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        Chapter 1 - The Fiancée and Christmas

        “I’m a bit tired…”

It was just past noon.

Having just sat down at a restaurant for lunch, Arisa muttered that with a sigh.

“Well, after getting that excited…”

Yuzuru replied with a wry smile.

Not just after entering the park—on the way there… no, even from the day before, Arisa had been buzzing with excitement.

It was only natural she’d get tired.

If anything, it was impressive she’d lasted this long.

“It’s my first time since primary school… I guess I ended up getting excited like a kid.”

Arisa shrank in embarrassment.

It seemed she’d only just realised how childish she’d been acting.

“…I see.”

Meanwhile, Yuzuru was struck by something in her casual remark.

Arisa’s parents had passed away when she was still in primary school.

So since then, she’d probably never been to a theme park.

Of course she’d be excited.

It wasn’t that she was acting childish—she’d simply never had the chance to grow past that moment.

“Shall we go for something more relaxed next? Take a bit of a break.”

Arisa had probably wanted to enjoy “proper theme park rides” since it had been so long.

So from the start, they’d been going on intense attractions—

Drops, spins, shaking, flashing lights, screaming.

Yuzuru liked those too, so he hadn’t complained—

But doing them back-to-back was exhausting, both physically and mentally.

“Yeah… maybe…”

“…Not a fan of the calmer ones?”

Her hesitant response surprised him a little.

He’d assumed slower, scenic attractions were more popular with girls.

“It’s not that I don’t like them…”

“Just want a proper break?”

Maybe she was getting sleepy?

But Arisa shook her head.

“It’s just… the queues are a bit much…”

“Ah…”

Of course—you had to queue for everything.

Standing for ages, surrounded by strangers—it was more draining than it looked.

“Then how about we watch the parade?”

“That sounds nice…”

As they spoke, their food arrived.

Arisa looked at it with wide, sparkling eyes—

Then muttered,

“This price for this amount and quality…”

“You’re not supposed to say that.”

Yuzuru hurriedly pulled her back from reality.

Despite her mood dipping for a moment—

“Aah! Did you see that, Yuzuru-san!? They waved at us!!”

By the time the parade started, she was fully energised again—

Jumping up and down, waving enthusiastically at the mascots.

“Y-yeah… I think they did.”

He was glad she’d perked up—

Though her excitement was a little embarrassing.



“This is the worst… we should’ve ridden it while it was still light out…”

Later, as night fell—

Arisa clung tightly to Yuzuru’s arm, grumbling.

“I told you we shouldn’t…”

Yuzuru sighed, looking at her.

Ever since they’d gone on the haunted attraction, she’d been like this.

It had been obvious from the start—it was a horror ride.

He’d even asked her beforehand if she’d be okay.

—“It’s for kids, right? I’m not so easily scared by something like that.”_

“…It was worse than I expected.”

Arisa shuddered.

To Yuzuru, it hadn’t been that scary at all—

But it seemed she’d imagined something even milder.

He couldn’t help wondering just how gentle she’d expected it to be.

“The timing didn’t help either… I think it wouldn’t have been so bad during the day.”

“…Does that really make a difference?”

“It does. …There’s a horror attraction tomorrow too, right? Let’s go on it while it’s still light.”

They were staying overnight at a hotel.

Tomorrow, they planned to visit another park with its own attractions.

“You really don’t learn, do you…? Just so you know, tomorrow’s is probably even scarier.”

“R-really? Th-then… I’m looking forward to it!”

“Your voice is shaking. …Maybe don’t?”

If it scared her that much, she didn’t have to go.

Yuzuru wasn’t particularly set on it.

If anything, he’d rather she didn’t push herself like this.

“You won’t know unless you try.”

Arisa was bad with horror.

But strangely, she didn’t dislike it.

For some reason, she’d want to see it anyway—

And then regret it afterwards.

“You’re really going on it?”

“Of course. What’s the point of coming if I don’t?”

“…I’ll never understand that.”

Wanting to see something you’re afraid of—

Yuzuru felt he’d never quite grasp that part of her.


      
        Chapter 2

        “Ahh… my legs feel like lead…”

After arriving at the hotel and sitting down on the bed, Arisa muttered that with a sigh.

She slipped off her slippers and began massaging her pale legs.

“I’m tired too… Let’s just take a shower and get some sleep.”

At Yuzuru’s suggestion, Arisa nodded as if in full agreement.

“Who’s going first?”

“Do you want to?”

“No, either is fine… shall we decide with rock-paper-scissors?”

It wasn’t important enough to argue over, nor meaningful enough to insist on yielding.

So they quickly settled it with a game of chance.

“Alright, I’ll go first then.”

“Go ahead.”

Yuzuru won.

He got off the bed and headed into the bathroom.



The bathroom was a standard unit bath.

He pulled the curtain to keep the water from splashing out and turned on the shower.

“Ah…”

As he washed himself, a thought suddenly crossed his mind.

(…Maybe I could’ve invited her to join me?)

Normally, he’d never even consider it—

But this was a trip. Just the two of them.

Maybe, with the right timing, they could’ve ended up bathing together.

(No… that’s probably too soon.)

That would mean seeing Arisa completely naked.

And honestly, he wasn’t confident he could stay composed in that situation.

By the time he finished thinking that over, he was done washing up.

He put on the bathrobe provided, dried himself off, and stepped out.

“Sorry to keep you waiting.”

“That was quick.”

Arisa came to greet him immediately—

But for some reason, she suddenly froze.

Then, flustered, she looked away.

“Uh… what’s wrong? Is something weird?”

Her reaction clearly wasn’t normal.

Yuzuru panicked slightly, wondering if something inappropriate had been exposed.

“No… nothing’s wrong.”

“R-really? Then why won’t you look at me?”

Even as she insisted nothing was wrong, she refused to meet his eyes.

But when he pressed her, she finally gave in and glanced at him.

“I just thought… you looked a bit… alluring…”

After saying that, Arisa covered her face with both hands, embarrassed.

Yuzuru tilted his head.

“R-really…?”

He’d never once thought of himself as “alluring.”

Still, it didn’t seem like a bad thing, so he decided not to dwell on it.

“I-I’ll go take my shower!”

“Y-yeah…”

And just like that, she hurried off into the bathroom.

Left with nothing to do, Yuzuru dried his hair and watched some TV while waiting.

“…Sorry to keep you waiting.”

Before long, Arisa emerged wearing a bathrobe.

Her fair skin was slightly flushed, her flaxen hair still damp.

She looked even more alluring than usual.

“What’s wrong?”

“…I think I understand how you felt earlier.”

“Is that so…”

She lowered her gaze shyly, then looked up at him again with her emerald eyes.

“I’d like to dry my hair…”

“Oh, right. Sorry—I’m done with the dryer.”

Yuzuru tried to hand it over, but Arisa shook her head.

Then she climbed onto the bed and moved closer to him.

“A-Arisa…?”

She sat down in front of him, turning her back towards him.

Then glanced over her shoulder.

“Could you dry it for me?”

“…Ah, I see!”

Finally understanding, Yuzuru turned on the dryer—

But then stopped.

“Sorry… could you tell me how to do it properly?”

Her beautiful flaxen hair was clearly much more carefully maintained than his.

He couldn’t just treat it like his own.

“You can just dry it normally…”

“Alright… tell me if I do anything wrong.”

Carefully, he began drying her hair.

He shaped it gently with his hand while applying warm air—

Making sure not to mess it up or overheat it.

“Feels nice…”

Contrary to his worries, Arisa let out a relaxed voice.

Before he knew it, she’d leaned back—

Resting her weight against him.

Yuzuru, now more used to the task, relaxed a little too.

“Glad to hear that.”

He replied, while trying not to look at the soft glimpse of her chest peeking from her robe.

He knew he shouldn’t look—

But he couldn’t help noticing.

(Even without anything underneath… it still holds its shape that well…)

Even through the robe, its form was unmistakably clear.

“…Mm…”

At some point, Arisa had closed her eyes.

She’d gotten sleepy.

Seeing her so defenceless made him want to tease her a little.

He turned off the dryer and set it aside.

Then reached around her from behind, gently hugging her, and whispered by her ear—

“Arisa, I’m done.”

“—Kya!”

Startled, she jolted.

Then blinked in surprise as she turned her head.

“Did I fall asleep…?”

“Yeah.”

“I see… sorry.”

“No, don’t worry about it.”

As he said that, Yuzuru lightly adjusted her bathrobe—

Fixing the neckline that had slipped open without her noticing.

“I-I can fix it myself…”

Blushing, she straightened her posture.

Then slipped out of his arms and turned to face him.

“Let’s go to bed.”

“Yeah… I’ll go change over there. Tell me when you’re done.”

Yuzuru got off the bed, took his sleepwear and underwear, and went into the bathroom.

After changing, he called out—

“Arisa, are you done?”

“…Yes, I’m done.”

Only then did he return to the room.

Arisa was already changed into her nightwear, sitting neatly on the bed.

“Shall we sleep?”

“Yes.”

Yuzuru climbed into bed.

Arisa remained sitting stiffly.

“Come on, get in.”

There was only one bed—a double.

Not something Yuzuru decided alone—they’d agreed on it together.

And it wasn’t their first time sleeping side by side.

“Yes… excuse me.”

She slipped into the bed, her face tense as she looked at him.

Yuzuru chuckled softly.

“You don’t have to be that nervous.”

“S-sorry… I’m just… a bit flustered. Aren’t you?”

“Well… I guess I am”

Once she pointed it out, he became aware of his own racing heart—

Which only made him more nervous.

“…Let’s turn off the lights. Is that alright?”

“Yes… um, can I come closer first?”

“Sure.”

She moved closer until their bodies were almost touching.

Then looked up at him expectantly.

“Um, Yuzuru-san… before we sleep…”

“Goodnight.”

Before she could finish, Yuzuru leaned in and pressed his lips to hers.

Her eyes widened for a moment—

Then she smiled, satisfied.

“…Goodnight.”

After hearing her reply, Yuzuru turned off the lights.

And the two of them spent a quiet night—

Feeling each other’s warmth and breathing close by.


      
        Chapter 3

        “Wow… this is amazing…! I can pick anything I want?”

“Well… it’s a buffet, so…”

Yuzuru replied with a wry smile at Arisa’s sparkling eyes.

The morning after their day at the amusement park—

They were having breakfast at the hotel buffet.

It was exactly what you’d expect from a typical hotel breakfast spread.

Yuzuru understood the excitement—he felt it too when it came to all-you-can-eat buffets—

But even so, Arisa’s reaction seemed a bit over the top.

Like a primary schooler.

Still, the way she was visibly thrilled was endearing… and undeniably cute.

“It’s my first time since I was little!”

Yuzuru had been smiling at her—

But those words made his chest tighten slightly.

That said, Arisa herself didn’t seem to be trying to dampen the mood.

She was smiling brightly.

So it wouldn’t be right for him to turn serious here.

“Alright, let’s go pick something.”

“Yes!”

They each took a plate and joined the line.

The selection included Japanese, Western, and Chinese dishes—everything you’d expect.

(If you’re Japanese, you go for a traditional breakfast…)

Rice, miso soup, grilled fish, omelette, natto, seaweed…

That’s what Yuzuru initially planned.

But when he saw Arisa putting sausages on her plate, he changed his mind.

Suddenly, he really wanted sausages too.

(No… let’s go Western.)

He added sausages to his plate.

Maybe an omelette and some corn soup as well.

That was the plan—

Until he saw Arisa adding shumai dumplings.

(Chinese sounds good too… wait, is she really combining sausages and shumai?)

Then again, there was no rule saying everything had to match.

You just take what you want.

“…Alright.”

Yuzuru stopped overthinking and decided to just grab a bit of everything that caught his eye.



About an hour later—

“I’m stuffed…”

“…We definitely ate too much.”

Sitting on the bed, both Yuzuru and Arisa muttered that with weary expressions.

It was a buffet, there were so many options—

And they’d overdone it.

“I should’ve skipped dessert…”

“For me, it was the noodles that did it…”

They each reflected on their mistakes.

Next time, they’d aim for moderation.

“When should we head out?”

“We’ve still got time before opening. Let’s take it easy a bit longer.”

Since they’d woken up early, they weren’t in a rush.

Rather than pushing themselves and feeling worse, they decided to wait for their food to settle.

Watching TV, lying around on their phones, flipping through pamphlets—

They passed the time however they liked.

(…This feels exactly like being at home.)

Starting to feel like the time was being wasted, Yuzuru looked over at Arisa, who was lying beside him reading a pamphlet.

Then—

He reached out and placed a hand on her stomach.

“…What are you doing?”

Arisa looked at him suspiciously as he suddenly started rubbing her belly.

Yuzuru, meanwhile, smiled as he continued.

“Pretty full, aren’t you?”

“S-stop that…!”

Embarrassed at being teased about her bloated stomach, she swatted his hand away.

Then glared at him lightly.

“You don’t have to get that mad…”

“You have no tact. Besides… you’re in no position to talk.”

As she said that, Arisa reached out and touched Yuzuru’s stomach.

He’d eaten too much as well—it was slightly rounded.

“…I’m honestly a bit sleepy.”

“…I get that.”

Arisa nodded with a wry smile.

It wasn’t just the meal—

They hadn’t slept that well the night before either.

“Want to take a nap?”

“…No, let’s not. We probably won’t wake up.”

She shook her head firmly.

“If we stay on the bed, we’ll just get sleepier. It’s a bit early, but let’s head out.”

“…Yeah, you’re right.”

Losing time at the park because of a nap would be a waste.

So before they got any sleepier, the two of them checked out of the hotel.


      
        Chapter 4

        “Let’s start with something more relaxed.”

After entering the park, Yuzuru made that suggestion to Arisa.

She rubbed her stomach and nodded with a wry smile.

“I think that’s a good idea too.”

Neither of them had fully digested their overly heavy breakfast yet.

In this state, they had no desire to ride anything involving drops or spinning.

…They’d very much like to avoid bringing their food back up.

So, they started with slower attractions—ones where you could simply enjoy the atmosphere.

The rides themselves only lasted around five minutes, but including waiting time, each one took over an hour.

By the time they finished one, the uncomfortable fullness had mostly subsided.

“So, what should we do next?”

Arisa asked, looking excited again.

Yuzuru thought for a moment, then pointed at the pamphlet.

“How about this?”

Her expression immediately stiffened.

It was the horror attraction they’d talked about yesterday.

Not only was it scary—it was also highly rated as a thrill ride.

“S-so… that one, huh…”

“If you’re scared, I think it’s better to skip it.”

Even yesterday’s mild attraction had terrified her.

There was no way she could handle something known to be even scarier.

“I-I am scared… but I still want to try it.”

“…It’ll probably be several times scarier than yesterday. You sure?”

“I-it’s fine. Yesterday was at night… but now it’s still bright outside.”

“…It was pretty well-lit yesterday too.”

The park was always illuminated—lights, decorations, attractions.

Even at night, it wasn’t exactly dark.

“If I say I’m fine, then I’m fine! Or what—Yuzuru-san, are you scared?”

“Wha—!”

Caught off guard by her sudden provocation, Yuzuru’s eyes widened.

Arisa smirked triumphantly.

“I’m saying I’m fine… so there’s no other reason for you to object, right?”

She looked smug.

And admittedly… a little cute.

Still, cute or not, it was slightly irritating.

“…Alright, fine. I won’t object anymore. Let’s ride it.”

“That’s what I said from the start.”

Arisa looked satisfied.

She really did seem to think she’d be fine.

Yuzuru couldn’t understand where that confidence came from.

“…Just don’t cling to me if you get scared, alright?”

“Of course.”

She nodded firmly.

—

An hour and a half later—

“F-fuu… th-that wasn’t… so b-bad…”

Clinging to Yuzuru’s arm, her knees trembling, Arisa said that.

At first, she’d been so shaken she couldn’t even stand up from the ride—so this was already an improvement.

“Arisa, can you let go? It’s hard to walk.”

“D-don’t be mean…”

Looking up at him with watery eyes, she tightened her grip instead.

Her soft body pressed against him.

Normally, he might’ve enjoyed that—

But not right now.

“You said you wouldn’t cling.”

“U-ugh…”

Reluctantly, she let go—

But immediately wobbled as her legs gave out.

Panicking, she grabbed onto him again.

“…It’s still bright outside, you know?”

Yuzuru asked with a half-smile.

Wasn’t that supposed to make it less scary?

Arisa turned her face away awkwardly.

“I-it was just… more than I expected…”

“I warned you plenty.”

“I-I was wrong… I’m sorry. Isn’t that enough?”

She looked up at him with teary eyes.

Seeing that, Yuzuru sighed and relented.

“…Alright, fine.”

“…Thank you.”

For now, she clearly couldn’t walk properly.

Yuzuru helped her over to a nearby bench and sat her down.

“I thought my heart was going to jump out of my mouth…”

Finally calming down, Arisa gave her honest impression.

Yuzuru looked at her and asked—

“…You didn’t, by any chance… lose control, did you?”

