too much."


  Today, she slept at school, and if she sleeps from now until the next morning, she would've slept for more than twelve hours. It's fine if it's once in a while, but Hinako slept that long everyday.


  I put a blanket over Hinako, who was sleeping in the bed, and I studied some more.


  A few hours later. I looked at the clock, which pointed at 1 in the morning, and stretched lightly.


  Hinako. It's time for me to go to sleep, so go back your room"


  "Nn..."


  When I turned around, Hinako was lying on the bed, staring at me.


  "You were awake?"


  "...can't sleep."


  Hinako said with a displeased face.


  "...I'm too tired to sleep."


  Don't say that.


  It seems that even Hinako can't keep sleeping indefinitely.


  "...What do I do?"


  "What to do... even if you say that.."


  With my hand on my forehead, I pulled my textbook to the edge and picked up the papers on my desk.


  "The manual for this was at..."


  I read the manual that described how to deal with Hinako in detail.


  It was written about what to do if Hinako couldn't sleep. However—


  "『Give up and accompany her until dawn.』... Hey, I also have school tomorrow you know."


  Considering my grades, I didn't want to neglect my schoolwork. For that reason. I wanted to avoid sleep deprivation as much as possible. It's already difficult to keep up with the classes, even without being sleepy.


  "Somehow... I feel like I'm going wild..."


  "Stop."


  I firmly told Hinako, who's itching to move her body.


  "I'd rather not get you out of control but... Some light exercise should be fine. If you're exhausted, you might be able to sleep again."


  Fortunately, Hinako's room has a bath. It's not a problem if she sweated a little.


  "The question is, how do we exercise..."


  As I was thinking about it, Hinako tugged the hem of my clothes.


  "...Let's go for a walk?"


  Even if she said we go on a walk, we can't go out without permission.


  But Hinako knows that. So, she suggested that—


  "A walk around the mansion. Well, with a place this big, it should be enough."


  "...Yeah."


  Hinako nodded as she grabbed my sleeve.


  "But... There's a different vibe here."


  The mansion at midnight was filled with a unique atmosphere. It's like something out of a horror movie, and I felt like I was doing a test of courage. I felt like I was breaking into a cold sweat, not from exercise, but from fear.


  But even more than that, my mind was filled with something else.


  —Exhaustion.


  Unlike Hinako, I was planning to go to bed and sleep soon. Honestly, I was too tired to walk.


  Hinako, on the other hand, seemed to be fully awake and walked around with my arm in tow.


  "That's... maybe, the dining room."


  "...Really?"


  That's the office.


  "That's... the parlor."


  "...Is that so."


  That's the library.


  The real Hinako doesn't want to use her head as much as possible, so she often takes the wrong path. But unfortunately, I don't have the energy to go into each of them now.


  "Muuu... Itsuki, are you listening?"


  Hinako stopped and looked at me with an upturned gaze.


  "Sorry. I'm a little sleepy..."


  "...Even though, I thought about showing you around."


  When she said that, I felt bad.


  If it weren't at this time, I'd be welcome to that idea but... when I think about it, most of my plans are already booked until night. This time with Hinako might be valuable.


  "Don't you have a favorite spot or something?"


  I rubbed my eyebrows, trying to shake off my drowsiness, and asked Hinako.


  "...Favorite?"


  "Hinako doesn't stay in her room all the time, right? For example, while I'm taking lessons with Shizune-san, where would you be except your room?"


  When I told her that, Hinako gave a small nod as if she understood.


  "...I'll take you there."


  Hinako takes me by my hand and we start walking.


  Ten minutes later. After many wrong turns, we finally reached our destination.


  It was a small kitchen door at the end of the hallway.


  "So, this is your favorite place?"


  "Yeah... the exit of the mansion."


  "Why?"


  Why is this her favorite place to be...?


  "Sometimes I sneak out here... and into the garden."


  "Oi."


  From the looks of it, this door is a blind spot from the rest of the house. It's also far from where the servants work, so patrols are infrequent. It's a good place to sneak in and out of the house, but it's too far from the gate that leads to the garden.


  "Are you sure? If you tell me, I might tell Shizune-san."


  "Itsuki wouldn't do that... I told you because you're Itsuki."


  Hinako said while smiling.


  It's human nature to want to respond when someone trusts you that much.


  "Fuaaaa... I'm getting sleepy."


  Hinako puts her hand over her mouth and yawns.


  "Let's get you back to your room."


  "Nn."


  Apparently, the walk made her drowsy again.


  Hinako entered the room immediately and laid down on the bed.


  "Well... I guess I'd better get back and sleep."


  I closed the door quietly and tried to go back to my room. Then—


  "——What are you doing?"


  "Whoa!?"


  Suddenly, someone spoke to me from behind, and I jumped.


  Looking back, Shizune-san, who was glaring at me, is standing there.


  "I think it's rude to be surprised like that."


  "I-I'm sorry..."


  I was surprised because it was late at night when there's no one and it was filled with silence.


  The moonlight shining through the window illuminated Shizune-san. Seeing her, I was speechless for a while.


  "Is something wrong?"


  "No, it's just... this is the first time I saw Shizune-san without her maid outfit..."


  Shizune-san, the perfect human-maid being, is not working right now. She's wearing a nightgown with her hair down.


  "Is it strange?"


  "It's not strange, it just feels new and fresh... and um, it's a little more childish than usual..."


  "I think you're trying to pick a fight."


  "I'm sorry, I'm not!"


  It might've been better to say that she looks younger. No, that would've been rude as well.


  I'm too sleepy to think straight.


  "For the most part, I'm still a college student."


  "Ah, is that so?"


  "Yes. So please tell me I look appropriate for my age."


  I had expected her to be young, but I didn't think she was a student.


  "What are you doing in university? You're always working in the mansion."


  "I'm on academic leave."


  Oh right, you can take voluntary leaves from university.


  Perhaps Shizune-san had been offered a job with the Konohana family.


  "So, what are you doing at this hour?"


  "It's nothing much..."


  I explained that Hinako couldn't sleep and that she was taking a walk around the mansion.


  "Oh, so that's what it was."


  "Hinako is always sleeping... Does this happen often?"


  "No, this is the first time."


  I was surprised by the answer.


  "But doesn't the manual mention cases like this one?"


  "Please read carefully. It's for when she wants to stay up late, not when she can't sleep. There is no manual for when she can't sleep."


  I didn't know that.


  Apparently, Hinako's usual lifestyle isn't that messy.


  "Don't worry, I guess she's a little out of it. For better or worse..."


  In a small voice, Shizune-san murmured.


  "Since Itsuki-sama's arrival, Ojou-sama has changed, for better or worse."


  "...I'm sorry."


  "I can't say it's a bad change in general, so I can't blame you. It's just that..."


  Shizune-san murmured even more.


  "...I hope, Keigon-sama doesn't mind."


  Shizune-san said, looking conflicted.




  Chapter 3: Tea Party


  


  The third day of my school life.


  When the second period class was over and break started, Taisho and Asahi-san came over to me.


  "Tomonari, how about after school today? I know you said before that you had to go back early, but it's okay to let loose once in a while, right?"


  I responded to Taisho with a smile on my face.


  "I'm free today, so I should be able to."


  "Oh, great!"


  As a result of the discussion I had with Shizune-san the other day, it's decided I could go after school as long as I report to her. I'll report to Shizune-san by lunchtime.


  "Where do you want to go, Tomonari-kun? If you don't have anywhere in mind, we'll decide for ourselves."


  "Right I'll leave it to you then."


  I don't know much about where the students of this academy go to kill time after school, so I decided to leave it to them so I don't mess up.


  "What should we do, Taisho-kun? It's only a day trip, we can't go abroad can we?"


  "It only takes three hours one way to get to Taiwan, but if we only have dinner and go back home, it'll still take more than a day so I think it's better to stay domestic."


  "Then, how about Kyoto? At this time of year, Kyoto bamboo shoots are tasty."


  "Kyoto, huh? I know a good place in Kyoto."


  Listening to both of them casually discussing made me break out in cold sweat.


  That's right, I forgot. These two are also bourgeois!


  "I'm sorry, but I'm not available for that long. Even if I have an open schedule, I have to be back at nightfall, so please be somewhere close if possible."


  "I see. Then better not go too far."


  If I hadn't intervened, I wonder if I actually would've gone to Kyoto


  "How about the cafe in the academy? Isn't it just the right place to talk?"


  "Ah yeah, that would be nice."


  Next to Taisho, who expressed his agreement, I nodded.


  "The academy has several cafes for tea parties. Some of them are quite authentic, but since it's in the academy, there's not need for dress codes, and they're popular among students."


  "I see. I didn't know that."


  But when you go to a real restaurant, you have to pay attention to your manners.


  I've been taking etiquette from Shizune-san, but I'm still nervous.


  "But the purpose of this meeting is to get to know each other better, so a place where we can talk casually is good. Why don't we go to the cafe next to the cafeteria?"


  "That too I guess."


  Asahi-san agreed to Taisho's suggestion.


  I inwardly thanked Taisho. I'm glad I didn't have to go to a full fledged restaurant.


  "But it's going to be a little lonely just with the three of us."


  "I guess so. We need a couple more people."


  Taisho and Asahi-san said.


  "Tomonari, if there's anyone else you can invite, tell us, okay?"


  "Yeah, I'll give it some thought."


  * * *


  Lunch break. Hinako and I were eating lunch on the roof.


  "Itsuki, next is seaweed."


  "Yes yes."


  I picked up a piece of kombu from Hinako's lunchbox and brought it to Hinako's mouth.


  "Mmm, It's delicious."


  No, it really is delicious.


  As expected of Hinako, she has good taste.


  "Hey, why don't you at least eat your food on your own...?"


  "Nooo~"


  "If you can act, that means you can eat on your own if you want to, right?"


  "Nu uh, I refuse~"


  It's hard to argue when she says that.


  While Hinako was chewing, I switched chopsticks and ate my own lunch.


  "...Itsuki."


  "Hm?"


  "Are you going out to play today?"


  "It's not like I'm playing, I'm just going to a cafe with my classmates."


  "I'm coming with you."


  Hinako said in a matter-of-fact tone.


  "If Itsuki goes, I go too."


  "That's fine with me, but have you gotten permission from Shizune-san?"


  "...I'll do that now."


  Then Hinako pulled her phone out of her pocket.


  Hinako operates her phone in an unfamiliar way, and holds it to her ear.


  『Ojou-sama? What can I do for you?』


  Shizune-san's voice was audible to me as she was on the phone beside me.


  "I want to go to a tea party. I'm going with Itsuki."


  『...I understand. I was originally planning to work around Itsuki-sama's schedule today, so there's no problem with Ojou-sama's participation.』


  It was easier than I thought.


  Like me, Hinako is thought to be a little suspicious of how much she's socializing. It's already assumed that, to some extent, Hinako already has plans after school.


  『But, Ojou-sama, are you sure? I think we're getting close to the limit.』


  "...It's okay."


  Near the end, I heard an unfamiliar exchange, but Hinako quickly ended the call.


  "Well then I'll be looking forward working with you."


  "Yeah. By the way, the ones participating so far are Taisho and Asahi-san, do you know them?"


  "I know their names."


  I frowned at the vague and ambiguous reply.


  I wondered if she would be able to have a good conversation with someone she knows only by name.


  "You know, you don't have to force yourself to participate. It's just a social event, and if you don't think you'll enjoy it, it's better not to come along..."


  "...If Itsuki goes, I go."


  It's hard to understand why, but if she's willing to do it, there's no need to stop her.


  Lunch break is over, thus Hinako and I head back to the school building separately, keeping our distance.


  "There's 4 of us right now."


  There were four going after school, including Hinako. I think it's enough as it is, but there's one more person I thought of inviting.


  "She said she wanted to make friends, should I invite her?"


  I went ahead and invited the clumsy and lonely girl.


  * * *


  The person I was looking for, Miyakojima Naruka, was easy to find.


  The other day at PE, I found out that Naruka's class was 2nd year, class B. I was making sure Hinako had returned to the classroom and was wearing her facade, and I immediately headed to the classroom of class B. I found Naruka within seconds.


  She's just there alone.


  As I expected, Naruka spent her lunch break alone.


  Naruka, who sits second from the back by the window, seems to be eating quietly.


  From a distance, she was a beautiful woman with a dignified appearance, but if you looked closely, you could see wrinkles between her eyebrows, and her eyes looked unhappy. No wonder why people don't approach her.


  That's why I'd like to reach out to her if I could, but.


  Just as I thought of that, Naruka turned to me.


  "...? Itsuki!!"


  When Naruka noticed me, she stopped eating and suddenly stood up.


  Then Naruka, who looked incredibly happy, approached me.


  Meanwhile, Class B was in a state of shock.


  "Hey, you're kidding, right?"


  "M-Miyakojima-san called out a person's name?"


  I heard a lot of sad rumors and gossip, but Naruka came to me without noticing anything.


  Naruka's eyes sparkled as she opened her mouth, and I may have regretted being too conspicuous.


  "W-What is it!? Do you need me!? I-I was free just now! We can talk about anything!"


  Don't get so close...


  Apparently, she was quite lonely being alone.


  "Well, can we change places for now?"


  "! O-Of course, I'll follow you! I'll follow you no matter where you go!"


  I walked out of the school building with Naruka as countless eyes stared at us.


  I wanted to stay as close to class A as possible, so I could quickly react if Hinako acted unexpectedly. I went to the back of the school building, where there's less visibility, and turned around to look at Naruka.


  "Well, there's a lot I need to talk to you about. I haven't been able to explain what happened the other day."


  "The other day...? Ah, right! I still haven't forgiven you!"


  As if she had come to her senses, Naruka's face turned red as she revealed her anger.


  "Y-You were taking care of me, but how did you suddenly work for Konohona-san! T-This, ugh, y-you traitor!!"


  "No, I was with Naruka in the past."


  "S-Saying it was just in the past is cruel! I've always wanted to live with you again!!"


  "Eh. Is.. that so?"


  When I was surprised, Naruka seemed to realize what she said, and her face turned even brighter.


  "U-Uaaaaa!? T-That was nothing! Nothing! Forget about it!"


  "Y-Yeah It'd be great if you calm down a little."


  Isn't it even worse than it used to be? I'm starting to feel bad for her.


  "About the thing yesterday the short version is, I'm adopted"


  "...Adopted?"


  "Yeah. My current father is the president of a medium-sized company. And the president has a relationship with the Konohana family, so while I'm attending the academy, I ended up working for the Konohana family."


  "Muuu wait. How can that be? Just because you're related to the Konohana family doesn't mean you have to work for them."


  I knew she'd say that.


  Calmly, I remembered the settings from last night.


  "You know what an apprenticeship is?"


  "Yeah. In Japan, it became popular around the Meiji era (1862-1912), and in Europe, it's been a customary since the middle ages."


  She's studying hard. Naruka is also a Kiou Academy student and her intelligence and cleverness is incomparable to mine.


  "I'm working for the Konohana family in a sort of apprenticeship. I don't know anything about etiquette, after all. That's why instead of studying, I work at the Konohana house."


  "...I see. So that's what it is."


  Once again, I'm amazed at how Shizune-san was able to come up with such an idea. The cover was perfect, and even if it was investigated, it's able to be covered up to a certain extent.


  "B-But if that's the case, my house would've also been fine."


  "No, even if you tell me that, the first thing that came to mind was the Konohana family."


  "...Muuuuu."


  Naruka sulked.


  "If you can, don't tell anyone about this."


  "...I know. Being an adopted child is a fragile position."


  There were other reasons for keeping it a secret, but Naruka was able to make her own conclusion.


  That's all I have to say about me and Hinako.


  "By the way, Naruka. Are you free after school?"


  "After school? Yeah, I'm free."


  "Then, why don't we talk in a cafe?"


  "Talk in a cafe? C-Could it be a tea party!?"


  "Well, something like that."


  "I'll join you!"


  Naruka's eyes instantly lit up and said that.


  "A-Ahhh, to tell you the truth, I've always wanted to go to a tea party! I've never had anyone to invite me to one I thought it'd be something that never happened until I graduate."


  "I-Is that so. That's, um, hard for you..."


  Every time I talk to Naruka, I feel even more pity for her.


  "By the way, so far there's only 3 participants besides us, Taisho, Asahi-san, and Konohana-san from class A."


  "...Eh? T-there's other people..?"


  "Yeah. It's supposed to be my welcome party."


  "Welcome party, I see. From what I've heard, Itsuki just transferred the other day."


  It seems that transfer students aren't uncommon here, but rumors still circulate.


  Naruka also seemed to know that I recently transferred.


  "I'd like to join but I'm nervous. I might not be able to speak well."


  "You can talk to me just fine though?"


  "That's because Itsuki knows the old me, and there's no need for me to try and hide it."


  "Then, isn't it fine if you don't keep up appearances to others?"


  "If I could, I wouldn't have any trouble!!"


  Naruka said as tears started welling up in her eyes.


  "And this isn't my personal problem either."


  "...What do you mean?"


  "The Miyakojima family is quite big, if I do say so myself. Therefore, most students get intimidated by my family background. Not because I'm clumsy, but they've been frightened of me from the start."


  "...I see."


  That's certainly not Naruka's only problem.


  "In that aspect, Konohana-san is an amazing person. I don't like to admit it, but I'm really envious of her popularity regardless of gender. Normally, with a family as big as the Konohana family, most students would step back. But even so, Konohana-san has been approached by many people without hesitation. I wonder how she can be like that."


  Naruka said, as if she's mocking herself.


  I'm sure I know why Hinako is so popular. It's her acting. Hinako is the perfect Ojou-sama, and she's trying her best to give an all-too-familiar act.


  But that fact can't be known by the public.


  "I don't know why Konohana-san is so well liked but if you talk to her, you might find some clues."


  "...Yeah, you're right. Itsuki's also there, and I'd love to join you for tea after school."


  As if she's gathering courage, Naruka clenched her fist and said.


  "B-but, will it be fine? I don't want them to think I'm unhappy or uncomfortable."


  "I think we'll be fine, maybe."


  "Maybe...?"


  "Absolutely."


  I cheered up Naruka, who was anxious, with a sigh.


  Neither Asahi-san nor Taisho disliked Naruka. In particular, Asahi-san said that she tried approaching Naruka herself to deepen their friendship. If that's the case, they wouldn't mind Naruka's participation.


  * * *


  I was about to leave Naruka and go back to my class.


  From the far end of the corridor, I heard 2 female students talking.


  "T-Thank you very much!! That helped me out!"


  "Your gratitude is unnecessary."


  A student with golden hair and vertical roll replies to the bowing girl with an imposing attitude.


  I couldn't help but mention her name when I saw her conspicuous appearance.


  "Tennouji-san?"


  "Ara, you were that one."


  The eyes of Tennouji-san squinted.


  Speaking of which, we had a sloppy farewell before. I quickly looked for something else to talk about, because it'd be bad if she was reminded of that time.


  "Um, what were you doing?"


  "It's not a big deal. They were carrying some materials for class, so I just helped her out."


  I've thought of this before when she helped me get Hinako's wallet, but regardless of her appearance, Tennouji-san is kind.


  Apparently, she has been taking initiative to help others on a daily basis.


  "Speaking of which, I've heard about you. You are a transfer student, aren't you?"


  "Yes. My name is Tomonari Itsuki, and I transferred the day before yesterday"


  After all this time, I remembered that I hadn't introduced myself.


  "Then Tomonari-san You seem to have come to school with Konohana Hinako. There's a rumor going around."


  Ah right, does Tennouji-san see Hinako as an enemy?


