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      Ch.1In a way, isn't this also a cat rescue?

      
        Another uneventful day has come to an end.

        

        A streetlight flickered dimly on the bleak concrete path.

        The surroundings were dark and quiet. The only light source was the streetlight, and there wasn't a single person around.

        

        Current time: 11 PM.

        On my way home after finishing my part-time job.

        

        The few cans of beer I'd picked up on the way swayed pleasantly inside the plastic bag.

        

        "...Guess I'll just go home and sleep."

        

        Buying them was fine, but I didn't feel like drinking because of drowsiness.

        I was particularly tired today. There were more difficult customers than usual.

        Well, I suppose that's just the daily life of a convenience store worker.

        

        "Yaaawn..."

        

        I let out a big yawn as I continued walking.

        

        It's boring.

        The same day, over and over, a repetitive routine.

        Maybe it was the accumulated fatigue, but today the unchanging daily grind felt especially unbearable.

        

        The job wasn't that physically demanding, but it felt empty.

        I had friends to hang out with, but since we were all working adults, coordinating our schedules was difficult.

        

        The point was that my life lacked color.

        Everything seemed either boring or troublesome. I didn't even have any real hobbies.

        Sometimes things were enjoyable, but that was it.

        Most of the time, there wasn't enough stimulation.

        

        Would things have been different if I had a cute girlfriend by my side?

        ...I don't know. I'd need to have had one to know.

        

        "Sigh..."

        

        This time I let out a sigh instead of a yawn.

        As I continued walking, I suddenly heard a sound nearby.

        

        "Huh?"

        

        It was a rustling noise, with what sounded like a cat's meow mixed in faintly.

        The sound was coming from under the bridge just ahead.

        

        "...A cat?"

        

        With my foggy mind, I changed direction without much thought.

        I'd just take a quick look at the cat before going to bed.

        That was the extent of my shallow thinking.

        

        I went under the bridge and looked toward the source of the sound.

        And what was there was...

        

        "Mmnya..."

        

        ...not a cat, but a woman soaked in alcohol.

        I must have been confused by her voice.

        

        Disappointed by the mistaken expectation, I was about to continue on my way when...

        

        "Mmm..."

        "...Wow."

        

        The clouds parted, and moonlight descended.

        I unconsciously held my breath at the beautiful appearance revealed in the gentle light.

        

        A youthful face full of cuteness. Behind it, moonlight-like hair was scattered about.

        Her limbs were slender, and her skin was fair. It looked soft.

        

        Her attractive figure in a simple shirt drew gentle curves.

        She looked healthy, with certain parts nicely rounded. Her position, lying flat on her back, particularly emphasized this.

        

        "This is... wow."

        

        She appeared to be in her early twenties.

        Her face looked quite young, but her development suggested that age... probably.

        

        The current season was early autumn. The temperature was fairly low.

        Yet the woman showed no signs of being cold despite wearing worn clothes that exposed her arms and legs.

        Rather, with her face flushed red as she lay there mumbling, she looked almost too warm.

        

        As I took one more step closer, the strong smell of alcohol stung my nose.

      

      
        She seemed dazed. She must have drunk quite a lot.

        

        "...Cuter than a cat. Honestly, yeah."

        

        I felt stupid for having been disappointed earlier that it wasn't a cat.

        I was fortunate to have mistaken the sound. Well, when would I ever get another chance to see someone prettier than celebrities or actresses?

        Who wouldn't like such an adorably beautiful woman?

        Her disheveled appearance and flushed face added a seductive charm to her beauty.

        It was a feast for the eyes after a long time.

        

        However, even at this point, I wasn't having any particular thoughts.

        I was just glad to see a beautiful woman.

        Leaving someone like this, especially someone drunk and collapsed at night, could be dangerous, so I should at least call the police.

        It was lucky to meet her, but we probably wouldn't meet again.

        Just a fleeting connection. Nothing more.

        That's all I thought.

