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      It was the morning after Mahiru’s birthday, and although her eyes were a bit puffy as she headed to Amane’s apartment before school, she was smiling with pure joy.


      She had cried several times the previous day, all thanks to Amane’s antics. Amane figured the aftermath might be visible on Mahiru’s face, but thankfully, her eyes weren’t so swollen that it looked like something bad had happened. Amane—the cause of the puffiness—was relieved.


      Mahiru herself didn’t seem bothered by it and was indifferent to her partner’s concern. Her expression was gentle and serene, which told Amane the events of the day before still lingered in her mind.


      She certainly looked satisfied, and that left no room for any other emotion. The look on her face was so overwhelmingly radiant; it made Amane’s heart soar.


      “Good morning.”


      “…Morning.”


      “…Why aren’t you looking at me?” Mahiru asked.


      She immediately picked up on the fact that he was letting his eyes wander.
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      He didn’t mind that she had come all the way into the living room, but now she was walking toward the pajama-clad Amane and looking up at him with displeasure. He reflexively took a step back, trying to fend off the intense power of Mahiru’s incredible cuteness.


      Mahiru likely misunderstood the reason why he was creating distance. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Mahiru frown with a tinge of displeasure. Amane, realizing he had already messed up, rushed to Mahiru and wrapped his arms around her.


      His actions had been much too hasty, as if he were trying to avoid her. It was never his intention to upset Mahiru, so he knew he had to explain himself immediately.


      “Sorry, I’m not upset, and I definitely want to see you. You’re just too…”


      “…Too?”


      “You seem so happy, and, um, it’s so much loveliness right after waking up. I just can’t look at you directly. You’re too cute, and, well, my heart can barely take it. Sorry, it’s all me. I didn’t mean to worry you.”


      Amane sloppily strung together an explanation, and Mahiru felt reassured. She relaxed in his arms, leaning against him to show their early morning misunderstanding was dealt with.


      Even as she wriggled and fidgeted, Mahiru ultimately stuck close to him like she wanted Amane to pamper her. She looked up and mumbled in a contented tone, “I suppose that’s all right, then,” and buried her face in his chest once more.


      Eventually, she spoke up again. “…Was it that obvious how happy I am?”


      “Clear as day. You were practically bursting.”


      “Th-that much?”


      “That much.”


      Her smile shined so brightly it nearly blinded Amane, but it seemed Mahiru herself had been entirely unaware.


      “…I’ve been so, so happy since yesterday, I just can’t stop smiling. I’ll, um, I’ll be careful.”


      “Please do. Once we head to school, it won’t just be me in the line of fire. Everyone around us will be in danger.”


      “Oh, you’re overexaggerating.”


      “It’s true! It really is… Mahiru, your genuine smile has incredible power. You need to know that.”


      Her true smile—leagues better than her plastered-on angel smile—wordlessly conveyed happiness from the bottom of her heart. It threatened to sear the eyes and brains of anyone exposed to it, and it was extremely concerning for him as her boyfriend.


      Mahiru lifted her head, and Amane felt relieved to see that she was no longer smiling like that, but he needed to know she wouldn’t make that expression again when they were out in public.


      “Well, then I’ll only smile like this in front of you. Okay, Amane?”


      “I suppose that’ll work.”


      Mahiru’s mood seemed to improve even more as her expression melted into another smile—much softer than moments before—and she clung tightly to her boyfriend. He could feel her body pressed against his, just as soft as her smile, and he bit his lip hard to keep his various urges in check.


      It would’ve posed a few issues if he let Mahiru continue to snuggle up against him and do as she pleased, so he calmly put some distance between them. Then Amane patted Mahiru on the back.


      “…I still gotta get dressed. Wait here for a few minutes, Mahiru. I’ll be right back.”


      Mahiru looked unhappy about him leaving her alone. She was so easy to read, which made Amane smile. That reaction must have rubbed her the wrong way, though, because she stuck her lips out in a pout.


      The way she acted spoiled was adorable, even though it made things difficult for Amane. He waited a moment, letting the warmth within him cool a bit.


      “You can snuggle up to me all you want, but do you really wanna watch me change?”


      “In your dreams.”


      “Whoa, that’s a little harsh.”


      Amane knew if he teased her too much, she’d grow cold, so he opted to shut his mouth for the time being. He gently patted Mahiru as she seemed reluctant to part, then let her go.


      She obediently pulled away and looked up at him expectantly. “I’ll be good and wait here,” she said.


      Amane smirked, realizing he would have to put together an outfit quickly, and walked off toward his room.


      “Are you all right, Miss Shiina? You’re a little swollen around the eyes!” Ayaka, who must have gotten to class early, asked as the pair arrived.


      Normally, Amane and Mahiru arrived earlier than Itsuki and their other friends, but the two of them had a slow, relaxing morning, so they were among the last to arrive that day.


      Apparently, after Mahiru sobbed her tears of joy the night before, she had washed the tears away, cooled her face, and properly moisturized. Yet the swelling hadn’t entirely subsided, and she ended up with some faint redness around her eyes.


      That said, it wasn’t really enough to be conspicuous—just to make her look a tad unwell. Ayaka, however, was as perceptive as ever.


      “I’m fine,” Mahiru replied. “I just had, you know, some stuff going on.”


      Ayaka knew all about Mahiru’s birthday, but Mahiru didn’t seem inclined to talk about it in class and bashfully denied anything being wrong. She withdrew a little, possibly embarrassed that someone had noticed she’d been crying.


      Amane, the very person responsible for the previous day’s tears, forced a thin smile as he watched her fidget. He imagined a person like Mahiru, who hated being vulnerable with anyone, would be bothered by someone noticing that much.


      “…Fujimiya, you better not be mean to her!”


      “Whoa, you’ve got it all wrong. I didn’t upset her.”


      “Th-that’s right,” Mahiru said, flustered. “Amane is always so attentive to my feelings. He’s so kind and caring.” She waved her hand back and forth to immediately shut down any false rumors of Amane’s wrongdoing.


      Ayaka gave a few dramatic blinks, then her expression turned serious as she clapped Amane on the shoulder.


      “…Take it easy next time, okay? She’s a delicate girl, you know.”


      “Wait a minute, that’s not it, either! You’ve seriously got it all wrong!”


      Amane realized Ayaka was reading too much into Mahiru’s words and vigorously shook his head, insisting to the best of his ability that she was off the mark. The girl broke into a broad grin.


      “Heh-heh, I’m kidding, I’m kidding. I can just tell you had an awesome party yesterday!”


      “…Kido, I think Itsuki and the others are a bad influence on you.”


      “Oh, please! Regardless, you oughtta be careful. Miss Shiina’s the type who softens up around people she’s close to, so it’s possible she would carelessly let all sorts of things slip.”


      “S-softens…?”


      “I can tell that much.”


      “How?!” Mahiru cut in.


      She stared at them intently, vexed, and both Amane and Ayaka said in unison, “I mean…”


      Mahiru gave them an even more pointed look.


      “…So,” Itsuki said right as Amane sauntered up to him and Chitose, “you guys went even further than you thought you would?”


      Exasperation welled up within Amane before frustration could.


      This again…?


      The idea that Itsuki could pick up on Mahiru’s vibe so strongly nearly made Amane’s eye start to twitch.


      “Don’t piss me off.”


      “Sooo scary!”


      “Itsuki, you know Amane wouldn’t make a move that easily. He treasures Mahiru so much he’d even starve himself for her!”


      “You guys are so annoying.”


      Chitose spoke with unwarranted confidence, as usual, which gave Amane a headache, but she didn’t pay him any mind.


      “Notice how he didn’t deny it?” she asked with an easy smile.


      Amane ignored her, instead choosing to let it go without protest. Chitose gave him an uncomfortably warm look, but he just bit his lip and ignored that, too.


      Perhaps realizing Amane wasn’t going to play along with their teasing, Chitose shrugged and switched her attention to Mahiru, who had been quietly observing the interaction.


      Her expression was relaxed but bright, which told Chitose that the party they had planned for a full month had turned out well.


      “From the way you’re acting,” Itsuki said, “it seems like things went off without a hitch. Good stuff, man.”


      “I really appreciate everything you two did to help.”


      “No big deal! We wanted to give her a good birthday, too. And today, it’s our turn! Oh, don’t worry, though. We aren’t planning on doing anything here. You don’t want it getting out that it was her birthday, right?”


      “As usual,” Chitose added cheerfully, “we’ll be renting out Club Amane!”


      “At least tell me ahead of time if you wanna use my place.”


      “We knew you’d be weird about it.”


      “Still…”


      “Come on, this is one of those telepathic communication things.”


      “How about, next time, we remember that a phone call is a much more reliable method of communication than telepathy?”


      Amane understood his apartment was the most convenient option, and he had anticipated something like this happening. However, he was certain everything would go more smoothly if they had filled him in earlier.


      Amane scolded them, remembering this wasn’t the first time they pulled something like this, but the two weren’t all that bothered.


      He sighed in exasperation, making it known he was annoyed, but not too obviously. Mahiru gave him an awkward smile in response; however, he could tell there was a bit of happiness in her expression.


      “Really, everyone, thank you for thinking of me… It makes me so happy.”


      She murmured the words quietly, so only the people close to her could hear them. Both Itsuki and Chitose heard her.


      “Well, then we’ve gotta completely overwhelm you with joy, huh? After all, you’re our VIP today, Mahiru!”


      “Chitose’s right. You’re always so restrained, Miss Shiina. Why not take advantage of a time like this, put some oomph into it, and declare, ‘This is my day! Bow before me!’ ”


      “H-huh…? I could never be so ostentatious…”


      “It’s nice that they think you deserve so much celebration,” Amane reassured her. “Just goes to show, I’m not the only one who truly appreciates you.”


      Amane figured a celebration planned by her closest friends would be lovely. In fact, he didn’t think they had done enough yet.


      The delight she would get from being celebrated by her friends would be different from how she felt at the party Amane had planned for her. Amane wanted her to be as happy as she could possibly be and truly savor all her blessings.


      He tried to convey that significance into his words as he said, “I don’t think you have to worry. They’re not planning anything weird. Breathe,” and he stroked Mahiru’s head with a smile.


      After letting her eyes drift between Amane and the couple with a look of slight concern, Mahiru gave him a small smile and nodded.


      “One more time now! Happy birthday, Mahiru!”


      Chitose had refrained from talking loudly at school so she wouldn’t make Mahiru’s birthday public knowledge. As soon as she arrived at Amane’s apartment, however, she resumed with her normal, boisterous nature. She threw her hands up and cheered.


      Ayaka and Yuuta watched on calmly, amused by the sight. With a thin, strained smile, Itsuki remarked on how energetic Chitose was, but his expression softened for Mahiru.


      Amane invited all the friends who had helped him decorate his apartment on the day of for what he supposed they could call Mahiru’s second birthday party.


      “Happy birthday, Miss Shiina.”


      “Thank you so much, everyone.”


      Mahiru had once dismissed the very idea of birthdays as something that didn’t matter, but that version of her was nowhere to be found now. Her expression was one of comfort and subtle joy.


      Watching her enjoy her closest friends’ adoration, Amane was relieved Mahiru had learned to take pleasure in her birthday.


      “Oh-hoh-hoh, now we’re the same age, you and me,” Chitose teased. “I can’t believe you’re all younger than me.”


      Amane and Mahiru. Itsuki and Chitose. The four of them were together so often recently. Among them, Chitose was the oldest. Next was Amane, then Mahiru, and finally, Itsuki.


      That meant Chitose was senior to the others by just a bit, but Amane would have been puzzled if anyone suggested she was in any way more mature. She wasn’t particularly childlike in any unusual way, but if someone asked him whether Chitose carried herself with the dignity of an adult, Amane would keep his mouth shut.


      “From where I’m standing, Mahiru’s always been the more mature one,” he said.


      “Do you have something to say about how I act?” Chitose demanded.


      “Not a thing.”


      “…Chi, listen—”


      “Yes, you there! Something you want to say?” Chitose challenged Itsuki.


      “Nothing!”


      Even her boyfriend, Itsuki, apparently had some concerns about Chitose’s demeanor, but he seemed to understand the focus of her ire was sure to shift to him as soon as he commented on it. Itsuki just smiled foolishly and didn’t say anything further.


      Chitose looked smug, and Mahiru intervened gently, “Now, now.”


      Thanks to her mediation, Chitose pulled herself together, and Amane and Itsuki surreptitiously exchanged glances and small, strained smiles.


      Once things settled down, Itsuki proceeded leisurely, speaking as everyone’s representative. “Now then, I’m sure you got plenty of celebration from Amane yesterday, so today, it’s our turn.”


      “I feel like I’ve already been celebrated enough by all of you…,” Mahiru insisted. “Didn’t you all help with the decorations? They were really wonderful.”


      “Oh-hoh-hoh, that’s because you and I are in tune, my dear Mahiru. Even Amane couldn’t do better.”


      “I think you really do have me beat there, Chitose. Of course, I know what Mahiru likes, but I can’t immediately tell what will make her happy with the precision you can. You’re always coming in clutch.”


      Of course, Amane was familiar with Mahiru’s preferences, but he definitely couldn’t point to something with confidence and say, “She’d really love that.”


      Even assuming he could tell what she would be interested in, when it came to choosing the best option from a spread, or skillfully combining different elements into a unified vision, Amane simply didn’t have the knack for it. He didn’t have Chitose’s aesthetic sense, and he couldn’t beat her insight as a girl.


      Chitose usually enjoyed teasing Amane, but in matters relating to Mahiru, she was dead serious, so he had no reason to doubt her in such things.


      “Heh-heh, you should depend on me more and show me the respect I deserve.”


      “Yes, ma’am.”


      At that point, Amane meekly bowed his head with the utmost respect. Behind him, he heard Mahiru’s voice, troubled, yet sounding as though she was amused.


      “Oh, you two!”


      “Anyway, here, this is from me. Limited-edition versions of your favorite skincare products. They were just too cute to pass up.”


      “Chitose, thank you. You remember everything!”


      “It’s because I’ve stayed over so many times! Jealous, Amane?”


      “Why do you look so smug…? Even I know what products she uses.”


      Mahiru was totally devoted to self-improvement. In skincare, as with everything else, she seemed to have her preferences and had spent many years trying out various products until she found the ones that suited her best, then never wavered in her patronage.


      And she had begun to turn that interest of hers on Amane, too.


      He had, in fact, asked Mahiru what sort of things would work for him. She directed him to try an assortment of skincare product samples from her stash, which gave him insight into what Mahiru used.


      Even before then, he had, on several occasions, seen the products Mahiru used when she slept over, so it was only natural that he would remember.


      “Oh my!”


      “Well, well!”


      He really hadn’t meant to imply anything, but Itsuki and Chitose apparently inferred something from the fact that he knew about Mahiru’s skincare, and they shared a pleased smile. Amane’s cheek twitched, and he narrowed his eyes to stop their train of thought.


      “None of that now. Stop. It’s not what you guys are imagining.”


      “Awww.”


      “…Oh, Chi, you and Akazawa never learn,” Ayaka remarked.


      “They really don’t,” Yuuta agreed. “Fujimiya clearly gets uncomfortable and upset with the teasing, but they just don’t stop.”


      “You guys could intervene at any time, you know,” Amane pleaded.


      “They wouldn’t quit, even if we did.”


      “That’s for sure.”


      It was all friendly teasing from the couple, and Amane understood there was no malice behind it, but even so, getting teased was a drag. He wished the peanut gallery would step in to put a stop to it.


      As for Mahiru, she was sitting there smiling, patting the box containing Chitose’s present, so she didn’t seem inclined to stop her friend. She also seemed to understand that Chitose wouldn’t stop even if she said something.


      “I’m impressed you got your hands on this…,” Mahiru said. “I thought you could only get it from the lottery online!”


      “Consider me the luckiest girl around, then!”


      “I’m sure you worked hard to get it… Really, thank you so much.”


      “No biggie. Actually, I thought it might be cute to get you some lip balm or something else to go with it, but I’m sure you have your favorite colors, and you’d be happier getting Amane to buy that for you. That way, he can smooch it all off you.”


      “Chitose?!”


      “Kiddiiing!”


      “Don’t tease her too much, Chi,” Itsuki said. “Her guardian is over there, getting his finger ready.”


      “What can he do with one measly finger?”


      “I bet he has a mean forehead flick. Wanna find out?”


      “Ah, no thanks!”


      Amane held up his hand, primed in forehead-flicking position, and Chitose shook her head, the corners of her mouth quivering a bit.


      Itsuki put one hand on his stomach and cackled. Amane glared, warning him that he ought to control his girlfriend better, but it had no effect and actually seemed to elicit even more laughter from the boy.


      The cold look of irritation on Amane’s face made no difference, either, but after laughing for some time, Itsuki wiped away the tears that had welled up in the corners of his eyes and pulled out a nicely wrapped box from the tote bag that had been sitting beside him.


      Without pause, he politely offered it to Mahiru with both hands. Amane could tell Mahiru was a little shaken by the complete change in behavior.


      “This one’s from Yuuta and me. Please, take a look, madam.”


      “Y-you don’t have to be so formal… Thank you. You too, Mister Kadowaki.”


      “Not at all. ’Tis a privilege to be afforded the opportunity to celebrate you.”


      “Amane, wanna open it?”


      “What, you think they got you something inappropriate…? I thought that, too, but he got it with Kadowaki, so I’m not worried.”


      Amane liked to think that was true, and Itsuki did possess some measure of common sense, so he didn’t expect there to be anything weird in the package. On the other hand, had he joined forces with Chitose, there would be a remote possibility it contained some wicked item meant to give Mahiru a push in her relationship.


      However, this time, Itsuki had consulted with Yuuta, which gave Amane a fair amount of assurance.


      “You’ve got no confidence in me!”


      “Can you blame me?”


      “…I haven’t been that bad, have I?”


      “Ah-ha-ha, hmm…”


      “This is where you can step in and defend me, Yuuta.”


      “I don’t think Itsuki would do something inappropriate like that when it involves Miss Shiina.”


      “You’re right, he probably wouldn’t. Not with Mahiru. Consider me reassured.”


      “Look how differently he treats us,” Itsuki lamented.


      “Uh-huh, he sure does.”


      “Yuuta, man, sometimes you can be really harsh.”


      Itsuki and Yuuta had been good friends for a while, and they often engaged in this kind of light banter.


      Yuuta was always smiling and usually seemed to be the embodiment of tenderness and sincerity, but whenever Amane saw him like this, it reminded him that Yuuta was just as easygoing as anyone else their age. He figured Yuuta considered him a close friend, seeing as he teased Amane every now and then, too.


      “By the way, the gift, it’s…uh…”


      “What’s wrong?”


      “I’m not really sure it makes a good present. Yuuta and I talked it over, but…”


      The two boys seemed worried about getting a gift for a female friend—an act much different from getting a gift for a girlfriend. Their expressions were stiff with wry smiles, so Amane knew they must have gone through great lengths picking something out for Mahiru.


      Amane himself didn’t doubt the sensibilities of the two boys, but they seemed really anxious, which made him start to worry.


      “…What’d you get her?”


      “A nice assortment of dashi.”


      “S-so practical…,” Chitose commented idly. Amane had the same thought: It was an extremely useful gift.


      From the way they were acting, he guessed his two friends had worked hard to choose a present they thought a girl who was neither of their girlfriends would appreciate.


      “We heard you wanted a whetstone, but of course that was impossible to get, so we thought maybe something practical you could still cook with would be a good gift. Even Fujimiya can enjoy this.”


      “Wait, Amane, you told them about the whetstone?!”


      Mahiru seemed aware of the fact that this was not a normal thing for a high school girl to want, and she latched onto the leaker of the information.


      Amane apologized awkwardly, “S-sorry.”


      His tone was pretty pitiful. The girl flushed slightly with embarrassment.


      She didn’t seem upset, but she did seem to dislike that he had let that much slip.


      Mahiru glared reproachfully, looking up at him firmly with a sharp glint in her eye. Her displeasure was plain for Amane to see. He patted her on the shoulder to calm her down.


      “You do want a whetstone, don’t you?”


      “Who doesn’t?”


      Chitose chimed in first, “I just think we’re a little young for such a specialized tool.”


      “Right,” Ayaka agreed.


      “I’m not that motivated to cook in the first place, so…,” Yuuta said.


      “I’m good as long as I do a half-decent job of cutting stuff up,” Itsuki added.


      “N-no one’s on my side…”


      Mahiru was the only one who cooked as a hobby, so she was the only one who truly understood the appeal. Mahiru’s eyebrows drooped in disappointment, and Amane gently stroked her head to console her.


      “Mahiru, don’t worry. I’m here. That said, it would be totally wasted on me.”


      He understood the importance of sharpening kitchen knives, but Amane knew he wouldn’t be able to master the whetstone. He was the kind of guy who preferred a simple knife sharpener, so he couldn’t totally back Mahiru up.


      Ultimately, that was just Amane’s point of view, but he had to hold back a smile at how cute Mahiru looked now that she was so obviously sulking. Ayaka could apparently read Amane’s thoughts and grinned, prompting him to turn away in embarrassment.


      “Anyway, so that’s how we decided on a nice, easy-to-use dashi assortment. We figured it was a safe bet to get something you could eat and wouldn’t let sit around. Please use it to take an even firmer hold over Fujimiya’s stomach.”


      “She’s got too firm a hold already. Any more, I might lose it entirely.”


      “Heh-heh, I’ll make sure to take full responsibility and look after you when that happens.”


      “Wow, so this is love!” Itsuki teased.


      Mahiru just smiled bashfully, unable to confirm or deny those words. Amane got goosebumps, as if his chest were being tickled by her fingertips, and his gaze wandered around the room.


      He swung back and forth between embarrassment and happiness—thinking of the waves as pure irritation—so he opted for silence.


      Still, the quivering of his lips must have given him away, because Ayaka, clearly not trying to mock him, said, “Fujimiya, we’re not at school. I think it’s all right for you to be open about your feelings.”


      “…There’s no need for you to point it out.”


      “Ah-ha-ha, sorry, sorry. You just looked so frustrated.”


      “He’s not all that open, our Amane,” Itsuki’s playful jabs started up again.


      “Hush, you.”


      “So it goes, huh?”


      Itsuki was obviously enjoying himself, judging by his impish expression. That face didn’t change, no matter the sharp glare Amane shot his way.
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      “Everyone put so much thought into this,” Ayaka remarked. “I… Well, actually, I shopped around with my aunt to pick something. I wasn’t sure what to get you, but I eventually decided on this.”


      Amane was impressed by Ayaka’s adaptability as she plastered on a smile and ignored Itsuki’s usual antics. She then pulled an adorable envelope from her bag.


      Mahiru blinked in surprise at the present, which was very different from the gifts she had received so far, and Ayaka winked playfully at her.


      “Two tickets to afternoon tea at one of those places where a butler serves you. My aunt has some connections.”


      “Does Miss Itomaki know everyone in town?”


      “Seems that way. It’s kind of scary how far her network goes. I asked her to help me out, and this is what I got.”


      Mahiru couldn’t hide the fact that she was a little bewildered. Perhaps she was embarrassed to learn that even Miss Itomaki was thinking of her since they had no direct contact.


      The look in her eyes said, Can I really accept this…? But that wasn’t lost on Ayaka. She added, almost as if she had been worried about it, too, “You’re my friend, and it seems like my aunt has taken a liking to Fujimiya.”


      Ayaka continued, “I’m sure he won’t mind eating some sweets, and he might just learn a little something about how to move and behave when he’s serving customers, too. By the way, everything they serve at this café is really yummy, so I think it might be a learning experience, Miss Shiina as well.”


      “Thank you very much… That’s so kind, and here I haven’t even been able to go greet Miss Itomaki yet…”


      “You’re holding out until Fujimiya invites you to the café, right? We both understand, so don’t worry.”


      “Urgh,” Amane groaned. “I’ll try to get used to the work faster.”


      Amane knew it was inevitable he would be on the receiving end of these roundabout insults, so all he could do was hang his head.


      He was adapting to customer service and had become familiar with most of the aspects of his job, yet he still made mistakes and embarrassed himself in front of Souji and his senior coworkers.


      Ideally, he wanted his friends and girlfriend to see him at his best. That may have just been Amane’s ego and vanity talking, but he couldn’t shake the desire to look good in front of Mahiru.


      “Hurry up already. I want to see you, too!”


      “Me too, me too.”


      “You guys are just gonna come make fun of me!”


      “No way, you’re so distrusting!”


      “Again, can you blame me…?”


      Amane knew if he brought Itsuki and Chitose to the café, there was a 99.99 percent chance he’d be mocked, so if possible, he preferred to forgo a visit from the couple.


      “…Let me see you acting all cool someday, okay, Amane?”


      “I’ll do what I can.”


      There was no avoiding it now that Mahiru was subtly hurrying him along, too. Amane resolved to work harder at his job—it wouldn’t be good to keep her waiting too long.


      Chitose cackled seeing Mahiru’s cheerful, gentle pressure, so Amane gave her the side-eye. Chitose stuck her tongue out at him, clearly not feeling guilty in the slightest. Amane chose to ignore her and turn away.


      “Thank you all so much, really. To think you did this for me… I feel so blessed.”


      Holding the presents she had received in her arms with a smile, Mahiru’s expression was filled with pure happiness.


      Mahiru didn’t cry that day. Maybe because she had cried a lot the day before, but she seemed to have built up a little resistance. Even so, her caramel eyes shined as tears threatened to overflow at any moment.


      “I think you could stand to be a little greedier, Mahiru,” Ayaka said.


      “Sure could,” Chitose agreed. “Being selfish is a big part of getting what you want, Mahiru.”


      “…I feel like this is going to put some funny ideas in your head, but you know what? They’re right. You could act on your wants and depend on people more,” Amane added.


      Everyone who knew Mahiru recognized the fact that she never took it upon herself to desire anything or ask a thing of anyone else. She was an unassuming type who would endure just about anything.


      Mahiru herself had sometimes commented on how selfish she was, but her version of selfishness was adorably undercooked, and if that was what passed for greed, Amane was ready to declare the whole world was full of greedy people.


      Mahiru had always been self-sufficient; it was just in her nature, which was why it was hard for her to turn to others for help. As her boyfriend, Amane intended to work hard to get her to depend on him.


      “If you can do that, Amane will spoil you even more. For sure.”


      “…I-I’ll give it some thought. He spoiled me plenty yesterday, so…”


      “Oh? Deets. Look, there’s nobody here but us.”


      “Hey, now.”


      Amane didn’t really have anything to feel guilty about, but be that as it may, getting grilled about what happened when a couple was alone would be uncomfortable for anyone.


      Mahiru told him she hadn’t spoken in detail about the night she stayed over after the culture festival, but Amane doubted whether she was able to evade Chitose’s leading questions. Should he have asked if she let anything slip this time?


      Though Amane had put a stop to the questions for the moment, Chitose was sidling up to Mahiru with a bright, easy smile.


      Mahiru smiled uncomfortably, and Chitose put and arm around her, leading her away to a spot a short distance away from the others.


      Amane put his hand on his forehead.


      I knew it.


      Mahiru was the type who liked to share her joy with other people, and apart from times she was truly determined to keep a secret, she was liable to talk when pressed by a close friend. This worried Amane. Then, suddenly, he noticed something about the boy who’d been sitting farthest from Mahiru. Yuuta was frowning.


      “You all right, Kadowaki?” Amane whispered.


      Yuuta seemed to realize he had a blatantly forlorn expression on and awkwardly forced a smile. “Oh, I was just thinking. Are you sure it was okay for me to come today?”


      “The fact that you’re even worried about that shows how considerate you are. Maybe now’s not the time to talk about that, though.”


      Yuuta had spoken softly, but Ayaka had apparently still overheard. She jumped in to chide him but instead gave the boy a kind look, free of any anger or irritation.


      “Sorry.”


      “Wipe that apologetic look off your face, okay?”


      “I’ve been hanging out with Miss Shiina for even less time than you, Kadowaki, so really that ought to be my line,” Ayaka said.


      “You don’t seem worked up or anxious at all, Kido.”


      “Hmm, well, sure. I can tell by how she acts that Miss Shiina has pretty much accepted me already. Once you get in her circle, she’s super easy to read.”


      Ayaka’s cheerful, natural smile boasted full confidence in her words.


      She often said her hobby was people-watching, but contrary to the expectation that she was only looking at boys’ muscles, she seemed to have a firm grasp on certain body language subtleties. As happy as Amane felt to see their number of friends increase, he felt just as uneasy realizing how well Ayaka could read people.


      “Kido, you’re fairly confident about things like that, aren’t you?”


      “I don’t know about that, but I can tell she likes me, and I think we’re friends. She knows how much I love my Sou, so she’s not gonna suspect me of anything weird, and she can relax around me.”


      “Oh, I get it.”


      “That convinced you?”


      “I mean…”


      “What is it?”


      “Listen, Fujimiya, during the culture festival, there was a fair amount of, uh, squealing over you, wasn’t there?” Yuuta reminded him.


      “Squealing…?”


      “Some kind of fuss over you being a real catch.”


      “I dunno about that. I mean, you’re the literal embodiment of popularity.”


      Most of the cheers in their imitation café, far surpassing any others, had been praising Yuuta. It wasn’t that Amane hadn’t received any attention, but any compliments directed at him had been drowned out by the chorus of passionate adoration aimed at the brawny boy, and there wasn’t much room for misinterpretation.


      And yet Ayaka gave him a lukewarm look that said he didn’t understand a thing and waggled her index finger side to side.


      “Tsk, tsk, Fujimiya. The two of you are in different categories—entirely different.”


      “Categories?”


      “Kadowaki here falls into the nice-young-man-Prince-Charming category. The very top ranks of it, to be precise.”


      “I don’t suppose you’ll give me a chance to argue with that?” Yuuta said.


      “Just go with it. Meanwhile, you, Fujimiya… At first glance, you’re a bit of a loner and have kind of a gloomy, distant vibe going, but at the culture festival, you really put yourself out there. People warmed up to you.”


      “What are you talking about?”


      “I’m being serious! You usually try not to stand out much, but at the culture festival, you were dressed to the nines and smiling at everyone. I’m saying that there were a certain number of people who got excited by the change.”


      “Kadowaki, you getting this?”


      “Not really.”


      “Why are you on his side?!” Ayaka asked in a shrill, exaggerated whine. Amane looked at her like she was some unfathomable creature—and he didn’t think he was unjustified in doing so.


      “You’re saying Fujimiya’s clearly got a lot more eyes on him now than he thinks he does. Even without taking Miss Shiina into account, just Fujimiya alone. That was—well, is making Miss Shiina nervous, so the fact that you’re someone who doesn’t trigger that anxiety gave you a big advantage when becoming her friend. Does that sound about right?”


      “That’s exactly it. Ever the articulate boy, Kadowaki.”


      Ayaka clapped with a bright smile and said she was giving him full marks, then, with a carefree look, turned to Amane, who was equally fed up and bewildered.


      “That’s just what I think,” she concluded.


      “I get what you’re saying, Kido. Regardless of whether that’s accurate, I don’t think that’s all there is to it.”


      “No?”


      “Well, even if we assume that’s one aspect, I think Mahiru probably just likes you because you’re a nice person, Kido. That’s why she wanted to get closer to you.”


      “Huh?”


      Ayaka cocked her head, and a dull, half-hearted sound of surprise escaped from her lips.


      Amane tilted his own head in confusion, but after briefly thinking over the best way to explain things to Ayaka, who truly didn’t seem to understand, he began speaking slowly.


      “Look, Kido. You’re a good caretaker, you get along well with people, you’re always smiling, and you’re the type who’s consistently around to help. You’re very observant when it comes to others, and you can always tell when someone really needs you, and when they do, you seem to pitch in just the right amount.”


      Depending on the situation, Mahiru could be even more withdrawn than Amane.


      On the surface, she was well-spoken and amiable, but she didn’t let others in easily. The fact that Chitose had been able to forcibly break through her walls was due in no small part to her being an acquaintance of Amane’s.


      It was honestly nothing short of a miracle that Amane and Chitose were friends, but setting that aside, in any case, Mahiru wasn’t often inclined to allow people to get close to her.


      That hadn’t changed, even after dropping the angel act. Though it had eased up somewhat. She had become friendlier with her classmates, but she still kept her real thoughts and feelings to herself. Regardless, Mahiru must have recognized Ayaka’s mellow, gentle, and helpful disposition.


      “You’re not two-faced, and you’re cheerful. You keep just the right distance as you casually look after people. You get a little too worked up about things you like, but put another way, that means you’re earnest enough to get absorbed in your hobbies, and you don’t bother anyone else with them. I think Mahiru appreciates those things about you, and that’s probably why she wanted to be your friend.”


      Mahiru got along with people who were gentle and had common sense—she must have thought Ayaka met both conditions.


      Of course, it wasn’t just a matter of liking her. Amane understood Mahiru truly liked Ayaka and wanted to continue being her friend. Otherwise, Mahiru wouldn’t have invited her over. This was Amane’s apartment, but it was already basically Mahiru’s home. She had invited Ayaka into her home and into her heart.


      “Mahiru has a tendency to worry a bit about how small my circle is, but from my point of view, Mahiru’s the one who doesn’t have many people she can open up to. I’m glad you’re her friend, Kido, and I’m glad I’ve gotten to be better friends with you as a result.”


      All he did was say exactly what he was thinking, but Ayaka furrowed her brows and stared at him. It seemed like she had something she really wanted to say, so Amane looked over at Yuuta, wondering what the matter was, and his friend shrugged with an expression that he could not hide, which could be taken as either exasperation or astonishment.


      Amane didn’t understand.


      “…It’s amazing that you can say that to my face. I’m blushing. The fact that you can say things like that so naturally makes me understand why Miss Shiina fell for you and why she’s so anxious.”


      “I have to concur.”


      “Why are you agreeing with her, Kadowaki?”


      ““I mean…,”” Yuuta and Ayaka said in unison.


      “Hey, now.”


      It had never seemed like the two of them had that much common ground, but for some reason, they seemed to be in such harmony it was as if they were kindred spirits, much to Amane’s confusion.


      He wondered what exactly had happened to make them that way.


      “See, I told you,” Yuuta said, “once Fujimiya’s your friend, he’s super honest with you.”


      “Uh, I don’t know about that…”


      Amane was self-aware—he knew he wasn’t honest about his feelings and that he was a pretty gloomy kid, but it seemed his friends didn’t see him that way.


      “Fujimiya, I know you aren’t hitting on me or anything,” Ayaka said. “But… Occasionally, you throw things out so directly, and…this isn’t a great way of putting it… Even if it’s not your intention, it’s possible, someday, a girl is going to get caught in the crossfire.”


      “…Meaning?”


      “Before you know it, some other girl is going to fall for you, and your girlfriend is nervous because she knows you’re too oblivious.”


      “…Me?”


      “He ain’t buyin’ it.”


      Itsuki, who had apparently been silently listening in on their conversation, must have finally felt the urge to join in. When Amane looked over, he saw that Mahiru and Chitose had also come right up—they must have finished talking.


      “Everyone here recognizes your appeal, Amane,” Mahiru said.


      “I think you’re a bit biased.”


      Amane glanced dubiously at Mahiru. She looked back at him, and he reflexively straightened his posture.


      Mahiru smiled nicely.


      “Amane?”


      “Yes?”


      “I’ll talk to you later about your low self-esteem. For now, though… You’re still working on improving yourself, and at the very least, you’re proud of your progress, right?”


      “I am.”


      “So it’s not good to thoughtlessly dismiss compliments. Especially when we’re recognizing how far you’ve come.”


      “I’ll take that to heart.”


      He understood the point Mahiru was making, so he didn’t try to object. Be that as it may, he couldn’t help but believe she still thought too highly of him.


      Mahiru grinned beautifully, as if she read his mind, and he shuddered to shake off the odd feeling.


      “You really don’t stand a chance against Miss Shiina. You just can’t handle her.”


      “Oh, shut up.”


      Amane knew better than anyone that he was helpless when it came to Mahiru, so he didn’t need Itsuki to make a point of saying so. Not to mention, it was just irritating to hear, so he snapped at Itsuki, even though Amane knew he was in the wrong for doing so. Itsuki waved his hand back and forth as if to say that he got the point.


      “Oh, Amane…um, I don’t think you’re out there looking at other girls. I know you only have eyes for me.”


      “Whoot-whoo!” Chitose called with a whistle.


      “Don’t make fun,” Mahiru chided in response.


      “Oookay.”


      Amane didn’t think he was wrong for feeling a little bit better for it.


      “…That being said, um, I know it’s selfish of me, but it would give me some peace of mind if you were a little more careful. Seeing other girls hit on you would upset me a lot.”


      “You know I would never charge ahead and get close to someone if it seemed to make you uncomfortable, right? I’ll make sure to keep my distance.”


      Her request reminded him once again that Mahiru still worried about such things and that she’d been acting accordingly. It was his job to reassure her, and he did so with unwavering confidence.


      It was vanishingly unlikely he would be swayed by any girl other than Mahiru and even more unthinkable that he would pursue other girls in a misguided attempt to confirm her love for him. Amane was not foolish or thoughtless enough to test her like that.


      It would have been a lie to say he wasn’t a bit pleased to be the object of her jealousy, but given the fact that being jealous made Mahiru anxious, going ahead with it was out of the question for him as her boyfriend.


      “I mean, at this point, it’s common knowledge you and I are dating, so do you think anyone would actually approach me?”


      He got shy looking back on the event, so he didn’t actively try to recall it too often, but Amane and Mahiru had started dating during the scavenger hunt at the culture festival.


      During the scavenger hunt, with spectators looking on, Mahiru had declared Amane was someone special to her, so word had probably made it around to everyone in school.


      Moreover, although he tried to restrain himself, Amane had started standing openly by Mahiru’s side, and though he didn’t really want to admit it, Itsuki and their other friends pointed out when they were flirting. Looking at things objectively, Amane didn’t think there was room for anyone else to insert themselves.


      “Mahiru still gets people confessing to her, you know, though a lot fewer than before. Couldn’t that happen to you, too?”


      “Hmm. But it’s never happened before.”


      That was the reason he hadn’t been able to accept what Ayaka was saying.


      He’d gotten some praise from Mahiru, and Itsuki and the others said he had changed, but if anyone had asked whether the so-called peak of his youth had arrived, without a doubt the answer was no. Aside from Mahiru, Amane had never met another girl who said she liked him.


      He’d heard some muttering about what a good impression he’d made at the culture festival, but nothing since then. His classmates were treating him the same as always.


      Consequently, even though he had gotten some compliments, he never really agreed with them, so he was confused every time it happened.


      Chitose’s voice, accompanied by a sigh, interrupted his thoughts.