  I don't want to be seen as an enemy, so I'll make an excuse.


  "The first day of school we went together, because I was shown around the school. But yesterday and today we went to school separately. Konohana-san and I only have parent relationship, nothing more."


  "I wonder. Are you part of the Konohana faction?"


  "Konohana faction?"


  When I tilted my head, Tennouji-san explained.


  "It's just my own term. There are many students at the academy who worship Konohana Hinako, so it's a general term for them."


  "...I see."


  It's like a fan club. The academy is also surprisingly profane.


  "...Tennouji-san, do you dislike Konohana-san?"


  "I-It's not like I disliked her! It's just because of her, my true dignity is fading!"


  Suddenly in a panic, Tennouji-san said.


  "I admire Konohana Hinako's abilities. She's as good as I am in both looks and grades. How can she not be popular?"


  "A roundabout boasting."


  Please share some of that confidence with Naruka.


  "But Konohana Hinako is being too pampered, and they put the Tennouji Group aside! The Tennouji Group is a business enterprise on a scale comparable to the Konohana Group, and its history is much deeper! In other words, it should've been me! The one at the center of the Kiou Academy!!"


  She glared at me as she declared firmly.


  "If you weren't from the Konohana faction, you'd think so too, wouldn't you?!"


  "Eh? Yeah, well..."


  "That's right, that's right!! I don't like it at all! Why does she stand out more! I'm sure she's just a lazy person who lounges around when she gets home!"


  She just casually guessed the truth. Let's keep quiet.


  "...After all, is it because she's friendly? No, as someone of noble birth, she should be resolute and decisive like I am. Too much smiling can be detrimental for your dignity, and too much teaching what you don't understand in your studies can be detrimental to your partner. Besides, she did it again the other day."


  I then told Tennouji-san, who was mumbling by herself, what I thought.


  "Tennouji-san sure knows a lot about Konohana-san, doesn't she?"


  "What!? N-Not really, isn't it normal!?"


  The red-faced Tennouji-san denied with great exaggeration.


  "Me and Konohana Hinako are rivals! Yes,we're rivals! So it's only natural to do research! It is said if you know your enemy and you know yourself, a hundred battles will not be lost."


  While she was hurriedly explaining, I thought a little about Tennouji-san's character.


  Naruka was saying that.


  If you carry a big family name, the people around you will step back.


  She carries the big family name of the Tennouji Group on her shoulders, but maybe she's just as lonely as Naruka.


  However, if it's Hinako If it's someone with the same family size she can surely establish an equal relationship. I wonder if Tennouji-san is aware and obsessed because of that.


  "Um... are you free after school today?"


  "After school? Well, it certainly is vacant, but what for?"


  "I'm planning to have a tea party at the cafe next to the cafeteria. By the way, Konohana-san will be there too."


  "K-Konohana Hinako too!?"


  Tennouji-san's eyes widened in surprise.


  "Y-You are trying to make me soften up to the Konohana faction aren't you...!?"


  "Why are you so on guard...? I'm just inviting you normally."


  She's too conscious of Hinako.


  "W-Well if that woman insists on me coming, I won't have any choice but to join you, I guess?"


  "No, Konohana-san didn't say anything."


  "...Really?"


  "Yes."


  "......"


  "...Um, I think she did mention you after all, so can I ask you to join us?"


  "T-Then it can't be helped! I'll join you!"


  The atmosphere became awkward, so I decided to give a white lie.


  Tennouji-san's eyes sparkled. She wanted to participate after all.


  "It's said that if you know your enemy and you know yourself, a hundred battles won't be lost."


  I heard that already.


  * * *


  Then, after school. Taisho and Asahi-san's eyes lit up when they saw the group gathered at the cafe.


  "I did say you could invite anyone and just do it but this is one hell of a group."


  Taisho said as he scanned through the faces of the females gathered.


  A group of six, filled with 2 men and 4 women were gathered around a circular white table. In addition to the original members, Taisho, Asahi-san and me, I also brought Hinako, Naruka, and Tennouji-san.


  None of the three Ojou-samas have the temperament to be swayed by the atmosphere of the place. Hinako had a gentle smile on her face as her facade was on, Naruka was sitting next to her, wondering if she was going to do anything, and Tennouji-san was proudly sipping her tea.


  "H-Hey, Tomonari-kun, what kind of connections are these? How come you met such great people on the third day of being here...?"


  "If you're asking me why, it just happened."


  Aside from Hinako, the reason I invited Naruka and Tennouji-san was because I thought it'd be a good opportunity to deepen our friendship respectively.


  "By the way, this was Tomonari-san's welcome party, wasn't it?"


  After placing her cup on the table, Tennouji-san looks at me.


  "It's late, but first of all, let me congratulate you on your transfer. Although the academics here are stricter than normal schools, graduating from this school will certainly lead to a fruitful future. I look forward to your future successes."


  "T-Thank you very much."


  I was surprised, but I thanked her anyway.


  I felt happy when I heard that from Tennouji-san, who had an imposing appearance.


  "This is the first time I've spoken to some of you, so let's introduce ourselves again. I'm Tennouji Mirei, I'm the daughter of the Tennouji Group."


  Taisho and Asahi-san followed Tennouji's lead.


  "My name is Taisho Katsuya. My family is in the transportation business."


  "I'm Asahi Karen. My family is in the retail business but I guess their main business is electronics retail stores."


  Following them, Hinako and Naruka also introduced themselves.


  "I'm Konohana Hinako. Nice to meet you."


  "I-I'm Miyakojima Naruka. Nice to meetsh you."


  She bit her tongue but I pretended not to notice.


  Hinako and Tennouji-san's expressions didn't change. Either they didn't notice, or they didn't care. On the other hand, Taisho and Asahi-san had a strange look on their faces. Their faces said "I didn't think Miyakojima-san would bite her tongue."


  "My name is Tomonari Itsuki. My parents run an IT company."


  Finally, I'll tell them my name and family business.


  After everyone finished introducing themselves, Tennouji-san opened her mouth.


  "As I said earlier, there's no need to worry about my family history. You can use your usual tone of voice. Taisho-san and Asahi-san had a slightly more frank tone, didn't they?"


  "Ugh w-well, what's the point if they know?"


  "Haha, I guess so. Well, I guess I'll just do what I always do."


  The two of them looked awkward for a moment, but quickly relaxed.


  Then, Tennouji-san looks at Hinako.


  "Konohana-san, what coincidence to meet you here."


  "That's right. I'm always indebted to Tennouji-san."


  "...Is that sarcasm?"


  Tennouji-san gave a twitchy smile.


  However, Hinako didn't seem to notice this and was drinking her tea in a leisurely manner.


  Naruka and Tennouji-san are both beautiful girls, but Hinako has a special elegance unique to her. The sight of her sipping her cup gracefully drew the gaze of everyone present.


  "U-Um! Konohana-san! I'm in the same class as you. Did you know that?"


  "My, of course, Asahi-san. Thank you for always being the mood maker of Class A. Thanks to you, I feel the classroom is comfortable every day."


  "A-Ahaha, you're welcome. Wow, geez. I'm really happy to hear that from Konohana-san."


  Asahi-san tried to desperately hide her grinning face with her hands.


  "W-What about me! Do you know me!? Konohana-san!"


  "Of course, I know you too, Taisho-san. I think your friendly attitude towards everyone is very admirable."


  "O-Oh! I feel like I'm getting a lot of virtue right now!"


  I don't think he is, but he looked very happy, as if he rose to heaven.


  "Gununu... why didn't they ask me anything!"


  As Hinako kept all the attention to herself, Tennouji-san was clearly in a bad mood. I think it was simply the way the conversation went, but I'll change the topic just in case.


  "Has Naruka ever talked to any of the people here?"


  "Y-Yeah. I've only participated in a minimal number of off-campus events."


  The way you say the minimum amount, do they hate you that much...?


  Just as I was muttering to myself, I noticed that everyone was staring at me.


  "...'Naruka'?"


  Someone said, they were bothered by the fact that I was calling Naruka by her first name.


  I wondered if I should've explained the relationship between me and Naruka first.


  "M-Me and Itsuki have met before when we were ten years old. It was through that connection that I was invited to this tea party."


  "Heee~ I didn't know that."


  Asahi-san was surprised by Naruka's explanation.


  Naruka fell flat on her face. She was simply embarrassed, but her expression was stern and some onlookers might think she was in a bad mood.


  I was the one who invited Naruka here. So I'll follow up.


  "I think people misunderstand her, Naruka isn't that scary. She seems to have spent most of her childhood in her house, so she's just not very good at communicating."


  "...Is that so?"


  "Yes. And all the rumors are a lie."


  I assure Asahi-san, whose eyes widened.


  "I-Itsuki...!!"


  Naruka was so moved she had tears in her eyes. I hope this will be a good opportunity for Naruka to make some friends


  "As I recall, Miyakojima-san's family was a sporting goods manufacturer, right?"


  Tennouji-san asked Naruka.


  "Y-Yeah. T-That's well you know."


  "Please be humble. There is no student in this school who does not know the Miyakojima family. The rumor in question can be easily denied with a little research. I don't see you at many social gatherings, how do you usually spend your time?"


  "U-Usually I usually spend time at home, training."


  "Training?"


  "Ah, there's a dojo in our house. That's where I usually sweat everyday. Nowadays, I'm often asked to try out samples for home products."


  "I see. You seem to be living a very fruitful and fulfilling life."


  Tennouji-san looked impressed.


  Next to them, Asahi-san and Hinako were conversing.


  "I would like to ask a question to Konohana-san, how do you usually spend time at home? Do you study all the time?"


  "Studying is important, but so is relaxation. I read and sometimes I eat sweets and rice cakes."


  "Oh~, so you like sweets too, Konohana-san? What kind of sweets do you eat?"


  "Hmm... Scones for example."


  Bullsh*t.


  All you like are potato chips.


  "Come to think of it, do Konohana-san and Tomonari-kun have a family connection?"


  Asahi-san asked Hinako.


  "Yes. My father and Tomonari-kun's father know each other."


  "You two hadn't met until recently?"


  "That's right. But now we're close enough to sit together like this."


  When Hinako replied with a smile, Asahi-san said "Hmm~" happily.


  "Something's fishy here~ Are you sure that's all that is between you two~?"


  "Oi oi, Asahi. I don't think that's a good idea."


  Taisho said with a bitter smile.


  "Yeah but... The connection between parents is like a sign for arranged marriage, and it's the standard for a love affair. Maybe you two are already in such a relationship~?"


  Somehow, I could tell from the tone of voice it was just a joke.


  However, in response to Asahi-san's question, Hinako said nothing and slowly drank her tea.


  ...Oi, what's with the sudden silence?


  I also felt a meaningful silence. Asahi-san, who had been jokingly asking, gradually turned serious.


  Tennouji-san wrinkled her brows and wondered. And Naruka was staring at me with a blue pale face.


  "Um, that that's not true."


  Hinako doesn't want to answer, so I'll do it.


  "It's not that we have a special relationship, as Konohana-san said earlier, it's just that our parents were acquainted. Moreover, me and Konohana-san aren't an even match."


  On one hand, she's the daughter of a famously known group, the Konohana Group, and on the other hand, is the heiress of a medium-sized company. Even my status is enough to make a difference.


  "Well, whether it's an even match or not Tomonari-kun, you're still having troubles with your studies right now. Isn't that the case?"


  "That's about right."


  As I smiled at Asahi-san's words, Naruka turned her to me.


  "Fuuu... liar."


  Naruka muttered in a voice only I could hear.


  As long as she keeps her mouth shut, she seems to accept that she will not spread my relationship, but she still feels dissatisfied by the fact that I work for the Konohana family.


  That said, things are generally going well.


  Naruka seems to have adapted to the group safely, and Tennouji-san is friendly, except for her relationship with Hinako. I'm glad that I invited them both.


  I relaxed and drank my tea on the table.


  Then I got a look from Tennouji-san.


  "Tomonari-san. When you drink tea, it looks better if you hold the cup closer to the mouth instead of the other way around, you know?"


  "I-I see... Thank you."


  If I'm not careful, I'll be found out in no time.


  If you look closely, you'll see that everyone except me was drinking tea with such a gesture. I have to reflect on this. I remind myself that I'm different, that I'm here under a false pretense.


  "Did Tomonari go to a normal school before he came here?"


  "Yes. So I'm a little unsure about etiquette."


  I nodded my head in response to Taisho's question.


  "When I was a freshman, a friend in my class told me that normal schools have a lot of interesting cultures. For example, Warikan."


  "Warikan?"


  Taisho tilted his head at Asahi-san's words.


  Everyone looked at me strangely. It seems I have to explain to them.


  "Warikan is basically, paying for the things you bought while splitting the expenses with your friends. Don't the students do that here?"


  "I don't. Wouldn't it be faster if someone just paid for it all at once?"


  "That's true, but wouldn't that mean you'd have to buy me a full round of drinks?"


  "If it bothers you, you can pay for it next time, but basically you shouldn't care about buying a drink or being bought a drink. Whoever invited you, or whoever wants to pay, should pay for it, right?"


  I wonder if I should care too much when I'm buying a drink.


  "Then, there was.... Was it something called borrowing without returning?"


  "Yeah yeah. That's the kind of thing where you steal when borrowing something, right? I wonder why they don't just buy it."


  "N-No, that isn't a culture."


  I break in between Taisho and Asahi-san's conversation to correct their knowledge. It's not uncommon for us commoners to do that, but even if we do, it's usually accidental.


  "Didn't your previous school have anything like that, Tomonari?"


  "Well, yeah."


  Since I could tell that they were genuinely curious, I tried to think of something that'd be interesting for them.


  "How about the 3 second rule?"


  "3 second rule?"


  Asahi-san tilted her head. No one else seemed to know, so I continued my explanation.


  "The rule is that if you drop a food and pick it up within 3 seconds, it's still edible."


  "W-What the hell is that."


  "It's not that big of a deal but It's faster to show it huh."


  Then I picked up one of the baked goods in the middle of the table.


  It'd be a shame if I dropped it all, so I nibbled half of it to make it smaller.


  "If you drop something like this when eating."


  I purposely dropped the pastry on the table and quickly picked it up.


  "The rule is that if you pick it up in 3 seconds, you can still eat it."


  "Huuuh... you think of interesting things"


  Are you stupid...?


  No, they're not stupid, but I honestly don't think I should be impressed.


  This is normally bad manners.


  I was about to tell them that they shouldn't do it too much when—


  "Would it be like this?"


  Hinako, who sits in front of me, imitates me and drops a pastry on the table.


  She began to pick it up and chew again.


  "Y-Yeah, something like that."


  I affirm in a shaky voice to Hinako, who was smiling adorably.


  Everyone in the room was surprised to see Hinako, who was so beautiful and full of grace, behave in such a way.


  At that moment, Tennouji-san coughed and cleared her throat.


  "Commoners do think of something interesting from time to time, but I don't think this 3 second rule is something proper."


  Tennouji-san says after putting her cup on the table.


  "But actually, I can understand why you might think this rule isn't a problem. I think I'll try that when I get the chance."


  "It's probably a hygiene issue. I'm sorry."


  Tennouji-san chided me. She wasn't serious, and quickly replied "Well, you're right."


  The tea party then went on without a hitch.


  The memorable first tea party ended peacefully without any problems.


  * * *


  After leaving the cafe, we walked straight to the school gate.


  There were several black colored cars waiting in front of the gate.


  "I'm sorry for making you wait, Ojou-sama."


  "Oh cmon, stop with the Ojou-sama thing."


  Asahi-san chuckled and got into the car driven by the servant.


  A little later, Taisho got into the same car.


  "...Hm? Are you and Asahi-san always together?"


  "Yeah. Asahi and I live close to each other, and we've known each other for a long time."


  "The servants in our houses take turns welcoming us and taking us home."


  Just like the predetermined relationship between me and Hinako, Asahi-san and Taisho also seem to have a family connection.


  "Well then, we'll excuse ourselves first."


  "I had a good time today. See you tomorrow."


  The car carrying the two of them went away.


  Nearby, Tennouji-san's car was also waiting.


  "Now, if you'll excuse me, I have to go."


  Then Tennouji-san slightly bowed her head.


  Besides Tennouji-san, there were several servants dressed in suits. Unlike Asahi-san's servants, this one was casually keeping an eye on the surroundings like an SP (Security Police).


  "K-Konohana Hinako!"


  "Yes?"


  In response to Tennouji-san who called out to Hinako in a tense manner, Hinako just had her usual soft and gentle smile.


  "This is the first time I've had a private tea party with you but it wasn't too bad! The next time, it would be great if we could talk a little more in-depth about your studies and family business!"


  "Yes. If we could get a chance, I'd love to."


  Tennouji-san made a promise to come back next time.


  After smiling happily, Tennouji-san quickly pulled herself together and looked at me this time.


  "Ehem, and Tomonari-san."


  Coughing intentionally, Tennouji-san said.


  "You had your back straight today. It's much more attractive than before."


  When I heard those words, I stiffened for a little.


  "T-Thank you very much."


  I didn't expect to be complimented, so my reaction was delayed.


  After a giggle and a smile on her face, Tennouji-san turned around and got into her car.


  "...You two get along quite well, don't you."


  Naruka muttered.


  "It's kind of a social praise."


  "No, Tennouji-san is an honest person. You can take it as an honest compliment. Even though, it's only your third day, it's impressive getting a compliment from Tennouji-san."


  Naruka was somewhat frustrated as she told me this.


  Unlike Tennouji-san, Naruka doesn't seem to praise me honestly.


  "Thank you for your hard work, Ojou-sama, Itsuki-sama."


  At that moment, two black cars pulled up nearby, and I was approached by someone from inside.


  "...Shizune-san?"


  Shizune-san, dressed in her maid outfit, appeared in front of us and bowed.


  "You must be Miyakojima Naruka-sama. My name is Tsurumi Shizune, a servant in the Konohana family."


  Naruka, who didn't expect to be called, jumped in place.


  "I'm sure you've already heard about the circumstances from Itsuki-sama. As for our family, Itsuki-sama's family is a close business partner of ours, so we would appreciate it if you could keep quiet of this matter."


  "A-Ah! I've heard about this from Itsuki, and I trust him. I won't tell anyone, so no need to worry."


  "Thank you very much."


  Shizune-san bowed reverently. Apparently, Shizune-san went out of her way to appear in front of us in order to talk about this matter again.


  Naruka knows that I work for the Konohana family, so when me and Hinako ride home in the same car, Naruka won't have any doubts.


  "Has Naruka been picked up yet?"


  "Ahh. They should be here by now."


  When I said this, Naruka became quiet.


  Naruka takes her phone out of her pocket and puts it on her ear. There seems to be a call.


  Eventually, Naruka ended the call and let out a small gasp.


  "What's wrong?"


  "Ah, it seems there's traffic and my pick-up is a little late. Fortunately, they seem to be close by, and I'll head there myself, so Itsuki and the others can go home first."


  Even if she says to go home first


  As someone who has been recently involved in kidnapping, I'm a little concerned about leaving Naruka alone.


  "Shizune-san. I'm going to take Naruka home."


  When I told them, Shizune-san and Naruka's eyes widened.


  I looked at Naruka.


  "I'm sure your car is close by, right? I'll go with you until there."


  "T-That's fine with me, but is that okay?"


  I turned my gaze towards Shizune-san, Shizune-san nodded as if she understood my intention.


  "I understand. Due to Ojou-sama's busy schedule, we will return to the mansion first. We will have a replacement waiting for you, so please use that one, Itsuki-sama."


