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        Chapter 1 - What It Means to Be Lovers

        Late March.

The Sunday after White Day.

“…Excuse me for intruding, Yuzuru-san.”

“Yeah, come on in.”

Just as always, Arisa came over to Yuzuru’s house.

Yuzuru greeted her in the same easy manner as ever…

But Arisa seemed oddly fidgety.

“…What’s wrong? Arisa. Something on your mind?”

As she sat down restlessly, Yuzuru handed her a cup of coffee and asked.

Arisa’s cheeks tinged faintly pink as she toyed with her flaxen hair before answering.

“U-um… we really did become proper fiancés, didn’t we? I mean… lovers.”

“Huh? Ah, yeah… I suppose so. Does that make this our first date as a couple?”

If a stay-at-home date counted, then today was something of a milestone.

Though, Yuzuru hadn’t really thought about it that way and hadn’t prepared anything special.

“…Did you want to do something more like a proper date to commemorate it?”

“N-no, not at all, it’s not like that…”

At Yuzuru’s slightly concerned question, Arisa hurriedly waved her hands in denial.

“It’s just… now that we’re lovers, I wondered if something might change… just a little.”

“Ah… I see.”

Yuzuru couldn’t help but give a wry smile.

Up until now, they had been “fake” fiancés.

But now, both in name and in reality, they were truly engaged—and a couple.

…And yet, so far, only the label had changed.

In truth, even before they confessed their feelings and officially started going out, Yuzuru and Arisa had already done plenty of things couples do.

In practise, nothing had really changed.

“What do normal couples… even do?”

“What do you mean? Hold hands, maybe?”

“We already do that.”

“Well… yeah.”

Yuzuru couldn’t remember when they had first held hands.

He did recall naturally taking her hand during the summer festival…

And reaching for her hand himself during the New Year.

(We’ve… hugged too.)

He remembered holding Arisa at Christmas.

She had been so warm… and soft.

After holding hands and hugging…

“…Kissing, maybe.”

Arisa murmured it under her breath.

And then immediately clamped a hand over her mouth.

Her face flushed bright red in an instant.

“N-no, I mean, that was just… j-just an example, I don’t mean I want to or anything like that…”

Flustered, Arisa tried to take back what she’d said.

Yuzuru, his own face slightly flushed, asked her:

“…You don’t want to?”

“I-it’s not that…”

“I want to.”

As he said it, Yuzuru took her hand.

And then he looked straight into her face.

Faced with those sapphire-blue eyes fixed on her, Arisa averted her own emerald gaze, shimmering behind long lashes.

She lowered her head slightly, her eyes darting about in embarrassment.

“I-it’s not that I don’t want to…”

“So which is it?”

Yuzuru tightened his grip on her hands.

Meanwhile, Arisa, pressed by him, searched desperately for an escape with her eyes—

But with her hands held, there was nowhere to go.

“…”

With a fragile expression, Arisa slowly lifted her gaze.

Looking up at him through her lashes, her glossy lips parted.

“I… want to.”

They stared at each other.

It was unbearably embarrassing, almost ticklish, and she wanted to look away… yet for some reason, neither of them could.

Silence filled the room.

The only thing marking time was the pounding of their racing hearts.

“…May I?”

Yuzuru was the first to speak.

In response, Arisa said nothing.

Slowly, Yuzuru leaned closer.

Towards her soft, glossy lips, he brought his own—

—just before they touched, he stopped.

Arisa had placed her hands lightly against his chest and pushed.

It was weak, almost without strength…

But it was still a clear sign of refusal.

“…Didn’t you want to?”

Concerned, Yuzuru asked.

Arisa, her face still bright red, shook her head.

“N-no… it’s not that I didn’t want to. It’s not, but…”

“But?”

Arisa lowered her face slightly, then looked up at him through her bangs as she answered.

“I-it’s just… I’m embarrassed…”

She covered her flushed face with both hands, trembling.

At the sight of her, Yuzuru muttered without thinking:

“…Cute.”

“Fweh!?”

“N-no, it’s nothing.”

He hurriedly brushed it off, inwardly letting out a small sigh of relief.

At the very least, it didn’t seem like Arisa disliked him or feared physical intimacy.

“Well… yeah. It is embarrassing.”

Yuzuru spoke as if to share her feelings.

It wasn’t that he felt no embarrassment himself… but his desire to be close to her outweighed it.

Even so, he had no intention of forcing things against her will.

He didn’t want a situation where Arisa, out of consideration for him—or fear of being disliked—went along with his kiss despite not truly wanting to.

“Um, I really don’t hate it, you know? It’s just… it’s embarrassing…”

Arisa spoke as if making excuses, as if trying to smooth things over.

Her expression seemed to search his face for reassurance.

There was a hint of anxiety and fear in her jade-green eyes.

“Yeah, I know. It’s alright.”

As if to dispel her unease, Yuzuru spoke gently.

Then he softly stroked her hair.

As if reassured, her eyes melted into a dreamy haze.

Relaxing completely, Arisa leaned against his chest.

“…Let’s take it one step at a time. We’ve got plenty of time.”

“Yes.”

Clutching his clothes tightly, Arisa replied in a small voice.

Then she looked up at him again from below…

“Um… would you… practise with me?”


      
        Chapter 2 - Practice (First Time)

        “…Practise?”

“Y-yes.”

Arisa gave a small nod, her cheeks flushed red.

“Um… starting with the lips is… too embarrassing, so…”

“Yeah… that’s… fair.”

Yuzuru nodded, scratching his cheek.

Then, inwardly, he muttered to himself.

(I rushed it…)

Thinking about it calmly, people usually start with lighter forms of physical contact.

Trying to jump straight to a kiss—of course she’d pull back.

(This isn’t good… I wasn’t as composed as I thought…)

He had meant to act with patience, and believed he had been…

But it seemed he’d lost his level-headed judgement without even realising it.

“Yuzuru-san? Is something wrong?”

Noticing he’d gone quiet, Arisa spoke up.

Yuzuru snapped back to himself.

“No, I was just thinking… about what you meant by ‘practise,’ exactly.”

He hurriedly covered it up.

Arisa, still blushing, answered in a small voice.

“Well… um… instead of the lips, maybe we could start somewhere else… like… my cheek, for example.”

Almost reflexively, Yuzuru’s gaze shifted to her cheek.

It looked soft, smooth, and pale.

If he touched it, it would surely feel plush and yielding.

“Yeah, that sounds good. Then… let’s start with your cheek…”

As naturally as he could, Yuzuru drew her gently into his arms.

Arisa accepted it, closing her eyes.

And then—

“On second thought, the face is a no!!”

At her sudden outburst, Yuzuru froze.

Her cheek, the one he’d been about to kiss, was flushed a deep red.

Twisting shyly, Arisa fidgeted—then suddenly looked up at him in alarm.

“N-no, it’s not that I dislike you, Yuzuru-san, it’s just…”

“It’s alright, I understand.”

He knew she was simply embarrassed.

…If that weren’t the case, he wasn’t sure he’d recover.

“If lips are advanced level, then cheeks are more like intermediate, right?”

“Y-yes. Since we’re beginners, we should start with something for beginners.”

Whether there really were beginner or advanced levels to kissing was debatable…

But between the two of them, that was how it worked.

“Still, what exactly counts as a beginner-level kiss…?”

“Well… um…”

Other than lips or cheeks, neither of them could immediately think of another place to kiss.

They both hummed in thought, puzzling over it.

“Ah—how about this?”

As something came to him, Yuzuru gently took Arisa’s hand.

She tilted her head in confusion.

“Yuzuru-san?”

He smiled at her, then lowered his gaze to her hand.

Despite doing housework like washing dishes, her skin showed no signs of roughness—beautiful and well cared for.

Her nails were neatly trimmed and glossy.

Not a single stray hair on her slender fingers.

And on her ring finger, the silver ring Yuzuru had given her gleamed.

It was clear she took care of herself every day.

To the back of that hand, as pure as fresh snow—

“Ah…”

Yuzuru softly pressed his lips against it.

At the touch, Arisa let out a small sound.

“What do you think?”

“This… is okay.”

Arisa turned her face slightly away, one hand pressed to her chest as she answered.

Then she timidly shifted her gaze back towards him.

“Um… could you do it one more time? …But this time, in a different position.”

“A different position?”

Arisa gave a small nod and quietly stood up.

Then she extended the back of her hand towards him.

“I’ve… always admired this kind of thing…”

“Ah… I see.”

Yuzuru stood and faced her.

Then he knelt on one knee, gently taking her hand.

And once more, he pressed his lips to the back of it.

“How is it?”

“…It feels wonderful.”

Arisa held her chest with her free hand, answering with a blissful expression.

Her eyes melted, her body trembling faintly with the sensation—it was a strangely alluring sight.

Watching her, Yuzuru kissed her hand again.

“Nn… ah…”

A soft breath slipped from her lips as her body quivered.

Her legs trembled, and then she collapsed as though her strength had given out.

Yuzuru quickly caught her.

Supporting her limp form, he gently helped her sit down.

She ended up seated on the floor, legs folded to one side, as though her strength had completely drained away.

“…Was it really that good?”

Yuzuru asked, looking at her as she trembled with her head lowered.

Her face was hidden behind her bangs, but her ears, peeking through, were bright red.

“…Yes.”

Supporting herself with both hands, breathing unevenly, Arisa replied.

Then she slowly raised her face.

“Please… do it again sometime.”

“Alright. …But before that, you should try it too.”

With that, Yuzuru offered the back of his hand.

Arisa gave a small nod and gently took it.

Then slowly, her body trembling—

She lightly pressed her lips against it.

“How is it?”

“Not bad. …What about you?”

Yuzuru answered with a faint smile.

Though… not to the point of his legs giving out.

“For me… it’s not bad either.”

Compared to being kissed on the hand, Arisa seemed to prefer receiving over giving.

As if it wasn’t quite what she’d expected, she tilted her head slightly.

“Well, we’ll keep practising.”

“Yes… we will. I’ll look into it as well.”

For now, their practise session came to an end.

Having regained her strength, Arisa straightened her posture neatly.

“By the way, Yuzuru-san—it’s already cherry blossom season, isn’t it?”

She suddenly changed the topic.

Yuzuru followed along with a nod.

“They’ve just started blooming.”

It might still be a little while before they reached full bloom,

but here and there, buds had already begun to open.

“During spring break, would you like to go flower viewing? …Just the two of us.”

It was a rare invitation—from Arisa.

She clenched her fists slightly as she spoke.

“I’ll make something delicious for us.”

“That sounds great. But…”

Yuzuru scratched his cheek, recalling his plans for spring break.

“Is it… not possible?”

“In spring, I’ve got plans… My family is going on an overseas trip.”

Every year during spring break, the Takasegawa family would travel abroad.

Flights and hotels were already booked, so cancelling wasn’t an option.

And while time with Arisa was important, time with his family mattered too.

“I see… then it can’t be helped…”

Arisa’s shoulders drooped in disappointment.

Originally, Yuzuru had planned to bring it up himself and explain he couldn’t go on a date—

but it had ended up sounding like he was rejecting her invitation, and he felt a pang of regret.

“Well, it’s not like I’ll be gone the entire break… I could make time at the beginning or end.”

“…No, you’ll have preparations to do, won’t you? And when you get back, you’ll be tired. I can’t ask you to push yourself.”

Arisa shook her head.

She was being considerate—but Yuzuru couldn’t help feeling a little disappointed himself.

“It’s just flower viewing, though—nothing that demanding…”

“Let’s go in April. After you return. When you’re in perfect condition.”

At her suggestion, Yuzuru nodded.

“Yeah… that sounds good.”

The cherry blossoms wouldn’t wait forever—

though the timing was limited, it wasn’t as if they could only go during spring break.

“By the way… this trip—where are you going?”

“This time, New Caledonia.”

“…Oh… I see.”

Judging by her vague response, she couldn’t quite picture what kind of place it was.

She seemed unsure how to react.

“…Um… I’ll feel lonely, so… could you call me? Even just for a little while.”

At her endearing request, Yuzuru nodded.

“Of course. …I’ll feel lonely too. And I want to hear your voice.”

“Hehe…”

Arisa let out a small laugh.

Then she held out her little finger.

“It’s a promise.”

“Yeah. A promise.”

Gently, they hooked their fingers together.


      
        Chapter 3 - Family Trip

        “Hey, hey, Onii-san! What do you think—does it suit me?”

Right in front of Yuzuru, a girl slipped off her rash guard and spun around.

She had beautiful black hair and clear, blue eyes.

She wore a cute pink bikini with a pareo wrapped around her waist.

Compared to what he remembered, she’d developed quite a bit more—

His little sister, Takasegawa Ayumi, who would be in her third year of middle school next month.

“…It suits you.”

With a half-genuine, half-polite smile, Yuzuru answered.

Ayumi immediately covered her body with both hands.

“Ehh—Onii-san, you perv!”

“Then it doesn’t suit you.”

“Ehh—Onii-san, that’s mean!”

“Then what am I supposed to say?”

“Ahahaha!”

For some reason, Ayumi burst into cheerful laughter.

Maybe it was the resort atmosphere—she was clearly in high spirits.

She’s still a kid in some ways, Yuzuru thought, conveniently ignoring himself.

…Though, to be fair, he was in a good enough mood to indulge her energy.

“Good thing the weather’s nice.”

“Yeah, totally!”

The two of them looked out over the beautiful ocean stretching before them.

It hardly needed saying—

It was the kind of tropical resort you’d see in a picture.

“Japan’s still cold… I don’t wanna go back.”

“You say that now, but give it a week and you’ll be begging to go home. You’re always like that.”

“This time’s different!”

“Sure it is. Just don’t throw a tantrum.”

“I’m not that young anymore!”

To be fair, she wasn’t lying.

At least last year, she hadn’t caused trouble saying she wanted to go home.

Though the year before that… had been another story.

“Ah… right.”

At the mention of going back to Japan, something occurred to Yuzuru.

He pulled his phone out of his swimsuit pocket.

“Taking pictures? That’s rare.”

“I was thinking of sending some to Arisa.”

“Aaah…”

Ayumi nodded in understanding.

Her expression carried a mix of exasperation and teasing.

Snorting lightly at her reaction, Yuzuru snapped a few photos.

And then—

“Hey, hey, Onii-san, take one of me too!”

Ayumi stepped into frame, flashing a peace sign and a bright smile.

“I’m putting it on Instagram.”

“…Fine, but be careful about personal info.”

“I know, I know.”

Click, click—Yuzuru took several shots.

At first, Ayumi just posed with peace signs, but as she got into it, she started striking bold, model-like poses.

“Well? Onii-san, do I look sexy?”

“Yeah, yeah—very sexy.”

“Hey, don’t say it like you’re discussing environmental issues or something!”

“That complaint wasn’t very sexy.”

And so the banter continued.

Then Ayumi pulled out her own phone.

“Onii-san, get in one with me.”

“I don’t mind… but don’t post it online. I’m not really into that.”

“I told you, it’s just to show my friends.”

“…My photo?”

“Your cute little sister showing off her amazing big brother. Nothing weird about that, right?”

She grinned.

It was a slightly different expression from her earlier carefree smile.

(Right… I see. The world of girls is complicated.)

Whether you’d say “surprisingly” or “as expected”—

Takasegawa Ayumi ruled her middle school like a queen.

Apparently, having “photos of a cool older brother” was one of her tools for asserting status.

As long as she wasn’t acting like some villainess from a shoujo romance, Yuzuru had no complaints.

So he went along with her selfies.

She snapped photos with practised ease.

“Oh, let’s get Dad and Mum too—”

She turned towards where their parents were—

And immediately fell silent.

Because there—

“Honestly, Kazuya-san, you’re so naughty—”

“I’m just applying it normally. If anything’s wrong, it’s on you.”

Their father, Takasegawa Kazuya, and mother, Takasegawa Sayuri, were busy flirting while applying sun oil to each other.

Under a beach parasol, completely unconcerned about their children watching, they were utterly absorbed in their own world.

(Seriously… how does she have the confidence to wear something that bold at her age…?)

Even more so than Ayumi—

Even more than Arisa’s swimsuit last year—

Their mother was pulling off something far more “sexy,” leaving Yuzuru unsure whether to be exasperated or impressed.

“…Let’s not interrupt.”

“Yeah, probably best.”

Fortunately, the beach was practically private at the moment.

As long as Yuzuru and Ayumi stayed out of the way, their parents’ little world would remain undisturbed.

With their children grown enough to be independent, their parents were enjoying a second spring of their own.

Neither sibling was tactless enough to interfere.

That said—

The beach wasn’t entirely empty.

“Could you take a picture?”

Ayumi asked the local guide, who had been quietly standing behind them.

The guide smiled warmly.

“OK!”

Taking the phone, the guide snapped a photo of the two of them with practised ease.

“Merci beaucoup.”  “Thank you very much.”

When Yuzuru thanked them, the guide returned a gentle smile.

“Je vous en prie!”  “You’re welcome!”

Satisfied they could communicate just fine with their bodyguard-slash-guide, Yuzuru and Ayumi exchanged a grin.

“Let’s leave those two alone and go snorkelling.”

“Yeah, let’s!”

Together, they ran off towards the sea.


      
        Chapter 4 - A Call with My Fiancée

        “You should probably head back soon, you know… it’s getting late.”

Yuzuru gave a wry smile at his younger sister Ayumi, who had been lounging around in his room for far too long.

The Takasegawa family had booked three hotel rooms.

One for Kazuya and Sayuri, and the other two assigned separately to Yuzuru and Ayumi.

And yet, despite having her own room, Ayumi had been camped out in Yuzuru’s the whole time.

“I’m bored, but I don’t want to waste time on mobile games when we’re on a trip,” was her reasoning.

Yuzuru couldn’t entirely disagree, so they’d been passing the time together playing chess, shogi, poker, and mahjong.

Meanwhile, their parents had left the two of them behind and were off enjoying the casino.

Yuzuru and Ayumi had wanted to join—but the law had other ideas.

“Ehh—”

“No ‘ehh.’ …Don’t come crying to me when you can’t wake up tomorrow morning.”

Lazing around at home was one thing.

But wasting precious time on a trip felt like a bit of a shame.

“Besides, I’m getting sleepy too.”

“Then one more round! Just one more!!”

Clutching mahjong tiles, Ayumi protested.

So far, Yuzuru was ahead—but since they weren’t playing for money, it didn’t really matter.

“You said that last time too…”

Sighing, Yuzuru was just about to give in and play one more round—

when his phone rang.

“Ah… sorry, Ayumi.”

Glancing at the screen, Yuzuru said that, and Ayumi pouted slightly.

“Hmm… fine. I shouldn’t interrupt. Good night!”

“Yeah, good night.”

Apparently assuming the call was from Arisa, Ayumi finally left the room.

Once he confirmed she was gone, Yuzuru answered the call.


Алло!!  Russian for “Hello!!” over the phone.




Let’s stick to Japanese, please.




You’re no fun, Yuzurun.



The caller wasn’t Arisa—

but his childhood friend, Tachibana Ayaka.


Did I wake you?




No, I was just about to go to sleep. If anything, thanks to you, my sister finally left my room. What about you?




I just finished dinner.



There was about an eight-hour time difference between Yuzuru and Ayaka.