      “He just doesn’t get it,” she said. “I know why. Mahiru’s always been universally adored, and Amane’s never experienced that. Now though…how do I put it…?”


      “Now he seems to be getting serious looks from a small subset of the population.”


      “I can’t imagine that’s true, and even if it was, I don’t plan to accept their attention.”


      “Well, that’s why Mahiru wants you to be careful. None of us is worried at all about you looking at other girls, though.”


      Amane only had eyes for Mahiru, and even if someone had feelings for him, he couldn’t possibly reciprocate. He frowned slightly in concern, and Chitose quietly cautioned him, not teasing or laughing at him or scolding him, so Amane could only nod obediently.


      “I just want you to know there isn’t an ounce of doubt in my mind about you, okay?”


      After Itsuki and the others had gone home, Mahiru readily stated this in a smooth, unaffected voice, which for some reason made Amane nervous.


      He blinked several times in confusion, realizing a bit late that this was a continuation of the conversation earlier, and Mahiru, who had taken a seat next to him on the sofa, grabbed Amane’s sleeve tightly, her eyes downcast. She looked uneasy, perhaps because she was feeling a little bit nervous, too.


      “I’m very well aware that you, um, that you love me, Amane. And I know you’re not someone who breaks his promises, so…”


      “But I’ve been acting in a way that makes you worry, huh? I’ll be more observant from now on.”


      It was okay to be clueless sometimes, but in some cases, it wasn’t excusable. Amane wasn’t heartless, tactless, or insensitive enough to cause his girlfriend justifiable concern.


      “You’re attractive, Amane, so I don’t suppose it’s something I can really prevent. After all, I do think the fact that you’re getting some recognition is a good thing.”


      “But I hate the idea of making you uncomfortable.”


      “I think it would be good for you to show caution toward girls who approach you, but frankly, when it comes to other people liking you, that’s not something you should try to stop. It just goes to show you’re recognized as the wonderful person you are, and that’s way better than people disliking you.”


      “Hmm, well, that’s true. Listen…this is a little bit off topic, but I’ve got a dumb question.”


      “Yes?”


      “We touched on it earlier, but suppose, for the sake of argument, if there is some girl who likes me, why would she even approach me?”


      Amane was having trouble with that particular point.


      It wasn’t that he didn’t grasp the idea of making an appeal to someone you liked.


      But he couldn’t help but think it would change things if the person you like was obviously in a relationship.


      Even though emotions couldn’t be precisely controlled, the idea that someone would go ahead and take action with the understanding that the person they liked had a partner or a spouse was beyond Amane’s understanding.


      “If someone actively makes a move, that must mean she wants a certain reaction from me, right?”


      “Yes. I’d think she’d approach you because she wanted you to have feelings for her and hoped you would entertain her advances.”


      “In other words, to put it crudely, because she wanted to steal me from you?”


      “Sounds about right.”


      “But I’m so crazy about you, Mahiru. It’s ridiculous anyone would think there was room for them to butt in. I don’t understand how anyone could look at us and think I would ever leave you.”


      Setting aside the final ruling on whether they had actually been flirting in public for the moment, one thing Amane could say for sure was that he always treated Mahiru tenderly and with great care.


      He was particularly proud of the fact that he never argued with her or treated her coldly, and they spent time together peacefully, respecting each other. That was something that Mahiru also recognized, and the people around them also praised the way Amane and Mahiru’s connection never wavered.


      Amane’s eyes never wandered. In fact, he was beyond disinterested, on the same level as Itsuki. Anyone who knew Amane would have immediately laughed off the idea of him getting close to another girl at this point.


      Indeed, he would have found it really regrettable if people thought of him as the kind of guy who would casually change partners after a little come-on from a girl trying to win him over. Even the suggestion that his feelings for Mahiru could be so flimsy was more than Amane was willing to tolerate.


      “Anyway, I’d be on guard the moment any girl approached me despite knowing about you. Plus, it’s hard to imagine someone wouldn’t see that, from the way I usually behave, she’d get a firm rejection.”


      Amane, a person who was known to have a small circle of friends, also required a large bubble of personal space, and it was plainly obvious that the moment anyone crossed the line, they would lose his trust. Even more so if they were someone who would hurt Mahiru by doing so.


      Believing it was all right to drive a rift between people who were building a harmonious relationship and actually attempting to do so was a pattern of thinking incomprehensible to Amane. He didn’t even want to understand it, so if it ever happened, he wouldn’t even deign to look that person’s way.


      “Amane, you’re even more fussy about things like that than I am, aren’t you?”


      “I don’t know about that. Isn’t it a normal reaction? I think anyone would feel put off.”


      “I get what you’re saying. In your mind, the fact that a girl would even do something like that would make her stand out in a bad way, right?”


      “…Wouldn’t you be just as put off, Mahiru?”


      “Sure. But, Amane, you’re the type who cuts people out directly. I have walls up, but you flat out reject people.”


      When she put it that way, Amane had to agree that he was less tactful than Mahiru in such situations.


      “That’s pretty much my only option. I don’t want you to misunderstand my intentions, after all. Besides, personally, I wouldn’t even want to associate with someone who gets carried away that easily and is so careless about their relationships with people of the opposite sex. If it’s possible to avoid any weird misunderstandings before they happen, I’d like to.”


      Amane’s pet theory was that the best thing to do was to nip the causes of misunderstandings and arguments in the bud before they had a chance to develop.


      Down to their cores, Amane and Mahiru were both the type to calmly listen to their partner and find common ground when communicating. Consequently, they almost never argued, and the only way things might have ever turned sour was if one of them was clearly in the wrong or broke a promise.


      Whether it was intentional or a mistake, it would of course give rise to suspicion the moment one of them gave the other a reason to doubt, so it was essential to do the best they could to give their partner complete security.


      Amane knew he always had to keep those precautions in mind, avoid doing anything that would seem sketchy in the first place, make sure to consult with Mahiru, and, at times, ask for testimony from an impartial third party.


      “Let me back up and say that even if there are girls who have those kinds of feelings for me, it would just get on my nerves, and rejecting them is about the only thing I could do. Still, I doubt there are any girls like that out there.”


      “If you keep denying that people like that exist, we’re gonna just keep going around in circles.”


      “Well, I mean…I’ve never gotten attention like that before.”


      “You’re hyperaware of people’s bad intentions, Amane, but slow to recognize their affections.”


      “…Did I make you mad, Miss Mahiru?”


      “Not exactly… I just remembered how I suffered waiting for you to realize…”


      She placed her hand on her forehead and sighed as if she was slightly fatigued, and as the person who had caused her such hardship, Amane wasn’t sure what to say. He kept the smile on his face but felt it stiffen.


      Amane and Mahiru had started dating about half a year earlier. Chitose, who had watched over their path toward romance, had once given them her unsolicited evaluation: “It took forever for you two to get together because you’re kind of dumb, you have no confidence, and you’re indecisive, Amane.”


      Because of his low self-esteem, Amane had indeed had a hard time believing Mahiru liked him, so he could very much understand how she had suffered. He even felt a little guilty about it.


      “Well, of course, now I know you were really trying to lure me in! I just didn’t have any confidence!”


      “Whenever I think of myself from back then and you tell me you didn’t realize how much I liked you, it makes me just wanna cover my face and hide… Amane, you’re slow to pick up on these things even when someone is blatantly flirting with you.”


      “I’m sorry.”


      “W-well, now you know, and you do a lot to show me how you feel! A-anyway… You obviously know very well when I’m being affectionate with you these days. I mean, you accept my love without fail, but I think you might still be slow to pick up on affection from others, especially other girls. What I’m saying is you’re thickheaded.”


      “Th-thick enough you have to come out and say so?”


      “Thick enough that I can say so… And since I’m certain I’m the only one you have eyes for, I can’t possibly get angry at you for it.”


      “Isn’t it natural you’re the only one I want to see, Mahiru?”


      “…I don’t know if it’s good that you can say stuff like that so smoothly.”


      “Huh…?”


      “I—I already know I’m the only one for you…because I’m so loved.”


      “Right. It’s important you know that.”


      Mahiru looked irresistibly adorable as she squirmed and strung her words together, letting her voice trail bashfully off at the end. Amane put his arm around her back and pulled her close, patting her as she leaned up against him.


      At this point, the two of them were able to be upfront about spoiling each other and expressing their love.


      He accepted Mahiru’s affection wholeheartedly, embracing his girlfriend and her soft body as carefully as possible, receiving and digesting all the anxiety and impatience she was carrying within her small frame.


      Amane caressed her gently, and her slight stiffness melted away. As if to say that she was surrendering herself to him, she leaned her full weight against Amane. He wanted to feel her weight even more and slowly changed position to lie down on the sofa with Mahiru still resting on top of him.


      She lay there on top of Amane, covering him. Actually, he had put her there, but now that she was on him, she blinked her eyes repeatedly in surprise and embarrassment and tried to sit up. Even still, Amane refused to release his arm around her back, holding her in place.


      “…I’m probably heavy.”


      “Not at all. I wanted you to lean on me more anyway.”


      He wanted to take advantage of the moment and spoil her more, and when he whispered to Mahiru, who was looking slightly panicked as her hair dangled over him, her pale cheeks flushed faintly red.


      “You know, I think I want you to lean on me more, too, Amane.”


      “You want me on top?”


      “Dummy!”


      Mahiru launched a direct attack, burying her face forcefully in Amane’s chest, and he couldn’t hold back a smirk. Mahiru seemed to sense him smiling through the movement of his chest and raised her face only halfway, showing him her flushed cheeks and the adorably sharp look in her eyes.


      Amane knew he was acting rather boldly even as he pretended to keep his cool. He gently stroked Mahiru’s head with his palm so that the silken threads of her hair wouldn’t tangle, trying to keep up the illusion, and it was enough to make her lean her head back against Amane’s chest once more.


      She ground her head into him. Even that direct attack and her angry act were adorable. Amane accepted it with a smile, and he enjoyed her special sweetness, warmth, and softness to his heart’s content, slowly running his fingers through the flaxen river of hair she cared for so scrupulously.


      “…Amane?”


      “Hmm?”


      They had been touching each other for some time, but when he lifted his head slightly at the sound of her suddenly calling his name, Mahiru simply looked back at him quietly.


      In her eyes, he saw none of the earlier agitation or bashfulness. She was simply staring earnestly at him.


      “I don’t think everyone who shows you affection is acting in bad faith. I do think there are some girls who are going to express feelings they can’t endure or control. At some point, some girl will probably confess to you directly. And when that happens, you—”


      “I’ll turn her down… I’ll be polite and hear her out, though. Regardless, I’d never have any intention of reciprocating.”


      He knew what Mahiru wanted to say before she even finished her sentence.


      Even Amane, who was devoted to Mahiru, knew that not every person who confessed their love to someone who already had a partner was necessarily acting with malice. He figured it was only natural for someone to want to spit it out before holding everything in drove them crazy.


      He certainly didn’t think all romantic advances were bad, and the sentiments themselves weren’t something anyone should deny. There wasn’t a person alive who could suppress their emotions altogether. Sometimes, someone was simply unable to hold in their feelings, and they had no choice but to express them toward the other person.


      However, Amane didn’t intend to accept any such affection.


      “You are the one I love, Mahiru, and you’re the only one I want to spend my future with. I don’t intend to make space in my heart for anyone else. The only one here is you, Mahiru.”


      Even if Amane hurt someone’s feelings by turning them down, he wouldn’t yield.


      Mahiru was the love of his life, and it was inconceivable that he would choose anyone other than her.


      Not to mention the fact that Mahiru would never hand Amane over.


      Precisely because they both understood that, they expressed their warm feelings repeatedly, dispelling any remaining anxiety.


      “You don’t have to worry. I don’t want anyone but you, Mahiru.”


      “…Okay.”


      Amane felt the weight resting upon him grow heavier, as if Mahiru had completely relaxed. The weight felt pleasant, and his eyes drifted shut as he gently embraced the warm beauty in his arms.
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      Several days after Mahiru’s birthday, grades for the midterms they had taken in early December were released.


      They were in the second semester of their second year of high school, and it wouldn’t be long before the atmosphere at school began to grow pricklier as they headed toward the exams that would truly make or break their futures. Report cards were handed out, and the classroom grew noisy with the chatter of satisfied students and disappointed students alike.


      Amane had been worried about his grades dropping because of his new part-time job, but when he looked down at his scores, he felt only relief.


      Mahiru and his coworker Miyamoto had been helping him study. If he dropped the ball and his grades fell, he would’ve been too disappointed in himself and too guilty to look them in the eye. Luckily, that wouldn’t be a problem.


      Itsuki leaned over.


      “How’d you do, Sir Amane?”


      Amane sighed and turned his paper over on his desk.


      “Keep your eyes to yourself. Just look at the ranking they posted if you’re so curious.”


      Amane knew that Itsuki hadn’t really been trying to steal a peek at his exam, and he wouldn’t have been embarrassed if his friend had seen his grades, but he still felt he ought to warn him off just to keep up appearances.


      “Oh, right, they did put out the combined grades and rankings, huh? Your ranking went up from last time, right?”


      “Thankfully, yeah.”


      “You’ve really been busting your ass… Don’t you have a job now, too?”


      “I do, and that’s exactly why I’ve been buckling down every day, so I can keep up with both. I have less time to study, so I’ve been working harder.”


      Amane knew he couldn’t afford to be careless, especially since his classmates were sure to start taking their grades just as seriously.


      If pushed to say, Amane would have admitted he had always picked up things fast, but his peers had much more time on their hands to study.


      He was the one who chose to work in his spare time, so he didn’t intend to let his efforts at school slip because of it. Still, it was a fact that he had less time to study, so the issue then became a question: How do I pick up the slack?


      “So you’re just casually gettin’ your grades up, huh?”


      “Same goes for you, man.”


      Even Itsuki, despite his comments, had improved. Amane had seen his name posted in the rankings on the bulletin board in a higher position than Amane had ever seen before.


      Itsuki always seemed like he was teasing and joking around, but his true nature—the Itsuki that Amane knew—was thoughtful and earnest at heart.


      Amane always figured his friend’s irresponsible, facetious act was his way of rebelling against his parents. Setting aside what the reality might be, at the very least Amane understood that Itsuki was an extremely clever guy.


      “Yeah. My old man’s a pain and won’t stop telling me that it’s time to set my eyes on the future.”


      “I don’t even want to think about next year.”


      Chitose joined the conversation pitifully, looking like a wilting flower as she clutched her exam sheet. Behind her, Mahiru was smiling, though her eyebrows appeared to droop in concern.


      Mahiru had taken the top spot as always, which was just what Amane figured would happen. He was always by her side and knew just how hard she worked, after all.


      Chitose must have been disappointed with her grade because she moped even more and thrust her grade sheet at Itsuki, making an embarrassed expression as his eyes traced over the writing on the page.


      “Chi, you… Hmm, well you avoided the worst-case scenario. You picked up a ton of lost points in one specifically strong area.”


      “Oof, I’ll try harder next time.”


      Then Mahiru pointed out, “Still, your overall score is better than last time, and I believe you’ve also mastered the way to answer the questions. That’s progress.”


      “Mahiruuu!”


      Chitose seemed deeply moved by her friend’s comment. She threw her arms around Mahiru and embraced her tightly. Mahiru just stood there, letting her emotional friend do as she pleased.


      Actually, perhaps it was more accurate to say Mahiru just couldn’t escape.


      Mahiru, who was extremely caring toward her close friends, seemed to carefully consider Chitose’s grades and broke into a beautiful smile.


      Her smile was so bright it made Chitose instinctively take a step back.


      “M-Mahiru?”


      “It’s all right. We still have a year. All you need to do is work hard. It simply depends on your drive and your goals, Chitose. I’ll be with you the whole way, reviewing as we go, too.”


      “…You’ll be right by my side?”


      “Of course. You can’t do it all in just one day. You have to work continuously. Cram every single day, and the information will be carved into your mind.”


      “That’s not cramming. That’s a studying addiction…”


      “Once we’re prepping for our exams, that’s the path everyone is going to take anyway. Let’s work hard, okay?”


      “Augh!”


      This time, Chitose let out a shriek, but Mahiru didn’t seem to care and kept on stubbornly holding Chitose’s hand with a grin that anyone would have found charming.


      Chitose didn’t shake herself loose. She must have understood that, as things were going, she was in danger of not getting into her preferred university. But she did look at Amane, imploring him for help, so both he and Itsuki averted their eyes in unison.


      They weren’t abandoning her. This was an inevitability for Chitose. It was a bit different from testing one’s child by putting them through hardship, but it was undeniably an ordeal she needed to go through—that was the simple truth.


      “…Mahiru can be so strict with the people she likes.”


      “Must be because she understands that spoiling them doesn’t do them any favors.”


      “I know that all too well.”


      “Oh, do you now? You, who Miss Shiina is oh so sweet on?”


      “Yeah, she really lets me have it. She was super strict in the beginning.”


      “I can’t even imagine.”


      Itsuki roared with laughter, making his shoulders bounce. He had no way of knowing, but it was true that Mahiru was cold toward Amane at first.


      She had been able to see all his weaknesses and recognized that he was an unreliable slob. Amane knew she was on her guard around him. Then, after they’d opened up a bit to each other, she could see plainly that he lacked discipline. It was only natural she’d be critical.


      If anything, Amane thought he ought to commend Mahiru’s kindness and patience after she had been so persistent in chiding him.


      “I don’t think she acts that way with most people. She was saying all that stuff ’cause she cared, plus her arguments were sound, so I never had anything to say in my defense.”


      “I can’t believe you were that much of a pig.”


      “Shut up. I’m doing well now.”


      Amane really was proud of how far he’d come.


      There was a world of difference between his current self and the person he’d been just a year earlier, and he was sure that Mahiru recognized it, too.


      He kept his place clean and didn’t throw junk all over the floor; he learned to cook as well as anyone else; and his appearance was sharper than ever. He was striving in his studies and working out. He used to be a string bean, and now he wouldn’t mind showing his gains off. He was certain that the Amane from a year earlier would have toppled over backward if he’d heard all that.


      “Every bit of that is thanks to your wifey… I’m sure she’s sweetened up now, though.”


      “I’d like to think ever since I realized why she was being so strict and started improving myself, I’ve been able to hold down the fort without her having to scold me. There’s no need to treat someone so sternly once they mature, and besides…”


      “Besides?”


      “I think she wants me to depend on her more. Like, I’ve gotten too independent. From time to time, I get some pushback from her.”


      Mahiru wanted to pamper him, but of course Amane couldn’t possibly leave all his housework to her.


      He already had a tendency to leave most of the cooking to her because of his job, so on their days off, Amane also cooked. He took care of things around his apartment in his spare time—he figured that much was a given, but Mahiru seemed conflicted about it.


      “Ah, she wants to be needed.”


      “If we’re living together, we ought to share the burden, and I already leave a lot of things up to her because I’m working. When I’m off, I wanna do whatever I can to help. I want her to settle in and relax, but she gets a little pouty.”


      “Hmm.”


      “Why are you smirking?”


      “No reason. Just thinking about your adorable wife and her surprisingly capable husband.”


      “What’s with the ‘surprisingly’ part, huh?”


      “Call it an observation.”


      Amane nudged Itsuki with his elbow.


      “Would you stop elbowing me to hide your own embarrassment?”


      “Come now, Amane, you shouldn’t resort to violence,” Chitose chimed in.


      She had finished chatting with Mahiru, and the two came over to join in on chiding Amane.


      “That’s right, that’s right!”


      Amane obviously didn’t mean anything by it, but faced with being told off by everyone around him, his only option was to meekly back down.


      “Uh… Sorry about that.”


      “Oh, we know you probably only did that ’cause Itsuki went too far in teasing you. Just your usual messing around.”


      “Chi, you’re not gonna take my side?”


      “I’m on my dear Mahiru’s side!”


      Amane did wonder whether it was all right for her not to side with her boyfriend, but Chitose seemed to see right through him. “Itsuki jokes around too much. We know you were only acting in self-defense.” Once she expressed her incredibly reasonable point of view with a cheerful smile, Amane realized she understood them all too well, and Itsuki fell silent.


      “Do you hear us, Mister Akazawa?” Mahiru said. “You mustn’t tease Amane too much. You make him regress.”


      “Mahiru, you’re not on my side, either?”


      “I’m a neutral party!”


      “Hmph.”


      It was true that, unless she was emotionally involved, Mahiru often took a neutral stance, so Amane understood—being her boyfriend didn’t necessarily mean she was going to defend him. Be that as it may, he still wanted to protest her assessment that he regressed when he was with Itsuki.


      After all, Itsuki was the childish one. At least that was what he wanted to say, but Mahiru was poking reprovingly at his cheek, which made all his arguments dissolve away, leaving only a sigh to slip out through his lips.


      He was perfectly aware he was no match for Mahiru, so he sighed once more to dispel the little bit of irritation that remained in him. He caught Itsuki grinning beside him.


      He didn’t think he was wrong for wondering if that reaction gave him the right to land at least one blow.


      “Anyway… Mahiru, congrats on staying at number one.” Amane felt his aggression rise whenever he looked at Itsuki, so he turned to face Mahiru instead, putting the boy out of sight, out of mind. Mahiru smiled faintly. “Your hard work never ceases to amaze. I don’t know if I’ll ever catch up with you. You really are amazing.”


      “Thank you very much. But it’s just a matter of the time I put into it, and also, I did learn the material ahead of the rest of you…”


      “Mahiru, you really can’t just take a compliment when it comes from someone close to you, can you?” Chitose said.


      “Urgh.”


      “If it’s someone you don’t know well, you just say a thank-you and accept it with a smile. We tell you that you are amazing because you really are amazing.”


      Mahiru did have a tendency not to accept much praise, which was especially curious considering how often she told Amane not to put himself down. He figured she accepted roughly 40 percent of his compliments.


      She thought it was only natural to try her best, and she wasn’t exactly a perfectionist, but she was always striving for success and was humble about being recognized for her efforts. That meant, sometimes, she had a hard time accepting people’s comments at face value. Apparently, she was trying to be more conscious of that, but sometimes her gut reaction prevailed.


      Every time Chitose observed something so precisely like that, Amane found himself impressed by her eye and how well she understood Mahiru.


      “…Thank you for saying so.”


      “Mm-hmm.”


      “Why’re you being so pushy, Chi?”


      “Because I’m her best friend?”


      “Can’t argue with that, I guess.”


      “You can say more, Chitose.”


      “Don’t you start, too, Amane.”


      “You’re always telling me not to put myself down, so I think you should have to recognize yourself more, too, Mahiru.”


      “…Geez.”


      She meekly accepted his comments, so Amane couldn’t complain. But he decided that if she still refused to take the compliments, he would have to copiously sing her praises later.


      Mahiru shuddered for a moment—could she have seen Amane’s plans in his eyes? He chose to believe that it was a shiver of joy.


      “Fourth place is great, too, Amane. Congrats, man. The power of love sure is mighty, huh?”


      “Thanks. There’s still room for me to improve, and I’ve got to make sure I keep up with my studies and don’t just concentrate on work. My ranking in school is like a checkpoint. I gotta learn even more with next year in mind.”


      “The power of love goes down the drain, then?”


      “Do you ever get tired of poking fun? Still, I don’t know about the power of love, but I have Mahiru’s help to thank for my grade, that’s for sure. I gotta work even harder from now on.”


      “You really do have more vitality. I mean, you’ve gotten sturdier.”


      “Well, I have been working out. I realized you really can’t get much done if you don’t have physical strength. Also, motivation and willpower.”


      Amane had been apathetic before, and Mahiru had encouraged him to become so active. He was truly grateful for her presence in his life.


      He had Yuuta and Itsuki to thank, too, not only for giving him advice when he decided to start working out, but also for occasionally joining him. Amane felt truly blessed to have such great friends.


      Despite Itsuki’s relentless teasing, it wasn’t as if Amane didn’t think highly of him, so he hoped his friend would forgive him if he was short with him every now and then.


      “Glad I’m still young.”


      “We’re the same age…”


      “Sorry to break the news, but I’m still a year younger.”


      Itsuki was a February baby, which made him the youngest in their group. That meant he was brimming with youthful energy—at least according to Itsuki himself.


      “All right, you’ve got more strength than I do, then, so get to work.”


      “Almost! We’re almost the same age!”


      “Heh-heh.”


      “I’ll make sure to check later to see if you’re still bursting with that young energy, Itsuki. At least now that our mock exams and semester exams are over, we can take it easy for a sec.”


      “We still have regular classes, though.”


      Alas, finishing their exams didn’t mean they were free from school entirely. And before long, it would be time to cram for the real college exams, so it didn’t seem like they would have much time for rest and relaxation. Now that they had their answer sheets back, not only would they be reviewing their mistakes and delving into the explanations, but they would also still be keeping up with regular classes, so their carefree days were over.


      “I wish they would give us more of a break.”


      “I bet everyone feels the same way.”


      “Anyway, Christmas is in two weeks. Do the two of you have any plans?”


      “Uh…”


      Until Chitose mentioned it, Amane had entirely forgotten about the existence of the holiday.


      Indeed, Mahiru’s birthday was in early December and completely overlapped with exams, so all his attention had been on those things. The end of the year was chock-full of holidays and celebrations.


      Amane knew that Christmas had originally been a different sort of holiday, but now it was a day when families around the world celebrated being together and sweethearts confirmed their love for one another—and it wasn’t all that far away.


      Amane wouldn’t usually forget such a massive holiday, but with everything going on, it simply slipped his mind.


      “Uh… I was so focused on Mahiru’s party I forgot all about it.”


      “There’s no way you possibly forgot about your first Christmas as a couple.”


      “N-no, I’m really sorry, Mahiru. I haven’t planned a thing.”


      Even though he felt bad about telling his girlfriend he dropped the ball, lying would have been worse. Mahiru shook her head, not bothered at all.


      “I completely forgot, too… We had, well, everything that’s been going on lately, so my head was elsewhere.”


      It sounded like she wasn’t all that excited about the holiday to begin with. Amane wasn’t sure whether he should feel relieved or be worried about them lacking as a couple.


      But at least he could read from her expression that she was not disappointed, so he expected his recovery would be successful.


      “What should we do this year? Spend Christmas Eve and Christmas Day relaxing together?”


      The previous year, Itsuki and Chitose had invited themselves over to Amane’s apartment for a party. That was how the couple had discovered his relationship with Mahiru, but it had also sparked a deepening of their relationship, so overall, it had been a positive experience.


      Amane and Mahiru both looked at each other, then lowered their eyes anxiously.


      “Hmm, I mean, the two of us are always together, so…”


      “It won’t be any different from usual, will it?”


      To put it bluntly, for Amane and Mahiru, being alone together wasn’t all that special. Of course, being alone together in Amane’s bedroom was a different story, but he was ashamed to admit he had been doing everything he could to avoid that very situation.


      It wasn’t necessarily that something might happen if they were alone, but if they spent the holiday at home, Christmas might end up just being a generic day. At most, they might have a fancy meal.


      “You’re basically married already, huh?”


      “Oh, shut up,” Amane snapped at Itsuki. “Mahiru, you wanna go out somewhere? Or maybe there’s something you wanna do?”


      “I’ll go anywhere as long as it’s with you, Amane.”


      “…You’re so quick to say things like that.”


      “Oh-hoh-hoh, in other words, you’ll spend the entire holiday alone together?”


      “Now listen—”


      “Chitose, do you and Itsuki have plans to go out somewhere?”


      “We were gonna figure it out once we heard what you two were doing. Honestly, around this time next year, we definitely won’t be able to take it easy. We could spend time together or party it up with you guys—I’m down for either.”


      The faint tone of loneliness in Chitose’s voice sounded like she was feeling melancholy thinking about what lay ahead. There were only so many days left for the whole group to hang out.


      This time next year, all but the early admission students would be in the final stretches of exam prep, so this would probably be the last time they could get together for Christmas without worry.


      Mahiru seemed to have considered that as well. After looking around at everyone for a few moments, she slowly opened her mouth.


      “…If it’s all right, I think I’d prefer we all spend the holiday together. Of course, if you have a date planned, prioritize that, though.”


      “I’m down for that if it works for everyone else,” Amane concurred.


      For Amane’s part, he also thought that they ought to hang out together while they could, before their free time disappeared, so it would be great if the four of them spent the holiday together like they had the previous year.


      After all, they had both Christmas Eve and Christmas Day off from school, so as long as he and Mahiru could has some alone time on one of the two days, that would be enough. Mahiru also seemed to enjoy spending time with Chitose and Itsuki, so he wanted to go along with what she wanted.


      “Great, then it’s a party! At Amane’s place!”


      “I mean, fine, but we’re always at my place.”


      A party was fine, but the venue always seemed to be Amane’s apartment.


      Even though Mahiru was usually with him, he did live by himself. His place had a lot of space, the building was sufficiently soundproofed, and it was fairly close to everyone’s homes. He had to agree it was the most convenient location.


      “Well, of course it would be problematic for Itsuki to go into Mahiru’s apartment, and I’m sure it would bother Mahiru, too. My place is small, plus my brother and dad would definitely barge in and annoy us.”


      “Probably.”


      It sounded like Chitose’s family argued a lot, but that one way or another, she was doted upon as the youngest Shirakawa. Her father and brother would want to come check things out once they heard her boyfriend and another couple they were friends with were coming over. Amane had been in Chitose’s house once, simply accompanying Itsuki, but he’d still gotten all sorts of questions then, so Chitose seemed to find the idea disagreeable.


      That left Itsuki’s house as a possibility, but when Amane made eye contact with him, Itsuki’s smile seemed a bit troubled.


      “The thing about my house is, how do I put this? I don’t think my mom would mind, and I’m sure she would lend us the space if my dad wasn’t around, but he probably will be, so…”


      “My presence will probably rub him the wrong way.”


      “Chi—”


      “Facts are facts.”


      Itsuki’s father Daiki and Chitose did not have what one could call a good relationship. In fact, from what he had heard from Itsuki, his father, and Chitose themselves, Amane understood that they were in something of a cold war, and there was nothing he could say.


      When Itsuki called Chitose’s name, it sounded like he was both scolding her and worrying for her. He noticed Chitose was looking at him quietly, with a calm expression, and held his tongue.


      For just a moment, a shade of acceptance showed through in Itsuki’s eyes, somewhat resigned yet not totally giving up. But then, when he met Amane’s gaze, he put on his usual foolish grin.


      “Sorry, but I think your place is best, Amane.”


      Amane didn’t want to dredge up Chitose’s personal issues, and as an outsider, he knew he shouldn’t get involved anyway. So, just as Chitose had intended, Amane put on his usual look of resignation and accepted that there was nothing else he could do.


      “Well, I don’t really mind, you know. As long as it doesn’t bother the two of you.”


      “I’m okay anywhere as long as I’m with my Itsuki!”


      Chitose’s earlier somber expression had entirely vanished.


      “You can’t go making out in another person’s house, though.”


      “What? Why tell us now? We don’t mind if you two make out!”


      “Who would do that in front of other people?”


      “So you’re saying you do it when nobody’s there?”


      “…Hush, you. We’re dating, so what’s wrong with making out in my own home?”


      “Oh-hoh!”


      “Heh-heh!”


      “Maybe I’ll ban you from coming.”


      “I’m so sorry, Lord Amane, please forgive us!”


      “You’d better watch your step.”


      “Ha-ha!”


      Chitose spoke loudly, adopting an exaggerated tone of humility, and in response, Mahiru let a little comment slip, though her expression was as gentle as always.


      “Ha-ha, you’re all such good friends.”


      “You could join in, you know, Mahiru. Have Amane spin you around by your obi.”


      “Spin…?”


      “We’re not doing that. And don’t make me out to be some evil tyrant, either. I would never behave violently toward Mahiru or her kimono.”


      Chitose must have been referencing those scenes in old period dramas where someone pulled on the belt of a woman’s kimono—an obi—spinning her around like a top.


      Given Amane’s personality, that would be unthinkable for him to do. He went pale just imagining treating an obi so roughly and possibly damaging it. He could just see himself getting lectured by Shihoko, who worked in the fashion industry.


      “You sound so serious.”


      “Who would commit an act of violence like that? We shouldn’t treat our things roughly, either.”


      “It’s in situations like this that we can see our man Amane demonstrating the innate goodness of humanity.”


      “It’s not ‘innate goodness’ or whatever, just normal sensibility.”


      “I’m glad Amane’s so normal, right, Mahiru?”


      “Certainly. Otherwise, I think I probably would have taken no notice of him.”


      “Did I just get dissed?”


      “We’re praising you. It’s a compliment.”


      Amane couldn’t complain as she smiled at him and spoke in a clear, sweet voice that was like a bell ringing. Though Amane tried to glare at Mahiru, he didn’t feel the slightest bit of ill will coming from her, so he knew it was no use and shut his mouth.


      Chitose cackled with laughter at the sight. Amane shot her a sharp look, silencing her, then sighed heavily.
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      “I really appreciate you helping me study.”


      Amane had requested time off work for Mahiru’s birthday and the day after, which meant it had been some time since his last shift. When he got to the café, he bowed to Miyamoto, who had gotten there first and was already getting things ready.


      Mahiru taught him tons, but fortunately for him, he had also gotten Miyamoto, his senior coworker, to look over his homework in his spare time.


      “Oh, you made it through! Those exams, talk about a drag, huh? How’d it go?”


      “I did well!”


      “I’m glad I could help you out, even just a little. Though honestly, you’re quick on the uptake, Fujimiya. I feel like you would have breezed through it all even without my help.”


      “Not at all. You made a big difference, Miyamoto.”


      Amane had both his girlfriend and his coworker to thank for his grades improving. Miyamoto had stuck by his side despite there being no reward in it for him, and the incredible amount of help he had given was enough to make Amane wonder if he actually had some kind of ulterior motive.


      Actually, he had once said, “Our schedule will get all messed up if you have to repeat exams. Not to mention, I’ve already had to clean up after Rino’s messes before, so tutoring you isn’t really any trouble. It’s easier than having to work harder down the line.”


      Though it was somewhat obvious Miyamoto was hiding his embarrassment, Amane had heard from Souji that pointing it out would just put him off. So Amane had decided to silently accept his coworker’s kindness, planning on paying back the favor someday.


      “You said your girlfriend is super smart, right?”


      Miyamoto seemed to have picked up on something just from the way Amane thanked him. He grinned suggestively, but Amane put a stop to whatever he might have wanted to say by responding to it cheerfully. “Yep.”


      “I can tell from that nice smile on your face that she really must be. You guys seem like an honors student couple.”


      “Honors students… Well, we might be. If you look at our report cards, I think we’re both probably on the higher side. Ever since our first year, we’ve made studying a part of our daily lives so that we’d be ready for the exams.”


      “Sure. Fujimiya, you don’t seem like you joke around much in school, either. Totally unlike me.”


      “You don’t really strike me as a class clown.”


      Miyamoto said he liked to joke around, but from Amane’s perspective, he didn’t seem at all like the type of guy who would do anything bad at school.


      Sure, outwardly he appeared to be a casual, breezy, popular type of guy, and the way he spoke was also pretty easygoing. But if Amane was pressed to say, he would have been confident evaluating Miyamoto as someone who, on the inside, was more of the solid, determined type—a very earnest person who liked to look after others.


      “I mean, I’ve always been smart, but I was also kind of a jackass. Actually, even now, I sometimes act dumb. I never did anything too bad or made my teachers angry, but I did mess around.”


      “Ah…”


      “You’re just gonna accept what I said at face value? What the hell, man?”


      “Sorry. I wasn’t laughing at you. It’s just… You seem good at drawing a line between what’s acceptable and what’s not, so I just assumed you must have enjoyed your youth without worrying about your future plans.”


      From Amane’s point of view, Miyamoto seemed like he led a decent lifestyle during his school days, having fun to an extent that didn’t impact his grades. Still, the truth was that Amane had no clue what his coworker was like as a student.


      The only people around who had known Miyamoto during high school were Miyamoto himself and Oohashi, whom Miyamoto claimed he had always been stuck with.


      “Oh, but spring never sprung for dear ole Daichi!”


      Suddenly, Oohashi appeared from the back, snickering as she teased Miyamoto. Amane sensed a crack form in Miyamoto’s expression and shuddered slightly.


      He was sure he only imagined hearing Miyamoto grilling Oohashi on whose fault that was.


      “I don’t want to hear a word from you. You’re the one whose mind is still stuck in high school.”


      “Aw, mad ’cause you’re a loser?”


      “You’re gonna get it.”


      “Shiver me timbers!”


      Oohashi trembled dramatically with the same big, charming smile on her face as always. Either she wasn’t picking up on the pressure from Miyamoto, or she was ignoring it, as usual. Miyamoto sighed heavily.


      Amane couldn’t offer his sympathies, so he stayed quiet and tied his apron, making as little noise as possible so as not to provoke the man any further.


      “Oh, right…” Miyamoto turned to Amane, remembering something. “I checked the shift schedule. You’re not working around Christmas, Fujimiya?”


      The café was empty, and the staff were closing.


      Amane immediately understood that it must have seemed inconsiderate to his coworkers—that was a busy period for restaurants, after all. “I’m sorry about that,” he apologized.


      But Miyamoto unexpectedly took on an apologetic look himself. “Oh no, I’m not trying to get on your case for anything. I mean, you can’t exactly ignore the holiday when you’ve got a girlfriend. I think it’s great you get along so well. Though, somehow, Kayano’s on the schedule.”


      “Huh?”


      Amane froze in the face of this completely unexpected information.


      He and Souji didn’t work together on every shift, and he hadn’t made a point of discussing Christmas plans with him, nor had he had any such conversations with Ayaka at school. Regardless, Amane had naturally assumed Souji would be spending the holiday with Ayaka.


      Amane couldn’t believe he would be at work.


      Maybe it wasn’t an issue for the easygoing Souji, but Amane wondered if his girlfriend would be as relaxed about it… Maybe it was none of his business as an outsider. Still, he balked at Miyamoto’s next words.


      “The head server spends the day dressed up in a Santa costume around Christmas. He said his girlfriend is gonna come see.”


      “Uh… I don’t think a costume like that would really accentuate someone’s muscles, though…”


      Though he could understand Ayaka’s desire to see her boyfriend in a costume, he couldn’t help but feel like this was a departure from her usual tastes. What was Ayaka thinking?


      “Oh yeah, that chick is really into muscles, right?” Oohashi said. “I’ve seen her a bunch of times, but I forgot that was her thing.”


      “I mean, I don’t really think that’s something you can tell by looking at a girl.”


      “True. Take Daichi—from the outside, he looks like a playboy, but on the inside, he’s not as shallow as he seems.”


      “Oh, so you wanna fight?”


      “Calm down, calm down. I’m praising you. I think.”