  Shizune-san then looks at Hinako, who got into the car first.


  "You don't mind, Ojou-sama?"


  "Yes."


  Hinako replied with a smile.


  "Thank you very much."


  I thanked her and decided to send Naruka back.


  * * *


  As the car pulled away from the academy, Hinako let out a deep breath.


  "I'm so tired."


  "Thank you for your hard work."


  Hinako stopped her facade and let out a lazy sigh. She then turned around on her knees in the back seat and looked out the window.


  "Muu... Itsuki's getting along with others."


  "If you didn't want that, you shouldn't have allowed it."


  "...Is it fine to keep him all for myself?"


  "That's a gaffe. It would be unnatural if Ojou-sama denied Itsuki-sama while in that state."


  Itsuki's idea of sending Naruka home was gentlemanly. The perfect Ojou-sama can't let her selfishness prevent him from doing so.


  "Hey, Shizune. Do you know what the 3 second rule is?"


  Hinako asked with a smug look on her face.


  She thought that she could tell her, since she wouldn't know, however-


  "Yes, I know."


  "...Eeehh."


  "Because of that famous misunderstanding, there has been a great amount of research on that subject. A woman who was a high school student in the U.S. at the time is famous for her research that won her the lg Nobel Prize. But that was actually the 5 second rule."


  "...Muuu."


  By all accounts, Shizune knew more than Hinako. Hinako was just overly sulking.


  Shizune gave a small smile to Hinako.


  "Truly, ever since Itsuki-sama arrived Ojou-sama has changed."


  "...Really?"


  "Ojou-sama has attended several tea parties in the past, but all of them were under the order of Keigon-sama. Isn't this the first time Ojou-sama has attended a tea party on her own?"


  "Hmm... I think, that's true."


  Hinako says in a small voice as if she doesn't care.


  Shizune casts a worried glance at Hinako.


  "Ojou-sama. How are you feeling?"


  "...It's soon."


  Hinako answered languidly.


  * * *


  "Waaaaa~"


  When the car with Hinako drove away, Naruka exhaled deeply.


  "What's wrong?"


  "No, it's just I finally got to relax my shoulders."


  Apparently, she felt relieved and her tension was finally lifted.


  "You said you weren't good at talking to people, but you were able to talk just fine."


  "It's not like I have control over it. I've had a lot of help from a lot of different people, I just managed to hold on."


  Well, I guess that's true.


  Asahi-san and Tennouji-san were especially attentive to Naruka. Asahi-san always tried to liven up the conversation so that Naruka could join in, and Tennouji-san tried to draw Naruka in by asking her questions.


  "Itsuki... Really, thank you."


  Suddenly, Naruka thanked me in a refined manner.


  "If it weren't for Itsuki, I'm sure I would've been a loner till graduation."


  "...That's not true. I just helped out a little, that's all."


  "No, I know what I'm talking about. Today was a life-changing day for me."


  Then Naruka looked at me.


  "After all, Itsuki is my hero. When I was little, he taught me about the outside world and this time, he saved me from my loneliness."


  That's an exaggeration. I didn't intend to make it to such a big deal.


  "That's why it's unfair..."


  Naruka lowered her gaze and said.


  "Unfair. Unfair, unfair, unfair!! Konohana-san is unfair!!"


  "...Still on about that?"


  "Of course! I'll say it again and again! Because, it's just too much! Why are you at Konohana-san's house when we just had a chance to meet again!"


  "That being said it's just convenient for my parents."


  "Kuuuh! I know you said you had an apprenticeship, but what else do you do!? Don't tell me you also work there!?"


  "I guess. But it's just taking care of the surroundings."


  "Konohana-san doesn't need to care about her surroundings! Isn't she perfect from the beginning!?"


  I'm in a pinch because she's not. Of course, I can't say that, so I'll just shut my mouth.


  "...When does the apprenticeship end?"


  "Well, I don't know about that."


  "T-Then, why don't you come to my house after you're done? See, Itsuki must've missed our time together too, right!?"


  I certainly do, but it will be difficult since I'm scheduled to be employed until graduation.


  "Whenever I feel like it."


  "That's just flattery, isn't it!?"


  I'm not Tennouji-san, so I can at least flatter someone one or two times.


  * * *


  "That's the end of today's training. Thank you for your hard work."


  "T-thank you for your help."


  At the Konohana family dojo, I answered, dripping with sweat.


  Lessons were not cancelled on the day of the tea party. Rather, the lessons were more packed, so I was very exhausted.


  "Itsuki~ Bath~"


  At that time. The door to the dojo opened and Hinako appeared.


  "...It's that time already?"


  The time was 10 p.m. I worked up quite a sweat, so I also wanted to head to the bathroom, but.


  "Ojou-sama. Could I ask you to go back to your room first so I can talk to Itsuki-san?"


  "Nn okay. Hurry up."


  Hinako nodded at Shizune-san's words and left.


  "A talk, is it?"


  "Yes. Well, I'm not going to take up too much of your time."


  Shizune-san said with a hesitant look.


  "I don't want to keep Ojou-sama waiting, so I won't go into detail but Ojou-sama's health hasn't been good lately, so please be careful just in case, Itsuki-san."


  "Health, huh? She looked fine at the tea party."


  Did I overdo it?


  "Strictly speaking, I think she will be ill in the near future."


  "...?"


  I tilted my head, not understanding the meaning of her words.


  "It's fine if you're careful. Now, Itsuki-san, please head to Ojou-sama's room."


  With that said, Shizune-san began cleaning up the dojo.


  I didn't understand the conversation, but I'll keep an eye out for it because she said to be careful.


  After entering Hinako's room and changing into a swimsuit, I went into the bathroom.


  "Ahh it's Itsuki~"


  "...Sorry to keep you waiting."


  I approached Hinako, who's already inside, and quickly washed her hair.


  "Are there any itches?"


  "Nope."


  Washing Hinako's hair became a daily routine, and I was also learning from Shizune-san about how to wash her hair as well. Warm the scalp with hot water collected in the hand, and wash with shampoo carefully. Then, take the conditioner and rub it into your hand and let it soak through the hair.


  "...But, Shizune-san also made something amazing."


  As I washed Hinako's hair, I looked back.


  A private shower room was set up there. It's like having a bathroom inside a bathroom. Shizune-san said "You wouldn't be able to wash your bodies with swimsuits on.", so she prepared a shower room so we can wash it ourselves.


  "Hinako, can you get the bucket there?"


  "Oke~"


  Are you making a joke with "Ok" and "bucket"...?


  (TN: Bucket in Japanese is "Oke", and it took me a while for this.)


  I ask Hinako to get the bucket, which I'm not sure was filled with water or not.


  But Hinako dropped the bucket midway back.


  The sound of it dropping echoed.


  "...Ah."


  Hinako quickly picked it up as if she had an idea.


  "3 second rule."


  "...Well, I guess so."


  I didn't know how to respond to the smug Hinako.


  "This is interesting."


  "When you say it like that, it makes it all worthwhile."


  I would prefer her not doing it in public though.


  "After you left me today... What did you talk about with Miyakojima-san...?"


  "No matter what you say 'I just had a good time at the tea party.', normally. That's about it."


  "...Hmmm."


  Seemingly convinced, Hinako changed the subject


  "Itsuki is my caretaker."


  In a small voice, Hinako muttered.


  "...don't go anywhere."


  "Eh?"


  Her voice was so small that I couldn't understand what she was saying.


  However, when I asked back, she didn't answer.


  Hinako's body slowly fell over to me. I suddenly was in close contact with her and became shaken.


  "H-Hey, you'll catch a cold if you stay too long."


  I said, shaking her body slightly. But Hinako didn't answer.


  "Hinako...?"


  Clearly something was wrong.


  When I looked at her face, Hinako was dripping with sweat and letting out painful moans.


  "Hinako!?"


  After Hinako collapsed in the bathroom, I immediately carried her body to my room and called Shizune-san.


  At first, I thought she was being overzealous, but her breathing was ragged and heavy. After wiping Hinako's body, I asked Shizune-san to confirm her condition.


  "A mild fever."


  Shizune-san said as she gazed at Hinako lying on the bed.


  "First of all, let's let Ojou-sama sleep in her room."


  "...Yes."


  Shizune-san already had the tools to take care of her.


  While I was out of the room, Shizune-san quickly changed Hinako into nightwear, and then gave her a tablet of medicine to drink with water. The familiarity of her actions made me feel a small sense of difference.


  "What's wrong?"


  "No, it's just you're very calm."


  "Yes. Because this happens on a regular basis."


  "Regular basis...?"


  Shizune-san answers my question.


  "The reason to her collapse is because of her acting."


  For a while, I couldn't understand what she meant.


  "Stress from acting, could be from her keeping up an act every single day?"


  "Yes. If you're acting out of character so much. It's natural to feel stressed."


  Shizune-san tells me in a straightforward manner. Those words gave me a shock.


  Indeed, Hinako always acts on a daily basis. However, as soon as she returns home, she would immediately revert to her normal lazy personality. She looked like she was having a hard time, but didn't seem to be in any pain. I knew stress would accumulate while acting but I never imagined it would be until she collapsed.


  "Wait, why are you being so casual about this? It's built up to a burden to the point of collapse, right? There's no way we can just overlook this."


  "Even if she does collapse, the fever will go away in a few days. There's no need to worry so much."


  "No, but, if she's going to collapse like this, she might as well stop act."


  "You need to know how to behave yourself."


  Shizune-san's eyes flashed sharply and she glared at me.


  "This is the consensus of the Konohana family. It's not something that can be dealt with personal emotions and of course Ojou-sama is aware of this."


  Hinako knows this. Those words repeated in my head.


  The price of acting is for Hinako to collapse. She's knowingly acting to the point of collapse. So who am I supposed to be mad at? Where do I direct these feelings?


  "When she's out in public, she focuses on her performance. That's why, when she's in the mansion, she drops it for the sake of relaxation and rest. It's no exaggeration to say that the reason Ojou-sama is lazy when home is because of the fatigue and exhaustion due to acting."


  "...So you're saying that Hinako being lazy was recoil from all the acting, when she's out in public?"


  "That's right. Of course, this is her real personality but... She gets more energetic when it's on holidays where she doesn't have to act."


  I knew nothing. I had no idea Hinako had such circumstances.


  "Itsuki-san. If you don't go to bed soon, it will affect classes tomorrow."


  "...I'll still be going to school while Hinako is sick?"


  "Of course. Considering Itsuki-san's academic skills, it's best to not be absent as much as possible."


  "But, I'm Hinako's caretaker and..."


  "The right person in the right place. I'm well versed in what to do when Ojou-sama collapses."


  Saying this, Shizune-san looked me straight in the eye.


  "I will concentrate on taking care of her, so please go back to your room, Itsuki-san."


  * * *


  The next day, I went to the academy by myself.


  "Hey, Tomonari! We had a blast yesterday!"


  "...Is that so."


  When I sat down in the classroom, Taisho called out to me innocently.


  As soon as I spoke to Taisho, Asahi-san arrived as well.


  "Speaking of which, Konohana-san didn't show up today."


  "Yeah well, maybe the usual."


  Hearing Asahi and Taisho-san's conversation, I tilted my head.


  "The usual?"


  "Ah, Tomonari doesn't know. Konohana-san sometimes takes a break from the academy. I heard that she helps out with the family business. Konohana-san must be working hard."


  Taisho told me, and I thought about it, while giving him an appropriate response.


  That's how it's supposed to be.


  It seems that Hinako's periodic collapses are a secret from her classmates. It may as well be kept a secret from everyone in the academy.


  But then no one is going to worry about Hinako.


  Even if Hinako is hiding her true self by putting on a facade.


  Who in the world would stand by Hinako's side?


  When Hinako is having a hard time, who's going to be close by and help her?


  With mixed feelings, more students arrived at the academy and school started.


  * * *


  "Thank you for your hard work"


  Shizune-san, sitting in the passenger seat, calls out to me as I get into the pick-up car.


  With Hinako gone, I occupied the spacious back seat all by myself. However, I didn't feel good about it.


  "Shizune-san. How is Hinako?"


  "She's still resting."


  In other words, she hasn't recovered yet.


  "...How long would it take for her to recover?"


  "That's right Well, by the looks of it, she would likely recover by tomorrow or the day after. Fortunately, tomorrow is a day off, so she should be okay by Monday."


  Thank goodness it's Friday. No it's not. On Monday, Hinako has to go to the academy again. In other words, she has to act.


  Why is this happening...?


  The name of the person who surely knows the answer passed into the back of my mind.


  "Um... Is Keigon-san not coming?"


  When I asked, Shizune-san replied while looking at the front of the car.


  "Keigon-sama is at work. He is at the main residence."


  "But, he knows Hinako collapses, right?"


  "Keigon-sama is the head of the Konohana group. He is not in a position to simply stop work just because Ojou-sama has fallen ill."


  In a way, I thought it was a bit cowardly to emphasize how different of a world we live in.


  I don't understand their common sense. No matter what they say.


  "Then, what about Hinako's mother...?"


  After a short pause, Shizune-san answered.


  "...She has already passed away."


  The answer was surprising. Looking back, Hinako's mother has never been mentioned. If she had already passed away, it would certainly be difficult to talk about her mother.


  "......I see."


  It was also something I didn't know. It's obvious, I haven't been a caretaker for very long. Of course I wouldn't know a lot of things.


  However, her father, Keigon-san, is unable to visit, and her mother has already passed away.


  Then, how many people can stand by and support the suffering Hinako?


  I wonder if I could be one of them.


  "...Um. Can we cancel today's lesson?"


  "I don't think so. Itsuki-san still has more to learn."


  "If so, please let me finish earlier than usual. I'll do my best to make up for it."


  When I said this, Shizune-san widened her eyes slightly.


  "...I understand. Then let's do it 1.5 times faster than usual."


  It seems like a hellish schedule, but I can't turn my back on it.


  After arriving at the mansion, Shizune-san was very harsh on me.


  Preparation, review, etiquette training, self-defense. I was tired to the point of headaches after finishing everything faster than usual, but as a result, I was able to get 2 hours of free time.


  "That finishes today's training."


  "T-Thank you... Very much. May I go to Hinako's room?"


  "It's not a problem. I will be on my way later, so please take care of her"


  After leaving the dojo, I went to my room for a quick wash and then went to Hinako's room.


  Hinako's room was dimly lit by an orange night light. I approached the bed where Hinako was sleeping, watching my step.


  "Ah... it's Itsuki."


  Hinako, who was laying down, noticed my presence.


  "Sorry. Did I wake you up?"


  "It's fine... I've just been spacing out for a while now."


  According to Shizune-san, she slept almost the whole day, so she must've had enough sleep.


  "Itsu.. Ki. Thank you."


  Suddenly, Hinako thanked me.


  "I'm glad you came."


  "...It's obvious. I'm your caretaker."


  "...Ehehe."


  Hinako, who looked anxious and lonely, gave a smile of relief.


  "Let me know if there's anything you want me to do."


  Hearing that, Hinako turned towards me and opened her mouth.


  "Okay, hold my hand."


  Hinako slowly held out her hand.


  "No problem."


  I did as she asked and held her hand.


  It was a very small hand. Hinako's hand, which was more noble and better than anyone else's at the academy, was so thin, small, and fragile it seemed like it could break with a single touch.


  "....Did you sleep?"


  Hinako let out a rhythmic sigh.


  Holding her hand, I looked around. Being alone in such a large room could increase the sense of loneliness. It's also common that sick people get lonely easily.


  That's why someone has to be there to take care of them.


  I'm not sure if I'm the right person to do so.


  Such a thought crossed my mind.


  I wonder if Hinako really feels at ease with me by her side. Even if I am her caretaker, it's still just a job. I don't know how Hinako really feels about me.


  A replaceable follower. A convenient servant. I'd like to believe that I'm not seen like that. However, the feeling of distance and detachment is present.


  Am I just overthinking now?


  At least I know that she's relying on me right now.




  
    
  

  Then, for now, I'll just have to live with it.


  "Hinako... it's okay."


  Hinako's amber colored hair was sticking to her forehead with sweat.


  I brushed her hair lightly to the side and patted her head.


  "Nnn."


  Then Hinako giggled and smiled.


  "...Papa."


  When I heard her mutter.


  I understood my role as her caretaker.


  I see.


  I know what Hinako thinks of me.


  At the same time, the strange distance we've had now made sense.


  Family.


  Hinako must be yearning for family.


  I remembered what I've been doing for her. I remember the lap pillow, taking a bath with her, and now I'm sure, Hinako is looking for the warmth of a family.


  "...I know that feeling."


  I talked to myself as I stroked Hinako's head.


  "Family is something you long for, right?"


  This reminds me of my own family. Both of my parents are hopelessly lazy people, but because of that, their kindness and gentleness at a moment's notice, will always be in my memories. When I was injured, they took care of me. They would also buy me a cake on my birthday. Although I still resent the fact I was left alone while they fled in the middle of the night, those memories aren't lost to me.


  As the daughter of the Konohana family, Hinako always lived separate from her own family.


  Her mother already passed away and her father, Keigon-san, always works at the main residence, so he's rarely seen. Instead, there are many servants in the mansion, all of whom were hired by Keigon-san. Hinako, who doesn't like their formal atmosphere, probably didn't fit well with them.


  "——Itsuki-san."


  A voice called out to me. When I turned around, I saw Shizune-san standing there.


  "How is Ojou-sama doing?"


  "...She just fell asleep."


  Shizune-san looked at the sleeping Hinako, and gave a small nod.


  "Itsuki-san. May I ask you to leave the room for a moment? I have something important to discuss with you."


  "I understand."


  Shizune-san asked me with a serious expression, so I decided to comply.


  But as I was about to stand up, Hinako grabbed my hand tightly.


  I silently make eye contact with Shizune-san.


  "...We have no choice. Let's talk about it here"


  "...Please do."


  I nodded to Shizune-san, who said in a small voice, with a complicated expression on her face.


  "It's about the situation of the Konohana family. Do you remember what Keigon-sama told you before the reason why Ojou-sama is acting?"


  "If I recall, the Konohana Group's economy is in bad shape, and we're trying to find a good fiance for Hinako."


  "That's right. But that would only be the second objective."


  "Second objective?"


  Shizune-san answered my question.


  "The main reason why Ojou-sama's acting, is to welcome an adopted son-in-law into the Konohana family."


  Not to be a fiance, but rather, to receive a son-in-law. In other words, when a man is invited to the Konohana family as a son-in-law for Hinako?


  "The Konohana family has a legitimate heir. He is the eldest son of Keigon-sama, Takuma Konohana. the older brother of Ojou-sama."


  "Older brother... is it?"


  "Yes. However, they are older siblings and hardly know each other. Takuma-sama began living in a different residence when Ojou-sama was 5 years old."


  Apparently, her brother is as distant from Hinako as her father.


  "Takuma-sama, however, has been questioning whether he's worthy as a successor of the Konohana Group. If he does not become the heir, then it will be passed to a son-in-law."


  The stories connect. The reason they're searching for a son-in-law is for him to become an heir.


  "The Konohana family is not only represented by the head of the family, but also by the wife of the head of the family. In other words, if the son-in-law is chosen as the heir, Ojou-sama will also be deeply involved with the work of the Konohana family in the future. It's with this future in mind that Ojou-sama acts every day. Since she will eventually lead the Konohana Group together with the head of the family, she must be perfect and have a personality that will be respected by others. If she has a bad reputation, there will be friction within the Konohana Group. This friction could spread to the point where it could affect the company's fortunes and cause many casualties."