        

        Until I saw that.

        

        "...Huh?"

        

        I looked once, rubbed my eyes, and looked again.

        Wondering if perhaps I was drunk, or if I'd somehow consumed the beer I'd bought while half-asleep, I checked inside the plastic bag and then looked again.

        

        "But I didn't drink anything...?"

        

        No matter how I looked at it, the beer was intact, I was in my right mind, and my eyes were working fine.

        Then what was that?

        

        "...? That's too realistic to be just an accessory..."

        "Hwaaam..."

        

        As if responding to my mumbled words, the woman opened her mouth wide and yawned.

        Above her head, two twitching cat ears were visible.

        

        Yes, cat ears.

        Two fluffy ears covered in grayish-white fur, occasionally twitching and moving as if responding to sounds.

        

        I glanced slightly in another direction.

        This time, I noticed a grayish-white tail at her backside.

        It was swaying gently with leisurely movements, as if she was in a good mood.

        

        "Cat ears? A tail...? No way, they must be toys..."

        

        Even as I said "no way," I slowly moved toward the woman.

        

        Even when I approached right next to her, she continued to mumble "mmnya" without showing any particular reaction.

        I bent down to examine the cat ears attached(?) to her head more closely.

        

        The fluffy fur caught my eye first.

        It looked warm with lots of downy hair, and it was cute how they occasionally twitched. The thickness of the flesh part was surprisingly thin.

        And contrary to my expectation that they were just realistic accessories, there was no headband visible anywhere.

        

        "Oh, no way."

        

        Unable to comprehend, I reached out and gently poked one ear.

        

        "Hiyaan..."

        

        I jumped back, startled by the seductive voice that rang out.

        

        I saw the woman starting to stir.

        As if she had partially awakened from the touch, her eyelids fluttered before finally opening.

        

        "Mmm... Huh...?"

        

        That cute, coquettish voice was a bonus.

        

        Dreamy sky-blue eyes wandered here and there before finally focusing on me.

        Our eyes met directly. The woman just blinked for a moment, then opened her mouth with a sleepy voice.

        

        "Who...?"

        "Ah, well..."

        

        I hadn't particularly intended to wake her up.

        It was disconcerting that she woke up from just a light touch.

        

        I pondered how to answer her question.

        As I thought about it, it suddenly occurred to me whether I needed to answer at all.

        There was no need to seriously engage with a drunk person.

        That was something I'd learned while working at the convenience store.

        

        "Just wait a moment. I'll call the police to help you."

      

      
        

        Ignoring her question about who I was, I took out my phone.

        Since she was clearly intoxicated, the police would probably take her home safely.

        

        I decided not to worry about the ears or tail.

        Whether they were toys or whatever, while they were certainly interesting, there was no reason to delve deeper since we wouldn't be seeing each other again.

        Fascinating, but that was all.

        

        "Mmm..."

        

        I glanced occasionally at the swaying woman while touching my phone.

        I dialed 112 and was about to press the call button at that very moment.

        

        "...You smell nice..."

        "?! Hey, wait a second?!"

        

        Suddenly, without warning, the woman hugged my waist.

        

        The sensation of her rubbing her nose against my stomach area was ticklish.

        Along with the warm feeling, a sweet scent mixed with alcohol rose to my nose.

        

        "I like it..."

        

        Her seductive voice slowly melted my reason.

        Due to our position, something soft and squishy pressed firmly against my thigh.

        

        A heavily intoxicated woman.

        A deserted path.

        This situation where she suddenly clings to me and murmurs that she likes it.

        As sweet stimulation was added to my already tired mind, inappropriate thoughts briefly surfaced.

        

        "...No. That's not right."

        

        I shook my head vigorously to dispel the unwholesome thoughts.

        No matter what, a man should have a conscience. I couldn't do anything improper.

        

        Setting aside the phone for now, I tried to gently push the woman away.

        As she slowly separated from my body with my gentle push...