      Amane, who was about to step in to mediate, was getting a headache, wondering why Oohashi felt the need to add fuel to every single fire, but his two senior coworkers seemed the type unable to stop themselves; they were frequently quarreling in places where the customers couldn’t hear them.


      Amane honestly did think Oohashi was the problem since she was usually the first to make an insensitive quip, but it seemed to just be the kind of relationship they had, so who was Amane to say anything?


      Souji—who was absent that day—was the only one who could calm the two down. Amane tried to imagine him in a Santa costume…but he didn’t understand why Ayaka would be so interested and cocked his head in confusion as he thought it over.


      Perhaps everyone just had their own tastes. He looked at Miyamoto, who still had a somewhat ominous aura about him, and gave him a strained smile.


      “Well, I guess maybe she wants to see…her boyfriend in cosplay? My girlfriend’s always going on about how she wants to see me dressed up.”


      “Don’t tell me your girlfriend has some weird fetish, too, Fujimiya?”


      “No, probably not…I think. Probably.”


      Not yet, I don’t think.


      Actually, it seemed that lately Ayaka had been influencing Mahiru a bit, but Amane didn’t think she had been corrupted yet.


      If Amane had his wish, Mahiru would stay exactly the way she was, but on the other hand, he would be happy if she found new things to enjoy, so he couldn’t complain.


      “I think right now she’s just into me.”


      An Amane fetish is probably as close as she gets.


      Mahiru was already in love with Amane as a person, so at the moment, there wasn’t a question of which specific parts of him she liked best. She seemed to like everything about him, or at least that was Amane’s impression.


      He was certain Mahiru appreciated his muscles, but she didn’t seem to have even the slightest bit of interest in other people’s bodies. Sure enough, it was Amane himself that she liked. And because she liked him, she liked each of his attributes, and that was probably all there was to it.


      “Woo, you really are in love, Fujimiya!” Oohashi cheered.


      “You’d be better off if you loved someone like that, too.”


      “When did you decide that I was a fickle person? My affairs simply heat up quickly, then cool down just as fast. That’s all.”


      “Isn’t that a problem in itself ?”


      “Meh, to each his own, I say. If I end things right, who cares?”


      Oohashi fell in love easily, to the point that she proclaimed herself to be a woman of many loves. Moving forward with multiple relationships at the same time seemed both ethically dubious and emotionally impossible. Amane listened on, grateful that at least part of what she was saying was easy to wrap his head around.


      That said, he knew it dealt a terrible blow to Miyamoto, who had feelings for Oohashi. The whole situation gave Amane a stomachache, but for the moment, the two seemed not to have noticed.


      “Sparing people’s feelings, huh? So once men see how half-hearted your commitment to them is, most of them realize you’re not what they thought and back off.”


      “How rude! That only happened with a few guys!”


      “So you’re saying it did happen?”


      “I’m an open book, pal. I am unapologetically myself.”


      Oohashi puffed out her chest proudly and flashed a confident expression. Even being conservative, Amane had to admit she was extremely beautiful—a cheerful, animated, and affable girl who was definitely the popular type.


      But, watching from his position one step removed, Amane considered that the more deeply someone got to know her, the more they might see how she differed from what they’d pictured.


      Without Miyamoto weighing on her mind, she could get away with being half-hearted and careless, and if any of Oohashi’s boyfriends imagined her as a person of firm character, that image would eventually be dispelled without a doubt.


      “Well, I guess there aren’t many people around as honest as you.”


      “Are you making fun of me?”


      “C’mon, I’m just saying—like what you said—what you see is what you get.”


      As he appreciated the significance of that rephrasing, Amane glanced briefly at the shift roster that was posted on the staff side of the counter and noticed Oohashi wasn’t working around Christmas, just like Amane.


      “You’re not working around the holiday, either, Oohashi?”


      “Yeah, I got a boyfriend.”


      “…You did?”


      Amane didn’t know what he ought to say in response to her extremely quick courtship, and without meaning to, his gaze slid over to Miyamoto. His coworker, though, must have been used to such things, because he didn’t look upset at all. Instead, he just let out a deep sigh, as if to say, Again, huh?


      It seemed to Amane like Miyamoto had a very distant look in his eyes, but he was sure that was just his imagination.


      “At least this guy’s handsome.”


      “What the hell’s that supposed to mean? You saying the other ones were ugly?”


      “Ugly on the inside, at least. You need better taste in men, considering you’re a dummy who only falls for looks.”


      “That’s so rude in so many ways!”


      “I’ll wager one eyelash you break up before Christmas.”


      “What kind of a pitiful wager is that? And what value do your eyelashes have anyway?”


      “That’s how obvious it is—I don’t even want to wager anything of value, moron.”


      “So mean! What do you think, Fujimiya, my dear?”


      “No comment. I don’t know the first thing about your relationships or how you live your life, Oohashi.”


      Amane wasn’t interested in catching any heat.


      “Looks like she doesn’t wanna bet.”


      “There’s no reason to. We’re gonna make it to Christmas!”


      “Remember that, Fujimiya. Mark her words. She’s probably going to come crying to us later. That’s what happened last year.”


      “I’m a different person than I was back then!”


      “I don’t know…”


      “…The two of you are such good friends.”


      Amane wasn’t sure whether he could really call it a friendship, but there was no doubt, in a certain sense, they were in tune with each other, so he purposely didn’t dig any deeper. With that trivial comment, he quickly excused himself to go wash the dish towels and got out of the pair’s way.


      Oohashi’s attitude was a lot to grapple with, so Miyamoto understandably watched for his chance to get away, too.


      “Miyamoto, I think you’re going to get rejected if you don’t start acting a little nicer,” Amane said quietly. “Even if you’re right, when you come on so aggressively, she’s just gonna push back and get annoyed.”


      Miyamoto looked like he had bitten down on a sour grape and agreed in a low voice.


      “…I know.”


      “Random question, just checking, but you don’t have any interest in seeing me in a Santa outfit, do you, Mahiru?”


      “Huh?”


      Amane had arrived back home and eaten dinner with Mahiru. Later, he saw the cover of a magazine with a feature article on Christmas sitting on the low table. Mahiru must have brought it over. It made Amane suddenly remember his earlier conversation at work.


      He had already put in his request for Christmas off and didn’t plan on working, so Amane wouldn’t be donning the Santa suit. He asked out of pure curiosity, wondering whether his girlfriend had the same desire as Ayaka, but…what he got was a much more positive response than he’d expected. Actually, she looked at him with her eyes positively twinkling, a reaction he never would have imagined getting from Mahiru.


      He must have struck upon an idea she liked.


      “What’s with that glimmer in your eyes?”


      “I mean, I like you in all your forms, Amane, so if I can see you like that, then I really want to.”


      “Oh, I wasn’t planning on wearing it.”


      “Aww…”


      When he saw Mahiru’s shoulders droop in disappointment, it made him want to do something for her, but he didn’t exactly plan to buy and wear a costume, so he hoped she would endure the disappointment.


      Because to make up for not wearing the Santa suit, he planned to do one Santa-like thing.


      “Don’t get so down. We were talking at work, and the head server for the two days over Christmas apparently wears a Santa suit. Sounds like Kido’s coming in just to see Kayano Claus.”


      “…Kayano is working over Christmas?”


      “Kido didn’t say anything?”


      “I haven’t heard anything. She didn’t seem down at all.”


      “Well, it’s fine, isn’t it, so long as they both agree?”


      “Come to think of it, Kido seemed really happy…”


      “Ah… I bet she’s looking forward to seeing Kayano at work.”


      Souji wasn’t opposed to dressing up. In fact, if he were, he wouldn’t have chosen to work that shift, so Amane figured they must have both decided it was all right.


      Ayaka seemed to have considerable confidence in Souji. Not only was she not upset about him working on Christmas, but she was actually looking forward to going to see him. Or perhaps Ayaka had heard about the Santa costume from Fumika and asked Souji to wear it, but Amane couldn’t be sure.


      At any rate, Amane acknowledged it was a good thing they had such a strong bond. He noticed that Mahiru hadn’t reacted much, and when he met her gaze, he noticed a little late that she was looking up at him like she had something to say.
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      “What’s the matter?”


      “…Just thinking about how lucky Kido is.”


      “Lucky?”


      “I mean, I wonder when you’re going to let me see you at work, Amane?”


      “…J-just wait a little longer, please.”


      Amane figured even if Mahiru wasn’t angry, he was making her wait, so she must have been feeling impatient. It was something she had talked about with Ayaka, so the urge to see him must have been stirring inside Mahiru again after she had quieted it down once before.


      The reality was, Amane had put a stop to something Mahiru should have been able to do freely, so he was fully aware it was inevitable Mahiru would be getting antsy.


      “I’ll wait until you’re all settled in, Amane. Still, I’m getting anxious. I mean, you’re really making me wait.”


      “I’ll be used to everything by the new year. I’ll aim for a time when there aren’t that many customers and invite you to come in.”


      “If you keep making me wait, I’m going to start feeling excluded.”


      “I’m really sorry. Please wait until I’m all settled in… That might be impossible, but at least until I’m most of the way there.”


      “I can be patient. I don’t mind. But can I add a condition?”


      “…A condition?”


      “Nothing too major. I just want to see a picture of you at work. I’ve never even seen you in your work uniform. I want to see how handsome you look all dressed up.”


      If she wasn’t allowed to go and see him, surely a snapshot of a moment when Amane was actually working would be permissible. He understood Mahiru’s thought process perfectly well, and Amane didn’t see an issue with it. It would just be a picture—his inexperience wouldn’t be on display at all.


      He did wonder why she wanted to see him at work so badly, but he could also understand that if, for example, he found out Mahiru only wore adorable clothes when she was with Chitose, he certainly would want to see her.


      If it would ease a little bit of her displeasure and impatience, it would absolutely be worth it. He immediately agreed and saw her expression brighten. She really wanted to see him that badly.


      He couldn’t deny he still felt odd and out of place in his work uniform, and even though that made him uneasy, the idea put Mahiru in a good mood, so he figured it was all right so long as she was satisfied.


      She was beaming the way she only did when she was with Amane. She gave him a little smile as she brought her head closer to his upper arm and snuggled up against him. He squeezed Mahiru’s hand gently.


      “I was able to get off work for Christmas. I’m working shifts up until the day before, though. Is that all right?”


      Amane felt bad about raining on Mahiru’s parade, but he needed to get their plans straight.


      He’d taken extra shifts before Christmas to make up for taking the holiday off, and he would also be working consecutive days after. The day after Christmas, he had a morning shift, so he would be back by that evening, but it was still a fact of the matter that he would be leaving Mahiru alone.


      He had asked his question intending to make sure that it was okay with her, but Mahiru didn’t act troubled at all and readily shook her head.


      “That’s what you decided on, Amane, so I’m not going to object.”


      “That’s not what I mean. I thought it might upset you. I mean, I’ve been pretty busy.”


      “I think you’re underestimating me a little bit.”


      “Underest—?”


      Amane didn’t know what to say. Mahiru looked at him with calm eyes and a composed, cool smile.


      “Sure, it gets a bit lonely, and I’m always hoping you come home early. I want to spend as much time together as possible and to have you by my side always.”


      “I knew it. This job is—”


      “However, I don’t think it’s right for me to restrict you, Amane. I understand you want to prioritize me because I feel the same way about you.”


      Mahiru stroked her boyfriend’s palm with her fingertips.


      “I don’t want to weigh you down.”


      “Weigh me down? You could never.”


      “I mean, if it ever got to that point. I just—I wouldn’t be able to stand myself if I made you prioritize me too much.”


      “…And if I say it’d be fine regardless?”


      “That would just go to show you’ve already given in. I hate the idea of you going through great hardships or holding off on doing something you want to do just for my sake. I want us to be equal, and I don’t think it’s very healthy if one of us is always prioritizing the other instead of themselves sometimes.”


      She slowly shook her head, and her flaxen hair rippled, adding to the power of her words.


      Amane saw the affection in her eyes, then a flash of faint hope that was likely directed at Mahiru herself. That tinge appeared briefly, then sank back down to the depths.


      “My feelings are my feelings. Loneliness is just another feeling. It’s true, I do want to be close to you, but I don’t want you to spread yourself too thin, and if I make you put me first to the point that it interferes with your life as an individual, I could never forgive myself.”


      “Mahiru…”


      “You’re working this job because there’s something you want to do, right?”


      “Yeah.”


      He agreed without hesitation.


      Amane had goals he wanted to accomplish no matter what—goals he had set himself. Ultimately, he hadn’t done it for Mahiru, but for himself. He had never explained it as being for Mahiru’s sake.


      He felt no regret or embarrassment for his motives. Mahiru understood this.


      “There’s no way I’ll let myself get in the way of your goals.”


      Mahiru spoke bluntly, disregarding the guilt Amane was feeling, then broke into a little smile as if she suddenly relaxed.


      “It would be a different matter if I were being neglected, but you respect me and cherish me, Amane. You’ve always made time for me, even when you’re busy with work. I’ve never been dissatisfied, and I don’t think that you should dedicate all your time to me. Actually, I’m happy you’re such a motivated person.”


      She let her eyebrows droop sadly as she continued, “You have a tendency to ignore your own needs because you’re too focused on me.” She looked both joyful and exasperated, as if she were scolding him for how much of a hopeless romantic he was.


      “I’m more selfish than you think, Amane, but I don’t intend to ever ignore your feelings. You and I are different people. No matter how much we love each other, our ways of thinking are different. It would be impossible for us to agree on absolutely everything, right?”


      “Sure.”


      “Plus, I know it’s important for us to both make time for each other, and I would never say only one of us should yield to the other because…I want to live in step with you, Amane.”


      She wrapped up her thought, letting out a sigh as she continued tickling his palm with her fingertips.


      “The day I force you to prioritize me over yourself is the day I die of self-loathing. I can’t stop myself from wanting things, but if I force those desires on you, how long before I become the kind of selfish person who tries to control others and get them to act the way I want? I could never forgive myself.”


      If that ever happened, Amane didn’t think he would mind—he still thought he would feel loved. From Mahiru’s perspective, though, it was apparently completely out of the question, and she shuddered just from the thought.


      He was sure it seemed unthinkable to her, but when he imagined her setting aside her own intentions enough to be able to say something selfish like that, Amane didn’t think it was something he could ignore.


      Mahiru had said that Amane was the only one for her, and especially given how she had acted in the past, he believed it.


      In all things, she had been too self-restrained.


      “What I’m saying is, you don’t have to worry about me. When I see you plugging away, striving for something, Amane, I think you look so cool and so wonderful.”


      “…I feel kind of pathetic when you take it that far.”


      “Why does that upset you? Geez!”


      Mahiru herself had said she was good at waiting, but knowing of her past, Amane more than anyone understood why she was so good at it and why she had so much experience with it. He bit his lip—but it was very like Mahiru to have chosen this, and he knew negating her choice would be akin to ignoring her wishes, so when she held her hand out to him, Amane quietly took it in his own. The gesture was meant to reassure both of them.


      Mahiru’s slender arm came searching for Amane. He accepted it gladly, then embraced her dainty body, which had settled onto his lap of its own accord.


      “To make up for it, whenever we’re together like this, I’m going to be as selfish and indulgent as possible. Any problem with that?”


      “Of course not… In fact, you can act even more spoiled and whine for whatever you want. I want to hear more of your pleading, Mahiru.”


      “Is that so…? Maybe you could warm me up a little more, then?”


      In his arms, Mahiru looked up at him impishly and smiled.


      “As you wish.”


      Mahiru purred and happily rubbed her cheek against Amane’s chest, taking advantage of the invitation to snuggle up sweetly against him and share his warmth.


      Amane couldn’t help but notice her soft, yielding body pressed against his, but the love and infatuation he felt toward Mahiru as she leaned against him, trying her best to soak up his energy, was even stronger than those thoughts.


      He tried to give her as much of his warmth as she wanted. When Amane gently clasped her delicate yet strong body to his, Mahiru laughed like it tickled.


      “Heh-heh, so warm… Consider my wish fulfilled.”


      “Is that enough?”


      “I’m okay… I need to charge up plenty while I can.”


      “I’ll do my best to make sure you’re fully recharged.”


      “Yes, please, as long as it’s not too much… I’m sure you need to recharge, too. I’ll be sure to pamper you whenever you’re exhausted,” said Mahiru.


      She sounded so forceful, Amane couldn’t keep himself from laughing at the irony. He shook with laughter, and Mahiru joined him, laughing just as cheerfully.


      “Hey, Miyamoto… I have a favor to ask.”


      The next time Amane went to work, he made sure to keep his promise and do one thing to alleviate Mahiru’s loneliness.
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      Of course, even with the semester exams done with, school wasn’t finished just yet.


      Classes were held through the twenty-fourth, which meant their daily lives continued as usual. The students’ days were packed with lessons—fitting for a month known to be the teachers’ busy season—and although they were taking it slow, they had begun exercises to prepare for their college entrance exams.


      Amane was prepared, but the extra workload was still hard to handle. However, the fact that they had a big holiday coming up soon put his mind at ease somewhat.


      “Ugh, I just don’t get it. I really don’t get the point of having school right up until Christmas Eve.”


      They had made it to December 24.


      Sure enough, they had classes that day. All the students seemed totally worn out, unhappy that they were in school despite the holiday. The teachers, on the other hand, had a curriculum to follow and weren’t putting up with any complaints.


      Nevertheless, the school seemed to take mercy, and actual classes only ran through the morning. After that, they sat in homeroom, where they were expected to listen to long presentations. The thrilling topics included, but were not limited to, tips on how to spend the holidays and how to prepare oneself to study for college entrance exams.


      Instead of a sense of liberation, Chitose was overcome by fatigue.


      Everyone else around Amane was in good spirits since winter break was just around the corner—Chitose, on the other hand, looked downright depressed at the thought of what was to come.


      “Anyway, no more classes for this year. Nothing more we can do here.”


      “I’m so glad we’re on break now… I’m wiped.”


      “That’s ’cause they really have to cram everything into the semester. Our school goes so fast.”


      “I wish they’d slow the curriculum down!”


      “No way, never.”


      “If that’s how you feel, you should’ve just given up the moment you started going here. Come on, homeroom’s over, and we can leave now, so quit complaining.”


      School was over, and lots of students were briskly heading home. Ayaka, incidentally, was cheerfully making haste for Souji’s classroom.


      Amane, Mahiru, Itsuki, and Chitose had agreed that the four of them would meet up first, then go to Amane’s place, which, for the man himself, just meant going home, so he hung back a bit in the classroom.


      “Winter break, please be long…”


      “Hate to break it to you, but school’s back on the sixth. We’ve got twelve days of vacation,” Mahiru broke Chitose’s spirits even further.


      “Come back to me, summer break!”


      “Heh-heh, it seems like your next summer break is going to be packed with remedial courses, though.”


      She delivered the final blow with a smile, and Chitose shouted at her with a quiver in her voice, “Mahiruuu, I don’t need you dragging me back down to reality, too!”


      Mahiru grinned cheerfully. “I’m sorry. All the more reason to enjoy yourself now, right? We finally made it to Christmas Eve.”


      Mahiru didn’t pick on Chitose any further—she didn’t want to rain on her parade too much. Instead, she took the once-again cheerful Chitose by the hand and gently pulled her up out of her chair.


      Even Chitose, who had been slumped over several seconds earlier, must have realized they were about to have a fun night, and she seemed to suddenly find her enthusiasm. She trotted over to the lockers in the back of the room and pulled out her coat and a change of clothes.


      Amane was sure he saw a huge pile of textbooks from the glimpse he got of her locker, but perhaps it was just his imagination.


      “All right, let’s go pick up the food! Whoo-hoo, fried chicken party tonight!”


      “I’m sure that place is gonna be packed even though we preordered.”


      Chitose was eagerly putting on her coat, her fist in the air with excitement, when someone spoke to her.


      “Oh, are the four of you spending Christmas together?”


      To be more accurate, someone spoke to Amane’s whole group.


      Two girls, classmates of theirs who had apparently stayed after class, were looking over at them.


      “Sure are!” Chitose answered. “We’re gonna laze around and have a Christmas double date!”


      “I didn’t think you and Itsuki would settle for staying in tonight—I thought for sure you’d be going out somewhere on a date on the town.”


      “Really? I mean, even if we did go out, I bet it’d be crowded, and we might lose track of each other. Besides, Amane doesn’t really want to be seen out like that, right?”


      “Shaddap.”


      “You all sure are good friends.”


      The tone of the girl’s voice sounded less teasing and more like she fully understood them—a mix of amusement and surprise.


      Their classmates had started to treat the four of them as a set, and Amane wasn’t sure whether to find it funny or embarrassing. Mahiru didn’t look displeased by it at least, so Amane didn’t feel like he needed to say anything, but he really did have mixed feelings.


      “How about you two?” Itsuki asked the girls.


      “You’re so mean, Akazawa, how can you ask us that when you know we don’t have boyfriends?!”


      “Sorry!”


      “Ah-ha-ha, just kidding. We’ve got a reservation at a café. They have a special Christmas menu. We’ve got plans!”


      “You didn’t have to snap at me, then!”


      “Oh-hoh-hoh, how could I ignore an opportunity like that? Okay, Risa, you ready?”


      “Yep.”


      Itsuki and Chitose, who were basically always the life of the party, were friends with everyone in their class, so whenever they had a natural, lighthearted exchange like this, Amane, deep down, admired them for how different they were from him.


      Fortunately, Amane had been accepted by his classmates, too, and he got along with them well enough, but he still couldn’t throw around casual banter like that, so he chalked that up to an outgoing personality.


      As impressed as he was by Itsuki’s communication skills, it was time for them to get going, so he bowed politely to the two girls and wished them well: “Have a good holiday, Konishi, Hibiya. See you after the break.”


      For some reason, the two girls froze.


      He wondered if maybe they had suspected he didn’t know their names yet, even this far into the year. He took Mahiru by the hand with an indescribable emotion, and just for an instant, Mahiru frowned ever so slightly before squeezing Amane’s hand back.


      “Whoa, it’s really looking Christmassy in here! You’ve even got a tree!”


      Mahiru had championed the idea of having the Christmas party at home.


      Chitose dashed into Amane’s living room first and gave a shout of joy. Amane watched her go, exchanging a look and a smile with Mahiru, and entered after her.


      The room was decorated in red, green, and gold, creating a classic Christmas atmosphere.


      The adorable little tree stood out most of all—it was even shorter than Mahiru. The tree, decorated with a good balance of ornaments, radiated Christmas spirit.


      “Chitose, you and the others decorated this place to the limit the other day, so this time, I took it upon myself to do the decorating,” Mahiru said.


      “I knew my mom sent us something in a hurry, but I didn’t expect a whole tree.”


      Several days earlier, Amane’s mother, Shihoko, had called to say she was sending a package, and while Amane was still puzzling over the sudden call, it had been delivered before he knew it.


      Actually, two packages had arrived.


      The first was a big box, inside of which was the disassembled tree Amane’s family had always used at home. The moment she saw it, Mahiru had let out an adorable, reserved squeal of joy. The memory was still fresh in his mind.


      The second package was one he hadn’t yet opened in front of Mahiru. He intended to show her what was inside much later.


      “…I—I think she did that because I said I’ve never decorated a tree at home. Sorry.”


      “Why are you apologizing? I was just surprised at how quickly it came. Some more notice for a package like that would’ve been nice.”


      The moment Amane had seen the tree, he had understood his parents must have sent it along because they’d picked up on the fact that Mahiru had never had anything like that growing up. He had felt grateful for their consideration.


      When they were decorating the tree, Mahiru was about 30 percent more excited than usual. She was in a cheerful mood, looking as adorable as ever. Incidentally, Amane had taken a video and sent it to his parents as compensation.


      Mahiru’s enthusiasm had been cranked to the max, and the tree seemed to have captured that energy. It was decorated with a beautiful arrangement of ornaments—a feast for everyone’s eyes.


      “Man, you sure are sweet on her,” Itsuki teased.


      “Oh, do you wish I treated you guys so sweetly?”


      “I’d take some sweeter words at least.”


      “No can do, pal.”


      “Oh, Itsuki… When it comes down to it, Amane’s a big softie. If he’s really not interested in you, he gives the most noncommittal responses. What we get is the love, you see.”


      “Chitose—”


      “Mahiruuu, let me help you get things ready! Can I set the cups out?”


      The moment Amane turned to her, Chitose strategically retreated so he couldn’t be mad and ran off to find Mahiru, who was getting all the silverware ready in the kitchen. All Amane could do was shoot her a pointed look.


      There was no use in arguing with her, and watching as Mahiru gave her instructions with a smile, Amane felt his faint irritation wither in an instant.


      Itsuki cackled. Amane stomped lightly on Itsuki’s slippered foot, then cleared away the usual study materials that were sitting on the top of the low table with a soft sigh.


      “Merry Christmas!”


      Thanks to Mahiru—and to Chitose, who had been surprisingly helpful—the arrangements for the party went off without a hitch.


      They called it a party, but a few high school students couldn’t plan anything especially grand. They had set the table with fried chicken and french fries, as well as a salad and other sides from a particular fast-food chain with a white-bearded mascot, and had poured some juice.


      Incidentally, Amane had worried over whether they should roast a whole turkey, but Mahiru really wanted fried chicken since she had never tried that famous chain, so it was settled.


      The four raised their glasses, which were filled with their favorite drinks, and clinked them together with a clear note. Even that hard sound, which Amane usually didn’t care for, sounded perfectly pleasant.


      “Honestly, I don’t usually do Christmas, you know?” Chitose mumbled nonchalantly after washing down some french fries with her drink.


      Amane had to agree. Christmas didn’t exactly call for a celebration for him.


      When he was a young child, the holiday always signified a fun event. He had looked forward to getting presents, and his parents had taken him to all sorts of interesting places every year. Naturally, however, once he had grown up, it had become nothing more than an ordinary day.


      Of course it had once been a special day, and he had many memories associated with it, so it was very satisfying just to think back on those. But the older he got, the less he cared about doing something special for Christmas.


      “I’m sure there’s more for adults to do at night after they go to restaurants and enjoy the lights, but if we were out walking around that late, we’d get picked up by the police.”


      “Wouldn’t your dad and the rest of your family come crying to bail you out anyway, Chitose?”


      “Sure, I’m their dear sweet little girl, after all.”


      “So the only things high school students can do on Christmas are stuff like karaoke or seeing a movie. Everywhere’ll be so packed, though. Sounds like a hassle. We’re always hanging around Amane’s place anyway, so I think this was the right call.”


      “Make sure you don’t take that for granted,” Amane reminded.


      They were getting way too used to it, and Amane tended to overlook it himself, but the two of them came over to visit a lot.


      He wasn’t saying he disliked it, and he didn’t particularly mind the fact that they came over. Still, he hoped that before too long, they would start to feel uncomfortable about the fact that his home had become the all-too-frequent hangout spot.


      He was aware it was a convenient place for them to get together, so he didn’t plan to be pushy about it, but sometimes his friends just invited themselves over, and he would have preferred a bit more consideration.


      “Going to your place means we get to see Mahiru, too, though. That’s twice as sweet.”


      “I’m willing to bet seeing Mahiru is the main reason you come anyway.”


      “You got me!”


      “Heh-heh, I’m happy to spend time with you, Chitose!”


      “Mahiru…!”


      “Hmph, don’t look at me like you won,” Amane chided.


      He didn’t have the energy to be jealous of Mahiru’s girlfriends, but be that as it may, whenever Chitose taunted him with that smug look of hers, he got irritated, so he found himself grimacing a bit.


      When she saw Amane’s reaction, Chitose put on an even more needlessly triumphant expression, which was enough to make him seriously consider tearing her off Mahiru, to whom she was clinging so tightly.


      “It’s okay, Amane, you’re in your own special category.”


      “I know that.”


      “Sooomebody’s jeeealous!”


      “I am absolutely not.”


      “Ha-ha, you wish you were me!”


      “Mahiru, go.”


      “Roger that.”


      Mahiru was good at picking up on Amane’s intentions, so she stuffed some leftover fries into Chitose’s mouth before she could say anything else.


      Mahiru’s way of feeding Chitose was much more polite than Itsuki’s approach, but Chitose seemed to think the most important thing was that Mahiru was feeding her, and she obediently accepted, just like they’d planned.


      Chitose’s cheeks puffed out as she chewed away. Itsuki smiled bitterly and said, “Even Miss Shiina has been influenced by Amane, huh?” Still, he didn’t seem like he was intent on stopping them—just enjoying the show.


      “Man, we’ve really gotten close, huh?” he continued. “I never would’ve imagined a scene like this last year.”


      “Last year, Mahiru and Chitose hadn’t even met, huh?”


      When they were in their first year of high school, Mahiru was still acting like the angel of the school, and she had never spoken to Chitose and Itsuki.


      At most, she’d known their faces, but she’d had absolutely no connection to them.


      The fact that one year later they were together like this made one truth abundantly clear—no one could possibly have known what lay ahead in their future.


      “It was just about a year ago we learned about you and Miss Shiina’s special connection, too.”


      “I honestly thought my heart was gonna stop then.”


      Amane had known his peaceful school life would implode if other people found out, so no matter how good a friend Itsuki was, he’d hidden his relationship from him. Then they accidentally encountered each other on the veranda.


      Honestly, it had given Amane a stomachache. He’d been certain his days were numbered, but thanks to the goodness of Itsuki, Chitose, and their other friends, nothing had leaked. As a result of the incident, he and Mahiru had been able to deepen their relationship.


      “Oh, I never could have imagined that the perfect angel and Amane would get together! Especially because Mahiru, you seemed like you didn’t ever let boys near you.”


      “…P-please forget about that.”


      “And now look at you. Amane’s looking good, and he’s all yours.”


      “Chitose!”


      “Oh-hoh-hoh-hoh-hoh!”


      Mahiru flushed slightly as she glared at Chitose, but it didn’t have much impact, and Chitose didn’t even seem to notice.


      Mahiru didn’t get very angry and didn’t seem interested in denying Chitose’s statement itself, and her dissatisfaction seemed to come solely from the fact that she was being teased.


      As the one on the receiving end of Mahiru’s affection, Amane felt his mouth twitch—either from happiness or embarrassment—but he was sure if Itsuki spotted him smiling, he would join in on his girlfriend’s teasing, so Amane corrected his expression desperately.


      “Amane, you two have changed, but I don’t think we have, huh?” Itsuki said.


      “You’re right, we haven’t changed one bit,” Chitose agreed.


      “Really? I feel like you’re more easygoing now,” Amane chimed in.


      “What’re you trying to say, we’re too carefree?”


      “Why do you have to take it as an insult? I’m saying you guys are more relaxed than you used to be.”


      “…Did we seem tense before?”


      “Not tense exactly. More like your flirting was fifty-fifty conscious and unconscious, I guess. Like you were intentionally trying to keep other people from trying to get close to you.”


      People were always going on about how Itsuki and Chitose were soppy lovebirds, but that didn’t mean all their affection was unintentional—at least Amane didn’t think so.


      He got the feeling they had been purposely showing the world they were a happy, harmonious couple and that they didn’t have any problems. They were, of course, such a couple. Whether they had problems was a different matter entirely.


      Amane had listened to them open up before, and he knew they weren’t simply all over each other without a second thought.


      Be that as it may, they were indeed always flirting, so the assessment from others wasn’t necessarily incorrect, but the two of them were more laid-back than they had been a year earlier, not as braced against the world. It was up to them to determine whether that was a good thing or a bad thing.


      “Whoa, how could you say that?”


      “Why does it feel like you’re putting us down?!”


      “I’m not. It’s a compliment. I’m complimenting you.”


      “Doesn’t sound like it…”


      “He is complimenting you, I think, Itsuki.”


      “Then he’d better learn how to sound more sincere.”


      “Right back atcha.”


      “What was that?”


      Amane wanted to give them his honest impression while they weren’t busy teasing him, and he really had thought he’d been giving it to them straight. He wasn’t sure where the negative interpretation of his words was coming from.


      “Amane, you get snippy with Mister Akazawa whenever you get self-conscious,” Mahiru said. “I’m a little jealous.”


      “Why?!”


      “It’s something special. You only act like that with him.”


      “Amane, you’re unbelievable…,” Itsuki said dramatically.


      “Y’know, Mahiru, there are some things better left unsaid.”


      “Oh no, was that a bad thing to say?”


      Mahiru cocked her head to the side with an undeniably adorable smile, and Amane pressed his lips together, unable to say anything further.


      “Even the prickly-yet-lovestruck Amane falls to pieces in Mahiru’s hands, see?”


      “Wanna try that again?” Amane asked.


      “Fine, just lovey-dovey, then.”


      “Who? Who is?” Amane demanded.


      “You are.”


      “You, Amane.”


      “You.”


      The three of them spoke in unison, which made it clear there was no one there on his side, and this time it was Amane who fell silent.


      “Oh, come on, Amane. Smile, please?”


      Amane seemed to sulk whenever he lost his will to argue—or rather, when he realized arguing was pointless. Mahiru whispered to him in a tender, sweet voice to try to soothe him, but Amane didn’t feel like being placated.


      “…I’ll get you back later.”


      “You mean us? Or Miss Shiina?”


      “All of you!”


      “Oh my.”


      “Now, now.”


      The three smiled, so Amane figured they must have known the attitude he was planning on taking with them. If only they could learn that Amane would always give the cold shoulder in response to teasing like that.


      “…So winter break starts tomorrow. Are the two of you just going to do what you always do?”


      They didn’t have any particular plans after they finished their meal, so with plenty of time on their hands, the four teenagers decided to watch a classic Christmas movie. They had all seen it before, though, so they weren’t too focused on it. They chatted as it played in the background.


      “It’s not like there’s any events going on, so I guess I’ll just keep studying at home and going to work.”


      The TV screen showed a child left at home by himself on Christmas, using his wits to comically repel burglars. Amane heard the scream of a man caught in a trap.


      He gave some vague consideration to Itsuki’s question as he watched the scene unfold.


      Students always longed for winter break, but honestly, nothing was really that different just because they were off from school.


      Sure, having no classes was pretty significant, but they still had to study. Plus, Amane would be working more, but that was about it.


      “My answer’s not all that different from Amane’s. Though I’ll be doing more studying since I don’t have a job.”


      “Whoa, you two are so serious. I think I’d explode if I did nothing but study like that.”


      “The key is taking appropriate breaks. Even I get tired after spending half the day studying, and my head gets all backed up, so I go do something that has absolutely nothing to do with studying. Like housework, exercise, or some hobby. You’ve got to do something different to reset your brain.”


      “You are such a serious student, Mahiru. We’re so different it makes me wanna cry.”


      “Well, I actually enjoy studying.”


      “I can’t even begin to understand that.”


      Mahiru seemed to love learning new things and new skills. She tried her hand at all sorts of different things in the pursuit of knowledge, and her rigorous studies were the most extreme example.


      She had been obsessed in the past with the idea that she had to be the ideal child. Now, though, it sounded like she did so much studying for the sake of her future and to satisfy her own curiosity, which meant she probably didn’t consider it a burden.


      Amane liked learning as well, but naturally not as much as Mahiru, so he was constantly impressed by her insatiable ambition. From Chitose’s perspective, however, it just seemed weird.


      “By the way, you’re not going home over winter break, Amane?”


      “You know, I’m getting ready to start studying for entrance exams, and I just saw my mom for parent-teacher conferences, so we decided I wouldn’t since this break is so short. It’s not like I don’t wanna go back, but it wouldn’t be good to set an unreasonable schedule for myself. And the biggest reason is—”


      “The biggest reason?”


      “…If I take Mahiru home with me, I’ll probably have to introduce her to all my relatives.”


      Even though there wasn’t really anything standing in their way anymore, given how determined his mother was to remove all possible obstacles from their path, it was easy for Amane to imagine that she might flaunt Mahiru to his relatives while implying she was her future daughter-in-law.


      The Fujimiyas weren’t the kind of family who got together for every holiday. They made plans as they pleased and gathered for the important moments. Even for New Year’s, they didn’t necessarily plan something. However, if he took Mahiru home with him, they were sure to flock. He could already imagine Shihoko joyfully introducing her to everyone.


      Amane wanted to avoid burdening Mahiru with that social nightmare. He figured he would introduce her to everyone before too long anyway, just not now.


      “Ah,” Itsuki smiled wryly. He seemed to have realized from Amane’s reluctance that something was going on, and Amane simply shrugged.


      “What’re you gonna be up to, Itsuki?”


      “Me? I expect I’ll have to see my relatives and listen to them tell me what I should do with my life.”


      “You plan to get lectured?”


      “My brother’s the one who’s gonna be head of the family, so I don’t think they need to be putting all this pressure on me, you know. But my family’s got our fair share of nagging aunts and uncles.”


      Itsuki’s tone made it clear he was annoyed, and for a moment, Chitose looked unsettled. Her usual cheerful smile quickly returned.


      “I guess we’ll be doing the usual at my house,” she said. “Every year, we basically just laze around watching the end-of-the-year music special on TV.”


      “…Don’t forget about homework. We’ve got plenty.”


      “Why do you have to remind me?!” Chitose shrieked.


      Amane knew it was best not to get too deeply involved, so he deliberately didn’t pry, opting for his usual single jab. Amane smiled quietly, reassured, then let the topic fade away to avoid letting Chitose’s mood sour once more.
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      Itsuki and Chitose left Amane’s apartment before the sun had completely set.


      They said they were going to see some holiday lights on their way home and that their parents would get mad if they didn’t get back.


      Amane grumbled to himself that despite their earlier teasing, there they were going off on a romantic date.


      After their guests were gone, Amane and Mahiru both did as usual and worked together to get dinner ready. Then, after eating a slightly more luxurious dinner than normal, the couple comfortably sat side by side on the sofa. However, there wasn’t much Christmas spirit in the air.


      The only things different compared to an ordinary day were the decorations they’d put up, their fancy dinner, and the Christmas specials on TV.


      “Even the TV is all Christmas, huh?” he muttered.


      A special show was on, displaying which products men and women of different ages had chosen for presents, with Christmas songs playing in the background.


      It was a variety show where the contestants were trying to guess the presents’ rankings based on the results of a street survey, and the person who was correct got points. Amane could tell they were just filling airtime.


      “Well, it’s easy to produce seasonal content, and it’s popular with the general public, after all,” Mahiru replied. “Especially around Christmas, there’s competition for business, so it makes sense they’d be advertising, doesn’t it?”


      “It’s not something they should be doing on Christmas Eve, though.”


      “Heh-heh… Then what do you think people should be talking about on Christmas?”


      “Like, when Santa’s going to show up, what presents Santa is bringing, and stuff.”


      “That’s adorable.”