  Saying this, Shizune-san looked at Hinako's face as she slept.


  Konohana Hinako is no ordinary girl.


  The Konohana family's total assets are approximately 300 trillion Yen. Everyone who lives in this country knows the Konohana Group, a financial conglomerate. She is the sole daughter of this influential Group.


  "Do you understand? What Ojou-sama is carrying on her shoulders."


  "...Yes."


  The other day, I felt compelled to help Hinako simply because she was suffering.


  I'm sure that idea isn't wrong. But before that, I should understand Hinako's situation.


  "Am I not allowed to do anything?"


  "If Itsuki-san is willing to help Ojou-sama, I have no right to stop him."


  I widened my eyes in response.


  "But yesterday, you told me to behave myself."


  "Yes. That's why, please be reasonable and support Ojou-sama. That is the role of a caretaker."


  Shizune-san looked me straight in the eye, turned around, and left.


  After watching the door quietly close, I turn my attention back to Hinako.


  "Support Hinako to a reasonable extent."


  I repeat Shizune-san's words.


  There are several conditions that must be met for Hinako to stop acting in public.


  First, Hinako's brother, Takuma, must take over the Konohana family. If this happens, Hinako will marry into another family and will not be involved in Konohana Group's business.


  Second, even if the son-in-law takes over, Hinako should be in a position where she doesn't need to be involved in the business. That way, when Hinako's true nature is revealed, it will have less impact.


  But neither is something I can do. After all, I'm just a hired hand. There's no way I can overturn the guidelines and traditions of the Konohana Group.


  Still, I...


  "The role of a caretaker."


  There are things I can do. I can do something to support Hinako as her caretaker.


  "The role of a caretaker is to protect Hinako's reputation as the perfect Ojou-sama. In other words, they support Hinako behind the scenes to prevent her true nature from being exposed"


  I remember the words of Keigon-san. He said that the role of a caretaker is to protect her reputation. But I don't think that's the case.


  In reality, the role of a caretaker is to allow Hinako to take a break.


  Heal Hinako, who is exhausted by her acting, as much as possible.


  Become someone who Hinako can show her true self to.


  That I can do.


  "...Let's do it."


  The appearance of Hinako, who is struck by fever, overlaps with her younger self, who was cared for by her parents.


  Hinako, who was sleeping while holding my hand, looked so adorable.


  I want to protect her.


  I want to be kind to her.


  I think I need to be kind to her.


  Because Hinako, with such a small body, is carrying something very large.


  Someone has to be kind to her.


  If Hinako says she collapses from fatigue, then heal her from that fatigue.


  For that reason, I'll give you the warmth of a family.


  "Hinako... I'll do my best."


  I swore as I clasped her small hands.




  Chapter 4: Caretaker


  


  Hinako's illness lasted longer than expected.


  According to Shizune-san's assumption, Hinako was supposed to recover on Saturday, but her fever didn't go down until Sunday morning. For the time being, she has been resting the whole day, and if it stays down until the next morning, she will go back to the academy.


  Monday morning. Hinako, who had recovered, got into the car looking lazy.


  "Are you sleepy?"


  "Nn... I fell asleep halfway through the night."


  As I watched Hinako sleeping next to me, I remembered what I decided back on Friday.


  As a caretaker, I wanted to reduce Hinako's burden as much as possible. There was no change in that regard.


  "...Lend me your lap."


  "Yes yes."


  Hinako put her head on my lap.


  I lightly patted Hinako's sleepy head. Startled, Hinako widely opened her eyes.


  "Itsuki... something changed?"


  "What made you think that?"


  "...Somehow, feels kinder."


  "I'm glad to hear that."


  I continued stroking Hinako's head, neither confirming nor denying her question.


  "Warm..."


  Looking more comfortable than usual, Hinako went to the academy.


  However, there was a glance coming from the passenger seat. Shizune-san was watching us silently.


  * * *


  We reached the classroom and I took my seat.


  The students of the academy were full of energy on Monday morning. They must have a regular lifestyle as they're very different from my classmates at my old school.


  "Yo, Tomonari!"


  "Good morning, Taisho-kun."


  As I put my bag next to my desk, Taisho called out to me.


  Since the tea party, I felt closer to Taisho. Although I needed Shizune-san's permission, I was reminded once again that it was important to deepen my interactions with classmates.


  "Konohana-san as well, good morning! You took Friday off, what did you do?"


  "Good morning, Asahi-san. I was helping out with some house work on Friday."


  "I see. That's tough."


  I listened to Asahi-san and Hinako's conversation as they talked about Taisho and other trivial matters.


  Apparently, Hinako's absence isn't considered to be due to an illness at all. That may be right for appearance sake, but it's still a complicated feeling for me.


  * * *


  —Lunch break.


  I sneaked out of the classroom as usual and was eating my lunch with Hinako.


  "Hinako, open your mouth a little more."


  "Nn~"


  I fed Hinako, who opened her mouth a little bigger, a side dish from her bento.


  As usual, I was feeding Hinako her lunch.


  ...I feel like this is the only thing out of place from my normal pace.


  I had only been fed like this when I was little. Either way, if this is a way for Hinako to relax, I'll do my best to do it for her.


  "...Muu."


  Hinako looked at her bento and let out a small grunt.


  "Itsuki... this is for you."


  Hinako pointed a chopstick towards my mouth.


  What she gave me was a piece of fresh and juicy green pepper.


  "...No can do. Even if you dislike it, you have to eat it."


  "Muuuu..."


  I could have just followed Hinako's orders, I'm sure any other caretaker could've done the same. But it's never that easy.


  What Hinako needs is the warmth of a family.


  You must treat them like a member of your own family, and not yield in cases like these.


  To do that, I need to care more about Hinako more than Hinako herself.


  "If your nutrition isn't balanced, you'll become ill."


  "...It's not a big deal, I'll just sleep in the mansion if I get sick. It's probably easier that way."


  "Don't say that."


  I didn't want her to feel that way, so I gave her some motivation.


  "I'd be happy if Hinako is healthy and well."


  With that, Hinako lowered her gaze and put her chopsticks back in the bento.


  "...I'll eat."


  Terrified, Hinako ate a green pepper.


  I couldn't help but be impressed at the sight of Hinako eating green pepper while having a difficult look on her face.


  * * *


  After school. I returned to the mansion with Hinako and was receiving Shizune-san's training as usual.


  "Thank you for the meal."


  After finishing dinner at the table in my room, I wiped my mouth and sat down.


  Today, we were practicing table manners. I was eating all the dishes served to me with the knowledge I've acquired, while Shizune-san was standing by my side, calmly scoring me.


  "You're still moving awkwardly, but... you've acquired the bare minimum of knowledge."


  "Thank you very much."


  "However, you're still too naive. I told you to leave from the left side of the table when you get up"


  "Ah... I'm sorry. I forgot."


  I remembered when I was sitting down. But, after finishing my meal, I relaxed and forgot.


  I still have a lot to learn. I have to work harder to be there for Hinako.


  "...By the way, what does Hinako usually do for dinner?"


  I suddenly asked Shizune-san what I was interested in.


  "I always eat in my room, being taught manners, but where... no, who does Hinako eat with?"


  "Ojou-sama already finished her dinner in the dining room of the mansion."


  Shizune-san answered briefly.


  "...All alone?"


  "Yes. The servants may help bring the food, but only Ojou-sama is allowed to eat."


  I had a premonition that that was the case, but I still had mixed feelings about it.


  "Um... so, can I have dinner with Hinako from now on?"


  "That would be a no."


  In a definite manner, I was given a firm rejection.


  "Itsuki-san hasn't finished learning mannerism. We will reconsider once Itsuki-san has mastered it."


  "...Yes."


  If I can be there for Hinako by learning manners, I must work even harder.


  "And, Itsuki-san. Please wake up Ojou-sama tomorrow morning."


  "Wake her up... Me?"


  "As I told you on the first day, we will be increasing Itsuki-san's work step by step. The caretaker will eventually be in charge of every aspects on Ojou-sama's life, from getting her up to putting her back to bed."


  "...I understand."


  Hearing Shizune-san's explanation, I nodded.




  * * *


  The following morning.


  Morning came early in the Konohana house. I woke up at 6 a.m., changed into my school uniform, and left my room immediately.


  First, sweep and clean outside the room. After carefully wiping away the filth in front of the door, under the corridor, and near the stairs, the cleaning tools are placed in the center of the first floor. Although guests rarely visit the servants place, if it's dirty, dust and dirt may latch on to the servants uniforms. We're told to be thorough in our cleaning, as it was impolite to stand before a guest in dirty clothes.


  I'm on cleaning duty today. On other days, I can sleep a little more.


  7 am. The servants gather in the dining room to eat and begin the meeting.


  There were approximately 30 servants gathered in the dining room. Servants who had the night shift or day off didn't attend.


  "There will be no changes to the schedule today. Let's just stick to it and get the job done."


  The servants replied "Yes" to Shizune-san's words.


  As I learned when I started working here, Shizune-san is the head maid, which is the most prestigious position among the maids in the Konohana family. The servants of the Konohana family are led by 2 people, the head maid and head butler.


  7.30 a.m. The servants finished eating and moved their posts.


  I also headed to Hinako's room.


  "Itsuki-san, good morning."


  On the way to Hinako's room, I was called out by one of the maids.


  "Good morning."


  "I know it's hard being a caretaker, but I wish you all the best."


  "Yes, thank you."


  The woman who encouraged me left swiftly.


  "...Little by little, I'm being accepted."


  I've been a caretaker for a week now. My face is now well known to the servants of this house.


  When I reached the front of Hinako's room, I stopped.


  "....I just need to wake her up, right?"


  If I think about it carefully, I've never woken up a woman before.


  However, Shizune-san isn't someone who gives out unreasonable instructions. I'll think that she entrusted me with this because I could do it.


  "Excuse me."


  I knocked and entered.


  It's said that servants can enter without knocking. However, the Konohana family has a rule that new servants must knock first. With the recent developments of PC and other electronics, privacy has become more important, and they needed to change the rules to be more flexible.


  When I entered the room, Hinako was sleeping comfortably on a bed with a fancy cover.


  "Hinako, it's morning."


  "Nuuu.... 3 more hours."


  The numbers are too different. I thought it'd be 3 minutes, but I can't wait for 3 hours.


  "Wake up or you'll be late."


  "...I want to be late."


  "No good!"


  If you do that, all of your acting will be in vain.


  If Hinako's public image is ruined because of me, I'll be dismissed as her caretaker. Then I wouldn't be there for Hinako.


  "Come on, get up."


  When the blinds and curtains opened up, the room was bathed in dazzling sunlight.


  "Muuuuu..."


  Rubbing her eyes with the back of her hands, Hinako raised her body.


  "...Eh, I-Itsuki...?"


  "Yeah. Good morning."


  After I greeted her, Hinako looked at me absentmindedly.... And went back to bed.


  Why are you going back to sleep...


  "....Wake me up."


  Hinako said, pointing her hands upwards.


  You want me to wake you up? ...I smiled wryly at the spoiled Hinako.


  "Yes yes."


  I pulled Hinako's hands and lifted her up.


  As I lightly held her upper body, Hinako smiled slightly.


  "Itsuki... good morning."


  "Good morning."


  After exchanging morning greetings once more, I picked up her uniform from the hangers.


  "I'll leave your clothes here. I'll wait outside."


  "...Help me."


  "...Eh?"


  "Help me.. Get dressed."


  Hinako said, holding out her hands, that says "take off my clothes".


  "No, helping out is a bit..."


  "Huu~rry~"


  My job is to wake up Hinako and get her to the dining room... I wonder if that also includes helping her get dressed.


  Slowly, I undid Hinako's button.


  I could see Hinako's skin through a gap in her shirt.


  "...!"


  It was a very stimulating sight, and it made me feel uncomfortable.


  Hinako closed her eyes leisurely and surrendered herself to me.


  "Calm down... calm down, me."


  I helped Hinako get dressed while thinking to myself. I opened all the buttons of her shirt to reveal her peach-coloured underwear. Squinting my eyes to the very limit, I helped her into her uniform.


  ...Hinako doesn't look at me that way.


  I'm sure Hinako is looking for someone who can give her the warmth of a family she trusts.


  In order to achieve that, I must get rid of my excessive thoughts. That's what I thought—


  "——Itsuki-san, are you there?"


  "Y-Yes!?"


  I heard Shizune-san's voice from outside the room.


  I was so surprised and startled that I made a weird noise.


  "I forgot to mention that Ojou-sama often says things in her sleep. For example, sometimes she asked for help getting dressed... But you're a man, so you wouldn't take it seriously, right?"


  I took it seriously!!


  What do I do!?


  Do I apologize? It'd be better if I had her come here to help... no, it's too late for that. If Shizune-san sees me like this, my life as a man will be over.


  "O-O-Of course! Not having that much common sense isn't my quirk!"


  "That's right. My apologies, you aren't a thriving monkey... I've come to understand over the past few days that Itsuki-san has a direct and dedicated personality. Like Ojou-sama, I too will place my trust on Itsuki-san."


  It hurts, It hurts, It hurts... It really hurts.


  Shizune-san, why do you give me compliments only at times like this?


  "Um... Hinako."


  "Whaat~?"


  "...Can you not tell Shizune-san that I helped you change clothes today?"


  When I asked her to do so with cold sweat dripping down my face, Hinako thought for a bit before replying.


  "...If you make it part of your daily routine, sure."


  "Ehhh..."


  "I'll see you every morning, from now on..."


  GIVE ME A BREAK. Is what I said in my mind.




  * * *


  "Midterms?"


  I was currently in the classroom of the Academy, which I've grown accustomed to.


  I asked Taisho as I sat down in my seat.


  "Ah. Tomonari just transferred in, so I thought I mentioned it. Midterms start next week."


  "Next week... It's very early for midterms."


  "We also have earlier opening ceremonies compared to other schools."


  I was convinced by Taisho's words.


  I haven't heard anything from Shizune-san... but in any case, I never skipped preparing and reviewing every day. Even though I know it's right before an exam, I'll do the same as usual.


  "By the way, here's some questions from past years. If you want to, you can try and do it."


  Taisho then showed me a stack of papers.


  I read through the contents and... I began dripping with cold sweat.


  ...I could be in trouble.


  It's something I hardly know how to solve. Even though I'm receiving guidance from Shizune-san, I wonder if I'll be able to solve this before next week.


  It's not that I've never cut corners before, but I felt a sense of urgency.


  * * *


  Lunch break. As usual, I was eating lunch with Hinako.


  "Itsuki... I want that next."


  Hinako said, looking at her lunch box.


  But I kept my mouth shut, deep in thought.


  "...Itsuki?"


  "...N? Ah, sorry. Hamburger steak?"


  I picked up the hamburger steak of Japanese beef with chopsticks and brought it to Hinako's mouth.


  "Ishuki... whash wong?"


  "...Swallow it before speaking."


  I can't understand what you're saying.


  Hinako swallowed her food and then spoke again.


  "Itsuki... What's wrong?"


  It looks like Hinako sensed that I was acting strangely.


  I answered with a sigh.


  "It's not a big deal, just the midterms seem to be harder than I thought. I was feeling a little down."


  In truth, it was a big deal. At any rate, a bad score could jeopardize my position.


  Social Studies, Economics, and English are subjects that can be managed by memorization. These can be managed over time.... But I can't do anything other than that.


  "I can teach you, if you want...?"


  "Eh?"


  "I may look like this, but I'm still at the top of the class... Doya?"


  Hinako puffed out her chest and said with full confidence and pride.


  "...Come to think of it, you were always in the classroom teaching all kinds of people how to study."


  "Nn. My ability is well known... Doya~?"


  Hinako looks very proud of it.


  It feels weird to me, who knows the real Hinako, that Hinako is the top student of the academy.


  I'm trying to be someone who Hinako can trust, but... I feel complicated that I have to get help from her, but I can't go back now.


  "Can I ask you then?"


  "Leave it to me~"


  I fed Hinako, who was now in a good mood, her dishes from her lunch box as a sign of gratitude.


  After finishing lunch, I returned to the classroom and sat down at my seat.


  As I was relieved that I had a way to prepare for the exam, Taisho and Asahi-san approached me.


  "Tomonari-kun, I heard about it. You're anxious about the midterms?"


  Asahi said. Apparently Taisho told her.


  "Yes... For reference, I'd like to ask both of you, do you have anything special you do to study for the exams?"


  "Well, I don't really have anything. If I had to say something, it'd just be spending more time studying than usual, or something like that?"


  "I'm the same as Asahi. Instead of prep work, I do review."


  Students at Kiou Academy normally study after school so they can keep up without doing anything unusual.


  "On the other hand, how did you study in your previous school?"


  "That's right... sometimes I pull an all nighter, and there was also study groups."


  "Study groups?"


  I explained to Asahi-san, who tilted her head.


  "We all get together to study. When there's more people studying together, it motivates me to do my best, and sometimes we cooperate by teaching others our areas of expertise."


  This type of cooperation, however, mainly consisted of chatting to one another and not actually studying.


  "Then, why don't we try it out?"


  "Eh?"


  Asahi-san happily replied to my explanation.


  "A study group! Let's do it, sounds fun and interesting."


  Both Taisho and Asahi-san's eyes were shining brightly for some reason.


  "Let's have the same members as we had at the tea party. You know a lot of people with high grades."


  "That's a good idea! I'll try to invite them!"


  It was just supposed to be a conversation, but before long, they're completely on board.


  But... what to do. I was going to ask Hinako to teach me instead but...


  "Tomonari-kun, when are you free?"


  "No, about that... I haven't decided to participate yet."


  "Ehhh~ Aren't you coming, Tomonari-kun!? You came up with it!"


  "Yeah! Tomonari explained it, so participate as well!"


  The mood was making it hard to refuse.


  Well... we can have a study group and let Hinako teach us.


  "...I understand,"




  * * *


  After school. I talked to Shizune-san about the study group after the lessons were over.


  "A study group, is it?"


  "Yes. To prepare for the exam, we decided to study together with the same members of the tea party..."


  "It hasn't been too long since the tea party... Is it really necessary to study in groups?"


  Shizune-san gave me a sharp look.


  "Since it's only a preparation for the academy's exam, I thought it'd be useful to learn from someone experienced."


  But if that's the case, I could always just ask Hinako.


  Why do we study with the same members of the tea party? I have my own ideas.


  "This is just my selfish idea but... All the people I invited to the tea party are the ones I rely on. Asahi-san, Taisho, Tennouji-san, and Naruka are very precious to me and I want to cherish it."


  So please, allow me to interact with them more.


  When I implied this, Shizune-san gave me a small nod.


  "I understand. I was also planning to start the actual curriculum of the exams tomorrow, but if that's the case, we can adjust the schedule."


  I widened my eyes at Shizune-san, who told me this indifferently.


  "I'm sorry. I didn't know you already prepared it for me."


  "You don't need to worry about it. I'm an outsider after all. As Itsuki-san said moments ago, fellow students would be able to come up with more countermeasures."


  However, it'd be a waste if I didn't use the time and effort that's been spent already.


  Along with the study group, let's also complete the curriculum Shizune-san prepared.


  "I think that'll be the end of today's practice. Ojou-sama is waiting for you, so please go to your room as soon as possible."


  I thanked Shizune-san and left the dojo.


  The after school schedule for a caretaker is relatively hard. After completing class preparations and review, I'm also given table manners over dinner, more study after, and last is self-defense training.


  * * *


  After practice, I then head to Hinako's room and we go inside the bathroom together.