I saw the photos. Looks… cold over there.



He was referring to the pictures she’d sent from Lake Baikal.

Honestly, he couldn’t believe she’d go to Russia at this time of year.


Oh, it is! It’s minus five degrees right now!




That sounds… wonderful. It’s twenty-eight degrees here—way too hot.




If you’re jealous, why not come next year?




No… photos are enough. They’ve already cooled me down.



He might consider it in summer—but going to Russia while it was still freezing didn’t appeal to him.

Spring break was better spent somewhere tropical.


Glad to hear it. Though your photos just made me feel colder.



The tropical pictures he’d sent to warm her up had apparently had the opposite effect.


Maybe you should go somewhere warm next year.




Haha! But Russia’s actually pretty fun. …Though it might’ve been even better in summer.



After chatting a bit longer, they exchanged goodnights and ended the call.


…Alright, I should call Arisa before bed.



Yuzuru sent her a message—


Is it okay if I call now?



It was marked as read almost immediately.

“…That was fast.”

(She wasn’t seriously just staring at her phone waiting, was she?—)

He wondered, before calling her.


Hello.




Yes, hello!



Arisa’s cheerful voice came through.

Yuzuru could practically picture her wagging an invisible tail on the other end.


How are things over there?




I’ve just gotten out of the bath. What about you, Yuzuru-san?




I was just about to sleep… and thought I’d like to hear your voice.




I see… that makes sense, considering the time difference.



Time zones weren’t something you normally thought about in everyday life.

In that sense, calling from abroad felt a little novel.


I saw your photos. It looks warm… I’m a bit jealous.



Japan in March was starting to warm up, but it was still chilly.

Compared to that, where Yuzuru was felt quite hot.

That said, her “jealous” sounded less about the temperature—and more about the overseas trip itself.

She’d once mentioned that while she used to travel abroad fairly often as a child, she hadn’t since coming to the Amagi family.


Then next time, if we get the chance, let’s go together. Somewhere tropical.




Really? We can?




Well… it might be difficult while we’re still in high school.



If he asked his parents, it might be possible to bring Arisa along next year…

But if they wanted a family-only trip, he couldn’t exactly push the issue.


Either way, we’ll go somewhere for our honeymoon someday, won’t we?




H-honeymoon…?! Th-that’s a bit… too soon…



Arisa’s voice rose in flustered panic.

Well, it was a long way off—

though certainly a future that awaited them.


True. Before that, there’s summer—maybe we can go to the beach.




That sounds lovely. I’d like to go with you… though a pool like last year would be nice too.



That reminded Yuzuru of when they’d gone to the pool together last year.

Back then, they’d been close—but not like they were now.

…Now, they might be able to have even more fun together.


Um, Yuzuru-san…




What is it?




I’m… not very good at swimming.




Ah… I think you mentioned that.



She couldn’t swim twenty-five metres—

he remembered her saying that.


Yes. Playing around in a pool is fine, but… during lessons…




Then, would you like me to teach you?



Sensing what she was getting at, Yuzuru offered.


Would you really?




Of course. I don’t mind.



In fact, the idea had crossed his mind last summer as well.

So he had no objections whatsoever.

Naturally—

(W-well… if I end up touching her while teaching… that can’t be helped.)

He wasn’t thinking anything improper at all. Not in the slightest.


Th-thank you… Um…




…What is it?




Please… go easy on me.



Her voice carried an unexpectedly sultry tone.

Yuzuru felt his body grow slightly warm.

A brief silence followed.


…Well, before that, there’s the flower viewing.




Y-yes, that’s right.



As if to cover up their embarrassment, they ended the call.


      
        Chapter 5 - The New Term with My Fiancée

        Some time later—

the first day of school after spring break.

“Good morning, Yuzuru-san.”

“Morning, Arisa.”

Arisa had come to pick him up at his flat building.

“Yuzuru-san… you’ve tanned a little, haven’t you?”

This was the first time they’d seen each other since he got back from the trip.

Yuzuru had sent her a few photos of himself, but it seemed they looked a bit different in person.

“Well… it was a tropical place.”

That said, it was only a slight change—just enough to notice.

It wasn’t like he’d come back heavily tanned.

“And that bag you’re holding… could it be…?”

“Yeah, souvenirs. I was planning to hand them out once we get to school. I’ll give you yours later too.”

Yuzuru lightly lifted the paper bag in his hand.

They were souvenirs from New Caledonia.

Incidentally, the gifts from the Takasegawa family had all been shipped to the people they were “indebted” to.

What Yuzuru carried were personal gifts for Ayaka and the others.

That aside—

Yuzuru smiled at Arisa once more.

“I’m really glad to see you. I’ve missed you.”

At his words, Arisa’s cheeks flushed slightly, and she lightly tapped his chest.

“Please don’t say things like that!”

“…You didn’t feel the same?”

Yuzuru asked teasingly.

Arisa lowered her gaze a little as she replied.

“That’s… w-well…”

And then she trailed off, unable to say it outright.

Seeing that, Yuzuru slowly spread his arms.

“Can I hug you?”

Arisa blinked her jade-green eyes a few times.

Then her fair skin turned a rosy pink.

Glancing around to make sure no one was watching—

“Yuzuru-san…”

She stepped forward into his arms.

Yuzuru wrapped her tightly in his embrace.

Her beautiful flaxen hair lightly brushed against his nose.

A faint scent of shampoo drifted from her.

Her body was soft—and warm.

“…I missed you.”

“I’m sorry.”

Despite having only been apart for a few weeks, their reunion felt like something out of a decades-long separation.

“From today, we’re second-years.”

“Yeah.”

Chatting about trivial things like that,

they walked to school hand in hand.

“I hope we end up in the same class.”

“Ah… right, there was a class reshuffle.”

At Arisa’s words, Yuzuru realised it.

With the new school year, classes would be reassigned—

which meant there was a good chance they could be separated.

“Did you forget?”

“Not exactly… I just wasn’t really thinking about it. Now I’m starting to feel a bit nervous.”

Though even if they were in different classes, it wasn’t as if they’d be torn apart forever.

It wasn’t like they could talk much during lessons anyway—

and during breaks, it wouldn’t matter much whether they were in the same class or not.

“If the prayer we made at New Year worked… then we’ll definitely be in the same class.”

“…Yeah. There were two of us wishing for it, after all.”

They both recalled the prayer they’d made at the shrine—

Please let us stay together this year, too.

Before long, they arrived at school.

Near the shoe lockers, they picked up the sheet listing the new class assignments.

It detailed which class each student had been placed in.

The result—

“Oh, we’re in the same class.”

“We are.”

A wave of relief washed over both of them.

“…Ayaka-san, Chiharu-san, and Tenka-san are in the same class too.”

“Soichiro and Hijiri as well…”

They looked through the list for their close friends—

and realised that all of them had ended up together.

“…Do you think it’s a coincidence?”

“Hard to say. Probably… but…”

It wasn’t impossible that it wasn’t entirely by chance.

Their school was private—

and the Takasegawa, Tachibana, Uenishi, and Satake families had all made considerable donations.

It was hard to imagine anyone pulling strings over something like this, but perhaps the administration had shown some consideration…

(No… that’s probably overthinking it.)

The school wasn’t run solely on donations from families like theirs.

Ordinary students were just as important “clients.”

There was no real reason to give Yuzuru special treatment.

So it was most likely just coincidence.

Though… it was entirely possible the teachers had simply grouped close friends together intentionally.

“Well, whatever the reason, it’s fine. Let’s go, Arisa.”

“Yes.”

The two of them started walking.

…Being on school grounds, they refrained from holding hands.


      
        Chapter 6 - My Fiancée and Our New Class

        “Hey, hey—Yuzurun and Arisa-chan. …Yuzurun, did you get a bit tanned?”

“Yeah, a little.”

Yuzuru replied lightly, then took some souvenirs out of his paper bag.

“Here you go.”

“Thanks. …Hmm. Macadamia nut chocolates? That’s a bit obvious.”

“I’d prefer you call it a safe choice.”

After that, Yuzuru handed out boxes of chocolate to the friends who had already arrived—Chiharu, Soichiro, Hijiri, and Tenka.

And lastly, he gave one to Arisa.

“Here, Arisa.”

“Thank you very much.”

Arisa accepted the box with a happy smile.

…As the box pressed lightly against her chest and slightly distorted its shape, Yuzuru quietly averted his eyes.

“Macadamia nuts, huh… looks like we overlapped.”

Saying that, Soichiro stood up, took a box from his own bag, and handed it to Yuzuru and Arisa.

“Thanks. …Hawaii again this year?”

“Yeah.”

The Satake family went to Hawaii every spring.

…With enough children to form a baseball team, it must be quite a lively trip.

“And one for Yukishiro-san.”

“Ah, thank you.”

Soichiro then handed a box to Arisa.

As she thanked him, he stared at her intently.

“Is something wrong?”

Arisa tilted her head in confusion.

Soichiro spoke.

“Would you mind if I started calling you Arisa-san instead?”

“I don’t mind, but…”

Her expression clearly said, Where is this coming from?

“Well… it seems Yukishiro-san will eventually become Takasegawa-san.”

For a moment, Arisa didn’t seem to understand.

Then, a beat later, her face turned bright red.

“Th-that’s…”

“If I’m going to change how I address you eventually, I thought I might as well start now. …What do you think?”

“Please! Yes, please do!!”

She nodded vigorously, clearly flustered and excited.

Then, in a small voice, she began murmuring, “Takasegawa Arisa… Takasegawa Arisa…” with a giddy smile.

Yuzuru watched her with mixed feelings.

…His fiancée had become a bit of a hopeless case.

“Ahem. I’ve got souvenirs too.”

Clearing her throat, Ayaka took something doll-like out of her bag and handed it to Yuzuru.

“…What is this?”

“A matryoshka. A classic Russian souvenir. Don’t tell me you didn’t know that.”

“That’s not what I mean. …What kind of matryoshka is this?”

“As you can see—President Putin.”  May that bitch rot in hell.

Now that she said it, the face did resemble Putin somewhat.

And being a matryoshka, there were more figures inside.

“Yeltsin, Gorbachev, Brezhnev, Khrushchev, Stalin, Lenin… I see.”  Stalin and Lenin too. But I guess they already are.

Whether it was just a novelty toy—

or some kind of Russian joke about how things never really change beneath the surface, Yuzuru couldn’t quite tell.

“And for Arisa-chan—a calendar.”

“…Thank you.”

Arisa accepted it with a rather conflicted expression.

Understandably so—there probably weren’t many high school girls who’d be thrilled to receive a Putin calendar.

“So, Arisa-chan—feel anything?”

“Um… what do you mean?”

“Like, a sense of Russian spirit. You’ve got Russian roots, right?”

“Unfortunately, I was born and raised in Japan…”

For some reason, that answer made Ayaka laugh cheerfully.

Then she took out a small box from her bag.

“Here—chocolates. …These are normal, no jokes included.”

“That’s a bit obvious.”

“Call it a safe choice.”

When it came to overseas souvenirs, chocolate was the standard.

It didn’t spoil easily, and it rarely went wrong.

So, during spring break, the ones who had travelled abroad were Yuzuru, Ayaka, and Soichiro.

Chiharu had gone on a domestic trip to a hot spring and brought back manjuu.  A traditional Japanese sweet bun, often filled with red bean paste.

Tenka and Hijiri, it seemed, hadn’t travelled.

“Russia was… cold, but the ikura was delicious.”  Ikura — salmon roe.

Naturally, the conversation shifted to travel stories.

Hijiri asked:

“Ikura… how do they eat it in Russia?”

“On bread, usually. And unlike in Japan, it’s salt-cured rather than soy-marinated. Pair it with vodka, and it’s really good…”

“…Vodka?”

Arisa reacted immediately.

“In Russia… can you drink alcohol at sixteen?”

“Who knows? But even if it’s not allowed, I doubt many Russians follow that rule strictly.”

“If they did, they’d probably be Western spies!” she added, laughing, apparently quoting their Russian guide.

“Hey, Ayaka… keep your voice down. This isn’t a year-end party or New Year’s gathering—it’s school.”

“Alright, alright.”

At Soichiro’s warning, Ayaka made a zipping motion over her mouth.

Meanwhile, Arisa wore a somewhat conflicted expression.

Being earnest, she probably wanted to say, Drinking is not allowed.

(…What should I do next year…)

At the Takasegawa household, alcohol was naturally served at year-end and New Year’s gatherings.

Yuzuru had drunk before.

And next year, Arisa—now his fiancée—and Amagi Naoki would surely be invited.

He’d rather not get scolded by Arisa…

Maybe she’d drink too?

…He decided not to think about it for now.

“I’ve heard that when you travel abroad, you start craving Japanese food. Is that true?”

Tenka asked.

It seemed she had never travelled overseas.

“Ah, yeah, definitely. When I go abroad, I bring cup noodles and onigiri with me,”

Chiharu answered.

The Uenishi family preferred domestic trips, but they did travel abroad occasionally.

“As for me… I ended up craving ikura-don, so I stopped by Tsukiji after getting back.”

“Didn’t you just eat loads of ikura over there?”

Soichiro looked exasperated.

“The taste is different. And bread is nice, but I still prefer rice… What about you, Yuzurun? What did you eat first after coming back?”

“I went to Ichiran.”

Ayumi had insisted she wanted ramen the moment they got back.

Since it was late, Ichiran was the only place open.

“The Takasegawa family returning from New Caledonia… and slurping ramen at Ichiran…”

“That’s kind of surreal, isn’t it?”

“Oi. It’s good, so who cares.”

Just then, someone tugged lightly at his sleeve.

It was Arisa.

“What is it?”

“Could you take me to a ramen shop sometime?”

He recalled she’d mentioned never going before.

Yuzuru gently patted her head.

“Yeah, let’s go together soon.”

Arisa smiled shyly, clearly pleased.

(She’s adorable,) Yuzuru thought to himself.


      
        Chapter 7 - Cherry Blossom Viewing with My Fiancée

        The Sunday right after the opening ceremony.

Yuzuru stood waiting at the station, dressed in fairly active casual wear.

As he kept checking the time restlessly—

“Yuzuru-san.”

“Wah—!”

Someone suddenly grabbed his shoulder.

Startled, Yuzuru let out a yelp and turned around.

There stood his fiancée, wearing a cute little grin, going “ehehe.”

“Don’t sneak up on me. You gave me a fright.”

“It’s your fault for leaving yourself open, Yuzuru-san.”

Arisa was dressed much like him—slightly active clothing.

Jeans on the bottom, paired with a shirt and a cardigan.

And on the ring finger of her left hand, the proposal ring Yuzuru had given her sparkled.

She didn’t wear the ring to school.

…Naturally, wearing an expensive engagement ring at school would raise concerns about safety—and more than anything, it would stir up questions about who gave it to her.

While it was already common knowledge that Yuzuru and Arisa were dating, being engaged was an entirely different matter.

Better to keep that quiet.

“I see… so it’s the one who leaves themselves open that’s to blame.”

A mischievous thought crossed Yuzuru’s mind, and he gently took Arisa’s left hand.

Arisa, likely assuming he was just going to hold it like usual, offered her hand without hesitation.

…She was completely defenceless.

Yuzuru lifted her hand as if scooping it up, raising it slowly.

Huh? Aren’t we just holding hands and heading off on our date?

That was the look on Arisa’s face as he gave her a faint smile—

“Ah…”

Then, on the back of her hand—

he softly pressed his lips.

Arisa’s body gave a small shudder.

Her porcelain skin flushed faintly red.

Unbothered, Yuzuru placed a second kiss on her ring finger.

“Nn… ah…”

Arisa let out a breathy, unfocused sound.

As if her strength had left her, she swayed and collapsed lightly against him.

“Are you alright?”

“Y-you can’t… do things like that… where people can see…”

Held in his arms, Arisa looked up at him with moist eyes as she protested.

Despite her words, she didn’t seem to dislike it.

If anything, to Yuzuru, she looked like she wanted more.

“The one who lets their guard down is at fault. Isn’t that right?”

Yuzuru gave a teasing smile.

Arisa puffed her cheeks slightly and tapped his chest.

“Honestly… idiot.”

She said it with a relieved expression—yet somehow still unsatisfied.



After that, the two headed to a park near the station.

It was a reasonably large park, filled with beautiful cherry blossoms in full bloom.

Yes—today’s date was the long-awaited hanami.

“Where should we sit?”

“Let’s see… I think that spot over there looks nice.”

Fortunately, there was a good spot open.

Yuzuru spread out the picnic sheet he had brought.

His role was the sheet and the drinks.

Meanwhile, Arisa’s role was—

“I went all out making these.”

With a bright smile, she brought out one, two, three large stacked lunch boxes.

Opening them one by one, they revealed an assortment of Japanese, Western, and Chinese dishes, along with small, adorable onigiri and stylish sandwiches packed tightly inside.

“O-oh…?”

…That’s a lot.

The honest thought almost slipped out, but he masked it with admiration.

“I may have made a little too much.”

Arisa giggled.

Yuzuru wasn’t entirely convinced it was just “a little.”

“Well… if there’s leftovers, I’ll take them home.”

“I’d be happy if you did. …For dinner tonight, or tomorrow’s breakfast—it should keep until then.”

“Sounds good.”

Apparently, in Arisa’s mind, Yuzuru’s role was “the one who eats.”

More importantly, getting to eat her cooking for dinner and breakfast was something Yuzuru welcomed.

“Alright then—let’s eat. Itadakimasu.”

“Itadakimasu.”

They put their hands together.

Figuring they should start with things that might spoil easily or lose quality if frozen, Yuzuru reached for a sandwich.

“Well? How is it?”

“Yeah… it’s good.”

The crisp texture of lettuce and cucumber, the fresh acidity of tomato, the mild saltiness of ham, and the softness of the bread—

And the sauce spread on the bread tied it all together.

“…Did you change the sauce?”

This wasn’t the first time he’d had Arisa’s sandwiches.

But he noticed the flavour was slightly different from before.

“Yes, I adjusted it a bit. What do you think?”

She seemed pleased he noticed, though there was a hint of nervousness in her voice.

“I think I like this version better. The slight kick—it adds a nice accent.”

“I’m glad to hear that.”

Arisa smiled happily.

They moved on to the other dishes.

“This ebi chilli is great.”

“I got some advice from Ayaka-san.”

“And this hamburger steak—it’s not tough even though it’s cold.”

“Chiharu-san taught me a trick.”

It seemed that while he hadn’t seen her for a while, Arisa’s cooking had improved.

Perhaps because it had been so long, his chopsticks kept moving steadily.

And then—

“We actually ate quite a lot…”

“Yes… though I’m completely stuffed.”

They had managed to finish about two-thirds of the food.

The rest would be Yuzuru’s dinner.

“Thanks for the meal, Arisa. It was delicious. I’ll enjoy the rest at home.”

“Yes… thank you for eating it all.”

After finishing, the two looked up at the cherry blossoms again.

Their hands had naturally intertwined.

“They’re beautiful.”

“Yeah.”

After agreeing with her, Yuzuru glanced at Arisa beside him.

She was already looking at him.

Their eyes met.

They both let out small laughs.

“…I’m a lucky man. Getting to marry someone this beautiful, this cute, and such a good cook.”

As Yuzuru spoke earnestly, Arisa’s cheeks turned red.