      “You asked about Christmas, that’s what I’ve got.”


      Mahiru looked at her boyfriend warmly with her usual elegant smile.


      From her expression, he could easily tell her words were genuine, so as he roughly scratched his head, he guessed what Mahiru was likely to imagine next and opened his mouth.


      “…I’ll just go ahead and say this, but by late elementary school, I’d already realized it was my parents bringing the presents.”


      “You believed in Santa for that long?”


      “Uh… Well, I mean… My dad would always answer my questions easily with a smile, so I guess I was fooled by his clever lies.”


      Amane had to agree he had been late in realizing the truth, but there had been a reason for that.


      His father, Shuuto, was an ingenious improviser.


      “Questions?”


      “Like, how can Santa hand out presents to all the children in the world by himself ? And why does Santa deliver all those presents anyway? And where does he get the money? Stuff like that.”


      “Sounds like pretty tough questions. That’s very like you, Amane, to have had doubts like that even as a kid… What did your dad come up with?”


      “He told me Santa doesn’t necessarily deliver all the presents himself and that there’s a large nonprofit organization in Finland publicly known as ‘Santa Claus,’ which makes the deliveries from its branch offices all over the world. They do it to protect world peace in the future by raising the level of happiness for children and protecting the hearts of the next generation, since they’re able to give presents to all the children of the world, regardless of whether they’re rich or poor. He said they get their money by fundraising from adults and businesses around the world that wish for healthy growth and peaceful lives for kids.”


      “That sounds hard to get a kid to believe and a little too convenient to adult ears. Still, it’s a good idea. The details make it sound plausible, honestly.”


      “If you give it a second thought, though, it sounds like a disaster waiting to happen. If there was ever an information leak, details about people’s families, their personal interests, and their addresses would be at risk, right?”


      Now that Amane was grown and thought more deeply about his father’s statements, he could see it was an impossible arrangement. But since his honest and sincere father, who essentially never lied and didn’t break his promises, had explained it to him calmly and without hesitation, Amane, as a naive child, had believed it was the truth.


      It wasn’t like every bit of it was a lie. Santa wasn’t one person, and even if there was no nonprofit organization known as ‘Santa Claus,’ a place called Santa Claus Village did actually exist in Finland. Incorporating bits of truth made his dad’s lie even more believable, and Amane fell for it hook, line, and sinker.


      “He didn’t do a half-hearted job of tricking me or evading questions. He just convinced me it really did exist. When I was young, I believed him. I was much dumber and more naive than I am now, you know…”


      “That’s so cu—”


      “It’s not cute. And don’t give me that disappointed look.”


      “You could have at least let me finish saying it.”


      It was already perfectly obvious what Mahiru’s reaction was going to be, so Amane cut her off before she could even get the words out, and she puffed up her cheeks in a pout—another move he saw coming.


      She looked adorable and strangely juvenile like that, so without thinking, he patted her on the head.


      In a whisper, Mahiru declared her dissatisfaction, “And here I thought I was the doting one.” So he compromised by letting her roaming hand pat his head as well.


      “Yeah, my parents really never lied to me, so…I guess that tall tale was a special case.”


      “Were you mad?”


      “Nah.”


      Though being deceived by one’s parents could have a major impact on a child’s mind, Amane had grown to a certain extent by the time he’d realized that he had been lied to, and he’d been old enough to consider the rationale behind it.


      “I mean, it was a shock when I figured it out, but I’m sure they just wanted to let me dream like every other kid. Even when you do eventually wake up from the dream, I think it gives you a sense of closure to sort things out for yourself rather than someone dumping cold water on you and jerking you awake.”


      Amane didn’t care for lies. He never lied himself—but he also learned that simply throwing out the truth wasn’t always helpful, either.


      Was it actually better for the child to be told the truth from the beginning—that Santa Claus never existed and that their parents were the ones wrapping their presents?


      Was it all right for the parents themselves to destroy the existence and the ideal of Santa Claus, whom their child read about in picture books?


      And even if, eventually, the day did come when the child understood it was all a fantasy, was it good for them to have it spoiled by someone else?


      Amane was sure neither of his parents would have been okay with that.


      He was sure that was the reason his father had carefully preserved the fantasy—so that when one day he learned the truth, he would be able to swallow it on his own and accept it.


      “Besides, they always thought about me and left presents by my pillow. That fact never changed. I could never have been mad.”


      Even though Amane’s parents had prepared the gifts, they had acted like nothing was amiss and celebrated with their son, who was happy to have presents from Santa Claus. Their love and sincerity were never in doubt.


      So, even though Amane wasn’t angry about being lied to, he had felt embarrassed and irritated when he’d realized they’d been watching him open his presents with amusement his whole life, but he still found it charming.


      “You really have great parents.”


      “Yeah. I’m proud of them. I could take them anywhere without… Actually, I feel like they do embarrass me when we go out as a trio.”


      To Mahiru, Shihoko and Shuuto seemed like ideal parents, but their son clearly wished they would tone down the public displays of affection a tad.


      “Heh-heh, they really are a sweet couple. My face gets hot just looking at them.”


      “If you’re uncomfortable, feel free to give them a good ribbing.”


      “Oh, they get along so well, I wouldn’t wanna rain on their parade. I think it’s a good thing, don’t you?”


      “Yeah, but—”


      “Amane, do you dislike things like that?”


      Somehow, Mahiru seemed nervous.


      She looked up at him with shy, inquisitive eyes and a hint of apprehension in her expression. Amane slowly shook his head.


      “It’s not that I dislike it. It’s more like, I just wish they didn’t do it in public because I’m their son.”


      “Personally, as long as it’s not excessive, I appreciate that they let people see them being intimate. It’s not good for children’s emotional development if their parents are always arguing. The key thing with them is that they both respect and treasure each other.”


      “I guess you’re right.”


      Amane wondered what Mahiru was thinking about—what memories had surfaced for her in that moment? He wondered who she was comparing to his parents.


      He didn’t have to ask.


      But it would only bother Mahiru if he let on that he understood, so he stubbornly maintained his usual expression and stiffly shrugged.


      By now, Mahiru understood the facts and had a rational view of her own parents, and Amane couldn’t see any fear or sorrow in her attitude. Truly, Amane could only sense envy, so there was no need for him to voice any concern.


      “Well, I’m just saying, when they’re out in public, they shouldn’t flirt so much. It makes other people uncomfortable. To be honest, my dad is really the one who does that kind of stuff without realizing it. Actually, maybe he does know he’s doing it.”


      “Right…”


      “Why are you agreeing with that?”


      “No, never mind.”


      Mahiru looked away, feigning ignorance.


      “…By the way, Mahiru, what do you think of my parents?”


      “What do I think?”


      “I mean… How do I put this? You like them, right? I wanna know how they look to an outsider.”


      “They look like a nice, harmonious couple.”


      That was probably her true opinion.


      Mahiru was friendly with Shihoko and often looked at her and Amane’s father with stars in her eyes. Amane was sure she saw them as an ideal husband and wife, and his family as an ideal family.


      “I mean, according to neuroscience,” Mahiru continued, “feelings of love are connected to hormones, and those can cool off after several years, right?”


      “Oh, don’t ask me.”


      “Yet the two of them always look like they’re, um, in love with each other. I’m sure any temporary feelings must have transformed into something more permanent. Love takes many forms, but the love I can see between the two of them is something I aspire toward.”


      Mahiru’s tone was covetous. Her words must have expressed a deep, heartfelt desire.


      “I hope we’re like that, too, someday. Just without the PDA,” Amane said.


      “…I hope so, too.”


      He saw red spread instantly across her pale cheeks, like he had lit a flame, and realized a moment too late he might have said something outrageous far too casually. Regardless, he didn’t feel like correcting himself.


      Mahiru seemed to have perfectly understood what he’d meant, and she covered her steaming hot cheeks with her hands to cool them down. Her hands were only slightly chilly, though, and didn’t seem to do anything to bring down the fever inside her.


      A moment later, Amane flushed, too. It didn’t seem like it was going to die down within the pair any time soon.


      While the two were repeatedly meeting each other’s gaze, then turning away, their faces beet red, before they knew it, some time had passed, and the hour arrived when Mahiru usually went back home.


      Naturally, the blushing had died down, and the awkward atmosphere had eventually subsided. On the contrary, Amane could feel Mahiru’s reluctance to leave. She wasn’t doing anything different just because it was Christmas, but her great desire to stay by his side for a little longer was clear.


      “Wow, it’s late already.”


      “Yep.”


      Mahiru must have also known that it was about the time that she would usually stand up to head out. She didn’t move a muscle.


      Amane understood what she was trying to say. He wasn’t that dim, after all. But he didn’t necessarily suspect her of anything either.


      He was sure Mahiru simply wanted to stay by his side and spend time together on a cold night.


      “Um, so…”


      His throat was dry.


      They were in a committed relationship, and they had spent the night together several times before, so he shouldn’t have felt so nervous about inviting her to sleep over. He hadn’t expected the fact that it was the night before Christmas to raise the bar on inviting her over so much.


      Mahiru started with surprise when Amane spoke, and she peeked over at him timidly.


      “…I know the fact that it’s Christmas doesn’t really change the way we’re always together, but, um…”


      “Yes?”


      “What if we slept together tonight?”


      “……I—I would be okay with that.”


      From the way that her pale cheeks immediately reddened, Amane could tell how she had interpreted his words, and he panicked as he waved his hand vigorously back and forth.


      Ever since the last time, he had been so busy, and felt so guilty, and more than anything had been embarrassed about it, so they had more or less avoided any further exploration of each other. But because it was Christmas, a season when lovers were intimate with one another, he realized he must have made her imagine something in that vein.


      “N-not in that way, okay?! Just a normal sleepover! I wasn’t trying to insinuate anything!”


      “You don’t have to get that worked up about it! It’s okay. I understood!”


      Apparently, Amane was being much too frantic, which made Mahiru wave her hands back at him hastily.


      They were both flustered with deep red faces, and when Amane saw how rattled they both were, he stopped to collect himself. He wasn’t quite sure why, but he found the whole thing intensely funny and suddenly burst out laughing.


      “…Mahiru.”


      After a long bout of laughter, Amane made sure that they had both settled down, then softly took Mahiru’s hand.


      “Maybe we shouldn’t,” he backpedaled.


      By no means did he intend to foist that burden onto Mahiru, and if she said that she didn’t want to, he planned to back down.


      His thoughts must have made it through to Mahiru, because she smiled faintly and shook her head.


      “N-no, it’s all right. I’m glad you suggested it.”


      “Your voice sounds awfully stiff, though.”


      “I—I mean, you were acting so casual all night…just like usual, right? So I didn’t think you were going to invite me to stay.”


      “Really, not at all?”


      “Dummy.”


      “Sorry.”


      He knew Mahiru would get her payback if he teased her too much, so at that point, he obediently apologized while letting go of the hand he had been loosely holding. Mahiru pursed her lips slightly.


      “Actually, Amane, would you maybe be all right with what I imagined?”


      “I’d be all right with anything… Either way, I invited you.”


      “Geez.”


      Though she slapped at his upper arm, her attack was less of a condemnation and more of a loving show of exasperation. Amane’s lips twitched as he smiled in amusement, and he heard Mahiru fling one adorable word of criticism at him: “Dummy.”


      “Really, I won’t do anything.”


      Amane sat facing Mahiru on the bed and raised both hands slowly into the air, turning his palms toward her as he showed off how harmless he was.


      They both had taken baths and changed into their pajamas, and it was time to go to sleep, but Mahiru still seemed nervous about going to bed with her boyfriend dressed only in a gown, so Amane thought he’d better reassure her and tried to insist on his innocence the best he could.


      Given it was winter, the cloth was a little on the thicker side, but even so, Mahiru wore a negligee made of much thinner fabric than her usual clothing, and for some reason, she was looking at Amane with a slightly exasperated expression.


      “I promise I won’t do anything that would break my vow. Absolutely not. If you’re anxious about it, you could even tie my hands?”


      “Why are you so hard on yourself ? I trust you just fine.”


      “I wish you wouldn’t.”


      “Why not?!”


      Amane himself was going to exercise the utmost caution, and even if he made a mistake, his intention was that he would absolutely not do anything to renege on the promise he had made with Mahiru, but that didn’t mean that he wanted Mahiru to neglect her vigilance.


      They could touch each other as long as it wasn’t enough to break his promise, or to put it another way, within certain limits, and when the mood was right, Amane could touch Mahiru’s most secret spots.


      However, that was something he would do only when Mahiru wished for it, not something that Amane would force on her. She didn’t need to accept anything and everything just because they were lovers, and if Mahiru didn’t like something, she had the right to tell him that and refuse.


      He was making that point to Mahiru in this way precisely because he thought there was a need to restrain himself so that he would not get caught up in the Christmas mood and do something regretful. But for some reason, the look in Mahiru’s eyes was still one of exasperation.


      “…How long do you plan on doing that?”


      “Until you feel reassured?”


      “Fine, I’m reassured, so that’s enough… Actually, it makes me more anxious when you don’t touch me, Amane.”


      Mahiru reached out toward Amane, who still had his hands up.


      Because he was holding that pose of surrender, Amane was unable to react immediately and was easily caught in Mahiru’s arms.


      It was more accurate to say that he was embraced, rather than caught, but Mahiru, who seemed dissatisfied with how Amane was behaving, seemed to be sulking a little as she cast her gaze down and pressed her forehead against Amane’s chest.


      “You say you won’t do anything, but…wouldn’t a kiss be all right?”


      “…You’re a good instigator, young lady.”


      Amane wondered what would happen if his self-restraint collapsed piece by piece—he considered it, but he didn’t want to disappoint Mahiru, so after shoving the urges deep inside him even deeper down, he put his arms around her back. He could feel the soft fullness of her body, which was so different from his own.


      When he peered down into her caramel-colored eyes, there was just a touch of bitter dissatisfaction and apprehension visible on her upturned face.


      Feeling sorry to see those eyes hidden so soon by her pale eyelids, he slowly covered those lips that had let such sweet words slip out.


      She moaned faintly.


      Her lips were so soft, plump, and small, and he could hardly believe they were the same as the lips he had. At Amane’s touch, they became heated and got even more plush, as if they might melt right away.


      He explored with his tongue leisurely, wondering if her mouth was where her sweetness came from, and that was all it took for her to go limp and for her lips to slacken gently. Then, as if all the strength had left her stiff body, Amane could feel her press against him more.
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      At the rate things were going, Amane feared that his appetite for her would overtake him, so he stubbornly restrained himself and only kissed her very lightly, their lips barely touching. From the bottom of his heart, he felt relieved that they finished kissing just as her eyes gently opened, and she looked up at him with caramel orbs filled with passion.


      If she were to show him those eyes while he was kissing her, he didn’t think he would be able to stop.


      He bit down hard on his lip and used the pain to control himself, and in his arms, Mahiru looked up at him with bleary eyes.


      She looked incredibly cute when she cocked her head to the side in an innocent gesture, and he was seized by an urge to embrace her as tightly as he could and cling to her even more. But the calm side of him had known that would happen, and had already reigned him in, so somehow, he managed to keep from acting rashly.


      “…Recently, I feel like I’ve been getting more disciplined in a lot of different ways.”


      Mahiru took pride in her iron wall of defense against strangers, but with the people she was close to—and in particular, her boyfriend—she tended to relax and behave like a spoiled child. Here and now, she was just a girl who delighted in nothing more than touching him.


      Amane, meanwhile, felt that by dating a girl like Mahiru, whether he liked it or not, his sense of reason and his ability to control his base instincts had developed. There was no way he could say that to Mahiru herself, though.


      “I think I’m starting to see the results from you working out all this time.”


      Mahiru casually, innocently placed the palm of her hand against Amane’s body, and he bit the inside of his lip so as not to let her know how it affected him. He shook his head.


      “That’s not what I’m talking about. I mean, um, my self-control and stuff like that.”


      “…Was your self-control in question?”


      “No. But I still get worried… I just have to take that into account because, of course, I love you and I want to treat you right.”


      Mahiru often encouraged Amane’s urges. Sometimes, he had trouble distinguishing whether she was doing it on purpose or unintentionally.


      He wasn’t going to use that as an excuse to do as he pleased, and in a certain sense, resisting it was just another type of training, so it was good for him. But Mahiru was irresistible, and his desire to touch her was surging up inside of him.


      In his mind, Amane thought earnestly that it was a difficult thing to love someone too much, while Mahiru blinked at him.


      “…I certainly am loved, aren’t I?”


      “Why did you say that like you’re talking about someone else?”


      “D-don’t dwell on it!”


      “I thought you knew what you were doing. Where did your confidence go?”


      Amane felt like he was already bearing his heart to her, but it sounded like maybe he still wasn’t showing her enough love, and he pinched her soft cheeks between his fingers.


      After taking some time to enjoy those nice stretchy, mochi-like white cheeks, he suddenly let go and locked eyes with Mahiru, who was cupping her now faintly red cheeks.


      “I-it’s not that I’ve lost my confidence or anything… Amane, at times like this, I’m just painfully aware of how much you’re prioritizing me, even though it means you have to restrain yourself.”


      It was clear to Amane that Mahiru was more aware of the sheer self-control Amane was exercising. She didn’t seem disgusted by his urges, however. Instead, she simply let her eyes wander shyly.


      On one similar occasion, Amane and Mahiru had revealed everything to each other, which was precisely why Mahiru seemed to be worried about him in her own way.


      For Amane’s part, he had made the choice not to be reckless and try anything beyond what they had already done, precisely because the aftermath of their passion would have very different consequences for each of them.


      “I’d be able to manage somehow, but you might not be able to, Mahiru… I love you in your entirety, so I don’t want to risk destroying the path that you’re on… Let me cherish you.”


      “Okay.”


      Amane was satisfied as long as Mahiru understood how much he treasured her.


      Though she was slightly awkward and bashful, Mahiru accepted Amane’s words openly, and her expression softened. Amane thought it might be good to express his love in a way that Mahiru could feel more palpably and leaned forward a little, looking down at Mahiru, who was close enough to touch.


      “You know, I could give you tons of love without breaking my vow.”


      “Wah?!”


      Mahiru was clearly taken aback—if she had been embarrassed before, now she was in complete dismay.


      This time, Amane was expecting Mahiru to entirely misinterpret his words, so he wasn’t going to retract them.


      When he reached out again for Mahiru, whose dainty body was trembling, and put his arms around her back, he felt her temperature rise as she tensed in his embrace.


      Even so, she showed absolutely no signs of running away. In fact, she closed her eyes and seemed to yield to him. Amane gently brought his lips to her ear.


      “Here, a squeeze.”


      He gently, affectionately embraced her small body, and Mahiru’s facial expression went through an incredibly obvious transition, starting at bewilderment and ending on a look of dissatisfaction.


      “Why do you look so unhappy?”


      “I-it’s nothing.”


      “…Mahiru, everything shows on your face.”


      “O-only when I’m with you, though!”


      “I know… Only with me. I want you to let me know what you are feeling.”


      “…Dummy.”


      “Yep.”


      “Squeeze me more, please.”


      “I feel like I might crush you if I squeeze any harder.”


      She had always been slender, not waifish exactly, but compared to a guy, Mahiru had a purely ephemeral build. She was thin enough that Amane was scared he might break her if he embraced her as tightly as he wanted to.


      “I’m not that fragile.”


      “Are you sure? You’re so slim.”


      “That might be true, but I did put on a little weight recently, you know. From sampling that c-cake. I made sure to get back to normal, though!”


      “I don’t know if there are words for how hard you work, Mahiru.”


      Amane hadn’t noticed Mahiru’s weight gain at all.


      It was likely Mahiru had reversed any differences with diet and exercise, but Amane wondered if her figure had ever actually changed.


      “You don’t have to force yourself to stay thin, you know? I’m most concerned with you being healthy, in body and mind.”


      “I want to take pride in myself, so as long as I’m doing it in a healthy way, I want to maintain a figure I’m satisfied with.”


      As her boyfriend, he thought she was actually a little too skinny, so he wouldn’t have minded if she put on a few pounds, but of course it would have been insensitive of him to interfere with a girl’s untiring pursuit of beauty. After all, she did have a healthy, well-proportioned figure, so he presumed it was best not to thoughtlessly interfere.


      About all Amane could say was that he didn’t want her to force herself to try to control her weight.


      “I see. Well, then I won’t say too much, but don’t overdo it… If you’re suffering, so am I.”


      “Okay.”


      Feeling relieved that Mahiru accepted his concern, Amane hugged her again, making sure not to directly touch her stomach area, which she was apparently worried about, and although his only reference point was from having touched her body, that didn’t change his impression that she really was thin.


      “…But I mean, you really are slender. Especially compared to me, now that I’ve bulked up.”


      “But you used to be all skin and bones, Amane.”


      “Still.”


      “It’s not like you got fat, Amane. You just have muscle now, and you’ve improved your posture, so your body looks more balanced. I don’t see any extra fat on you.”


      Amane was aware that back when he was always hunched over and looking at the ground, he had been skinny and weak, so it was only natural, now that he had been training, for him to be bigger than he had been back then. He understood what Mahiru was saying, but he was still surprised by her boldness, letting her palm creep over his pajamas without hesitation, sliding back and forth.


      “You’re not shy at all about touching me, are you?”


      It wasn’t that big of a deal, and he didn’t mind her touching him, but compared to how Mahiru had once been, she was certainly more comfortable with Amane’s body. When he let her know that he’d noticed, she hesitated for a moment, looking like she might be angry with a bright red face.


      “You don’t like it?”


      “I’m fine with it, but I doubt it’s all that much fun for you.”


      “You know I like touching you, Amane.”


      “A sentence like that can easily be misinterpreted…”


      Depending on how he decided to take it, her statement could have very dangerous implications, but he also clearly understood that Mahiru didn’t have any ulterior motives, so he merely chided her gently.


      But Mahiru huffed in objection to Amane’s warning.


      “It’s just the two of us here, and you’re not going to misinterpret me.”


      “That’s true, but…”


      “You like touching me, too, right, Amane?”


      “…Well, yes, but…”


      He wondered if there was a person alive who would declare that they disliked touching their sweetheart.


      Of course he liked touching Mahiru. If she’d let him, he’d like to touch her more; he wanted to explore Mahiru intimately to his heart’s content. He wanted all of her.


      His body was eager to act on these smoldering urges, but Amane didn’t want to do anything that might hurt Mahiru. He was doing his best to carry on without letting Mahiru notice his physical sign of his desire, which was hungry enough that it even shocked Amane. But whether she knew it or not, Mahiru was innocently stirring Amane up inside.


      He felt his head spin when, in his arms, his girlfriend whispered, “Do you want to touch me?”


      He knew she was probably playing dumb to tempt him, but it wasn’t enough to dissolve his sense of reason, which was probably for the best.


      Just surrendering and dancing in the palm of the unaware Mahiru’s hand wasn’t something that Amane could allow himself to do.


      As payback, he traced his fingertip along the line of Mahiru’s slim body, gently brushing against her stomach, which she was obviously worried about. When he touched her waist, which was so slender that he couldn’t possibly imagine it had increased much in such a short span of time, Mahiru got flustered, like she hadn’t expected that.


      “I thought I was allowed to touch you?”


      “I—I feel like this is not what I meant.”


      “All right, where do you want me to touch you, Mahiru?”


      “…It’s not that I want you to touch anywhere in particular, but I want you to touch the places you want to touch.”


      “I want to touch the places you want me to touch. That’s why I want to hear it directly from you, Mahiru.”


      He whispered gently into her ear, and he could see her face steadily heating up.


      It made him really wonder what she was imagining. Her face was as red as if it had been boiled, and Mahiru lay down on the bed and turned her back to Amane as if to escape from him, so he decided he had teased her too much, and without touching on Mahiru’s “imaginings” any further, Amane also slowly put his hand down in the open space beside her.


      She jerked obviously in surprise, probably because she was expecting Amane to do something.


      He laughed silently, so that she wouldn’t hear him. His girlfriend was extraordinarily sensitive to being teased despite how much teasing she did herself. Then he carefully lay down close beside Mahiru, making sure not to pin any of her loose flaxen hair beneath him.


      “You don’t have to worry so much. I’m not going to do anything you’re uncomfortable with… Though I do wish you would at least let me hold you.”


      He would have been lying if he said that he didn’t want to touch her, and no matter what, he could never say that he didn’t want to do the things they had done on the night of the culture festival again, but he also had enough good sense and composure to tuck those thoughts away temporarily in the depths of his heart.


      He was honestly confident that holding her wouldn’t make her uncomfortable, but he was doing his best to keep himself in check, given that Mahiru had not asked for this herself. Besides, if they stayed up all night, it would make it more difficult for him to do what he had planned for later.


      “Will that be enough?”


      “Enough or not, I really wasn’t planning to do anything, okay? If anything, I thought we should hurry up and get to sleep. After all, tonight’s the night when Santa comes to visit all the good girls and boys.”


      “…Oh, Amane.”


      Mahiru must have remembered their earlier conversation, and she broke into a bout of laughter. Amane turned to her with a gentle smile, and her bashfulness must have settled down because she smiled sweetly back at him.


      When he gently put his arms around Mahiru’s back to hug her, there was no resistance, and she fit right into his embrace.


      Unfortunately, he couldn’t let her use his arm for a pillow all night, so he just held her normally, but Mahiru didn’t seem dissatisfied at all. In fact, she seemed delighted as she pressed her face into Amane’s chest.


      “…Santa never came to my house, but now I’ve gotten lots of gifts from you, Amane, so I’m content.”


      “I hope you’re not satisfied already, though. Not when we’re just getting started.”


      There was nothing Amane could do now about the memories that Mahiru had missed out on as a child, but he could do his best to please her in the present.


      In the same way that Amane had been showered with plenty of love by his parents, he could do the same for Mahiru, though not in a parental way… As her lover, he thought he could show her lots of affection.


      “…Just don’t overdo it, okay? You’re…you know…much more passionate than you think.”


      “I’ll be careful to take it slow so that you don’t boil over, Mahiru. I’ll keep things to a simmer.”


      “Don’t burn me!”


      “…Oh, no?”


      Mahiru already seemed to be getting pretty warm, and when he looked straight into her eyes and smiled, she seemed to lose her ability to say anything further and let her cute pink lips quiver as she sulked.


      After a moment, he heard her whisper quietly in a muffled voice, “I don’t not want it,” so Amane couldn’t stand it any longer and snuggled up right against her, feeling the body heat of his darling Mahiru, who was a little bit warmer than usual.


      Mahiru must have felt embarrassed about it because she desperately buried her face in Amane’s chest like she was trying to escape his gaze. She didn’t seem to realize that it only made his cheeks soften into even more of a smile.


      He gently patted her back to soothe her, being careful to take it slowly, as he’d declared he would, and Mahiru lifted her face and glanced up at him.


      Apparently, she wasn’t sulking, after all. There was a certain amount of bashfulness in her eyes, but after looking directly at Amane, she closed them.


      “Good night, Amane.”
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      Her voice was quiet and fawning, and she sounded comfortable and content.


      Without waiting for Amane’s response, she went right ahead and buried her face in his chest again and seemed completely ready to fall asleep. Amane quickly relaxed his whole body, and his touch became more reserved so that it would be easy for her to nod off.


      “…Good night, Mahiru.”


      Gently as could be, Amane whispered softly into her ear, encouraging her to fall asleep, and felt Mahiru relax and lean into him, surrendering to his embrace.


      Amane waited with a placid smile, sensing Mahiru’s breathing slowly even out as her body fully relaxed, and he kept her wrapped up in his warmth until she had fallen completely into the land of dreams.


      “All right then.”


      Amane waited quietly for Mahiru to fall into a deep sleep, then whispered to himself as he got out of bed with careful, deliberate movements.


      Mahiru tended to get up earlier in the mornings than Amane did. In a rare showing, however, it was Amane who awoke first.


      Perhaps he wanted to see Mahiru’s sleeping face, or because he wanted to see her reaction, he naturally woke up on his own.


      He would have been disappointed if Mahiru had woken up first like usual and he had missed seeing her wake up, but apparently, he didn’t need to worry because beside him was the figure of his sleeping girlfriend, her face a picture of peaceful slumber.


      Her adorable, cherubic sleeping face was the perfect example of innocence, perhaps because she felt safe next to Amane. It was a serene expression, refreshed and without a speck of worry or anxiety.


      Even in the dim room where the only source of light was the morning sun peeking through a gap in the curtains, Mahiru’s sleeping face looked radiant. Amane was sure it was because he was head over heels for her.


      For several minutes, he gazed at her, which he never tired of doing, no matter how many times he saw her, and waited for her to wake from her dream. She seemed to be rising to consciousness, perhaps spurred by Amane’s slight movement upon waking. Fluttering her long eyelashes, Mahiru’s eyelids rose slowly.


      Her dreamy, unfocused, caramel-colored eyes still didn’t look like they had fully woken up and disappeared each time her eyelids dropped drowsily.


      Still, she seemed to realize that Amane was there, and after a few more seconds of dozing, she sat up sluggishly, looked around slowly while rubbing her eyelids—and froze.


      Her eyes, which had been heavy with sleep until just a moment earlier, suddenly snapped wide open.


      “Hmm?”


      “Morning.”


      Amane knew perfectly well it wasn’t his presence that had startled her.


      He could tell because Mahiru’s gaze was not resting on Amane’s reclining figure but on a spot near her pillow.


      “…What’s the matter?” Amane asked.


      Though he knew the reason for her reaction, Amane feigned ignorance. He was aware that it was a bit mean of him, but he wanted to get a reaction out of her at any cost and peered at her face as she sat up looking suspicious.


      “Uh, b-boxes.”


      “Yep.”


      Those were the only words that made it out of her mouth in her confusion, but he could tell perfectly well what Mahiru wanted to say.


      On the bed near Mahiru’s pillow sat two small, paper-wrapped boxes, placed just so.


      “Wh-why?”


      “They came from a big old man with a white beard…,” Amane joked. “Not really, they’re just from your sneaky boyfriend. Forgive me.”


      “B-but I thought we agreed on no presents…”


      As she voiced her discontent in a soft and truly pitiful-sounding voice, she gave Amane a single whack on the chest. Mahiru’s eyes whirled with a mix of bewilderment, displeasure, and delight, and it seemed like even she couldn’t tell which of those emotions was strongest.


      They had indeed agreed that, since Mahiru’s birthday had been only a few weeks earlier and they didn’t want to cost each other the time or effort of picking out presents when they were so busy, they wouldn’t exchange Christmas presents this year and would spend lots of time together over the Christmas holiday instead.


      Although, before she even told me about it, I had already picked up on the sense that Mahiru always yearned for a visit from Santa.


      According to Mahiru herself, she had never gotten gifts from Santa and hadn’t believed in him, so this year, Amane wanted her to experience the shock of finding presents by her pillow that had been left there while she slept, and he had secretly schemed to make it happen.


      “Yeah. Sorry.”


      “No fair!”


      He felt terribly guilty that he had ended up breaking their agreement, and all he could do about it was hang his head and apologize, but he didn’t feel even a sliver of regret about what he had done.


      Besides, it wasn’t something he had done solely because he wanted to.


      “But this isn’t just from me, either.”


      “Huh?”


      “There’s something here from my mom and dad, too.”


      Indeed, there were two wrapped boxes.


      One of them, Amane had prepared.


      The other had been delivered along with the tree.


      He had wondered what it was, but the message from his mother Shihoko had said, “This is for darling Mahiru! Tell her it’s from Santa!” And so he had placed it by her pillow with the one from him.


      He didn’t know how his mother had anticipated that he would be placing a gift by Mahiru’s pillow in the night, and he felt intimidated by her insight, but if it would make Mahiru happy, then it didn’t make sense to deny her.


      “…Shihoko, Shuuto…”


      “Even I dunno what they got you. After all, the delivery was just subcontracted out to me from my business partners at the Santa Claus Fujimiya branch office.”


      “Hee-hee.”


      Mahiru smiled in amusement, recalling their conversation from the previous night, and Amane could tell she was no longer upset or confused. It seemed like joy now filled her heart instead.


      Mahiru gently brought the two packages that had been prepared for her to her chest and looked down at them as she held them like precious treasures. Amane reached out and stroked her head to fix her slight bedhead.


      “I don’t think my parents would send you anything strange, but I have no clue what they picked out.”


      Shihoko wanted to give Mahiru all sorts of gifts as a way of doting on her, but she had Shuuto around to restrain her, and that usually kept her from getting too carried away.


      Their box was a thin rectangle, big enough to stick over the edges of Mahiru’s palm a little bit. From the way Mahiru was holding it, it seemed light, and there were no sounds coming from inside of it, either. It was probably some kind of accessory, Amane guessed.
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      No matter how much his mother adored Mahiru, he didn’t think she would send something that would make a high school student feel awkward about receiving it, but then again, this was Shihoko, so…Amane was a bit suspicious. Mahiru gave him a look that seemed to ask if it was all right to open the gifts.


      Of course, since they were Mahiru’s presents, she could do what she liked with them. He nodded, and Mahiru carefully untied the ribbon wrapped around the first gift with a somewhat nervous expression and removed the wrapping paper, making sure not to tear it.


      Amane was amused. He imagined, based on the way Mahiru acted, that she was definitely going to keep the wrapping paper tucked away at home.


      A box appeared from beneath the paper. That was all Amane needed to guess what the gift was—he recognized the box. However, it would have been awful to deprive Mahiru of her enjoyment, so he just bit his lip and patiently watched Mahiru’s deliberate hands.


      He watched as she gingerly lifted the lid.


      Inside were two writing tools.


      “A ballpoint pen and a mechanical pencil…”


      The pencil and pen, which had wooden handles, were resting in perfectly shaped spaces, their brass accents gleaming in the morning sun that streamed through the window.


      Made from a warm, rich wood, they were sure to look nice when held by Mahiru’s pale fingers.


      “They probably picked these out after talking to me. By the way, they’re extremely comfortable to use. Not bumpy at all so you can write smoothly, and they feel great in your hand.”


      “I thought they looked familiar. You have the same ones in your pen case, don’t you?”


      When Amane first started high school, his parents had gifted him the same stationery set along with a watch.


      His parents tended to be flashy dressers, but they had chosen his gifts with an eye toward practicality. The pen and pencil really were his favorite writing utensils, so their selection had been spot-on.


      Although the material for the wooden parts was different from the set that Amane had, the brand and the series were the same, and he could vouch for their durability and ease of use and knew that they were comfortable to hold.


      “I bet they were really lost on what to get you. I’m sure they didn’t want to give you something you wouldn’t use. They probably figured you wouldn’t have much use for a fountain pen, either.”


      “This is so touching…”


      “That’s parental love for you. They must have wanted to give you something durable, something practical that you can use from here on, since it’s a special occasion.”


      Shihoko and Shuuto thought of Mahiru as their own daughter, and they likely wished to act the part of her foster parents. This choice of present was obviously something they would give their own child.


      Although they were Amane’s parents, they knew exactly what would make Mahiru happy, which made Amane feel impressed and ever so slightly jealous. With a bashful smile, Mahiru said, “I’m so happy. I’ll have to thank them later,” and her whole body showed how happy she was, so Amane was hit with some mixed feelings.


      Since Mahiru’s happiness was most important, Amane’s trivial jealousy didn’t seem to matter. He felt ridiculous for even having those feelings.


      Instead, he was full of gratitude for his parents, who went out of their way to make Mahiru happy.


      Mahiru closed the lid on the box with courteous movements, like she was putting away a treasure. Amane mused that if they were able to make her this happy, then his parents must also feel thankful to be in their position as her foster parents.


      If Mahiru hadn’t been in her nightclothes just then, he would have been able to take a video of her opening her present and send it to them. It was too bad he couldn’t, but he wanted Mahiru to experience the joy of finding presents when she woke up first thing in the morning, so he swallowed that disappointment.


      After she properly closed the box and neatly folded the wrapping paper and ribbon, Mahiru set the present from Shihoko and Shuuto on the side table, then turned back toward Amane.


      His gift was next.


      “…Can I open it?”


      “If anything, I’d feel conflicted if you put it away without opening it.”


      “I—I wouldn’t do that! It’s just that some people don’t like it when you open a gift right in front of them.”


      “I picked it out while thinking of you, Mahiru. I chose it especially, so I’d like you to open it. Though, I don’t know if it will suit your tastes.”


      He didn’t necessarily doubt his own taste, but he wasn’t confident that the gift would live up to Mahiru’s judgment. He’d had the same thought when he was choosing her birthday present, too. On the other hand, he also imagined that Mahiru would probably be delighted to get anything, which was exactly what made selecting something so troublesome.


      This time, he had decided without consulting anyone else, so he wondered whether Mahiru would be as pleased with it as he hoped.


      Without letting anything show on his face, he watched quietly as Mahiru’s slim fingers carefully untied the ribbon.


      She revealed a matching set of earrings and a necklace.


      Mahiru didn’t care for accessories that were too flashy, so they had a simple design, but he’d thought that the jewelry, in a flower motif with sparkling stones set here and there, was a fine match for Mahiru’s own beautiful appearance.


      It wasn’t unusual for a boy to give his girlfriend accessories, but giving jewelry on Christmas was as cliché as it could get, so given Amane’s personality, he felt embarrassed.


      “I gave you a jewelry box for your birthday, right? Well, I thought something you could put in there might be good, something I haven’t given you before.”


      On White Day, he’d given her a bracelet, and over summer vacation, a hairpin and hair ornaments, so Amane had tried to choose something different—and something that would look good on Mahiru.


      The only typical places left where she could wear accessories were her ears and neck, and then her fingers, but he had plans for accessories on her fingers, so he couldn’t give her anything like that just yet.


      Which left the ears and neck, and Amane wondered how she would feel about decorating both with something that he had picked out for her.


      His feelings about it had been simplistic and selfish, but he wondered how Mahiru would take the gift.


      Even Amane could admit that situations like this brought out the devil of possessiveness that he usually kept hidden, and he felt like laughing at himself. But at the same time, he didn’t withdraw for the moment and waited for Mahiru’s reaction.


      “What do you think?”


      At the end of the day, the only thing that mattered was whether or not Mahiru was happy. He stared at her nervously and saw Mahiru look at the sparkling flowers in the box, absorbed in them for a moment, before she seemed to notice his gaze on her. Then she slowly raised her head.


      When he saw her expression, Amane knew everything was okay and let out a sigh of relief.


      “…It’s so cute. It’s lovely.”


      “Thank goodness. I wasn’t sure what I was going to do if it wasn’t to your taste.”


      “As long as it comes from you, Amane, of course I’d be happy with anything, but aside from that, I really do like it. It’s super cute.”


      “As long as you’re happy, I’d say Santa, rather your boyfriend, lucked out.”