  The schedule was tough at first, but I finally got used to it.


  "...But, first."


  Remembering my errands, I went to my room first.


  After getting the forgotten items, I head to Hinako's room again.


  "Muuu..."


  I joined Hinako, who was already in the bathroom and washed her hair.


  Meanwhile, Hinako was grunting and groaning.


  "...Are you still sulking?"


  "But I was supposed to be the one to teach you... muuuu..."


  "I'm sorry I decided to do this on my own. But it's not like I'm going to stop studying with Hinako just because we're having a study group."


  "...Are you discontent with me?"


  "No, that's not what I meant but..."


  She seems to be in a really bad mood.


  So I rinsed the shampoo off and got up.


  "...Just wait a bit."


  I went back to the dressing room and got the things I prepared earlier.


  "Don't tell Shizune-san."


  I took something out of the cold bag, and handed it to Hinako.


  "This is...?"


  "It's ice cream. I secretly bought it before getting into the car."


  Since Hinako and I supposedly live in different houses, she was supposed to get in the car alone first, then I went to a secluded place to get picked up. After school today, I secretly bought a cooling bag and ice cream before going to the meeting point and hid them in my bag. Shizune-san gave me the minimum amount of money when I go to school, so I used that.


  "Hinako, have you ever eaten ice cream in the bathtub?"


  "No, but..."


  "It's the best thing you will ever taste."


  I also bought one for myself, so I'll eat one first.


  Then Hinako did the same and ate it while soaking in the bathtub.


  "!! So good! So yummy...!!"


  "Right?"


  With a sparkle in her eyes, Hinako is seriously impressed.


  Seeing her happy expression, I can't help but smile.


  ...I managed to get her back to a good mood.


  This was originally prepared for Hinako to take a break.


  As a caretaker, my goal is to make Hinako's days clear without collapsing. If she's been collapsing regularly, that means the way she's done it up until now isn't working.


  These small steps become important. The things I've prepared with this in mind paid off.


  "Ah..."


  A piece of ice cream falls to the floor. The floor was warm and the ice cream quickly melted... Hinako quickly scooped the leftover liquid with the palm of her hand.


  "3 second rule."


  I frowned at Hinako's bragging.


  "No, don't do that on fluids..."


  "...3 second rule."


  The rule isn't applicable here. Hinako looked dejected and put the liquid back on the floor.


  "Just so you know, don't do the 3 second rule in public too often, okay?"


  "Hm... I'll be careful."


  I wasn't sure if she was paying attention or not, as her response was vague and ambiguous.


  "Itsuki... the study group, when are you doing it?"


  "We haven't decided a date yet, but the sooner the better. Maybe tomorrow or the day after..."


  "..I'll join."


  From the way the conversation went, I knew she'd say that.


  However, unlike at the tea party, I have a sense of uneasiness now.


  "I forgot to ask but... maybe the reason Hinako got sick before was because Hinako attended the tea party?"


  Feeling guilty, I asked that.


  "If so, I think the study session will be a burden for Hinako. I think it would be easier for Hinako if she went back to the mansion first."


  "Nn..."


  In response to my words, Hinako answered thoughtfully.


  "It's not like... that's any better."


  Hinako said. She didn't say much, but I can probably understand what she meant.


  "...I see."


  It's easier for her to be alone, but it doesn't necessarily mean she's happy with that.


  To be honest, I also wanted Hinako to interact with as many different people as possible. Considering the examples of Naruka and Tennoji-san, I feel that Hinako should have good friends too.


  "Besides... I hate it more if I don't have Itsuki by my side."


  I laughed at Hinako when she told me this.


  "Then, would you like to join us?"


  "Nn."




  * * *


  After school. I said to myself as I recognized the faces of the students gathered at the round table.


  "Then, let's begin this study session."


  "Yeah!"


  It was Asahi-san who was the first to shout with joy.


  There isn't exactly the tension of a regular study group, but I feel like pointing a finger at them is a bad idea, so I'll keep my mouth shut.


  We were at the cafe we used when we had our tea party. The members around the table were the same as last time: Me, Asahi-san, Taisho, Hinako, Naruka, and Tennouji-san.


  "But... once again, these are some gorgeous faces. It's reliable to have 2 top graders in the school to help."


  Such words from Taisho made me wonder.


  "I think Konohana-san is in first place, but who's the second...?"


  "...I'm in second place."


  Tennouji-san, sitting next to me on my right side, answered in a sulky voice.


  Tennouji-san has a strong rivalry feeling against Hinako. I apologized to her in a whisper.


  "Asahi-san also has good grades, doesn't she?"


  "Well~. Out of all of us. I'm sure Miyakojima-san would've done better."


  "!?"


  When Asahi-san said that, Naruka's face twitched.


  "I-I only have good grades on PE and history..."


  "History?"


  "The Miyakojima family is a family that respects the spirit of bushido. Because of that, I was forced to study history from a young age."


  (TN: Bushido is a moral code concerning samurai attitudes, behavior and lifestyle.)


  Naruka told us, as if it were hard to say.


  "But, in almost every other subject... I barely passed the red."


  The table fell silent, and Naruka turned red in embarrassment.


  Unlike Hinako, who can do both academics and sports, Naruka only specializes in sports.


  "Um, what can I say... sorry."


  "...No, it's fine. Don't worry about it."


  Naruka said sadly.


  Naruka is feared and respected due to various misunderstandings, but because of that, she has many shortcomings that are often overlooked. Asahi-san and Taisho were looking at Naruka with respectful eyes at the tea party, but now they're looking at her with friendly eyes.


  "This is.... Well, looks like I'll have to do my best."


  Tennouji-san muttered with a difficult look on her face, and looked at me.


  "Tomonari-san. Do you have any idea how the study group will proceed?"


  "No... we were just going to get together and study."


  "Then, how about splitting it up into 2 groups, the ones teaching and the ones being taught? That should be more efficient... I, Konohana-san, and Asahi-san will be on the teaching side."


  In other words, there are 3 people being taught: Me, Taisho, and Naruka.


  "Which subjects are you weak in, Tomonari-san?"


  "Anything that isn't just memorization... I think math will be especially tough."


  I honestly confided in her about my weak subjects. Hinako, sitting next to me on my left, then responded.


  "If you like, I'll—"


  "—If that's the case, I'll help with your studies. I'm good at mathematics."


  Hinako was about to say something, but Tennouji-san's well-projected voice drowned it out.


  In a blink of an eye, Hinako's smile hardens.


  "Then, should I teach Miyakojima-san? I don't have any particular subjects I'm not good at, so I think I can help raise your average score." Asahi-san suggested.


  "P-Please do!"


  Naruka replied in a stiff voice.


  "T-That means, I'm with Konohana-san...?"


  "...Yes. I look forward to working with you, Taisho-kun."


  "Y-Yes, me too!!"


  Taisho seems tense, but he's clearly pleased.


  Hinako, on the other hand, was smiling kindly—while stomping hard on my foot.


  It hurts, it hurts, it hurts...


  Come to think of it, Hinako wanted to teach me since yesterday. So because it's Tennouji-san instead of her who will teach me, she must be in a bad mood.


  It's not like Hinako and I can't study together after we get back to the mansion... Ouch ouch, it hurts, stop drilling my foot with your heels.


  "Well, let's get started then."


  At Tennouji-san's words, we all began to study.




  * * *


  2 hours have passed since we began to study in our own groups.


  At my previous school, study sessions would be full of chatter after 30 minutes, but here, students concentrated on their studies in silence. I guess this is exactly what it means by growing up differently. I was really feeling a sense of urgency about the exam, and I was grateful I could make use of this opportunity.


  "Are you okay, Miyakojima-san? Should we take a break?"


  "Y-Yeah... please. Frankly, my head is about to burst..."


  Naruka held her head and whimpered weakly.


  "Taisho-kun. Let's take a short break too."


  "Ah, yeshh."


  Taisho, who was still nervous, replied to Hinako's suggestion in a hushed voice.


  "Shall we take a small break as well?"


  Tennouji-san, who's teaching me math, makes a suggestion.


  But I answered without looking away from the notebook in my hand.


  "...No, just a little more, please."


  Thanks to Tennouji-san, I was able to slowly solve problems I didn't understand before. I don't like studying to the extent of considering it fun... but it's moments like these when I can see my growth and feel rewarded... That's why, I want to continue just a little bit longer.


  "...Tomonari-kun is a very serious person, isn't he."


  Suddenly, Asahi-san looked at me and said,


  "Ah, no, I don't mean to make fun of you. I'm being serious."


  "That's right. I like the fact that you have the desire to improve yourself."


  Tennoji-san agreed.


  "I'm sure it was Tomonari-san who planned and started this study session as well, right? Tomonari isn't fully aware of being a leader but... on the other hand, he's very good at supporting and pushing others forward."


  Since I have no intention of standing on top of others, I was going to let the point go by, but... I was a little surprised to hear the praise she gave in the second half.


  "What's with that face?"


  "No, I was just surprised, or rather happy, to receive such a compliment..."


  "Ara, I'm good at judging a person's character, you know. In fact, I chose all my servants myself."


  Tennoji-san says proudly.


  "Tennouji-san's servants tend to be quite a tough bunch, don't they?"


  "When I'm outside, I... At home, I have a different servant by my side."


  Servants in the Konohana family are basically employed by Keigon-san, but in the Tennouji family, it seems that their daughter, Tennouji-san, has the right to choose her own entourage.


  "Then, Tomonari-kun, who caught Tennouji-san's eyes, has a promising future, doesn't he?"


  "Yes, I think so. I think it's a bit rude to look at a classmate as a servant, but... if he's up for it, I think he's promising enough to be considered being scouted."


  "Being a servant for the Tennouji family, the conditions aren't too bad either... Tomonari-kun, this is something to think about, okay?"


  Asahi-san said happily.


  —But then, murderous intent was directed at me.


  Both Hinako and Naruka were staring at me sharply.


  "...W-Well, I still have no intention on doing so for the time being."


  "Ara, that's a shame."


  Tennouji-san, of course, was not too disappointed, as it was a redundant conversation.


  "...I think we should take a break too. There's a limit to our concentration, and we'll think better after a rest."


  "...I understand."


  In any case, I plan to continue studying after returning to the mansion.


  I need to make adjustments so that I don't use all my energy here.


  "Ah, Tomonari. Where are you going?"


  "I'm taking a break, and I wanted to stretch a little... so I'll go for a walk for a while."


  I told Taisho and left the cafe.


  I wanted to do some stretching to change my mood, but I was reluctant to do it in a conspicuous place, so I moved to the back of the school building, where there were only a few people. The back of the building is also well cleaned. I began to stretch slowly as the wind blew outside.


  "...I'm blessed, aren't I."


  I recall the members of the study group.


  Hinako, Naruka, Taisho, Asahi-san, and Tennouji-san... I had friends before in my previous school, but my current relationship isn't bad. They're all kind and reliable.


  At first I thought being a caretaker would be difficult and a burden, but before I knew it, I was feeling very comfortable in my current situation. I wanted to support Hinako, but I also wanted to protect this current environment around her.


  Let's do our best in studying.


  Just as I made up my mind to do so, I suddenly heard footsteps behind me.


  "——Tomonari-san."


  I turned around when I heard my name called. And I found Tennouji-san standing behind me.


  "Hm? Are you taking a walk, Tennouji-san?"


  "Yes. I too, would like to stretch a little."


  I see, I wanted to reply, but before I could do so, she said—


  "—That was just a front."


  Tennouji-san told me.


  "I have, a few questions for you, Tomonari-san."




  
    
  

  "What do you want to ask...?"


  I had no idea what she was about to ask, and then she opened her mouth.


  "Tomonari-san. Are you really the son of a middle-aged man with a solid business plan?"


  The question struck my heart.


  My relaxed mood faded away and cold sweat started flowing from my entire body.


  ...Did she find out?


  Why? Why? Did the information leak?


  Calm down.


  I pushed down my agitation, and tried to be as calm as I could.


  "...What makes you think so?"


  I don't see her intention in asking this question. Is Tennouji-san convinced that my identity is false? ...If so, there's nothing I can do about it now.


  "Table manners."


  Tennouji-san said briefly.


  "...I guess that means my manners wasn't good enough."


  "No, there were some poor points, but it was done in an acceptable way. But to my eyes, it looked... fake."


  Tennouji-san said with an observant look at me.


  "I feel that there's something different in your way of doing things. Your manners... it's as if you crammed it into your mind, even if it's just by a little. At the very least, it's not the actions of someone who's been educated from an early age as a heir candidate."


  I recall that Tennouji-san told me earlier that she has good eyes for people. That's something not even Shizune-san pointed out to me. Naturally, I didn't know of it either.


  "Don't get me wrong, I'm not accusing you of anything."


  As I was deep in thought, Tennouji-san adopted a calmer look and told me.


  "I was just a little curious, you see. Tomonari-san is a transfer student, so he probably never had to learn manners before. It makes sense if I think of it that way, but... it's too good to be true."


  "...Too good to be true?"


  "It means that only your knowledge is ahead. You've put in a lot of effort over the last few days, haven't you?"


  Although her tone was questioning me, Tennouji-san was clearly confident in this.


  "Why does Tomonari-san make such an effort? I just thought that the answer might lie in your status... If you don't want to talk about it, I won't pry any further."


  Not prying. I appreciate the thoughtfulness, but I still had my doubts.


  "...You don't find it suspicious?"


  Tennouji-san answers my fearful question with a gentle smile.


  "I don't think it's possible to register someone suspicious at this academy. Tomonari-san must have had his background checked by the academy when he transferred."


  Come to think of it, Naruka also said that a while back.


  But then, why did Tennouji-san mention this topic?


  "...I just, simply asked out of my own curiosity."


  Perhaps reading my mind, Tennouji-san said.


  "Could it be, you too..."


  In a very quiet voice, Tennouji-san muttered something.


  I tilted my head, unable to hear anything she said, and Tennouji-san looked at me as if she gained back her composure.


  "...It's nothing. We should get back soon."


  "...That's true."




  * * *


  When I returned to the cafe with Tennouji-san, Asahi-san and the others were chatting and laughing happily.


  "There's a lot of excitement here."


  Tennouji-san called out to them as she sat in her seat.


  "Ah, Tennouji-san. I was talking about the tea party at Konohana-san's house."


  "Tea party? ...Oh, you mean the annual Konohana social circle, which is around the beginning of spring every year?"


  "As expected, Tennouji-san knows about it already."


  "Well, it's famous, you know. I think the event is being held the week after midterms. I heard it was a big social event with a lot celebrities attending."


  Apparently there's a social event coming up soon hosted by the Konohana family. I had no idea.


  "Have you ever participated, Tennouji-san?"


  "My father attended a few times, but not me. The social gathering is for adults, and besides... the Tennouji and Konohana families have a delicate relationship."


  "Ah..."


  Asahi-san guessed what Tennouji-san meant.


  "It's not that we don't get along. It's just that feeling other's intentions isn't in my nature, so I've declined until now."


  Before the air turned sour, Tennouji-san told us in a matter-of-fact manner. As a commoner, I don't understand what "feeling other's intentions" means, but everyone else seemed to be content with her answer.


  "Have you ever participated, Miyakojima-san?"


  "N-No, I mean, I'm sure the invitation came... but, I'm not good at socializing..."


  Naruka answered Tennouji-san's question as if it was hard to say.


  "I knew that invitations came to Tennoji-san's and Miyakojima-san's family... It's nice isn't it. If it's a ball big enough for the Konohana family to host, they'll have things like dances, right? I like to wear dresses, so if there's a social gathering, I'm always willing to participate."


  Asahi-san said enviously.


  Then Hinako smiled softly.


  "Asahi-san. I can send you an invitation, if you'd like?"


  "Eh, really!?"


  "Yes. As Tennouji-san said, although it's recognized as social gatherings for adults, we have no such intentions on our part, so please feel free to join us. There will be a dance party, and we have several attendees of our age."


  "W-What should I do... I was nervous when I was told it's ok to participate. But maybe this is a valuable opportunity... Can I have it? The invitation."


  "Yes. I will arrange it to arrive within 3 days."


  "Yoosh... Then I'll be dressed up and ready to go on the day of the event! I'll be in your care, Konohana-san!"


  "Yes."


  Hinako easily promised to give an invitation.


  I asked Hinako, secretly whispering in her ear.


  "...Is it really okay? Deciding this on your own."


  "Nn... I was told to invite them since this social event was to show the Konohana family's dignity... I've never done this before though."


  You've never invited anyone before?


  But, the students of the academy are all children of wealthy families. The Konohana family won't lose anything by inviting them.


  "K-Konohana-san! Does that mean I can also join?"


  "Yes. I will also send Taisho-kun an invitation as well."


  Taisho shows his excitement.


  "...This is also part of the plan."


  Tennouji-san muttered.


  "Konohana-san, I will be participating this time... That's how we ended up around the same table at the tea party and study group, and now I can accept the invitation not as the daughter of the Tennouji family, but as a friend."


  Tennouji-san said with a smile.


  "Tomonari-kun, would you like to join us?"


  "Let's see, I'll..."


  Tennouji-san asked me, and I took a glance at Hinako.


  Hinako smiled softly. As a caretaker, we go to the academy together. But I don't think I should be allowed to attend social gatherings...


  "...That's right. I'm sure this is a good opportunity, so I'd like to participate."


  I implicitly convey the nuance that no promises can be made.


  "...What about you, Miyakojima-san?"


  "W-Wait, me!?"


  When they asked Naruka, she was surprised and her shoulders jumped.


  "I-I will go... If I can."


  Everybody except Naruka, had a difficult face at her classic glib.


  Well, I'll leave it at that, since I'm sure she'll be confused and bewildered if we force her to join us.


  The study group continued— and a few days later, the midterms of the Kiou Academy began.




  * * *


  The midterm exams at Kiou Academy were structured a little differently than my old school. The exam time for one subject was ninety minutes. It was simply longer because there were more questions. In addition, subjects not found in other schools, such as economics, were added.


  The midterm exams took place over three days.


  Finally, on the last day, with the last exam done... I could finally let out some steam.


  "...Somehow, it's done."


  As soon as the chime of the exam rang out, I breathed a sigh of relief.


  The students left the school looking exhausted because there were no classes today.


  I took a glance at Hinako's direction. Hinako was surrounded by her classmates, chatting about how well she had done on the exam. It looked like it would take a while, so I headed to the restroom.


  As I was returning to the classroom after using the restroom, I encountered a familiar face.


  "Naruka?"


  "...Oh, Itsuki."


  Naruka, who was walking down the hallway with unsteady steps, turned around.


  Her eyes were devoid of light.


  "Haha, it's done... the test and me."


  "...I'm guessing it was useless."


  Although I suspected this from the study sessions, it seems that Naruka is quite poor in studying. Except for the subjects of PE and history, she seems to be below average.


  "How did Itsuki do?"


  "...At least I think I escaped red marks"


  "Pffft, I'm sure you did. I thought that'd be the case... Because you're a traitor."


  "What do you mean, a traitor..."


  "You work at Konohana-san's house, away from me, and have better grades than mine.... After all, Itsuki is my benefactor. It reminds me of how I'm a bad person in a way... Does Itsuki hate me by any chance?"


  "No, I don't hate you...."


  "......No fair."


  She whispered.


  Not wanting to get caught up in the overflowing negative aura any further, I quickly turned around.


  "T-Then, I'll just go and... see you tomorrow."


  "Tomorrow... I wish I could take a break..."


  You sound like Hinako.


  * * *


  I parted with Naruka, who gazed out the window with distant eyes, and returned to the classroom.