Looking up at him through her lashes, she gently leaned closer.

“I’m… happy too.”

She moved until their shoulders touched.

Yuzuru wrapped an arm around her shoulders, holding her close.

“Nn…”

Arisa didn’t resist.

She gently rested her head on his shoulder.

Her beautiful flaxen hair tickled his neck.

Then, Yuzuru softly took her hand—

and whispered into her ear.

“Shall we… practise?”

“…Yes.”

With a warm breath against him,

Arisa answered in a quiet voice.


      
        Chapter 8 - Practice (Second Time)

        First, Yuzuru took Arisa’s hand and kissed the back of it.

As expected, her body gave a small shiver.

“Do you like it?”

“Y-yes…”

Arisa squirmed faintly.

It was obvious she liked being kissed on the back of her hand.

Perhaps all her strength had left her—

Arisa leaned her entire body against Yuzuru.

Supporting her gently, Yuzuru softly stroked her beautiful hair.

Fine strands caught the sunlight and shimmered.

Pure, almost mystical—so beautiful it felt almost divine—her hair slipped smoothly through his fingers.

Yuzuru gathered a lock of it and lightly brought it to his nose.

Sniff, sniff.

The soft scent of shampoo and conditioner filled him.

“Y-Yuzuru-san…?”

“What about this?”

After whispering softly into her ear—

Yuzuru pressed his lips against her pristine hair.

Gently, as if sandwiching it between his lips, he drew it slightly into his mouth.

“Ah… ah…”

A warm breath spilled from her glossy lips.

When Yuzuru gently squeezed her hand, Arisa gripped back tightly.

With her other hand, she clutched at his clothes as if clinging to him.

Meanwhile, Yuzuru threaded his fingers through her hair, drawing her closer.

Before they knew it, Arisa had buried her face in his chest, while Yuzuru held her from the front in an embrace.

“I love you.”

“…I love you too.”

Slowly, naturally, step by step—

Yuzuru moved from her hair to her ear, placing soft kisses along the way.

Arisa clung to him tightly, as if pleading.

Then he kissed her trembling cheek.

“Y-Yuzuru-san…”

With slightly reddened eyes, Arisa looked up at him.

Then she gently brought her face closer.

Her moist, glossy lips—

pressed softly against his cheek.

Blue eyes and green eyes met.

Yuzuru moved his lips closer to hers—

—

—

“Y-Yuzuru-san…”

With a firm push against his chest, Arisa stopped him.

When Yuzuru came back to himself, Arisa’s face was bright red, her body trembling slightly.

“…Did you not like it?”

When he asked, she shook her head quickly.

“N-no… that’s not it…”

Arisa looked away from him.

Then she carefully glanced around.

“Um… we’re… outside…”

“Huh? Ah… right…”

At that, Yuzuru scratched his cheek.

He had completely forgotten they were in a public place.

Looking around, he noticed a few people quickly avert their eyes.

They had been seen.

“Sorry.”

“N-no… I also forgot, partway through…”

Even as she said that, Arisa’s ears were bright red.

If not for the fact they were in a park—a public, outdoor space—

Yuzuru’s lead hadn’t been entirely wrong.

At the very least, right up until the last moment, Arisa had been willing.

(I rushed it…)

Another mistake.

…In truth, while Yuzuru tried to act composed as he led Arisa, he himself had no experience with women other than her.

There wasn’t much he could do about that.

(…Should I ask a professional?)

A professional.

In other words—Soichiro.

…Though that raised another question: just how far had that scumbag gone with his childhood friends?

Yuzuru grew a little curious about their romantic progress, but decided not to think too deeply about it—it would just make things awkward next time they met.

“Yuzuru-san… Yuzuru-san?”

“Huh? Ah—sorry, Arisa. What is it?”

Only when she called his name did Yuzuru snap back.

Arisa, still flushed, tugged lightly at his clothes.

“Um… shall we get going?”

It seemed she wanted to leave as soon as possible.

…Understandably, she was embarrassed.

And Yuzuru felt the same.

“Yeah… let’s.”

The two quickly began packing up.



(In the end, we didn’t really enjoy the cherry blossoms…)

On the way home, walking side by side, Yuzuru muttered inwardly.

That said, he had good food—and got to see Arisa looking adorable.

Dango over flowers.

No—Arisa over dango.

Meanwhile, Arisa herself—

“…”

Perhaps still embarrassed by what had happened earlier, she remained quiet the whole time.

Her cheeks were still faintly red.

That said, she didn’t seem angry—and her bashfulness was cute in its own way.

Yuzuru figured she’d return to normal soon enough and didn’t worry too much.

As they continued walking—

“Oh.”

“My, my.”

“Oh?”

They ran into Yuzuru’s friend, Ryouzenji Hijiri.

There was a shopping bag in the basket of his bicycle.

“Come to think of it, your house is around here, right?”

“Yeah… you two on a date?”

“Something like that.”

It seemed Hijiri was on his way back from shopping.

Inside the bag, snacks and chocolate treats peeked out.

“Hm…”

Hijiri stroked his chin, thinking for a moment.

Then he made a suggestion.

“If you’re not in a rush, want to stop by? I can at least offer you some tea.”

Come to think of it, Yuzuru hadn’t visited Hijiri’s house in quite a while.

Every year, members of the Ryouzenji family—including Hijiri—came to greet the Takasegawa family, but Yuzuru rarely went the other way.

It might be nice, for a change.

And besides—

“What do you think, Arisa?”

Arisa had never visited the Ryouzenji household.

Since she would be marrying into the Takasegawa family, it might be a good idea for her to show her face there at least once.

…Of course, if she wanted to focus on their date, Yuzuru wouldn’t push her.

There would be plenty of chances in the future.

When asked, Arisa gave a small nod.

“Yes… we’ll gladly accept your offer.”

And so, they ended up stopping by the Ryouzenji house on the spur of the moment.


      
        Chapter 9 - The Ryouzenji Household

        Ryouzenji Hijiri’s residence—the Ryouzenji estate—stood atop a small hill.

The entire mountain itself was his family’s private property.

Barbed wire surrounded the mountain, so the only way in or out was a long stone stairway leading to the front entrance.

Climbing those steps, a massive gate—resembling a temple’s sanmon—stood waiting.

“Wow… in a way, it kind of resembles your house, Yuzuru-san.”

“It’s not nearly as large as your fiancé’s place, and there are a lot more people living here. Don’t expect too much.”

Hijiri replied with a wry smile.

Incidentally, the resemblance between the Ryouzenji estate and the Takasegawa estate was no coincidence.

Hijiri’s great-grandfather had deliberately modelled it after the Takasegawa residence.

Following Hijiri’s lead, Yuzuru and Arisa entered through a small side entrance next to the outer gate.

Inside, a man in black—shaved head, sunglasses, the whole intimidating look—was waiting.

He gave a slight bow to Hijiri.

“Welcome back, sir. The people behind you would be Takasegawa-san and…”

The man looked at Yuzuru and Arisa through his sunglasses.

Arisa, looking slightly intimidated, clutched Yuzuru’s sleeve.

“This is Takasegawa Yuzuru-san, and his fiancée, Yukishiro Arisa-san.”

“I see… my apologies.”

The man bowed deeply.

Hijiri gave a small nod, then turned back to them.

“Come on in.”

“Yeah.”

“Y-yes.”

Following his lead, they stepped into the mansion.

Once inside, the difference between the Takasegawa estate and the Ryouzenji estate became immediately clear.

There were simply far more people.

The Takasegawa residence housed only family members and a minimal number of servants.

In contrast, the Ryouzenji estate was filled with numerous staff—

many of whom looked rather rough around the edges.

“…It’s quite… serious, isn’t it?”

Arisa muttered, unsure how else to put it.

Yuzuru quietly took her hand and held it firmly.

After walking for a while, Hijiri opened one of the sliding doors.

Inside was a refined-looking Japanese-style room.

“This is the guest room. Make yourselves comfortable.”

As instructed, Yuzuru and Arisa entered and sat on the zabuton cushions.

Hijiri sat facing them.

After a short while, the same black-clad man brought in tea and wagashi.

Yuzuru picked up his teacup and took a sip, and Arisa followed hesitantly.

“How long’s it been since you last came over, Yuzuru?”

“Hmm… since primary school, I think?”

After entering middle school, they’d stopped visiting each other’s homes.

Instead, they’d started spending time at cafés or family restaurants, playing games or studying.

“How does it feel, coming back?”

“Pretty much the same… though some things have changed.”

“Oh? Like what?”

“…More foreigners?”

“Sharp.”

It seemed the wave of globalisation had reached the Ryouzenji estate as well.

Once the atmosphere had loosened a little, Arisa spoke up.

“What kind of relationship do the Takasegawa and Ryouzenji families have? …I’ve heard they’re closely connected.”

Of course, she wasn’t referring to Yuzuru and Hijiri, but to their families.

As someone set to marry into the Takasegawa family—and given the rather distinctive nature of this household—it was only natural she’d be curious.

Yuzuru and Hijiri exchanged glances.

Then Hijiri began.

“Our connection with the Takasegawa family goes back to my great-grandfather. …During the chaos after the war, he organised something like a local militia. It started when the Takasegawa family hired them as bodyguards.”

From there, the relationship continued—

and eventually became what it is today.

“As you can see, our company is fairly diversified. We’re involved in a wide range of businesses. …That entertainment complex where you two were on a date? That’s part of our group.”

“Oh… so you’re actually running legitimate businesses.”

Arisa muttered.

Hijiri gave a dry smile.

“…If we weren’t, we’d be arrested.”

“…Fair point.”

As the atmosphere turned slightly awkward, Yuzuru cut in.

“Speaking of dates—you and Tenka-san went on one too, didn’t you?”

“Don’t call it a date.”

Hijiri frowned.

Apparently, he didn’t like having his relationship with her teased.

But that kind of reaction only made it more intriguing.

“If a guy and a girl go out alone together, most people would call that a date… If it’s not, then what is it?”

“…An investigation.”

“…An investigation? Into what?”

Yuzuru tilted his head.

Hijiri leaned closer and whispered into his ear.

“Don’t say anything, alright?”

“What is it?”

“…Apparently, something shows up there.”

“…Something?”

“Something Arisa-san doesn’t like.”

“…Ah.”

In other words—a ghost.

At that, Yuzuru stiffened.

“Wait, seriously?”

“Who knows? I haven’t seen it myself. I don’t believe in that stuff anyway. …I mean, my grandfather’s still going strong—hardly seems like there’s any curse going around.”

“Fair enough.”

“But… Tenka apparently has strong spiritual sensitivity, so I had her check it out. Something like that.”

I see, Yuzuru thought with a nod.

Nagiri Tenka’s family ran a fairly well-known religious organisation.

Hearing that she had strong spiritual awareness made sense.

Incidentally, another spiritually-inclined girl was Uenishi Chiharu—

but her family was more of a worldly, performative kind of religious group.

Compared to that, Tenka—who took it seriously—was probably more reliable for this sort of thing.

“Hm? What are you talking about?”

Meanwhile, Arisa, left out of the conversation, tilted her head.

Yuzuru and Hijiri exchanged looks.

“…It’s nothing.”

“Nothing important.”

If she heard ghosts appeared there, Arisa would never agree to go on another date with Yuzuru at that entertainment complex.

And for Hijiri, losing customers wouldn’t be ideal either.

So the two of them silently agreed to keep it a secret.

Arisa still looked curious, but fortunately, she didn’t press the matter further.


      
        Chapter 10 - What Doesn’t Change

        As they sipped their tea and made small talk—

another visitor appeared, sliding open the shoji door.

“It has been a while, Yuzuru-dono.”

A small elderly man stood there, a white beard resting on his chin.

He wore a kimono and leaned on a cane, as though his legs were weak.

Only his eyes were sharp—piercingly so.

Ryouzenji Kiyoshi.

The current chairman of the “Ryouzenji” organisation.

“Ryouzenji-san, it’s been a while.”

Feeling a bit apologetic for making an elderly man with poor legs come all this way, Yuzuru started to stand—

but Kiyoshi shook his head.

“No need. Please remain seated.”

Before long, with Hijiri rushing to support him, Kiyoshi lowered himself heavily onto a zabuton.

Then his sharp gaze turned to Arisa.

She straightened her posture immediately.

“Pleased to meet you. I am Yukishiro Arisa, a classmate of Hijiri-kun. Thank you very much for having me today.”

“Hm… Yukishiro Arisa. So you are Yuzuru-dono’s fiancée.”

“Y-yes… I am …Yuzuru-san’s fiancée.”

Saying that, Arisa’s cheeks flushed slightly in embarrassment.

Watching her, Kiyoshi gave a faint smile.

“Fuhahaha… what a charming young lady, Yuzuru-dono.”

“Yes. She’s far too good for someone like me.”

As he said that, Yuzuru gently squeezed Arisa’s hand.

Arisa let out a flustered, “W-wait…”

Seeing their affectionate exchange, Kiyoshi narrowed his eyes in satisfaction.

“Excellent, excellent… Though I must say, I envy the Takasegawa elder. I wish my own grandson would hurry up and get one or two girlfriends and put my mind at ease.”

“Two would be a problem…”

Hijiri cut in dryly.

Ignoring him, Kiyoshi turned back to Arisa.

“As the future Mrs Takasegawa, it would be proper for me to pay my respects to you personally. …I shall come to offer my greetings at the New Year.”

“Ah, no, that’s really…”

Arisa looked visibly flustered.

It was only natural.

A man far older than her—and the head of the entire Ryouzenji organisation—was showing her deference.

By ordinary standards of seniority, she should be the one bowing her head, not him.

(…What’s the correct response here?)

Under normal conventions, Arisa would be the one in the lower position.

But… would those conventions even apply here?

(I’m… Yuzuru-san’s fiancée, and… the Takasegawa family ranks above the Ryouzenji… If I act too modestly, could that affect Yuzuru-san’s standing…?)

Such thoughts raced through her mind in an instant.

But she couldn’t remain silent.

“Yes. At the New Year… I intend to visit the Takasegawa household with my father to offer our greetings. I would be honoured if we could meet again then.”

When Arisa answered clearly, Kiyoshi gave a small nod.

“…Very good. I shall look forward to it.”

There was a hint of amusement in his voice.

Meanwhile, Yuzuru frowned.

“Ryouzenji-san… I’d appreciate it if you didn’t put my fiancée on the spot like that.”

“Chairman… it’s rather unbecoming for an elder to toy with a young lady like that.”

Hijiri also spoke sharply.

Kiyoshi stroked his beard in an exaggerated manner.

“Now then, I wonder what you mean…”

He tilted his head, feigning ignorance.

At that point, even Arisa realised.

She had been tested.

Only now did her heart begin to pound with delayed tension.

“Well, my apologies. Unfortunately, my son and my other grandson are both out at the moment. …Still, if we shall meet at the New Year, there is no issue.”

As if to brush it aside, Kiyoshi turned his gaze back to Yuzuru.

“Time does fly. It feels like only yesterday that I was celebrating the marriage of Kazuya-dono and Ayu-san. And now their son has a fiancée… and in a few years, will have a family of his own. No wonder I’ve grown old.”

He spoke with a nostalgic tone.

Yet his eyes still gleamed sharply.

“These past few decades have changed so quickly. So many things shift in the blink of an eye. The Ryouzenji, the Takasegawa… For instance, the heirs of Takasegawa and Uenishi studying at the same school—such a thing would have been unthinkable before.”

As if reminiscing about the past—

and feeling both awe and a touch of loneliness at the passage of time.

“Yet some things do not change. …Friendship, for example. When money runs out, so too can relationships. That is precisely why friendships that do not waver for the sake of money have value. Would you not agree?”

Those were, coincidentally, the very same words Kazuya had once said to Yuzuru.

But that wasn’t surprising.

Most likely, they were words spoken by Yuzuru’s great-grandfather—passed down through both the Takasegawa and Ryouzenji families.

“Yes… my father has said the same. And I feel the same way. I hope to remain close friends with Hijiri—with Hijiri-kun—on a personal level.”

Kiyoshi nodded, clearly pleased.

“Oh? Kazuya-dono said the same… Splendid. No matter how the relationship between Takasegawa and Ryouzenji may change, knowing that you young ones will remain friends puts this old man at ease.”

He was asking that things remain as they were—that Yuzuru and the others continue as equals, as close friends.

Yuzuru gave a firm nod.

Then, after a brief moment of thought, he spoke calmly, a gentle smile on his face.

“Of course. The Ryouzenji are allies of the Takasegawa. That will not change in my generation. I intend to faithfully carry on my great-grandfather’s will.”

In other words—

the hierarchy between the Takasegawa and the Ryouzenji would remain unchanged.


      
        Chapter 11 - The Fiancée’s Score

        Deciding that staying too long might be a bother to the Ryouzenji family, Yuzuru and Arisa prepared to take their leave.

As they walked down the stone steps, Hijiri scratched his head.

“Man… sorry about that. I honestly thought my grandad wasn’t home.”

He had only intended to show them around and offer some tea before seeing them off.

Kiyoshi’s appearance had been entirely unexpected.

“Guess he got a bit excited hearing a young girl was visiting… sorry about that, Arisa-san.”

Hijiri apologised.

Arisa gave a small, wry smile.

“No, it’s alright. …It just seems like things are quite complicated.”

She hadn’t fully understood the meaning behind the exchange between Yuzuru and Kiyoshi at the end.

But it was clear there had been some unspoken intent behind it.

“Well… you don’t need to overthink it. Your response was more than good enough, Arisa. …Considering it was a surprise test, I’d say you scored full marks—and then some.”

Yuzuru said this to reassure her.

Arisa tilted her head slightly, still uncertain.

“Honestly… I hate that kind of pointless, riddle-like back-and-forth. Especially with friends.”

Hijiri muttered, frowning.

Yuzuru gave a small smile.

“Agreed. I’d rather just get along with you normally.”

At present, it wasn’t even certain whether Hijiri would become the successor.

That was why Kiyoshi had deliberately said “the grandchildren.”

From Yuzuru’s perspective, dealing with Hijiri’s uncle or cousins would actually be easier.

…For better or worse, he wouldn’t need to hold back with them.

Before long, they reached the bottom of the hill.

“This is fine.”

“Thank you for today.”

“Yeah, see you.”

Parting ways with Hijiri, the two of them stood under a sky dyed in the colours of sunset.

“…Um, Yuzuru-san.”

“What is it?”

“You said my response was correct… but which part of it was actually right?”

If there was a “correct” answer, then there must also have been wrong ones.

It was only natural she’d want clarification.

“Hm… well. In truth, that question about ‘it being proper to come and greet you personally’ was more about gauging your character. So I don’t think there was any absolute wrong answer. …But you noticed how overly deferential that old man was, right?”

“Yes… it was a bit confusing.”

Being shown deference by an elderly man of high standing wasn’t something one experienced often in modern Japan.

Her confusion was understandable.

“The fact that you didn’t say you would go and greet him yourself—that was the right move.”

“…Is that because the Takasegawa family outranks the Ryouzenji?”

“…Not exactly. That old man would love to bring things onto equal footing with the Takasegawa if he could.”

From Kiyoshi’s perspective, he likely would have been pleased if Arisa had casually said, “I’ll come and greet you myself.”