      He had narrowed down his options, thinking that she would probably like the design, given the clothes and accessories she tended to wear. Now it seemed like his heartbeat, which had quickened from nerves, could finally settle back down.


      “Amane, you often choose things with a flower motif, don’t you?”


      “Should I not?”


      “No, I just thought there might be a reason.”


      “There’s no particular reason, but…I guess they seem like things you would like and would go with the clothes you usually wear. Extremely simple pieces wouldn’t really match your aesthetic.”


      Mahiru liked simple things, but she didn’t care too much for things that were minimalistic or had a plain silhouette.


      She preferred pieces that made use of curves to create an elegant design and that had some cuteness to them. So he had taken that into account, looked for a design with a flower that Mahiru liked, and had arrived at this set—that was all there was to it.


      Mahiru wasn’t the type to resort to flattery in situations like this, so she really did seem taken with the jewelry, which was a relief to Amane. Mahiru softly closed the lid and carefully embraced the box as if she were holding a precious gem, her mouth trembling.


      He wasn’t sure, but her expression looked like she was holding back a smile.


      “…I’ll treasure it.”


      “Thank you. Let me see it on you the next time you have a chance to wear it. I’ll give you tons of compliments.”


      “P-please don’t tell me in advance that you’re going to compliment me, and also, don’t force yourself to compliment me.”


      “Why not? I bought the jewelry because I thought it would look good on you, and I’m positive it will. When it does, I’ll compliment you. Unless I’m not allowed to tell my girlfriend she looks cute?”


      It would make Amane happy to see her wearing the presents he gave her, and it would be a feast for his eyes, too. Plus, at the very least, Mahiru would probably enjoy the compliments.


      It would be good all around, and he thought that giving compliments when something was pleasing was an important part of building a harmonious relationship. If he didn’t say anything, his feelings would never make it through to her, so he figured the best thing to do was to express them out loud.


      Amane cocked his head. He was sure that offering compliments couldn’t be a bad thing. Mahiru muttered suspiciously, “You’ve trained with Shuuto…” Amane had to smile.


      Mahiru praising Amane for the useful lessons he learned from his father made them both grin. She had told him as much before, so he couldn’t deny he had picked up a few things. It was obvious just looking at his parents that there was nothing wrong with the way his dad did things, so Amane relied on them as his guiding principles.


      If Amane told Mahiru directly that it was cute when she trembled and fumbled over her words, he knew she would probably bury her face in embarrassment. Pointing it out would only prolong the time it took Mahiru to reboot after a shutdown.


      With a little smile, he waited for Mahiru to settle down. With several deep breaths, she somehow managed to reduce the redness in her cheeks, then looked at him.


      For some reason, she looked slightly displeased.


      “…I wanted to give you something, too. It’s not fair for only you to do it.”


      She was jealous for an unusual reason, so this time it was Amane’s turn for his face to soften into a smile.


      Mahiru looked very cute with her cheeks puffed out slightly as she sulked, apparently unwilling to forgive the fact that she was the only one getting gifts. But Amane could predict that if he pointed that out to her, she would steal all the covers to hide her embarrassment, so he swallowed the words that came welling up.


      “It’s because I’ve already received my present,” he said instead.


      “…Don’t you dare say that it’s me or something.”


      “Too bad. I’ve already got your future attention reserved in advance.”


      “No fair! I’ve got you reserved, too!”


      “Ha-ha-ha!”


      Although she didn’t snatch away the covers, Mahiru’s little fists did whack Amane on the thigh.


      “Ow, ow,” he said as she attacked him, but it didn’t actually hurt or even itch. In fact, it felt kind of good, so Amane didn’t feel the need to protect himself. He wondered if maybe there was something seriously wrong with him.


      His expression softened at Mahiru’s response. Perhaps because she had just woken up, she was even easier to read than usual. Mahiru seemed to pick up on what he was thinking. “Amane, you dummy,” she adorably berated him, and his expression melted even more.
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      Though it was winter break, that didn’t mean nobody had to work.


      That was an obvious fact in the restaurant industry, and Amane had also taken shifts, so he had no intention of complaining, but leaving for work the morning after Christmas felt exhausting in more ways than one.


      He hadn’t taken any shifts on Christmas—the busiest day of the month—so naturally enough, he figured he’d better work some other days, and he had taken a shift that afternoon, where he ran into Miyamoto in the changing room.


      “How was your Christmas?” Miyamoto asked him casually, as he fastened his necktie.


      Amane thought back on the two days of Christmas, unsure how to answer.


      “On Christmas Eve, I hung out with friends like usual after school was over. Then, on Christmas Day, I spent a calm, uneventful day with my girlfriend.”


      “How grown-up…”


      “I don’t know about that, but that’s all we really wanted to do. I think we had a perfectly fine Christmas.”


      Mahiru hadn’t wanted to go on the sort of dates people typically imagined couples enjoying. She had stayed over, but they had kept it wholesome and had genuinely just spent a peaceful day together.


      Mahiru seemed perfectly content to relax, and they even spent Christmas Day cuddled up next to each other.


      Actually, they hadn’t simply sat beside each other all day; they had cooked meals together and played games. On the whole, it was the same sort of day as always.


      “How was yours?” Amane returned the question.


      He recalled the shift schedule, so he knew Miyamoto had been at work on Christmas. He wondered whether it was really all right for him to be working the next day as well, but looking at his face, Amane didn’t see any signs of exhaustion.


      However, there was an anxious air about him, but Amane couldn’t tell whether it was okay to ask about it directly, so when he tried to hint at it, Miyamoto grimaced noticeably.


      “…You’re really gonna ask me that?”


      “My bad.”


      “Sorry, sorry, didn’t mean to scare you… I mean, I had work. Then after I got home, Rino dropped in for a vent sesh.”


      “Uh…”


      Amane could just about guess what Oohashi ranting on Christmas night would be about.


      One way or another, Miyamoto and Oohashi had had a relationship since they were very young, and it sounded like they were close enough to casually go to each other’s houses.


      “It was basically what I expected,” Miyamoto said.


      “Sure.”


      “…Uh, and alcohol’s not good for you.”


      “So what, you overdid it drinking?”


      Apparently, adults frequently used alcohol to cope with unpleasant feelings, so Amane didn’t think their drinking was all that strange, but Miyamoto was also acting odd.


      Amane had thought he was behaving a little differently than usual from the moment he saw him, but as they were talking, he’d begun acting even more suspiciously. Or rather, as if he were dealing with some kind of confusion.


      “Nah, we didn’t really overdo it, but… Well, uh—”


      “You didn’t have too much to drink, but…?”


      “Let me put it this way: I’m never drinking again.”


      “What did you do…?”


      His declaration of abstinence was strong, which made Amane figure he must have done something unspeakable.


      Amane’s parents weren’t big drinkers, and even when they did drink, it was just a little, and they never got drunk, so he didn’t have much personal experience with drunks. But seeing Miyamoto like this reminded him that alcohol was a frightening substance that numbed people’s minds.


      Miyamoto scowled. “I’m probably not the type of person you’ve imagined me to be, Fujimiya.”


      “So what happened exactly…?”


      “I’m not going to say anything, for the sake of my and Rino’s good names.”


      “Uh-huh…”


      “…Just don’t worry about it. I’m serious.”


      “If you say so.”


      Amane had known it wasn’t good news from the jump, but since it might put him in an awkward position if he prodded Miyamoto, Amane gave up on his remaining questions. After all, his mantra was, “A wise man stays far from danger.”


      It was hard to tell whether this was the sort of subject he could safely pursue, so it was best not to ask.


      “Geez, you backed off ? You’re an unbelievably obedient kid.”


      “I don’t want any bad karma for prying into people’s love affairs or running my mouth.”


      “Cough, cough!”


      Miyamoto had raised a bottle of water to his mouth, perhaps to calm himself down, and now he choked on it. Amane pulled some tissues out of his bag, which he hadn’t yet put away, and offered them to him.


      With water dribbling out of his mouth, Miyamoto looked up at him with big, round eyes.


      “…Is that what you think?”


      “Did you actually think I hadn’t noticed? It’s pretty obvious.”


      Amane answered honestly as he watched Miyamoto meekly wipe his mouth, and he could see his coworker’s cheeks turning faintly red.


      “…Meaning?”


      “I don’t think that Oohashi herself has picked up on it at all, but Kayano was spot-on. I didn’t even notice until Kayano said something, but then I couldn’t stop noticing it.”


      “I’ll have to tell him off later.”


      “Whoops… Sorry, Kayano…”


      Amane sent his thoughts out to Souji, who had been out on the floor since his shift started that morning.


      Miyamoto’s gaze turned sharp when he realized the junior staff had him pegged, but there was no use in fighting Amane on it.


      Amane tried to react as calmly as possible and wait for the storm of Miyamoto’s emotions to pass, when Miyamoto began roughly—almost violently—scratching at his head. He let out a deep sigh.


      “…If Rino’s acting funny today, just let her be, please.”


      “S-sure… Funny how?”


      “I dunno. Just, if things are weird, I’m really sorry, but please don’t ask her about it.”


      “Got it.”


      “You really are quick to agree. It’s scary, man.”


      “I just don’t want to get involved in your love drama.”


      “Hey, you—” Miyamoto ground his fists into Amane’s temples.


      “Ow, ow, ow!”


      Amane went out on the floor with no details about the Miyamoto-Oohashi soap opera, but after a few minutes, he started to understand what Miyamoto had meant when he mentioned Oohashi might be acting “weird.”


      She was behaving very suspiciously.


      Normally, she was about 30 percent more energetic than Chitose. She always charmed the regulars and even got Amane smiling. But on that day, Oohashi was subdued—or rather, she was moving sluggishly—and looked almost docile.


      Although her smile was somewhat dimmed, it wasn’t entirely absent, and she treated Amane and Souji normally, but her behavior toward Miyamoto was extremely skittish.


      It didn’t seem like she disliked Miyamoto, but she was avoiding eye contact and any conversation. Amane couldn’t help but eye Miyamoto dubiously, convinced his coworker must have done something outrageous.


      Every time she blatantly avoided Miyamoto, the man made a face like he had bitten down on a bitter bug, and his expression steadily grew gloomier. It was bad enough to make Amane and the other workers uncomfortable.


      Amane’s shifts never overlapped with the most junior employees, so this was his first time meeting them. It was so awkward that even they shot each other looks that said, I’ve got a bad feeling about that, and, Looks pretty bad, yeah.


      Of course, they didn’t let any of that show in front of the customers, but the regulars who were on friendly terms with the staff must have been able to tell something was off, and they whispered to each other.


      “Did something happen between Daichi and Rino?”


      “I bet Mister Miyamoto said something insensitive to sweet l’il Rino.”


      “Oh gosh, I’d really like to believe that’s not true.”


      Both Amane and Souji broke into a cold sweat, aware it was a sticky situation.


      During the afternoon peak, the rush made everyone forget about the awkwardness between the two, so time passed with no incidents. However, by the time the foot traffic settled down and seats started to obviously empty out, Amane and the rest of the staff were feeling battered.


      The atmosphere hanging between Miyamoto and Oohashi was not prickly or aggressive, which at least gave Amane some peace of mind, but everyone around them could tell things were not entirely settled.


      “They’re not getting any work done. Wouldn’t it be better to let them go rest…?”


      “Probably.”


      The situation seemed bad enough that even Souji, who was usually indifferent and aloof, looked openly concerned. Amane wasn’t sure whether it was his place to say anything, but he made up his mind to see how he might best mediate and walked over to Miss Itomaki, who was observing everyone’s behavior.


      “Boss, we don’t have many customers right now, and there are enough of us on the floor. Do you think it might be a good idea to let those two go take a little break?”


      There wasn’t much Amane and his coworkers could do for the pair, and it wasn’t their place to intervene. They had to resolve things among themselves; it was something only they could do.


      The most Amane could do for them was try to give them the opportunity to do that.


      In response, Itomaki’s shrewd gaze didn’t change. She simply gave him a gentle smile and nodded in agreement.


      “I think we’ll be all right without them. You’ve gotten quite used to how things are run around here, Mister Fujimiya, and without the senior staff around, perhaps you’ll have a chance to show me what you can do?”


      “I’ll try. I might be clumsy compared to them, but I’ve learned the job properly.”


      “Minase and I are here, too. I think we’ll be fine.”


      Amane thought it would be pushing things a little if he was alone with Souji, but Itomaki, the owner herself, was there, too, and there was another senior worker there as well, though Amane hadn’t talked to her much before.


      They had plenty of people to run the place, so Amane thought Miyamoto and Oohashi should go have a proper conversation in the back to clear out the incredibly awkward air between them and to repair their relationship.


      “You heard them. Hurry up and get out of here.”


      “You—! Is that any way to treat your senior?!”


      “You didn’t treat me very well today, either, Miyamoto, so I guess this is payback.”


      In any case, Amane didn’t expect he would get a scolding from Miyamoto, and in fact, he suspected that Miyamoto wanted an opening, so although he was being a little forceful about it, Amane figured he would give him a push.


      Amane physically pushed Miyamoto from behind and flashed a big hospitality smile. He had been practicing lately.


      “Miyamoto, when you’re acting weird, it kind of ruins the vibe. If you guys fought, I’d like you to see it through to the end and have a heart-to-heart,” Itomaki said.


      “A-a fight? You mean…? Fine, I get it. Boss, I’m taking you up on that break, with thanks!”


      “Yes, go ahead.”


      “Rino!”


      “Huh, wh-what? Wait!”


      Apparently, giving Miyamoto a nudge had been effective, and Miyamoto grabbed the bewildered Oohashi’s hand and practically dragged her into the break room.


      The walls were thick enough that even if they had a bit of an argument, Amane and the others probably wouldn’t be able to hear them from the other side. Amane believed that he didn’t have to worry about violence or abusive words between the two of them, so all that was left to do was wait for them to use their time to reconcile.


      “Mister Fujimiya, you can be pushy when you want to, I see.”


      After Amane saw them off, Itomaki looked at him with an impish smile that was a mixture of admiration and curiosity, but Amane didn’t intend to take part in making fun of them, so he just smiled softly back at her.


      “Just call it repaying a favor I owe to Miyamoto. Though I don’t know if he’ll see it that way.”


      “And if he gets angry with you later?”


      “…Then, boss, cover for me please.”


      “Heh-heh, I suppose I’ll have to.”


      Itomaki laughed, and Amane gave her a little bow, then stepped out into the dining area to answer a call bell from one of the tables.


      “…I’m back.”


      Thirty minutes passed before Miyamoto returned.


      “Welcome back. Hopefully, things went smoothly… Miyamoto, I think you’d better concentrate on kitchen work for the rest of the day and ice your cheek.”


      Amane was stunned. He had never expected the pair’s discussion would escalate to the point that Miyamoto would come back with a swollen face.


      Aside from one cheek being red, Miyamoto’s expression was back to normal, which Amane took as a sign that their discussion hadn’t ended in complete disaster.


      Oohashi came out after Miyamoto, and her face was bright red, but she didn’t look angry, and she hurriedly got back to work.


      “…You made her mad?”


      “I already made her mad yesterday.”


      “What did you do…?”


      “It was all my fault. I was drunk, okay? Not that that’s an excuse…”


      “I won’t keep asking you what you did. Sounds like you made her mad enough to slap you, though.”


      Miyamoto didn’t deny that, which probably meant it was true, and he was ashamed.


      “No-go on the talking things out, then?”


      “No, not exactly, but…augh…!”


      Given the way Miyamoto was speaking, it didn’t sound like there was necessarily a rift in their friendship, which was a small solace.


      “If it’s hard for you to talk about, I won’t ask again, but please at least let me know if this is going to have a serious impact on the way we work together going forward.”


      “…It’s all right, probably. And I don’t think Rino is gonna disappear or anything.”


      “I’m glad to hear that.”


      Amane had befriended the two of them and had come to look up to them. He’d be upset if something unfixable happened between them. Not to mention, it would make work awkward.


      After the two of them had disappeared into the back, Amane had secretly speculated with Souji about what might happen, but he was relieved that—for now—it was over and his fears had been unwarranted.


      Amane may have been relieved for the moment, but Miyamoto lowered his eyes, wearing an uncomfortable expression, like Amane and the others had been earlier.


      “…Sorry.”


      “What are you apologizing to me for?”


      “Well, just for worrying you and causing trouble.”


      “You’ve helped me out in a bunch of different ways, Miyamoto. Besides, it’s hard for me to see the two of you on bad terms.”


      “We’re not on bad terms. I just screwed up. It was all my fault, but, well, yeah. Thanks.”


      Amane didn’t really know what had happened, but if Miyamoto said he was in the wrong, then that was probably true. It wasn’t Amane’s place to butt in, especially if Oohashi ended up forgiving Miyamoto.


      It wasn’t anger but another feeling coloring Oohashi’s expression when she glanced over at them—or more accurately, at Miyamoto—then abruptly averted her gaze.


      Even Amane had a slight inkling of what it might be, but it wasn’t something he could say out loud, so he bit back his words and shifted his gaze from Oohashi to Itomaki, who was beside her. He let out a light sigh.


      Souji also seemed to notice what was going on. He came over to them and whispered quietly to Miyamoto, “Um, Miyamoto?”


      “What, Kayano?”


      “The boss is getting restless. Better prepare yourself.”


      “Great…”


      It was only to be expected that if two employees had an argument like this at work—even if it wasn’t quite a falling out—there were likely to be one or two questions from their manager.


      Without a doubt, Itomaki was waiting for Miyamoto. Not to scold him but to hear what he had to say.


      “Good luck in there,” Amane said, reminding himself this wasn’t any of his business, and he made his rounds busing tables in the café.
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      The café was closed for New Year’s, giving Amane the chance to relax for the last few days of the year.


      That said, whether he would actually be able to do so was an entirely different matter.


      “Mahiru, am I cutting this right?”


      It was the final day of the year—New Year’s Eve.


      The couple did all their cleaning the day before, and Amane was ready to spend this final day in leisure, without worrying about the time…but of course that wasn’t possible.


      He stood in the kitchen, helping Mahiru as she made osechi—Japanese New Year’s dishes—just like the previous year.


      Unlike then, however, Amane now knew his way around the kitchen. It bothered him that Mahiru had to cook by herself whenever Amane was working, so he had offered to scrub in as her assistant.


      Really, Amane should have taken charge and started making the food on his own, but he didn’t know much about making osechi and only sort of remembered what went into each compartment in the ornamental box, so there was no way that he could lead the effort.


      Consequently, he had settled into his role as Mahiru’s helper.


      After getting a lecture on decorative cutting, Amane tried slicing the kamaboko fish cake as he’d been shown, though he clumsily produced something much less refined than Mahiru’s. When he showed it off, his girlfriend smiled sweetly and said, “That’s okay, you’re doing great,” giving him high praise.


      “Once they’re cut, please use them to fill the lower left section of the box and alternate the colors,” she instructed.


      “Roger that, chef.”


      Amane imagined that, even as she was giving him directions, Mahiru was also calculating the colors, sizes, and amounts for each dish and considering how to coordinate everything between the dishes they were currently cooking and what they already had chilling in the fridge.


      Deeply impressed that she was able to keep working while doing so much parallel processing, Amane did as he was told and carefully packed a section of the ornate box, making sure to contrast the red and white pieces. He was struck with guilt when he remembered that he’d let her do all this work by herself the previous year.


      “…I didn’t realize how much effort you put into this last year.”


      “Heh-heh, as long as I’ve gotten you to appreciate that it takes quite a while, I’m happy. Each individual dish doesn’t take long, but a big menu makes for a lot of work.”


      “Knowing you prepared all this for me…I’m not worthy!”


      “Don’t actually bow your head to me, please. We’re cooking.”


      “Yes, ma’am.”


      The burners and the oven were in full operation, and any unnecessary movements could be dangerous, so Amane meekly agreed and got back to doing whatever he could to help.


      Amane’s abilities were limited. He had messed up earlier by almost scorching the simmered anchovies, so he had just been following Mahiru’s instructions and getting things ready.


      “…So, listen, I didn’t make a big deal out of it when you said we were going to make osechi, but now that I’ve thought about it for a moment, it seems strange for you to have these skills, right? Does everyone know how to make these?”


      “I was blessed with Miss Koyuki’s instruction. She trained me in all sorts of things, so that I would never struggle, no matter what happened.”


      “Just who is this woman…?”


      “She claims she’s just an ordinary housewife.”


      “ ‘Ordinary’…”


      She clearly had extraordinary skills.


      Since she’d become the housekeeper at Mahiru’s house after her own children had grown enough to get by on their own, she must have spent a long time as a housewife. But that supposedly ordinary housewife had imbued Mahiru with perfect housekeeping skills. Considering she’d had such a major influence on Mahiru, Miss Koyuki must have had a proper aesthetic education, too. It was clear she was an incredible person. Not only that, she had treated Mahiru—who was not her own child but a child she looked after for work—with genuine sincerity and love.


      Amane wondered how Miss Koyuki could call herself ordinary, but they didn’t have the kind of relationship where he could casually call her up, so he simply made himself forget about it.


      “Miss Koyuki makes me lose sight of what’s normal, I guess.”


      “I feel the same way when I look at you, Mahiru.”


      “Huh…?”


      “You have to understand, you’re absolutely incredible.”


      It was true Miss Koyuki was amazing, but Mahiru, her student, was just as worthy of praise. The problem was the girl herself didn’t seem to be aware of that.


      Mahiru was naturally a hard worker, and she never failed to review her lessons. She acted like it was nothing, but really, that was something to be admired, something she should have been proud of.


      “Well, I suppose I have put in a lot of work, but…”


      “Right. That’s amazing. I respect you so much. You’re always impressing me. You do things I can’t, and I can tell it’s the result of many years of learning.”


      “…Thank you very much, but flattery won’t get you anything.”


      “It might get you to blush.”


      Amane worried that Mahiru would forget how hard she truly pushed herself unless he praised her in times like this—he had to be upfront and say what he was thinking.


      They weren’t just empty words. Mahiru really did work hard, and Amane revered her for it. After all, it was a quality he simply didn’t have. But Mahiru seemed too embarrassed to accept the compliment directly and let out an adorable sigh.


      “Oh, you.”


      She didn’t seem displeased. Rather, she seemed happy, which meant a successful compliment in Amane’s eyes.


      “Maybe I’ll give you a little sample taste since you’re sweet-talking me so much.”


      Mahiru took the rolled omelet out of the oven. It had just finished baking. From his experience making cakes at work, Amane was well acquainted with the dangers of a hot baking pan, so he’d already backed away, and from a distance, he shouted excitedly, “Piping hot, right out of the oven!”


      Last year, the rolled omelets had been so delicious Amane had eaten a massive amount. This year’s not-yet-rolled eggs were steaming and smelled delicious, making his mouth start watering in anticipation.


      “…You can only taste the trimmings. Not yet, though. We have to roll this while it’s hot, first.”


      Mahiru chided him, having anticipated he would be like a dog waiting for scraps, and Amane frowned. She must have found that funny because she snickered, her shoulders shaking but not opening her mouth, as she spread out the textured rolling mat.


      Amane helped to the best of his meager ability, and as a result, the New Year’s osechi meal they had been cooking all day was packed into its ornate box before the sun had even set.


      It was a meal for only the two of them, so they had been balancing volume with the variety of menu items, and yet they had skillfully put together a nice assortment… At least that was what Amane thought, but then Mahiru nonchalantly mentioned the reality, “Don’t forget we also have the things we prepared yesterday,” and once again, Amane found himself enchanted with her skills.


      The freshly baked rolled omelets, incidentally, had been fluffy and moist with a faint sweetness and a subtle dashi flavor. They were sublimely delicious. Of course, since they were going to eat it on New Year’s Day, he had been shooed away from sampling more than a single slice, but that only increased his anticipation for the following day. He was beside himself with delight.


      All that was left was to chill the rest to perfection. Amane and Mahiru had already started on the cleanup when the chime rang in the living room, letting them know they had a visitor, and they both raised their heads at the same time.


      Amane didn’t remember buying anything online, and if any packages were on their way from his parents, he should have gotten a message from them the previous day since he had just recently warned them about that.


      That meant Itsuki and Chitose were the most likely culprits. But even though they were both good friends, Amane wondered if they would really have come over uninvited at this hour on New Year’s Eve. He highly doubted it and ruled them out.


      “I’ll go take a quick look at the intercom.”


      “Okay.”


      A door-to-door salesman, maybe? Amane thought to himself.


      Even as he had the thought, Amane wondered if a salesman would actually come by at the end of the year like this. He tried not to let Mahiru, who was holding a sudsy sponge, pick up on his confusion.


      Amane’s hands had just become free, and after quickly drying them off on a towel, he confirmed that the light indicating a visitor was blinking. When he looked at the screen on the interphone, he froze.


      “Who would be here like this at the end of the…year?”


      Looking at the visitors displayed on the screen, Amane could see that one of his guesses had, in some sense, been correct, and in another sense, he had been way off.


      “What’s the matter?”


      “…Nothing, just… Why?”


      “Huh?”


      “My dad and Itsuki are here.”


      “…What?”


      Mahiru also tilted her head in confusion.


      Amane probably could have wrapped his head around it if Itsuki had come on his own, but he couldn’t possibly imagine why his own father, who lived far away, was there or why he had come to Amane’s apartment with Itsuki. It didn’t make any sense.


      “I’m confused. I genuinely have no clue why my dad is here or why he’s with Itsuki. Is it all right if I let them up?”


      “I don’t mind, but…”


      It would have been wrong to keep them waiting, so Amane figured he could question them after getting them inside and quickly unlocked the building door. Then, after only a few minutes, his doorbell rang.


      Itsuki and Amane’s father, Shuuto, really were standing there for reasons he couldn’t fathom. At the sight of the incredibly strange pairing, even Mahiru, who was waiting off to Amane’s side, seemed unable to hide her bewilderment.


      “Really sorry for suddenly barging in at a time like this,” Itsuki said. “Probably surprised you.”


      “No, um… Well, yeah, but I mean, it’s fine…”


      Amane let his gaze slip briefly to the side and saw that Itsuki looked a little bit rough, like he’d been walking around outside in the winter weather. His complexion wasn’t very good.


      “…Sorry to you, too, Miss Shiina,” he apologized again. “I know we’re imposing.”


      “It’s all right. We just wrapped something up, so don’t worry about it. I’ll go make some hot drinks.”


      Mahiru figured Itsuki would catch a cold if he didn’t warm up soon, and after shooting a glance at Amane, she bobbed her head slightly at their two visitors and dashed off to the kitchen.


      Amane urged them both inside, trying to get them settled for the moment. His father Shuuto followed with a gentle smile, while Itsuki cast his gaze down awkwardly and hesitantly entered the apartment.


      Steam gently rose from the mugs that Mahiru set down on the table, drifting up as if to bring cheer to Itsuki’s face, which wasn’t looking so good.


      Mahiru had made honey ginger tea to try to warm the boy up. For Shuuto, she’d prepared his favorite: black tea.


      Mahiru kept their preferences in mind when making the drinks, and after gently offering a blanket to the lightly dressed Itsuki, she set out a cushion beside Amane, who was sitting on the floor, and kneeled down neatly to sit on it.


      “I’m sure there are all sorts of things that you’d like to ask, but let me speak first,” Shuuto said. “It’s so good to see you kids again. It’s been a while!”


      Amane was about to ask his father his reason for coming first, to give Itsuki a chance to collect himself, but Shuuto seemed to understand as much without Amane saying anything and smiled at him in his usual way.


      “A while? You came to the culture festival, didn’t you?”


      “I think two months constitutes a while, don’t you?”


      “Certainly,” Mahiru replied. “Thank you so much once again for the Christmas present. I treasure each one every time I use them.”


      She had already thanked him in a message and on a video call, but Mahiru still apparently wanted to thank him in person and lowered her head politely.


      Not that much time had passed since Christmas, but just as Mahiru said, she’d been using the pen and pencil whenever she studied or did homework, and she was delighted by how pleasant they were to use.


      “I’m glad. I was worried we’d overstepped.”


      “Of course not! I really loved them. I was so happy!”


      Mahiru flapped her hand back and forth as she frantically denied that the writing utensils might have been unwelcome, and Shuuto, who grinned when he saw her doing that, could probably tell that she really was taking good care of the set as she used it.


      “So then, can I ask why you’re here, Dad?”


      “Sure. I texted you this morning, but I guess you didn’t see it.”


      “Huh? Oh yeah, you did. We were cooking all day, so I wasn’t really on my phone… My bad.”


      Amane found two messages from his father announcing this very visit.


      Amane had told his parents he would be at home on New Year’s Eve, and his father surely believed that he would be there. But Shuuto had still come to visit even though his messages had gone unread. Amane couldn’t really blame his father for that since he was the one who hadn’t checked his phone enough.


      “I should have told you yesterday anyway. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to catch you off guard.”


      “Oh, I mean, I was surprised to see you, but that’s not really what surprised me the most.”


      Neither Itsuki nor Shuuto dropping by would have really surprised him. What was surprising was the fact that these two people, who had basically no connection to one another, had arrived at his place together.


      “I’ll explain first. It’s nothing too complicated; I simply had some work I couldn’t get out of that brought me to the city, and… Well, I missed you, and I wanted to see how you were doing.”


      “I figured. I get that. If you were Mom, I wouldn’t believe you, though.”


      Shuuto had also written in his message that he had some business in town and planned to stop by on his way home, so in that case, that wasn’t so strange, and Amane could understand it. He couldn’t imagine his dad going to the trouble of getting on a train or coming by car simply because he wanted to see Amane’s face. That was not like his father.


      If it had been his mother, Shihoko, he couldn’t have said the same.


      “So mean.”


      “Mom would just come by to see Mahiru, right? She might even make up some work just for that purpose.”


      “Mm-hmm, that’s true. She did sulk about how she wanted to come.”


      Amane grimaced at the thought of his mother’s fixation on Mahiru, and Mahiru appeared bashful yet happy as she smiled softly and relaxed her eyebrows.


      “So why were you and Itsuki together? Did you even have each other’s contact information?”


      “No, but…when I was on my way to your place, he was hanging around in the park nearby, so I stopped to talk to him. I remembered meeting him before, you see. I’m glad I wasn’t mistaken.”


      Apparently, Shuuto was good with faces.


      “…From the looks of things, you aren’t dressed for the weather, Itsuki. Did something happen?”


      Itsuki appeared to be much better now, probably thanks to the blanket, the honey ginger tea, and being in a warm room. He seemed to be thawing out, but he still looked depressed.


      Amane couldn’t possibly imagine that Itsuki, who, if anything, tended to run cold, would have gone out walking around at this time of year dressed so lightly on his own. Plus, he had been alone in the park doing nothing, so this obviously wasn’t a normal situation.


      Amane assumed something had happened, and he’d run out of the house.


      “Uh… Well, how do I put this…?”


      “You had a fight with your dad, didn’t you?”


      That was usually the case when Itsuki ran away from home. Over the New Year’s holidays, he would have been spending a lot of time at home with his family, and given that he always clashed with his dad, the two probably had some sort of argument.


      “What was it this time?”


      “…It wasn’t just my dad. Actually, he wasn’t even the one who really started it.”


      “Meaning?”


      “It’s the end of the year, so my older brothers are back home. No avoiding that. So then, my dad’s been fighting with one of my brothers again over all these little things, y’know, really getting into it with him. I got mixed up in it, too, and he had a lot to say, so I went outside to cool off, and I guess the sun went down while I was lost in my thoughts.”


      “…So it was your brother who started the fight?”


      “I guess.”


      Itsuki’s older brother, who had had issues with the family and was currently living away from the family home with his partner, had come back for the end-of-year holidays. An argument with Daiki ensued, and Itsuki got dragged into the fray and eventually fled.


      Shuuto had happened to spot him while he was passing by and had brought him along to keep him safe. That was what had apparently happened.


      “Does Daiki know that you’re gone?”


      “I ran out of there, so he must know, but maybe he was too busy arguing with my brother to notice… The future head of the family is his highest priority, after all.”


      The way Itsuki looked when he defeatedly added that last comment let Amane see that he was profoundly exhausted and, at the same time, sad. He surmised that the argument at Itsuki’s house must have been quite bad.


      Itsuki was cheerful by nature and didn’t tend to let on what was going on inside his head. Since he was so noticeably downcast, he must have endured quite a lot.


      “What do you want to do, Itsuki?”


      “I don’t really know… I’d like to ask that myself. I wonder what I want to do. I don’t know how to move forward.”


      “…You say they were arguing. Did your brother say something about not wanting to inherit things?”


      Amane also had a passing knowledge of Daiki’s personality, and he knew Itsuki’s father could be strict, but the man didn’t seem like he was quick to anger, which meant there must have been a really big problem.


      In which case, the main point of contention Amane could recall was the future of the Akazawa family. It seemed he wasn’t far off the mark.


      Itsuki jolted with a start and raised his eyebrows in a troubled look.


      “The issue of him not wanting to succeed my dad, well, that’s settled down for now, but he’s still been resisting in his own way, see? He said he can’t go through with it if Dad never changes, no matter how much time passes. As you would expect, this was no laughing matter, so I tried to mediate, and the two of them told me, ‘Children should be seen, not heard,’ and ‘You wouldn’t understand. You’re not being forced to inherit anything, so you’re as carefree as can be.’ I mean, what was I supposed to do?”


      “Itsuki…”


      “Seriously, what do they want from me? They should try to understand what it’s like getting jerked around all the time.”


      These words, muttered painfully, seemed to reveal Itsuki’s true feelings.


      At present, Itsuki’s position as the second son was an uncertain one. In a sense, he was being kept in storage.


      It wasn’t a nice way to put it, but Itsuki was like a spare heir, who had been allowed his freedom to a certain extent, but still on a leash, like a balloon buoyantly drifting through the air but held within reach.


      The people holding onto him were arguing with each other, so it was no wonder that Itsuki, who was tethered to them, had been shaken and run away.


      Even so, Itsuki seemed to feel more misery than anger. He gripped the blanket and let out a deep sigh.


      “…So, um, Shuuto, there’s something I’d like to ask you.”


      “Anything, I’ll answer if I can.”


      Undoubtedly, Itsuki must have wanted to ask an unrelated adult for help.


      Shuuto was not the kind of person who would sugarcoat things just because he was talking to one of Amane’s friends. His own son could affirm he was someone who spoke his mind freely.


      “Do you…do you want your son to follow in your footsteps?”


      “Before I answer your question, I want you to bear in mind I’ve often been told I’m someone who’s lucky to be free from the weight of responsibility.”


      Shuuto didn’t know everything about Itsuki’s circumstances, and Amane had not disclosed his friend’s troubles to his parents. His father had surely come to his own conclusions based on what he had just heard and what he had seen when he’d met Daiki previously.


      “My family doesn’t have the standing to leave anything behind, so the meaning behind my answer is going to be a little different from the one you’re looking for, Itsuki. But I think it’s a gratifying thing, to see your children walk further down the path that you yourself traveled, because it means that they’ve stood on the shoulders of their parents, then gone beyond that.”


      The Fujimiya family didn’t have a distinguished family name like the Akazawas. They were a normal household with a few relatives who would inherit everything.


      So Shuuto couldn’t relate to Itsuki’s specific problem, yet he continued.


      “I also don’t think we can force our kids onto that path. I can only say this because I’m in a comfortable position, but if you were to tell me that my lineage is going to die out, then that’s all there is to it. I don’t mind the idea.”


      “…Even if it puts an end to the path you’ve been traveling?”


      “That’s right. Of course, I’m sure I’d be delighted if Amane cleared the way to continue down the same path, but I intend to leave that up to my son to decide.”


      “Dad…”


      “Ah, not that I think that leaving the household to someone is a bad thing, either. And I do think it’s important to continue passing things on to the next generation. That’s how you keep things going, after all. I can’t argue with that, and I don’t think that your father is wrong about it either.”


      “Oh, okay.”


      “But I also don’t think things will go well if he forces you into it.”


      A bit of a wry smile rose to Shuuto’s lips as he noted that humans tend to push back harder the more pressure is put on them, and for a moment, he had a faraway look in his eyes.


      “At the end of the day, parents and children have different personalities, and they are their own distinct people. Just because a parent says they want their child to become something or asks them to do something, that doesn’t necessarily mean that it will happen, and it’s not always best for parents to decide everything. Things rarely work out the way they wish. You know, I was a bit of a rebellious kid myself.”


      “Huh?”


      “I wasn’t the most well-behaved. I caused my parents plenty of trouble.”


      Amane had only ever known his father and his paternal grandparents to have a good relationship, and he had never witnessed any antagonism between them. They appeared to have a truly ideal parent-child relationship, but something must have happened in Shuuto’s youth.


      These days, Shuuto was recognized as a calm, composed adult, and from his son’s perspective, he seemed like quite an accomplished person, but according to Shuuto himself, he had been quite a little rascal.


      “Itsuki, is it fair to say that you’re struggling to decide your own future, given the circumstances of your family?”


      “…Yes.”


      The relationship between Daiki and Chitose, the social standing of the family, the problem of succession—Itsuki, who was at the mercy of all these overlapping issues, nodded with a gloomy look on his face, and Shuuto continued with a gentle expression.


      “It may be irresponsible of me to say anything, but from where I’m standing, it looks like your father is someone who will listen to what you have to say, Itsuki.”


      “Does it?”


      “Mm-hmm, it may not look that way to you. In fact, I may seem like a fool to say so from your perspective, but I don’t think he really is so stubborn that you can’t get through to him.”


      Amane thought the same thing, that Daiki wasn’t necessarily so stubborn that he wouldn’t listen to a word his son said. Amane had spoken with Daiki before, and if he was the inflexible type of person who would doggedly stick to his own wishes, he wouldn’t have listened to anything Amane had said.


      He was an unwavering person with clear, strong convictions, but he had a warmth to him. Ever since the incident with Itsuki and Chitose, Amane had seen him as someone who was stubborn because he was concerned.


      “However, the way things currently stand, it sounds like you haven’t been able to get your father to come to the table to hear you out. He isn’t ready to listen yet.”


      “Table…?”


      “I’m saying it’s necessary to prepare things in advance. You can’t have a constructive discussion in the middle of a storm, can you?”


      Shuuto brought his tea to his mouth now that the steam had subsided and stared at Itsuki calmly.


      The look in his eyes was gentle and affectionate, but at the same time direct, as if it was fixed on the depths of Itsuki’s heart.


      “At times like this, a parent’s ego can cloud their judgment. I think your father has probably mixed up what’s best for himself with what’s best for you, and maybe that’s why he’s being so stubborn.”


      “You really think he’s doing what’s best for me?”