  Just then, Hinako also seemed to have finished chatting with her classmates and was getting ready to leave the school.


  As usual, after Hinako gets in the car, I get in at the rendezvous point further away.


  "Thank you for your hard work on the exam."


  When I got inside the car, I was approached by Shizune-san.


  "How was it?"


  "Thanks to your help, I was able to solve them reasonably well."


  "I'm not sure how much "reasonably well" means, but considering the results of the mock exam on the day before... It wasn't too bad. It's worth studying hard, isn't it?"


  "...Thank you very much."


  Shizune-san's praise made me feel like the test was finally over.


  I guess I managed to overcome it.


  I passed one. But I can't let my guard down. I'll continue to study.


  The car heads to the Konohana family mansion. There's not much conversation today because I was tired too.


  "Speaking of which, Ojou-sama. The day after tomorrow, on Saturday, I've been asked to tell you to attend a meal along with Keigon-sama."


  Shizune-san said from the passenger seat.


  "The guests are the CEO of Chikamoto shipbuilding corporation, as well as the director of several other members of Sea Japan United. Chikamoto shipbuilding's plan is to partner with the companies under Konohana group. Sea Japan United partnered with Chikamoto shipbuilding for economic purposes, and that kind of relationship is appearing."


  While looking over the documents, Shizune-san continued to explain.


  "When she was 7 years old, Ojou-sama greeted the CEO of Chikamoto Shipbuilding at a social gathering. When arranging the meal recently, the other party wanted to see the grown up Ojou-sama at a glance, and I've been informed that Ojou-sama has been decided to attend. Please do not misbehave."


  "Nnn... so annoying."


  "Please."


  Perhaps accustomed to this kind of exchange, Shizune-san continued without hesitation.


  Hinako was sitting to my right, pouting.


  "And, Itsuki-san."


  "Yes."


  "I will ask Itsuki-san to come closer to the venue on the day of the event."


  "Yes?"


  I tilted my head at the unexpected words.


  "I'm sure you'll have opportunities to attend social circles in the future, so there's no harm in getting used to the atmosphere now. The meal will be held outdoors, so please observe from afar as a servant of the Konohana family on the day of the meal."


  "...I understand."


  * * *


  Saturday. On the day that Hinako was to attend a meal with Keigon-san, I had changed into clothes that Shizune-san gave me to accompany her as a servant.


  "A suit, is it?"


  I mutter to myself as I ask Shizune-san to check my outfit.


  "Do you not like it?"


  "No, that's not what I meant... I'm just not used to wearing it."


  Unlike my part-time and school uniform, the clothes are a bit tight and uncomfortable. However, my outfit in the mirror looks good compared to my usual school uniform. It may be because I had my hair set up, but I think it's because of the high quality of the suit.


  "By the way, that suit is the highest Italian brand, costing 700,000 yen."


  "Eh!?"


  "Please treat it with the utmost care."


  It was even more than I imagined.


  Don't leave a single stain on the suit. With that mission in mind, I left the mansion with Shizune-san.


  * * *


  "This is the venue."


  It took about an hour to drive there but we finally arrived at our destination, a pension house.


  "Shizune-san. Is this another Konohana family residence?"


  "It's more like an event venue than a villa. This one is mainly used for events like this."


  A large, well-maintained Western-style house sat before us. The front desk was decorated in the same luxurious style as a first-class hotel, and there was a spacious golf course next to the building.


  "Then, please go to the front desk, Ojou-sama. We will be waiting outside."


  "...Nn."


  Hinako, dressed in neat and tidy attire for the meal, nodded her head.


  From here on, we will be separated from Hinako.


  "...Itsuki."


  "What is it?"


  "I'm... going to go meet an uncle I don't know."


  "Stop making it sound like a crime."


  It was a sudden sentence that was hard to respond to from my position.


  I thought that was the end of that but... Hinako was still here.


  "...Itsuki."


  "What is it now?"


  "...I'm off to do my best."


  Hinako looked at me with a somewhat expectant look in her eyes.


  You should have said so, preferably from the start...


  "Yeah, I'm rooting for you. When this is over, we can relax at the mansion together."


  Hinako smiled as I said that.


  "...Nn. Ice cream, I want more."


  With that said, Hinako went to Keigon-san.


  After she was about 5 meters away.


  "...Ice cream?"


  Shizune-san mumbled.


  "Itsuki-san, what does she mean by ice cream?"


  "..."


  I turned my face away from the cold gaze that was thrown at me.


  Hinako, you...!!!




  * * *


  Hinako left Itsuki and the others, going towards the front desk of the villa alone.


  Her father, Keigon, was easily spotted. Like Itsuki, his attire was a black suit, but this one was of the highest brand and custom made.


  The servants of the Konohana family were required to wear expensive uniforms in order not to spoil the dignity of the family, but at the same time, there was a rule that they shouldn't wear more expensive clothes than the head of the family in order to raise the head of the family. While Itsuki's suit was a ready-made product costing about 700,000 yen, Keigon's suit is much more expensive, costing more than 1 million yen.


  "Long time no see, Hinako."


  "Nn... it has."


  Hinako responded to her father's words with the bare minimum expected of her.


  "How did you do on the exam?"


  "...No problems."


  "That's good. Keep your grades up, as the daughter of the Konohana family."


  Keigon told her as if it were a business call, there was no happiness, anger, or sorrow in his voice.


  "How about Itsuki-san? It's been about a month since he's become a caretaker..."


  "...The best."


  Hinako replied with a bit of enthusiasm, and Keigon opened his eyes in surprise.


  "That's rare. I never thought Hinako would praise a caretaker so much."


  "...I'd like to keep working with Itsuki."


  "Is that so. It was an experimental attempt to hire a commoner who had nothing to do with the Konohana family, but... I'm glad to see that it worked out well."


  Keigon didn't smile, just like a researcher who had confirmed the success of an experiment. He then moved only his eyes and looked at Hinako.


  "You're not under any influence, are you?"


  "...Influence?"


  "I'm sure that Hinako's personality goes well with him, but Itsuki is a commoner. There's no need for you to be seduced by him and become a part of the mundane world."


  Hinako looked at him strangely, not quite understanding what he meant.


  "Let's get moving. Hinako, please don't do anything rash."


  With a serious look on his face, Keigon put the nail in the coffin.


  The moment after Hinako immediately put on her facade.


  "Yes, father."


  "...Good girl."


  As a lady amongst ladies. As the most talented girl in the Kiou Academy, Hinako starts her act.


  A few minutes later, a car pulled up in front of the villa and the guests for the meal arrived.


  "Thank you for coming all this way."


  "Hahaha, I like to come here, so don't say so. I'm told that today is a casual meeting."


  The guests were breaking the ice, while Keigon solemnly greeted the guests.


  There were 5 guests. 2 of them were directors of Chikamoto shipbuilding, and the others were directors of Sea Japan United. All of them appear to be older than Keigon. The Konohana family is supposed to be the most prestigious among these families, but the reason they have the leisure to relax is because of their age difference and experience.


  "Hey, it's been a long time. Do you remember me?"


  The CEO of Chikamoto shipbuilding called out to Hinako.


  "Yes. When I was 7 years old, I greeted you at a social gathering."


  "I'm glad you remember me, even after a long time. You're still polite as ever."


  The CEO of Chikamoto shipbuilding was impressed.


  "Hoo, is this Konohana-san's daughter?"


  "Yes. Her name is Hinako."


  Hinako bowed elegantly at Keigon's introduction.


  "I've heard rumors. I have an acquaintance who has a child attending Kiou Academy. I heard through a friend of mine that you're called the perfect lady at the academy."


  "I'm flattered."


  Hinako bowed politely.


  "She's also very promising, with excellent grades... I'm sure Konohana-san must be very proud to have a daughter with such a good reputation."


  "Yes. I'm grateful that my own daughter has grown up to be honest and upright."


  Keigon then took a quick glance around at the guests' faces.


  "I'm sure you must be tired of talking while standing, so let's move to the venue. We have a table outside at Chikamoto-san's request, if that's alright."


  "Yes. It's a nice day today. And we don't have a big meeting, so we can relax and talk in the breeze."


  * * *


  I was watching Hinako and the others having a meal with Shizune-san.


  "How is it, Itsuki-san? The atmosphere."


  "Let's see..."


  I answered Shizune-san's question without moving my gaze.


  "Somehow, their manners are very casual. Each movement is natural... but you can tell that they're still paying attention..."


  "That is proper manners."


  Shizune-san explained.


  "It feels natural to the point where no one feels suffocated, but enough to make it clear that everyone is showing their manners and polite behaviors. It may seem tokenistic at first glance, but the sense of cooperation created by mutual adherence to common rules builds stronger relationships of trust."


  "Trust, is it..."


  "Although manners are often despised these days, there are many situations where it is necessary. It is necessary, especially for the upper echelon... Manners are not about words, but about attitude. It becomes necessary because we're in a position where we can't say what we really feel."


  That's harsh. There are times where I can't understand it as a commoner.


  "...That's why it's very rude to break it."


  With that said, Shizune-san shut her lips.


  I also keep my mouth shut and observe Hinako, Keigon-san and the others at the meal.


  The meal seemed to be going well so far.


  * * *


  "Oh, you still study even after you get home?"


  "Yes. However, I don't study all the time."


  Hinako was talking to the executives after swallowing a mouthful of finely chopped vegetables with a knife.


  They set their sights on Hinako, initially watching over her warmly like a beloved daughter, and their inner feelings gradually started to surface. A woman with such a beautiful face and figure, and extremely courteous Hinako, the title of a perfect Ojou-sama truly suits such an embodiment perfectly.


  "She is a very nice girl. I would like to exchange her for my son, who's a complete idiot."


  The CEO of Chikamoto shipbuilding tells Keigon with a laugh.


  "Surely you jest. The CEO's son also graduated from an excellent university, didn't he?"


  "Education and capability are 2 different things. He's still immature, and I don't think I can let him take over for the time being."


  The CEO said regretfully.


  A servant of the Konohana family collects the empty plates and distributes new dishes.


  "Oh, no meat?"


  "Today's menu is a little lighter because it's still lunch time. If it were dinner, I would've made something a little more grandiose..."


  "I have other matters to attend to in the evening. I would've preferred dinner if I could."


  Hahaha, the CEO and executives laughed.


  "Hinako-chan is still a student at her age. Maybe she wanted to eat something more?"


  "No, I'm a small eater, I've had enough."


  With a fake smile, Hinako replied to them.


  The CEO of Chikamoto shipbuilding puts his finger to his chin when he sees her beautiful and courteous behavior.


  "Oh my, she's as good as they say she is. I'm sure she'll have a lot of options to marry into."


  "I would be delighted as a parent if that were to happen, but I'm sorry to say that no such plans have been made yet."


  When Keigon said that, the CEO was slightly surprised.


  "Oh, is that so? If it was Konohana-san's daughter, it wouldn't be surprising to have a fiance..."


  "There used to be one, but for various reasons we ended the relationship. He's not here anymore."


  "Hooo."


  The CEO's eyes narrowed.


  "Actually, I have an acquaintance who is looking for a marriage partner."


  Keigon almost smiled, but quickly suppressed it.


  "Could I ask for further details?"


  "Yes. My acquaintance is from a family that does a lot of business with foreign countries. The size of their business is okay, but it's a business that involves celebrity clients, so they were hoping for someone who is polite and respectful. Well, it's just my idea, after all but... I thought your daughter might be someone he would like."


  "...I see. The other party is the son of said acquaintance."


  "That's right. I'm pretty sure he's in his early twenties."


  As he was given this information, Keigon started thinking about the Konohana family's future.


  An acquaintance of the CEO of a shipbuilding company. A family with extensive overseas business dealings. If so, the business is definitely related to trade. Although not so large in size, the fact that the business is aimed at the celebrity segment of the market suggests that it's a unique market.


  "I will consider it."


  "Hahaha, this is a long shot, isn't it?"


  "You jest. I will seriously consider it."


  Telling the CEO it wasn't flattery, Keigon tilts his cup to his mouth.


  Soon after, their plates were collected and the last item on the menu was placed on the table.


  "Here is the dessert."


  "Oh, baked sweets? An elegant dessert like this isn't bad once in a while."


  The CEO of Chikamoto shipbuilding said "What a coincidence."... But in fact, Keigon had investigated that the man likes baked goods. Sure enough, the CEO is in a good mood and enjoying the pastry.


  "Konohana-san. About what you just said, may I inform my acquaintance about it?"


  "Of course. As a father, I can vouch for my daughter's abilities."


  Whether or not the son of said acquaintance is worthy of Hinako isn't relevant at this point.


  The important thing is to make connections. Even if this doesn't work out, another may come along, as it did this time.


  "Hinako, that's why—"


  Just as Keigon turned around, calling Hinako's name.


  —Hinako was just in the middle of picking up a piece of goods that fell on the table with her hands.




  
    
  

  The executives were stiff and shocked, with their mouths open. Hinako, oblivious to the air freezing rapidly, quickly puts a piece of the food into her mouth.


  3 second rule.


  Yes, right after he was about to speak.


  Hinako remembered that Itsuki wasn't there, and that they were in the middle of a meal.


  "...Ah."


  A small voice escapes Hinako's lips.


  "...Hmm."


  The CEO of Chikamoto shipbuilding lightly stroked his beard.


  "...Maybe a little less than the reputation had suggested."


  At that moment, I knew Hinako had done it.


  ...Ahhh.


  Maybe I let out my voice at the same time as Hinako.


  Hinako must've also realized her mistake. But it was too late now.


  The meal resumed without a hitch. At first glance, everything seemed to be fine, but... I noticed that Keigon-san's expression turned grim for a moment.


  "That's not good."


  Shizune-san muttered next to me.


  "What's going to happen...?"


  "I don't know. But... considering Keigon-sama's personality, this is as close as it gets to the worst-case scenario."


  Shizune-san, who's usually calm, speaks in a tense voice.


  With a bated breath, we waited for the end of the meal. About 10 minutes later, the participants came out of the villa, preparing to leave.


  "Thank you for coming today."


  "No, I had a lot of fun today. Sometimes it's necessary to take a breather like this."


  The CEO and executives, who are guests of Keigon-san, greeted him in a good mood as they were in awe.


  It didn't look like a mess... But the CEO of Chikamoto shipbuilding opened his mouth as if he just remembered.


  "Oh, and Konohana-san. I'm not sure what to do about that marriage proposal, but please pretend it never happened. For now, if I introduce them, it'll affect my reputation."


  "...Yes."


  "Hahaha, I'm not too concerned about it. I don't know how to put it, but it's just a third party who isn't here at the event. As for myself, I would like to continue to get along with Konohana-san both publicly and privately"


  "Yes, I think so too"


  The guests got into their cars, and left the villa.




  Eventually, after seeing all the guests off, Keigon-san turned to us.


  "—Shizune."


  "Yes."


  "Who taught Hinako those unsightly gestures?"


  "That is..."


  Shizune-san stuttered.


  Unable to bear the atmosphere, I decided to confess.


  "...Excuse me. It was me."


  When I honestly told him, he let out a sigh of relief.


  As if he knows that was the case.


  "I've always wondered. If having a caretaker was necessary."


  Keigon-san said.


  "As you know, Hinako has a big gap between her true self and her acting. The role of a caretaker is to hide the blunders and follow up on them to the best of their abilities... However, this is a roundabout way of doing things."


  With a glance at Hinako, Keigon-san continues.


  His eyes were so cold I could hardly believe they were the eyes of a parent looking at his daughter.


  "We shouldn't allow any blunders in the first place... This is what happens when she has a true personality. The caretaker is the one who encourages Hinako and pampers her."


  Muttering to himself, Keigon-san looked at Shizune-san.


  "—Shizune. From now on, make sure Hinako is always acting, both publicly and privately."


  "All times, is it?"


  "That's right. Make her act at all times, not only in public, but also in the mansion."


  "...I'm afraid that would make Ojou-sama collapse quicker."


  "Fix it."


  Short and to the point, Keigon-san said sharply.


  "This is the result of pampering her just because she collapses. It's not like you have a chronic disease.... I can't stand it anymore. We will provide the time and leadership if necessary... Since she was born into the Konohana family, it's her duty to uphold the family name."


  When I heard those words, the worst possible future passed through my mind.


  It's not a matter of collapsing or not.


  Acting at all times means...


  Hinako's true self... is completely sealed away.


  "W-Wait a minute!"


  I stopped him without thinking. He turned his head towards me, with his expressions cold. For a moment, I felt my nose freeze, but I uttered these words in a trembling words.


  "That... I'm sorry for ruining the meal because of me. But whatever the price is, I'll—"


  "—It's not your fault."


  "...Eh?"


  "Originally, many caretakers quit after a short period of time. So I thought that you would too... I expected your influence to be trivial and insignificant. It is not you who is to blame, but me for making such judgment, and Hinako for being so gullible."


  With regret painted all over his face, Keigon-san said.


  "Shizune. When you return to the mansion, pay Itsuki-kun."


  "...I understand."


  I tilted my head at the end of our brief conversation.


  "My... pay?"


  Sure, it's almost payday.


  But, the reason for the sudden pay is...


  "From now, Hinako won't need a caretaker."


  Keigon-san said as he glared at me.


  



  "Itsuki-san. As of today, you will be dismissed from being a caretaker."


  * * *


  2 hours later. I was stunned, staring at the big closed gate.


  "...This is a lie, right"


  As the head of the Konohana group, Keigon-san's dexterity is unusual.


  After returning to the mansion, I was immediately ordered by Keigon-san to pack my belongings. Because of the sudden and abrupt dismissal, I was given extra as my salary.


  "If you don't have anywhere to go, you should make do with this amount of money for the time being." he said, with a freezing and penetrating expression, exerting his dominance.


  I was given an unbelievable amount of money for my services, and I was evicted out of the mansion.


  In just a day.... Within a few hours, my daily life collapsed.


  I will no longer attend Kiou Academy. As for the withdrawal procedure, I'm sure that it'll be swift and quick. The Konohana family is powerful. They can clean up after themselves as much as they want.


  "Haha..."


  A dry laugh came from my mouth.


  "...Well, and I was living the life I always dreamed of."


  The thought of giving up started taking over my head.


  I wish it had all been a dream. If so—then Hinako wouldn't have suffered so much.


  "...Hinako."


  If this continues, Hinako will be forced to live an even more harsh and painful life than before.


  But with the way it is, I can't even complain to Keigon-san.


  I'm the cause of all this...


  Keigon-san said I'm not responsible, but that's not true. All because I taught Hinako that stupid 3-second rule. Even more so, I knew that Hinako had an extraordinary interest in the culture of commoners, and left it at that.


  The responsibility is mine. When I think about it... I can't do anything about it.


  "Itsuki...?"


  As I was walking aimlessly around the city, someone called out to me.


  I slowly turned around. There was a girl I recognized.


  "...Naruka."


  Standing there was a girl with her black hair stretched down to her thighs


  "What's going on? Why are you here?"


  "I'm taking a walk. I told you, I obtained freedom by defeating my father. Now I'm allowed to somewhat go out—"


  —Naruka, who questioned me, suddenly looked at me and stopped.


  Her expression turned uneasy,


  "...Itsuki, what's wrong? Did something happen?"


  Naruka asked anxiously.


  I was trying to keep my cool... but it looks like I can't hide this feeling in my chest.


  "Actually—"


  Since I don't want to trouble the Konohana family, I will explain what isn't a secret.


  I was the cause of Hinako acting crudely in public. That I was kicked out of the Konohana house because of that. And the surveillance of Hinako would be tightened. These are the things I told Naruka


  "...I see."