        

        "Mmm. I want to smell more. Let me smell..."

        "No, wait...!"

        

        She immediately tightened her grip around my waist and clung to my stomach again.

        

        "Ehehe...♪ Mmm, somehow you have a comforting scent..."

        

        Her giggling laughter tickled my ears.

        Due to her slightly higher position, the soft, squishy sensation now pressed against a spot a bit higher than my thigh.

        It was somewhat stimulating for a single guy. Especially mixed with the sweet scent of alcohol.

        The cute twitching ears came into view.

        The urge to lose my reason surged.

        

        "Haah..."

        

        Half-sighing and half-groaning, I somehow managed to hold onto my sanity. I raised my phone again.

        Pushing her away didn't seem to be working.

        If I didn't want to get involved in unnecessary trouble, the police were the answer.

        

        "Mmm... I want to stay like this..."

        

        No matter how much she mumbled in that wheedling voice, what wasn't allowed wasn't allowed.

        I didn't know where this mischievous girl came from, but it was already late, and she needed to go home...

        

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

        

        And then a voice with a clearly different tone from before flowed from the woman's lips.

        At that pleading voice, I looked down at her with a start.

        

        Since her face was still buried in my stomach, I couldn't see her expression properly.

        Only her two ears, twitching as if frightened, and the grayish-white tail wrapped around her thigh hinted at something.

        

        "No, ...sigh, what am I supposed to do with this..."

        

        The thin arms tightly wrapped around my waist.

        The face buried in my stomach, the soft sensation covering my lower abdomen.

        The sweet fragrance that could intoxicate just by smelling it.

        And as the final blow, that plaintive statement just now.

        

        It didn't take long for my reason to crumble.

        

        Slowly, I put my phone back into my pocket.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.2A Can with a Stranger

      
        Lee Eunhyuk, 24 years old.

        Male.

        

        The "Hyuk" in his name uses the character for "brilliant" (赫), while "Eun" unusually uses the character for "river name" (溵) rather than the more common "grace" (恩).

        Together, they mean "brilliant river" (赫溵).

        

        The exact reason for this name is no longer known.

        But I can only guess that since my grandmother who named me loved beautiful things, she wanted at least the meaning of a boy's name to be beautiful.

        

        Though looking back on my life so far, I can't say the name particularly suits me.

        

        I graduated from elementary and middle school carrying the common assessment of being "a quiet child."

        High school wasn't much different. I just changed from being "a quiet child" to "a listless child."

        

        I couldn't bring myself to hold a pencil and failed my first college entrance exam.

        I tried again for a second year.

        And despite struggling desperately, I failed again.

        At that point, I gave up on university, wallowing in guilt and a sense of defeat.

        

        Unable to face my parents, I moved out and started living on my own.

        Fortunately, I found a good part-time job, so at least I didn't have to starve.

        Even now, I still think it was just good luck.

        

        And so I've lived until now, neither truly alive nor dead.

        

        Below average.

        Not in complete darkness at the bottom, but living a rather dim life.

        I had a vague feeling that nothing much would change going forward.

        

        "Mmnya..."

        

        So I can guarantee you.

        

        "Mmm...? Huh...?"

        

        I can truly guarantee you.

        

        I never imagined something like this would happen in my life.

        

        "...So soft...♪"

        

        An adorably cute girl was rolling around on my bed.

        Her voice was drowsy, her expression relaxed. She was hugging my pillow and rubbing her cheek against it like she was in her own home.

        

        "This is insane."

        

        My muttered words echoed softly through the small room.

        

        I ended up bringing her here. That's all there was to it.

        I ended up bringing a drunk, dazed person to my home.

        

        But I couldn't help it, could I?

        She threw herself into the arms of a complete stranger, mumbling "I don't want to go back" as if she had some serious circumstances.

        I couldn't just leave her there and walk away.

        Besides, once she clung to me, she wouldn't let go.

        

        So I'll strongly argue that I'm innocent.