      “Sometimes even parents are oblivious. Their vision clouds over, and they lose sight of what’s important. They do things with good intentions, but it holds their children back. That result is what you’re seeing now. Haven’t you ever had an experience where you thought you were doing something good and maybe the results weren’t the worst, but you still ended up causing a bad situation?”


      “Tch.”


      Itsuki seemed to be imagining something as he chewed on his lip.


      “…I don’t know what I should do.”


      “What do you want, Itsuki?”


      “I want to be with Chi. With Chitose.”


      “And what does your father want?”


      “To split us up as quickly as he can, I guess.”


      “That’s not true,” Amane butted in.


      “Amane?”


      “I don’t think that’s right.”


      Amane didn’t mean to stand up for Daiki. Of course he was on Itsuki’s side, but he voiced his objection nonetheless.


      Certainly, Daiki wasn’t all that taken with Chitose, and he didn’t approve of their relationship. But on the other hand, he didn’t seem to have actually done anything to try to cut her out of Itsuki’s life. In fact, Amane even got the sense that Daiki himself wanted to accept Chitose.


      However, he was conflicted and couldn’t accept her because there was something about her that just didn’t agree with him. At least that was how it seemed to Amane.


      “You’ve gotta have a reason for thinking that, right?” Itsuki asked.


      “…I know it’s not good to speculate about someone’s parents and say this sort of thing,” Amane admitted, “but I don’t think Daiki wants to go so far as to force you to break up with Chitose. At least I’ve never heard him say a single word about that.”


      “You don’t think he might have been trying to leave his son’s best friend out of it?”


      “Still.”


      “…You’re entitled to your read of things, I guess. To me, in the end, it seems like he always gets around to telling me to split with Chi.”


      It was only natural that the version of Daiki that Amane saw and the version of Daiki his own son saw were different, and from Itsuki’s perspective, it must have seemed like his best friend was defending the target of his anger.


      He watched as a red flush quickly spread across Itsuki’s previously gloomy face.


      “It’s a different story than with your parents, who actually pay attention to their son! That jerk, he doesn’t think about my feelings at all!”


      As soon as he said that Itsuki’s face clouded over again, probably because he was feeling agitated and because, thinking objectively, he understood what Amane was saying.


      A moment later, Itsuki looked apologetic and lowered his shoulders, which had been high and tense in anger. “Sorry,” he apologized seriously, which was enough to make Amane feel sorry instead.


      “Don’t worry about it. I completely understand where you’re coming from. It’s probably frustrating having people stick their noses in your business when they don’t know the whole story. Not to mention, I probably only ticked you off defending your dad. You’re not to blame, Itsuki. It’s my bad, man.”


      Just hanging around agreeing with everything his buddy said wasn’t Amane’s idea of friendship or loyalty or anything like that. It would just be a temporary salve for his frustration.


      He hadn’t wanted to do that with Itsuki, and in fact he thought that would be betraying Itsuki’s trust in him.


      As a result, he had defended Daiki on that particular point, which had amplified Itsuki’s fury. He felt really bad about doing that and thought it natural that Itsuki was angry with him.


      “…Why are you apologizing, dummy?”


      “Because I was wrong, duh.”


      “You were not! Obviously, I got mad all on my own and just took my anger out on you. You didn’t do anything wrong. I’m just rambling.”


      “Rambling over honey ginger tea?”


      “Shaddap.”


      Amane deliberately asked him a lighthearted question, knowing that, given Itsuki’s personality, it wouldn’t be good to continue in too somber an atmosphere. Itsuki seemed to understand what he was doing, and he followed Amane’s lead.


      That didn’t necessarily mean that the resentment itself was gone. But Itsuki hadn’t really said anything harsh about Amane, either. He swallowed his anger and showed them his usual easy smile.


      Shuuto, who had been watching their exchange without saying anything, picked up again after confirming that the air between Amane and Itsuki had softened.


      “Take my words with a grain of salt, considering my stance on parenting is different from your father’s, but I think you ought to have a calm conversation with him at least once. I think he’s not someone who’ll shut down everything you say without listening. However, I can also understand your claim that Daiki doesn’t listen to what you say… You’ve got to be holding some cards to get him to listen.”


      “Cards?”


      “Knowing your opponent’s weaknesses, any advantages or disadvantages…anything will do. If you can’t get him to sit down with you, you won’t even be able to talk. You’ve got to realize that you can’t just make demands unless you’re holding a good hand. Right from the start, your father has a powerful card to play—the parent card. It’s so powerful that it seems like cheating to a child, after all.”


      “…You’re saying there’s no point in talking to him without a trump card?”


      “I didn’t say there was no point, but at least I don’t think he’ll be inclined to listen. Really, it would be ideal if you could have a direct, honest conversation without any of this strategy, but you haven’t been able to do that so far, and that’s what’s been causing you trouble, isn’t it, Itsuki?”


      “…Yes.”


      “Your father probably doesn’t see you as an equal. In his eyes, you’re still a child who needs his protection, so he wants you to do as your parents say.”


      Itsuki had gotten a vague sense of that as well.


      Amane could see the tension on his face.


      “You don’t want to go so far as to break off your relationship with your father, right? In that case, you need to strategize and get him to come to the bargaining table. It’s obvious that if you make a big racket and rebel against him, he’s going to get even more stubborn, too.”


      Although they had only ever spoken briefly, Shuuto seemed to have gotten a good hold on Daiki’s personality.


      Amane also hadn’t interacted with the man much, so in the end, Amane and his father seemed to have the same picture of Daiki’s personality—that was what it amounted to. But at least that meant that they were both able to present Itsuki with the same image of Daiki’s character, which made it harder for Itsuki to deny.


      “Not all people are necessarily very perceptive, and we don’t all share the same values. You’re dealing with a person who doesn’t want the things that you want. There are many different interpretations as to whether that’s right or not.”


      “…I don’t think that the things my dad says are right, but to him, they do seem right, is that what you’re saying?”


      “The reverse is also true. To your father, the things that you want don’t necessarily seem correct. That’s probably why he’s refusing to yield like this.”


      “…I—”


      “Which is precisely why you should do what it takes to get him to talk it over with you, to get him to take that seat at the table. If you want to avoid doing things the worst possible way, then the safest thing to do is to first set the stage for your discussion.”


      Amane imagined that to his father, doing things the worst possible way meant breaking off relations and running away from home. Most likely, Itsuki had probably already considered that possibility.


      However, there was quite a lot of risk to actually going through with that, and Amane was just guessing, but he didn’t think Chitose would want that, either.


      If she learned that Itsuki was going to sever his connections with his parents for her sake, she would probably reject the idea.


      Amane didn’t think that Chitose, who had been trying to gain Daiki’s approval for Itsuki’s sake, would welcome talk of him leaving his family.


      “After you’ve gathered your cards, you should get your thoughts in order about things and decide how you want to proceed, what you want to ask for, what you can do to satisfy his requests, whether you have any plan to make things happen, how far you can compromise, and things like that. Then challenge him to the discussion. If you’re only voicing vague wishes and don’t have a clear vision, then I don’t think you can expect to get him to really listen to what you say. Your father seems to be unyielding about things like that.”


      Daiki was stubborn, straightforward, and unwavering. He would not listen attentively if Itsuki went in with only superficial preparation.


      Itsuki also seemed to understand that. He had his lips pressed tightly together and was frowning, so Shuuto gave him a gentle, caring look.


      “If you find that you can’t understand each other no matter what you try, I’m prepared to become one of your cards as well. Having another adult take your side can be one of the cards in your hand, okay?”


      “…Why are you helping me out so much? There’s nothing in it for you, and I don’t remember doing anything to make you like me that much.”


      It must not have been obvious to Itsuki.


      From Itsuki’s perspective, Shuuto was Amane’s father, and they didn’t actually have a direct relationship. In his mind, they were probably little more than strangers who had merely exchanged pleasantries in the past.


      It was no wonder that Itsuki was suspicious that someone like that, someone who was unrelated to him, would not only listen closely to what he had to say and give him advice, but also step in to help him.


      Shuuto, the one under suspicion, blinked dramatically several times. Then his face abruptly melted into a smile.


      “Because I owe you.”


      “Owe me…?”


      “You’re the one who saved my son. You spoke to him and offered him a helping hand, and Amane made it through a tough spot without falling into a dark place. Now he’s getting along peacefully like this… Isn’t that enough of a reason?”


      Shuuto must have been even more appreciative of Itsuki’s presence than Amane had ever imagined, beyond his expectations.


      Amane had never spoken in detail about Itsuki to his parents, but they did know that the boys were close enough that Amane thought of him as his best friend, a person he could really relax around.


      When Amane had been in low spirits, the people most concerned about him were his parents.


      And it was his parents who had worried about him going off to an unfamiliar city, where he didn’t know anyone, to get away from the unpleasant tumult. And yet they had sent him off anyway.


      Even Amane had never known how grateful Shuuto was to Itsuki, who had accepted Amane as a friend after he chose to live alone, but now he was aware of it.


      …Though it’s extremely embarrassing to listen to them talk about me, Amane thought.


      Sitting on the sidelines and listening to his own father tell his friend that he was happy he became his friend was a bit embarrassing, but Amane was grateful to both Itsuki and Shuuto, and even if he said anything, it would probably just be taken as him trying to hide his embarrassment, so he stayed quiet.


      “And if that’s still not enough…let’s see here. I’m not putting the blame on you, but it might be because I think that your father’s behavior toward you is not the best and because, on a personal level, I want to keep watch over the decisions that you make. I like determined people. I think it’s a good quality.”


      Itsuki seemed taken aback as he stared at Shuuto, who still looked calm and supportive. Then Itsuki seemed to relax, and his eyebrows drooped tiredly.


      “…No fair.”


      Amane could more or less guess what he was complaining about, but he just watched Itsuki, who kept quiet and didn’t say anything else.


      Shuuto didn’t offer any further words, either, and silently watched Itsuki hang his head, waiting until he reached some sort of decision.


      “Itsuki, here. Don’t catch a cold.”


      Itsuki wanted to get home before it got even later, so after sitting in silence for a little while, he expressed his gratitude and headed for the door.


      From the way he was walking, Itsuki looked reinvigorated compared to when he’d arrived, so Amane felt somewhat relieved. He retrieved a coat and scarf from his bedroom and set them on top of Itsuki’s head as his friend crouched to put his shoes on.


      Amane laughed as Itsuki became irritated by something suddenly obstructing his field of view. Itsuki tipped the weight off of his head and into his arms, then he looked up at Amane with a dumbfounded yet somewhat revitalized gaze.


      “…Thanks.”


      “Give them back the next time I see you. I hope you’ll be looking happier by then.”


      “You couldn’t just straight up say you’ve been worried about me, could you?”


      “If I said that, you’d just try to act tough.”


      Amane was aware he had that same trait, but Itsuki had more of a tendency to get hung up on such things.


      Itsuki was usually cheerful and playful, easygoing in his words and deeds, but on the inside, he was earnest and reserved, filled with a sense of responsibility that told him he had to do things for himself.


      It was almost as if he wore a mask because he didn’t want people to perceive what was inside, which Amane understood now that they were close.


      It wasn’t hard to imagine that a guy like that would be the type to hold his pain and anxiety close to his chest.


      Amane had always thought that Itsuki ought to do something about his bad habit of enduring things until they were just on the verge of spilling over. This time, although he had to be prompted by Shuuto, he had actually turned to someone for help, which Amane was glad to see.


      When Amane pointed that out, Itsuki put on the sourest grimace he could manage. But even the fact that he was able to give attitude like that was proof that his heart had settled down quite a lot, so Amane smiled slightly.


      “Well, if anything happens, you can take refuge here to get your thoughts in order. I’m here for you. Also—”


      “…What is it?”


      “Don’t try to solve this by yourself.”


      “Huh?”


      “It’s a problem within your family, but it’s also a problem between the three of you. You, Chitose, and Daiki. I get that you don’t want to say anything to her and you don’t want to hurt her. But I think Chitose probably won’t be so happy if you bring the conversation to an end all on your own.”


      Itsuki probably thought he was responsible for fixing the situation himself, but Amane couldn’t possibly imagine Chitose approving of that line of thinking.


      “Chitose’s involved, too. If you want a life with her in the future, it isn’t fair to leave her out. If you just report everything to her after the fact, she’ll definitely be pissed.”


      Whether the result was reconciliation, maintaining the status quo, or breaking ties, if Itsuki decided on his own without looping in Chitose, it would surely cause a rift in their relationship. With one of the interested parties missing at the negotiating table, there was no way they could arrive at a future that they all could agree to.


      Amane issued that alert and warning to Itsuki, who was liable to take everything upon himself, and Itsuki’s eyes wandered uncomfortably.


      “…At least try to look like you understand me.”


      “How long do you think I’ve been friends with you guys?”


      “A year and a half now, dummy.”


      “Feels like longer.”


      “…I know.”


      Amane had a feeling they had once had a similar exchange, but from opposite positions, and that this was the return for that.


      He smiled at the memories, and Itsuki seemed lured along by the nostalgia. He flashed a silly smile—his best one that day.


      “Did Itsuki seem like he was going to be okay?”


      Shuuto asked as Amane returned to the living room.


      “I think he’s rallied for now. The rest is up to him. I don’t figure I have the right to say anything more than I already have.”


      “Sure. I also probably meddled too much in someone else’s household affairs. Though I hope it helped Itsuki see a way out of his difficulties, just a little.”


      “…Yeah, me too.”


      “Every family has their own struggles, huh?”


      In response to his father’s earnestly murmured words, Amane, the person who had certainly put his parents through quite a few struggles of their own, couldn’t ignore it and had no option but to hang his head deeply.


      “I really caused a lot of trouble for you back then.”


      “Ah-ha-ha, to me, your feelings are what’s most important, Amane. You’ve been able to make a life for yourself here like this, so why would I complain? We just let you go a little early.”


      His parents had been worried about Amane, but at the same time, they had willingly sent him out into the world. Now he could see they had shown incredible confidence in him by doing so.


      There were some people who would interpret a high school student living alone as being given a free hand, but to Amane, his current situation demonstrated how much trust his parents had in him.


      He wanted to behave in a way that would not betray that trust, and he wanted to prove himself worthy of it.


      “As far as I’m concerned, there’s nothing to worry about with you anymore. You set your eyes on the future, and you’re a kid who can do the right thing and put in the hard work. As long as you’re walking down the path that you chose, all we have to do is encourage you.”


      “…Dad.”


      “Besides, you seem to have discovered something priceless, and there’s nothing more to say about that.”


      At the words something priceless, Mahiru, who had until then been sitting there silently listening to Itsuki’s troubles, suddenly blushed. Amane sighed as he felt the burning in his own cheeks. That trait of his father’s still bothered him.


      “Dad.”


      “What is it?”


      “That’s the problem with you.”


      “Ha-ha, is that so? I’m sorry. This is just how I am, so I don’t think I can change it. I’ll try to tone it down if you really want me to, though.”


      “…I didn’t say that.”


      “Oh, no?”


      In the face of excessive teasing, Amane could refuse to engage and get angry, but what Shuuto was doing was less teasing and more a pure expression of his thoughts, so Amane couldn’t blame him.


      Amane didn’t think good intentions could necessarily excuse all behavior, but when Shuuto spoke with such honest eyes and such a gentle smile, as if he deeply understood his son, it nipped any desire to object in the bud.


      He had a few opinions about his father, but ultimately, he understood deep in his heart that he was cherished by his father.


      Shuuto looked at his son, who slowly exhaled, as if to disperse his slight displeasure into the air. Shuuto wore his usual smile and stood up from the sofa with unhurried movements that rivaled the slowness of Amane’s breath.


      “Well, then I’ve successfully said hello to my darling children, and now it’s about time for me to get going, too. I really was planning to come see you back when you had the parent-teacher meeting, you know?”


      “Work had you tied up, and I wouldn’t wanna force you to clear your schedule for that.”


      Amane knew Shuuto’s job itself had good working conditions, but still, it was true that it kept him busy. He would have felt guilty bringing both of his parents out of their way to come to him together.


      “Parent-teacher conferences are an important event! They concern my child’s future, after all.”


      “Even so…Mom came, and you know she’s solid with things like that… Though there are other things about her that I have some trouble defending.”


      “I think your mother would get angry if she heard that.”


      “Just don’t say anything, and it’ll be fine.”


      “All right, our little secret, then. I was treated to some delicious tea, after all.”


      “Mahiru’s the best.”


      The appreciation flustered Mahiru, and Amane smiled.


      “Miss Shiina, thank you for having me today. I’m sure I startled you by showing up out of the blue.”


      “Not at all. I was a little surprised but happy to see you, too.”


      “We could have given you a better reception if you had told us sooner that you were coming, though,” Amane said.


      “It was sort of a sudden errand,” Shuuto replied. “And also a favor to my own father.”


      It was Amane’s fault he hadn’t noticed Shuuto’s message, even though it had come in that morning. If he had just let me know a day earlier…, Amane had thought, but apparently, his grandfather had given Shuuto instructions. In that case, he could understand the reason for the unexpected visit.


      “Really, your mom would have liked to come as well. Wouldn’t be good to let her tag along on my father’s business, though, and she had work to finish at home. Also, I don’t think she would have ever wanted to leave.”


      “I bet she would have wanted to stay over. And she probably also would have wanted to go to a shrine to kick off the new year. She definitely would not have wanted to just drop in and then go home.”


      “Right?”


      Shuuto’s decision had been undeniably correct, and without thinking any more about it, Amane gave his father a thumbs-up.


      Mahiru seemed like she wouldn’t have been bothered by Shihoko coming to stay. In fact, she might have even been happy about it. Shihoko would have been moved to tears to see Mahiru so disappointed about missing her.


      “Please give Shihoko my best regards,” Mahiru said. “Next time, both of you should come visit.”


      “Sure. I’ll tell her you said so.”


      “I think if you do that, she’ll want to rush over here right away.”


      “Ah-ha-ha. This year, my parents are coming to our place, so it’ll probably be okay.”


      “Grandpa and Grandma are visiting?”


      Amane had thought it was strange when his father had said he’d had urgent business with his grandfather, and now he was hearing that his grandparents were going to visit his parents’ home.


      The Fujimiya family had held family gatherings infrequently, and he had visited his grandparents’ house or seen them come to his parents’ house only once every few years. But this year, his grandparents must have decided to visit.


      “They were sorry to hear that you won’t be there, Amane, and they said they wanted to meet this girlfriend they’ve heard so much about.”


      “H-heard so—?” Mahiru gasped.


      “Dad.”


      “Not from me!”


      “I’ll have to lodge my complaint with Mom later.”


      “Not much you can do.”


      Shihoko was definitely the one who would let her mouth run like that, so Amane decided to grill her for details later. While he was at it, he figured he could do his end-of-year greetings as well.


      Shuuto didn’t seem agitated at the thought of his own wife facing the stinging judgment of his son. Instead, he readily encouraged Amane’s actions, “Your mother’s the one who leaked the news, so I suppose she is to blame.” It struck Amane how equally his father treated everyone.


      Amane, accompanied by Mahiru, followed Shuuto toward the front door. Times like these made Amane really appreciate his father’s finer personality traits.


      “All right, see you two. Have a good end of the year.”


      “Thank you. You two as well.”


      “Take care and don’t get sick. Give my best to Grandpa and Grandma, please.”


      “Of course. Bye now.”


      Shuuto opened the front door, and a rush of chilly air flooded the apartment as he went.


      Amane calmly watched his father leave. He was a man Amane could rely on through thick and thin. He stroked Mahiru’s head as she stood beside him, quietly looking up at him.


      “Well, that was a chaotic day,” he said.


      “The day’s not over yet, but…it sure was. I didn’t expect to see those two together.”


      As he returned to the living room with Mahiru, who was smiling softly and looking a bit awkward, he thought back on the day’s two visitors again.


      “I’m sure my dad probably just couldn’t leave him alone once he spotted him… Really, I think Itsuki knew he should have come here first. He was already on the side of the park closest to our place.”


      “I think Mister Akazawa was hesitating in that way he does. He’s extremely good at reading the situation at times like that, isn’t he? He’s the type to take things on himself, despite you telling him to rely on you, and I’m sure he was hesitant because I’m here, right?”


      Mahiru had come to the same conclusion, and without meaning to, Amane found himself studying her expression.


      “You’ve been paying unexpectedly close attention to Itsuki, haven’t you?”


      “Of course I have. He’s my boyfriend’s best friend, which makes him my friend. Are you jealous?”


      “No way… How can I put this…? He’s the kind of guy who tries to deal with everything himself, but he probably just felt he was burdening someone by making them look out for him.”


      Itsuki had a tendency not to let his feelings show. He could be evasive and was good at dodging other people’s questions. Still, his closest friends knew who he was underneath it all.


      His girlfriend knew him best, but then there were Amane and Mahiru, and Yuuta as well, who understood how sensitive he could really be.


      In which case, as his friend, Amane was worried. He couldn’t help but think Itsuki would be better off being a little more open and turning to his friends for help.


      “I do think you could be a little more honest with him, though.”


      “…I’ll try.”


      “I wonder if you’re being what Chitose and the other girls call ‘hot and cold,’ or whatever the phrase was?”


      Amane narrowed his eyes. He wondered why she was trying to give him such a bewildering label. Forget about cold, Amane was convinced he didn’t have any hot in him.


      Regardless, Mahiru did not seem like she was holding back, and she didn’t seem to think she was the least bit wrong, either. She simply looked at Amane and unfairly chided him, “Oh, come on. Please don’t sulk.”


      Amane couldn’t take it. He heard the quivering sound of amused laughter and turned away in a playful display of irritation.
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      It was three days into the new year when Amane heard from Itsuki next.


      He’d welcomed in the new year with Mahiru, just the two of them. They went to their first shrine-visit of the year and spent a relaxing time together. The whole time, Itsuki’s radio silence had been worrying Amane. Then, the moment he saw a text from Itsuki appear on his phone, Amane found himself becoming quite restless.


      Itsuki asked if they could meet up, and Amane sent a message back saying yes without hesitation.


      Amane left the apartment after telling Mahiru, who had been studying in the living room with him, and after sending off one message, he headed for the park where they were going to meet. Winter was in full swing, and the chilly air stung his cheeks, but Amane didn’t pay it any mind as he walked down the quiet street.


      Itsuki had been in the neighborhood, and it didn’t take Amane that much time to meet up with him. Amane deliberately walked to the park at a moderate speed and arrived at exactly the same time as Itsuki.


      As he’d expected, Itsuki was properly dressed for the cold this time. He was wearing a thick coat with a scarf and earmuffs—an entirely appropriate get-up for the weather.


      Amane was relieved to see he didn’t appear to have caught a cold after the incident on New Year’s Eve. Itsuki was wearing his usual lighthearted smile.


      “Happy New Year.”


      “You too, man. Hope it’s a good one. Oh, here, it’s the coat and scarf I borrowed. Thanks for that. Managed to get away with not catching a cold.”


      At first glance, Itsuki seemed to be the same as usual. Inside the paper bag he handed Amane were the coat and scarf, neatly folded. On top of them rested a box of somewhat expensive-looking sweets, as if to thank him for his consideration. Amane grinned, noting how conscientious his friend was about such things.


      “You didn’t really have to worry about it. I was the one who decided to lend them to you.”


      “My dad said, ‘If you borrow something, give it back with a little something extra, stupid,’ so here. He also asked me whose fault it was that I had to borrow them… Well, no use arguing.”


      His tone sounded snide and snarky, but there was no hatred in it. Amane could tell that he had calmed down considerably since his visit. He was relieved after so long with no contact.


      “Oh, and share those with Miss Shiina. You both helped me out on New Year’s Eve.”


      “I really didn’t do anything, though.”


      “That’s just like you… Really, I’d like to give something to your dad, too, for helping me out. I don’t know the guy’s address, and from what I’ve heard from you, it might be rude for me to send something out of the blue.”


      “I think he’d probably say, ‘I didn’t do anything, so don’t worry about it.’ ”


      “Ha-ha, that checks out. You’re exactly like him.”


      “But I actually didn’t do anything.”


      Shuuto was the one who had mainly given Itsuki advice and lifted the weight off his heart.


      Amane wasn’t the one who deserved his thanks, so he disavowed it, and Itsuki shot back with words he had been getting a lot lately, “See, that’s what I’m talking about.” When Amane made a sullen face, he was met with laughter.


      Itsuki wasn’t making fun of him, but at the sound of his bright laughter, Amane was taken aback and stared unblinkingly at Itsuki.


      In his friend’s unburdened, lighthearted smile, Amane didn’t see any of the things that Itsuki had been anxious about, which alleviated some of the concerns that had been hiding deep in his heart.


      Even from the outside, he could tell Itsuki was in a very calm state of mind as he walked slowly along beside him and took a seat on an empty bench.


      There didn’t seem to be any people other than Amane and Itsuki out in the park braving the cold. Normally, there would likely have been children in the park, but it was dead silent, so the only sounds that filled the air were the noises of airplanes in the distance and the faint sound of the wind shaking the trees.


      “Was there any drama with your dad?”


      Amane had wavered over whether he should ask, but Itsuki seemed like he was waiting for the question to come.


      So, after ten minutes of silence, Amane decided to break the ice with the question.


      He asked as casually as he could, and Itsuki answered him just as casually, “I guess you could say the drama started the moment I ran out,” and shrugged with his usual smile.


      “Well, maybe that’s true… Has there been any progress?”


      “Kinda yes, kinda no. My brother and my dad are in a cold war. I’m pretty much checked out, and my mom is taking the stance that it’s got nothing to do with her and that they can fight as much as they like. Everyone in my family is so selfish. They may be my family, but I wonder what’s wrong with those people.”


      There was a slight bitterness in his tone, but he wasn’t speaking with the cold voice of desperation that had sounded so heart-wrenching on New Year’s Eve.


      “Listen, man…”


      “Yeah?”


      “Ever since what happened, I’ve been thinking. Shuuto said if I want them to listen to me, I have to do what it takes to get them to come to the table, right?”


      “That’s right.”


      “He said that if I don’t set up the meeting, they won’t come to the negotiating table, and I think he’s right. I was sulking about the whole thing, and it was me who first rejected the chance to talk it out.”


      Itsuki leaned back against the bench and mumbled his yearning regrets in an unsteady voice as he tilted his face up toward the sky and closed his eyes.


      “I’ve been pushing back against my old man, you know that.”


      “Yeah.”


      “I got into it with him because he wouldn’t understand that I had changed, and on top of that, there was the whole thing with Chi, and my dad said he lost faith in me, which made me wanna rebel even more, and it turned into a vicious cycle… I guess I can see how he was justified in intervening. Before I met Chi, I was subdued and serious, the obedient honors student type, after all. I wasn’t a slacker or a troublemaker. Way he sees it, once I got a girlfriend, I suddenly turned into some irresponsible, superficial playboy.”


      “You’re calling yourself a playboy?”


      “Shut up. I know it’s true.”


      Amane deliberately poked fun, and Itsuki snapped back as always, which was reassuring.


      “It makes sense that after watching his stern, well-behaved son’s personality do a total one-eighty and, on top of that, seeing him get into trouble at school because he’s fighting about some girl, as a parent, it would be embarrassing, and he would be against the relationship. I guess it’s inevitable that he’d interpret that as his son falling under some weird girl’s spell… Because he doesn’t know Chi and I both changed, and that it was my idea.”


      Itsuki lowered his raised palm to cover his eyes.


      He placed it so that it blocked his gaze, so he could focus his thoughts.


      “My dad’s to blame for digging in his heels and refusing to understand us after that, but I guess I’m to blame for being the root cause. I can see why he would get so stubborn when I did that just as he was feeling nervous about my brothers’ situation. If I had at least maintained my grades at school, I think he would have been a little more inclined to listen to what I had to say.”


      As he spoke in fits and starts, Itsuki sounded regretful, but at the same time, he seemed to understand that he couldn’t undo the past, and Amane also heard a strength in his voice that was ultimately focused on the future.


      “I knew it at the time, and even though I knew it, I’m still the one who avoided facing up to it. I’m also the one who fled down the easy path… I started this.”


      Itsuki slowly lowered his hand and uncovered his eyes. There was a definite light in his eyes when he revealed them, and the power in them was enough to astonish Amane. It was a look of unshakable determination.


      Harboring regret for the past and conviction about what he should do moving forward, Itsuki looked at Amane with a calm, unwavering gaze.


      Amane didn’t think he needed to worry anymore.


      “I’m gonna really put in the work from now on so he takes me seriously. Gotta up the cards in my hand.”


      Itsuki declared that decisively with a smile, and Amane nodded quietly.


      “Now I’m not saying that I’m going to turn into my dad’s ideal of the perfect son. I’m sure that if I just insist that I want to do one thing or another and neglect all the other issues, I’ll never get him to listen to me. That’s why I’m gonna try to take it back to basics. Start by gaining his trust… You might say it’s a little late, and you’d be right.”


      “I see. I can’t do anything but cheer you on, but I’ll keep a close watch.”


      Amane could bear witness to Itsuki’s decision, but the only thing he could do was to extend a hand if his friend got into trouble, knowing the work he was putting into it. Surely, Itsuki understood best of all that he had to make it happen on his own.


      So Amane intended to watch as his friend faced his father with honesty, without meddling where he wasn’t needed.


      “Check in on me sometimes to keep the pressure up and make sure I’m not slacking off, okay? I can be lazy.”


      “If you look like you’re getting off track, I’ll give you a kick in the ass.”


      “Hey, come on, why not plan a gentle push on the back?”


      “Oh, is it a gentle push on the back that you want?”


      Amane flashed him a grin, and Itsuki looked away uncomfortably. Because it was Amane, he could guess that Itsuki’s reaction was probably meant to disguise his embarrassment.


      “…You should do whatever you want, Amane.”


      “Okay, I will. I think you should do what you want, too.”


      “Yeah. I’ll try.”


      He must have felt quite awkward about Amane’s cheerleading. Itsuki chewed on the side of his cheek, then nodded, his embarrassment still showing on his face.


      Feeling quietly relieved that Itsuki had decided upon a course of action and that his feelings had settled down, Amane glanced down at his smartphone and saw that a single sticker had been sent to the chat that was pulled up on his screen.


      “What do you plan to tell Chitose?”


      Amane asked as he discreetly checked his message history and then locked his phone screen.


      Itsuki stiffened noticeably. “…This is something that I started, so really, I know that I shouldn’t get Chi involved in it. But I want to be with her in the future, so if she’ll allow it, I want to get her to work hard along with me. If she says it’s too tough, I’ll figure out something on my own, though.”


      He definitely wasn’t planning to break up with her, and just being able to hear that was enough for Amane.


      “Your girlfriend will definitely stay by your side. I don’t think she’ll give up on you.”


      “How can you be so sure?”


      “Tell him yourself, Chitose.”


      He called out to her without turning around, thinking it must be about time, and they heard the sound of footsteps from directly behind them. Then a shadow fell over Itsuki, and a pair of pale hands sprang out from beside Amane, grabbing firmly onto both of Itsuki’s shoulders.


      “You freaking dummy!”


      “Whoa?!”


      Amane had sent Chitose a message the moment Itsuki had gotten in contact with him and revealed where they were going to have their conversation. It had been a gamble. Amane didn’t know whether Itsuki would appreciate having his own weak points and feelings of obligation revealed to Chitose.
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      Amane had struggled with whether it would be all right to talk to Chitose about the things Itsuki confided in him about. He could have angered Itsuki and caused a falling out.


      Even so, Amane thought the couple needed to have a proper conversation.


      They had to so that Itsuki wouldn’t just put up a front and try to deal with everything alone again, and so that Chitose wouldn’t end up depressed after she learned that Itsuki was keeping everything from her. They had to talk so that one of them wouldn’t charge ahead on something that they ought to overcome together.


      Itsuki sat there shaking, glaring at Amane with a red face. He was frozen stiff by Chitose’s surprise appearance. Amane worried that Itsuki was furious with him.


      “But I’ve been stupid, too!” Chitose exclaimed. “It’s all my fault for always whining at you to stand up to him when you were doing it for my sake anyway! Stupid! Stupid, stupid! I’m a huge idiot!”


      “Huh, wait, Chi, no, I—”


      “You took this all on yourself, Itsuki, even though I’m to blame, since I’m the one Daiki didn’t approve of in the first place!”


      “N-no, that isn’t your fault, Chi!”


      “It is my fault! Just accept it! I’m just dragging you down!”


      Musing on how they were two of a kind at times like this, both insisting they were to blame, Amane realized Chitose was the one who really ought to be sitting next to Itsuki and stood up to move.


      “Right, so you two lovebirds talk it out. It’s not my place to say anything, but you’re carrying too much by yourself. You’ve gotten too good at faking confidence, and you probably thought no one would find out what you were dealing with. Sorry, but secret’s out.”


      “Well, yeah, you’re the one who leaked it!”


      “You made me. You kept trying to solve everything yourself when you have others you can rely on. Put yourself in my shoes. It’s hard seeing Chitose down in the dumps all the time.”


      Amane wasn’t fully confident in his decision to be so furtive. He knew Itsuki wasn’t so dense that he didn’t understand what might happen if he continued hiding things from Chitose, who was already so worried about the situation with Daiki.


      If Itsuki decided to work on things, then to make progress, he needed to talk with the person who was walking his path along with him. That was what Amane thought.


      If Itsuki said it was none of his business, he would have to agree, but this time, even Mahiru had wanted him to intervene. She had told him that Chitose was perplexed because she wasn’t getting any answers from Itsuki, so he had concluded that he needed to quickly clear up their misunderstanding and give her peace of mind.


      At the very least, Chitose did seem glad that she had come.


      Amane could see that a thin film of tears had welled up in her eyes, and he glanced away, trying his best not to look at her expression. Instead, he went to deposit some pocket change in a nearby vending machine.


      “Go on, you two talk it out. Just don’t catch a cold. And avoid doing anything that would mean we don’t get to see your faces on the first day of school.”


      No matter what, it seemed like they were going to have a long conversation—actually, he was sure about it.


      Amane left two cans of hot cocoa in their hands and turned to go.


      “…Thank you.”


      He didn’t turn back; he just waved his hand in response and heard Itsuki call, “Quit trying to look cool, dummy!” But Itsuki definitely sounded more cheerful than before, so Amane laughed loudly enough for the two to hear and quickly left the park.


      “They’ve really changed, haven’t they?” Mahiru said.


      When they went back to school, classes picked up as usual from day one. But neither Itsuki nor Chitose did any of their normal grumbling and complaining. In fact, they even voluntarily engaged with their lessons to the point that Yuuta, who didn’t know about their situation, was perplexed.


      During the lunch break, too, as soon as they had eaten, the two went back to their textbooks, and even Mahiru, who did know about their situation, seemed half baffled and half impressed.


      “They have, yeah,” Amane agreed. “It’s nice, isn’t it? Much better than them being all gloomy.”


      At the very least, Amane could declare that their two friends were in a much better state than when they had been moping about.


      “I suppose you’re right. Besides, I think it’s good for their futures. And for the teachers, too, since they’ll take in the material better if they’re focused.”


      “Sounds like you’re enjoying this.”


      “Not ‘enjoying’ exactly. I’m just happy to see that Chitose found a goal for herself… If you fight something the whole time you do it, then even if you learn it, you don’t really master it. Besides, as her friend, I’m delighted there’s something I can do to help her relationship.”


      Though Mahiru was the one Chitose relied upon the most when it came to studying, Mahiru didn’t seem to find that burdensome at all. In fact, she seemed happy as her smile softened. Amane mirrored his girlfriend’s expression. He was certain the other couple knew they had a good friend in Mahiru.


      The pair both watched their two friends earnestly working at their desks with the same cheerfulness they always had.


      From time to time, Chitose glared at her textbook like there was something she couldn’t figure out. It would have been wrong to laugh at her, but it was a little bit funny.


      “Still, I feel like she’s going to have a hard time if she doesn’t get a little more serious about her studies.”


      “I don’t intend to go easy on her.”


      “…Right, I’m not worried about that. What worries me is Chitose’s capacity for learning.”


      If Mahiru said that she wasn’t going to go easy on Chitose, then she really wasn’t going to.


      Once she decided that she was going to tutor Chitose, she was sure to give her energetic guidance with a smile on her face. When they were studying, Mahiru would adjust her instruction to make sure that Chitose could keep up, mentally and physically. But until Chitose achieved her academic goals, Mahiru was going to use a cheerful smile both to keep her motivated and to pressure her into studying harder. That was because she knew she was doing it for her friend’s sake.


      As someone who knew what Chitose’s grades were like, Amane was a little bit worried. When it came to her academic performance, she was obviously in need of any and all guidance.


      But Mahiru didn’t seem to share his anxiety and stared over at Chitose with a confident look in her eye.


      “I think she’ll be okay, though. Chitose already has a good grasp on the basics, after all. She was just never very motivated until now, or rather, she was stuck. I doubt we have to worry anymore.”


      “You mean you don’t think she’s going to throw herself on your mercy anymore?”


      “Well, that’s—”


      “Mahiruuu, help meee!”


      A loud whine and a plea for help came from Chitose’s direction, so, forcing a smile, Mahiru said, “That’s an entirely different question,” and stood up from her seat. She seemed happy to be relied upon.


      “Well, it’s not like she’ll learn everything right away.”


      “Exactly, she’s just going to have to keep it up.”


      Life wouldn’t be so hard if you could master things just by taking them seriously for a few seconds, Amane thought. He was impressed by Chitose’s newfound determination and intended to help her however he could, so he followed Mahiru over to their two friends.
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      “What kind of chocolates should I make for Valentine’s Day this year?”


      February had come around, and everyone’s mind was on the upcoming holiday.


      Amane didn’t have work, so he was relaxing with Mahiru. He had taken the lead in making dinner to ease Mahiru’s load, and the only thing left to do was to wait for the rice to cook.


      Mahiru’s question came out of nowhere, making Amane blink in surprise.


      February meant Valentine’s Day, and Amane was particularly aware of that this year, but he had never expected those words to come out of Mahiru’s mouth.


      “You’re asking me personally this time?”


      The previous year, when they weren’t yet dating, Mahiru had apparently asked for Chitose’s help to find out what Amane liked. Now, though, they were a couple, which meant she could ask him directly without hesitation.


      He had thought she would operate a little more discreetly, but now that she was asking so openly, it made Amane, as the one receiving the chocolates, feel a little bit nervous.


      Amane’s behavior must have seemed concerning. As Mahiru checked the display on the rice cooker to see how much time remained until the rice was done, she spoke up with a refreshing smile.


      “If I tried to be sneaky about it even though we’re dating, I’m sure you would realize that I was getting ready for Valentine’s Day, given the time of year. And I would feel bad about making you pretend like you didn’t notice.”