“Eh…? O-of course not…”

She immediately looked away.

Yuzuru’s expression went blank.

“…You’re joking, right?”

“I-I didn’t! I didn’t actually—!”

“…‘Actually’?”

Catching the nuance, he leaned in closer.

“…It just felt a bit… cold.”

Blushing deeply, she muttered that while looking down.

Then quickly looked up and protested—

“I really didn’t, okay!?”

“As long as you didn’t…”

“I just almost did! I didn’t actually!”

“‘Almost’ is still pretty serious…”

“I didn’t!”

“Alright, alright, I get it.”

Overwhelmed by her insistence, Yuzuru nodded repeatedly.

Finally satisfied, she sat back down properly.

“But it was fun. I couldn’t really focus because I was scared this time… but next time, I want to enjoy it properly. It won’t be as scary the second time.”

“…You really don’t learn, do you?”

Yuzuru muttered, exasperated.


      
        Chapter 5

        “Well then, it’s about lunchtime… what do you want to do?”

Glancing at his watch, Yuzuru asked Arisa.

She rubbed her stomach in response.

“Hmm… it’s a bit borderline. I might not be able to finish anything.”

“Yeah, same here.”

Yuzuru wasn’t particularly hungry either.

It still felt like breakfast hadn’t fully settled.

A proper sit-down meal didn’t sound appealing.

“We could push it back a bit… or just grab something light, like popcorn?”

He pointed towards a nearby stand a short distance away, the smell already drifting through the air.

“Then let’s go with popcorn. We can eat it while queuing.”

They got up and walked over to the stand.

Looking at the menu, Arisa asked—

“What flavour will you get? I was thinking caramel…”

“Hmm…”

Rather than picking the same flavour, it’d be better to choose different ones and share.

He was sure Arisa felt the same.

“…They have chocolate too.”

She glanced at him as she said it.

Clearly, she was interested in that one as well.

“Sweet and sweet might be a bit much… maybe something savoury would be better.”

He figured it might get too heavy otherwise.

Even if she wanted it now, she might regret it later.

“…I see. That makes sense. Oh—there’s curry flavour too.”

Again, she glanced at him.

If not chocolate, then curry—that was written all over her face.

“Alright, I’ll get curry then.”

When Yuzuru said that with a small laugh, Arisa’s eyes lit up.

Then she turned to the staff and ordered—

“One chocolate and one curry, please.”

…Wasn’t she going to get caramel?

Yuzuru looked at her.

She scratched her cheek shyly.

“…I got curious. Was that not okay?”

“No, that’s fine.”

If she’d gone for two savoury flavours, he might’ve said something—

But sweet and savoury was a good balance.

“I was curious too.”

He’d had caramel popcorn before, but never chocolate.

Hearing that, Arisa smiled happily.

“I’m glad.”

The popcorn came in a case that could hang from the neck—

Probably so you could carry it onto rides.

The case itself featured a cute design based on the park’s characters.

They returned to their bench and started eating.

“The curry one… isn’t as spicy as I expected.”

“The chocolate one… yeah, it’s pretty much just chocolate.”

They shared and compared, alternating between sweet and savoury.

Whenever the flavours got a bit heavy, they washed it down with tea.

After finishing about a third, they stood up.

“Let’s eat the rest while we queue.”

“Sounds good.”

They headed towards a nearby attraction.

But just before reaching it, Arisa suddenly stopped.

“What’s wrong?”

“…Don’t you want a churro?”

“Not particularly…”

Yuzuru tilted his head, then followed her gaze—

To a stand selling churros.

Apparently, just seeing them had made her crave one.

“Why not just buy one? You can eat it while we’re in line.”

It wouldn’t take long to finish one—

And it wouldn’t get in the way of the ride.

“Well… we still have popcorn. I’m not sure I can finish it all…”

“I see.”

Popcorn was surprisingly filling.

Given they weren’t that hungry, adding a churro might be too much.

“So… um… would you like to share half?”

“Sure, sounds good.”

Yuzuru wasn’t particularly craving one—

But he didn’t mind either.

Half would be easy enough to manage alongside the popcorn.

“What flavour should we—”

“You can pick.”

At that, Arisa smiled brightly and quickly went to buy one.

A faintly sweet aroma drifted over.

“What flavour did you choose?”

“Caramel.”

It seemed she still had some lingering attachment to the caramel she’d passed up earlier.

“It’s good.”

Once they joined the queue, Arisa took a bite right away, looking delighted.

“Arisa…”

“Yes?”

Before Yuzuru could even finish his thought—

She held the churro up to his mouth.

He leaned in and took a bite.

“Well?”

“Yeah, it’s sweet.”

“I’m glad.”

Arisa beamed happily.


      
        Chapter 6

        “Wow! It’s so beautiful!!”

After the sun had set—

Arisa watched the illuminated parade, filming it on her phone as she spoke excitedly.

“Yeah, it really is. Cute.”

Yuzuru replied while watching her bounce with excitement.

To be honest, he wasn’t nearly as interested in parades or illuminations as she was—

But just seeing his fiancée so happy was more than enough for him.

And before they knew it, the parade was over.

Closing time was approaching.

“Hmm… it’s a bit shaky…”

Checking her phone, Arisa muttered with a dissatisfied tone.

She’d been jumping around so much while filming that the footage hadn’t turned out very well.

“If it’s burned into your memory, isn’t that enough?”

It seemed better to have enjoyed it too much to film properly than to be so focused on filming that you didn’t enjoy it.

“That’s true, but… I should’ve taken photos too.”

“I did take some.”

“You did!?”

At her reaction, Yuzuru nodded and showed her his phone.

On the screen was Arisa—

Holding her phone, smiling brightly, mid-jump.

“W-I made that face…?”

“You look cute. I’m thinking of using it as my home screen.”

“Absolutely not.”

She shot him a glare, her voice low.

Yuzuru thought it was a great picture—

But Arisa clearly wasn’t satisfied with how she looked.

Probably because she hadn’t been posing for it.

“Besides, you barely captured the parade itself.”

“What matters is the memory, right? Isn’t it more important to have proof that you were there?”

“Then you should be in the picture too, Yuzuru-san.”

“…Well, that’s true.”

They’d taken plenty of photos together throughout the day—

But none properly capturing the parade itself.

“Then next time, we’ll take proper ones.”

“Next time… yes!”

She smiled brightly at that—

Then her expression softened, just a little.

“…Well, shall we head home for today?”

“Yeah. It’s better not to stay out too late. Let’s grab some souvenirs and go.”

Reluctantly, they made their way back.



By the time they arrived in front of Arisa’s house, it was already quite late.

“Thank you for today. I had a wonderful time.”

Arisa gave a small bow.

This whole date—the planning, the reservations—had mostly been Yuzuru’s doing.

Though they’d split the costs.

“No, I had fun too. Thanks to you.”

At their age, going to an amusement park wasn’t that common anymore.

For Yuzuru, it had been years since he last went with his family.

If not for Arisa, he probably wouldn’t have gone at all.

She’d given him this chance.

“I’m glad to hear that. …I’d like to come again next year. Maybe in summer.”

“That sounds like a great idea.”

Winter and summer would offer completely different experiences.

Different events, different atmosphere.

“…And maybe we could try the one in the west next time.”

“The west? Ah… I see. That sounds nice too! I’ve never been there.”

“Let’s find the time and go to lots of different places.”

There would be plenty of opportunities.

Yuzuru told himself that.

Still, there was one small lingering thought—

(Maybe we could’ve done something a bit more… romantic.)

Something like sharing a sweet kiss in a romantic setting—

They hadn’t really had that.

The only kiss had been the usual “goodnight.”

(She was more childlike than I expected.)

He smiled wryly, recalling how she’d been all day.

Her innocent excitement had swept him along.

Of course, he was happy—

Seeing her so joyful and carefree.

It was easily a 120 out of 100 kind of date.

But still—

It hadn’t quite been what he’d imagined.

“…Yuzuru-san?”

“Hm? Ah, sorry. Did you say something?”

Before he realised it, Arisa had stepped closer.

She looked up at him, her eyes fixed on his.

“No… I didn’t say anything…”

She blushed faintly and looked away—

Then, as if gathering her resolve, she placed her hands on his shoulders.

“A-Ari—”

“Mm…”

Before he could finish—

Her lips met his.

For about five seconds, they shared a lingering kiss—

Then she slowly pulled away.

Taking three small steps back, she turned around.

“…See you tomorrow.”

“Y-yeah! See you tomorrow.”

Almost as if fleeing, she slipped inside her house.

Left alone, Yuzuru touched his lips.

Her warmth still lingered.

“…Maybe Arisa felt the same way.”

That kiss had been longer than usual.

Surely—

That meant she’d been feeling something similar too.

Hoping that was the case, Yuzuru turned and headed home.


      
        Chapter 7 - New Year with My Fiancée

        New Year’s Eve, early evening—

“Insert a toothpick here along the prawn’s back… like this, and it comes right out. Give it a try.”

“Hmm… l-like this?”

“Yes. Perfect.”

Yuzuru and Arisa were removing the veins from prawns together.

More precisely, they were preparing them to make tempura prawns for their toshikoshi soba.  Traditional soba noodles eaten on New Year’s Eve.

“By the way… about Ayumi-chan.”

“What about Ayumi?”

“Did she get her flu shot?”

“She should have. We get them every year.”

“And she still got sick? That’s a bit pointless, isn’t it?”

Yuzuru’s younger sister, Takasegawa Ayumi, was currently bedridden with seasonal influenza.

That was why, despite it being New Year’s Eve, Yuzuru wasn’t at his family home and was instead spending it with Arisa.

With Ayumi sick, all the usual Takasegawa family events had been cancelled.

“…No, it still helps. The symptoms should be milder because she got it. So it was definitely worth it.”

“Hm…”

“You don’t look convinced… I thought you’d gotten over it?”

At that, Arisa shook her head.

“Of course not. It’s not like injections bother me anymore. It’s just… I feel bad for her.”

“I see. That’s good, then. So you’ll be fine getting one next year too.”

Next year—

Well, technically the exams were the year after—

But both Yuzuru and Arisa would be preparing for university entrance exams.

If anything, next year would matter even more.

“Y-yes… I’ll be fine. But, um… you’ll come with me, right? Next year too…”

Her words brought back a memory—

Going to the hospital with her before.

It had been… no, extremely embarrassing.

Honestly, he didn’t want to repeat it.

“…Of course.”

But he couldn’t exactly refuse his fiancée when she was trying her best.

Yuzuru nodded.

“…What was that pause just now?”

“No hidden meaning.”

“Really? …Even if you don’t want to, you’re coming with me. Just so you know.”

Apparently, accompanying her was non-negotiable.

Still, the fact that Arisa was willing to get the shot—even with conditions—made Yuzuru genuinely happy.

“Got it. Maybe we’ll both go get ours together next year.”

“Yes, let’s do that.”

While making plans for their “hospital date,” they finished preparing the prawns.

All that remained was frying them along with the vegetables.

“I’ll handle the frying… I’m a bit worried otherwise. Yuzuru-san, could you boil the soba? …You can do that, right?”

“Of course. It’s just boiling, isn’t it?”

Boiling soba wasn’t exactly difficult.

He could handle somen and instant noodles, after all.

“…Are you sure? Make sure you rinse them in cold water afterwards.”

“Rinse… them?”

“Wash them under running water. …You can do that, right?”

“I can, but… wait, we’re making hot soba, right?”

If he rinsed them, they’d go cold.

Wouldn’t it be better to just put them straight into the broth?

“…Rinsing improves the texture. Remember that.”

“I see… but won’t the soup get cold if we add cold noodles?”

“We’ll heat it again after adding the soba. I’ll guide you then, so just focus on boiling them for now.”

“G-got it…”

Yuzuru filled a pot with water and set it to boil.

Meanwhile, Arisa deftly fried the tempura.

“Just follow the instructions on the package, right?”

After the water came to a boil, he double-checked.

Arisa glanced over briefly.

“Yes, follow the instructions. …Make sure you time it properly.”

“I know.”

He set a timer on his phone and dropped the soba into the pot.

Just as instructed, he boiled them according to the listed time.

“They’re done… what now? Drain them in a colander and wash them?”

“That works, but the sobayu would go to waste…  Water used to boil soba, often drunk afterwards Let’s see—transfer just the noodles into a bowl first, then move them to a colander at the sink and rinse them.”

“Got it.”

Following her instructions, Yuzuru removed the noodles, transferred them, and rinsed them under running water.

“How long should I wash them?”

“Until they’re no longer hot. Then drain them properly.”

“Alright.”

He carefully followed her directions, chilling the soba.

Meanwhile, Arisa kept sneaking glances his way while frying, clearly unable to stop worrying.

“I’m done… what next?”

“Let’s see… I’m almost done here too, so let’s put them into the broth. After that, heat it up again.”

The broth had already been prepared by Arisa and sat in a small pot.

Yuzuru added the drained soba and placed it over the heat.

Once it was sufficiently warmed, he turned off the stove.

“All done.”

When he turned back, Arisa had already finished frying.

“Perfect timing. Let’s plate it.”

Yuzuru poured the soba and broth into bowls.

Arisa placed the tempura on top—

And finished it off with a sprinkle of chopped green onions.

They carried the bowls to the living room.

Then, placing their hands together—

““Thank you for the food.””

They began eating the soba they had made together.


      
        Chapter 8

        “Phew… that was delicious. …As expected, your cooking is the best, Arisa.”

While sipping sobayu, Yuzuru said that to her.

This year’s toshikoshi soba had tasted better than what he usually ate at home.

That was partly because he was sharing it with someone precious—

And partly because, to him, Arisa’s cooking was simply the best.

“But you helped make it this time too, Yuzuru-san.”

“Well, yeah… I did help a bit.”

That said, he’d only handled the simpler tasks—more accurately, that was all he’d been allowed to do.

He’d basically just followed Arisa’s instructions like a machine.

So in reality, it was almost entirely her cooking.

“You’ve gotten better compared to before.”

“Have I?”

Yuzuru couldn’t help but smile at her words.

It had been quite some time since he started helping her cook—

And it seemed he’d finally earned her approval.

“Yes. Before, I couldn’t take my eyes off you, but lately I feel like I can leave you alone for a bit.”

“…Am I some kind of toddler?”

“Something like that. I’d say you’ve just reached the stage where you can walk on two legs.”

“That’s harsh…”

Still, considering Arisa’s level of cooking, that assessment might not be entirely unfair.

He couldn’t really argue.

“Shall we watch some TV? You can pick.”

Yuzuru handed her the remote.

It wasn’t that he had nothing he wanted to watch—

He was just more curious about what Arisa would choose.

“Let’s see…”

She flipped through channels a few times—

And eventually settled on a comedy programme.

It was a slightly unexpected choice.

“…I don’t really get to watch things like this at home.”

Apparently, his thoughts had shown on his face.

Arisa smiled wryly, as if making an excuse.

“I see…”

Yuzuru pictured her adoptive mother.

Yeah… this kind of show probably wouldn’t be her thing.

“…Do you not like it?”

“No, not at all. I’ve never really watched this one either, so why not?”

It wasn’t that he’d never watched comedy before—

But this particular year-end staple? Not once.

“You’ve never seen it?”

“In my house, the TV belongs to the eldest.”

“Ah…”

Arisa let out a small laugh.

By “eldest,” he meant his grandfather, Takasegawa Sougen.

Sougen didn’t dislike comedy shows—

But on New Year’s Eve, he preferred music programmes.

Of course, if Yuzuru or Ayumi had insisted, he might have given in.

But they never had.

They didn’t dislike music shows either—

It was simply what they’d grown up with.

Chatting now and then, the two relaxed as they watched.

As the programme neared its end, Arisa stood up.

“What’s wrong?”

“I think I can hear the temple bell… Yes, they’ve started.”

Standing by the window, she listened carefully.

Realising the time, Yuzuru picked up the remote.

“Should I turn it off?”

“I’d like to listen… but this is your house.”

“Then let’s turn it off. I want to hear it too.”

He switched off the TV.

The room fell silent—

And the deep, resonant sound of the bell echoed from outside.

“Oh… you can hear it clearly.”

“…So this year is ending.”

Arisa spoke softly, her expression thoughtful.

Yuzuru listened as well, reflecting on everything that had happened over the year.

“Come to think of it… did your wish come true?”

“…My wish?”

“The one you made at the shrine at the start of the year.”

At that, Arisa gave a small, knowing smile.

A year ago, her wish had been—

To spend this year together with Yuzuru.

There was no need to ask.

They were still together now.

“Yes… it did. What about you?”

“Mine came true as well.”

Yuzuru smiled back.

After all, his wish had been the same.

“Speaking of the shrine… we’re getting up early tomorrow, so once the bells stop, we should go to bed.”

They had plans to visit for hatsumode with friends.  First shrine visit of the New Year.

They weren’t going to watch the sunrise, so it wasn’t extremely early—

But still, it was a morning plan.