But for Yuzuru—for the Takasegawa family—and for Arisa’s future position, that wasn’t necessarily ideal.

“By not saying that you should be the one to go greet him, you showed that you recognise the Takasegawa as being above the Ryouzenji. That was enough.”

Modesty was a virtue.

But too much modesty could lead to being underestimated.

“Saying ‘Ryouzenji level’ might sound rude, but… the Takasegawa’s humility isn’t something to be handed out cheaply.”

For instance—

it must never lead to being looked down on by someone like the son of a minor local politician.

“…Would it have been better if I acted more arrogantly?”

“Not really… If it’s too obvious, that’s not good either. In your case, that balance was just right.”

Saying “I’ll come to greet you” would be wrong.

But saying “I’ll wait for you to come” would also be wrong.

That was why her answer—

“I’ll be visiting the Takasegawa household as well, so I’d be glad if we can meet then”—

was perfectly balanced.

There was nothing strange about Arisa visiting the Takasegawa family.

“Mm… this is difficult…”

Arisa murmured anxiously.

If she had to navigate conversations like that every time she met someone important, it was no wonder she felt uncertain.

Unlike school tests, there were no clear answers—and no warning.

“Let me tell you this, Arisa… there aren’t that many people who make things this troublesome.”

“…Really?”

“Yeah. Some people hate that kind of roundabout nonsense.”

“I see… that’s reassuring.”

“It is. That old man just happens to be one of the most troublesome types.”

If there were many like him, it would be exhausting.

Those kinds of exchanges only worked when both sides could properly read the intent.

If the other person just stared blankly, it defeated the entire purpose.

“I’ll be by your side. As long as you carry yourself with confidence, you’ll be fine.”

Saying that, Yuzuru gently squeezed her hand.

Arisa’s cheeks flushed faintly as she nodded.

“Yuzuru-san…”

She squeezed his hand back.

Then she moved a little closer, wrapping herself around his arm and pressing against him.

Whether intentional or not—

her soft chest pressed lightly against his arm.

Yuzuru felt his pulse quicken slightly.

“…I love you.”

Arisa murmured softly.

Looking up at him, she gave a small smile.

“I… yeah, I love you too.”

Yuzuru replied under his breath.

Arisa pouted slightly.

“Could you say it a bit louder?”

“W-well… love isn’t about volume, is it?”

Yuzuru answered, a little embarrassed.


      
        Chapter 12 - An Invitation to Stay Over

        Time passed, and before long it was late April.

That Sunday as well, Yuzuru and Arisa were happily playing games together.

“I win again.”

“Grr…”

And as usual, Yuzuru lost.

He was terrible at fighting games, whereas Arisa clearly had a knack for them.

Yuzuru had far more experience with games overall, and yet—

Once a week.

Each time they played, Arisa improved, and lately, Yuzuru could hardly win at all.

(…Well, she looks like she’s having fun, so it’s fine.)

Seeing the delighted smile on Arisa’s face, Yuzuru found himself smiling too.

Fortunately, even when he lost, he was the type who could still enjoy the game for what it was.

And if his fiancée was enjoying herself, he had no complaints.

Besides, fighting games weren’t everything.

Yuzuru was fairly good at strategy simulations and had beaten Arisa plenty of times there.

And in co-op games, while they weren’t exactly the perfect couple combo—

they still had fun playing together.

“What is it?”

As Yuzuru kept gazing at her face, Arisa tilted her head curiously.

Her beautiful flaxen hair swayed slightly, and her jade-green eyes looked straight at him.

As always, she really is stunning, Yuzuru thought.

“Nothing… just thinking how cute you are.”

“Thank you.”

“…You’re not even going to deny it?”

“Is that incorrect?”

Saying that, Arisa leaned closer.

With her face suddenly so near, Yuzuru instinctively looked away.

“N-no… it’s not incorrect.”

“I’m glad.”

Arisa smiled sweetly.

It had been about a year since they met, and Yuzuru couldn’t help but think how much she had changed.

“…So what’s the real reason?”

“Well… I just feel a bit bad making you play games all the time.”

Of course, he genuinely thought she was cute.

But that wasn’t all.

Even though they were now engaged, he hadn’t really been able to take her on a proper date since the cherry blossom outing.

Naturally, he wanted to take her to places like amusement parks or the cinema.

But—

“I’m having fun, so please don’t worry. …And your finances are a bit tight right now, aren’t they?”

That was the problem.

Yuzuru was broke.

The reason was obvious.

He’d spent everything on Christmas and White Day.

And considering the time he wanted to spend with Arisa, he couldn’t just increase his part-time work hours either.

Working more just to afford dates—at the cost of spending time with her—would defeat the purpose.

“Well… yeah, that’s true…”

Still, having his fiancée worry about his finances was a bit of a blow to his pride.

But there was no money to be had.

…He could probably ask his parents for some, but his pride wouldn’t allow it.

“To be honest… I feel a bit apologetic myself.”

Arisa said this with a slightly troubled expression, touching her hand.

The engagement ring Yuzuru had given her sparkled there.

“I keep wondering if I’ve done enough to be worthy of this ring…”

“…”

Naturally, Yuzuru had given her the ring because he believed she was worthy.

Because he wanted to make her happy.

Because he wanted her to become his wife.

He had intended all of that to be contained within it.

Just as he was about to say something reassuring—

“Yuzuru-san!”

“Y-yes! What is it?!”

“…Why did you suddenly switch to polite speech?”

“You just raised your voice out of nowhere…”

Arisa cleared her throat lightly, as if to cover it up.

“I want to become someone worthy of you, Yuzuru-san.”

“I-is that so…?”

He had assumed she was slipping into her usual negative spiral—

but instead, she seemed determined. Positive.

From Yuzuru’s perspective, she already supported him plenty—cooking for him, taking care of him.

He didn’t think of their relationship in terms of give and take.

So he wanted to tell her not to push herself too hard—

but he also didn’t want to dampen her motivation.

“So… about that. What do you think about future plans? Are there any qualifications that would be useful?”

“Hm… well, that’s something you should decide based on what you want—”

“Honestly, there’s nothing in particular I want to do. If anything, I’d rather do something that helps you, Yuzuru-san. That way I’ll be more motivated to study.”

Not many second-year high school students had their future careers decided.

Some didn’t even decide until university.

“Come to think of it, I asked my father something similar once.”

As the future head of the Takasegawa family—

Yuzuru had asked which university faculty he should choose.

His father’s answer had been—

“‘We’ll teach you everything you need here, so study whatever you like at university.’ That’s what he said.”

“…Wouldn’t something like becoming a lawyer be useful?”

“I said something similar, but he told me, ‘You’ll be the one hiring them, won’t you?’”

“Ah… I see.”

Yuzuru’s father and grandfather already employed excellent lawyers.

There was no need for Yuzuru—or Arisa—to become one.

“At most, he said it’d be nice if I got into a prestigious university—it adds prestige.”

“Prestige…”

“Yeah. It’s better to have it than not. Though it’s not essential.”

Of course, that only applied to Yuzuru’s situation.

Whether it applied to Arisa was another matter entirely.

“Then… I’ll aim for top academic results for now.”

Arisa said, sounding slightly underwhelmed.

It seemed his answer hadn’t quite met her expectations.

“Still… being useful, huh…”

Yuzuru had never really thought about their relationship in terms of usefulness.

If anything, just being with her—

spending time together, touching, sharing meals—

that alone was enough.

Just being together was enough.

“Yuzuru-san?”

“…Hey, it’s almost Golden Week, right?”

“Yes. Broadly speaking, it’s the anniversary of our engagement.”

“…Let’s leave the debate over which exact date counts for later.”

Gently steering the conversation back on track, Yuzuru continued.

“This is only if you’re okay with it.”

“Yes.”

“…How about we have a sleepover here?”

During the holidays, there’d be no need to bring uniforms.

They could even stay up late and play—

something they normally couldn’t do.

“What do you think… Arisa?”

For some reason, she had gone quiet.

When Yuzuru looked at her, she seemed a little dazed, her pale cheeks faintly flushed.

Her eyes wandered, and she held her own arm as if steadying herself.

Panicking, Yuzuru hurried to clarify—

“N-no, I mean… of course… we’ll sleep in separate beds. Don’t worry.”

At that, Arisa’s face turned even redder.

“O-of course! What are you thinking?!”

Smack!

She lightly hit him.

Yuzuru asked again.

“…So, what do you think?”

“…”

Arisa looked away slightly.

Then she gave a small nod.

“…Okay.”


      
        Chapter 13 - Visiting My Fiancée’s Family Home

        The first day of Golden Week.

Yuzuru was visiting the Amagi household.

“It’s been a while, Amagi-san.”

At the entrance, he gave a polite bow to Amagi Naoki, who had come to greet him.

Yuzuru had come both to pick up Arisa and to properly greet Naoki.

Even if they were already engaged, it was only proper to show his face and ask permission before taking someone’s precious daughter.

“Ah, it has been a while, Yuzuru-kun.”

Naoki replied in a calm, businesslike tone.

Beside him stood Arisa, who gave Yuzuru a small bow.

“Since you’re here… please, come in.”

“Thank you. I’ll take you up on that.”

Yuzuru removed his shoes and stepped inside.

The last time he’d entered Arisa’s home had been when she was ill.

“Yuzuru-san… this way.”

“Ah, thanks.”

Arisa led him to the reception room, where he sat on the sofa as invited.

“Oh—right. Please, take this. It’s from my father.”

Strictly speaking, the sweets had been bought with money his father had transferred to him.

Yuzuru handed them to Naoki, who accepted them with his usual unreadable expression.

“Thank you, Yuzuru-kun.”

He spoke in that same cool tone.

At that moment, Arisa’s adoptive mother—Amagi Emi—entered the room, carrying a tray with tea for three.

“…It’s been a while.”

“Yes… it has. Thank you for always taking care of Arisa.”

After exchanging polite formalities, she set the tea on the table.

“Thank you very much.”

“Not at all… please, enjoy your time.”

With a small bow, she left the room.

Yuzuru watched her go, then took a sip of tea.

It was made with fairly high-quality leaves.

After some light conversation with Arisa included—

Yuzuru moved on to the main topic.

“Naoki-san. Thank you for allowing me to formally become engaged to Arisa-san.”

He bowed his head.

That was one of the main reasons he had come today.

Though, in truth… even if Naoki had refused, Yuzuru had intended to take her by force if necessary.

So this was, in essence, a formality.

“…If Arisa wishes to marry you, Yuzuru-kun, I have no reason to object. Please… take care of her.”

Naoki replied in his usual detached tone.

However, Yuzuru thought he saw the faintest hint of a smile at the corner of his mouth.

Just then, a loud knock sounded.

Bang—the door swung open energetically.

A girl who looked around twelve or thirteen appeared.

She wore a bright, friendly smile, then gave a polite bow.

“Nice to meet you. I’m Amagi Mei. …Takasegawa-senpai—Ayumu-san—has always been very kind to me.”

Amagi Mei.

Arisa’s cousin, a first-year middle school student.

And a junior of Yuzuru’s younger sister, Takasegawa Ayumu.

“So you’re Mei-san… I should be the one thanking you for looking after my sister.”

As Yuzuru extended his hand, she smiled and shook it.

“…So, how is my sister at school?”

Since he had the opportunity, Yuzuru decided to ask directly.

As if she had expected the question, Mei answered without hesitation.

“Not just me—everyone admires her. She’s a truly reliable senpai.”

“Is that so? I thought she might be ordering her juniors around or acting like a queen.”

Yuzuru said this half-teasingly.

For a brief moment, Mei’s expression stiffened.

Then, after a slight pause—

“…Nothing like that.”

It seemed Yuzuru’s guess wasn’t entirely off the mark.

Given Ayumu’s personality and Mei’s position, becoming something like a subordinate was probably inevitable.

“Well… if it ever gets too much, let me know.”

Surely it hadn’t crossed into bullying.

At least, Yuzuru wanted to believe that.

But—

“There’s no need to worry. …I want to become like Takasegawa-senpai. She’s my role model.”

Mei smiled sweetly.

Apparently, she was aiming to take over as the next “queen” after Ayumu graduated.

Despite her friendly appearance, she seemed quite calculating.

She didn’t resemble Arisa at all—

and yet, that gap between outward demeanour and inner nature was something they seemed to share. As cousins, it made sense.

“…Yuzuru-san, you resemble Takasegawa-senpai quite a lot.”

“Hm. …In what way?”

For a split second, Mei looked like she thought, Oops.

It seemed she had let something slip.

In other words—she meant it in a less-than-flattering way.

“…Your eye colour. It’s very similar.”

A safe recovery.

Yuzuru narrowed his blue eyes—those inherited from his father.

He was about to press further—

but suddenly, someone tugged at his sleeve.

“Yuzuru-san… please don’t trouble Mei-chan too much.”

Arisa gently scolded him.

On the surface, it sounded like she was helping Mei—

but at the same time, it almost seemed like she was sulking a little, jealous that her fiancé was getting carried away talking to her cousin.

“You’re right, sorry.”

“…Please apologise to Mei-chan, not me.”

Prompted by his fiancée, Yuzuru turned back to his future sister-in-law, who looked visibly relieved.

“My apologies. …I’ll let my sister know she has someone who looks up to her.”

“…Thank you very much.”

Mei bowed politely.

It wouldn’t do to stay too long.

Yuzuru stood up and once again thanked Naoki.

Then he picked up Arisa’s carry bag—her overnight things—and headed towards the entrance.

“Ah…”

There, he ran into a young man.

The moment he saw Yuzuru, the man let out a small sound, then awkwardly twisted his expression.

It seemed he had just returned home for Golden Week.

“It’s been a while, Hiroto-san.”

“Ah—yeah… Yuzuru-kun. It has.”

Despite Yuzuru’s polite greeting, Hiroto responded vaguely.

He glanced at Arisa—and at the bag Yuzuru was holding—

his expression turning complicated.

“Well then, I’ll be going.”

“Oi, Hiroto.”

Ignoring Naoki’s attempt to stop him, Hiroto disappeared further into the house.

Naoki frowned slightly.

Meanwhile, Mei let out a small sigh.

Then she turned to Yuzuru and Arisa.

“He’s a bit heartbroken right now. Please forgive him.”

Yuzuru and Arisa exchanged glances—

and, with nothing to say, simply gave a small shrug.


      
        Chapter 14 - 0.01

        This happened three days before Golden Week.

“Thanks, Mum. The futon arrived.”

Yuzuru was informing his mother—Ayu—that the bedding she’d sent from home had arrived.

There was no way he could make his fiancée sleep in a sleeping bag.

Naturally, he had to prepare a proper set of bedding.

As for whether Arisa would sleep on the bed or the futon—

that was something to discuss later.

“I’m glad it arrived safely. …Make sure you don’t disappoint Arisa-san. Pull yourself together.”

“I know.”

Spending a day together once a week—

and actually staying together, even for a short time, were completely different things.

He couldn’t afford to let his guard down and do anything that might make Arisa dislike him.

“By the way, are you planning to just stay at home the whole Golden Week?”

“Of course not. …We’re going on proper dates too.”

Places like museums and galleries—

there were plenty of date spots that didn’t cost much.

…And he also intended to keep his promise to teach Arisa how to swim during Golden Week.

“That’s good to hear. …Listen carefully, alright? She’s a girl—you need to be considerate. There are things she won’t want you to see.”

“I know.”

She’s worrying too much.

Alright already.

Just as Yuzuru was starting to feel that way—

“Oh! Right!! Did you buy condoms?”

“W-what are you suddenly saying?!”

Caught completely off guard, Yuzuru’s voice shot up.

“What do you mean ‘what’? Contraception. Don’t tell me you haven’t prepared any?”

“…I’m not planning on doing anything like that.”

As a teenage boy, this was not something he wanted his mother prying into.

But Ayu seemed unconvinced.

“You never know. Things can happen in the heat of the moment.”

“Could you have a little more faith in your son’s self-control…?”

“Even if I want to, parents aren’t supposed to trust that.”

“….”

Yuzuru considered arguing, but it felt pointless.

No matter what he said, she wouldn’t drop her suspicion.

“You can buy them at a pharmacy. Just get some, in case. It’s not like you lose anything by having them. If money’s tight, I’ll include it in your allowance.”

“N-no… it’s fine. I’ll buy them myself.”

It was true—there was no downside to being prepared.

So Yuzuru reluctantly agreed.

Though there was no way he’d let his parents pay for that.

“Oh, and one more thing…”

“…There’s more?”

“Condoms aren’t one hundred percent effective.”

“…I know. They can break, right?”

“Good. …Listen carefully. If it breaks—if anything feels off—don’t be embarrassed. Call me immediately. Immediately. If it’s soon enough, emergency contraception will still work! Got it?!”

“I get it… I get it… I said I’m not doing anything, though…”

Feeling deeply awkward, Yuzuru ended the call.



“Yuzuru-san… Yuzuru-san?”

“…Huh? Oh—sorry. I was just thinking.”

Snapped back to the present by Arisa’s voice, Yuzuru blinked.

It was now the first day of Golden Week.

Since it was the first day, they’d decided to take it easy—playing games and relaxing at home.

And they had just finished dinner.

“…What were we talking about again?”

“We were deciding who should take a bath first.”

“Ah… right. I don’t really mind either way.”

“I see. …Then, as the host, please go ahead first, Yuzuru-san.”

“Alright, I’ll take you up on that.”

There wasn’t much point debating bath order.

Yuzuru stood up.

“…Oh, Yuzuru-san. About how long will you take?”

“Hmm… probably under thirty minutes. Should I be quick?”

When he asked, Arisa shook her head.

“No. …Please, take your time.”

For just a moment, her eyes seemed to waver.

But it must have been his imagination—her expression remained calm and composed.

Though he felt a slight sense of unease, Yuzuru headed for the bathroom.

A pair of jade-green eyes quietly watched his back as he left.



After confirming that Yuzuru had gone into the bath—

Arisa looked around the room.

Then she walked over to his bed—

and, just in case, peeked underneath.

“…Well, it wouldn’t be somewhere this obvious.”

She let out a small sigh of relief.

Then she recalled what her friends had said.

—Since you’ve got the chance, go look for any naughty magazines Yuzuru might have—

—He might have something on his computer—

—It’s hard to imagine Takasegawa-kun looking at that sort of thing… which makes me even more curious—

Arisa had firmly insisted that Yuzuru would never have or look at such things.

But… she was curious.

“If he doesn’t have any… then I suppose there really isn’t anything…”

She knew full well that Yuzuru wasn’t some perfectly pure and proper gentleman.

Even jokingly, he’d said things like preferring “blonde girls with big breasts.”

So surely—

he had something.

“…Maybe online…”

Her gaze drifted to his computer.

But she couldn’t bring herself to check his browsing history without permission.

“…I’m curious…”

Still, she couldn’t go rummaging through his entire house.

That would be an invasion of privacy.

So instead, she carefully observed her surroundings—

and then, her eyes landed on a medicine box.

The box itself was nothing unusual.

But a plastic bag was sticking out slightly.

“Yuzuru-san is… still a bit careless, aren’t you…”

He had probably just tossed medicine into the box while still in the bag.

He’d gotten better about cleaning lately, but little things like this still stood out.

People didn’t change that easily.