      “I’m sure I would, with the whole world fussing about it. Plus, you’re so honest about things like that.”


      Apparently, Mahiru had been quite serious about preparing for his birthday, so it wasn’t hard to imagine that she was making careful arrangements for Valentine’s Day as well. Even Amane, who was slow to pick up on such things, would realize, considering the time of year, that if Mahiru seemed to be preparing something in secret, it would be for Valentine’s Day.


      In which case, it wasn’t strange at all for her to dispense with the surprise from the start and give Amane something that he would enjoy. Though he did think she was being a little too bold.


      “Even if I try to hide it, it will come out no matter what, and in that case, since I’m going to the trouble of making something, I’d rather prepare something that I know you want to eat. That seems only reasonable.”


      “I can see why you would think that, but you must already know what I like?”


      The previous year, Mahiru had gotten tips from Chitose. She had learned that he liked things that weren’t too sweet. Mahiru had always had a good handle on Amane’s preferences around food, from the very beginning up to the present day.


      It should be easy for her to make something that Amane liked…or so he thought, but for some reason, Mahiru was wearing a dissatisfied expression.


      “I know you don’t like things that are overpoweringly sweet, but the orangettes and chocolate cake I made before were not terribly exciting. I feel like your general preferences are different from specific things you want to eat, so that’s why I asked you what you want this time.”


      “But I’ll be happy with anything that you make for me, Mahiru.”


      When he said this, she seemed to take it as him being dismissive, but in truth, Amane had no particular desires. Or rather, after spending over a year together, he had really learned that everything Mahiru made was delicious.


      From what he’d seen, there was nothing that Mahiru couldn’t make. She could casually pull anything out of her varied repertoire and cook it up flawlessly enough to make Amane’s tongue sing. Waiting to see what Mahiru would make without knowing what was coming was one of Amane’s great pleasures in life.


      Which meant that, consequently, Amane was happy with anything. But depending on the situation, that could sometimes rub the cook the wrong way, so it wasn’t something he could say too openly.


      As for Mahiru, she was giving him a look that was less angry and more exasperated.


      “…Amane, when you say that anything is all right, I know that that’s really how you feel and you truly will be happy with anything, but it causes me a lot of distress when you answer a question by saying, ‘Anything is okay,’ so please be careful about that.”


      “Sorry. I just mean that I want you to prioritize making what you want to make. I like every dish that you make, Mahiru, so I look forward to enjoying whatever it is… When it comes to making sweets, I’m sure there are a few things you’d like to try your hand at, so I guess I just want you to prioritize that.”


      He figured Valentine’s Day was a day when Mahiru could enjoy making sweets, and Amane felt like the most important thing was for him to gratefully accept Mahiru’s feelings, so he wasn’t too concerned about what the actual sweets were.


      He already knew that they would be delicious, so even if he didn’t pick them out, Amane knew that happiness awaited him, and he wanted Mahiru to put her feelings first and make something she wanted to make.


      It seemed like she would get even more upset if he said that, so he told her in a somewhat roundabout way, but Mahiru let out a deep sigh, as if she had anticipated even that.


      “Amane, it’s weird that you don’t really want anything. I’m not sure what to do… Geez, it’s not nice to throw the choice back on the girl too often, just saying that anything will do.”


      “You’re the only one I do that with…or rather, there aren’t any other girls in my life bugging me to choose something.”


      “I know that.”


      “Right, you’re perfectly aware.”


      This was something that they both understood completely, so with a cheerful smile, she casually tossed the ball back into his court.


      “…Is there really nothing you would wish for?”


      “Do you think I’m some kind of sweets expert?”


      “You know more than I’d expect you to. Whenever you go to the bakery with me, you take a good look at what’s in the showcase and the baked desserts on the shelves, don’t you?”


      “I’m just looking, so…”


      Thanks to his parents’ influence, Amane had gotten to eat many different types of foods, and they had taught him a few things about them. He could also tell a fair amount about certain types of dishes just by looking at them.


      He couldn’t say his insight was that keen when it came to desserts, but whenever he went on a date with Mahiru to a café or when they went to buy cake on a day when nothing else was going on, he did take a good look at the goods that were on display. He looked them over and remembered their names, but that didn’t mean he was terribly tempted to eat them all.


      “Besides, I’m prioritizing seeing you happy over getting things I enjoy.”


      “Amane, please prioritize yourself a little more. It doesn’t really matter what I want.”


      “Not true. Whenever I go buy a cake, I want to buy the one that will please you most.”


      “Geez.”


      She pouted and asked him with a dissatisfied expression why he always said things like that, and when he answered her, “I guess because I like you,” she chided him again more strongly than before.


      “Geez!”


      Though her tone was forceful, Amane could tell from the time they’d spent dating that she wasn’t really angry. The truth was, she was trying to hide her embarrassment, so he casually laughed it off, and Mahiru sighed in response.


      “…So seriously, what do you want? If there’s nothing, I could always go learn one of Chitose’s super-secret recipes?”


      “Don’t even joke about that.”


      Mahiru casually pulled out her secret weapon, and Amane couldn’t hide his shuddering as he reflexively rejected the idea in an almost unrecognizable tone of voice, but Mahiru’s cheerful smile didn’t crack.


      Though he knew that Mahiru would get back at him hard if he teased her too badly, the words had just slipped out. He knew she was happy about it whenever he showed his affection for her, even if she didn’t react that way. This time, he had gone too far, and things had come to this.


      Amane trembled in fear as he recalled the power of Chitose’s carefully crafted Russian roulette chocolates the previous year.


      Mahiru must not have been able to stand seeing him like that.


      “Heh-heh, just joking,” she huffed, then she cracked an amused smile. “I guess that means you don’t handle extreme flavors very well, huh, Amane?”


      “I know you know that I’m even more of a wimp when it comes to spicy food than you are.”


      “Which is exactly why I have been adjusting the spice level of my cooking. But listen, if I borrow a recipe from Chitose, I’ll just have to follow her instructions.”


      “I’m sorry.”


      “I wasn’t actually going to do it for real! But when you keep saying ‘Anything is fine,’ ‘Anything is fine,’ and that makes it hard for me… I want to know a general category or maybe an ingredient. Just something that you want, okay?”


      “…Something not too sweet and something that will keep well, maybe? It seems like a waste to eat it all in one day. Though I know it’s strange to ask for something to keep well despite reducing the amount of sugar in it.”


      It seemed obvious, but sweets were made to last a while using preservatives. Basically, the water retention of the sugar played a big role in preventing deterioration. So if someone omitted those preservatives, say if the baker reduced the amount of sugar in the recipe, then naturally enough, the results would tend not to keep for long.


      Using artificial preservatives was a safe choice when one wanted to moderate the sweetness and still make the results last, but it wasn’t something that a cook in a typical home kitchen would usually do, not for an ordinary present. Amane didn’t think that Mahiru would use them. In fact, he wasn’t even sure that those kinds of preservatives were commercially available in the first place.


      Just as he was thinking of withdrawing his request, which he had to admit was a troublesome one, Mahiru nodded more readily than he’d expected and agreed, “Sounds good. Then that suggests I shouldn’t make some sort of cake but some actual chocolates instead. If I mix fillings with as little moisture as possible, I think they will last a little longer, and you can enjoy a variety of flavors, too.”


      “I’ll leave the flavor choices up to you, then. I’ll enjoy them no matter what, so I’ll be happy if you make whatever you want.”


      Amane didn’t know much about candy making, but Mahiru seemed excited by the idea of having creative freedom, and he didn’t think he had to feel guilty about motivating her to do so.


      Mahiru seemed to have already decided in her own mind what she was going to cook up, and he warned her, “Don’t overdo it, now,” but Mahiru just stared blankly at him.


      “I’ll make anything for you, Amane, as long as you eat it with gusto!”


      “The fact that you actually could do what you say and make anything is one of the intimidating things about you, Mahiru.”


      “I’m not joking around at a time like this, okay?”


      “I’m perfectly satisfied with your normal cooking, you hear me?”


      “All right, then I’ll wait for a good moment to slip a new recipe that I learned into the menu.”


      “Your initiative is out of this world…”


      Thanks to Miss Koyuki’s loving instruction, Mahiru’s repertoire boasted an outrageous number of recipes, but apparently, with her bountiful ambition and penchant for learning, she had memorized yet another new recipe. As the one benefitting from her blessings, he was delighted, but on the other hand, it made him worry in a few ways.


      Even now, he was perfectly satisfied, and yet he wondered what he would do if she bewitched his taste buds even more than she already had.


      “Please look forward to both chocolates and a new dish, okay?”


      “I will look forward to them, but you really shouldn’t overdo it.”


      “I know my own abilities.”


      “I’m jealous that you have such confidence.”


      “Heh-heh.”


      Mahiru put on a proud and yet somewhat mischievous grin, and Amane, musing that he was no match for her, took the rice scoop out of the drawer to dish up the rice that had just finished steaming.


      It had always been true that business began to heat up everywhere in anticipation of Valentine’s Day as soon as February started.


      Of course that mood spread to all sorts of places, and even in Amane’s school, as Valentine’s Day approached, he could really feel the excitement growing on the girls’ side of things, while among the boys, an increasing number of students were displaying either hope or agitation.


      Amane was comparatively uninterested in that stuff, but it was a fact that he would be getting a gift from Mahiru this year, so he wasn’t completely apathetic to it, either.


      On the other hand, he didn’t expect anything other than that to happen, so no matter how excited everyone else got, he was inevitably one step removed, watching everyone else from a distance.


      “Looks like you’re really in for it this Valentine’s Day, Kadowaki.”


      Amane mumbled the words without thinking when he saw Yuuta, who had finished his morning training and looked very serious, sitting in his seat with his textbook open. He was reviewing before first period started. Some girls had gathered nearby, even coming from other classes to gaze passionately at him from afar.


      Amane was impressed and thought it was amazing that even girls from other classes were taking the initiative to come peek in on their crush. And it wasn’t just one girl but several, and what was more, each time Amane looked, the roster of girls had changed, which meant they were increasing at an alarming rate.


      Itsuki, who had been silently flipping through his vocabulary cards beside Amane, raised his head at the sound of Amane’s mumbling and then gave Yuuta a look that was quite sympathetic. He was probably thinking about what had happened the previous year.


      “It’s gonna be bad, man. You’re the captain and the ace runner on the track team, with good looks, personality, and brains. You’re gonna have so many girls gunning for you, you’ll be fighting them off with a stick!”


      “Well, I wasn’t going to use a stick…”


      “I’m just saying, man. Though I guess whether you’re happy about it or not is a different story, huh?”


      “I feel like I’ll be more embarrassed than anything.”


      Yuuta didn’t seem to harbor any aversion toward the fact that girls liked him, but he did seem to have some thoughts about the fact that their shrill squeals and nervous fluttering had become a daily occurrence. He frequently looked embarrassed by it, his eyebrows drooping in bewilderment.


      As Yuuta’s friend, Amane was worried about whether his popularity might antagonize some of the other boys, but they all seemed to recognize that the good character and hardworking attitude that he exuded were the real deal. Amane took comfort in knowing that there wasn’t much jealousy going around.


      “I just hope I’m not wrong about how much to expect this year.”


      “As soon as you start trying to estimate it, you know it’s going to be crazy, but man, the fact that you’re used to this is wild.”


      “It really is… But I kind of got desensitized to it, seeing how popular Kadowaki is year-round.”


      “Normally, it would be a big deal for someone to get just one confession.”


      It was a major thing to have just one person tell you that they had feelings for you, and at least for Amane, it had required a once-in-a-lifetime burst of motivation and courage to get through it.


      Yuuta had multiple people directing those feelings toward him, and Amane’s concern for him far outweighed how impressed he was.


      “Yuuta himself doesn’t take pressure from girls very well,” Itsuki said. “He’d rather devote himself to track and field, so he turns them down, though. He thinks it’d be rude to date someone without really knowing them. It’s so like you, Yuuta, to turn them all down despite having your pick.”


      “That’s because Kadowaki is a decent guy with common sense. If you look up sincere in the dictionary, you’ll find his picture.”


      The sincerity and honesty with which Yuuta treated other people were something that Amane really appreciated about him.


      Amane had often heard of people dating someone they didn’t even like as an experiment or carrying on with several different people at the same time, which was conduct he absolutely could not understand. Amane found it hard to fault Yuuta, who, despite being able to choose as many girls as he wanted if he felt like it, still interacted sincerely with each girl before turning her down.


      That might have seemed like the most obvious course of action, but it was Yuuta’s personality that made it such an obvious choice. In Amane’s eyes, that was a wonderful thing and an important quality for a person to have.


      “You really think highly of Yuuta, huh?” Itsuki asked.


      “I mean, anyone can tell by watching him that he’s a decent guy,” Amane replied.


      “Tch, you never speak that highly of me.”


      “Then maybe try not making fun of me all the time.”


      “All right then. I don’t need your praise.”


      “Hey!”


      “Anyhow, I know that it’s just that you don’t say anything about me out loud. You still appreciate me anyway.”


      “You’re so annooooooying!”


      “Ha-ha-ha!”


      Amane turned a disapproving look on his friend, but Itsuki didn’t lose heart. Instead, he grinned in delight, and after hitting him with a glare, Amane just sighed.


      It caught Amane off guard to learn that Itsuki was already aware of how he felt, and hearing his friend say it boldly out loud was not only embarrassing, it made him a little bit angry, too.


      He didn’t intend to give Itsuki more ammunition for teasing him by continuing to respond, so he stopped himself from snapping back and quickly turned away so that he didn’t have to look at him instead. Then, from outside his field of view, he heard another round of amused laughter.


      “Well, I guess you and I have it easy on Valentine’s Day.”


      Compared to Yuuta, Amane and Itsuki were carefree and had no reason to be anxious about the holiday.


      Amane had never been popular to begin with, and he already had Mahiru, so as long as he got something from her, he was happy, and Itsuki had Chitose.


      If things went the same way as the previous year, Amane would probably get some friendly chocolates from Chitose, and that was it.


      He didn’t need to trouble himself too deeply about return gifts, and there was nothing more he wanted, so it seemed like he was going to be able to enjoy a truly peaceful Valentine’s Day.


      “Oh, that reminds me, you can look forward to more of Chi’s miracle cooking this year.”


      “You’re her boyfriend, can’t you stop this violence?”


      “Do you think I can stop her?”


      “…She doesn’t listen, does she?”


      Recently, Chitose had become a little more mature and had been taking many things more seriously. But one thing that hadn’t changed was that she still put all her effort into doing something unconventional for events like Valentine’s Day.


      The normal chocolates that Chitose had given Amane the previous year had actually been quite tasty, so he would have liked to get Itsuki to push her in that direction, but he could also sort of tell that there was no way Chitose would be constrained by what other people considered normal.


      Amane was already on his guard, wondering what she would try to pull off this year, when for some reason, Itsuki triumphantly stuck his finger in the air and put on a bold smile.


      “I heard that this year’s recipe is just a smidge different from last year’s.”


      “It sounds like you mean that literally.”


      “I’ve been told that she’s making something that exercises her tastes and her ingenuity, so you, too, are sure to cry with delight, apparently.”


      “So I’m literally going to cry? Great.”


      “Isn’t it great? You’re guaranteed to get something spicy again this year.”


      “I can already feel the tears welling up.”


      Considering Chitose’s confidence and pride in her cooking, as well as the warnings from Mahiru, who was there to keep her in line, she wouldn’t make anything totally inedible, but creating foods that pushed the very boundaries of what was considered edible was a part of who Chitose was.


      Chitose herself loved spicy food, and that was the main reason she was so unstoppable. Considering that Chitose had a greater resistance to spice than the average person, it was possible that dishes that lived up to her standards would be almost toxic to Amane, who had less resistance than average. He wished she would come to understand that one of these days.


      Itsuki was roaring with laughter, holding his belly, really acting as if this all had nothing to do with him. “That’s great. If you go ahead and cry now, it might improve your tolerance!” he exclaimed.


      Amane gave him a serious look and decided the best thing to do was to get his friend to share in his gastronomic misery.


      “Oh, you’re right. And you know, you oughtta work on your tolerance, too. So let’s get you crying as well. I’ll go and tell Chitose that you’ll be her taste tester. You can try plenty of samples.”


      “You’d betray your best friend?!”


      “It’s fine, it’s fine. I’m sure you can eat anything, anything at all that your dear, sweet girlfriend makes.”


      “Not what she’s making for you!”


      “And yet you’re the one recommending it to your best friend?”


      Amane and Itsuki were still using the time before class to argue when Chitose, the very subject at the heart of it all and master of producing spicy foods, cut into their conversation with a sullen expression.


      “Would you pleeease quit talking about food someone made for you like it’s poison?”


      She didn’t seem angry exactly, but she slapped Itsuki’s shoulder like she was dissatisfied with her treatment.


      “Well, Chitose, would you pleeease quit giving people sweets with spicy stuff mixed in?”


      “No way!”


      “Then experiment on Itsuki and keep it to what he thinks I can tolerate at least. You can make him eat as much as you like.”


      “If you insiiist!”


      “He obviously just sold me out, though?! Chi?!”


      “It’s fine. Don’t worry!”


      Nothing is going to be fine.


      Amane wanted to make fun of them, but for the time being, having successfully managed to recruit a sacrificial victim to go before him, he ignored Itsuki’s tearful face and averted his eyes.


      “Come on, I’m gonna do it right and make something edible. It’s not good to waste food.”


      “Aren’t you wasting food by mixing in all that spicy stuff ?”


      “I’m just trailblazing previously unknown flavor profiles so that we can reach new realms of taste. I’m limiting myself to edible ingredients. I’ll keep going until I get Mahiru’s seal of approval.”


      “…Please don’t destroy Mahiru’s taste buds. I’m serious.”


      If Chitose was looking for Mahiru’s seal of approval, that naturally meant that she was making her act as a taste tester, too, and as Mahiru’s boyfriend, he couldn’t allow her to take it too far.


      He didn’t mind if he and Itsuki fainted in agony, but he was hesitant to let that happen to Mahiru, or rather, he wanted to avoid it.


      “Oh, come on. I’m not making anything that would destroy anyone’s stomach or their taste buds. Also, Mahiru has a much higher tolerance for spicy food than you do, Amane, so to my surprise, she’s been gobbling it all up. And I’ve been trying to make everything at least somewhat tasty.”


      “So that’s why Itsuki is wailing about last year, I take it?”


      “Itsuki doesn’t like spicy stuff, you know that. Don’t worry. Itsuki’s gift will be just for him, so I’ll do a good job on it. Something different from what he’s sampling!”


      “Yaaay. What a happy bit of news for me.”


      “Don’t give me that monotone reaction, geez.”


      Chitose frowned at Itsuki, who appeared to have zero confidence in her, considering her previous offenses. When he saw that, Amane mentally prayed for Itsuki, who was probably, given Chitose’s mood, going to be forced to test things that were much spicier than he could handle.


      “Well, you can look forward to mine and Mahiru’s chocolates,” Chitose said. “We’re keeping them a secret until the day of.”


      “You can keep it a secret if you want… I’m grateful just to get some.”


      “Heh-heh, you should be.”


      Chitose put her hands on her hips with a smug look on her face, and Amane really was happy to be getting chocolate, so he responded with a docile, “Thanks as always,” and heard Chitose mumble, “I guess that’s how it goes.” She sounded like her enthusiasm had been dampened.


      “Hey, Amane?”


      “What?”


      “What will you do if you get chocolate from another girl?”


      She asked the question in a quieter voice than a moment earlier, controlling her volume so that other people couldn’t hear her.


      Amane cocked his head. “Uh, like friendly chocolate? I guess if it comes up, I’ll take it and return the favor. I’m not expecting to get any at all, though.”


      “Why are you assuming it would be friendly chocolate?”


      “I mean, I’m with Mahiru, so it would have to be, right? Nothing more.”


      Though he couldn’t say that the whole school knew, most of the other students were already aware that Amane and Mahiru were dating, so he didn’t think he was going to get any romantic chocolates, and he didn’t want them from someone else anyway.


      “Whoa, you’re so spineless.”


      “What’s spineless about that? And who would give me romantic chocolate anyway?! Actually, it’s weird of you to bring it up now, too. I’m not that presumptuous and insecure of a guy, you know.”


      “Well, that may be true, but…”


      Chitose seemed to have something on her mind. Her facial expression and tone were both more subdued than usual.


      “You know, things aren’t always so simple in this world. Sometimes it happens that you fall for someone who already has a partner. You can’t control what moves your heart.”


      “You said something along those lines before, too, but…anyone can see that I’m not available. Actually, why are you assuming there’s someone out there who’s interested?”


      “I can’t talk hypotheticals with you?”


      “Oh, come on.”


      “I’m sure it seems impossible from your perspective, Amane, but listen, I don’t think it’s out of the question. Besides, people don’t always demand the person they like to like them back, either. Haven’t you ever had that happen before?”


      “…I guess.”


      He had experienced liking someone and wanting to treasure them, but not to the point where he felt the desire to monopolize them or wanted them to date him. He’d had the thought before that as long as Mahiru was happy, that was enough for him.


      “What I’m saying, Amane, is that I think you should be a little more careful, yeah? Mahiru’s on edge.”


      “Well, the thing about that is, I already know, and I’m trying to be careful because I don’t want to make Mahiru sad, but…still, I’m not so self-absorbed as to be thinking about what I might do on the off chance that someone likes me, I guess?”


      “It’s interesting in and of itself that you would come out and say something like that.”


      “Hey.”


      He glared at Chitose and reminded her that she was the one who had said it first and was met with cackling in response, so he felt deflated.


      “Well, for now, let me just say that I’ll be pissed if you make Mahiru cry. That’s all.”


      When Chitose suggested, “If you make her cry,” Amane remembered what had happened the previous year and stiffened up. Chitose gave him a stunned stare that said that she couldn’t believe what she was seeing. Itsuki looked at him the same way, too, so Amane felt extremely uncomfortable.


      “…Have you made her cry?”


      “Not recently!”


      “Not recently?”


      “…I made her cry on her birthday, a little.”


      There was no way that Amane would go ahead with something that would hurt Mahiru, and to the best of his ability, he spared no effort to make sure she always had a smile on her face, but…


      What happened on her birthday was a different matter.


      It wasn’t that he had hurt her or made her sad. He was confident that they had been happy tears, and Mahiru had also said she was crying out of joy.


      His friends assumed that doing something to make someone cry was a bad thing, and so he knew they would judge him, but if they counted happy tears, he would really be in trouble from then on, so he really wanted them to overlook it.


      “Ah, well, let’s say that was okay.”


      “Who do you think you are to be saying that…?”


      “I’m Mahiru’s best friend!”


      “True.”


      Chitose puffed her chest out triumphantly, and Amane put his head in his hands, exhausted. Seeming worried, Mahiru came over to them from where she had been talking with Ayaka, so he waved his hand dismissively and told her it was nothing.


      Amane had to work at his part-time job that day, so he went to work as usual. He was keeping busy when Miyamoto, who had just finished clearing an open table, came back behind the counter and mumbled, “I sure look forward to Valentine’s Day every year.”


      “Because you expect to receive tons of chocolate?”


      “No, no. Because our café changes the menu with the seasons. Usually, we get to taste test things and tell the boss whether they’re good or not.”


      “Ah, those are tasty days.”


      Changing the menu offerings to match the seasons was usually more of a restaurant thing, but at their café, the owner Itomaki set the menu. Apparently, she was fairly free-spirited in how she chose the items, but she had never missed when it came to the flavors.


      When Valentine’s Day came around, light snacks and desserts that used chocolate appeared on the menu, and that had earned the place some popularity.


      Itomaki had actually been working on the desserts in secret for a while, and she was very picky about flavor, so there was no way that the items she came up with would be bad.


      As she worked out her recipes, there were always some leftovers, and when she had extra, she casually offered them to the staff, so Amane often got to enjoy her creations.


      Now he had been limiting himself, considering the possibility that he would get fat and also that Mahiru’s dinner awaited him, but the flavors themselves were extremely delicious, so Amane was always satisfied with just a little taste.


      “The owner here is so nice to us, I’m really glad that I took this job.”


      “Do I remember you saying that you like sweets, Miyamoto?”


      “I like them quite a bit. And I’m grateful that I save some money on groceries.”


      “You live alone, don’t you?”


      “Sure do. I rent a place near my college. It’s not actually that far from my parents’ house, though.”


      “This guy lives in a great location, you know?”


      Oohashi was working the same shift as them, and she must have had some extra time since there were no customers so close to closing, and she came back out holding a washed siphon.


      Recently, she hadn’t dropped and broken any siphons, but Miyamoto was really on his guard, so he didn’t seem to trust her with certain tasks at work.


      “That’s because I got a referral and signed the contract first.”


      “Boasting about how clever you are?”


      “My grades and lifestyle were better than yours, so yeah.”


      Recently, Amane had begun to be able to tell the difference between when they were exchanging light jabs and when they were really clashing, so he ignored their exchange, positive that he didn’t need to go out of his way to intercede.


      Incidentally, the relationship between Miyamoto and Oohashi didn’t seem to have changed since that one day, and although they argued and snarled at each other, they didn’t do it with full force. If anything, it seemed to Amane like messing around brought them closer, and they might be making some kind of progress.


      From what he could see, they didn’t appear attached at the hip, but they were steadily growing closer to each other than they had been before. There was something funny in the air between the two of them, but Amane couldn’t tell exactly what it was.


      Well, it wasn’t his business to meddle in, and if he provoked them and things went in a bad direction, their bitterness might turn toward him, so Amane limited himself to just quietly watching them talk.


      “By the way, Fujimiya, what will you do for Valentine’s Day?”


      Getting back to their conversation, Miyamoto asked a lighthearted question, casually sidestepping Oohashi, and Amane knew that Miyamoto must be aware that he had taken that day off, so there was really nothing to hide, and he answered honestly.


      “Just gonna spend time with my girlfriend like usual.”


      “I bet you’re gonna make out a ton, huh?”


      “Actually, it’s pretty risky for someone with a girlfriend to neglect Valentine’s Day, isn’t it?”


      “You’re right about that. Even Kayano made sure to take time off this year.”


      Souji, who wasn’t there that day, had worked over Christmas, but this time, the shift roster clearly indicated that he had Valentine’s Day off.


      “…What about you, Miyamoto?” Amane asked.


      “Unfortunately, I’ll be working. Although, every year the owner gives us some sweet treats for refreshments, so it’s all good.”


      “That doesn’t seem like a good enough reason for you to pick up a shift, though,” Oohashi muttered.


      “Aren’t you working, too?”


      “So what? I want to get to eat from the special menu for free.”


      “So you’re doing the same thing!”


      “Oh, shut up, you big dummy.”


      Her response was quite childish and didn’t really amount to a counterargument, and Oohashi looked somewhat restless in a way that was difficult to define. But Amane sensed that they were making at least some progress and felt relieved.


      Looks like their discussion might have paid off, after all.


      His feelings must have flashed onto his face because the two of them chided him: “What are you smiling about?” Amane got flustered and struggled to put on his usual polite smile, then hurried off to deal with some of the dishes that had come back from the tables.
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      Amane probably should have expected the entire school to be abuzz on Valentine’s Day.


      All the girls came in droves, giving Yuuta gifts. Amane wondered if there had always been this many people in their class.


      Amane had only been observing from the outside, though, thinking to himself, Here we go, because Yuuta had both arms filled with presents the moment he entered the classroom. He hadn’t even had practice that morning—this was simply his haul first thing.


      Once the news hit the streets that Yuuta had made it to school, crowds of girls pounced. Amane realized things had really gotten started after he took his seat.


      “That’s insane. And we still have break time and after school to go.”


      The throng of people who had shown up to give Yuuta gifts right away that morning showed no signs of dissipating.


      Given the situation, Amane and Itsuki couldn’t even go talk to Yuuta, much less give him any support. They could do nothing but stay in their seats and cheer their besieged friend on from afar.


      Amane found himself thinking it might be a good idea for someone so extremely popular to hire a security guard, though it was none of his business.


      “People are already placing bets on how the day will go for him, though.”


      “As the pile of gifts on his desk grows, so does the jealousy surrounding him…or so I thought, but it seems more like pity now.”


      “Once it gets to that point, it goes past envy… Everyone’s probably thinking how hard he’s got it.”


      They looked over at Yuuta, who greeted every girl with a smile as they came to visit, one after another, and even made a point of getting their names as he expressed his thanks. The fatigue of executing that interaction flawlessly each time apparently outweighed any jealousy previously directed at him.


      “Can he even carry all that stuff home? It’s not even my problem, but I’m worried. There’s no freaking way that stuff is fitting in his locker, either.”


      “He might have to take a taxi home,” Chitose added. “Looks like Yuuta’s having a similar thought, now.”


      Unperturbed by Chitose’s sudden appearance, Amane greeted her, “Morning,” and she returned his greeting with a very cheerful smile.


      “Ah, Amane, here you go. Your chocolates. You can thank me now.”


      This was probably why she had come over in the first place. Chitose handed Amane a box decorated in a warm, cute style typical of her.


      It was a stylish and ornate design—a gift anyone would have been happy to receive, but because Amane knew what was inside, he found himself unable to feel such satisfaction.


      “Oh my, thank you… Just before I open this, how scared should I be?”


      “…More scared than last year?”


      “Why did you make it worse…?”


      The previous year’s chocolates had been sweet-smelling weapons that had devastated Amane’s tongue and stomach, and when he heard that she had improved upon the recipe further, an involuntary shudder ran through his body.


      “You’ll be fine. Mahiru got through tasting like it was nothing, and even Itsuki was able to eat them.”


      “I guess they really reacted differently…”


      “I held back so it won’t destroy your digestive tract. I did a good job. That said, I will go ahead and recommend you get some milk or yogurt into your stomach first, though.”


      “I need you to understand, as soon as you warn me that I need to protect my stomach, it seems like something is seriously off. Still, thank you.”


      As he tried to remember whether or not he had yogurt in his refrigerator, Amane thanked her for at least having the compassion to tell him ahead of time.


      He was certain now that the chocolate was spicy, and that filled him with trepidation, but he also knew that Mahiru, who had a conscience, had been working on reigning Chitose in, so he wanted to believe that the contents of the box were not going to launch an all-out assault on his taste buds.


      Given the size of the box he had been handed, it seemed like there were several normal treats inside, so he could only pray that they were able to neutralize the others.


      “It’s fine, it’s fine. You’ve done so much to help me lately, so I put plenty of love into it. Ah, of course, I mean as a friend. The love of friendship.”


      “It would be great if you could focus all of your passion on Itsuki.”


      “Don’t you throw me under the bus so casually. I’ve had my fill!”


      “I’ve got seconds for you, Itsuki!”


      “Eeep!”


      “Come on now, don’t terrorize poor Itsuki.”


      “How can you treat me so heartlessly?”


      “Listen, if you would just stick to making normal chocolates, I think Itsuki would be happy to accept them.”


      “But then they wouldn’t be exciting, would they?”


      “I don’t think he’s looking for that kind of physical thrill.”


      Amane didn’t mind if his food had a novel look or required a new way of eating. But when something went too far in exploring shocking new flavors, it was inevitable that some people wouldn’t want to stray so far out of their comfort zones.


      Perhaps Chitose was even enjoying that part of it because, with a broad smile on her face and a certain cruel delight, she declared to Itsuki, “Hope you enjoy them!”


      For what it was worth, Amane prayed for Itsuki’s health, particularly wishing good luck to his internal organs, then stood up and left his seat with the box of chocolates in one hand.


      He expected it would probably be best to stash them in his locker before he went home for the day.


      Although Amane did have a bag with him, he decided that it wouldn’t be good for the food to be on its side, where it would get all shaken up. As he was on his way to his personal locker in the back of the classroom, he heard a voice call his name, “Fujimiyaaa!”


      When he turned around to face the speaker, he saw a girl from his class standing there.


      “Yes?” Amane answered, unsure what business she might have with him that would cause her to speak to him, even as he recalled that she was the same girl who had spoken to him on Christmas Eve.


      With a friendly grin, the girl came even closer to him, holding a bag in her hands.


      “Here, happy Valentine’s Day.”


      Amane didn’t have a clue what was going on. The girl—Hibiya—held out a small bag with a bright red package of chocolate wafers.


      “…Huh?”


      “Oh, don’t worry, it’s friendly chocolate. I got it to hand out to the class. Purely, one-hundred-percent just for friends. I’m giving them to everyone.”


      It seemed like she had purchased several family packs and had them all stuffed in her backpack.


      No matter how anyone looked at the situation, they wouldn’t find any romantic intentions behind the gift, and any onlookers would easily recognize it as the friendliest of friendly chocolate. Not to mention, it wasn’t even in a package bearing a Valentine’s Day design but a package wishing the recipient success on entrance exams. It was obvious that the only thing she’d been thinking about was how easy the treats were to hand out.


      Amane looked around and saw the same chocolate wafers in the hands of his other classmates, boys and girls alike, so Hibiya must have been giving them to everyone, as she’d declared.


      “Th-thank you.”


      “Go on, go reassure Miss Shiina. She’s staring really hard at us.”


      “Mahiru…”


      He glanced in Mahiru’s direction and saw her gaze locked on to them, although she didn’t look displeased.


      “Come on, you know there’s nothing here. I wouldn’t try to steal you or anything.”


      Hibiya waved her hand back and forth with a good-natured smile, and anyone looking at her behavior, even if they read the situation wrong, would have seen clearly that she had no feelings for him.


      She may have felt some camaraderie for him as a classmate, but he couldn’t see anything about the situation that might worry Mahiru.


      “No, I don’t think you would.”


      There was no particular reason for her to like him in the first place, even Amane knew that much. Mahiru was worrying needlessly. He put that feeling into his words as he flatly made that assertion, and Hibiya’s eyes opened wide, then stared straight at Amane.


      “…Fujimiya?”


      “Hmm?”


      “Listen, how much do you like Miss Shiina?”


      Amane nearly choked and went into a coughing fit.


      He had never imagined a classmate would ask him something like that so directly, and he froze for a moment, staring at her. She simply looked up at him curiously, or rather, with a look like she was trying to confirm something.


      “Where did that come from? Talking about that stuff is a little embarrassing.”


      “I mean, you’re just oozing with infatuation for her.”


      “Is it that obvious?”


      “It is. It really is. Even your face softens around her.”


      Amane felt like he had the same expression all the time, but he could admit maybe more of a softness had graced his features compared to the past, when he had rejected people and not let them near him. He touched his own cheek, but as always, it felt much firmer than Mahiru’s delicate face.


      He was extremely embarrassed to discover that even a classmate had thought such things about him and felt like he might faint in anguish, but it would definitely attract attention if he groaned in the classroom, so somehow, he swallowed it down and pretended to be calm.


      “Ah-ha-ha. You’re okay now. You’re not next to Miss Shiina, see? Your face is nice and rigid.”


      “I don’t really care whether it looks rigid or not, but glad to hear it. If I had a dopey smile or something, that’d be way too much.”


      “I think you ought to take a good look at the faces you make when you’re next to Miss Shiina, then. Want me to take a picture of you the next time you’re by her side?”


      “I’ll pass on that.”


      “Aww.”


      Hibiya said that was too bad, but she didn’t seem disappointed in the least. Her offer was forthright, and Amane didn’t hear any teasing or malice in it, so he stayed mellow.


      “Well, it’s very clear that you love Miss Shiina a lot… You’re not interested in anyone but her, right?”


      “Of course not.”


      He didn’t recall ever having the kind of superficial affection for Mahiru that would allow for a replacement or a substitution.


      He was perfectly willing to admit his feelings were serious. If he couldn’t have Mahiru, he didn’t want anyone, and he had never thought that he wanted someone other than her by his side. Amane only existed as he currently was because of Mahiru, and he had never had an eye for anyone else. In fact, he thought it was impossible.


      Amane agreed with Hibiya; he was sure that he could do so with confidence, no matter who asked, and she winced slightly.


      “Whoa, you didn’t even pause. Yeah, that’s what I thought…”


      “But?”


      “…Hmm, so there’s no hope for me then,” Hibiya quietly mumbled. But before she could explain those words, she flapped her hand back and forth, beaming with the same amiable smile she’d been wearing earlier.


      “Nothing, just talking to myself. Miss Shiina must have it hard, is all.”


      “Mahiru? Why…?”


      “I mean, she must be worried about other girls making a pass at her boyfriend, right?”


      “Shouldn’t it be the other way around…?”


      “I wonder?”


      Hibiya flashed him another grin. He tried to figure out her intentions, but he couldn’t read anything from her, and Amane could only cock his head in confusion.


      “Here you go, Fujimiya!”


      Ayaka came over to see Amane during lunch, with Souji in tow. Though considering their class assignments, if anything, it was more accurate to say that Souji came over.


      Ayaka was carrying a long, thin, paper-wrapped box.


      Amane had a wider circle of friends this year, which explained why he had received a few chocolates from girls in his class. Of course all of them were ordinary treats, and everyone had affirmed that they were only friendly chocolates. All day long, girls had been calling his name and giving him things, so he had picked up on what it felt like when he was about to get a gift.


      He was ready to gratefully receive something from his friend Ayaka as well. With a truly cheerful, bright expression, she placed the box in Amane’s hand.


      “Pro—”


      “They’re not protein bars, relax. Who do you think I am?”


      “The protein distribution lady.”


      Ayaka took any opportunity to recommend that he eat more protein, and sometimes gave it to him directly, so whenever he got any food from her, he expected it to be high in protein—that was the image of her that had taken hold.


      He had thought this was just an extension of that, but apparently, this time was different. “Is that what you think of me?” she pouted and showed her displeasure.


      “I think this is just the consequence of your own actions, Ayaka… I mean, look at what you’ve given me before now.”


      “Oh-hoh-hoh.”


      “Well, I’m sorry. I should have expected that even you wouldn’t be walking around handing out protein today, Kido.”


      “Welllll, I do have some protein chocolate bars, too, if you want?”


      “I knew it.”


      Ayaka had no leg to stand on when it came to her perceived image.


      Souji must have been used to it because he was watching Ayaka with a look that said, Again? Amane wondered if the two of them realized that their behavior was actually solidifying Ayaka’s association with protein.


      “I mean…they’re good!”


      “I know they are. I eat them sometimes, too.”


      “You’ll come around someday, Fujimiya.”


      “Will not.”


      “Aww.”


      “Why are you pushing them so hard…?”


      “Because it would make me happy if my sweet Sou had a workout buddy, and it would make Miss Shiina happy, too. Two birds, one stone!”


      “We’ll talk about working out later at the café, all right?”


      “Yeah, okay.”


      “Meanies! You’re just trying to leave me out!”


      If they talked about weightlifting in front of Ayaka, she was liable to get even more excited and make things difficult, so Amane and Souji decided to have their discussions in a quieter place. Ayaka made her disappointment known with a pouty face.