        I simply provided shelter to someone who seemed to be in trouble. That's really all it was.

        It's absolutely not because I had any ulterior motives when I brought her...

        

        "It smells so cozy..."

        

        When I brought her...

        

        "Like a full moon in the night sky..."

        

        Brought...

        

        "Such a nice sme—"

        "Could you please be quiet for a moment?"

        

        At my inadvertent request, the woman smiled broadly as if something was terribly amusing.

        She hugged my pillow tightly to her chest, looking at me with a relaxed expression.

        

        "Hehe..."

        "You're certainly cheerful. So very..."

        

        I muttered with a slight sigh, trying to maintain my patience.

        Though surely unconscious on her part... her seemingly flirtatious gestures were harmful to my rationality.

        

        Still, she seemed to have sobered up a bit compared to earlier.

        When I first brought her here, she was completely unresponsive to anything I said, totally out of it. Now she was a little better.

        Thinking we could probably have a conversation at this point, I decided to ask her a few things.

        

        "What's your name?"

        "Naaame? Cecilia..."

        "Cecilia? Hmm, Cecilia."

        

        I mulled over the woman's drowsily muttered words.

        

        Cecilia.

        Without a doubt, a foreign name.

        She must be a foreigner.

        

        Well, with her unusual hair and eye color, I had already suspected as much.

        But judging by her fairly fluent speech, she didn't seem like a tourist.

        Perhaps she was naturalized, or the descendant of naturalized foreigners... that's what I guessed.

        

        But why was such a person collapsed drunk in the moonlight?

        Concerned, I asked.

        

        "...Why did you drink so much? Did something happen?"

        "Driiink? Mmm~?"

        "Yes, alcohol."

        "Mmm..."

      

      
        

        The woman, Cecilia, rolled over as if sleepy.

        Her ears twitched, and her tail swished back and forth.

        Even as I thought 'that definitely seems strange,' she was still tightly hugging my pillow.

        

        "I drank 'cause it was right there..."

        

        And with her next words, I was left speechless.

        

        The reason she drank was simply because "it was right there"?

        If that was true, she was practically at the level of an alcoholic.

        

        "Because it was there? Not because you like alcohol or something?"

        "I've never had alcohol before..."

        

        Not believing her, I asked again, only to receive an even more ridiculous answer.

        

        Her first time drinking, for no particular reason, and she got that drunk?

        

        Or perhaps it was precisely because she had no reason that she could get that drunk.

        Either way, it made my head spin.

        Even for youthful impulsiveness, there should be limits.

        

        "Ehehe..."

        

        Meanwhile, her lack of caution was also problematic.

        Coming to a stranger's house, lying on his bed, smiling broadly and even acting cute...

        Even if she was drunk, she was too defenseless.

        Though, of course, I shouldn't be saying this after carrying her here myself.

        

        I wonder where her guardian is, seriously.

        

        "Where's your home, no, wait..."

        

        I was about to ask, but suddenly remembered what she had said earlier and closed my mouth.

        

        That mumble about "not wanting to go back."

        I didn't know exactly what it meant.

        But somehow, I was afraid to ask.

        

        "...Do you have somewhere to stay?"

        

        In the end, what came out of my mouth was a different question of similar intent.

        Personally, I was hoping for a rational answer like she had planned to stay at a hotel or something, but...

        

        "I wanna stay here..."

        "Of course you do."

        

        What else could I expect from a drunk person?

        

        "Haah..." I sighed, running my hand over my face again.

        What should I do with this situation?

        I certainly couldn't actually let her sleep here...

        

        I turned my head slightly to look at her.

        

        "Mmnya..."

        

        Just then, as she shifted, her clothes rode up, revealing pale skin underneath.

        The soft sensation I had felt while carrying her earlier unconsciously came to mind. A subtle tingling spread through my fingers.

        

        At the same time, what I saw was a level of development that made it impossible to treat her as a child.