“Yeah.”

Yuzuru nodded.

They’d both already bathed.

All that was left was to sleep.

“…Still, I guess this year is really over.”

As he said that, Yuzuru stared intently at Arisa’s face.

She tilted her head, puzzled.

He kept staring.

She gave an awkward smile.

When he leaned closer, she finally looked away, embarrassed.

“W-what is it…?”

“I figured I should take a good look at this year’s Arisa while I still can.”

“That’s not going to change in an hour.”

“If you say that, then there’s no point to the New Year at all.”

With that, he placed a hand on her shoulder and pulled her closer.

Sensing his intent, Arisa hesitated—

But her expression showed she wasn’t entirely unwilling as she leaned in.

“One last time this year… alright?”

“…Do as you like.”

Taking her at her word, Yuzuru did just that.

One arm wrapped around her back, pulling her in—

The other supported the back of her head.

“Mm…”

Their lips met.

Being the last kiss of the year, it lingered longer—

Deeper than usual.

Then slowly, they parted.

At the same moment, the bell rang.

They both glanced at the clock.

Midnight.

One year had ended, and another had begun.

“Happy New Year, Arisa.”

“Yes… Happy New Year.”

They smiled at each other.

Then Yuzuru began—

“By the way, for the first—”

Before he could finish—

Arisa’s lips sealed his.

Caught off guard, his eyes widened.

She slowly pulled away.

“I’ve taken your first of the year, Yuzuru-san.”

Pressing a finger to her lips, she smiled mischievously.


      
        Chapter 9

        New Year’s Day, early morning—

“Wow… this mochi is really delicious.”

Arisa widened her eyes as she took a bite of isobeyaki.  Grilled mochi wrapped with soy sauce and seaweed.

Yuzuru had been the one to grill the mochi—

Though of course, that just meant leaving it to the oven. It wasn’t like he’d displayed any genius-level cooking skill.

The mochi itself was simply high quality.

“Well, I guess there’s a reason they say ‘leave it to the specialists’…”

Nodding at her words, Yuzuru took a bite of his own.

It was the same mochi he ate every New Year at home.

His family bought it from a specialty shop every year—

And this time, they’d had it delivered to his place.

“More importantly, your ozoni is what really impressed me.”  Traditional New Year soup with mochi.

Yuzuru said that as he savoured the clear broth.

The Kanto-style soy-based broth carried a rich flavour and aroma of bonito and kelp.

The grilled mochi was familiar—

But once in the soup, it became something entirely different.

Soaking up the broth, it tasted several times better.

“I’m glad you think so. …If we get the chance, I’ll make it again next year.”

“Why wait until next year? I’d rather you make it every day.”

At that, Arisa gave a small laugh.

“Oh really…? Don’t blame me if you get tired of it.”

“I’d never get tired of your cooking… but I might miss miso soup.”

Hearing that, Yuzuru reconsidered.

Ozoni was great—

But replacing her miso soup entirely would be a real loss.

“Speaking of miso soup… Kansai-style uses white miso, and it’s delicious. It’s a bit different, though…”

“…Kansai-style? Wait, you can make that?”

“I don’t know if it’ll be exactly like the authentic version, but… I can make it. At home, we rotate things daily so we don’t get bored.”

“I see…”

Yuzuru had grown up in Kanto, so he’d never had Kansai-style ozoni.

Which made him all the more curious.

“…Do you want to try it?”

“I do.”

“Then let’s have it tomorrow.”

“We don’t have round mochi, so it won’t be completely authentic though,” Arisa added with a small smile.

That detail might matter to her—

But to Yuzuru, the only question was whether it tasted good or not.

He doubted the shape of the mochi would make much difference.

“By the way, Arisa… how many different ways are there to eat mochi?”

“…Different ways?”

“I can only think of isobeyaki, soy sauce with sugar, or kinako…”  Kinako—roasted soybean flour.

No matter how good it was, eating it every day would get boring.

And every year, there was always too much mochi to finish over New Year.

Even at home, they struggled to get through it—

And the amount sent to him this time was far too much for one person.

“Freeze it and it’ll last,” his mother had said—

But while Yuzuru didn’t dislike mochi, he didn’t love it either.

Getting tired of it was inevitable.

“Well, the ones you mentioned are classics… but there are others too.”

“…For example?”

“For something more common—wrapping mochi with bacon and cheese and grilling it.”

“Oh…”

That definitely sounded good.

Bacon and cheese alone were already delicious—

There was no way it could go wrong.

“Anything else?”

“Hmm… how about eating it with raw egg?”

“Raw egg!? …Well, actually, that might work…”

There was egg over rice, after all.

A simple, reliable meal Yuzuru himself turned to sometimes.

Egg and rice paired perfectly—

So there was no reason egg and mochi wouldn’t.

“Butter and natto is also good.”

“I see… so basically, anything that goes well with rice works?”

If raw egg worked, natto would too.

“Though it takes a bit more effort, you can pan-fry it until crispy and make something like a mochi pizza.”

“Oh! That sounds great.”

It might lose the typical “mochi” feel—

But that could actually be perfect once he got bored of the usual texture.

He made a mental note to ask for the recipe later.

And so, chatting about different ways to eat mochi, they finished their meal.

“Well then… I have some preparations to take care of, so I’ll head off first.”

After cleaning up, Arisa said that.

She’d already told him beforehand they’d meet up separately—

So Yuzuru wasn’t surprised.

“Preparations, huh…”

He smiled wryly.

He had a pretty good idea what she meant.

It wasn’t hard to guess—

But pointing it out would be in poor taste.

“Alright, I’ll head over later at my own pace.”

“Yes. …Look forward to it.”

And so, they parted for the time being.



After some time passed, Yuzuru headed to the station nearest the shrine.

Soichiro was already there.

“Sorry to keep you waiting.”

“You really did.”

“…Shouldn’t you say ‘I just got here’?”

Yuzuru chuckled at his friend’s grumpy expression.

“I’m not your boyfriend. And definitely not your fiancé.”

“Well, fair enough.”

At Soichiro’s reply, Yuzuru laughed—and so did he.

The grumpiness was just his way of joking.

There was still plenty of time before they had to meet—

And two people hadn’t even arrived yet.

“By the way, you didn’t come with Arisa-san?”

“She said she had preparations to do and went ahead. Looks like it’s taking a bit longer than expected.”

“I see… well, same here, actually.”

Soichiro nodded in understanding.

As they chatted for a while—

A cheerful voice called out from behind.

“Soichiro-kun, Yuzurun, sorry! Did you wait long?”

Appearing in a bright red kimono was—

Yuzuru’s childhood friend, Tachibana Ayaka.

She seemed to be wearing light makeup as well.

Her naturally mature features looked even more refined today.

“Sorry to keep you waiting… it took a bit longer than expected.”

From behind Ayaka, another girl stepped forward with a gentle smile—

A girl with flaxen hair.

Yukishiro Arisa, Yuzuru’s fiancée.

She wore a green kimono adorned with red flowers.

Her hair was styled, and with light makeup—

She looked just as beautiful as ever, though in a different way than usual.

“Sorry to keep you waiting,” the two girls said.

The two boys shook their heads in unison.

““Not at all, we just got here.””

Then Yuzuru took Arisa’s hand—

And Soichiro took Ayaka’s.

“Shall we go?”

“Yes.”

“Let’s go.”

“Mm.”

The four of them began walking—

Matching their pace to the girls in their geta.


      
        Chapter 10

        “Chiharu-chan and Tenka-chan aside, it’s a shame Hijirin couldn’t make it.”

After they started walking, Ayaka said that—though she didn’t look particularly disappointed.

Chiharu and Tenka both had family homes in Kansai, so naturally they couldn’t come for hatsumode—

And in Chiharu’s case, her family ran a shrine, so she was busy helping out.  Hatsumode—first shrine visit of the New Year

Meanwhile, Hijiri lived relatively close by, so he had been invited.

“…Sounds like he’s got a lot going on.”

Soichiro said with a wry smile.

Hijiri had his own obligations at home during the New Year—

They had regular visitors, so he needed to help prepare and receive guests.

That was why he couldn’t come.

At least, officially.

“His house is nearby though. It wouldn’t take that long just to stop by and pray…”

Ayaka tilted her head, puzzled.

At the Tachibana household, of course, there were preparations for guests too—

But Ayaka herself didn’t really think of doing that kind of work personally.

As long as she gave instructions and checked things at the end, the staff could handle the rest.

And that way of thinking wasn’t entirely wrong.

The Ryouzenji household also had staff—

So even if Hijiri slipped away for a bit, it wouldn’t cause any real problems.

Which meant his “busy” excuse was only half true.

(…Didn’t want to third-wheel on a double date, huh.)

Remembering Hijiri’s words, Yuzuru smiled to himself.

He’d been considerate.

Though maybe a little awkward about it too.

“Wow… so many food stalls! It’s like a festival!!”

As they reached the shrine, Arisa clapped her hands, eyes sparkling.

Stalls lined both sides of the path, catering to the New Year crowd.

She looked around eagerly, curious about everything on display.

“…Let’s pray first, shall we?”

Seeing her nearly drawn in by the delicious smells, Yuzuru gently pulled her along.

Arisa blinked, snapping back to herself.

“R-right… of course.”

She quickly composed herself.

The four of them headed straight to the shrine without detouring and finished their prayers.

“…So, what did you wish for this year?”

When Yuzuru asked, Arisa smiled mischievously.

“The same as last year. What about you?”

“Same as last year.”

They exchanged a glance and laughed.

Seeing that, Ayaka leaned in with obvious curiosity.

“What? What do you mean, the same as last year?”

““It’s a secret.””

They answered in unison.

Ayaka pouted slightly—

Apparently feeling left out of their “shared secret.”

“Come on, now I’m curious…”

“Probably just something like wanting to keep flirting next year too.”

Soichiro said casually, trying to placate her.

Yuzuru and Arisa both nearly protested—

But since it was basically correct, they couldn’t say anything.

“Since we’re here, why don’t we write ema?”  Wooden plaques for writing wishes at shrines.

Turning back to them, Soichiro pointed towards a nearby stand.

Sure enough, ema were being sold.

“Sounds good.”

“Yes, let’s.”

Though they had a vague idea of his intentions, Yuzuru and Arisa agreed.

They bought ema and used markers to write their wishes.

—May I spend next year together with my fiancée.

—May I be with my fiancé next year as well.

After writing, they hung them in the designated area.

Ayaka peeked at them and turned to Soichiro with a grin.

“As expected of you, Soichiro-kun. Bullseye.”

“Told you.”

““…””

Being laughed at, Yuzuru and Arisa frowned slightly.

In retaliation, they checked the ema the other two had written.

—I hope my uncle finds a good partner.

—I hope my younger brother’s love comes true.

““…””

Both wishes were about someone else’s happiness—

Impeccably virtuous.

Hard to criticise.

Though not entirely without openings.

“…Your brother’s love—that’s my sister, isn’t it?”

“Well now, let’s hope it brings good fortune.”

Soichiro cheerfully patted Yuzuru’s shoulder.

After that, the four of them drew omikuji.  Fortune slip.

During the school trip, Yuzuru and Arisa hadn’t had great luck—

But this time, both got daikichi.  Great blessing.

Relieved at such a promising start to the year—

Though, considering Soichiro and Ayaka also got daikichi, there was a suspicion this shrine handed them out a bit too generously.

“Hm? Arisa… are you buying a hamaya?”  Decorative arrow used as a good luck charm.

“Yes. I thought I’d keep it in my room… is that strange?”

“No, not strange exactly, but…”

Unlike small charms that cost a few hundred yen, hamaya were a few thousand.

A bit pricey for a high school girl buying one for herself.

“I’ve got a bit of money saved up. If I’m getting something, I’d rather it feel effective.”

“I see…?”

Yuzuru wasn’t entirely convinced—

But Arisa looked so pleased examining it that he let it be.

Maybe it was like buying a wooden sword on a school trip.

“…Anyway, we’ve finished what we came for…”

After Soichiro and Ayaka picked out their charms, Arisa spoke up hesitantly, clearly restless.

Yuzuru smiled and nodded.

“Shall we check out the stalls?”

“Yes!”

She nodded eagerly.

Yuzuru glanced at Soichiro and Ayaka—you’re coming too, right?

The two of them smiled wryly and nodded.


      
        Chapter 11

        “So, what should we start with?”

“I kind of want something warm… like that oden over there.”

“That sounds great! Let’s do that.”

Arisa and Ayaka decided that on their own and briskly headed towards the oden stall.

Yuzuru and Soichiro hurried after them.

“I’ll have daikon, egg, kelp… what would you like, Yuzuru?”  Daikon is a type of radish 

“Hm? Ah, I’m fine with anything—”

He was about to say he wasn’t that hungry—

But realising Arisa’s intention, he stopped himself.

“…I’ll go with your recommendations.”

“Really? Then… konjac, shirataki, and… oh, is that sausage? …Let’s add sausage.”  Shirataki is a type of noodle made from konjac.

After ordering, Arisa skillfully began cutting the oden ingredients in half with her chopsticks.

She wanted to try a variety, but couldn’t finish everything—

So she wanted him to share.

“I thought sausage in oden might be a bit odd… but it’s surprisingly good.”  Oden is a Japanese hot pot dish.

“Odd? I feel like it’s pretty common… it’s in pot-au-feu too.”

“But that’s Western-style, right? I thought it might change the flavour in oden… but it actually works well even in a Japanese broth.”

For Yuzuru, sausage in oden wasn’t unusual at all—

But for Arisa, it seemed like a new discovery.

Oden ingredients vary by household.

And unless you buy it from convenience stores, you don’t often get to try other variations.

So it was natural that unfamiliar ingredients would seem strange.

“If we add it, maybe the broth should lean more Western? …But then it becomes pot-au-feu…”

“…You don’t have to think about it that seriously.”

Yuzuru smiled wryly at Arisa, who was already deep in culinary thought.

Of course, he welcomed her improving her cooking—

But now wasn’t the time.

“No, this is important…”

“Then let me try your experiments next time. I’ll help you cook.”

“…I’d prefer you only eat the best version, though.”

“I’m curious about how you refine your recipes too.”

At that, Arisa scratched her cheek shyly.

“Is that so? …If you say so. Your opinion matters to me, after all.”

While they talked, Ayaka suddenly turned to Soichiro.

“Here, Soichiro-kun. Say ‘ahh’.”

“W-what? Out of nowhere?”

“Well, I thought we’d compete a little.”

“There’s no need to compete…”

They suddenly started flirting.

Yuzuru and Arisa glanced at each other.

“…So this is how we look from the outside.”

“…We should be careful too.”

Only now did they realise.



“Ahh… this is so warming…”

“And sweet—it’s delicious.”

Drinking amazake, Ayaka and Arisa smiled happily.  Amazake is a sweet, low-alcohol Japanese drink made from fermented rice.

This was already their third stall—after oden and takoyaki.  Takoyaki is a popular Japanese snack made of octopus-filled batter, cooked in a special pan.

Arisa, who had wanted this from the start, was obviously enjoying herself—

But even Ayaka, who had initially acted like she was just tagging along, was having just as much fun.

“…Did Arisa not eat breakfast?”

Soichiro whispered to Yuzuru.

Yuzuru shook his head, confused.

“No, I’m pretty sure she ate about as much as I did…”

Having eaten Arisa’s delicious ozoni earlier, Yuzuru himself wasn’t very hungry.

But Arisa clearly was.

“What about Ayaka?”

“She said she’d eaten… and that she wouldn’t eat much at the stalls.”

Soichiro tilted his head.

Like Yuzuru, he had eaten breakfast too—

And wasn’t very hungry.

“…Honestly, this is getting tough.”

“Yeah… I’m starting to feel full.”

Both Yuzuru and Soichiro had been eating along with the girls—

And had actually eaten more than them.

It wasn’t entirely the girls’ fault.

They had asked if the guys could handle it.

But the two had foolishly said, “Yeah, no problem.”

“What should we get next?”

“I’m curious about those spiral potato chips on a stick.”

“Oh, tornado potatoes. Nice.”

While sipping amazake, Arisa and Ayaka discussed their next target.

Yuzuru and Soichiro exchanged glances.

“…What do we do? Stop them?”

“…We just said we were fine. It’s hard to back out now.”

Pride made it difficult to admit defeat.

But they were both at their limit.

“…Guess we’ll have to convince them somehow.”

“Yeah… they’re probably full too.”

Timing it as the girls finished their drinks, they spoke up.

“Maybe we should call it a day?”

Yuzuru said right away.

Ayaka looked puzzled.

“That’s sudden. Got plans or something?”

She glanced at Arisa.

After all, it was common knowledge they were spending New Year together.

“Not that I’m aware of…?”

Arisa tilted her head.

“No, nothing like that. It’s just getting late… and it’s cold. Wouldn’t want to catch a cold.”

Using the weather as an excuse, Yuzuru spoke casually.

Both girls seemed convinced.

“Then how about one last warm thing before we go?”