  Naruka, who listened to my story, said with a strange expression.


  "I find it hard to believe that Konohana-san would do something so crude in public but... from the looks of it, I'm sure of it."


  Naruka looked at me with a worried face, as if I had a very gloomy attitude.


  "Though not as large as the Konohana family, the Miyakojima family is also large. So I kind of understand what's going on. I'm sure Konohana-san was also struggling in some ways I don't know about."


  "...Yeah."


  Even though I didn't tell her everything, she was able to understand the situation.


  "What happened to Konohana-san?"


  "I don't know the details. But from the looks of it, she's going to be more restricted from now on. We may not be able to do things like tea parties and study groups anymore."


  "I see... The Konohana family is really tough. How could they bind their own daughter with just one mistake, and also kick Itsuki out."


  Keigon-san may not even consider Hinako as his own daughter. At least until now, Keigon-san's words and actions never reflected a feeling of care towards Hinako as a daughter.


  "It's all... my fault."


  Unintentionally, I told my true thoughts.


  "If I hadn't taught her those extraneous things, none of this would've happened."


  Now I only feel regret. I resolved to do my best to heal Hinako's loneliness. And this is the result. I made Hinako suffer more than before.


  "After all, I'm just a commoner who doesn't know manners... If I knew this was going to happen, I should've never gotten involved in the first pla—"


  "—That's not true!"


  Naruka said loudly.


  I was surprised and astonished by the unthinkable outburst from the usual Naruka.


  "Itsuki, that's not true! Itsuki is never wrong!!"


  "Naruka...?"


  "Remember the old me!"


  Naruka said while looking me straight in the eye.


  "I was once forbidden to go out on my own! But Itsuki changed that and my world! I still remember that day vividly! It made me realize how small of a world I lived in!"


  Naruka continued, looking extremely moved.


  "If it weren't for Itsuki, I would probably still be afraid of the outside world. I wouldn't have known the taste of candy bars, how to shop... the buzz of the streets, or the quiet atmosphere of parks... That's why I'm very grateful to Itsuki, more than words can express, I feel very grateful to you."


  Naruka then lowered her gaze.


  "And I'm sure Konohana-san is no different."


  Sadly, Naruka muttered.


  "She's raised to know nothing except what she needs to know. It's very lonely. I'm sure that Itsuki not only saved me, but also Konohana-san from that solitude."


  After saying that much, Naruka looked me in the eye again.


  "Be more confident. Because of that is why... I-Itsuki is the one I-I..."


  Naruka's cheeks turned red as soon as she spoke the next sentence, and as she continued, she averted her gaze.


  "I... A-Admire that part of you..."


  For some reason, Naruka sounded dejected as she spoke the last sentence.


  It was as if she was trying to convey something but changed it to something else instead... Even so, Naruka's words were enough to make my heart flutter.


  ...That's right.


  Even if it's trivial for me.


  Even if it's something like common sense to me, or not very interesting for me.


  For Hinako and Naruka, it could be something life changing.


  "Naruka... Thank you."


  As I thanked her, I thought back to my time at the Konohana house.


  This was by no means a self-indulgence.


  Objectively speaking, it can be seen as not wrong entirely.


  Hinako didn't feel lost and confused with me by her side.


  Hinako has put a certain amount of trust in me.


  Then I want to live up to that trust.


  I still haven't responded to Hinako's feelings.


  "...Alright."


  I remember the day when I made up my mind.


  Hinako is carrying a tremendous amount of weight in such a small body.


  Someone had to be kind and gentle to her.


  If her parents and servants don't fulfill that role... Then I'll do it myself.


  "I'm off."


  "...Where to?"


  "—The Konohana family mansion."


  I told Naruka who encouraged me.


  "I just want to have a little face to face conversation"


  My dark mood is gone now.


  With my confidence brought back by Naruka, I set out for the Konohana family mansion.


  * * *


  Naruka watched with a faint smile on her face as Itsuki's back faded away without looking back once.


  "...Hinako, huh."


  In the end, Itsuki didn't notice the tiny slip of his mouth.


  "Aaahhhhh... now I've sent salt to the enemy..."


  Her benefactor was in trouble, so it was only natural for her to help him.


  She doesn't regret it. But her feelings are a different story.


  Naruka held her head.


  The 2 of them... really, what is their relationship?




  * * *


  While Itsuki was on his way to the Konohana family mansion.


  The door suddenly opened in front of Hinako, who was sitting on her bed.


  "Excuse me."


  A servant, Shizune, enters from behind the door.


  "Ojou-sama. How are you feeling?"


  "...Just like usual."


  Hinako answered lazily and lay down on her bed.


  She didn't go to school because it was a day off, she only attended a singular meal. The time she spent acting was also shorter than usual. Even so, she sometimes collapses due to the stress she's been having.


  In particular, there was an inconvenient event for Hinako today.


  That's why Shizune stopped her work and visited Hinako's room. She didn't want anything to happen to Hinako, so she went to check on her.


  "Shizune... Where's Itsuki?"


  "...Itsuki-san has already left the mansion."


  When Shizune replied, Hinako lowered her gaze.


  "Itsuki... he's only been a caretaker for a month."


  "That's right."


  "...That's a long time."


  "That's right."


  Shizune gave a nonchalant response to Hinako's words, not understanding what she was thinking.


  Hinako's voice sounded stiff, sad, and disinterested.


  Perhaps Hinako wasn't too concerned about Itsuki's dismissal. That's what Shizune thought, but—


  "...If caretakers are not needed, why not hire them as servants?"


  Hinako asked.


  It was something she would never ask about other caretakers before Itsuki.


  "I heard that there's a shortage of gardeners..."


  "...Ojou-sama?"


  "What about the cook...? Or someone who just sweeps and cleans.... Actually, there's a lot...?"


  "Ojou-sama."


  Shizune says more firmly.


  "—Keigon-sama has no intentions of hiring Itsuki-san anymore."


  Hinako should be able to understand such things as a matter of course.


  Although Hinako acts very well, the real Hinako has trouble expressing her emotions. That's when Shizune realized. Hinako was so depressed she turned away from reality.


  "...No."


  Quietly, Hinako said


  "...I want to meet Itsuki."


  Hearing her small wish, Shizune bit her lips and slowly opened her mouth.


  "That won't be permitted by Keigon-sama... You should give up, this one time. It is not a good idea to offend Keigon-sama any further."


  Hearing Shizune's words, Hinako's lips twitched.


  "Shizune... whose side are you on?"


  "I'm just someone employed by Keigon-sama."


  Hinako became even more upset.


  "...Enough. If that's the case, I'll go find him."


  "No."


  Shizune ignored the sharp glare she received and took a bow.


  "I have to help Keigon-sama with his work, so I will leave you now. I will have a guard standing by the door, just in case... so please refrain from any rash behavior."


  With that, Shizune turned around and left the room.


  Hinako let out a gasp when she saw the door slam shut behind her.


  "...Shizune doesn't understand."


  As if determined to do something, Hinako tightens her grip on the futon with both her hands.


  "I'm a woman who can do what I want..."


  With a sparkle in her eye, Hinako sprang into action.


  * * *


  After parting with Naruka, I immediately went to the Konohana mansion where Hinako is in.


  Keigon-san is now at that mansion. After the meal was over, he originally planned to return to the main residence, but he stopped by to check on Hinako's life cycle. He also said he was going to work in the office, so he probably intends to stay for a while. Since I don't know where the main residence is located, I must meet Keigon-san by the end of the day.


  When I returned to the mansion again, I was stared at by 2 guards standing in front of the gate.


  "What are you doing back here?"


  His tone was cold... but his gaze was filled with sympathy.


  After a month of working as a caretaker, I was recognized by the servants of the Konohana family. The 2 gatekeepers in front of me saw me every day when Hinako and I went to and from school.


  "Let me in, please."


  "...I refuse. If you want to enter, please follow the proper procedure."


  I guess he wanted me to make an appointment with Keigon-san before I came in.


  But I can't just accept that and back down.


  There was no way Keigon-san would allow me to do so even if I followed the proper procedure.


  I ignored the 2 gatekeepers and headed to the gate. The gate was amazingly tall, but there were bumps and edges to it. It'd be possible to climb over it.


  "Wait."


  As soon as I took a step towards the gate, the gatekeepers approached me.


  "If you go any further, you're a threat to us. We will take appropriate action."


  It was a roundabout way to say they were concerned about me.


  But there's a reason why I can't back down.


  "Excuse m—e!"


  With determination, I ran to the gate.


  "Wha!?"


  The 2 gatekeepers were surprised and rushed to me as I tried to climb up the gate.


  "This, stupid kid!"


  "Don't underestimate the gatekeepers of the Konohana family."


  The gatekeepers pinched me from the sides.


  If I get caught here, I may never see Hinako again. Such thoughts would come, and my mind would become a mess.


  However, despite the situation, I was surprisingly calm.


  "—Eh?"


  I was the one who was surprised.


  But, the other party was more agitated.


  I quickly dived into the gatekeeper's bosom and threw myself at him by springing my knees. The gatekeeper's back slams into the ground and, bang! A violent sound echoed.


  "Gah!?"


  I turned away from the screaming gatekeeper at my feet and looked at the other one.


  "W-What the hell was that...!?"


  Maybe not expecting a counterattack, the remaining gatekeeper trembled.


  There's no way I'm missing this opportunity.


  —My body moves on its own.


  In my mind, the self-defense techniques that Shizune-san taught me came flooding at a dizzying pace.


  The gatekeeper came to his senses and approached me, but it was too late. I quickly grabbed his arm and twisted it outwards. As soon as he was off balance, I knocked him off his footing and sent him down.


  "Gahk!?"


  The second gatekeeper fell, as did the first.


  "H-Hey you... where did you learn those techniques...?"


  As the gatekeeper grunted and groaned, I stared at my fist and thought back over the past month.


  I remember what Shizune-san said once.


  I have a great talent for self-defense.


  "I'm sorry... I'm in a hurry."


  I climbed over the gate and landed on the ground on the other side.


  The fallen gatekeeper shouted loudly


  "Intruder! Seize him!"


  * * *


  I've been working here for about a month and have a certain grasp of the structure of the mansion.


  As soon as I crossed the gate, I soon hid behind the bushes and made a detour towards the back of the mansion without making a sound. Remembering the course of the servants' rounds and guessing their positions, I moved through the land laid out by the Konohana family.


  "Where the hell is he!?"


  "Search the main gate again!"


  I could hear the voices of the servants in the distance. I quietly held my breath so that they wouldn't find me.


  "Now, where do I enter...?"


  First, I must enter the mansion, but not through the conventional way.


  I'm thinking about what to do — Then I remembered the night walk I had with Hinako.


  The kitchen door towards the back of the mansion was open. The narrow and unpopular corridor leads to the lower part of the house.


  "...Thank you, Hinako."


  As quickly as possible, I moved quickly towards Hinako's favorite place.


  "Did you find him!?"


  "No, he's not here!"


  When I entered the mansion, many servants were shouting.


  It was a big commotion, but I have no intention of retreating. Keigon-san isn't going to talk to me anyways. If that's the case, I'll force through.


  "I found him!!"


  "Geh."


  Servants of the Konohana family, dressed in black, came from across the corridor.


  In a panic, I turned around and went up the stairs to the second floor, where I encountered another group of servants.


  "Get him!"


  A relentless tackle was unrelenting.


  "I can't—get—caught!!"


  I leapt backwards to avoid the tackle and kicked him back.


  "A-Agh, Waaah!?"


  The servant fell back down the stairs with a lot of momentum.


  Since it was a short staircase, he wasn't severely harmed.


  "T-This guy! He's tough!"


  "Surround him and hold him!"


  As the men approached, I calmly reminded myself of Shizune-san's teachings.


  If the opponent throws his arm then—


  "—Wha!?"


  Before he could get me, I sneaked below him and moved behind him while maintaining the clinch. While blocking the opponent's action, I quickly tapped his knee with my foot, forcing him to kneel.


  "You, keep quiet!"


  Avoiding his fists, I grabbed his arm. Twisting his wrist outwards, I pushed his joints, so that he would try and escape the pain, and would naturally fall.


  "Gohk!?"


  It's a technique called kotegaeshi (wristlock).


  I straddled the servant who rolled on the floor and quickly ran up to the 4th floor.


  "Shizune-san... Thank you very much."


  Self-defense isn't a technique to defeat someone, but to protect oneself.


  In other words, its true essence was to escape from the enemy. It's the perfect technique for me right now.


  "As I recall, the way to the office is..."


  I head to the room where Keigon-san is.


  The office was also where I first talked with Keigon-san. I couldn't remember the whole layout in detail, but I have a vague recollection of the route.


  "...Nn?"


  At that time, I thought I saw something strange in the corner of my eye.


  I stopped and checked to see if I could recognize it.


  "...Nnnn?"


  A long, thin cloth-like object hung outside the window.


  The cloth is... a curtain. For some reason, the curtain is hanging from the upper floor, dangling and swaying.


  Are they drying laundry? it doesn't look like it...


  As I tilted my head—A girl came down through the curtain.


  It was Hinako.


  "Wha!?"


  What the hell is she doing!?


  I rushed to stop her, but before I could, Hinako went to the lower floors.


  Oh no—If she falls, we're in trouble.


  I could've made it to the office, but that's not the point now.


  I ran down the stairs and out of the mansion, and called out to Hinako above me.


  "Hinako! What are you doing!?"


  Hinako looked at me while hanging from the curtain tied like a string.


  "It's not safe, cmon—"


  "...Limit."


  "Ha?"


  I have a bad feeling about this.


  "Can't, hold on..."


  "Wai—"


  Hinako let go of the curtain.


  Her gorgeous and slender body was flying in the air and fell down.


  I opened my arms and caught Hinako in my chest.


  "—Gueh!?"


  A strong blow from the impact made me exhale all my oxygen out of my lungs.


  "...Nice catch."


  "Y-You, what are you... even doing..."


  "I just wanted to see Itsuki."


  Hinako, who was smiling, looked relieved when she told me this.


  If you say a line like that with that face... I can't get mad.


  "I have a suggestion."


  "Suggestion?"


  I tilted my head at Hinako's words.


  I was about to ask what she was talking about when,


  "O-Ojou-sama has been kidnapped—!!"


  A servant who caught us through the window shouted.


  "Damn!"


  I'm reluctant but... I can't bear leaving Hinako here alone.


  I was curious about her suggestion, so I ran away with Hinako in my arms.


  "...I got kidnapped again."


  "...I didn't think I'd be the one kidnapping you though."




  
    
  

  Come to think of it, we met because of a kidnapping.


  At the time, I had no idea I would become her kidnapper.


  "...Somehow, you did."




  I hid in the bushes and was relieved to see that there was not a soul around.


  "So, what do you suggest?"


  "...I will be a hostage."


  Hinako said.


  "So that Itsuki can convince my dad."


  "...Then that's more like a threat instead of persuasion."


  "Then, just do it like so."


  I hesitated for a bit before giving my answer to Hinako, who was suggesting such a plan without hesitation.


  After giving some thoughts, I realized I can't just agree to that plan.


  "...That's no good."


  "Why...?"


  "That's not going to solve anything."


  There's no point in being peaceful on the surface only, leaving the root of the problem alone.


  Besides, Keigon-san is a powerful man. Even if I tried to resolve this by force, he would overwhelm me by force as well.


  "I'll try to convince Keigon-san somehow. That's the only way."


  "Convince... Can you?"


  "I will."


  It was an unfounded confidence.


  Still, I assured her.


  "I'll talk him out of it, I promise."


  I want to reassure Hinako.


  I don't want Hinako to be overwhelmed.


  I want to repay Hinako for giving me a place to stay after I lost my home.


  For that reason, I'll fight stubbornly no matter how far I go.


  



  "——Where are you going with Ojou-sama?"


  



  I looked up at the familiar voice... and I was dripping with cold sweat.


  "...Shizune-san."


  The head maid of the Konohana family, a maid who can do anything.


  The one person I've never been able to beat in my self-defense lessons—is standing right in front of me.


  "Securing."


  Immediately after Shizune-san's short announcement, servants approached from all directions at once.


  "Kuuuuh!?"


  If they all grab me at once, I won't be able to move.


  I got closer to the thinnest servant, dodging a swinging fist while escaping the encirclement. The defensive techniques they had learnt so far were different from the other servants. All of them were now obtaining presence of mind and cooperation. The fact that Shizune san brought them here, means they must have been well trained servants.


  Out of the four of them, at least one was always trying to get around my blindspot. Sensing this movement, I launched a kick to the back without turning around. The sole of my foot caught a servant in the chest. The one who was kicked screamed and the remaining three let out a startled cry. Taking advantage of that, I lunged at the one in front of me and knocked him down with an overhand throw.


  But in the next instant, I was grabbed from behind.


  "Oh no—!?"


  I realized that there was a fifth person, who was approaching without a sound.


  It seems that the first 4 were decoys.


  I tried my best to escape from the restraints, as it wasn't too frightening.


  I gritted my teeth, while Shizune-san walked to me calmly.


  "I'm amazed at how well you've grown in such a short period of time. You absorbed the lessons so well that it's obvious you work hard, however... this was beyond my expectations"


  "...If you were complimenting me, I'd like it if you step back first."


  "That I cannot do."


  I was told once only.


  "...Shizune."


  Hinako then opened her mouth.


  "I... will keep on acting."


  Hinako says as she slowly approaches me, who's unable to move.


  "I won't stop acting ever again. I'll do it flawlessly anytime, anywhere. So please... Let me be with Itsuki."


  Shizune-san was silently surprised by Hinako's request.


  Considering Hinako's attitude until now, that request was unthinkable. The burden of acting should be best understood by Hinako herself. Even though she has a limited amount of free time, she was willing to give it all up to be with me.


  That's why—I have to deny her request.


  "...Hinako, stop."


  I told her clearly.


  "I don't want Hinako to take on too much burden. For that, I want to be by your side. If no one else is there, at least I want to be the one there—There to make Hinako not push herself too hard."


  "...Itsu... ki..."


  I don't want you to be forced to stay with me.


  Hinako's idea, as I mentioned earlier... Is the end of the story for me.


  "I'm asking you, don't try to throw away what I'm trying to protect, all by yourself."


  For Hinako, those words must be unexpected.


  The girl standing in front of me was someone who always looked sleepy-eyed.


  "...Nnn."


  Hinako nodded her head in a small but unmistakable way.


  "I understand... I believe Itsuki."


  The mumbled tone of her voice clearly reached my ears.


  Hinako is staring straight at me. In her eyes, she sees me staring at her in the same way. —It was a strange feeling. I feel as if I can communicate with Hinako without exchanging words.


  "I apologize for being so worked up."


  Shizune-san opens her mouth.


  Here comes the problem. I glared at Shizune-san to show my will to resist, but...


  "Itsuki-san. Don't worry, it won't end the way you think it will."


  "...Eh?"


  I confusedly rolled my eyes at Shizune-san's words.


  "Your accomplishments as a caretaker will soon reach the ears of Keigon-sama. Until then, please wait."


  "Well, I'll wait..."


  I don't know what Shizune-san is talking about.


  At that moment, I heard an electronic ring coming from Shizune-san. She took out her phone from the pocket of her uniform and looked at the screen.


  "Good timing."


  Saying this, Shizune-san put her phone to her ear.


  After a brief conversation with someone, Shizune-san looks at me.


  "I've been summoned by Keigon-sama, so I will leave you now. Please wait here for a little longer, both of you."