It might not bother him—

but for someone as meticulous as Arisa, small details like this were hard to ignore.

And once she noticed it, she couldn’t unsee it.

“…Honestly.”

She stood up and opened the medicine box.

Then she took out the contents from the plastic bag.

“…0.01? What is this?”

Tilting her head, she turned the box over to check the back.


      
        Chapter 15 - We Skipped One, Oops

        “Sorry, Arisa. I ended up taking a bit longer.”

Changed and refreshed, Yuzuru stepped out of the bathroom.

Meanwhile, Arisa was sitting on the living room sofa—

for some reason, in seiza.

“…Arisa?”

“…Fweh—ah, Y-Yuzuru-san?!”

When he called out again, she responded in a flustered, high-pitched voice.

For some reason, her face was flushed.

“W-what is it?!”

“…No, I just got out of the bath. It’s your turn next, right?”

“Y-yes, that’s right!”

In a hurry, Arisa rushed towards the changing room.

Yuzuru grabbed her arm and stopped her.

“Hey, Arisa.”

“Y-yes! Wh-what is it?!”

“…Your towel and clothes. You forgot them.”

Something similar had happened before, but fortunately this time he caught it before she got in.

Arisa nodded repeatedly.

“R-right. I’m sorry!”

She quickly prepared her clothes and towel, then disappeared into the changing room again.

Yuzuru tilted his head in confusion.



About forty minutes later—

“…I’m done.”

Arisa emerged, dressed in her nightwear.

It was a simple shirt-style pyjama set.

Her pale skin was faintly flushed from the bath, and her flaxen hair—thoroughly dried—flowed smoothly, seeming to shine even more than usual.

She sat neatly in front of Yuzuru.

For some reason, she looked slightly embarrassed, averting her gaze.

“So… what should we do now?”

“Huh? N-now?! A-are we doing something?!”

At his casual remark, Arisa grew visibly flustered, her eyes darting about.

Yuzuru gave a wry smile.

“…No, I meant what we should do for fun.”

“A-ah… I see.”

“…Did you have something else in mind?”

“…Not really.”

She replied curtly—yet her face remained red.

“Since it’s a special occasion, I thought we could do something other than video games. What do you think?”

“…That sounds nice. I’ve heard looking at screens before bed isn’t good. But what should we do?”

For card games, it’d be better to have at least three people.

Games for just two were surprisingly limited.

“Have you played mahjong, chess, go, or shogi?”

Arisa quietly shook her head.

As expected.

“What about Othello?”

“I’ve played Othello. …That sounds good. Let’s do that.”

Fortunately, she seemed interested.

They quickly set up the board and decided who would go first with rock-paper-scissors.

“Oh, right, Yuzuru-san.”

“What is it?”

“…This is a serious match, you know.”

“I know. …I want to win too.”

And so, they began their game.

Yuzuru won the first round.

Arisa won the second.

And then—the third match—

“Hmm…”

“Arisa, it’s about time…”

Yuzuru urged her as she sat frowning at the board.

She had already been thinking for five minutes.

“Just a little longer… just a little…”

She repeated herself, unable to decide.

Her competitiveness was both a strength and a weakness, Yuzuru thought with a sigh.

“Listen while you think.”

“Yes.”

“About tomorrow—are we still good to go to the pool like we planned?”

They had already roughly planned their Golden Week outings.

One of them was the pool—where Yuzuru would teach Arisa how to swim.

An indoor heated pool, of course.

“Yes, that’s fine.”

Only then did Arisa finally place her piece.

It flipped several of Yuzuru’s pieces in a satisfying chain—

“Ah…”

She let out a small sound.

Then looked up at him with pleading eyes.

“…Can I redo that?”

“No.”

“…Please?”

“…Even if you ask cutely, no.”

“Yuzuru-san, you’re wonderful.”

“Flattery won’t work either.”

“…You’re stingy.”

Arisa puffed out her cheeks.



The third match ended with Yuzuru’s victory.

However, Arisa seemed dissatisfied.

“…If you hadn’t distracted me, I would’ve won.”

Her argument was that being spoken to mid-thought caused her mistake.

“You can say anything after the fact.”

Yuzuru, on the other hand, stood by the result.

“Hmph… then next time, I’ll distract you a lot!”

She huffed playfully, clearly trying to show she was annoyed.

Yuzuru poked her puffed cheek.

“H-hey… stop that.”

“Alright, my bad. I won’t distract you next time.”

“That’s not how someone who’s reflecting acts… honestly!”

And then, the two of them laughed softly.

When Yuzuru checked the time, it was already past ten.

Not particularly late for high school students—

but they had plans to swim tomorrow.

“…Shall we head to bed?”

At his casual suggestion, Arisa’s body gave a small jolt.

“Y-yes! Um… where should I sleep?”

“I set up a futon. …Though if you’d prefer the bed, I can take the futon.”

“N-no, the futon is fine.”

She nodded stiffly.

Since she had no objections, Yuzuru led her to the spare room.

As he was about to lay out the futon—

Arisa stopped him.

“Huh? …We’re sleeping here?”

“Huh? …Did you not want to?”

The spare room technically didn’t qualify as a proper living space under housing regulations—

but practically speaking, it was perfectly usable.

“N-no, it’s not that I don’t want to…”

Arisa hesitated, struggling to say it.

Yuzuru didn’t want her to hold back.

“If there’s something, just tell me.”

“…I thought we might sleep in the same room. Like last time.”

By “last time,” she meant when she had stayed over during a thunderstorm.

Back then, worried about a power outage, she had slept in the same room as him.

But this time, there was no such concern.

The spare room even had a night light.

“…Do you want to sleep together?”

“…Would you mind?”

Blushing, she asked him that.

Yuzuru looked away, scratching his cheek—

“…I don’t mind. Since it’s a special occasion… let’s sleep in the same room.”

“…Yes. Let’s.”

Together, they carried the futon.



“Just so you know—don’t do anything weird, alright?!”

“I-I know. …Trust me.”

“Hmm…”


      
        Chapter 16 - Breakfast with My Fiancée

        “…nnh…”

“Yuzuru-san.”

“Yuzuru-saaaan.”

“…Hm?”

Still half-asleep, Yuzuru slowly opened his eyes.

When he did, a girl with strikingly beautiful features was peering down at him.

“Ari… sa?”

“Yuzuru-san, it’s morning.”

“Ah…”

Yuzuru sat up slowly and let out a big yawn.

Then he turned to face her—

“…Huh? Arisa?! …Why are you here?”

“…How long are you going to stay half-asleep?”



“Having your cooking first thing in the morning… this feels like a luxury.”

Looking at the dishes laid out on the table, Yuzuru murmured appreciatively.

Breakfast consisted of onigiri, miso soup, shishamo, and spinach ohitashi—

a perfectly balanced traditional Japanese meal.

“How’s the portion? If it’s not enough, I can make tamagoyaki.”

“Hmm… no, this is plenty. I don’t eat that much in the morning.”

“I see. Then I’ll keep it like this from tomorrow onwards.”

They put their hands together and began eating.

Yuzuru reached for an onigiri first.

The filling was umeboshi.

The saltiness and firmness were just right.

When I make them, they always end up too tightly packed…

Thinking that, he took another bite.

“What kind of onigiri fillings do you like, Yuzuru-san?”

“What do I like? Hmm… from a convenience store, probably salmon. What about you?”

“I like tuna mayo.”

“Ah… yeah, that’s good.”

“It seems high in calories, but I still end up buying it.”

“Most tasty things feel like they’re high-calorie.”

“That’s so true.”

Chatting about onigiri, they continued their meal together.

At one point, they even got into a mild disagreement over whether grilled or raw mentaiko tasted better—

but in the end, they finished everything neatly.

After that, they washed the dishes together, brushed their teeth, and got dressed—

“Shall we go?”

“Yes.”

With their belongings in hand, the two left the house.



After a train ride of several dozen minutes—

they arrived at a recently opened health spa complex.

“Bigger than I expected.”

“It’s quite impressive.”

They looked up at the building.

Inside, there was a large hall.

A slightly distinctive scent lingered in the air.

It seemed reasonably busy, with other guests around—

though not so crowded as to be inconvenient for swimming.

The clientele was mostly elderly people and families.

There weren’t many young couples.

“We’re a bit early for the meeting time.”

“Yeah… let’s wait a bit.”

They sat down on a sofa.

With nothing much to do, they began flipping through a brochure together.

“Oh… they have baths, jacuzzis, and even a sauna—not just the pool.”

“There’s also fitness facilities, foot reflexology, massage chairs… and if you book ahead, you can get a proper massage too.”

There was even a food court.

And occasional events like yoga classes and swimming lessons.

“This bath… do you wear swimsuits in it?”

“I think so. It looks like it’s connected to the pool.”

“…Then we can go in together.”

Arisa smiled.

Yuzuru felt his heart skip a beat.

“Since we’re here, we should try some of the other things too.”

“Agreed. I’d like to try a massage.”

“…Don’t forget we came here so I can teach you how to swim.”

“…I know.”

Arisa’s expression stiffened slightly.

Apparently, she had momentarily forgotten.

“I want to be able to swim 25 metres before swimming classes start.”

“Well, you’re pretty athletic, so I think you’ll be fine…”

“…I don’t think humans are supposed to float.”

“That sounds exactly like something a non-swimmer would say.”

“Because I am a non-swimmer.”

She puffed out her lips.

Yuzuru couldn’t help but smile.

“It’s fine. At the very least, you’ll be able to float by the end of today. I’ll teach you step by step.”

“Step by step is fine… but don’t touch anywhere inappropriate.”

Saying that, Arisa hugged herself slightly.

Yuzuru shrugged.

“Inappropriate is a bit vague… you’ll have to be more specific.”

“…Are you trying to make me say it? Pervert.”

Arisa glared at him.

“…So I absolutely can’t touch?”

“You can’t… this is a public place.”

“So it’d be fine if it wasn’t public?”

“Well, that’s—”

“Could you two not flirt in public?”

A voice cut in with a sigh.

When they turned around, a tall girl with long black hair was standing there.

“Honestly… I’m starting to feel a bit uneasy about being the one guiding you today.”

With an exasperated look, Nagiri Tenka said.


      
        Chapter 17 - The Toilet Is God

        “S-since when have you been standing there?!”

“Since the part about ‘inappropriate places.’ …There are kids around, you know. Keep it down.”

At Tenka’s words, Arisa shrank slightly and replied in a small voice, “Yes…”

“Honestly, it’s more normal than I expected.”

“Of course it is. It’s just a regular health spa.”

Tenka answered Yuzuru with a hand on her hip.

As it happened, this health spa was operated by people connected to Tenka.

The official manager had a different name, but the real owner was the Nagiri family.

When Yuzuru and Arisa were looking for a place where she could practise swimming, Tenka had introduced this place—

and even offered to guide them around.

“Thank you for today.”

“Yes, yes, I know.”

With Tenka leading the way, the two followed her further inside.

As her friends, they didn’t even have to pay.

They were being thoroughly looked after.

“The people working here… are they all followers of your family’s religion?”

“Not all of them.”

Tenka answered casually.

Meanwhile, Arisa looked through the brochure with interest.

“Oh… you have several locations, not just this one. Does that mean your family is fairly well-off, Tenka-san?”

“Not at all.”

Tenka let out a small sigh.

“We’re actually barely getting by. …Your father’s company is doing much better, Arisa-san. It seems business has been booming lately.”

“Yes… well, thanks to certain connections.”

Arisa’s adoptive father, Amagi Naoki, had once struggled financially.

But with investment, equipment, and contracts coming from the Takasegawa family and their network, the company had turned things around.

Naturally, the Amagi household had benefited as well.

“Our side is tight on money. …This is basically to make sure our followers can make a living.”

“So the main religious side isn’t doing so well?”

At Yuzuru’s question, Tenka shrugged.

“…We’re managing, just barely. But we’re not really in it to make money in the first place. It’s not meant to be a business, so it’s fine.”

“That’s admirable… unlike the Uenishi family.”

When Yuzuru thought of “religion,” the Uenishi family came to mind.

And they were known—at least within the Takasegawa circle—for being very money-minded.

Even Chiharu had once laughed and said, “The inside of a charm is just a piece of paper, you know.”

“The Uenishi family… well, their main business is actually land ownership.”

Tenka gave an ambiguous smile.

It seemed she didn’t want to criticise them outright.

“Do you plan to inherit your family’s role, Tenka-san?”

Arisa asked.

Tenka nodded firmly.

“Of course… that’s the plan.”

“…Is there a reason?”

Tenka paused for a moment before answering.

“A reason… well, I think it’s a job where I can help people.”

She smiled, a little shyly.

Arisa looked at her with something like admiration.

“That’s amazing… I think that’s very admirable.”

“…Really?”

“Yes. Having a clear vision for your future is something to be proud of.”

“I-it’s not that impressive.”

Embarrassed by the praise, Tenka scratched her cheek.

“It’s just that I don’t have any particular dream job, and I don’t dislike my family’s work… that’s all.”

If you don’t have another dream, and you don’t have a negative view of the family business—

that alone is reason enough to take it on.

After all, most people don’t become salarymen because they passionately want to—they just do.

“Since we have the chance, I’d like to ask the future head of a religious organisation something.”

“What is it, Yuzuru-kun?”

“How do you personally view gods… or faith?”

Tenka tilted her head.

“What’s the intent behind that question? You’re not thinking of joining, are you?”

“Just small talk. A bit of philosophy. …If you’re going to inherit the role, I wondered if you had a good way of explaining that sort of thing.”

“Hmm… I see.”

Tenka rested her hand on her chin, thinking for a moment before speaking.

“Imagine you’re on a train, and suddenly you feel like you’re about to… lose control.”

“…That’s quite the example.”

Still, it seemed easy enough to follow, so both Yuzuru and Arisa listened.

“You’d think—please, get there quickly. Help me. Don’t let this happen… right?”

Both of them nodded.

No one wanted that situation.

“But thinking that doesn’t make the train arrive any faster. No one comes to save you. And no matter how hard you wish for it, your body won’t suddenly cooperate either.”

That was undeniably true.

If you really wanted help, you’d have to say it out loud—not just think it.

“That’s what prayer is. When we’re pushed into a corner, we can’t help but pray to something that may not even exist. That ‘something’ is what we call God.”

Even people who claim they don’t believe in God—

in that kind of situation, they still end up praying.

Whether God truly exists or not—

people inevitably rely on the idea of God as they live their lives.

That was Tenka’s explanation.

“…I see. That’s easy to understand.”

“…That’s quite interesting.”

Yuzuru and Arisa both responded with admiration.

Tenka, slightly embarrassed, gave an exaggerated shrug.

“…Well, I’ve talked long enough. You two enjoy your date. I’m going to get a massage before heading home.”

With that, Tenka bid them farewell—

and headed off towards the massage room.


      
        Chapter 18 - My Fiancée Won’t Float

        “Wow… it’s bigger than I expected.”

Having changed into his swimsuit ahead of time, Yuzuru looked around the indoor pool and murmured.

There were four types of pools.

A kids’ pool.

A walking pool for exercise.

A jacuzzi pool with bubbling jets.

And a standard 25-metre swimming pool.

The baths and sauna were located next to the pool area, directly connected.

“Sorry to keep you waiting, Yuzuru-san.”

A voice called out from behind.

When he turned around, Arisa stood there, already changed.

“…No, I just got in myself.”

As he replied, Yuzuru couldn’t help but stare at her.

Since she was here to learn how to swim—and given the setting—

she wasn’t wearing a bikini, but a competitive swimsuit.

A simple design: black fabric with red lines.

The kind you’d see anywhere—something perfectly normal for school use.

Maybe it even was the one she planned to use at school.

(They say beautiful people look good in anything, but…)

The swimsuit clung tightly to her body, outlining her excellent figure.

Her chest curved softly, while her waist was neatly toned.

Her lower abdomen was somewhat boldly exposed—slightly daring—

and her long, slender legs looked especially striking.

There was a kind of healthy allure to her.

“…Yuzuru-san. What exactly are you staring at?”

Noticing his gaze, Arisa looked at him with a suspicious glare.

“S-sorry…”

Yuzuru apologised, then after a moment added—

“I was… captivated.”

“…I see.”

Arisa looked away, replying as if it were nothing.

But her cheeks seemed faintly red.

“Let’s go.”

With a slightly brighter tone, she began walking ahead.

Yuzuru followed after her.

(…Her back looks nice too.)

The swimsuit’s open back, designed to reduce water resistance, revealed smooth, beautiful skin.

Letting his gaze drift lower, the shape of her hips was clearly outlined.

Fortunately, Arisa didn’t have eyes on her back—

she didn’t notice his gaze.

She stepped into the water with a soft splash.

Yuzuru followed.

“So… what should we do?”

“Hmm…”

After thinking for a moment, Yuzuru answered.

“First, I want to see your level. Try swimming.”

“…Eh?”

Arisa looked troubled.

“I’ll drown.”

“…You can touch the bottom.”

“People can drown in thirty centimetres of water.”

That wasn’t entirely wrong.

But he couldn’t judge anything without seeing her try.

“I’ll definitely help you.”

“…Then if I can’t stand up after ten seconds, please help me.”

Taking a deep breath, Arisa sank into the water.

Then she began flailing her arms and legs.

“…”

She looked like a bug that had fallen into a pond.

Fortunately, she didn’t actually drown.

After ten seconds, she stood up.

Then she looked at Yuzuru, as if appealing to him.

“I don’t float.”

It seemed they’d have to start from the very basics.

This was… quite serious.

“Can you try just floating? No moving your arms or legs?”

“…I won’t float.”

“If you start drowning, I’ll help.”

“…You promise.”

Saying that, Arisa lightly pushed off the pool floor.

She stretched out her arms, legs, and back—

and quietly sank beneath the surface.

After a moment, she stood up again.

For some reason, she looked slightly annoyed.

Yuzuru let out a small laugh.

“Well, I think I understand the reason now.”

“…Really?”

She looked sceptical.

“You’re not about to say it’s because I’m too tense, are you? …Because I don’t think muscle tension changes my body’s mass or volume.”

It seemed she’d been told something like that before.

Judging by the results, it hadn’t helped.

“I’ll try to explain it as logically and practically as possible—not just in vague terms.”

Still looking doubtful, Arisa gave a small nod.


      
        Chapter 19 - My Fiancée Finally Floats

        The reason Arisa couldn’t swim was simple—she wasn’t good at floating.

In other words, her posture in the water was poor.

Ideally, the body should be parallel to the water’s surface, with the head slightly lowered and the back positioned highest—

but in Arisa’s case, her legs sank, leaving her body tilted.

So Yuzuru decided to start by correcting how she floated.

First, the daruma float.

Then the jellyfish float.

And finally, floating with her limbs extended.

“That’s amazing, Arisa! I can’t believe you’ve improved this much in such a short time!”

“…Aren’t you praising me a bit too much? I’ve only just managed to float.”

Though she had managed to float properly, Yuzuru’s exaggerated praise made Arisa purse her lips.

She seemed to think he was teasing her.

“That’s not true. …Even people who can swim sometimes have poor floating technique. The basics are important. I didn’t expect you to pick it up this quickly.”

At that, Arisa’s expression softened.

“I-is that so…”

She smiled shyly.