“Maybe oshiruko?”  Oshiruko is a sweet red bean soup with mochi.

“Sounds good—I saw a stall over there.”

So it turned into “one last thing.”

But Yuzuru’s stomach was at its limit.

He could eat—

But really didn’t want to.

“N-no, we just had amazake… oshiruko might be a bit…”

Soichiro spoke up this time.

He was also at his limit.

Noticing his expression, Ayaka smirked.

“Ahh, you’ve hit your limit, haven’t you? You should just say so.”

“Eh? …Is that true?”

Arisa looked surprised.

Yuzuru and Soichiro both looked away.

“N-no, not exactly…”

“It’s just… you know, eating too much over New Year…”

“Yeah, New Year weight gain and all.”

At that, Ayaka’s smirk froze.

Arisa also looked down seriously at her stomach.

“…Well, I’m full too. Let’s call it here.”

“It wouldn’t be fair to make you keep going. Let’s head back.”

Both girls nodded.

Yuzuru and Soichiro quietly sighed in relief.


      
        Chapter 12

        One day in mid-January, after the New Year had passed.

For Yuzuru and Arisa—no, for all second-year high school students—

It was an extremely important day.

“How was it, Yuzuru…?”

Arisa asked, looking slightly anxious.

Yuzuru gave a wry smile.

“…Not as good as I’d hoped.”

“I-I see…”

At his answer, Arisa looked relieved.

“…Can I take a look?”

She asked hesitantly.

There was no reason to hide it—and Yuzuru also wanted to check hers—so he nodded.

“Sure. But let me see yours too.”

“Of course.”

They exchanged the papers in their hands—

The common test questions they had just finished solving.

Yuzuru checked Arisa’s answers and the questions she got wrong.

There were some differences depending on their strong and weak subjects—

But overall, their total scores were quite close.

“Wow… Yuzuru, your English is perfect.”

“And you did really well in world history. …I had more trouble with it than I expected.”

“I’ve been reviewing regularly. …Personally, I’m worried about time management in maths and Japanese. I couldn’t finish everything this time… If this were the real exam…”

Arisa shivered slightly.

They were still second-years.

The test they had just taken was from this year’s newly released exam—

A way to gauge their current level with one year left until the real thing.

Both were confident in their academics and performed well on mock exams—

But still, the result felt underwhelming.

“For time management, I guess it’s just practice… Maybe taking more mock exams would help?”

“We might need to rethink how we solve them too—like the order. There must be some tricks… Maybe we should go to prep school?”

“Spring courses might be worth it…”

With less than a year until the real exam,

It was time to get serious.

“By the way, do you have a specific university in mind?”

Yuzuru asked casually.

He had a general idea from her mock exam forms—

But had never asked her directly.

“Not really.”

“Yeah, figured.”

There wasn’t much consistency in the schools she listed—

Except for one thing.

“I want to aim as high as I can. And I’m planning to target national universities. …It’s harder to increase subjects later, but easy to reduce them.”

Private universities generally require fewer subjects—

Though that doesn’t necessarily make them easier.

Still, it’s easier to scale down than to scale up.

“Yuzuru, you’re the same, right?”

“Pretty much.”

He didn’t have a specific dream school either—

Just the desire to aim high.

“What about your major?”

“Major? …Law or economics, maybe.”

“Huh… that’s a bit unexpected.”

“Is it?”

Yuzuru tilted his head.

For a humanities student, those were standard choices.

“Well… I thought maybe business, considering your family.”

“Ah… I see.”

Given he’d likely inherit the family business,

Business school would seem like the obvious choice.

“I’ll learn that from my dad.”

His father had always told him to go wherever he liked.

Even the university’s prestige didn’t seem to matter much—

As long as he got a degree.

“Oh, but I’ve been told to study abroad. I’ll probably attend a university overseas for a year or two.”

“I see… Should I do that too?”

“Well, it’s probably good experience. …But you don’t have to force it.”

Yuzuru didn’t mind going himself—

But the thought of Arisa going made him a little uneasy.

Arisa shook her head.

“I’m a little nervous… but I think I want to try.”

“Then let’s go together.”

“That sounds nice. I’d feel safer with you.”

She smiled.

Then Yuzuru asked:

“What about you? Any major in mind?”

“Not really… but I’d like to study something useful for the future.”

“Like what, specifically?”

“That’s the problem… What do you think would be good?”

“…Hmm.”

Yuzuru hesitated.

It wasn’t his place to decide her future.

But if she wasn’t aiming for a specific career—

Then maybe she wanted something broadly useful.

“Law might be practical.”

“Law… So having legal knowledge is important?”

“…Better than not having it, I guess.”

Though in reality, basic legal awareness comes naturally in life.

It wasn’t strictly necessary.

“Honestly, certifications or English test scores might be more useful.”

“Certifications… like what?”

“That depends on the job…”

Arisa looked puzzled.

“…What kind of job or qualifications would help you, Yuzuru?”

“Eh!?”

Yuzuru blinked in surprise.

Arisa pouted slightly.

“Is that strange? I just thought… as your future wife, I’d like to study something that could support you.”

“It’s not strange. …I’m really happy to hear that.”

“…Just the feeling?”

“…I don’t really know what would help either.”

He couldn’t responsibly decide her path—

Or say what kind of person he wanted her to become.

“It’s university. We should both study what we like.”

“Hmm… That’s harder than it sounds…”

“Isn’t there anything you like? Something you want to be involved in?”

In response, Arisa looped her arm through his.

Then, shyly, she whispered—

“Not something… someone. I like you, Yuzuru.”

“That’s nice to hear… but there’s no field of study about me.”

He smiled and pulled her closer.

“Then… why don’t we aim for the same university? Same campus, same life.”

He whispered into her ear.

Arisa trembled slightly.

“That’s a wonderful idea. …Let’s do that.”

“Then we’d better study hard.”

“Yes.”

Their lips met.


      
        Chapter 13 - Valentine with My Fiancée

        February 14th.

The day when girls give chocolate to the boys they care about.

Naturally, Yuzuru was expecting chocolate from Arisa.

Unlike last year, he was sure he’d get something this time.

…Which was exactly why he’d been restless all morning, as Arisa hadn’t even mentioned the word “chocolate” once.

“About the spring courses, I’ve done some research…”

Arisa was talking seriously about studying and exams—

But Yuzuru’s mind was completely occupied with Valentine’s Day.

Could it be… she didn’t like him anymore?

No, that couldn’t be.

They’d just shared a good morning kiss.

She wouldn’t kiss someone she disliked.

Then… was she upset?

But she didn’t seem to be in a bad mood this morning.

So then…

“And so, Yuzuru, which one do you—”

“…Arisa. Can I ask you something?”

He cut her off.

She tilted her head, unbothered.

“What is it?”

“…Do you know what day it is today?”

“…Eh?”

For a moment, he wondered if she’d actually forgotten.

But she only looked puzzled.

“Is it some kind of special day?”

“… ”

“Just kidding. Don’t make that face.”

She laughed.

Realising he’d been teased, Yuzuru raised an eyebrow.

“Don’t do that. I thought I wasn’t getting anything.”

“Do you like chocolate that much?”

“I don’t like chocolate. I like you.”

It wasn’t about chocolate.

It was about getting something from her.

Honestly, it didn’t even have to be chocolate.

“I’ve prepared something, so don’t worry. I’ll give it to you after school.”

“I see… then I’ll look forward to it.”

Relieved, Yuzuru let out a quiet breath.



By the time they finished talking, they had arrived at school.

Yuzuru opened his shoe locker.

“…Oh.”

He froze.

Inside was a neatly wrapped box decorated with a ribbon.

Seeing him stop, Arisa peeked inside.

“What is it— …Let me see that!!”

Her expression sharpened instantly.

She reached in and roughly pulled out the box.

“I’m opening it, okay?”

“O-okay…”

Yuzuru nodded.

Arisa tore open the wrapping and opened the box.

Inside was chocolate—and a message card.

—Thought it was honmei? Too bad, it’s just obligation chocolate! — AYAKA—

“Don’t mess with me!!”

Arisa shouted, visibly furious.

She shoved the entire box into Yuzuru’s hands.

“You can eat this.”

“I… see…”

Overwhelmed, Yuzuru nodded.

They changed into their indoor shoes and headed to the classroom.

“Yuzuru, let me check your desk.”

“Be my guest.”

Arisa carefully inspected the inside of his desk.

After checking thoroughly, she looked up, her tension easing.

“There’s nothing.”

“That’s a relief.”

Considering last year—

If he’d received chocolate from anyone besides friends, Arisa would definitely be upset.

And when Arisa got angry…

It was scary.

“Then I’m going to go file a complaint with Ayaka.”

“Good luck.”

With visible irritation, Arisa marched towards Ayaka’s seat.

As Yuzuru watched her go—

“Well, being popular must be tough.”

“I doubt anyone reckless enough to provoke her exists.”

Chiharu and Tenka approached him.

Both were holding neatly wrapped boxes.

“Morning. Those are…?”

“Please accept these. …Keep it a secret from Arisa, okay?”

“No need to keep it secret. It’s just obligation chocolate.”

They handed him the boxes.

“Thanks. I’ll enjoy them.”

After hearing his thanks, the two quickly left.

Almost immediately, Arisa returned.

“Yuzuru— …Ah! While I was gone!!”

“They’re just obligation chocolates. From those two.”

He pointed towards Chiharu and Tenka.

They waved lightly to confirm it.

Arisa let out a sigh of relief.

“In that case, it’s fine.”

“Can I eat them?”

“It would be rude not to. …And since we know who they’re from, there shouldn’t be anything strange in them.”

She nodded firmly.

Then, crossing her arms, she added:

“But… only after you eat mine. Understood?”

“Of course. I’m looking forward to it.”

When Yuzuru smiled, Arisa blushed slightly and nodded.

“…Yes. Please look forward to it.”


      
        Chapter 14

        After school.

“Shall we head home, Arisa?”

“Yes.”

Just like always, the two of them started walking home.

Just like always—

“……”

“……”

“Um, Arisa…”

“…Yes?”

Unable to hold back any longer, Yuzuru spoke.

Arisa looked at him curiously.

“…About the chocolate?”

“…Ah, I’m sorry!”

“……”

“Just kidding. I didn’t forget.”

She smiled wryly.

“I left it in my fridge at home so it wouldn’t spoil. So I can’t give it to you right now.”

“I see… so that’s what you meant by after school.”

Yuzuru felt a little embarrassed for misunderstanding.

If she had brought it with her, there’d be no reason to wait until evening.

“Did you want it at school?”

“Well… yeah. The situation would’ve been more exciting.”

He answered honestly.

Getting chocolate from the person you like—at school—

That was a bit of a dream scenario for a guy.

“I see… then maybe next year we should do it that way?”

Arisa said thoughtfully.

Yuzuru quickly shook his head.

“No, I want to eat your chocolate in the best condition possible.”

At that, Arisa looked confused.

“…That’s not really why.”

“Oh, it’s not?”

He’d assumed it was about preserving the quality.

“Anyway, we’re here.”

“Yeah.”

They had reached the station area.

Usually, this was where they parted ways.

“I’ll come over later. I’ll make dinner too, so look forward to it.”

“Got it. Anything I should buy beforehand?”

After a brief pause, she answered:

“I’ll text you.”

“Alright, I’ll wait for it.”

They parted ways.

Shortly after, Yuzuru received her message.

He checked it on the train.

“Baguette, strawberries, bananas, kiwi, marshmallows…? That’s dessert.”

Everything listed felt more like snacks than dinner ingredients.

And nothing required much cooking.

Still, there was no way Arisa would serve plain fruit as dinner.

She must have something planned.

For a moment—

Yuzuru imagined her stir-frying strawberries and bananas in a wok.

“…No. Absolutely not.”

He shook his head.

The message ended with—


You can probably guess what I’m making, right?



But he had no idea.

“Fruit sandwich…? But then why a baguette instead of sliced bread?”

Confused, but trusting her, he bought everything anyway.



A while after putting everything away—

“I’m home.”

Arisa arrived.

She wore casual clothes, carried a small stylish bag—

And a backpack.

“I’ll carry that.”

“Thank you.”

Taking it from her, Yuzuru noticed it was heavier than expected.

Not like food.

More like machinery.

“What’s in this?”

“A chocolate fountain set.”

“Chocolate fountain… oh, like chocolate fondue?”

He’d never had it, but he knew of it.

It made sense.

Perfect for Valentine’s Day.

And definitely not something you could bring to school.

“…What did you think I was making?”

“Something stir-fried.”

“There’s no way. Do you normally eat things like that?”

“Of course not. I just didn’t think of fondue.”

They moved into the living room.

“Where should I put this?”

“Here, let me.”

She took the bag, turned her back, and quickly took out the machine—

As if hiding something else inside.

“Let’s get started with dinner. But first… I’m going to change.”

“Change? Why?”

“We’re doing chocolate fondue. I don’t want to get my clothes dirty.”

“…I see?”

He thought she could’ve just worn something casual to begin with—

But figured she didn’t want to go outside like that.

“You should change too. Something dark.”

“Got it.”

Yuzuru changed into less stain-prone clothes and set up an extension cord.

“…I’m back.”

“Yeah, I just finished—”

He stopped.

Froze.

Eyes wide.

“Th-this is my Valentine’s chocolate… p-please enjoy.”

Arisa stood there—

Wearing nothing but a ribbon.

And said it with a trembling voice.


      
        Chapter 15

        “Eh? A-Arisa…?”

Seeing Arisa’s pale skin faintly flushed a rosy colour, Yuzuru felt his heart pounding violently.

The only thing covering her body was a red ribbon.

She wasn’t wearing anything like underwear.

Of course, the important parts were properly hidden.

The ribbon was wide and tightly wrapped around her body, so compared to that time in a bikini, the exposed skin was actually quite extensive.

Even so, the fact that she was wearing something that wasn’t even clothing—

And the way her wrists were neatly bound with ribbon—

Filled Yuzuru with an overwhelming sense of forbiddenness.

“Um… the chocolate you’re holding… where is it?”

Summoning all his self-control, Yuzuru asked.

Because Arisa wasn’t holding anything that looked like Valentine’s chocolate.

Given the situation…

It almost implied that Arisa herself was the chocolate.

“Eh? Ah… s-sorry! I forgot!”

Arisa turned and hurried back towards the changing room.

Yuzuru couldn’t help but follow the movement of the ribbon pressing into her hips with his eyes.

“I-I brought it… hehe…”

She returned, smiling shyly, holding a small box.

It wasn’t decorated—just a plain container.

She placed it on the floor.

“P-please wait a moment…”

With her bound wrists, she opened the lid.

Inside were heart-shaped chocolates.

She picked one up.

“A-as I said… th-this is my Valentine’s chocolate!”

Then she placed the chocolate in her mouth—

And leaned her face towards him.

“U-um… what exactly is this…?”

“…Mm.”

At Yuzuru’s confusion, Arisa made a small sound, urging him with her eyes.

At this point, even Yuzuru couldn’t miss the meaning.

He gently wrapped his arm around her back and pulled her closer.

“Then… I’ll gladly accept.”

He brought his lips to hers—

And took the chocolate between them.

Arisa skillfully pushed it into his mouth with her tongue.

Sweet, with a slight bitterness.

“How is it?”

“It’s good. …Can I have more?”

She nodded softly and glanced at the box.

“Then I’ll prepare—”

“No need.”

Yuzuru picked up another chocolate with his fingers and held it to her lips.

She took it between her lips.

“…Then once again. I’ll have it.”

He shared the chocolate with her again.

The same sweetness spread in his mouth.

He reached for another—

Then paused.

“Since we’re at it… will you have some too?”

“Eh?”

Without waiting, he held the chocolate between his own lips—

And slowly leaned towards her.

At first, Arisa widened her eyes in surprise—

But soon, she parted her lips willingly.

Yuzuru pressed the chocolate to her lips—

And gently pushed it into her mouth with his tongue.

“How is it?”

“I-it’s delicious… may I have more?”

“Of course.”

They continued feeding each other chocolate mouth-to-mouth.

But there hadn’t been much to begin with—

And soon, it was gone.

“That’s all?”

“No… there’s still a little left.”

“Eh? Where?”

“…Here.”

Arisa leaned forward, offering her lips.

Understanding, Yuzuru met them.

A kiss—

Faintly flavored with chocolate.



“…Now then, shall we properly have dinner?”

Composing herself, Arisa said.

Then she held out her wrists.

“Could you hold this for me?”

“Sure.”

Yuzuru lightly grasped the ribbon around her wrists.

Arisa slipped her hands free.

It looked like she was tied—

But in reality, her hands had just been looped through.

“Now then, let’s prepare.”

“…Like that?”

“I’ll wear an apron while cooking.”

“It’s just cutting ingredients, anyway,” she added.

“…No, I mean… eating in that outfit might be… dangerous.”

“Dangerous? The chocolate won’t splatter like oil, and it won’t be hot enough to burn—”

“No, not that…”

Yuzuru scratched his cheek.