      “If that’s how you’re gonna be, I’ve got no choice but to involve Miss Shiina. Don’t worry. She’s got what it takes.”


      “Don’t teach her anything weird.”


      “Ow!”


      Normally, it seemed like Ayaka was the one who looked after Souji, but when she got agitated, apparently, it was mainly Souji who kept her in check.


      Souji lightly pressed the pad of his finger into her forehead, and Ayaka took a step back, seeming to realize that she had been too forceful in her enthusiasm. Then she dejectedly, dramatically hung her head.


      “…Well, never mind the muscle talk, thanks for the chocolate. I’m delighted.”


      “Don’t mention it. I owe you one anyway, Fujimiya.”


      “But I don’t remember doing anything.”


      “Oh, come on, you’ve become such good friends with my Sou.”


      “Ayaka, are you my mom or something?”


      “I’m your darling girlfriend, of course!”


      “………That may be true, but you can’t go around acting like that.”


      Ah, he’s embarrassed, Amane sensed.


      Ayaka also seemed to notice a change in Souji, and with a look of great satisfaction on her face, and in a soft and sappy voice, she gave him a mushy answer, “Yes, deaaar.”


      “Thanks for the treat.”


      Souji, for his part, was getting a good workout of his facial muscles, giving Ayaka his usual impenetrable stare.


      Amane watched them in amusement, thinking about how lucky the two of them were, when Souji’s somewhat menacing gaze shifted over to him. Reminding himself that it still wasn’t good to stare at them too much, Amane turned his back on the cozy scene and walked away from the pair as if nothing had happened.


      In a certain sense, Valentine’s Day really got into full swing after school ended.


      Yuuta didn’t plan to go to club practice that day; rather, he had apparently gotten orders from the club manager to stay away. As soon as he showed up, practice was bound to be disrupted, so it was better if he didn’t go that day. As expected, once school was out, he was surrounded.


      In a scene so wild it seemed destined to become school legend, he accepted an onslaught of presents from female students who had apparently been ready and waiting for classes to end. On top of that, the girls who gathered around him, judging by the markings on their indoor slippers, were from all grade levels.


      Amane and the others watched it go down from a distance.


      They didn’t want to be called insensitive, and if they were to wedge their way in among the girls at that moment, they would definitely get glared at and face some difficulties in their social life at school going forward.


      Besides, since the girls were expressing their genuine affection, surely it wouldn’t be good for them as outsiders to interfere.


      Therefore, Amane and his friends could do nothing but wait until the crowd settled down.


      “You made it.”


      After a little less than an hour, the waves of people finally subsided, and they could see the desk on which the girls had left a pile—no, a mountain—of festively wrapped tokens of affection, as well as Yuuta, who was letting his exhaustion show, no longer needing to hide it since everyone was gone.


      There had already been one crowd that morning, so that had kept the afternoon crowd reasonable, but even so, there were more people coming and going than there had been in the morning. Even Itsuki, who had supposedly known Yuuta for many years, was taken aback by his popularity.


      “…You waited for me, huh?” Yuuta asked.


      “I mean, what else could we do? You were a bit busy out there.”


      “I know you must be totally exhausted. Good work out there, seriously.”


      “Thanks… You guys didn’t come anywhere near me all day, did you?”


      Amane and the others could see the disappointment in his eyes as he turned to look at them, but they just stared at each other.


      “Well, um, the thing is…”


      “We couldn’t! I didn’t want to get stabbed. Those girls had crazy eyes.”


      “We’re sorry. We didn’t want to get in the way of those girls’ feelings.”


      “There’s a proverb that says people who stand in the way of romance will get kicked by a horse and die, so… Also, as you can imagine, I didn’t have the courage to push my way through that wall of people to get close to you. Sorry.”


      “Don’t apologize for that…”


      Everyone there shook their heads at him, and Yuuta leaned against the back of his chair, looking worn out.


      The affections of the schoolgirls had built up a mountain on his desk that seemed like it might collapse if he so much as bumped it, and his locker was also still packed with the evidence of that morning’s huge wave, so there was obviously too much for him to physically carry.


      “Kadowaki, are you going to be able to get all this home?”


      “…Probably.”


      “Then you must have thought of a way to actually carry it all?”


      “W-well, I made sure to have some bags ready just in case. Though I’m honestly not sure whether my arms will be long enough or not.”


      It sounded like Yuuta had learned from the previous year and brought what he needed to carry his chocolate home.


      But even if he had enough bags to hold it all, he surely didn’t have enough arms to carry that many, so it seemed like he had underestimated things again.


      Incidentally, Chitose and Itsuki had also gone to the same middle school as Yuuta, and their houses were comparatively close to his, so they seemed to be planning to help him carry the gifts home. That seemed to be the very reason they had waited so long for the crowd around Yuuta to settle down.


      The previous year, he’d had to leave some of his gifts behind and had felt depressed about it afterward, according to Itsuki.


      “I can’t believe you got so much… Oh goodness, I’m really sorry, Yuuta. I’m about to add one more.”


      Even as she remarked on the vast number of presents, Chitose, who had worked hard to prepare her chocolates, popped her Valentine’s Day gift down on the last sliver of free space left on the desk.


      Yuuta must have been especially happy to get chocolate from a friend he knew well. His handsome face softened into what probably, Amane thought secretly, would have been a heart-stealing smile if he’d shown it to any other girl.


      But such thoughts soon flew out of his head, and Amane’s eyes were glued to the chocolates sitting on Yuuta’s desk.


      The wrapping was different from the wrapping on the gift that Amane had received, but what about the contents?


      “Wow, thank you, Shirakawa.”


      “Chitose, don’t tell me you—”


      “Don’t worry, unlike yours, Yuuta’s are normal chocolates only.”


      “Why couldn’t I get normal chocolates?!”


      Amane wasn’t sure whether to be happy that his friend’s stomach was safe or grieve the fact that he alone warranted her weird special treatment.


      “Here you are, blushing again. Look at you!”


      “I’m not blushing. I’m steaming! I can already feel my blood pressure rising.”


      “It’s all right. I only put a few in. Just a few, honest. They’re supposed to be a special surprise, after all.”


      “Yeah, yeah, if only.”


      “Huh, what’s in the chocolates…?”


      Yuuta hadn’t been around when they had discussed the specifics of what was in Chitose’s chocolates, so he must not have known how far Chitose’s mischievous creations would push the limit.


      “Don’t worry. Yours are all clear, Yuuta!”


      “Fujimiya’s looking a little rough.”


      “So Kadowaki’s the only one who’s genuinely concerned for me…?”


      Chitose encouraged them, insisting it was all fine, and Itsuki seemed to be of the attitude that they may as well all die together.


      Amane prayed that Mahiru, their last ray of hope, had reined Chitose in at least a bit and had stopped her before she could get into dangerously spicy territory. But in the end, nothing could keep Chitose from exercising her free will and actually making the chocolates.


      As this was all going on, Amane decided that he would treat Yuuta to some juice later to show appreciation for his friend’s concern, even though he didn’t know what was going on.


      When it came to Mahiru, she waited until everyone had settled down again and then quietly pulled two boxes, nicely wrapped in subtle colors, out of her bag.


      One was for Yuuta, and the other was for Itsuki.


      “I have gifts for you, too, Mister Kadowaki, Mister Akazawa. I was trying to wait to give them to you until your suitors had all gone, so they’re a bit late.”


      “Ah…I’m super jealous! Especially of the two of you.”


      It was widely known that Mahiru was dating Amane, so there was no way that anyone could have misunderstood the situation. But the very act of accepting friendly chocolate from Mahiru had the potential to inspire jealousy. The boys around them must have realized that Mahiru’s chocolate gift was just a courtesy, but that probably only doubled their envy.


      “You’re giving some to me, too?”


      “You’re always helping us out, so in a sense, these are also to thank you for all those times. Besides, you look out for Amane, too.”


      “…Are you his mom?”


      “Wait, Itsuki, if you say any more, Amane will get angry and try to hide his embarrassment, and sweet Mahiru will freeze up for a little while.”


      “That’s true.”


      “I’m not going to ask you what you’re implying, but at least knock it off with the teasing.”


      Amane could more or less imagine what Chitose was trying to say, but he could already see himself getting teased for being self-aware of it if he said it out loud.


      “It comes from the heart, you know?”


      Even as Itsuki said that, his lips were twitching and trembling, so Amane could tell that he definitely thought the situation was funny.


      Amane knew that if he egged Itsuki on, he would probably say something uncalled for, so he deliberately let out a deep sigh at his friend and picked up his bag.


      “Oh, what are you sulking for?”


      “Nothing, nothing at all. I’m going to buy some juice. Partly to get a refreshment for Kadowaki since he’s wiped out.”


      “Great, I’ll take some orange juice.”


      “And a lemon-lime soda for me.”


      “You guys…”


      Amane narrowed his eyes at his two friends, who were all too ready to let him go buy the drinks, even though he had only said he was going to get something for Yuuta.


      “We’ll give you money!” Chitose wheedled, so he had no choice but to accept and looked over at the other two people in the conversation.


      “Kadowaki, Mahiru, what do you want to drink?”


      “Huh, you sure?”


      “It’s fine, it’s fine. Come on, what’ll it be?”


      “All right then. I’ll have coffee. Thanks.”


      As Amane mused that the different beverages they selected said a lot about them, he glanced over at Mahiru, who hadn’t expressed her wishes yet, and she gave him a slightly troubled look.


      “Mahiru?”


      “Black tea for me… Ah, do you want me to go with you? You’re buying a lot now.”


      “I’ve got a bag, so I’ll be all right. Also—”


      “Also?”


      “…I think it’s probably going to be tough to get this much stuff into Yuuta’s bags, so it might be better for you to stay and help.”


      The pile was huge, way too much for one person to deal with, and there were even more presents in Yuuta’s locker. If they didn’t do something about it soon, the sun was going to set on them.


      Normally, his friends would never touch someone else’s presents without asking, but Yuuta also seemed to have realized from the start that it would indeed be impossible for him to deal with it all on his own. He was already zoned out, staring off into the distance.


      “Sorry, but it would help if you gave us some instructions. I’m not good at packing up this kind of stuff…”


      “H-he’s right, there’s so much of it… It’s an amazing sight.”


      “Pretty incredible, if it’s enough to shock Mahiru!”


      Amane smiled wryly at Mahiru, who was wincing as she once again saw with her own eyes the evidence of Yuuta’s popularity. Then he quietly left the classroom and hurried off to the vending machine to get what everyone had requested.


      It was Valentine’s Day, and even though classes had ended more than an hour earlier, there were still intermittent signs of people about. It sounded like there was no track practice, but the students in clubs were still there, so Amane heard students yelling faintly in the distance.


      When he glanced into classrooms along the way, he could see the silhouettes of unfamiliar couples standing close together and quickly averted his eyes as he quietly, briskly headed for the vending machine.


      “Fujimiya?”


      It was a voice he had heard before, but it didn’t belong to someone he had spoken to much.


      Amane came to a halt and turned. A female student from his class was standing there meekly.


      “Oh, Konishi? You’re still here?”


      They hadn’t interacted much, but Amane had all his classmates’ faces, names, and voices memorized.


      He immediately recognized Konishi, someone he saw regularly in class. She was good friends with Hibiya, who had given him the “purely, one-hundred-percent just for friends” chocolate earlier that day. He let his guard down a little bit, and she gave him the easygoing smile that he had often seen on her face in class.


      Amane had absolutely no clue why she had come to speak with him. He felt like he had a question mark hovering over his head. Konishi must have realized that, and a bit of strain colored her lighthearted smile.


      “Sorry for stopping you all of a sudden. There’s something I need to talk to you about.”


      “Me?”


      “Yes, you.”


      Now he had even less of an idea of why she had stopped him in the hall, but whether or not she could tell how confused Amane was, Konishi held the small paper bag she was carrying out to him.


      “…I wanted to give you this.”


      The school had been rowdy all day because of Valentine’s Day, and Amane had received a fair amount of friendly chocolate, thanks to his expanding circle of friends, so even he could guess what she was presenting.


      However, he still wondered why she was giving it to him and why at that moment in particular.


      “Um, thanks. Can I ask why?”


      Amane accepted the bag politely.


      Given that they were classmates, they had exchanged everyday greetings and talked during group work and so on, but they had never had a personal relationship.


      If Konishi had wanted to give him something in the spirit of the holiday like Hibiya did, she’d had plenty of time during the day to do so, and she probably would have chosen to hand out sweets together with her good friend anyway.


      Amane couldn’t hide his bewilderment at the fact that she had gone out of her way to hand him the gift at this time.


      As if to answer Amane’s questions, Konishi’s cheeks flushed a bashful red.


      “You helped me out a while ago, so I wanted to repay the favor.”


      “I helped you?”


      “Well, do you remember way back in cooking class, when I spilled that soup?”


      “Oh, yeah.”


      Sure enough, he did remember what had happened in that cooking class over half a year earlier.


      It had been a normal cooking lesson, where groups of four prepared their own menus, but one group of boys had been messing around and had spilled a pot of soup, nearly getting it on Mahiru. Due to the accident, it had been an unforgettable class.


      “I’m the one who got bumped and spilled the soup.”


      When it happened, Amane’s thoughts had been occupied by protecting Mahiru, so he hadn’t paid attention to all the details, but apparently, Konishi had been the one holding the soup pot.


      “You protected Miss Shiina so she didn’t get burned, and on top of that, you got angry with the boy who bumped me. I couldn’t tell him off myself… I was totally frozen, and I couldn’t do a thing. I’m indebted to you for what you did back then.”


      Konishi wasn’t at fault for what had happened; the boys who were messing around bore the responsibility. If anything, Konishi had been a victim, and yet it seemed like it had been bothering her ever since.


      From Amane’s perspective, he hadn’t done anything for this girl, and he didn’t think there was any reason for her to thank him, but she must have seen things differently.


      “Oh, I really didn’t do anything. It was the teacher who scolded them in the end.”


      “Still, I thought it was amazing that you could do that and tell them off for doing something wrong.”


      “Thanks. But I do think I should have warned them in a gentler, calmer way because, of course, the guys who got chewed out for messing up were upset with me.”


      Though Amane had been quite angry, he had only chided them lightly, but afterward, he had gotten some nasty looks from the boys. Still, he didn’t regret the scolding itself.


      If he had taken a step back and thought things through, he might have seen that it would have created less discord if he’d been more socially aware and tempered the way he’d spoken to them just a bit. But he also thought he would harshly take them to task if the same thing were to happen again.


      “You didn’t get burned back then, did you?”


      “No.”


      “I’m glad to hear that. I would have hated for you to have gotten hurt or something.”


      His concern for Mahiru had outweighed everything else, so he had been fairly perfunctory about checking on Konishi. He felt bad about that, but he was relieved to hear again that she hadn’t been scalded or injured.


      If she felt grateful for what had happened on that day, it wouldn’t be right for Amane to deny her feelings, so he meekly accepted them. “Thank you,” he said again, giving the paper bag a little shake, and Konishi looked at the ground for several seconds, as if she was hesitating over something, then slowly raised her head.


      “What about you, Fujimiya?”


      “Huh?”


      “Back then, did you already like Miss Shiina?”


      Because of the course of their conversation, Amane knew what time she was referring to, but he felt embarrassed about saying it out loud.


      “…Do I have to say it?”


      “Heh-heh, from the way you’re acting, I already know.”


      He felt his cheeks start to burn as Konishi laughed, but there was no hint in Konishi’s voice that she was making fun of him. Instead, she seemed impressed.


      “You really do love Miss Shiina a lot, don’t you, Fujimiya?”


      “Everyone keeps asking me that.”


      He’d been asked a similar question by Hibiya that morning, and it made him wonder why other people were so interested in them.


      “Well, yeah, she’s the most precious thing in the world to me.”


      It was extremely embarrassing to say that out loud in front of somebody else, but there was also no way that he could hide his embarrassment or deny it. He certainly couldn’t lie about something like that.


      To Amane, Mahiru was irreplaceable, the most important person in the world, dearer to him than anyone else, the one he wanted to hold and protect, and the girl he planned to walk through life with, his biggest supporter.


      He didn’t just have sweet and tender feelings for her—he was confident that no matter what trials and tribulations lay in wait for them, they could overcome them together. He was confident that he could walk alongside her and that they could take the same path.


      He was head over heels in love with her, to the extent that he felt like he could assert that if they ever separated, he would never have the same feelings and the same passion for anyone else.


      Of course, he didn’t have the slightest intention of separating from her.


      “Okay.”


      Amane had made his declaration as short as possible and yet packed it full of feeling. In response, Konishi’s face softened, melting into a mellow yet lonely-looking expression.


      “Um, listen, Fujimiya?”


      “Hmm?”


      He answered her questioning tone in kind, worried that maybe what he had said had sounded a little strange. Then he saw that the girl’s small palms were gripping the hem of her skirt.


      “I…you know…I really liked you, Fujimiya.”


      Time stopped.


      Her words had been so completely out of left field that Amane’s thoughts stalled, making it seem like everything was frozen.


      He wasn’t sure whether he had misheard her, and when he met Konishi’s gaze, he saw that she was staring calmly back at him with a gentle smile on her face that didn’t seem nervous but also looked lonely.


      Amane couldn’t make out any strong emotions in her eyes when she looked at him; however, he could see that there was something faint and fleeting there, and his confusion only grew.


      Until that very moment, he had been completely unaware.


      They hadn’t been particularly close acquaintances, but he knew enough from the past ten months that Konishi wasn’t the kind of person that would joke about this sort of thing. That made Amane nervous.


      He wondered self-deprecatingly why she would even like him in the first place. He had never had much of a relationship with Konishi and couldn’t imagine what had started it, plus he had never picked up on the slightest bit of interest from her before.


      Amane had been told he was thickheaded, so that probably accounted for his cluelessness, but he really hadn’t had the slightest inkling.


      “Ah, I know that you love Miss Shiina, and I’m not trying to come between you… I also knew that it would be awkward for you when I told you, but…”


      “…I’m sorry.”


      “No, I’m the one who’s sorry. I know this is weird for you.”


      “It’s not weird exactly. It’s just…there’s absolutely no way that I can return your feelings.”


      It had been an utterly unexpected admission, but there was only one answer that Amane could give, and he wouldn’t budge.


      Amane had Mahiru, and he had no interest in other girls. He had never considered a future with anyone other than her.


      Mahiru was the one and only person for him.


      So Amane could not accept her feelings, but he could gently receive them, then politely hand them back without doing anything—that was all.


      Even if Konishi was hurt by that, Amane’s feelings were unshakable.


      “Hmm, I wouldn’t know what to do if you did. You have Miss Shiina, after all.”


      Konishi smiled and nodded at Amane. He had rejected her feelings as gently as possible, but he still felt rather guilty about it.


      Konishi, however, accepted his rejection all too easily. It wasn’t a letdown exactly, more of a climactic moment of confusion, as questions swirled wildly around in his mind.


      He couldn’t sense the slightest bit of deception in her expression, no lies or bluffs, and it was precisely the fact that he could tell that she truly did feel the way she said she felt that was throwing his thoughts into disarray.


      Thump, thump. His heart beat loudly.


      He knew that it wasn’t from excitement or happiness but anxiety and confusion. Realizing that, though, didn’t make him any calmer.


      “I’m sorry. It seems I’ve only used you, Fujimiya, to give myself closure. I’m really sorry.”


      Looking at her apologetic expression, Amane could see that Konishi had apparently picked up on the fact that he was petrified, questions still swirling around his head. She furrowed her brows, looking troubled, so Amane slowly took a deep breath and centered himself, trying as best he could to regain his composure, as he asked her a question in a trembling voice.


      “…Why…me?”


      That was the point he was having the most difficulty understanding.


      Even accepting that love often worked in mysterious ways, Amane still didn’t have a clue what had sparked this.


      Frankly, he didn’t recall ever forming a close friendship with Konishi. They had interacted normally as classmates, and he didn’t remember ever doing anything that would have made her like him in particular.


      He appreciated the fact that someone apparently did like him, but he didn’t have the slightest idea what the reason was for it.


      The one encounter that he could remember was that cooking class, but Amane was having a hard time believing that that had been enough to make her feel attracted to him.


      Konishi seemed to completely understand Amane’s confusion and smiled with amusement.


      “…The start of it was the cooking class I mentioned earlier. But you know, normally you’re…if I had to say, at a glance, you’re a standoffish type of guy.”


      “Yeah, I’m aware.”


      Amane knew that he seemed like a cold person, someone who didn’t let anybody get close to him, a loner by nature.


      That attitude had largely eased by now, but people who didn’t really know Amane tended to get the impression that he was a gloomy, unsociable guy.


      Amane didn’t particularly mind being called standoffish. In fact, he was inclined to agree. He knew he tended to be anxious with strangers, and he was not afraid to admit that he was the kind of person who didn’t want to let others into his personal space.


      However, Konishi seemed to have discovered another aspect to Amane besides what showed on the surface.


      “But Fujimiya, you’re actually pretty good-natured. I mean, you look out for others. If someone’s in trouble, you’re the type of person who will do something to help, as long as it doesn’t create problems for you, right? If you can carry something heavy for someone, help someone you don’t know with their studies, or protect someone from danger, you don’t hesitate to lend a hand.”


      “You overestimate me. I’m not really all that nice.”


      “But aren’t I right?”


      She tilted her head with an expression that said she was convinced she was correct, and Amane pressed his lips together, unable to argue.


      “I’d, well… I’d like to think that’s the case for me as well, but I can’t really say I am. If some situation was forced on me, I think I’d probably just look out for myself. I’m not nice. I just do what’s convenient. You take the initiative to help, and you don’t expect gratitude for it, and it doesn’t seem like you consider it a hardship… You are nice, and you really pay attention to the people around you.”


      Before Amane could insist that that wasn’t true, Konishi continued with a friendly smile.


      “You’re strong on the inside, and you don’t waver on the important things. Once you set your mind on something, you put all your effort into it. Regardless of whether there’s anything at stake for you, whenever you think you ought to do something, you lend a hand without hesitation… You’ve only got eyes for one person, and you’re sincere about it. I think that’s a wonderful thing.”


      “Konishi—”


      “But listen, I don’t want to steal you away from Miss Shiina, and I’m not going to try… I think you exist as you are today because you have her by your side, and it wouldn’t be right for me to stand there instead.”


      Her slightly trembling voice sounded lonely, and yet she clearly believed what she was saying.


      She was trembling all the way down to her clenched fists, but even so, she didn’t start crying and stubbornly stared straight at Amane.


      “And so, the chocolate I gave you did have genuine feelings behind it, but I gave it to you more as a way to work through my own emotions and because I really do owe you one. I’m sorry for being so selfish. I put you on the spot.”


      “No… I’m flattered you feel that way about me. You know I can’t reciprocate your feelings, though… I’m really sorry.”


      Amane sympathized with Konishi’s determination and sentiment. He wanted to respond to her chaste, earnest love confession with the same kind of honesty.


      Even though he knew that it might be cruel in a way, he turned her down clearly, in order to respond to her sincerity in kind. For a moment, her face twisted in pain, but soon, her mouth curved into a soft smile, as if she was oddly relieved.


      “Why are you apologizing, Fujimiya? Come on. I’m the one who’s actually put you in a tough spot.”


      “But I am sorry. I’m sorry I can’t return your feelings.”


      “It’s okay. That’s one of the reasons I started liking you. Because I could tell that you absolutely treasure a single person.”


      Konishi had been paying more attention to Amane than he thought.


      She seemed confident that he would never look at another girl, even by mistake.


      “It is disappointing I couldn’t be that person, but…still, I know it’s because you are only that way with Miss Shiina. And the changes you’ve gone through are because you had her as well. So it’s okay.”


      Amane realized that she had come to respect him after observing him closely, and that was the source of her feelings for him. Even though Konishi was probably the one who wanted to cry, Amane, the person who turned her down, felt an ache like he had been stuck with needles in the depths of his heart.


      “Go on, you’d better hurry. Aren’t there people waiting for you? I’ll let you go now. Don’t worry about me.”


      Though she must have really felt hurt, she was smiling courageously. Amane had been the one to cause her that pain, but she waved her hand as if to shoo him off.


      Her palms had been tightly clenched until a moment earlier. Her hands had turned red, and he could see little fingernail marks in them. But nothing good would have come of Amane pointing that out at the moment.


      Amane swallowed all the words he had wanted to say and did as Konishi wished, waving casually with his usual expression.


      “…Yeah. See you tomorrow.”


      “Right, see you tomorrow.”


      Harboring feelings of gratitude and guilt in his chest, Amane bit his lip as he turned his back on Konishi, who was smiling and acting as if nothing was wrong


      Even when he heard quiet sobbing as he walked away, Amane didn’t turn around.


      He pretended like he didn’t hear anything—that was the only way he could respond.


      When he reached the vending machine, he stood there for a few moments, reflecting on his experience with Konishi and the bitter feelings he was left with. He clenched his teeth, fighting the guilty feelings that rose up inside him. Eventually, he heard footsteps behind him.


      “…Amane?”


      Then came a soft, clear voice that he knew very well and heard every day.


      He knew who it was without even turning around.


      He could see that his own face, reflected faintly in the acrylic front of the vending machine, was twisted up and knew that he couldn’t let Mahiru see him like that. So he took one deep breath and, to the best of his ability, put on his usual expression before turning around.


      He realized as soon as he saw the look on Mahiru’s face that he wouldn’t be able to keep up appearances.


      “I’m sorry. You were taking a long time, so I thought I’d come see how you were doing…”


      “Yeah, I know.”


      There was no falsehood in what she said. Amane’s friends must have thought that he was taking too long to come back since he had just gone to buy drinks from a vending machine. It wasn’t strange at all that his girlfriend was the one who decided to check up on him.


      He was sure she had only come after him to see if she could help.


      And when she got there, she had seen something that she didn’t want to see—that was all.


      Her expression didn’t look like she was hurt, just uncomfortable and apologetic. Maybe because she felt a little bit guilty, Mahiru’s eyebrows were furrowed as if heavy weights were pulling them down on the ends.


      “…Uh, Mahiru?”


      “You don’t have to tell me the details. That was a private conversation between you and her. It wouldn’t be right for me to intrude.”


      Amane figured that it would seem like a betrayal to Mahiru if he hid anything, and he had been about to speak up and tell her what they had discussed when she stopped him.


      Her long hair billowed around her in waves as she shook her head. Mahiru insisted once more, “It would be wrong.” From the look in her eyes, he could tell that she was conflicted, but even so, Mahiru respected Konishi and Amane’s privacy.


      “…You’re sure?”


      “I know that you would never leave me, Amane. I trust you completely.”


      “Right. I swear I wasn’t doing anything I should be ashamed of.”


      “Okay.”


      He didn’t know how much she had heard or when she had come in, but Mahiru obviously trusted Amane, and she wasn’t going to ask him anything about it.


      He was sure that Mahiru had to be feeling worried and anxious, but she had opted to take a step back and believe in Amane.


      As Amane felt the area around his eyes growing steadily warmer in response to her trust and respect, he attempted to reassure Mahiru as much as he could, taking her slim, grasping hand, and entwining his fingers with her own.


      “Honestly, I’m surprised it took this long,” Mahiru quietly mumbled as they were about to head home.


      They had come back from buying the drinks, distributing them to Itsuki, Chitose, and Yuuta, who were all carrying huge amounts of baggage.


      “For what?”


      “…For something like this to happen.”


      It was obvious she was being vague on purpose.


      “…I know you’ve been worried about this for a while, but you really thought there was someone out there, huh?”


      “Of course. I’ve always known everyone understood you’re an amazing guy. Sure, I’m biased, being in love with you and all. But besides that… Amane, everyone else can see how hard you’re working. Did you really think you’d fly under the radar?”


      “Not really. I mean, I understood what you and the others were saying in theory, but…it’s just not that obvious to me, I guess.”


      Compared to a year earlier, Amane had become more positive, and he was headed in a good direction. That was something he did understand and felt personally as well. But Amane just couldn’t grasp how that might become an attractive trait to other people.


      Amane had learned to hold his head high and have confidence in himself, and perhaps that meant that he had stopped worrying about what people around him thought.


      Amane’s mind, knowing that he already had Mahiru in his life, simply disregarded any signs that anyone else might develop feelings for him.


      “You really do have low self-esteem.”


      “You really think so?”


      “I do… I think it’s one of the charming things about you, too. Though it’s not good that you’re so slow to pick up on things.”


      “S-sorry. I only have eyes for you, Mahiru, so I didn’t notice at all.”


      “That’s exactly what I’m talking about.”


      Amane had often been criticized by Mahiru for “being like that,” but recently, he had noticed that when she said that, there was some admiration and praise mixed with her exasperation.


      Now Amane knew exactly what she was implying when she said that.


      Mahiru cast her eyes down bashfully and bopped Amane on the arm, trying to hide her embarrassment and mild dissatisfaction. He reached out gently for her with both of his hands and wrapped up the hand she had used to strike him.


      Mahiru faltered for a moment, then looked up at him in surprise, and Amane met her gaze with calm eyes.


      “Listen… You are the most important thing in the world to me, and I’m never letting my eye wander. I’m going to love you and only you, Mahiru.”


      “You can’t say that for sure.”


      “I can. I’ll even swear on it. Still, I’m sure you must have felt anxious, and you couldn’t help worrying, so I’m going to work even harder so you can always believe in me. I’m going to prove it with my behavior. Please accept it.”


      “…Okay.”


      Amane couldn’t stomach the idea that his actions might make Mahiru feel insecure. She trusted Amane, and even if she had some doubts, she swallowed them and believed everything would be all right as long as they were together.


      But he couldn’t continue to rely on that naïveté of hers. He had to demonstrate his resolve with action.


      “You are the only one I love, Mahiru.”


      “I know that! I know that perfectly well.”


      Mahiru shook her head slowly and looked away. She weakly opened and closed her mouth like she had something she wanted to say, obviously hesitating, so Amane squeezed her hand gently to show he was ready to hear anything.


      When he stroked her small fingertips, hoping to alleviate their trembling, Mahiru must have been encouraged, and after a few moments, she opened her mouth to speak.


      “Can I be honest?”


      “Of course.”


      Amane wasn’t going to complain, even if she criticized him.


      He told her to take her time to gather her thoughts. Eventually, Mahiru continued hesitantly.


      “I am confident you are absolutely not going to be swayed by another girl, Amane. You’re in love with me and only me. I see that firsthand. You’ve let me see and feel how great that love is. I don’t have a single doubt about it.”


      “Okay.”


      “I just… I really don’t want you to get hurt.”


      “…Me?”


      Amane had been certain he was in for a scolding. The completely separate concern left him confused and taken aback.


      Why was she worried about him when she was the one who’d been hurt?


      “Amane, you are a much kinder person than you give yourself credit for.”


      He wasn’t sure what she was trying to say, so he waited for her to continue. Mahiru let out a sigh, and there was a hint of bitterness in her faint smile.


      “I always knew if another girl genuinely had feelings for you, then when you turned her down, you would definitely feel guilty and end up getting hurt yourself. It’s always been clear to me you’re just considerate like that. You’d suffer because you felt like you hurt the other person.”


      Things started to become clearer for Amane.


      He wondered if Mahiru had seen his expression when he had turned Konishi down. The look on his face had directly reflected the pain he’d felt.


      “That was why I didn’t want to let other people get near you. Not because I was worried they’d take you from me, but because I didn’t like the idea of you getting hurt… And I didn’t like the idea of you thinking about another girl, even for a little while.”


      Her voice trembled.


      “I know I’m terrible for thinking about your pain primarily and ignoring the other girl’s pain. I know that I’m really clingy, and that that’s awful of me… I didn’t want you to be…disillusioned.”


      Mahiru truly seemed to be expressing her deepest worries. It was like she was wringing out the words, trembling as she did. Amane let go of her hand that he’d been holding.


      Mahiru’s body swayed as she stared fixedly at the hand that he had let go of, seeming startled, yet not demanding his hand back. Instead, Amane wrapped her small body in his arms.


      “I don’t think you’re some kind of perfect, virtuous person without any greed or jealousy in you.”


      Mahiru seemed to have been afraid that Amane would be disappointed in her, but if she’d been under the impression that Amane’s love for her was such a feeble thing, she had really underestimated him.


      From the very beginning, Amane had never believed that Mahiru was just a pure and innocent maiden.


      In public, she was recognized as an intelligent, compassionate, gentle, and tenderhearted young woman.


      Certainly, Mahiru did have those traits. However, that was not all there was to her. Amane was closer to her than anyone else, and he knew that it only captured one part of the spectrum that made her who she was.


      “You know, Mahiru, when you’re provoked, you can get pretty childish and prickly.”


      “…Huh?”


      “You’re surprisingly jealous, although I understand that’s my fault. Also, when people don’t act with common sense, you are really critical, and you can be unexpectedly mean when you talk about them. Plus, you put up walls when you interact with people you don’t like, and it’s pretty easy to tell. Also, you’re hostile toward people who talk badly about me.”


      “Wait, I—”


      “And you worry about me too much, you brace yourself too firmly, and in the end, when you get caught in your own trap, you fall into a pit of self-loathing.”


      At the end of the day, Mahiru loved Amane, so she worried about him, and consequently, she always made him her top priority. It wasn’t necessarily that she didn’t care about other people, simply that her feelings of concern for Amane always won out.


      There was no way he would grow disillusioned with a girl like that.


      “The point that I’m trying to make here is that I love you, Mahiru. I love every bit of you. You may call yourself clingy, but I like you clinging to me. I want you to know that.”


      Mahiru seemed to take that as a bad thing, but to Amane, it was greatly welcome.


      “I love all those things about you, Mahiru… Even if you don’t like it when you act like that, I love you for it.”


      He brought his lips to Mahiru’s forehead. “So stop looking like you’re gonna cry,” he said, and she scowled.


      He adored her even when she looked like that, so it was still a mystery to him how she ever thought he could grow disillusioned with her.


      “I can’t believe you’d really lose confidence in yourself.”


      “I don’t want to hear that from you, Amane. Besides, I’m sure you must understand how it feels to worry about disappointing the person you love.”


      “I do… But if I’m ever disappointed with you, it would have to be because you dumped me in a really lame way or something like that. Even then, I think I would be more disappointed in my own incompetence.”


      If the time ever came when Amane’s conscientious, earnest, serious, and devoted girlfriend chose someone else over him, if she were to push him away and say she didn’t want to talk to him anymore, Amane intended to silently accept it.


      If the Mahiru he knew ever did such a thing, he could be certain the fault lay with him—that he hadn’t done enough and that was why she was leaving him. The only person he would be able to blame would be himself. He would never turn those feelings on Mahiru, not even by mistake.


      “…Well, then it seems like that will never happen.”


      “Great. Then we’re all set.”


      He was aware Mahiru loved him so much that he couldn’t possibly imagine her choosing anyone else, and he had vowed never to do anything that would harm her in mind or body, so he didn’t think that such a future would come to pass, and he would work hard to make sure it wouldn’t.


      Amane understood that if he took her affection for granted, their relationship of mutual trust could easily collapse. It was vital that he never fail to put in the effort to love and be loved.


      He would never be dumb enough to jeopardize their relationship. He didn’t want to lose Mahiru, so as he thought earnestly about how important those efforts and expressions of love were, he tightly embraced her soft body. His beloved squirmed in his arms slightly.
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      “…Amane?”


      “Hmm?”


      “…Um, could we wait a little while to have our dinner and Valentine’s Day chocolates?”


      Mahiru whispered her request from within his arms. She pleaded with a tentative voice, sounding both apprehensive and spoiled. Amane answered immediately.


      He knew he ought to be able to drag even greedier desires from the sweet, sweet lips that had produced that charming request. And he kissed her.
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      Thank you very much for picking up a copy of this book.


      My name is Saekisan, the author. I hope you enjoyed Volume 10!


      I can’t believe we’ve managed to make it to double digits. Honestly, I’m shaking. Those of you who have stuck with the story of Amane and his friends the whole way have been with me a long time…


      Let’s get into it—this volume included two big events, Christmas and Valentine’s Day. But they weren’t just joyful holidays full of rest and relaxation. Oh no. There was talk of people having feelings for Amane and developments with Itsuki and Chitose, so the book might have turned out to be a little less sweet than usual. I think it might have… It wasn’t all that sweet, right?


      For now, it seems like Itsuki and Chitose have each settled on their respective paths and are working hard to get there, so I think all that’s left is to wait and see how things develop.


      By the way, if Itsuki had stayed the way he was in middle school, he would have turned out to be a boring, rigid, lifeless, overly serious honors student. Personally, I think it’s great that he met Chitose.


      We got Hanekoto to draw some adooorable illustrations again for this volume! Seriously, they are sooo cute that even my voice is cracking. Cute! Just the best!


      The picture of Mahiru dressed up for Christmas in the special edition is adorable. Amane is also cute but less flashy. Just like I thought, every time we do a special edition, I get to see more illustrations, which is really just the greatest, so let’s keep doing those, please and thank you!


      Mahiru just keeps on getting cuter. I’m super excited for future volumes. I choose to believe we will get to see her in a wedding dress.


      That’s all from me. Before I go, I have a few thank-yous.


      To the head editor who worked so hard to get this book published, to everyone in the editorial department at GA Books, to everyone in the sales department, to proofreading, to Hanekoto, to everyone in the print shop, and to everyone who picked up a copy of this book, truly, thank you very much.


      I hope to see you again for the next volume.


      Thank you for reading all the way to the end!

    
  


  
    
      Thank you for buying this ebook, published by Yen On.


      To get news about the latest manga, graphic novels, and light novels from Yen Press, along with special offers and exclusive content, sign up for the Yen Press newsletter.


      Sign Up


      Or visit us at yenpress.com/newsletter-signup
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Chapter 1 Another Happy Day

Chapter 2 A Christmas Promise

Chapter 3 Thanks for Your Help

Chapter 4 Spending Christmas with Everyone
Chapter 5 Secret Presents

Chapter 6 Kindly Refrain from Lovers’ Quarrels
Chapter 7 Unexpected Visitors at the End of the Year
Chapter 8 His Pledge and Her Decision

Chapter 9 What Would You Like?

Chapter 10 An End, and Plenty of Emotions Packed into One Day -

Amane Fujimiya Mahiru Shiina
A student who began living alone when he A classmate who lives in the apartment next
started high school. He's poor at every type of door to Amane. The most beautiful girl in
housework and lives a slovenly life. Has a low school; everyone calls her an "angel.” Started
opinion of himself and tends to put himself cooking for Amane because she couldn't
down, but is kind at heart. overlook his unhealthy lifestyle.
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