Adorable, Yuzuru thought from the bottom of his heart.

That said, while it was true she was cute, it was also true that he had been overpraising her.

In fact, Yuzuru had already decided he would praise her no matter how well she did.

Floating was important—but even more important was easing her fear of water.

…Though, admittedly, he also just didn’t want to see her discouraged.

In short, Yuzuru was soft on her.

“…What’s next?”

“Let’s see… I’ll hold your hands while you float, so try doing flutter kicks.”

Now they moved on to the basics of actual swimming.

Flutter kick practice.

“…How was that?”

“Well…”

While Arisa had initially struggled with floating, her flutter kicks also had a major issue.

Her knees bent too much.

And she was splashing the surface excessively.

That was why her earlier swimming had looked like “a bug flailing in water.”

When Yuzuru explained this, Arisa tilted her head.

“What does it feel like… to not bend your knees?”

“Maybe it’s better if we practise while sitting.”

Yuzuru had her sit on the poolside and try moving her legs.

The motion was… a bit awkward.

“…Are you sure not bending the knees is actually correct?”

Arisa frowned.

It seemed she had a habit of getting a little grumpy when she couldn’t do something.

That was a bit of a new discovery for Yuzuru.

“It doesn’t mean keeping them completely straight like a stick. A slight bend is fine.”

“How slight?”

“…Can I hold your legs?”

Arisa gave a small nod.

Yuzuru stood in front of her and gently took hold of her legs.

(…They really are beautiful.)

Long, slender legs. Smooth, pale skin.

From her toes to the top of her thighs, the shape was elegant.

(…And a bit daring.)

The high-cut swimsuit exposed more than expected.

Though he felt a bit guilty, he was still a teenage boy—his gaze inevitably drifted.

“Um, Yuzuru-san… what exactly are you looking at?”

“…Sorry. I got distracted.”

“…Do you think saying that makes it okay?”

Arisa pouted slightly, her cheeks faintly flushed.

…She didn’t seem truly angry.

“Won’t you forgive me?”

“Honestly… just looking, alright?”

Arisa sighed, as if she couldn’t help it.

She didn’t seem entirely displeased at being looked at.

Putting that aside—

Yuzuru steadied himself and began guiding her legs.

“It’s less about not bending your knees, and more about moving them in small, quick motions like this. Don’t kick with your whole leg—imagine kicking the water with the top of your feet.”

“But wouldn’t that make it hard to move forward?”

“Flutter kicks are more about stabilising your posture. And since you’re kicking with just your feet, big movements don’t really help.”

“I see…”

Following his advice, Arisa tried moving her legs on her own.

It was already much better than before.

“Next, let’s try it while holding onto the poolside.”

“Yes.”

This time, she held onto the edge while practising.

At first, Yuzuru supported her legs.

“Keep them in the water, small movements like this…”

“It’s okay if my knees bend a little, right?”

“Yeah. As long as you’re kicking with your feet.”

Arisa followed his guidance.

With her natural athleticism, once she got the hang of it, she improved quickly.

(…This is a bit hard on the eyes.)

From Yuzuru’s perspective, he could see her pale back—

and her rather well-shaped hips.

With each kick, her body moved slightly.

His fiancée had an undeniably excellent figure, making even simple movements look alluring.

“Yuzuru-san, how is it?”

“Yeah, that’s good. As expected of you, Arisa—you improve quickly. You’re great to teach.”

“Ehehe… really?”

She sounded pleased.

Yuzuru averted his gaze slightly from his adorable fiancée, doing his best to maintain his composure.


      
        Chapter 20 - Swimsuits and Bathing

        As Yuzuru continued teaching her how to swim, time passed quickly—

and before they knew it, it was noon.

They left the pool for the time being and decided to have lunch.

Their destination was the restaurant inside the facility.

Yuzuru ordered katsu curry, while Arisa chose a hamburger steak plate.

“That was better than I expected.”

“Yeah, it was.”

It wasn’t a high-end restaurant by any means, but after exercising, it tasted especially good.

The question was what to do after filling their stomachs—

“After this, how about we check out the baths?”

He figured it wouldn’t be good to exercise on a full stomach.

And since they’d been active all morning, it was also a bit of consideration for Arisa, who was likely tired.

“That sounds nice. Since it’s here, it’d be a waste not to try it.”

With that decided, they left the restaurant, changed back into their swimsuits, and returned to the pool area.

Their first stop was the heated jacuzzi pool.

The water temperature was just under forty degrees.

Too lukewarm for a bath, but pleasantly warm for a pool.

There were areas where you could lie back, with bubbles rising from below—

likely designed for a light massage effect.

Yuzuru and Arisa lay down side by side.

“Not bad, this.”

The bubbles and water flow hit his shoulders and back.

It felt surprisingly good.

“I’d prefer something a bit stronger.”

On the other hand, Arisa—who had stiff shoulders—seemed to find it lacking.

The mild stimulation only made her more aware of the tension, and she began rubbing her neck.

“Then let’s try the baths.”

“Yes, let’s.”

Once they’d had enough of the jacuzzi, they got up and headed to the bathing area.

As they opened the door, a wave of heat and steam greeted them.

There were several types of baths, including medicinal ones.

They first entered a standard bath filled with plain hot water.

The temperature was just over forty degrees—

not too hot, not too mild.

“Ahh… baths really are nice.”

The moment she stepped in, Arisa stretched her body.

Yuzuru did the same, relaxing his limbs.

Looking around, most of the people there were elderly.

Next were families.

Yuzuru and Arisa seemed to be the only couple.

“…Still, bathing in swimsuits feels a bit strange.”

Yuzuru muttered.

To him, baths were something you entered naked.

As a Japanese person, he couldn’t help but feel a slight sense of discomfort.

“Yeah… it does feel a bit odd. …Is there something on my face?”

“No… I was just thinking, this is technically mixed bathing.”

At his words, Arisa’s cheeks turned faintly red.

“W-why would you suddenly say that?”

“Well… it’s not wrong, is it?”

“That’s… true, but…”

They were wearing swimsuits.

Nothing inappropriate was visible—just like being in the pool.

Even if older people saw them, it wasn’t a big deal—as long as no one stared.

But still—

“…Now I’m conscious of it.”

Saying that, Arisa dipped part of her face into the water.

She seemed slightly embarrassed by the situation of bathing together with Yuzuru.

“You don’t mind bathing with me?”

“…It’s not that I mind.”

It didn’t seem like she disliked it at all.

Seeing that, Yuzuru voiced a thought that came to mind.

“Then… how about we bathe together tonight?”

“…”

Arisa fell silent for a moment.

Then, looking up at him, she answered—

“…If we’re wearing swimsuits, then… okay.”

His fiancée had given her permission.

Yuzuru couldn’t help but smile.

“Just bathing together, that’s all.”

She added firmly, as if laying down a condition.

Yuzuru nodded seriously.

“Of course… trust me.”

“I wonder about that…”

Arisa gave him a sceptical look.

“You were staring at me strangely during practice.”

“…I wasn’t.”

“And you touched me a few times.”

“That was… unavoidable.”

While teaching, it was inevitable that his hands might accidentally brush against her chest or legs.

It hadn’t been intentional.

…Though he couldn’t deny there were certain perks.

“If you don’t trust me, why agree to bathe together?”

“Well, that’s…”

Arisa faltered.

Then she stood up and said, as if changing the subject—

“Shall we try the next bath?”

“…Alright.”

Yuzuru responded with a wry smile.


      
        Chapter 21 - My Fiancée’s Nikujaga

        “That massage felt amazing.”

“Yeah, that was really good.”

Back home, Yuzuru and Arisa chatted like that.

They had fully enjoyed the facilities—baths, sauna, and massage chairs.

“You’ve gotten a lot better at swimming too, Arisa.”

Of course, they hadn’t just been relaxing—there had also been proper swimming practice.

She wasn’t quite at the point of “being able to swim” yet, but she could at least do flutter kicks while holding onto Yuzuru.

“How much more training do you think I’ll need?”

“At this pace… maybe two more sessions, and you’ll be able to manage 25 metres.”

After that, all she needed was to kick without holding on and learn how to breathe.

Once she got that far, it would count as swimming.

Even doggy paddle would be fine.

…Though mastering crawl, backstroke, breaststroke, or butterfly would be another story.

As they chatted, the two began preparing dinner.

At the very least, Yuzuru could peel vegetables with a peeler.

That evening’s menu was—

Saikyo-marinated Spanish mackerel.  Fish marinated in sweet white miso

Nikujaga.  Simmered meat and potatoes

Spinach with sesame dressing.

Miso soup.

“What you made—this nikujaga—is really good.”

Everything was delicious, of course, but the nikujaga stood out the most to Yuzuru.

The potatoes were fluffy and soaked through with flavour.

“It’s made with new potatoes.”

Arisa puffed her chest slightly, clearly proud of it.

Then she tilted her head.

“Yuzuru-san, do you like nikujaga?”

“Hm? Well… about as much as anyone, I guess.”

He didn’t love it in particular, but he didn’t dislike it either.

“Why do you ask?”

“Well… I heard that men tend to like women who can make nikujaga.”

“Ah… yeah, you hear that a lot.”

It was often said that nikujaga appealed to men.

But if you asked men their favourite food, fewer would name nikujaga than things like curry or hamburg steak.

In other words, it wasn’t that they loved nikujaga—

they liked the idea of a girl who could make it.

“What about you, Yuzuru-san?”

“Hmm… I don’t really have that kind of mindset—‘I like women who can cook nikujaga.’”

Yuzuru’s mother wasn’t particularly good at cooking.

And most of the time, meals at home were prepared by hired staff.

So he had never really thought, I want a wife who’s good at cooking.

“I see…”

It wasn’t quite the answer Arisa had been hoping for.

She didn’t look upset exactly, but her mood dipped slightly.

“…Of course, I like your cooking.”

“Yes, I know that. …It’s not that, exactly…”

Arisa looked a little troubled.

She understood that Yuzuru wasn’t dissatisfied with her cooking.

“It’s just… I wonder if you like my cooking, rather than liking me for being someone who’s good at cooking…”

“That’s…”

Even if Arisa were bad at cooking—or couldn’t cook at all—Yuzuru wouldn’t start disliking her.

To him, she was his girlfriend, his fiancée, his future partner—not someone valued for a specific skill.

But it didn’t seem like that was the answer she wanted.

As Yuzuru struggled to respond, Arisa shook her head apologetically.

“Sorry… I couldn’t put it into words properly. I made things awkward.”

It seemed even she couldn’t fully articulate what she was feeling.

And Yuzuru didn’t know what he should say either.

“No, it’s fine. …Could I have another helping?”

Deciding it was better to move on, Yuzuru changed the subject.

Arisa seemed relieved and nodded.

“Ah, yes. Of course.”

“Then I’ll help myself.”

Using serving chopsticks, Yuzuru transferred more nikujaga onto his plate.



After clearing up, the two relaxed in the living room.

Or rather—

they were both a little restless.

“…Um, Yuzuru-san.”

“What is it, Arisa?”

“N-no, it’s nothing.”

She started to say something, then stopped.

Yuzuru knew exactly why she seemed so fidgety.

(We’re going to bathe together after this…)

They had promised to take a bath together in swimsuits.

It was only natural they’d be conscious of it.

(…Was she about to say we should call it off?)

It wouldn’t be surprising if she lost her nerve at the last moment.

Of course, he wouldn’t force her if she didn’t want to—

“Arisa.”

“Y-yes?”

“…Shall we go in?”

He decided to take the initiative.

Arisa gave a small nod.

“Yes… let’s.”

Fortunately, she didn’t seem unwilling.

She was probably just too embarrassed to bring it up herself.

“Then you go in first, Yuzuru-san. I’ll change into my swimsuit and come in after.”

“Alright.”

As instructed, Yuzuru changed into his swimsuit and entered the bathroom.

He washed up quickly.

Now all that was left was to wait for Arisa.

(…Will I be alright?)

He felt a bit uneasy.

Not because he thought he’d lose control and do something like pounce on her—

his self-restraint would hold.

The real issue was something less under his control—

or rather, something that already was reacting.

(Well… it didn’t show at the pool.)

Honestly, even with swimsuits on, it would almost be rude not to react when bathing with someone you liked.

At worst, he could bluff it off with something like, “It’s because you’re attractive.”

“…I’m coming in now.”

While Yuzuru was busy thinking such nonsense, Arisa’s voice came from outside.

He instinctively straightened up.

A moment later, the door slowly opened.

“…Let’s get in before we catch a chill.”

Blushing deeply, her jade-green eyes darting nervously—

his fiancée stood there in a white bikini.


      
        Chapter 22 - Bathing with My Fiancée (Part 1)

        What Arisa wore was a white bikini.

It was a simple design, without any particular decorations.

It felt like a colour variation of the black bikini she had worn at the pool before.

The design differed slightly, but the level of exposure wasn’t that different.

“…Um, Yuzuru-san?”

“Ah—right… sorry.”

Snapping back to his senses at her voice—delivered while she shyly averted her gaze—Yuzuru scratched his cheek and spoke as if making an excuse.

“I thought you’d wear your competition swimsuit.”

He hadn’t expected her to bring a bikini.

As Yuzuru stood there slightly surprised, Arisa gave a bashful smile.

“Well, with a competition swimsuit, it’d be hard to wash properly… and it didn’t seem very hygienic to bathe in the same one I used in the pool.”

“…That’s… fair enough.”

That said, it didn’t quite explain why she had brought a white bikini.

…but Yuzuru decided to accept it as better safe than sorry.

“Then I’ll get in first.”

“Yes.”

For now, Yuzuru slipped into the bath ahead of her.

Meanwhile, Arisa quickly washed herself.

If she took too long, Yuzuru would overheat first.

Since she could wash properly again later, it was enough to rinse off lightly so as not to dirty the bath.

After rinsing herself, Arisa stood up, as if gathering her resolve.

“Then… excuse me.”

She lifted her leg and stepped into the tub—

then settled in facing Yuzuru.

“……”

“……”

Silence took over.

Both of them looked down, avoiding each other’s eyes.

(…This is bad. Really bad.)

At the pool, he’d felt embarrassed, but not to the point where he couldn’t look at her.

But now, he simply couldn’t bring himself to look at Arisa.

Partly because she was wearing a more revealing white bikini instead of a competition swimsuit—

but more than that—

(Being alone together in a confined space… this isn’t good.)

They were alone, in a small enclosed space.

And close enough to touch just by reaching out.

“U-um, Yuzuru-san…”

Arisa spoke first.

Yuzuru jerked his head up.

Her face flushed bright red, she spoke to him.

“Um… how is it? The swimsuit.”

“Uh… well…”

Prompted, Yuzuru turned his gaze towards her.

Beneath the clear water, her pale skin seemed to glow.

Her figure was graceful, yet full of soft curves.

A simple piece of white fabric covered her chest and lower abdomen.

Soaked with water, the fabric clung to her skin—

slightly revealing the healthy tone beneath.

…White was prone to that.

“I-it suits you… I think. It feels pure and… cute.”

“I see. That’s good.”

Arisa smiled shyly, but happily.

It didn’t seem like she had noticed how slightly sheer it had become.

She likely hadn’t chosen white for that reason.

Fortunately, nothing that absolutely shouldn’t be seen was visible.

It was proper swimwear, after all—not something meant as a joke.

Perhaps wearing under-shorts would prevent that issue.

…Though it seemed she hadn’t worn any this time.

“Which do you prefer, Yuzuru-san?”

“…Which?”

“You know… compared to the one I wore at the pool before.”

In other words—black bikini or white bikini.

“Hmm… let’s see…”

The black one felt more mature and alluring.

The white one felt pure and cute.

Both suited her, but—

“Black, I think.”

“Oh? Why?”

“Your skin is fair and beautiful, so I think black contrasts it better.”

It brought out both her complexion and her flaxen hair.

“I see… Then next time we go to the pool, should I wear black?”

“No… you don’t have to match my preference. I’d like to see you in all sorts of looks.”

At that, Arisa lowered her gaze shyly.

“I-is that so…”

Then, she leaned slightly closer.

Their skin brushed faintly, and Yuzuru’s heart skipped a beat.

“You said earlier… that you liked my skin. Do you really like it?”

Looking up at him with moist eyes, she spoke softly.

There was a heat in her expression beyond mere embarrassment or warmth.

“Of course. …I like everything about you.”

“E-everything…”

Her face flushed even deeper.

Then, with a faintly graceful shift of posture, she asked—

“…Do you want to touch it?”

“Are you sure?”

Caught off guard, Yuzuru raised his voice.

Arisa nodded.

“Well… um, no weird places. But my shoulders… are fine.”

At that, Yuzuru looked towards her shoulder.

It was pale like porcelain, smooth, and delicately shaped.

Only the thin strap of her bikini partially covered it.

He reached out and touched her shoulder.

Arisa flinched slightly, tensing up—but kept her gaze on him.

“S-so… how is it?”

“…It’s really smooth.”

Whether from water or perspiration, her damp skin felt incredibly soft.

After a brief touch, Yuzuru pulled his hand back, raising both hands slightly.

“…That’s it?”

“Well… yeah…”

Of course, he wanted to touch her more, but—

“…I don’t think my self-control would hold.”

He muttered quietly.

Arisa seemed to take it as a joke and let out a small laugh.

“Honestly… you’re hopeless.”

Then, her gaze drifted downward.

“—Kya!”

She let out a small scream and covered her face with her hands.

“W-what are you thinking!?”

“W-what do you mean… about you?”

“Don’t try to brush it off!!”

Peeking through her fingers, she protested loudly.


      
        Chapter 23 - What I Like About You

        After getting out of the bath—

“Right, um… Arisa-san. Please don’t be upset.”

Yuzuru was massaging Arisa’s shoulders.

Arisa, her face faintly flushed, replied—

“…I’m not angry.”

“Really?”

“…I was just surprised.”

After that incident in the bath—

Yuzuru had been hit with the usual “Pervert! Idiot!” type of scolding and promptly kicked out of the bathroom.

He’d been worried she might actually dislike him now, but fortunately, that didn’t seem to be the case.

“Something similar has happened before, after all.”

“…Well, that’s true.”

It wasn’t the first time she’d seen that.

Though it was the first time while they were both exposed like that.

“That was… unavoidable.”

It wasn’t like he’d had impure thoughts—

well, that wasn’t entirely true, but he hadn’t meant to upset her in any way.

He tried to explain that.

Arisa, however, gave a small nod.

“I know. You’re not that kind of person… that’s why I came to like you.”

“I-I see… that’s good.”

It seemed his more gentlemanly side had earned him points.

Though, admittedly, Yuzuru did put on quite a front in front of her.

(…I should probably avoid acting the same way I do around Soichiro and Sei.)

He made a quiet resolution.

“…You said it was unavoidable, right?”

“Hm? Yeah… I mean, it’s not really something you can control with willpower…”

“You did try to suppress it, didn’t you?”

“Well… of course.”

Did he really try that hard?

He wasn’t sure.

It wasn’t that he desperately wanted to hide it—

but he had felt embarrassed at the idea of her seeing it, and worried she might be put off.

“I see. You tried… but couldn’t help it.”

“Y-yeah.”

Arisa spoke as if confirming something carefully.

Yuzuru, standing behind her and massaging her shoulders, couldn’t see her expression.