Until now, they’d been close enough that he hadn’t really looked—

But now, it was hard not to notice.

“If the ribbon comes undone, that’d be a problem.”

“Ah, I see.”

Arisa smiled slightly—

And tugged lightly at the ribbon on her chest.

Yuzuru quickly looked away.

“H-hey, what are you doing!?”

“It’s fine. Look.”

Cautiously, he glanced back.

She tugged on it repeatedly—

But it didn’t come undone.

“This is actually a proper outfit. The ribbons aren’t one piece—they’re fixed in place. Like a swimsuit.”

“I-I see…”

Yuzuru felt slightly deceived.


      
        Chapter 16

        “By the way… the chocolate? We didn’t buy any, did we?”

“I prepared that in advance.”

Saying so, Arisa took out chocolate bars and fresh cream from her backpack.

It seemed she had bought them together when making the handmade chocolates.

“I’ll melt the chocolate, so Yuzuru, please cut the ingredients and skewer them. …You can do that, right?”

Yuzuru nodded.

He headed to the kitchen, cut the ingredients, stuck them onto skewers, and arranged them on a large plate.

By the time he finished, Arisa had already melted the chocolate.

Inside a small pot was a thick, glossy brown liquid.

“Alright, let’s eat.”

“Yeah.”

After a moment of consideration, Yuzuru picked the safest option—banana.

He dipped it lightly in chocolate and took a bite.

“It’s like a chocolate banana… but somehow different.”

Unlike typical chocolate bananas where the chocolate hardens, this one was warm and melted.

That changed both the texture and taste.

“Mmm… it’s delicious…!”

Arisa, holding her cheek, smiled happily.

She had chosen a marshmallow.

Yuzuru had hesitated to try that combination—thinking it might be too sweet—

But seeing her enjoy it made him curious.

“…Yeah.”

After trying it, he slightly regretted it.

Sweet plus sweet.

An overload of sweetness.

Someone with a sweet tooth might love it, but for Yuzuru, it was a bit too much.

“…Coffee tastes amazing.”

He muttered while taking a sip.

Choosing coffee over water or tea had clearly been the right decision.

After resetting his palate, he picked his next item.

Avoiding sweet-on-sweet, he chose a strawberry.

“Yeah, this is the right answer.”

The tartness of the strawberry paired perfectly with the sweetness of the chocolate.

A great balance.

After that, Yuzuru tried various things—fruit, bread, even snacks.

He had thought he might get bored, since everything was dipped in chocolate—

But surprisingly, he didn’t.

The variety of flavours—sweet, sour, salty—kept it interesting.

“This is actually pretty fun.”

At his words, Arisa smiled brightly.

“I’m glad you think so! I’ve always wanted to try chocolate fondue!”

“…This is your first time?”

“It’s not really something you do alone.”

He nodded. That made sense.

“Doing it with a group and bringing different ingredients could be fun too.”

“That sounds great! Like a mystery hot pot!”

“…Yeah… something like that.”

Arisa’s eyes sparkled with excitement.

Meanwhile, Yuzuru imagined Ayaka definitely messing around with weird ingredients—and felt slightly uneasy about his own suggestion.

“By the way, Yuzuru… Yuzuru.”

“What is it?”

“Here, say ahh.”

Arisa held out a chocolate-covered marshmallow towards his mouth.

He didn’t particularly like that combination—

But he wasn’t clueless enough to refuse in this situation.

He opened his mouth and accepted it.

“How is it?”

“…Yeah. Sweet.”

“I’m glad!”

Apparently, for Arisa, “sweet” equaled “delicious.”

After a sip of coffee, Yuzuru picked up a banana.

“…Arisa. Your turn.”

“Thank you.”

He brought the chocolate-covered banana to her lips.

She took a bite.

“It’s delicious. …I’ll return the favour.”

Saying that, Arisa reached for another marshmallow.

“Wait, Arisa.”

This time, Yuzuru stopped her.

He could read the mood—

But he wasn’t willing to keep eating something he didn’t like just for that.

“Marshmallows are a bit… too sweet. Can you pick something else?”

“Really? They’re so good though…”

She tilted her head, clearly thinking he was strange.

Still, without complaint, she chose a salty snack instead, dipped it in chocolate, and offered it to him.

“How about this?”

“This is good.”

As he answered, Yuzuru thought about what to feed her next.

After a moment, he asked—

“What do you want?”

“Marshmallows.”

As if saying, If you won’t eat them, I will, Arisa opened her mouth.

Yuzuru dropped a marshmallow into it.

“It’s delicious… give me more.”

“Alright, here you go.”

Encouraged by her blissful expression, he kept feeding her marshmallows one after another.

Arisa happily swallowed them.

“Ah—”

“S-sorry…!”

He got carried away.

Chocolate dripped down—

Staining her pale skin, across her chest.

“Did you get burned?”

“It’s not that hot, so I’m fine.”

She reached for a tissue to wipe it—

But froze mid-motion.

“…Arisa?”

“Um, Yuzuru…”

With a mischievous look,

She pointed to her chest.

“It’d be a waste… so could you eat it?”


      
        Chapter 17

        “W-what!?”

Yuzuru let out a startled voice, and Arisa’s eyes wavered slightly, as if she immediately regretted what she said.

“U-um… d-did you not like that?”

She lowered her gaze, looking a bit hurt.

Yuzuru quickly shook his head.

“No, not at all! It’s just… um…”

Carefully choosing his words, he asked:

“When you say ‘eat it’… specifically, how do you mean?”

The most straightforward interpretation was putting his mouth directly on her.

They had kissed many times before, so touching her skin—her chest included—wasn’t something he was strongly opposed to.

At least, if she was okay with it.

But if that wasn’t what she intended, things could go very wrong.

Maybe she wouldn’t hate him—

But he might get slapped.

“U-um… well…”

Whether she hadn’t thought that far, or was just too embarrassed to say it—

Arisa hesitated for a moment before answering.

“Any way is fine… however you like… please.”

“I see… then…”

After a brief pause, Yuzuru reached towards her chest.

The moment he touched her, he felt softness and warmth at his fingertips.

He wiped up the melted chocolate with his finger—

And brought it to his mouth.

“H-how is it?”

“How is it…? It tastes like chocolate.”

“R-right!?”

Somehow, an awkward silence settled between them.

Yuzuru let his gaze wander for a moment, then looked back at her.

Arisa straightened her posture.

“Um… Arisa.”

“Y-yes?”

“…Let’s just eat.”

“Y-yes, let’s!”

And just like that, the two hurriedly resumed eating the rest of the chocolate fondue.



“That was delicious.”

Afterward, as she wiped down the cleaned equipment, Arisa said cheerfully.

She had already changed out of the ribbon outfit.

“…Yeah.”

Yuzuru gave a vague reply.

Noticing his tone, Arisa looked puzzled.

“…Wasn’t it good?”

“No, it was good.”

He shook his head.

It was delicious—

But not entirely without reservations.

“The second half was a bit… tough.”

He decided to be honest.

He had gotten a bit tired of the chocolate flavour.

“I thought so.”

Arisa gave a small, knowing smile.

Yuzuru tilted his head.

“You too?”

“No, I like sweets, so I didn’t get tired of it. But… you looked like you were struggling.”

“I see…”

Apparently, it had shown on his face.

His eating pace had slowed down noticeably too.

“Even if I didn’t get tired of it, it’s still the same flavour throughout. It’s not strange to get bored. That’s something to improve next time.”

“Improve, huh… got any ideas?”

Curious, Yuzuru asked.

Arisa nodded.

“Off the top of my head—maybe spices.”

“Spices? With chocolate?”

“Cinnamon, nutmeg… even pepper can work surprisingly well. Or increasing ingredient variety, or serving other dishes alongside it…”

Despite saying “off the top of my head,” she listed several ideas smoothly.

“What do you think, Yuzuru?”

“Hmm… personally, I think it’d be better for a group. Like a party.”

The fondue itself was good.

But having it as the entire dinner had been the issue.

“Like a party… or maybe a wedding?”

“…Well, yeah, a big chocolate fountain at a wedding would definitely be fun… do you want that?”

Yuzuru asked with a wry smile.

Arisa quickly shook her head.

“N-no! I didn’t mean for us specifically…”

“Oh? But if it were an option… would you want it?”

“…I think it would be lovely.”

She nodded, cheeks faintly flushed.

Yuzuru nodded firmly.

“I’ll remember that.”

“Thank you… um, can I ask something?”

“Anything.”

“What kind of wedding would you want?”

“…What do you mean?”

“Like a Shinto ceremony, or Protestant style… how many guests… or maybe just photos… some people don’t even have one, right? I’d like to know your thoughts.”

“That’s fair. It’s important to align expectations.”

He nodded.

He had heard of couples arguing about this right before marriage.

Though he didn’t think that would happen with them—

It was still worth discussing.

“A Protestant ceremony. Not sure about numbers, but… probably over a hundred guests.”

“…You like big events more than I expected.”

“That’s not my preference.”

He immediately denied it.

Arisa tilted her head.

“Then… your father’s? Or your grandfather’s?”

“Not exactly. Though my grandfather does like flashy things… but that’s not the point.”

“Then…?”

“It’s because I’m the future head of the Takasegawa family. It has to be large-scale. That’s all. …And honestly, we probably won’t have much say in the venue either.”

Their opinions wouldn’t be ignored entirely—

But the final decisions would be heavily influenced by their families.

Freedom was limited.

“I… see. That makes sense…”

Arisa looked a bit downcast.

She didn’t reject it—

But she clearly had her own vision.

Unlike Yuzuru, who saw marriage somewhat politically,

Arisa valued the romantic side more.

That much had been clear since their school trip.

“It’s okay. I mean… I do have feelings about it, but…”

“Don’t worry so much. We can just have two.”

He lightly tapped her shoulder.

She looked up, surprised.

“…Two?”

“Yeah. If you don’t like the big one, we just do another, smaller one. If order matters… we can do yours first.”

“…Do people usually have multiple weddings?”

“My parents had three. Two in Japan, one overseas.”

“…What?”

She blinked in shock.

That idea clearly hadn’t occurred to her.

“Three not enough? I’d rather not go up to five or six though…”

He joked.

She quickly shook her head.

“N-no, three is more than enough! Then… one I want, and one for yours…”

“My preference is your preference.”

Yuzuru didn’t have strong feelings about weddings.

A commemorative photo would’ve been enough for him.

“…I see. Then… I’ll think about it.”

Arisa smiled happily.


      
        Chapter 18

        About a month passed.

“How is today’s lunch?”

“Yeah, it’s good.”

Yuzuru and Arisa were eating together.

After finishing the homemade bento Arisa had prepared—and after she finished hers as well—

Yuzuru took a small package out of his bag.

“…Arisa, here. Take this.”

“Should I assume this is a White Day return gift?”

That’s right—today was White Day.

The day boys return gifts to girls.

“Yeah… something like that.”

“Thank you. May I open it?”

Yuzuru nodded, slightly nervous.

Arisa carefully untied the ribbon and opened the package.

“Oh…?”

Her eyes widened a little in surprise.

Inside were biscuits.

Of course, biscuits weren’t unusual for White Day.

The issue was the biscuits themselves.

They were slightly misshapen—

Each one individually wrapped in transparent bags.

Rather than store-bought, they had a strong handmade feel.

Arisa blinked a few times, then looked at Yuzuru.

“Did you make these, Yuzuru?”

“Y-yeah… something like that.”

They were indeed handmade.

Three flavours: plain, chocolate, and matcha.

Each one cut into shapes that… kind of resembled hearts.

“May I try one?”

“Go ahead. …And tell me what you think.”

“Alright, then.”

She picked up a plain biscuit and took a bite.

Chewing slowly, savoring it.

“…Well?”

After she swallowed, Yuzuru asked.

“Let’s see…”

She paused, thinking.

“The butter flavour is nice. It’s delicious.”

“I-I see. That’s good.”

Yuzuru let out a relieved breath.

At that moment, he realised how nerve-wracking it was to hear feedback on cooking.

Arisa must have felt this way every time she cooked for him.

“If I had to add something…”

“…Add something?”

His heart skipped at her ominous tone.

“It would be better if the dough thickness were more even. Also, chilling it before baking helps keep the shape.”

“I see… that’s helpful. But wow… that’s impressive.”

She had deduced, just from the result, that he hadn’t chilled the dough.

Yuzuru was genuinely amazed.

Arisa shook her head.

“No, I’m just used to making them. …This is your first time, right? Considering that, I think you did very well.”

Yuzuru gave a wry smile.

“Yeah… well, I made a few mistakes. I gave you the best batch.”

The failed ones had been given to Ayaka and the others.

Not anything unsafe, of course—just imperfect.

“I see… so these are the best…”

Arisa looked briefly conflicted—

But then shook her head.

“No… everyone struggles at first. You don’t need to worry.”

“…Right.”

Yuzuru was very curious about what she almost said—

But decided it was better not to ask.

“By the way, Yuzuru. About prep school… the spring courses. What will you do? I’m thinking of attending.”  Spring courses are intensive classes held during spring break, often focused on preparing for entrance exams.

“I’ll go too.”

“Oh? Really?”

“…Is that surprising?”

He smiled wryly.

He didn’t love studying—

But when necessary, he took it seriously.

Entrance exams required strategy.

Not everything could be learned from school alone.

He didn’t know how effective it would be—

But trying a spring course seemed reasonable.

“Well… I thought maybe you’d go on a family trip…”

“Ah… yeah, that’s true. Last year.”

The Takasegawa family usually travelled abroad in spring.

That’s why he hadn’t seen Arisa much last year.

“Last year?”

“Not this year. I want to focus on studying.”

It wasn’t that skipping a trip would guarantee success—

It was about mindset.

“I see! That’s great!”

Arisa clapped happily.

Even a short time apart had felt lonely to her.

“So this spring break… we can spend it together.”

She smiled brightly.

Like summer, when they had spent so much time together—

Almost like living together.

That had been a very happy time for her.

“…About that…”

Yuzuru scratched his cheek.

His slightly awkward expression made her tilt her head.

“Do you have other plans?”

“No… like I said, I want to focus on studying. That’s why… I’m thinking of stopping living alone starting spring break.”

Her eyes widened.

“Ah… right. You could commute from home if you wanted. That would help you focus.”

Yuzuru had lived alone simply because he wanted to.

The condition was paying his own living expenses through part-time work.

Naturally, working meant less study time.

“So… you’ll quit your job too?”

“Yeah. Not immediately, but… sorry about that.”

He bowed slightly.

Arisa worked at the same place—

Partly to earn money for gifts, but also to be with him.

If he quit, her reason to stay would disappear too.

“It’s okay. Studying is more important… and honestly, I was already wondering if I should quit in third year.”

They both seemed to be reaching the same conclusion.

Of course, they felt a bit bad—

But their employer likely expected this.

And more importantly—

They weren’t going to sacrifice such an important time in their lives.

“But I see… that means we’ll have less time together.”

“Yeah… probably next year.”

They briefly thought about going to the same prep school—

But didn’t say it.

Choosing based only on being together would be careless.

“…Next year? Won’t you be at home during spring break?”

She focused on his wording.

“Next year” referred to April onward—

But spring break was still March.

“Ah… about that. Well… if you’d like, would you come over to my place?”

Her eyes widened.

“I’ve already talked to my family. I mean… suddenly spending less time together would be lonely, and when my family’s abroad, I’ll be alone anyway… So, if you’re okay with it… what do you think?”

“Gladly!!”

Arisa’s eyes lit up as she grabbed his hand.


      
        Chapter 19

        The day after spring break began—

“That should be everything….”

Yuzuru packed the last of his belongings into a cardboard box and let out a relieved sigh.

Then he looked around at his fiancée and friends who had helped him move.

“Thanks. That really helped.”

“Of course. I’ll consider this a favour you owe me.”

Tenka Nagiri said with a smile.

When Yuzuru nodded as if accepting it, she looked slightly confused.

…Apparently, she had meant it as a joke.

“I was expecting at least a couple of those kinds of books, you know.”

“What a shame.”

“I don’t own anything like that.”

Ayaka Tachibana and Chiharu Uenishi, who seemed to have helped for rather impure reasons, said so.

Yuzuru immediately denied it—glancing at Arisa as if to defend himself.

“Of course you don’t.”

Arisa nodded with a bright smile.

“Still, it was a convenient place for the guys to hang out.”

“Seriously.”

Soichiro Satake and Hijiri Ryozenji said in agreement.

They had practically lived at Yuzuru’s place—second only to Arisa.

Yuzuru smiled wryly at their honesty.

“Sorry about that. …We’ll find another spot.”

He checked the time.

Just past 2 PM.

They had been working since morning without eating, and he was starting to feel hungry.

His friends probably were too.

“How about we order something? My treat.”



“Wow, pizza! It’s been a while!!”

Arisa’s eyes sparkled at the sight of the delivered pizza.