        A slender, willowy figure. A frame about a head shorter than mine.

        But two rounded curves adorned that delicate body in a precarious balance.

        

        "What's wrooong?"

        "Nothing..."

        

        At the woman's words, I finally snapped back to my senses and looked away from her.

        

        I wondered if I had always been this starved.

        I'd never been like this before, but today I could clearly feel desire stirring deep within me.

        It was such an unfamiliar sensation, an unfamiliar experience, that it was somewhat disconcerting.

        

        "Phew."

        

        I exhaled softly, rubbing my eyes slightly.

        I needed to get a grip.

        In this unrealistic situation straight out of a manga, who knows what might happen if I got swept up in impulses.

        

        "Maybe I shouldn't have brought her..."

        

        Muttering, I reached into the plastic bag on the table.

        With a rustling sound, I pulled out a can of beer I had bought earlier.

        

        My throat was dry from the tension and relaxation cycles.

        Water would probably be better for my health, but this wouldn't be too bad either.

        

        With a hiss, I opened the can.

        I tilted it and let the still somewhat cool liquid flow into my mouth.

        

        "Puha..."

        

        The moderate carbonation and foam felt good.

        It was seeping into my tired mind. With my tolerance, beer wouldn't get me drunk, which was also reassuring.

        

        "Ah, that's a drink I've never seen before..."

        

        Startled by the voice right behind me, I turned around.

        The woman, Cecilia, had somehow gotten off the bed and was now looking at me with sparkling eyes.

        Or more precisely, she was looking at the beer can in my hand with sparkling eyes.

        She looked like a cat interested in a new toy.

        

        "...Want to try some?"

        

      

      
        I'm not sure what made me say that.

        

        Maybe I found it curious that she had never seen beer before. Or maybe I felt sorry that she had never tried it.

        Maybe I hoped that if she drank more, she would fall asleep faster...

        Or maybe I simply needed someone to drink with.

        

        Whatever the reason, I took a new can from the bag and held it out to Cecilia.

        

        She politely accepted the can with both hands.

        After examining it from various angles, she opened it with a hiss.

        

        "Mmm..."

        

        The sound of gulping echoed two or three times.

        After a moment, she removed the can from her lips and spoke with her small mouth covered in foam.

        

        "...Bitter."

        "Haha. Everyone feels that way at first."

        

        Seeing her grumble made me smile.

        It was somehow amusing.

        

        I lifted my can for another light sip.

        As if not wanting to be outdone, she held her can with both hands and drank the contents little by little, making gulping sounds.

        

        "Puha..."

        "Do you like it?"

        "Mmm, bitter."

        

        Her frowning expression remained the same.

        It was still amusing.

        

        After that, we just silently sipped our beer cans.

        

        Her hidden circumstances, those ears and tail... There was a lot to be concerned about, but I decided not to worry about it now.

        On a complicated night, isn't it best to just have a light drink and go to sleep?

        I didn't know the reason and couldn't guess, but she seemed quite friendly toward me, so I planned to ask about her circumstances tomorrow.

        

        She started nodding off when her can was about half empty.

        Her head bobbed for a while before her eyes closed. Soon after, the sound of gentle breathing filled the room.

        

        I put down my can and carefully lifted her sleeping body.

        Trying my best not to be conscious of her soft body, I laid her on the bed and covered her with the blanket.

        

        Then, after finishing the rest of my drink, I spread a blanket on the floor and flopped down.

        It had been a peculiarly unusual day. Thinking that I should ask her various things tomorrow, I quietly closed my eyes.

        

        The alcohol had spread more than I expected.

        Drowsiness came over me not long after lying down, and it didn't take long for me to fall asleep.

        

        ***

        

        Morning.

        With sunlight shining on my eyes and the sound of cars passing by outside, I slowly woke up.

        

        "Yaaawn..."

        

        Squinting at the brightness, I let out a long yawn and sat up.

        As I stretched out fully, I could feel my stiff body gradually loosening.