(…Where is this going?)

Nothing was more unnerving than not understanding.

Yuzuru braced himself, cautiously gauging her mood.

“And the reason you couldn’t suppress it… was because you saw my body, right?”

“W-well…”

“I won’t get angry.”

Feeling like a child being questioned by a teacher, Yuzuru answered—

“Well… it was a bit stimulating…”

“…A bit? Even though it was only ‘a bit,’ you couldn’t control it?”

Apparently, that was the wrong answer.

Yuzuru hurriedly corrected himself.

“No—not a bit. It was… very… impressive, so I couldn’t.”

“I see. I see.”

Arisa nodded repeatedly.

And only then did Yuzuru realise—

her voice had a slight bounce to it.

“So you’re saying… you couldn’t help it because I was attractive?”

Arisa turned around as she said it.

There was a faint smile on her lips.

“Well… yeah.”

“That can’t be helped then.”

Without even waiting for his reply, she continued—

“You’re not at fault, Yuzuru-san. It was unavoidable, after all.”

“Eh? Well… I suppose…”

As Yuzuru nodded vaguely, Arisa gave him a satisfied smile.

A rather smug one.

“I’ll forgive you.”

He had been forgiven.

It seemed Arisa didn’t view what happened in the bath negatively—

if anything, she saw it positively.

Yuzuru let out a quiet sigh of relief.

Unaware—or perhaps fully aware—of his worries, Arisa continued in a cheerful tone.

“By the way, you said it was impressive earlier.”

“Yeah… I did.”

“Um…”

She hesitated slightly.

Her jade-green eyes averted shyly for a moment—

“Specifically… what part was impressive?”

Her face was bright red as she asked.

She was curious—but clearly embarrassed.

“W-well…”

Even Yuzuru found it embarrassing to say out loud.

But he decided honesty was best.

“…Your chest, for example.”

“My chest…”

As she said it, Arisa placed her hand over her chest.

Just placed it—not squeezing.

But the gesture itself was somehow alluring, making Yuzuru’s heart race.

“Do you prefer… larger ones?”

“Well… yeah, I suppose I like them on the larger side.”

At that, Arisa gave a small smile.

“That reminds me—your matchmaking preference was ‘large chest,’ wasn’t it?”

“…I’d appreciate it if we didn’t revisit that.”

That had been half a joke at the time, not a perfect reflection of his tastes.

“…Anything else?”

“Anything else?”

“What parts of me… you like. Physically.”

“Physically…”

Given the flow of the conversation, she clearly meant her body.

After a moment’s thought, Yuzuru answered—

“Your skin. It’s really fair and beautiful.”

“I see, I see.”

That didn’t seem to surprise her—she was likely aware of it herself.

“And… your legs.”

A slightly more specific answer.

Arisa nodded firmly.

“Your legs… you were staring at them during the pool session, weren’t you?”

“…I wasn’t.”

Ignoring his denial, she pressed on.

“What about them do you like?”

“Uh… well… your thighs?”

“My thighs… because they’re long and slender?”

She glanced down at her legs.

Her loungewear shorts revealed smooth, pale skin.

“No… more like… they look soft.”

“Oh… that’s your perspective.”

She touched her own leg thoughtfully.

To Yuzuru, they were the legs of the girl he loved.

To her, they were just her own—nothing particularly special.

“Anything else?”

“Anything else… well, I like all of you, really—”

“That kind of answer doesn’t count.”

She dismissed it as flattery.

With no choice, Yuzuru went more specific.

“…I like your hips.”

“Y-your hips?”

Her voice rose slightly.

That answer seemed unexpected.

“What’s good about them? …I don’t think they’re particularly ‘beautiful.’”

“It’s not about beautiful or not… just, I think fuller ones are appealing.”

If asked why, Yuzuru couldn’t really explain.

It just was.

“…Do you perhaps prefer chubbier women?”

Arisa tilted her head.

Yuzuru blinked—but then realised:

“Large chest,” “soft thighs,” “full hips”—

it did sound like he preferred a rounder figure overall.

But that wasn’t the case.

“I also like your slim waist.”

“I see… so in other words, you like women with generally good proportions?”

“Yeah, that sounds about right.”

His preferences were fairly standard.

“…For now, I understand that you really like my… body.”

“…Well, I’m glad that came across.”

It was a slightly misleading way to put it, but she knew that wasn’t all he cared about.

“…Yuzuru-san?”

Arisa sounded confused.

Yuzuru had suddenly wrapped his arms around her from behind.

“W-what is it?”

Her face flushed as she asked.

Yuzuru, equally red, leaned close to her ear.

“Hey.”

His breath brushed against her hair.

“Y-yes…”

Arisa leaned her weight into him.

“…Shall we practise kissing?”


      
        Chapter 24 - Practice (Third Time)

        First, Yuzuru gently took Arisa’s hand.

He softly pressed his lips against the back of it, where her engagement ring gleamed.

“Mm…”

Arisa let out a small sound.

Then her strength melted away, and she leaned her weight into him.

Yuzuru gently stroked her fine hair.

Meanwhile, Arisa looked up at him with heated eyes.

“Arisa…”

Calling her name, Yuzuru placed a soft kiss on her hair.

Then he moved his lips towards her forehead.

“Ah… my face…”

She murmured weakly.

But ignoring that, Yuzuru kissed her forehead.

“How is it?”

“…I think I’m okay.”

Breathing out softly, cheeks flushed and eyes moist, Arisa answered.

Then the two turned to face each other fully—

and embraced tightly.

They gazed into each other’s eyes.

As Yuzuru slowly leaned closer, Arisa closed hers.

His lips brushed against her soft, rosy cheek.

“…May I try too?”

“…Yeah.”

At his answer, Arisa squeezed her eyes shut, her body trembling slightly, and slowly moved her lips closer.

Her glossy lips touched Yuzuru’s cheek.

“I did it…”

“You did.”

Smiling, Yuzuru gently stroked her hair.

Arisa narrowed her eyes in contentment.

“Arisa.”

“Yes?”

“…Can I try here next?”

Saying that, Yuzuru lightly touched her lips.

They were soft and moist with lip balm.

“Eh… ah…”

Arisa’s lips trembled slightly.

Her gaze darted, then lowered shyly before she answered in a small voice.

“Um… I think it’s still a bit too soon…”

“I see.”

There was no need to rush.

They had plenty of time.

“Is anywhere else okay?”

When he asked, Arisa nodded faintly, her face flushed.

“…Yes… as you like.”

Yuzuru embraced her again.

Her body was soft—and warm.

Then—

“Mm… ah…”

He pressed his lips to her pale neck.

He could clearly feel her body shiver.

“Is this alright?”

“Mm… yes…”

She nodded gently.

Next, Yuzuru brought his lips close to her ear—

and softly blew against it.

“Ah—wait, that’s…”

When he followed with a kiss, Arisa trembled again.

“…N-no, that’s not allowed…”

She said it weakly.

But it didn’t seem like she truly disliked it.

“Arisa. I love you.”

He whispered into her ear.

His breath brushed her ear and hair.

“S-saying that doesn’t make it okay…”

Arisa puffed her cheeks slightly, speaking as if sulking.

Then—

“My turn.”

She whispered near his ear—

and kissed it.

Then she pressed her lips to his neck.

“…Arisa.”

“Yuzuru-san…”

They looked at each other—

and exchanged kisses on cheeks and foreheads.

With each one, their bodies seemed to melt further into warmth.

“Arisa.”

“Yes?”

“…Still not your lips?”

Drawn towards her soft lips, Yuzuru asked again.

Arisa, face bright red, hesitated before answering—

“N-no… I’m still… too embarrassed…”

She gently pushed against him as she spoke.

But Yuzuru moved closer, as if resisting her resistance.

“Wait… I don’t think I can hold back. …You’re too attractive.”

“S-saying that doesn’t mean everything can just be excused as ‘it couldn’t be helped’…”

Arisa said, flustered.

Yet Yuzuru still tried to close the distance.

After a brief hesitation—

Arisa suddenly threw her arms around him.

Then, mischievously, she whispered in his ear—

“Now you can’t, can you?”

To Yuzuru, it almost sounded like a provocation.

He tightened his arms around her.

“Ah—um… Yuzuru-san, that’s a bit too tight—”

“Arisa!”

“Eh? W-wait—”

Thud!

A loud sound echoed.

Yuzuru stared straight into her jade-green eyes.

Arisa, on the other hand, looked confused, her mouth opening and closing.

Before he realised it—

Yuzuru had pushed her down.


      
        Chapter 25 - Sleeping with My Fiancée

        Beautiful flaxen hair, pale skin, jade-green eyes, glossy lips—

before he knew it, all of that was right in front of Yuzuru.

“Y-Yuzuru-san…?”

A voice like the ringing of a bell.

At that sound, Yuzuru suddenly came back to himself.

Right before him was Arisa, looking confused.

“Ah—no… sorry.”

Yuzuru hurriedly tried to pull away.

But before he could—

“Yuzuru-san.”

Arisa clung tightly to him.

Pulled by her, Yuzuru fell on top of her.

“Arisa?”

“…Let’s stay like this for a while.”

She made that suggestion.

Yuzuru hesitated for a moment—but unable to resist, he closed his eyes while holding her.

His arms wrapped around her body.

He felt her warmth and softness.

A faint, sweet scent of shampoo brushed his nose.

“Yuzuru-san…”

“…Arisa.”

They called each other’s names.

Letting their bodies relax, they surrendered to the pleasant sensation.

And then—



“…Hm? Wait…”

Yuzuru slowly opened his eyes.

When he did, his fiancée’s perfectly composed face was still right in front of him.

Her eyes were closed, breathing softly in peaceful sleep.

“…Ah, she fell asleep.”

In a moment of impulse, Yuzuru had pushed her down.

And after that… they had held each other.

Comforted by each other’s warmth, they had both drifted off to sleep.

(…Would it have been okay to kiss her then?)

To kiss her—

to let himself be carried away by desire and explore her body…

Had she perhaps wanted that?

That thought crossed Yuzuru’s mind.

“Mm… Yuzuru-san…”

Her sleeping face—so defenceless and adorable—came into view.

(…No. Probably not.)

Even if he had, she likely wouldn’t have gotten angry, nor would she have come to dislike him.

But whether she truly wanted it—that was another matter.

If she had, she would have said so more clearly.

(…Next time, I should at least think about the setting.)

It wasn’t that it was forbidden—

but his room wasn’t exactly the ideal place for a first kiss.

Yuzuru himself wasn’t particularly particular about such things, but Arisa probably was.

Maybe somewhere with a nice night view… he decided he’d look into it.

“…Right.”

Sleeping on the carpet had left his body a bit stiff.

Arisa, now deep in dreamland, would likely feel the same.

Yuzuru gently lifted her in his arms—

and laid her down on his bed.

(…Well, it’s fine.)

Too lazy to lay out the futon, Yuzuru simply lay down beside her.

He quietly watched her sleeping face.

A fairy tale came to mind—

Snow White.

In that story, the princess awakens from the prince’s kiss.

But Arisa wasn’t dead—just fast asleep.

Even if he kissed her, she probably wouldn’t wake.

“Good night, Arisa.”

Gently, Yuzuru brought his face closer—

and pressed his lips to her forehead.

Then he turned off the light.

In the darkness, feeling her warmth beside him, Yuzuru drifted back to sleep.



The next morning.

“…Mm… fuaaah…”

Yukishiro Arisa rubbed her eyes as she sat up.

She looked around.

“…Ah, this is Yuzuru-san’s room.”

She remembered—it was the third day of her stay.

Then she tilted her head in confusion.

When did I fall asleep?

“…Mm, Ariisaa…”

A voice came from beside her.

Next to her was her beloved fiancé.

And they were on Yuzuru’s bed.

“…Eh?”

Arisa froze—

utterly confused.


      
        Chapter 26 - Doubts About My Fiancée

        Rice, miso soup, dashimaki tamago, spinach ohitashi, and nikujaga.

That was the breakfast menu for the day.

The nikujaga was leftover from the previous night.

And the spinach—this was its second day in a row.

(…Does she just really like spinach?)

As he ate the ohitashi, Yuzuru wondered.

With bonito flakes and soy sauce, it was simply delicious.

(Well, it’s probably just because it’s easy and tasty. Nothing deeper than that.)

After being together this long, he understood Arisa’s way of thinking and her cooking habits quite well.

She was the type who valued variety and colour in her dishes.

“Ohitashi”-type dishes provided that much-needed green, paired well with Japanese meals, were easy to prepare, and kept well.

And they didn’t get boring easily.

When in doubt—boiled greens.

She likely had no particular attachment to spinach itself.

In fact, sometimes it got swapped out for komatsuna. /tn: (komatsuna: Japanese mustard spinach)

“Your dashimaki tamago really is delicious.”

As always, the rolled omelette she made was reliably excellent.

There seemed to be quite a lot of dashi in it, yet it held together perfectly without falling apart.

“…I see. I’m glad.”

Her response to his praise was stiff.

As expected… something felt different about her today.

“Um… Arisa.”

“Yes?”

“About yesterday…”

The moment Yuzuru brought it up, Arisa froze.

Her porcelain-like skin took on a faint blush.

“About pushing you down… I’m sorry.”

As he apologised, Arisa scratched her cheek awkwardly.

“N-no… it’s fine. I was acting strange too.”

Strange.

Yes—last night, they had both been a little strange.

No one was really at fault.

That was just how things had gone.

…But Arisa still seemed to have something on her mind.

She looked like she wanted to say something.

Or ask something.

That’s how it seemed to Yuzuru.

“…Arisa.”

“Y-yes?”

“If there’s something you want to say… you can just say it.”

Honestly, it would be easier for him if she did.

At his words, Arisa hesitated slightly before speaking.

“Um… about last night.”

“Yeah.”

“…Did you do anything to me?”

Did you do anything?

It was phrased as a question.

Meaning—this wasn’t about what she remembered while awake.

It was about what happened after she fell asleep.

“Anything… well, I did carry you to the bed.”

At his answer, Arisa nodded.

“Yes, I know that… and then, after that… did you do anything?”

“….”

Yuzuru thought for a moment, then decided to answer honestly.

“I kissed you.”

“A-a kiss…?”

Arisa’s face flushed.

Then, hesitantly, she asked—

“W-where…?”

“On your forehead.”

“My forehead…”

She touched her own forehead.

The spot she touched was slightly off from where he had actually kissed her.

“…Was that not okay?”

“No, not at all. …It’s completely fine.”

It seemed that, for Arisa, a kiss on the forehead while she was asleep was within acceptable bounds.

Yuzuru felt relieved—but only for a moment, as she continued—

“…Was that really all?”

“Of course. I swear.”

“I see…”

It seemed she was satisfied that he hadn’t done anything beyond that.

Arisa let out a quiet breath of relief.

For now, the misunderstanding had been cleared up.

“So, what shall we do today?”

“Let’s see…”

Their conversation shifted to today’s plans.

Arisa still wasn’t fully able to swim, so ideally they’d go to the pool once more during the holiday—

“But going to the pool again today might be a bit tiring.”

“Yeah, I think so too…”

They had both fallen asleep quite early last night—

likely due to the fatigue from swimming.

Doing it two days in a row might be too much.

“Let’s just go on a normal date today.”

“That sounds good. …Somewhere calm would be nice.”

A quiet, relaxed outing—

that was what his fiancée wanted.

Since their last date had been rather intense (physically), Yuzuru agreed.

“Where should we go?”

“Hmm…”

Somewhere calm.

And ideally, somewhere that didn’t cost much.

After a moment’s thought, Yuzuru answered—

“How about a museum?”


      
        Chapter 27 - The Stone Rod

        When it comes to classic date spots, amusement parks and cinemas come to mind.

Aquariums and zoos are also solid options.

That said, all of them cost a fair bit.

Of course, it goes without saying that Yuzuru’s family was wealthy. If he asked his parents—especially if he said it was for his fiancée—they’d likely hand over enough money for both of them, plus a little extra.

But Yuzuru didn’t want to do that.

And Arisa didn’t want to beg his parents for money either, nor could she afford to cover the entire cost of a date herself.

So naturally, they ended up with a wholesome, budget-friendly high school date.

Somewhere inexpensive.

Somewhere both of them could enjoy.

And somewhere that wouldn’t tire them out.

When you put those conditions together…

The only things that came to mind were museums and art galleries.

“By the way, Yuzuru-san, do you usually go to museums or anything like that?”

On the way there, as they swayed along on the train, Arisa asked him that.

“…Well, I suppose.”

To be honest, not really.

It wasn’t that he had no interest, nor that he wouldn’t enjoy it—but he’d never go out of his way to visit one.

That said, Yuzuru was still a boy.

He wanted to look cool in front of the girl he liked.

He wanted to show off a little.

He wanted to come across as an intellectual boyfriend.

But he couldn’t lie.

So—

“Well, about as much as anyone.”

“So… not very often, then.”

She saw right through him.

“…What about you, Arisa?”

“About average.”

“So you don’t go much either.”

While Arisa’s domestic skills and thought processes were a bit different from the average high school girl, her tastes weren’t particularly unusual.

Which meant she also wasn’t the type to frequent museums or galleries.

“You don’t really get many chances, do you?”

“Yeah… not really.”

They’d both been a few times as children, brought along by their parents—

but since entering high school, neither had gone.

“Well then, let’s call this a good opportunity.”

“Sounds good.”

As they chatted, they arrived at their station.

After getting off the train and taking a bus, they finally reached their destination.

It was a large history museum.

They paid the entrance fee and went inside.

“Wow… there’s actually quite a lot of detailed information written here.”

“We covered this plant opal analysis thing in class.”

Since both of them had studied Japanese history, they could follow the exhibits reasonably well.

“I think I came here once when I was little.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Yes… though all I really remember is seeing some weird clay figurines.”

As she said that, Arisa narrowed her eyes slightly.

“It’s interesting how the same things can look different now.”

“Maybe it just means we’ve grown?”

“I hope so… though maybe we’ve just gotten older.”

“…We’re not that old.”

Chatting like that, they continued deeper inside.

“Ah, we learned about this too. I think… these were made to pray for fertility and prosperity, right?”

Reading the caption beside a nude female statue, Arisa smiled happily.

“Got it right.”

Meanwhile, Yuzuru was thinking something rather stupid like ‘Not sexy at all’.

“Hm? …This one doesn’t have a description.”

Quietly displayed near the statue was something like a stone pillar.

It stood taller than either of them—around two metres.

The only label read:

“Stone Rod.”

“…Ah, that’s…”

Arisa didn’t seem to recognise it.

But Yuzuru did.

“You know what this… stone rod is?”

“Yeah, sort of. I think it was mentioned in the corner of a textbook or something.”

He scratched his cheek awkwardly.

It was… a bit hard to explain.

“What is it?”

“Well… um, I think it’s similar to the female statue… but what was it again? I forgot.”

Since it was awkward to explain, he decided to pretend he didn’t remember.

“Hm.”

Murmuring that, Arisa pulled out her phone.

Yukishiro Arisa was a modern girl.

If she didn’t know something, she could just ask Google.

“Then I’ll look it up now. Let’s see…”

She typed it in—

and then froze.

She was reading carefully.

But her cheeks slowly turned red.

“….”