It was already past 3 PM—

Too late for lunch, too early for dinner.

“Alright, Yuzuru, you’re the host. Say something.”

“That’s a bit much… but sure. Uh… thanks for helping today. …Cheers!”

““Cheers!””

All six raised their paper cups.

After a sip of juice, they started dividing and eating the pizza.

“By the way… when are you all planning to start studying for entrance exams? …Or have you already started?”

Arisa casually brought it up.

A few people—especially Chiharu and Hijiri—visibly grimaced.

“T-that’s a harsh question… at a time like this.”

“Seriously…”

“S-sorry…”

Realising it might not have been the best topic, Arisa looked apologetic.

But Yuzuru shook his head.

“No, it’s important. Especially for people like you two. If you don’t start now, it might be too late.”

He knew their grades didn’t match their target schools.

But instead of listening, they covered their ears in exaggerated refusal.

…Which was exactly why they were in that situation.

“What about you, Arisa?”

Tenka asked.

“I’m planning to attend a prep school’s spring course. …Yuzuru is too.”

Yuzuru nodded.

“Oh, really? Same here… though I’m not planning to go all in just yet.”

“Me too. …Actually, I’m thinking of enrolling properly. School alone doesn’t feel like enough.”

Tenka and Soichiro answered.

Their approaches differed slightly, but having friends going together was reassuring.

As Yuzuru and Arisa quietly felt relieved—

Ayaka cut in.

“Wow, you guys are serious. It’s still spring, you know? I’ll start in summer.”

Yuzuru gave a wry smile.

He couldn’t really argue.

Ayaka was the naturally gifted type—

The kind who could get results with minimal effort.

“Right!?”

“Exactly! It’s too early!”

“You two sound like the type who’ll say ‘maybe when it cools down’ once summer comes.”

Yuzuru warned them.

“I’ll do it tomorrow” is the fool’s motto, after all.

“Well, it’s fine, isn’t it? Worst case… you could always take a gap year.”

Tenka said lightly.

But in reality, that wasn’t a joke.

At their school, taking a gap year wasn’t uncommon.

In fact, the odds of all of them passing on their first try were probably low.

“…I absolutely don’t want to study for another year.”

“Same here.”

“Then would you compromise and go to a lower-ranked school?”

Arisa asked.

The value of academic prestige differed for everyone.

Whether it was worth sacrificing a year—or more—also differed.

Chiharu and Hijiri both looked away.

It seemed they had standards they weren’t willing to compromise.

“In that case, you should at least start now. You don’t have to go all in yet—but having a head start helps.”

“…You might be right. Can you send me info about the spring courses?”

“…Me too.”

They said reluctantly.

It seemed six of them—excluding Ayaka—would attend.

“Wait, everyone’s going? …Then I’ll go too! I don’t want to be left out!!”

Correction.

All seven.


      
        Chapter 20

        A few days after Yuzuru had successfully moved out—

“Thank you very much for inviting me today.”

Arisa bowed her head to Yuzuru’s grandfather—Sougen Takasegawa—as she arrived at the family home.

Sougen returned her greeting with a gentle smile.

“No, no. I should be the one thanking you for coming. …Truth be told, it was me who insisted I wanted to have a proper chat with Arisa-san—my future granddaughter-in-law.”

“I-is that so…?”

Arisa replied, her heart fluttering slightly at his words.

This wasn’t her first time meeting him, but they had hardly spoken before.

A boyfriend’s grandfather wasn’t exactly distant—but not particularly close either.

“Ahh, don’t be so tense. I’ve no intention of getting in the way of you two. Besides, we usually live in the annex anyway.”

Sougen may have been the true power behind the Takasegawa family—

But officially, he had already passed his position on to Yuzuru’s father and retired.

So he lived in a separate building rather than the main house.

Though in reality, he often dropped by the main house to see his children and grandchildren.

“Dear, you’re talking too much again. It’s a bad habit.”

“I’ve not been talking that long…”

His wife, Chiwako Takasegawa, cut him off, and Sougen withdrew with a slightly disgruntled expression.

“Sorry about that. …When he sees young people, he tends to get carried away.”

“It’s quite alright. I’m very happy to be able to speak with Yuzuru-san’s grandfather.”

Arisa answered with a polite smile to Yuzuru’s father, Kazuya Takasegawa.

She didn’t find Sougen’s story particularly long—

And even if she had, she wasn’t foolish enough to agree with that in front of him.

“If that’s the case, we should let her inside already.”

Standing beside her with a suitcase in hand, Yuzuru interjected.

He had been the one to pick Arisa up from the station and bring her here.

At the words of the future head of the family, both the former and current heads nodded and gestured for Arisa to enter.

“Excuse me.”

She gave a small bow before stepping inside.

“For now… let’s sort out your luggage. I’ll show you to the guest room.”

“Thank you. But before that… this is from my adoptive father.”

Arisa held up a paper bag.

It bore the logo of a well-known traditional sweets shop.

“Oh? Thank you. …Ayumu.”

“Yes. …Thank you very much, Arisa-san.”

At Kazuya’s call, Yuzuru’s younger sister, Ayumu Takasegawa, stepped forward and accepted the bag.

After that, Arisa followed Yuzuru down the hallway.

He led her to a neat, modest Japanese-style room.

It had all the necessary furnishings.

“There are nicer rooms, but… with things like vases and hanging scrolls, it might make you uneasy.”

“Yes… I appreciate this.”

Expensive decorations had a way of making people nervous, even if they didn’t intend to touch them.

Arisa felt grateful for his thoughtfulness.

“So, we’ve got some time before dinner. What do you want to do? My room’s got games. …Probably best to avoid the living room. You’ll get trapped listening to Grandpa’s stories.”

“…In that case, may I ask for one thing?”

“Anything.”

“May I… fluff the doggies?”

Arisa said, wiggling her hands eagerly.



“Ahh… so cute.”

Arisa’s face softened as she stroked Alexander—the Akita.

Perhaps because Yuzuru was nearby, or because he remembered her—

Alexander calmly allowed himself to be petted.

After a while, Hannibal—the Spanish Mastiff—nudged her, seemingly jealous.

“Oh—wait… I know, I know. I’ll pet you too.”

Arisa stopped petting Alexander and reached out to Hannibal, stroking his large head and under his neck.

“He’s so big and fluffy… it’s like being hugged. Cats are cute too, but dogs have their own charm…”

She hugged Hannibal, burying her face in his fur, her expression melting completely.

Her eyes were dreamy, her lips slack with bliss.

Even Yuzuru didn’t often get to see her like this.

“I wish I could be reborn as a dog…”

I’d want to be raised by her, Yuzuru thought, absentmindedly petting the other two dogs—Scipio (English Mastiff) and Pyrrhus (German Shepherd).

“If anything, you should be a cat. Then I could pamper you all I—kyaa!”

“A-Arisa!?”

Before he realised it, Alexander and Hannibal had both pounced on her.

Pinned beneath them, her face was being enthusiastically licked.

“Ahh… w-wait—”

“…Should I… help?”

It looked like she was under attack—

But at the same time, she didn’t seem entirely unhappy.

And Yuzuru knew full well his dogs would never bite.

“T-that’s… a bit of a dilemma… ah! On second thought, please help. That’s too much licking—”

“Alright, alright. Hey—off. Off, I said… off!”

Yuzuru raised his voice and physically pushed the two dogs off her.

Realising they’d been scolded, they drooped guiltily.

“You alright, Arisa?”

“Y-yes…”

He helped her up.

She didn’t seem injured—

But she was covered in dirt, fur, and dog slobber.

“…You should probably take a bath before dinner.”

“Ahaha… yes, I think so too.”

Arisa laughed awkwardly.
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        “Apologies for this… right before dinner.”

Having finished her bath, Arisa bowed repeatedly.

Everyone—including Yuzuru—was already gathered in the living room, and the table was filled with food.

“No, it’s quite alright. Everything’s just been finished anyway… more importantly, I’m sorry about our dogs.”

Yuzuru’s mother, Ayu, apologised as well.

Arisa’s dirtied clothes had already been taken to be washed.

“No, it was my fault for letting my guard down…”

Arisa bowed once more, then took the empty seat beside Yuzuru.

At that moment, a housemaid brought out the final main dish—sashimi.

“Well then, shall we begin?”

With Sougen’s words, dinner started.

After confirming Yuzuru had begun eating, Arisa also picked up her chopsticks.

She gently separated a piece of simmered fish and brought it to her mouth.

“Delicious… is this kinki?”  Kinki is a high-quality rockfish often served simmered

She asked Ayu.

Ayu looked slightly flustered.

“Eh? Ah… um…”

“…It is kinki, ma’am”

A nearby housemaid whispered quietly.

Ayu then nodded as if that had been her answer all along.

“Yes, it’s kinki.”

“I see… thank you.”

Remembering that meals here were usually prepared by the staff, Arisa gave a small, knowing smile.

“Arisa, want me to grab you some sashimi?”

Yuzuru asked.

The large platter in the centre was a bit hard to reach from her seat.

And even as a guest, it was hard not to hesitate when reaching for shared dishes.

“Then I’ll take you up on that.”

“How many slices?”

“One of each, please.”

Yuzuru served them onto her plate—

One slice of each type, five in total.

An amount she could comfortably finish.

“…It’s not always this luxurious, is it?”

Arisa asked.

Yuzuru smiled wryly and nodded.

“It’s your first day here. Special treatment. Want this every day?”

“I’d feel a bit overwhelmed if that were the case…”

She laughed softly at his teasing.

“Ah… by the way, Arisa-san. What kind of food do you like?”

As if waiting for a gap in their conversation, Sougen leaned in, asking politely—

Though his expression clearly showed he’d been eager to talk.

“Well…”

Arisa smiled.

This was a good opportunity to build a relationship with her fiancé’s grandfather.

And so she began chatting with him.



About an hour later—

“And then, those fellows from GHQ…”  GHQ is the General Headquarters of the Allied occupation forces in Japan after World War II

“…I-I see…”

This is getting a bit long…

Just as Arisa started to think that—

“Arisa, shouldn’t we get ready for tomorrow soon?”

Yuzuru cut in.

Sougen looked puzzled.

“…Tomorrow?”

“We’ve got spring classes, remember? …Or did you forget?”

Yuzuru said with a wry smile.

Sougen nodded dramatically.

“Of course I remember! I’m not senile yet. …Ah, yes, that’s right. Early morning, then. Let’s end things here for today. You two should get some rest.”

He cleared his throat, as if covering something up.



After dinner.

Once they were alone in Yuzuru’s room, he bowed his head apologetically.

“Sorry that went on so long. …I did tell him not to drag things out.”

“No, it was very interesting.”

Arisa replied gently.

In truth, stories from someone who knew the inner workings of politics and business were full of fascinating anecdotes.

“I’m glad you think so—but don’t tell him that.”

“…Why is that?”

“Unless you want to hear stories three times as long next time.”

“…Thank you for the warning.”

Arisa nodded seriously.

After that, the two spent some time being affectionate while preparing for the spring classes starting the next morning.

When it passed 11 PM, they decided to call it a night.

“Alright, Arisa. The bathroom’s just outside.”

“Thank you.”

“If you get scared, call me. I’ll come right away.”

“…I’ll be fine this time.”

Arisa replied with a slightly annoyed look.

Yuzuru chuckled.

“By the way… Arisa.”

“Yes?”

“In three days… my parents are going on a trip.”

“Yes, I’ve heard.”

Though Yuzuru himself wasn’t going—

The rest of his family would be travelling abroad as usual.

That had already been explained.

“What about it?”

She tilted her head.

Yuzuru leaned closer, bringing his lips near her ear—

“…Which means we’ll be able to sleep together.”

He whispered.

Arisa felt her face grow warm.

“…Yes. I’m looking forward to it.”

She answered, her cheeks flushed.
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        The next morning—

Arisa woke up at her usual time, got changed, and headed to the sink to wash her face.

“…Am I the only one awake?”

Had she gotten up too early?

Tilting her head slightly, she finished washing up and made her way to the kitchen.

If anyone was awake, they’d be there.

“…I suppose you have to start this early to prepare breakfast.”

As she got closer, she noticed faint sounds coming from inside.

It must be Ayu cooking.

Thinking she should help, Arisa peeked into the kitchen.

“Good morning…?”

However, the person there wasn’t Ayu.

It was a middle-aged woman—

Not a member of the Takasegawa family, but not a stranger either.

They had been introduced before, and she had been serving dinner the previous night.

“Oh my… good morning, young madam. You’re up early.”

The housemaid stopped her knife and bowed.

At being called “young madam,” Arisa couldn’t help but give an awkward smile.

“Young madam is a bit… premature.”

“Oh my, you’re quite right. Then, if you don’t mind… may I call you Arisa-sama?”

“…Yes.”

Being addressed with “-sama,” Arisa scratched her cheek slightly.

She’d been called “customer” or “Yukishiro-sama” before—but never “Arisa-sama.”

“Are you preparing breakfast?”

“Yes, I am”

“Is there anything I can help with?”

Arisa had woken up early precisely to help.

As someone who would one day marry into this family, being treated like a guest—like she was just staying over—felt uncomfortable.

“Oh no… please, Arisa-sama, do take it easy.”

“I can manage simple tasks…”

At her insistence, the housemaid looked troubled.

“Your feelings mean a great deal to me, but… this is my job.”

“I… see…”

Once it was framed that way, Arisa couldn’t push any further.

“Oh, I know—if you’d like, could you wake the young master when the time comes? I believe he’d be quite pleased if you did.”

“…Yes. I’ll do that.”

And just like that, Arisa found herself gently ushered out of the kitchen.



On the way to prep school—

“So, is it correct to assume that staff are present except on weekends and holidays?”

Arisa asked.

Yuzuru nodded.

“Basically, yeah. Though… they’re not around when we travel.”

“Travel? …Ah, the overseas trips?”

“Right. It’s partly to give the staff—like the gardeners and housemaids—a break. So Grandpa and the others go off to hot springs too. …It really will be just the two of us. So don’t worry.”

“…I see.”

It seemed Yuzuru thought she was concerned about not getting alone time because of the staff.

That wasn’t exactly it.

“…Did something happen?”

Her expression must have given it away.

Arisa nodded.

“This morning… I tried to help, but they refused.”

“Ah… yeah. That makes sense. You shouldn’t help… or rather, it’s better not to. You’d be taking their work.”

“…You’re right.”

She understood that.

With employment contracts in place, even good intentions could overstep boundaries.

Even so, it left her feeling a bit unsettled.

“…Do you want to do housework?”

“I suppose… it’s more that… I want you to eat the meals I cook.”

Naturally, there were chores she liked and disliked, things she was good at and things she wasn’t.

For example, cleaning toilets wasn’t something she’d volunteer for.

But cooking—

She wanted to cook for Yuzuru.

It was something she took pride in, and she was confident she’d already won over his stomach.

“Then how about starting from the second day?”

“Yes. By the way… after we get married—”

“Ah… I see.”

Yuzuru thought for a moment, hand on his chin, then spoke.

“You’ll enter university, and graduate in at least five years. Maybe longer if you go to grad school. After that, we’ll get married… and probably live in an flat or a separate residence for a while. We won’t move into the main house until later. By then, the oldest staff member will likely have retired.”

“…So, I’ll be able to cook?”

If the number of staff decreased, that meant she’d have room to take on those roles.

Yuzuru nodded firmly.

“If you want to. …On the other hand, if you find something you want to pursue—work, hobbies, research—and don’t have time to cook, we’ll just hire more staff.”

“I see… That makes sense. I don’t know if I’ll find something like that, but… I can decide when the time comes.”

“Exactly. …So, can I look forward to it starting in two days?”

At his question, Arisa nodded brightly.

“Yes, of course!”
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        “Arisa-chan, you’re staying at Yuzurun’s family home right now, aren’t you?”

Spring course, day three.

During a break at prep school, Ayaka leaned over and asked.

Arisa nodded.

“Yes, that’s right. I’m staying with them.”

“Anything… happen?”

“…Happen?”

Arisa tilted her head.

Ayaka, meanwhile, grinned mischievously and whispered in her ear—

“Well, if you’re living under the same roof as your fiancé, there’s only one thing to do, right?”

“Wha—!”

Arisa’s face instantly turned bright red.

“His family is there too, you know!? There’s no way we could do something like that!”

It was true they were under the same roof—

But Yuzuru’s family was there as well.

Even if no one saw them, the thought of being suspected of anything like that was more than Arisa could handle.

“So if they weren’t there… you would?”

“Th-that’s…”

Arisa recalled what Yuzuru had said three days ago—

That once his family left on their trip, they could sleep together.

His family would be leaving after they returned from prep school today.

Which meant—

From tonight, they could share the same futon.

“You’re blushing hard. So I hit the mark?”

“N-no! Don’t twist my words! …Besides, this isn’t the first time I’ve slept next to Yuzuru-san.”

They had stayed under the same roof before.

And sleeping side by side wasn’t new.

She told herself she was overthinking it—

And insisted as much.