  Shizune-san's stern expression breaks and returns to the usual calm demeanor.


  "Shizune-san... Whose side are you on?"


  "I'm only someone employed by Keigon-sama."


  Continuing, Shizune-san tells us.


  



  "However... I am on your side, Ojou-sama."


  



  * * *


  Summoned by Keigon, Shizune knocked on the door of the office.


  "Excuse me."


  Opening the door, Shizune enters the room.


  Keigon was seated behind a large desk.


  "Keigon-sama, at your servic—"


  "—Come."


  Shizune gave a small nod to Keigon, who told her shortly, and she obeyed.


  "What, the hell is this?"


  Saying that, Keigon showed several documents stacked on his desk.


  "Invitations to the social circle hosted by the Konohana family... Here are the invites. We were told you will be staying here for a while, so I have ordered the one delivered from the main residence. I wanted Keigon-sama to look over it as soon as possible."


  "There was no mistake in that decision. But..."


  Keigon said as he looked over the documents.


  "...Describe these 4 invited guests."


  Keigon handed over 4 invitations to Shizune.


  Shizune nods, "Yes sir." and begins to explain.


  "Asahi Karen-sama seems to be the daughter of J's Holdings Inc. J's Holdings is one of the top 5 electronic retailers in Japan, and is a major business partner for the Konohana Group."


  The first explanation is done.


  "Taisho Katsuya-sama is the son of a major transportation company famous for its moving services. This is also one of the top-ranked companies in its industry, and among the Konohana Group's clients, banks and real estate-related companies have chosen Konohana as their business partner."


  The second explanation is done.


  "Miyakojima Naruka-sama's family runs one of the largest sporting goods manufacturers in Japan. Currently, the Konohana Group is not involved in the sporting goods industry, but if we can get a connection here, it could be a good starting point."


  The third explanation is done.


  "And as you know, Tennouji Mirei-sama is the daughter of the Tennouji Group. They are in a competition with the Konohana Group, but as a group of the same size, we thought it would be a very important connection. If we join hands, it will certainly generate significant profits."


  The fourth explanation is done.


  After all the explanations, Shizune added one last sentence.


  "In addition, all four of them—are Ojou-sama's schoolmates."


  Hearing Shizune's explanation, Keigon puts his hand on his forehead.


  His expression was clearly puzzled and perplexed.


  "...Neither Asahi and Taisho has been invited before, but they're not bad business partners."


  Keigon muttered.


  "Miyakojima was acquainted with the president, but they didn't participate much in social gatherings. However, just a few minutes ago, the president of the company told me, 'If my daughter is going to participate, I will too.', and they've agreed to join us for this year's gathering."


  It is fortuitous. Shizune nodded, thinking inwardly.


  "About Tennouji... Of course, I was acquainted with the head of the family, but this is the first time his daughter has participated in our event. Until now, our relationship has been superficial, for better or worse, but this may be an opportunity to build a stronger relationship of trust. The Tennouji family is more about people than numbers... I hope we can take the initiative first."


  The second half of the explanation is like a soliloquy as Keigon speaks.


  After looking over the 4 invitations again, Keigon exhaled deeply before looking at Shizune.


  "They are all valuable contacts... All of these, did Hinako invite them?"


  "That's right."


  "She never invited anyone before... and yet, here we have all these ridiculous connections."


  Keigon says in a deep tone of confusion.


  "I would like to say something, sir."


  Shizune said to Keigon, who remained silent.


  "If you are pleased with Ojou-sama's change... I would suggest it to be unwise to let go of someone who's done so much for us."


  "...Someone who's done so much?"


  Keigon guessed Shizune's intention.


  "Although we are in the process of developing a business relationship with a shipbuilding company, we have little connections with 4 major companies that can become important in the near future..."


  Keigon compares what's gained and what's lost.


  It reminds him of a boy he met only a month ago, whom he hired on a trial basis. His impression towards him had somehow changed—From astonishment to admiration.


  "...It's pretty obvious which one should take priority."


  The answer came quickly.


  Letting out a sigh, Keigon said.


  "...Call Itsuki-kun back."




  Epilogue


  


  A week has passed since my dismissal was suddenly revoked.


  I was scheduled to attend a social event hosted by the Konohana family.


  "How do you feel about the suit?"


  "It's comfortable."


  Shizune-san carefully checks the suit.


  The event is said to be gorgeous, as it is hosted by Konohana Group under its prestigious name. The venue is already packed with people, ready to start at any time.


  "This time, Itsuki-san is ostensibly in an awkward position... In other words, as the son and heir of a medium sized company, you are invited here. If you aren't confident in your manners, at least try to act inconspicuous."


  "I understand."


  As Shizune-san worked casually, I suddenly opened my mouth.


  "Shizune-san. Once again, thank you."


  I continued to say to Shizune-san, who turned to me.


  "After the incident at the meal the other day, It was Shizune-san who convinced Keigon-san to hire me as a caretaker again, right?"


  "...It is true that I approached Keigon-sama about it, but it is thanks to Itsuki-san's achievements that made it possible."


  Shizune-san said while tightening the tie around my neck.


  "To be honest, I was a little nervous that day. I decided that words alone weren't enough to persuade Keigon-sama, and I was going to try to do so after showing him the invitation letter I ordered from the main residence... I never thought Itsuki-san would make such a bold move before that."


  "...I'm sorry."


  I still remember what Shizune-san said to me that day.


  I'm someone employed by Keigon-sama, but I am on Ojou-sama's side. —Shizune-san told us so. I'm sure that Shizune-san also works hard for Hinako in ways I don't know about.


  "Now then, I'll go back to work."


  Shizune-san says after checking the suit.


  "During the event, of course, you have to stay on your toes, if you can't do that, you can at least observe the people around you. I think you will learn a lot."


  "I understand... For me, this is like training."


  "Naturally."


  Shizune-san said.


  "From now on, Itsuki-san has to continue growing."


  With that, Shizune turned around.


  From now on. Those words brought relief to my heart. At least Shizune-san will take care of me. She thinks days like these will continue.


  A few minutes later, the event began.


  The event brought together political bigshots, presidents and executives of major corporations, and other related parties. When I stepped into the glamorous venue, I instantly felt uncomfortable.


  "...I'm so out of place."


  Shizune-san told me not to stand out, and I should remain quiet about it.


  I moved to the sides of the venue, avoiding line of sight.


  "——Hey hey, Tomonari-kun!"


  Suddenly, a voice called out to me from behind and my shoulders jumped.


  I turned around and saw 2 familiar figures.


  "It's Asahi-san, and Taisho-kun..."


  "Yo."


  Next to Asahi-san, who was full of energy, Taisho also greeted me casually.


  Unlike me, they're used to the atmosphere here, and they walked down the hall and approached me with dignity.


  "Oh, Tomonari, you're using a nice suit. That's an Italian brand, right?"


  "Yes. I prepared it for this day. To be honest, I'm not used to wearing it..."


  "Ahhh... I feel the same way. The most important thing to remember is that you can't be too careful with what you wear. I can't afford to be embarrassed by a bad suit, and I think it's worth taking care of."


  Taisho is probably right.


  I nodded and looked at Asahi-san's outfit as well.


  "You look gorgeous in that dress, Asahi-san."


  "Right!? Then, did you fall in love with me!?"


  "Y-Yeah, I fell in love with you."


  I answered with a wry smile to Asahi-san, who spun around and puffed out her chest.


  It's a little stretch, but I won't tell anyone.


  "Tomonari, you can be honest with her. Anybody can look good with the right clothes."


  "Ahaha! Taisho-kun, you make funny jokes. Do you mind coming over here for a minute?"


  Taisho disappeared somewhere after Asahi-san pulled him by the ear.


  After the two left, a blonde girl approached me as if swapping with them.


  "They're as lively as ever."


  It was Tennouji-san who muttered this with a sigh.


  "But perhaps one of your talents is that you can be at your ease in any environment."


  "...Is that so?"


  It was a word that stuck strongly in my mind as I was wasting away on the side of the hall.


  "——I-Itsuki..."


  From behind me, I heard a familiar voice.


  "...Naruka."


  "Uuu... help me. What a glamorous space. It's too dazzling... too bright..."


  Naruka looked pale and weak.


  Tennouji-san sighed at the sight.


  "Miyakojima-san... you won't survive it in the future at that rate."


  "W-Well, that's true, but it's all in my nature..."


  "Geez... This is a good opportunity, why not take drastic measures for once?"


  "D-Drastic measures?"


  "Come with me to make rounds. Fortunately, there are bigshots from all industries in this venue, so you should be able to find the nerve to talk to them."


  "N-No, I don't want to! If I do that, I'll die!"


  Tennouji-san forcefully took Naruka, who was half-crying, somewhere.


  They're as lively as Asahi-san and the others.


  "Everyone's having a great time..."


  I watched the girls' back as they went away and muttered to myself.


  I felt a little thirsty, so I went to get a drink.


  Along the way, I spotted someone with a luxurious suit.


  I made up my mind, and called out to them.


  "Keigon-san."


  I bowed my head to Keigon-san, who turned to me.


  "Thank you for all you prepared for us today."


  "...Yes."


  Keigon-san looked a little surprised.


  "I thought you might hold a grudge or two against me."


  "It doesn't mean anything if I say it... In the end, it was a good result for me, so I won't strangle myself here."


  There's no merit in offending Keigon-san's mood in this situation.


  As I told him so, Keigon-san gave me a calm gaze.


  "I thought you were more of an intuitive person, but it seems like you're able to turn your head... But that day, did you try to rush me?"


  Keigon muttered and turned around.


  Keigon-san started walking with a glass of wine in his hand and beckoned me over. Looks like he wants to change places.


  We went to a balcony connected to the venue. We walked a short distance and turned the corner, and we arrived somewhere with no people around. Keigon-san stopped there and rested his elbows on the railing to catch his breath. I stood next to him silently.


  "Hinako is a genius."


  Keigon-san suddenly said.


  "She seems to be the best in the school."


  "That's not what I'm talking about."


  Taking a sip of his wine, Keigon-san spoke.


  "Hinako has a problematic personality, but she has a natural gift when it comes to practical matters... She has inherited talents befitting her Konohana family bloodline."


  Keigon-san said as he stared into the distance.


  "That's why I want Hinako to take over the family. Of course, ostensibly the son-in-law will take over... but there's no reason not to take advantage of that talent. And once she graduates from the academy, she'll be free from the constraints of time, and if she's given a private room for work, the workload will be greatly reduced. If we can get through this time, we can make a breakthrough."


  I felt like I understood a little bit more about what the future looked like as Keigon-san saw it.


  However, I don't want to understand it, I don't want to sympathise with it, and I don't want to agree with it.


  "...However, is it really necessary for it to be Hinako?"


  "Hahaha, if there's a replacement, I will take that without doubt."


  Keigon-san smiles.


  "But, the burden of Konohana is heavy."


  Keigon-san's smile quickly faded, and he said with a mysterious look on his face.


  "The total number of employees in the group is approximately 800,000. Half-hearted talent isn't enough. A single mistake can cost many employees their lives, or they can be crushed by pressure... and even lose their loved ones."


  Saying so, Keigon-san stroked the ring on his ring finger.


  According to what Shizune-san told me, in the Konohana family, not only the head of the family works, but also the wife of said family head... But I heard that Keigon-san's wife had passed away.


  I'm sure that Keigon-san has experienced something in his past.


  But that doesn't mean he can look down on Hinako.


  "Keigon-san, how do you feel about Hinako?"


  It was something I always wanted to ask.


  Keigon-san lowered his gaze and replied.


  "I put the house before my daughter. At this point to me, both my daughter and my son are cogs in the Konohana family."


  Lifting his elbow on the railing, Keigon-san turns to the hall.


  "And of course... myself included"


  With a small mutter, Keigon-san left the balcony.


  A chilly night breeze hit my cheeks. Even the heat of the hall doesn't reach here.


  I decided to stay on the balcony to cool down my head.


  "Itsuki."


  Someone called out to me.


  "...Hinako."


  There was a pretty girl with amber hair.


  Hinako, wearing a beautiful white dress, approached me with small steps.


  "What are you doing here?"


  "Papa said Itsuki was here, so..."


  "...Is that so."


  There's no one around. So Hinako is here as her true self.


  "...Thank you for continuing being my caretaker."


  Hinako said, while touching the balcony railing.


  "What Itsuki said to me that time... it made me really happy..."


  That must've been the time when I dared to say it in front of Shizune-san. I was thinking a lot of things in the heat of the moment, so being reminded of that time was kind of embarrassing... But if Hinako feels happy about it, it's not a problem.


  "I... will continue to believe in Itsuki."


  She stared at me with pure and innocent eyes.


  Her attitude, her expression, her words and her actions strongly affected my emotions.


  "...Yeah."


  I pushed down my agitation and replied.


  Sometimes—I almost forget.


  Hinako doesn't see me as the opposite sex. In order to meet her expectations, I shouldn't see her as the opposite sex more than necessary.


  "Fuuu...."


  Hinako resting her chin on the railing, letting out a distracted sigh.


  "Are you okay?"


  "I greeted a lot of people, I'm tired... Pat my head."


  "...Yes yes."


  I chuckled as she offered me her head.


  After all, what I'm expected to provide is the warmth of a family member. To meet that, I stroked Hinako's head as gently as I could.


  "...Muu?"


  As I stroked her, Hinako let out a strange sound.


  "...Mu? ...Muuu?"


  As I continued to stroke her head, her face began to flush red—


  "...Muuu~!?"


  Hinako, who was bright red to the tips of her ears, suddenly backed away.


  Hinako's eyes widened in confusion.


  "A-ree...?"


  "What's wrong? You're suddenly all flushed...?"


  "...No, it's nothing."


  Hinako was puzzled, as she didn't seem to understand what happened to her.


  She could've been sick. Worried, I walked up to Hinako.


  "If you're not feeling well, you shouldn't push yoursel—"


  "—N-No, it's nothing, really...!"


  Strangely restless, Hinako backed away again.


  Areee?


  Don't tell me... she's avoiding me?


  As far as I know, this is the first time Hinako has been so plainly flustered... I wonder if she wants to get away from me so badly that she conveyed it so clearly.


  Did I get too close?


  No, but I've done things like this many times before though.


  * * *


  "...Weird."


  Hinako, as if hiding her bright red face, touched her cheeks with both hands and muttered curiously.


  "I.... something's strange..."
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  It was a normal day.


  "I'm home..."


  When she opened the door to the room, Hinako put down her luggage and immediately laid down on the bed.


  "...No, this is my room."


  I let out a sigh as Hinako occupied my bed.


  It's a familiar sight by now, but I have trouble dealing with it every time.


  Shizune-san then entered behind me.


  "Itsuki-san. As I told you in the car, we will not be able to practice martial arts today. Please do your daily routines, including your preparation and review."


  "I understand."


  Today, Shizune-san seems to be busy with her maid work and is unable to practice manners and self-defense skills with me. So today I'm going to stay in my room until dinner.


  But... as if it were natural, Hinako came along with me.


  "Um, Shizune-san, what should I do with Hinako...?"


  "...Fortunately, Ojou-sama has no plans for the rest of the day, so I'll leave her in your care for the time being."


  Even if you say leave it to me...


  It's not like I can control Hinako.


  "Muuuuu~"


  Hinako lets out a sleepy voice.


  Lying on the bed, Hinako was trying to sleep in her academy uniform.


  "Hinako, at least change before sleeping..."


  "Too troublesome~~"


  Hinako answered with her eyes closed.


  As usual, Hinako is lazy.


  But... At this rate, her skirt will roll up and I'll be able to see her pantsu.


  Her moderately fleshy legs are exposed close to the base, and for me, a healthy boy, they're a sight for sore eyes.


  "Hinako, I still think you need to change your clothes..."


  "Noooo~"


  It's no good, she won't listen to me.


  It's time for me to start preparing and reviewing too. It's not a bad feeling to spend time with Hinako like this, relaxing, but if that makes it hard for me to keep up with classes, Shizune-san will scold me severely.


  "...I guess I'll pull out the manual."


  I picked up the manual Shizune-san gave me when I first started working here.


  The manual included information about the caretaker's job... Examples about how to interact with Hinako.


  "...Ah, I think this Q&A section might help."


  I flip through the pages to find the information I'm looking for.


  



  Q: Ojou-sama fell asleep without changing her clothes. What should I do?


  A: Warm her pajamas, preferably with human contact, in advance and put that into the bedding to increase the likelihood of her changing.


  



  "Heee... let me try."


  I immediately went to Hinako's room to get her pajamas. Then I started the dryer in the bathroom of my room and warmed up Hinako's pajamas.


  "Hinako. I warmed up your pajamas for you, so go change."


  "Nnn..."


  After handing her warm pajamas, Hinako wriggled under the covers.


  Eventually, her arms came out of the quilt, and the uniform Hinako was using was put on the floor.


  "Fufufu... warm."


  Hinako looked happy as she changed into her pajamas.


  "Oh... it really worked."


  As the manual said, Hinako seemed to change her clothes.


  It's kinda funny.


  "What else can I find..."


  I turn the manual page at random.


  



  Q: Ojou-sama won't leave the academy. What should I do?


  A: Bait her with a bag of chips.


  



  "...I did this on day one."


  On my first day, Hinako also didn't want to return to the mansion from the academy for a long time.


  I recall how easily she returned when I lured her with the chips that Shizune-san entrusted me with.


  



  Q: Ojou-sama drools and falls asleep. Can I leave her alone?


  A: Gently wipe it off with a handkerchief. If you put a lavender fragrance on the handkerchief, Ojou-sama will bring her face close to it.


  



  "I see... I'll try this next time."


  It's very detailed.


  The manual was a condensation of the hard work of the caretakers up to this point.


  



  Q: Ojou-sama often tells me to go away. Is it my fault?


  A: It happens often, don't worry about it.


  



  "...Nn?"


  I looked at the text and let out a curious voice.


  "Hey, Hinako."


  "Nn...?"


  "Hinako never really told me to go away, right?"


  Hinako responded with a cute little tilt of her head.


  "...Because, I don't want to leave Itsuki."


  "Nnnnn?"


  Now I was the one tilting my head.


  At least I've never had Hinako tell me to "go away" but...


  "...I guess this manual is a bit out of date."


  Has it not been updated to the latest version? (TN: He thought this thing is a software huh)


  I'll ask Shizune-san when I get the chance.


  * * *


  At a later date.


  I asked Shizune-san if the manual was out of date, and she said this―


  "I see. The manual is out of date now, so Itsuki-san, please revise it as needed."


  "Eh, me?"


  "Of course. This is your doing."


  While I tilted my head, not understanding what she meant, Shizune-san let out a sigh.


  "It's not that the manual is out of date, it's Ojou-sama who's been updated. Thanks to a certain someone."




  Author's Afterword


  


  This is Sakaishi Yusaku. Thank you for picking up this book.


  I'm very bad at managing page counts, which is why the space in the afterword is so small. I have done this often in other works. Sorry...


  This work "Saijo no Osewa" is a romantic comedy set in a school where children of rich people gather. If you like romantic comedies, or if you like Ojou-sama heroines, you will enjoy this one. We hope you will love these heroines, who are rich, gorgeous, beautiful, noble... and also prone to different troubles.


  I would like to thank the editorial staff, reviewers, and others involved in this work. Thank you, Miwabe Sakura-sensei, for the wonderful illustrations. The various Ojou-samas you've drawn are all very attractive and full of individuality.


  Finally, I would like to express my utmost gratitude to all of you who have picked up this book.
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