Without a word, she put her phone away.

“…So?”

When Yuzuru asked, Arisa lightly punched his chest.

“You knew, didn’t you?”

“…No idea what you mean.”

“If you keep playing dumb, I’ll start to dislike you.”

“…I knew.”


      
        Chapter 28 - The Night Light

        By the time they had gone through about a third of the exhibits, it was just around lunchtime.

So Yuzuru and Arisa left the museum for a bit and decided to eat in a nearby park.

“Honestly… really…”

Arisa, however, was still a little annoyed about the earlier stone rod incident.

Her expression practically said, This is why men are…

Yuzuru couldn’t really argue back—since, to be fair, he hadn’t been entirely innocent of teasing her.

“Well, it’s not that bad. …It’s a serious exhibit, you know?”

“We’re not in middle school. Don’t tease me over things like that. …I don’t see what’s so funny.”

And yet, the one getting worked up over something like that was Arisa.

Yuzuru let out a small, wry smile.

“Alright, that’s on me. Sorry.”

“…Yes, it is your fault.”

When he apologised, Arisa looked slightly awkward.

Her face clearly said, Maybe I overreacted a bit…

“I’m not a prude or anything.”

As if making excuses, she added that.

“It’s not like those kinds of jokes are absolutely unacceptable, alright? …Just don’t tease me.”

She wasn’t so innocent that she’d go bright red over every little thing in health class.

As long as it was academic—knowledge, education—she could handle it just fine.

But—

“When you tease me… it just makes me embarrassed, so please don’t.”

Her cheeks tinged faintly pink as she said it.

Yuzuru found himself staring at her.

“…What is it?”

She asked, looking slightly suspicious.

“Just thinking how cute you are.”

At that, Arisa puffed up her cheeks and lightly thumped his chest.

“Honestly… you always say things like that to tease me.”

“I’m not teasing. I mean it.”

Well… maybe there was a little teasing mixed in.

“I think that side of you is cute too. I like it.”

As he said that—

he suddenly leaned in and kissed her cheek.

“Eh—?”

For a moment, Arisa froze, her mouth slightly open in confusion.

Then her pale skin flushed a soft rose.

“H-hey… honestly… you always do that out of nowhere!”

“I told you, I’m not teasing. I mean it.”

Girls were cuter with a bit of shyness, he thought.

Of course, if she were embarrassed all the time, that might be a bit much—

but Arisa struck just the right balance.

…Though perhaps that was simply because he liked her.

Which came first—the feeling, or the perception—was another question entirely.

“Honestly… Yuzuru-san, you really are…”

Muttering under her breath, Arisa clenched her fist.

Then she leaned towards him.

Something soft pressed against his cheek.

“…That’s your payback.”

After saying that, she turned her face away, bright red.

Then, a little quickly, she added—

“Anyway, let’s eat our lunch. …We haven’t finished the museum yet.”

“Yeah, good idea.”

And so, the two of them enjoyed the homemade lunch Arisa had prepared.



Later that night.

“Hey, Arisa.”

“Yes… what is it?”

Before bed, Yuzuru spoke to her a bit more seriously than usual.

“I’ve got a favour—or rather, a suggestion.”

“…Alright. What is it?”

“…Would it be alright if we turned off the night light?”

They were sleeping in the same room.

And because Arisa couldn’t sleep without a light on, Yuzuru had been leaving the night light on for her.

But normally, he slept in complete darkness.

So the light… kept bothering him.

Simply put, it made it harder for him to fall asleep.

“Eh…?”

Arisa’s expression stiffened at his suggestion.

It clearly caught her off guard.

“Uh… right…”

“I mean, I’m not forcing you or anything.”

It wasn’t like he absolutely couldn’t sleep with the light on.

If she truly needed it, he was willing to put up with it.

“No, if it’s a burden for you, Yuzuru-san… well… originally, we were supposed to sleep in separate rooms anyway. It’s only because of my selfishness that we’re sharing one…”

But she didn’t sound entirely convinced.

“Sorry, forget I said anything. …I’ll be fine with the light.”

“…But I can’t keep making you put up with it forever.”

“It’s just for the holiday. It’s really not—”

“We’re going to be husband and wife, you know?”

Her words made Yuzuru pause.

That’s right—they were engaged.

At this rate, after marriage, they’d always be sleeping with a night light on.

“…I think I should try to overcome it.”

“I see… yeah, that would help. Though it’s not like you have to do it right away.”

For now, they were just staying together temporarily.

They wouldn’t properly live together until after graduating high school at the earliest.

Depending on university plans, it might even be after that.

There was still plenty of time.

“No, they say it’s best to act quickly. …And I’ve come up with an idea.”

Her face was slightly flushed as she said that.

There was a hint of nervousness—but not fear.

“An idea?”

“…If you’re okay with it.”

She prefaced it like that, then said—

“Please sleep next to me.”


      
        Chapter 29 - Sharing a Bed with My Fiancée

        For Arisa, it was an unusually bold request.

“S-sharing a bed…”

“…Is that not alright?”

She tilted her head anxiously.

“Last night… it felt really warm and comforting. …I’d like you to. If we sleep together, I think I’ll be okay.”

Her voice was soft—almost pleading.

It wasn’t that it was a problem.

If anything, he’d call it a reward…

(But my self-control…)

Yuzuru wasn’t confident in his own restraint.

His defenceless fiancée would be right beside him.

Could he really hold himself back in that situation?

Still—

(I can’t exactly refuse.)

He was the one who made the initial request.

Turning her down now would feel wrong.

More than anything, refusing an invitation like this from his fiancée felt… disrespectful.

“…Alright. I understand. Let’s sleep together.”

“Thank you.”

She looked visibly relieved.



After discussing it, they decided to sleep together on a futon.

The reason being—there was a chance one of them might fall off the bed.

Neither of them had particularly bad sleeping habits, but sharing a single bed still carried that risk.

With a futon, there was no such worry.

“P-please take care of me…”

For some reason, Arisa said that while sitting formally on her knees.

It made Yuzuru feel a bit strange.

He scratched his cheek.

“Well then… shall we sleep?”

“Yes.”

But Arisa didn’t get into the futon right away.

Instead, she gazed at him with slightly teary eyes.

“…Arisa?”

“…Good night.”

She said it in a way that felt like she wanted something.

At that, Yuzuru finally understood.

“…Yeah. Good night.”

He gently kissed her on the cheek.

Instantly, Arisa’s face turned bright red, and she collapsed onto the futon.

She buried her face in the pillow, clearly embarrassed.

It was incredibly cute.

Yuzuru turned off the light and slipped under the futon as well.

“Yuzuru-san…”

His fiancée moved closer.

She clung tightly to his arm, wrapping herself around it.

“Are you alright?”

“…Yes.”

Arisa pulled his arm closer against her body, holding it in place.

His arm sank into something soft.

A faint, sweet scent brushed his senses.

“…Arisa.”

Yuzuru drew her closer as well.

He could feel her warmth and softness all over.

“…”
“…”

Her scent.

Her warmth.

Her breath.

In the darkness, they confirmed each other’s presence.

As if seeking one another, they drew even closer.

“…Yuzuru-san.”

“…Arisa?”

She suddenly called his name.

When he responded, there was a brief silence—

then she spoke.

“…Do you want to?”

Her sweet voice brushed against his ear.

Yuzuru’s body heat rose.

Reflexively, he held her tighter.

“Um… I’m… okay, you know?”

In the darkness, Arisa spoke.

Her expression couldn’t be seen.

“I’m not… a prude or anything. So it’s really fine, I mean…”

“Arisa.”

Gently, Yuzuru kissed her forehead.

Then he held her hand firmly.

“I do want to.”

He whispered it clearly into her ear.

Arisa’s body trembled.

“Th-then…”

“But there’ll be plenty of chances from now on, right?”

As he said that, Yuzuru gently stroked her hair.

He held her face against his chest.

“You don’t have to force yourself.”

He continued to stroke her head reassuringly.

Arisa, meanwhile, silently buried her face into his chest.

“I’m not going to start disliking you over something like this. Ever.”

“But…”

She clutched tightly at his clothes.

“…You want to, don’t you?”

“I’m not going to make you do anything you’re not ready for.”

After saying that, Yuzuru gently touched her face.

He stroked her cheek, held her chin, and lightly pressed a finger against her lips.

“This should come first, shouldn’t it?”

“…Yes. That’s true.”

The tension left Arisa’s body.

Then, as if reassured, she began to breathe softly in sleep.

(…Did I make her overthink it?)

A girl’s heart was complicated.

Thinking that, Yuzuru slowly closed his eyes.


      
        Chapter 30 - Ice Cream

        The morning of the fourth day of the holiday.

Yuzuru was the one who woke up first.

After stretching, he turned his gaze to the side.

As expected, there was his fiancée, still wearing that adorable sleeping expression.

With her eyes closed, it was even more obvious—

her eyelashes were incredibly long.

Yuzuru gently poked her cheek.

“Mm…”

She let out a small groan.

Her body shifted slightly.

Then, slowly, she opened her eyes.

Her jade-green gaze met his.

“…Mm… good morning…”

Rubbing her eyes, Arisa sat up.

She still seemed half-asleep.

“Yeah… good morning.”

Yuzuru said that—and lightly kissed her cheek.

Her face instantly flushed bright red.

She was awake now.



“Um… about what I said last night…”

At breakfast, Arisa fidgeted as she spoke.

Her cheeks were faintly tinted pink.

“Please forget I said any of that.”

“Alright.”

At Yuzuru’s reply, she looked relieved—

but then immediately a little anxious again.

“It’s not that I disliked it or anything… I just…”

She stumbled over her words, trying to explain.

“I understand.”

Yuzuru spoke calmly, trying to reassure her.

“Let’s keep things… properly high school. A platonic relationship.”

“…Yes.”

Arisa nodded softly.



That day, they went to practise swimming once more.

The remaining challenges were her kicking, breathing, and pulling through the water.

“…How was it?”

“You did well. You were actually swimming.”

At Yuzuru’s answer, Arisa’s face lit up.

Thanks to her natural athletic ability, once she got the hang of it, she improved quickly.

Now she could swim about half of twenty-five metres.

“At this rate, one more session should do it.”

“Yes… I feel relieved now. I think I’ll be fine for swimming class.”

At their school, students were required to take swimming at least once during the three years.

Arisa seemed intent on getting it out of the way in her second year.

“You must be tired today too. …Shall we head to the baths and then go home?”

“Yes, that sounds good.”

They warmed themselves up in the baths before leaving—

not that they were particularly cold after being in a heated pool.

“…I’m a bit hungry.”

Arisa said that casually.

Yuzuru felt the same.

It was already nearing evening, so dinner wasn’t far off—

but a small snack wouldn’t hurt.

“Want to grab some ice cream?”

“Are we stopping by a convenience store?”

“No, I was thinking of that.”

Yuzuru pointed at a vending machine.

It sold ice creams for under two hundred yen.

“Ah… I see. That sounds nice.”

Arisa’s voice lifted slightly.

“What’s the difference between these ones?”

Looking at the pictures on the machine, she asked.

As expected, it seemed to be her first time buying one.

“This one’s on a stick, that one comes in a cone, and this one’s like a tube. …First time?”

“Yes. I’ve never had the chance. Do you eat these often, Yuzuru-san?”

“Not really… probably the first time in about a year.”

He wouldn’t go out of his way to find one—

but if he saw one, he’d buy it.

Especially after exercise.

They really know what they’re doing, he thought, watching Arisa press the button with determination.

After buying their ice creams, they sat side by side on a bench.

Yuzuru chose grape.

It tasted… like perfectly ordinary grape-flavoured ice.

Nothing special.

“Yuzuru-san, Yuzuru-san.”

Arisa tugged lightly at his sleeve.

“Want some?”

“Yes.”

When he held it out, she opened her mouth slightly.

Crunch.

She took a bite.

“Would you like some of mine too?”

“Sure.”

He took a small bite of hers.

It tasted like… perfectly ordinary chocolate.

Sharing bites like that, the two of them finished their ice creams.

“It was better than I expected.”

It seemed Arisa quite liked her first vending machine ice cream.

She looked satisfied.

“I’d like to try a different flavour next time.”

“Yeah… I think they had these at that entertainment complex we went to before. We can get one next time.”

They were also sold at some stations.

If you looked, they weren’t that rare.

“Shall we head home?”

“Yeah.”

Walking hand in hand in the evening glow—

Arisa suddenly spoke.

“Today is technically our engagement anniversary.”

“Huh? …Oh, right.”

At her words, Yuzuru remembered.

It was the day they had become engaged.

Strictly speaking, it was only a “provisional” engagement.

“…You forgot, didn’t you?”

At that, Yuzuru scratched his head.

“…Yeah.”

He wondered if she’d be angry—

but Arisa simply let out a soft laugh.

“Well, that’s fine. …Compared to Christmas or birthdays, it’s not that important.”

It didn’t seem like she particularly cared about celebrating it.

“This sleepover is more than enough. Being like this… together, is what makes me happy.”

As she said that, she squeezed his hand tightly.

It felt like she was saying, I don’t want to let go.

“There’s somewhere I’d like to stop by. Is that alright?”

Looking up at him, she asked.

“Of course.”

Yuzuru squeezed her hand back.


      
        Chapter 31 - The Truth According to the Internet (Part 2)

        “…Wow, it’s beautiful.”

Looking out over the night view below, Yuzuru narrowed his eyes.

It might not have been worth a million dollars, but it easily felt like a hundred thousand—an undeniably beautiful scene.

“I didn’t know there was a place like this nearby.”

“I’m glad you like it.”

This was an observation deck a short distance from Yuzuru’s flat.

Today was the anniversary of his engagement with Arisa.

That said, celebrating every little occasion with presents or dining out would be exhausting for both of them.

But doing nothing at all didn’t feel right either.

So Arisa had found a place in advance—somewhere with a beautiful, romantic view.

“…Yuzuru-san.”

Arisa gently took his hand.

Then she leaned closer to him.

Yuzuru wrapped an arm around her shoulders.

“Arisa.”

“Yes.”

They looked at each other.

Reflected in each other’s eyes—was each other.

Slowly, their faces drew closer.

And then—

their lips met.

“…We did it.”

“Yes… we did.”

As the tension left her, Arisa leaned weakly against him.

Yuzuru gently supported her and guided her to sit on a nearby bench.

They sat close together.

Silence settled around them.

“…I’ve been worried.”

Arisa spoke softly.

“Worried?”

“…About whether you’ve been getting frustrated.”

“Frustrated? Me?”

Yuzuru tilted his head.

He couldn’t recall anything she’d done that would bother him.

Of course, small everyday things were different—but those had always been resolved on the spot.

“Well… um…”

“Yeah?”

“…About how we haven’t really kissed… properly.”

She said it with an awkward expression.

It was true—Arisa had been too shy for a proper kiss until now.

But they’d only been together for about two months.

And they were both still in high school.

“I don’t really know what’s ‘normal’ for couples… but I don’t think it’s that strange.”

Yuzuru had no point of reference—Arisa was his first girlfriend.

Still, nothing about it had felt off to him.

This is just how it is, he thought.

“I mean… I thought maybe guys would want that kind of thing more, or prefer girls who are more forward… I wondered if being too inexperienced might feel like a hassle…”

“…Did someone tell you that?”

The first names that came to mind were Ayaka and Chiharu.

But while they might tease, they weren’t the type to pressure Arisa into anything.

If anything, they’d probably tell her to report him if he ever tried something inappropriate.

Which meant…

“No… I read it online.”

Fidgeting with her hair, Arisa answered.

That did sound like something you’d find online.

“I don’t think that at all. You don’t need to force yourself.”

Then Yuzuru asked—

“…Were you forcing yourself just now?”

“No! I mean, I was nervous… but I wanted to, too… with you.”

Blushing, Arisa answered.

Yuzuru felt relieved.

At least she hadn’t been forcing herself.

“But… anything beyond this still feels a bit… scary.”

“Yeah. That’s fine. We’ll take it step by step.”

Yuzuru gently stroked her hair.

He meant it to reassure her—

but Arisa looked like she was about to cry.

“But… you were planning to, right?”

“…Planning what?”

“…Um…”

She hesitated, then said, face burning red—

“S-s-sex…”

Now it was Yuzuru’s turn to blush.

“N-no! I mean, it’s not like I don’t want to, but…”

He scratched his cheek.

He was a normal guy—it wasn’t like he had no interest.

But—

“I think it’s a bit early for us. I don’t think we should just go with the flow like that.”

He wanted their first time to matter.

At the very least, he didn’t want either of them to regret it.

“B-but… weren’t you expecting it? Since we’re staying together… that’s what it said online…”

“No… this time, I just wanted to enjoy being with you. Of course, it crossed my mind—but that’s all.”

He hadn’t planned for anything like that during this trip.

Just being under the same roof with her was enough—and it had been.

They had plenty of time ahead of them.

There was no need to rush.

“But… you had them in the medicine box.”

“…Medicine box?”

Yuzuru tilted his head—

and then suddenly remembered.

“Oh… that…”

“So you did want to… but you held back because of me… you were enduring it…”

“Wait—hold on. Let’s calm down first.”

Yuzuru took a breath, trying to steady both her and himself.

“…I didn’t buy those because I wanted to do anything.”

“…But you thought it might happen, didn’t you?”

“Yeah. But that wasn’t me—it was my mum.”

“…What?”

He explained honestly.

His mother had told him to prepare, just in case—so he bought them.

…Admitting to his girlfriend that his mum had told him to buy condoms felt deeply awkward.

“…So you didn’t buy them out of your own intention?”

“Well… I didn’t fully trust my self-control, so I got them just in case. So it wasn’t not my decision, but…”

“…But you didn’t buy them planning to use them?”

“Right. I wasn’t planning to.”

At that—

Arisa let out a deep sigh.

Then she covered her face.

“…I overthought it.”

Slowly, she lifted her head.

Even in the dim light, her face was visibly red.

“I jumped to conclusions… I’m really sorry.”

The anxiety from earlier was gone.

“No… I shouldn’t have left them out like that. I’m sorry for making you uneasy.”

“No, it’s my fault for looking in the first place…”

They both kept apologising.

Back and forth—I’m sorry, no, it’s my fault—

“Actually, it’s really my—”

Yuzuru stopped her with a finger against her lips.

Then gently lifted her chin.

“….”

Arisa closed her eyes.

Yuzuru tilted her chin slightly upward—

and pressed his lips to hers.

“…Kissing is still okay, right?”

“Yes… of course.”

She answered shyly, averting her gaze.

Yuzuru gently held her shoulders.

“…Yuzuru-san?”

Then he pulled her into a firm embrace—

and slowly, deliberately—

laid her down.

“Um—mm…”

He sealed her lips with his.

“I don’t want to rush things, and I don’t want to force you…”

He knew it might be unfair to say this.

But he said it anyway.

“…But someday, I want to love you… properly.”

Looking straight into her eyes, he spoke clearly.

Arisa’s eyes widened—

then darted shyly before settling back on his.

“…Me too… someday… I definitely want that too…”

She said it clearly.

Earnestly.

Yuzuru leaned in again.

Their lips met once more.



“Hey, Mum!! What are those people doing—”

“Shh! Don’t look!”



The two of them hurriedly sat upright.


      