“I never said ‘sleep,’ though? Wow, you’re dirtier than you look.”

“Ugh… but you clearly implied it!”

Arisa shot her a glare.

Ayaka shrugged.

“Well, yeah… but there’s more than just that, you know.”

“…More?”

“Yeah. What, when you think of living together with your fiancé, that’s the only thing that comes to mind?”

“Please stop. …There are too many possibilities, I don’t even know what you mean. We’ve already done most things anyway.”

Sleeping together.

Lap pillows, arm pillows.

Kissing. Hugging.

Cooking for each other. Cooking together.

Spending time together doing nothing in particular.

They had already done just about everything—

Aside from… that.

“Hmm. So you’ve never shown him your naked body?”

“N-naked!? N-no, of course not! Absolutely not!!”

They’d seen each other in swimsuits—

Something close to half-naked.

But completely naked?

No.

There was a big difference between what was hidden and what wasn’t.

“I mean… you only show that kind of thing in those situations, right?”

“Is that so?”

“It is! …You don’t just suddenly get naked for no reason, do you?”

If someone suddenly said “Show me,”—

Of course she’d be troubled.

It wasn’t that she refused…

But atmosphere mattered.

“Really? I can think of other situations.”

“…Like when?”

“Oh? Curious now? Want to show him? Or see him?”

“That’s not it!”

Flustered and pouting, Arisa turned away from Ayaka’s teasing.



“Well then, we’ll be out of your way. Enjoy yourselves, you two.”

“Thanks for the consideration.”

At Ayumu’s words, Yuzuru replied with a wry smile.

She waved at them, then looked up at her parents as if to say, Let’s go already.

But Yuzuru’s parents still seemed reluctant.

“Yuzuru, come here for a moment.”

“What is it, Mum?”

At Ayu’s beckoning, Yuzuru walked over.

She glanced briefly at Arisa, then leaned in to whisper.

“You understand, but don’t go overboard.”

“I know.”

“Absolutely nothing that would make us have to apologise to Arisa-san’s guardians, understood?”

“I said I know. …You could trust me a bit more, you know.”

Yuzuru frowned slightly.

Yes, he wanted to spend time alone with Arisa—

But he knew his limits.

More than anything, he would never do anything that would trouble, hurt, or upset her.

“A truly good wife and mother trusts her husband and son—but never blindly.”

“‘Good wife and wise mother,’ huh…”

“Got something to say about that?”

“Nope.”

Yuzuru shook his head.

Satisfied, Ayu turned to Arisa.

“Take care of my son, alright?”

“Yes. Leave it to me.”

Arisa nodded firmly.

Both Ayu and Kazuya smiled at her response.

“Reassuring words. We can leave things in good hands. …We’re off, then. Call us if anything happens.”

With that, the three of them got into the car and left.

After seeing them off, Yuzuru placed a hand on Arisa’s shoulder.

“…Is something wrong?”

“It seems my parents don’t trust me. I’m wounded. Comfort me.”

He leaned his head towards her.

Of course, he wasn’t actually hurt—

It was just an excuse to get closer to her.

“…Honestly.”

With an exasperated look, Arisa gently began stroking his head.


      
        Chapter 24

        “Yuzuru-san, say ahh.”

“Ahh…”

Yuzuru opened his mouth and accepted the nikujaga held between the cooking chopsticks.

Lowering them, Arisa asked—

“How is it?”

“Yeah, it’s good. I think it’s just right.”

At his words, Arisa nodded with satisfaction.

“I see. Then let’s call it done.”

After Yuzuru’s parents and sister left for their overseas trip—

The two of them had immediately started preparing dinner together.

“All that’s left is the fish… how is it?”

“It should be done… maybe?”

“…Let me see. Yes, it’s cooked properly. It’s fine.”

Once the main dishes were ready, they placed everything on trays and carried it to the living room.

After saying “itadakimasu,” they began eating.

“It’s been a while since I’ve had your cooking… it really is the best.”

Yuzuru said with softened eyes.

The housemaids were professionals, so their cooking was delicious—

But Arisa’s cooking, made by his fiancée, was on another level.

“Thank you. …The fish you grilled is very good too, you know?”

“That’s just the grill doing all the work…”

“I know. I’m joking.”

Chatting lightly, they finished their meal.

As they washed the dishes, Yuzuru spoke up.

“What should we do after this?”

“Hmm…”

Arisa thought for a moment, then lightly clapped her hands.

“Oh, there’s something I’d really like to see.”

“Something you want to see?”

“Yes. Do you have any videos of when you were little?”

“…Ah. I see.”

Yuzuru scratched his cheek.

Most households had albums or recordings of memories—

And his house had plenty.

So it was certainly possible.

“…Is that a problem?”

“No, just… a bit embarrassing.”

“If you don’t want to, I won’t force you…”

Arisa said, looking slightly disappointed.

Yuzuru quickly shook his head.

“No, it’s fine. It’s embarrassing, sure—but it’s not that I don’t want to show you. If you want to see it, I’ll show you. …You do, right?”

“Yes! I’m very curious!”

Arisa nodded eagerly, eyes sparkling.

Yuzuru smiled wryly, finished putting away the dishes, and wiped his hands.

“Alright. I’ll go find them. Can I leave the rest of the washing to you? Come to the living room when you’re done.”

“Yes!”

Times like this, having a big house is a hassle, he thought as he went to search for the discs.

Fortunately, he found them where he expected.

By the time Arisa finished the dishes, he had brought them back.

“Where do you want to start?”

“Let’s see… from the beginning.”

“From zero, then.”

This is going to take a while, he thought, smiling as he started the video.

On the screen appeared a young woman—and a baby.

“Wow… so this is you, Yuzuru-san. You’re so cute…”

“You’re cuter.”

“Save that for later.”

On-screen, baby Yuzuru gradually grew.

Watching him, Arisa smiled happily.

“You’re starting to look like yourself.”

But partway through—

Arisa suddenly covered her face.

“W-wait… please fast-forward!”

“…You don’t have to react that strongly.”

It was a scene of baby Yuzuru being bathed.

Naturally, he was completely naked—

Though as a baby, there was nothing indecent about it.

“N-no, this is bad… it feels like a crime!”

“…Alright, alright.”

Though her flustered, blushing reaction was amusing—

Yuzuru decided not to tease her too much and skipped ahead.

The next scene showed a properly clothed Yuzuru.

From there, his growth continued—

From crawling, to standing, to walking, to running.

“Ahaha, Yuzuru-san, you were such a clingy child.”

Watching him cry and cling to his mother, refusing to go to kindergarten, Arisa laughed brightly.

“That was a long time ago. …Don’t tease me too much.”

Yuzuru sighed from beside her.

Even if it was in the past, having his embarrassing moments seen by his fiancée was mortifying.

“…This is nice.”

Arisa murmured.

Her expression was a little wistful.

“…Don’t you have anything like this? From when you were little? Photos, at least?”

Arisa’s parents had passed away when she was in primary school.

Unless they had avoided cameras, it would be natural for such things to exist.

“…I wonder. I’ve never asked, so I don’t know.”

“…Won’t you ask?”

“…Maybe, if I feel like it.”

Her unusually hesitant tone made Yuzuru tilt his head.

She seemed envious—

Yet made no move to look for them.

(…Is she afraid they don’t exist? Or… afraid of seeing her parents?)

There were probably complicated feelings there—

Something only she could understand.

Deciding not to pry, Yuzuru gently wrapped an arm around her shoulders.

“Then let’s make plenty from now on. …For our kids too.”

“Honestly, that’s a bit early…”

Arisa said, her cheeks tinged red.


      
        Chapter 25

        “…Ayaka-san is in it again.”

Arisa muttered, sounding slightly sulky.

On the screen were two boys and one girl, about five years old—Yuzuru, Soichiro, and Ayaka.

The three of them were playing pretend.

Soichiro was being fed a mud dumpling by Ayaka, while Yuzuru watched in utter disbelief.

“Yeah.”

“Why is she there?”

“Because we’re childhood friends.”

“…I’m not in it.”

“We hadn’t met yet.”

“……”

“Don’t get upset over something that can’t be helped…”

“I’m not upset.”

Even as she said that, Arisa leaned against Yuzuru and lightly pushed her head towards him.

Yuzuru gently stroked her hair.

“I like your cooking more than Ayaka-chan’s mud dumplings.”

“Of course you do. You can’t even eat the latter.”

“…Soichiro is eating it, though.”

“…I feel sorry for him.”

It seemed the power dynamic between those two had already been established even back then.

Both Yuzuru and Arisa let out a small laugh.

Just as Arisa’s mood improved slightly, the scene changed.

The setting shifted to a familiar bathroom—

“W-wait! N-no, that’s not allowed!”

“Ow—!”

Arisa hurriedly covered Yuzuru’s eyes with her hand.

Though not very hard, it still made him flinch.

“What are you doing?!”

“Y-you’re not allowed to look!”

“It’s just a five-year-old—”

“No! Absolutely not! I’m skipping it!!”

She almost shouted.

After a moment, Yuzuru’s vision returned.

“You’re overreacting, don’t you think?”

“I am not! …Why are you bathing together in the first place?”

“Hmm… maybe because we got covered in mud from playing? Timeline-wise.”

In the previous scene, all three of them had been filthy with mud.

It was likely that after playing, their guardians had simply thrown them all into the bath together.

That was Yuzuru’s guess.

“Ugh… th-this is why childhood friends are…! H-how long were you bathing together?!”

“Hmm… I don’t even remember that earlier scene. That might’ve been the only time. Hard to say…”

At least, he had no memory of it.

Though, depending on what else they watched, more might surface.

“I see… then I’ll allow it.”

Arisa huffed lightly.

Yuzuru couldn’t help but smile wryly.

“If you’re that jealous, want to take a bath together later?”

He said it half-jokingly.

Arisa froze.

A moment later, her jade-green eyes widened.

“Ah—w-well, that was a jo—”

“…Do you want to?”

Before he could brush it off, Arisa asked, her cheeks faintly flushed.

Yuzuru paused, then nodded.

“…I do.”

“I see.”

“…What about you, Arisa?”

“I… wouldn’t be opposed.”

She looked up at him with slightly moist eyes.

At this point, there was no backing out.

And neither of them wanted to.

“Th-then… shall we?”

“Yes… let’s.”

She nodded firmly.

“……”

“……”

A brief silence followed.

“…We don’t have swimsuits, though. Is that okay?”

“…Yes. I understand.”

“I see…”

Yuzuru suddenly became aware of his racing heartbeat.

Even though he’d wanted this—

Now that it was right in front of him, he couldn’t help but feel nervous.

“I’ll go run the bath. …Can you wait here?”

“Yes.”

“What about cleaning—”

“The staff already took care of it.”

“I see.”

“So I just need to fill it. I’ll be back.”

Suppressing his excitement, Yuzuru headed to the bathroom.

Filling it was simple—just pressing a button.

After doing so, he returned.

Arisa was sitting properly, waiting.

“…It’ll be ready in about fifteen minutes.”

He sat beside her, as if reminding both her and himself—

There was no turning back now.

“……”

“……”

Only the sound of the TV filled the room.

Yuzuru had no idea what to say.

Feeling restless, he glanced around aimlessly.

Of course, nothing caught his attention.

Eventually, he looked back at Arisa—

““Ah…””

Their eyes met.

They had to say something.

““Um…””

Their voices overlapped.

“Y-you go first…”

“Uh, well…”

Prompted by her, Yuzuru desperately searched for a topic.

But he’d been so focused on speaking, he hadn’t thought of what to say.

“About tomorrow’s prep school…”

He ended up repeating something they’d already discussed.

Arisa nodded along, just as vaguely.

Their conversation lacked substance—

Neither of them was really present.

“…By the way, Arisa?”

“M-me? Um… what is it?”

“You were about to say something earlier…”

“Ah—r-right! Um… let’s see…”

She, too, clearly hadn’t been thinking of anything.

Her eyes darted around.

“…What should we do after the bath?”

It was only 8 pM.

Even if they took their time, they’d be done by around 9.

Too early to sleep.

“We could continue the video… or play a game if we get bored.”

“Y-yes, that sounds good.”

She gave a stiff, awkward laugh.

Yuzuru forced a smile in return.

“……”

“……”

Silence again.

A minute—or two—or maybe longer.

Then Arisa suddenly stood.

“…Arisa?”

“I’ll go get a change of clothes and a towel.”

“I-I’ll get mine too.”

They both stood.

“…The bath should be ready by the time we wash up.”

“I see.”

“So we can probably go in right away.”

“Then… let’s meet in the bathroom.”

With that decided, they parted ways.

Yuzuru went to his room, grabbed his things, and headed to the changing area.

Not long after he arrived—

Arisa came as well.

“…Sorry to keep you waiting.”

“No, I just got here.”

They looked at each other—

And slowly nodded.

—Let’s go in.
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        Chapter 26

“Right… what should we do?”

“Y-yes… what should we do…”

The moment they stepped into the changing room, that was the first thing they said.

There was really only one answer.

“F-for now… shall we undress?”

“Y-yes!”

At Yuzuru’s suggestion, Arisa nodded.

And yet—

She made no move to undress.

Instead, she stared at him.

“What’s wrong?”

“…Would you undress me?”

“…Huh?”

Yuzuru blinked in surprise.

But Arisa simply kept looking at him.

“…Is that not okay?”

“No… it’s fine. I was just surprised…”

As he answered, Yuzuru reached for the obi of her kimono.

He loosened it.

As the fabric parted—

Her pale skin was revealed.

“Alright… I’ll take it off.”

“…Yes.”

He gently slid the kimono down, pulling the sleeves from her shoulders and arms.

She was left in black underwear.

“…It suits you.”

At his words, Arisa quickly turned her face away.

“W-why would you say that all of a sudden…”

“I-I just thought I should… was that wrong?”

“…It’s not wrong, but…”

She puffed her cheeks slightly.

More embarrassed than upset.

“Then… your turn.”

“…My turn?”

“…I thought we’d take turns undressing each other.”

Scratching his cheek, Yuzuru explained.

“Um… was that not what you meant?”

“N-no, that wasn’t my intention, but… it’s fine.”

Arisa nodded, then crouched down.

She untied his obi, then stood and placed her hands on his shoulders.

“…I’ll undress you.”

“Yeah… please.”

She pulled the kimono down.

Yuzuru slipped his arms free.

Now, both of them stood in nothing but their underwear.

“……”

“……”

After a brief silence, Yuzuru spoke.

“Am I next?”

But Arisa quickly raised her hands to stop him.

“W-wait, please!”

“Uh…”

“I-I need to mentally prepare…”

Her face was bright red.

It wasn’t just embarrassment—

She was clearly nervous.

“…Should we stop?”

Yuzuru asked gently.

He wanted to bathe together—

But not at the cost of making her uncomfortable.

Still, Arisa shook her head firmly.

“We’ve come this far… we can’t stop now.”

Her voice was resolute.

“J-just… give me a moment.”

She needed time.

But standing around in just underwear was cold.

So Yuzuru made another suggestion.

“…Then can I go first?”

“Ah… I see. Yes.”

Arisa nodded and reached for his shirt.

“Could you raise your arms?”

“Like this?”

“Yes.”

As he did, she lifted the fabric and pulled it over his arms.

“…Could you do the rest too?”

Yuzuru asked.

Arisa immediately shook her head repeatedly.

“N-no… I can’t!”

“Then… should I do yours?”

After a brief silence, she gave a small nod.

“…Please.”

“Alright.”

Yuzuru moved behind her, reaching for the clasp of her bra.

But his fingers trembled.

He couldn’t undo it properly.

“…Can you manage?”

“Y-yeah! Of course… j-just give me a second…!”

“I won’t run away, so please calm down.”

Strangely—

Watching him panic seemed to calm her instead.

Soon enough—

Click.

The clasp came undone.

He carefully slipped the straps from her shoulders.

As the fabric fell away—

Her chest was revealed.

Even without support, it retained its shape, firm and lifted.

“Mm…”

Arisa flushed deeply, turning her face away.

“…Your turn now?”

“Yes… of course.”

She nodded and reached for his underwear.

“I-I’ll pull them down…”

“…Okay.”

With his permission, she lowered them.

Cool air brushed against him.

“Um… Arisa. Are you okay?”

Yuzuru asked.

Arisa covered part of her face with one hand—

Then slowly stepped back.

Peeking through her fingers, she looked at him.

“I-I’m sorry… it was… different from what I imagined…”

“…Different?”

“From what I saw earlier…”

She meant the video.

Of course, there was no comparison between then and now.

“I see… well… Arisa?”

“…Yes?”

“It’s cold like this… is it okay?”

“…G-go ahead.”

She turned her face away and nodded.

With permission, Yuzuru reached for her last piece of clothing.

Carefully—

He slid it down.

Now, neither of them wore anything at all.

“……”

“……”

Arisa, blushing, kept her face turned away—

But didn’t try to cover herself.

Her hands fidgeted instead.

Yuzuru, unsure where to look, ended up glancing around awkwardly—

Which only made him seem more suspicious.

“Um… Arisa.”

“…Yes.”

“It might sound cliché, but…”

He scratched his cheek.

“…You’re really beautiful.”

“…Thank you.”

Her lips softened into a small smile.

“Um… Yuzuru-san too… you’re… handsome—no, that’s not quite—well, it’s not wrong, but…”

She struggled to find the right words—

Then finally looked at him.

“I think you look… very well-built.”

“Thanks.”

And then—

They both turned their gaze towards the bathroom.

Looked at each other—

And nodded.

—Let’s go in.
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        Yuzuru and Arisa each entered the bathroom, modestly covering themselves with small hand towels.

At this point, there shouldn’t have been anything to be embarrassed about—

And yet, the awkwardness remained.

They ended up glancing at each other and laughing.

“Um… shall we wash each other?”

“Yeah… then, I’ll go first… if that’s okay?”

“Understood.”

Yuzuru sat down on the bath stool.

Arisa crouched behind him and picked up the shower head.

“I’ll start by wetting your hair.”

With gentle hands, she dampened his hair.

Then she asked—

“Do you usually wash your hair first, or your body?”

“My body first.”

“I see.”

She took a sponge, lathered it lightly with soap—

And began washing his back.

“How is it? Does it feel good?”

“Yeah… it feels nice.”

Her touch was neither too strong nor too soft—

Just right.

After finishing most of his back, Arisa spoke again.

“Then… I’ll wash the front now.”

She reached her arms around him.

Naturally, it turned into something like an embrace from behind.

Yuzuru could feel the soft warmth pressing lightly against his back.

“How is it?”

Each time her hands moved, that softness shifted as well.

Is she doing this on purpose? he wondered—

But when he glanced at the mirror, her expression was completely serious.

“It feels… good, I think.”

“I’m glad.”

Her hands came to a stop.

“…Arisa?”

“Um… for the lower part… please wash that yourself.”

It seemed she had finished everything except his head.

Yuzuru took the sponge from her.

“Ah—of course!”

He carefully washed himself, more thoroughly than usual.

“…I’ll wash your hair now.”

Arisa lathered shampoo in her hands and applied it to his hair.

She gently massaged his scalp.

“Any itchy spots?”

“None in particular.”

“That’s good… alright.”

She rinsed his hair with the shower.

“Then next, conditioner—”

“No, that shampoo already has conditioner in it, so it’s fine.”

“Oh, is that so? I do think it’s better to use them separately…”

Even as she said that, she turned off the water.

Yuzuru stood up and turned towards her.

“Then… your turn—”

“Ah!”

Arisa immediately covered her face with both hands.

“D-don’t stand up so suddenly!”

“S-sorry…”

“Honestly…”

Her face bright red, she sat down on the stool.

Yuzuru picked up the shower head.

“How do you usually do it?”

“I shampoo first, then conditioner, and finally wash my body.”

“Got it. These are the ones you brought, right?”

He pointed at the shampoo, conditioner, and body soap she had brought from home.

Arisa nodded.

“Yes. Please go ahead.”

Yuzuru nodded, then began by wetting her hair.

After that, he lathered the shampoo.

“…Wow. It smells like you, Arisa.”

“Well… I use it all the time.”

Blushing slightly, she let him continue.

He applied the foam and began washing her hair—

Carefully working through her scalp, then her long strands.

“How is it? I’ve never washed hair this long before, so I’m not sure I’m doing it right…”

“It feels fine. Please… continue like that.”

Since there didn’t seem to be any issues, Yuzuru kept going.

After rinsing out the shampoo, he picked up the conditioner.

“How should I use this?”

“Apply it from the ends and work it through the length. …Just don’t put it on the scalp.”

“Got it.”

He carefully ran it through her hair, as if combing each strand by hand.

Handling her hair—so smooth and beautiful—made him strangely nervous.

“I think I got a bit on your scalp… is that bad?”

“A little is fine. I’m not that strict about it either.”

Checking with her along the way, Yuzuru finished applying it—

Then rinsed it all out thoroughly.

“That should be good for your hair?”

“Yes. Then… please wash my body.”

“Alright.”

Taking the sponge in hand, Yuzuru nodded.
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        Yuzuru gently pressed the sponge against Arisa’s smooth, translucent white skin.

Carefully—

As if handling something fragile—

He began to wash her.

“How is it?”

“A little stronger is fine.”

“Like this?”

“Yes… that’s perfect.”

He carefully washed her small back—

Though it didn’t look dirty at all.

Since there wasn’t much surface area, he finished quickly.

“Alright, next… could you raise your arms?”

“Like this?”

As Arisa lifted her arms, Yuzuru placed the sponge against her underarm.

Her body trembled slightly.

“H-hey… i-it tickles…”

“Bear with it.”

She squirmed slightly from the sensation.

It might have been ticklish for her—

But Yuzuru was also struggling to keep his composure, leaving him no room to spare mentally.

“Done. Next…”

“The front… please.”

She said it quietly.

Yuzuru nodded and, trying to stay calm, reached his arms around to her front.

He placed the sponge just below her collarbone.

He washed around her neck—

Then followed the curve beneath.

“Mm…”

As he brushed over the peak, a faint sound escaped her lips.

Pretending not to notice, Yuzuru asked—

“Is this alright?”

“Yes… please wash between… and underneath too. That area gets dirty easily.”

Following her instructions, he slid the sponge between them—

Then gently lifted and washed underneath.

“Yuzuru-san…”

“What is it?”

“…You’re being very thorough.”

Realising what she meant, Yuzuru quickly pulled his hand away.

“Ah—sorry!”

“Fufu… I’m joking.”

Amused by his reaction, Arisa let out a small laugh.

“You really like them, don’t you?”

“No, that’s not what I—”

He’d only been careful because she said it gets dirty easily.

Not because he wanted to touch.

But it clearly sounded like an excuse.

“…It’s alright. I’m not angry.”

Deciding not to dig himself deeper, Yuzuru stayed silent.

He moved the sponge from her chest down to her abdomen—

Tracing her slim waist and the small dip of her navel.

Then—

He ran the sponge along her thighs.

“Eh…?”

Caught off guard, Arisa let out a small, confused sound.

Yuzuru kept a straight face.

“What’s wrong, Arisa?”

“…Nothing.”

He washed the outer and upper areas first.

Then—

Deciding to enact a bit of “payback”—

He spoke.

“Spread your legs.”

“Eh? Th-the rest, I can do myself…”

“Go on.”

“Um…”

“How else am I supposed to wash you?”

He whispered near her ear.

In the mirror, her expression showed hesitation—

But eventually, she lowered her gaze.

“…Okay…”

Covering herself with one hand, she hesitantly parted her legs slightly.

Yuzuru gently washed along her inner thighs.

“Y-Yuzuru-san… th-that’s enough…”

She shifted nervously.

Her expression didn’t look unwilling—

If anything, it seemed like she might let him continue if he insisted.

But—

His self-control was already at its limit.

“Alright… the rest is yours.”

“…Okay.”

Looking slightly disappointed, Arisa took the sponge.

She carefully washed the remaining areas herself.

“I’m done.”

After rinsing off the soap, she stood up.

“Shall we get in?”

“Yes.”

They stepped into the bath, facing each other.

Arisa shyly covered herself with both hands.

At first, Yuzuru also kept his legs closed—

But then decided:

Hiding isn’t very manly.

So he sat openly.

Arisa’s eyes widened.

She quickly looked away.

“How’s the temperature? It feels just right to me.”

“Y-yes… it’s just right…”

Though she averted her gaze, she kept glancing back.

Embarrassed—

But curious.

“Feeling uneasy?”

“…A little.”

“Want to watch something?”

Yuzuru gestured to the screen behind her.

It was unusual—

But their bath had a built-in TV.

Arisa looked relieved and turned around.

“I was curious about this… how do you use it?”

“There’s a remote.”

“Ah!”

As Yuzuru stood up, Arisa immediately covered her face.

Then peeked through her fingers, glaring at him.

“D-don’t stand up so suddenly! You startled me!”

“You’d think you’d be used to it by now.”

Smiling wryly, he grabbed the waterproof remote.

“It has regular channels—and internet too. You can watch videos. Anything you want to see?”

“…Can we watch cat videos?”

“Of course.”

He navigated to a video site and searched.

Soon—

Cute kittens filled the screen.

“Wow…!”

Arisa’s eyes lit up.

She watched intently—

Though it looked less like fascination and more like distraction.

“Arisa.”

“Hyah!”

Yuzuru hugged her from behind.

She stiffened.

“Let’s sit a bit further back.”

“Y-yes… that sounds good.”

Still holding her, he shifted back slightly.

“U-um, Yuzuru-san…”

“What is it?”

“The bath is quite big… we could just sit side by side, couldn’t we?”

She suggested they didn’t need to be so close.

Yuzuru countered—

“You don’t like being held?”

“I-it’s not that I don’t…”

“Then it’s fine. Come here…”

“Ah!”

He lifted her slightly—

And sat her on his lap.

“Y-Yuzuru-san… something is… touching…”

“I don’t mind.”

“I-it’s not about that, I…”

“Just watch the TV.”

“Honestly…”

Giving up, Arisa turned back to the screen.

Taking advantage of her compliance, Yuzuru began to indulge—

Stroking her hair, brushing against her chest, whispering softly into her ear.

Each time, her body trembled.

Her breathing gradually grew warmer.

“…Yuzuru-san…”

“Arisa…”

With flushed cheeks, she looked up at him.

He closed the distance and kissed her.

A deep, lingering kiss.

“Yuzuru-san… I…”

“Shall we… continue after we get out?”

She nodded softly.



After the bath, they changed and laid out two futons in Yuzuru’s room.

“…It’s a bit early to sleep.”

Arisa glanced at the clock.

It was only 9:30 PM.

“Long nights are better, aren’t they?”

“Fufu… yes.”

She smiled.

“Um… Yuzuru-san. It might be late to ask this, but…”

“What is it?”

“…Do you have it? I didn’t bring any…”

Blushing, yet slightly anxious, she asked.

Yuzuru blinked—

Then understood.

“Ah… don’t worry. I do.”

He showed it to her.

Her face turned even redder.

“I-I see… that’s good…”

Before she could finish, Yuzuru captured her lips.

Holding her tightly, he pushed her gently onto the futon.

“Arisa… just to be sure, you’re okay with this?”

She turned her face away.

“…Asking now is a bit tactless.”

“…You’re right. Sorry.”

He kissed her again.

“Mm… Yuzuru-san… please…”

“What is it?”

She whispered, face flushed.

“…Be gentle.”

“Of course.”

And so—

They spent a night as sweet as honey.



The next morning—

“Yuzuru-san… please wake up.”

“Mm… Arisa?”

He opened his eyes to see her leaning over him, loosely wrapped in a robe.

“Good morning.”

“Yeah… morning.”

He pulled her close—

And kissed her.

Caught off guard, her eyes widened.

“Y-Yuzuru-san!? I-it’s already morning!”

“…But, there’s still some left over.”

“Th-that’s…”

“Don’t want to?”

“…I don’t… mind.”

“Then it’s settled.”



And so—

They ended up late for their morning prep school class.


      
        Chapter 29

        One week later—

“““We’re home.”””

““Welcome back.”””

Yuzuru’s family returned from their trip abroad late at night.

“Sorry about that. We ended up coming back after just a week.”

At Ayu’s teasing, Arisa gave a wry smile, while Yuzuru nodded with complete seriousness.

“Honestly… you could’ve stayed another two weeks.”

“Adults can’t take that much time off.”

After saying that, Ayu leaned in and whispered near Yuzuru’s ear.

“You didn’t get up to anything you shouldn’t have, did you?”

Yuzuru thought for a moment before replying.

“I did cross some lines—but not the ones I shouldn’t have.”

“My, that’s quite the clever answer.”

Ayu sounded impressed, then turned to Arisa.

“…Nothing happened, right?”

“No.”

“I see. That’s a relief.”

Ayu’s expression softened with quiet reassurance. Leaving two young people alone for a week had clearly worried her, as a parent.

“I’ll help carry the luggage.”

“I’ll help too.”

Yuzuru and Arisa helped unload the car. With souvenirs added, there was a bit more than before.

“I’m… sleepy… I’m going to bed…”

After they finished bringing everything inside, Ayumi rubbed her eyes and staggered off towards her room. Ayu called after her, “Brush your teeth first.”

Watching his wife and daughter, Kazuya gave a wry smile before turning to Yuzuru and Arisa.

“It’s late. …Shall we leave the rest for tomorrow?”

They all went to bed soon after.



Late that night—

“Huh… Yuzuru-san?”

As Arisa sat on the engawa, gazing at the moon, a man approached. At first she thought it was Yuzuru, but quickly realised her mistake.

“…Kazuya-san?”

It was Yuzuru’s father, Kazuya. Resting his hand on his chin, he asked:

“Ah, that’s right. …Do I really look that young?”

“Ah—well, it was dark… though you do resemble him.”

“So you won’t confirm I look young, then…”

Kazuya’s shoulders slumped in mock disappointment, and Arisa hurried to correct herself.

“N-No, not at all! You do look very young… I think?”

“Ah, it’s fine. I’m well aware I’m not that young.”

Saying that, Kazuya sat down a short distance away from her, keeping a polite gap.

“Why are you up at this hour?”

“…I woke up. Um, what about you, Kazuya-san?”

“Jet lag. Couldn’t sleep… I’m just glad tomorrow’s a day off.”

He shrugged lightly. After a brief silence, he spoke again.

“Would you mind if we talked a little?”

“Yes.”

“Thank you. …Well, you can just think of it as me talking to myself.”

With that preface, he began.

“I’m grateful to you—for getting along with my son, and for coming to care about him.”

“No, not at all! If anything, I’m the one who’s always being helped by Yuzuru-san.”

Arisa shook her head. It was true—she’d always been the one receiving help. She hadn’t repaid any of it.

“That just means Yuzuru cares about you that much. And you’re responding to that. As a parent, there’s nothing more I could ask for… especially considering this is a political marriage.”

At the words “political marriage,” Arisa fell silent.

Kazuya, meanwhile, murmured with a faint hint of regret:

“I brought Yuzuru into this world as an heir.”

“Um, that is…”

“There’s no doubt I love him as my son. But before that, he’s the next head of the Takasegawa family—and I’m the current head.”

He let out a small sigh.

“Ayumi too… they’re good children. They understand their positions well. Well, that’s how we raised them, so it’s only natural…”

“I… see…”

Arisa didn’t know how to respond.

“The only time my son is selfish… is when it concerns you.”

“Um, I—I’m sorry…”

“No, there’s no need to apologise. It makes me happy.”

As Arisa bowed her head, Kazuya smiled warmly.

“You’re the only one Yuzuru truly lets his guard down around.”

“I’m happy you’d say that, but… I don’t think that’s true.”

She was giving herself too much credit—so she thought.

Yes, she was his fiancée, someone special. But Yuzuru had childhood friends and close companions too—people who had known him far longer.

“Tachibana Ayaka. Uenishi Chiharu. Satake Soichiro. Ryouzenji Sei. And… Nagiri Tenka. That about covers your mutual friends, doesn’t it?”

As if seeing straight through her thoughts, Kazuya listed them. Arisa nodded.

“Yes. I’m close with them. And of course, with Yuzuru-san as well…”

“But before they’re friends, aren’t they heirs to their respective families—or connected to them?”

At that, Arisa fell quiet.

Their circumstances differed slightly, but like Yuzuru, they all carried the weight of their families.

“They may be friends. They may join hands. But there will be times when they point their bows at each other.”

“That’s…”

She couldn’t deny it. Yuzuru had told her about the complicated interests and conflicts between their families.

“But Ayumi-san—”

“She’ll marry out.”

“…!”

Even siblings—bound by blood—aren’t necessarily people you can fully trust. That was Kazuya’s firm conclusion.

“Of course, I’d like them to get along. But in the history of the Takasegawa family, cases where siblings stayed close from birth to death… are fewer than those where they didn’t. Unfortunately.”

“…I see.”

“Well, inheritance tends to complicate things. …Just as I’m preparing for war, my younger brother is probably doing the same.”

“…”

“Of course, I intend to avoid an actual clash as much as possible. It’s always better for siblings to get along. There’s nothing more foolish than letting a third party reap the benefits.”

Kazuya smiled as if amused. Arisa couldn’t share that feeling.

“For Yuzuru, the only ally who will never betray him is you.”

“…I see.”

“That’s right.”

He nodded firmly.

“So just being by his side—you’re already a source of strength for him.”

“…Is that really how it works?”

“It is. You just don’t realise it yet.”

Having said what he came to say, Kazuya stood up.

“Well then, I’ll leave my son in your care.”

With that, he walked away.

Arisa watched his retreating back.

“Just by being there…”

Was that really enough?

She tilted her head slightly.

Arisa couldn’t quite grasp the weight of his words.

At least, not yet.


      