        

        After stretching thoroughly, I looked around with dazed eyes.

        I had been sleeping on the floor rather than the bed, and there were two empty beer cans on the table.

        

        "Ah... Right."

        

        As I woke up more fully, I began to remember yesterday's events.

        On my way home, I met a drunk person, brought her home, and even shared a can of beer with her...

        

        "...I was really quite bold. What was I thinking?"

        

        That was roughly my impression of what I had done yesterday.

        It wasn't like me. That's all.

        I didn't have any particular thoughts beyond that.

        

        "Let's see..."

        

        I turned my head to look at the bed.

        While I was talking to myself, there was no sound coming from the bed.

        Based on that, I thought the woman was probably still sleeping...

        

        "Huh?"

        

        ...or so I thought.

        

        The woman, Cecilia, was not on the bed.

        She had woken up and somehow come down to the floor.

        

        "...Ugh."

        

        And she was at the farthest corner of this studio apartment, right in front of the wardrobe.

        Crouched down.

        Holding her head with both hands.

        With a face turned pale.

        

        "...Wh-"

        

        With a trembling voice.

        With unstable eyes.

        Her body shaking.

        

        "Where am I...?"

        

        Completely different from yesterday.

        

        In an extremely, extremely terrified state, she was sitting there.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.3Hey, you're surprisingly a coward.

      
        Even though they say alcohol can change a person, is it normally possible for someone to change that drastically?

        

        That was the first thought that crossed my mind when I saw the terrified Cecilia.

        

        Her once soft, fair skin was nowhere to be seen, replaced by a pallor that covered her entire body.

        Her expression was distorted, her eyes cold. Her breathing was rapid.

        

        Her tail was stiff, and her ears were drawn in without movement.

        They looked almost like mere decorations. Cold, rigid, just decorations.

        Even though that should be natural, it felt incredibly out of place.

        

        "Um..."

        "...!"

        

        I had only taken one step closer, but Cecilia reacted as if a monster had approached her.

        Her already huddled body curled up even more. Her limbs tensed, revealing white knuckles through her skin.

        

        Suddenly, I noticed her sky-blue eyes darting frantically back and forth.

        As if searching for a way to escape immediately.

        

        Anxiety and fear were plainly visible.

        

        "Just calm down for a moment. Uh, I mean..."

        

        How could I calm her down even a little?

        Thinking only of that, I carefully chose my words.

        

        "...Cecilia."

        

        After much deliberation, that was the word I finally chose.

        Cecilia. The name of the woman before me.

        I called it carefully, hoping to lower her guard even slightly.

        

        "...Yes?"

        

        At my words, Cecilia showed a definite response, if not a dramatic one.

        

        Her wandering eyes stopped and focused on me.

        Her fingers fidgeted, and her ears twitched a couple of times.

        Very, very slightly, she seemed willing to have a conversation.

        

        "...Who are you?"

        "I'm Lee Eun-hyuk. Don't you remember what happened yesterday?"

        

        I spoke in a gentle tone, as if soothing a child.

        And since her attitude yesterday had been friendly, I asked the question hoping she might recall that memory, but...

        

        "Yesterday...?"

        "You know, you were passed out drunk outside, so I brought you to my place. Don't you remember?"

        "Drunk? Me...?"

        

        It seemed hopeless.

        Her memory had been wiped remarkably clean.

        

        "Where is this...?"

        

        With confusion and bewilderment in her voice, Cecilia looked around again and asked.

        

        "My home. As I said earlier..."

        "Strange building... The architecture is different. ...Bailsia? Did I cross the sea...? But I was definitely supposed to be in the inland of the Liter continent..."

        

        And at the sight of her muttering something in a small voice, it was now my turn to be confused.

        

        Bailsia. Liter continent.

        All words I'd never heard before.

        They sounded like place names from a fantasy game.

        

        The same went for her comment about the architecture being different.

        My home was just an ordinary concrete building, so I couldn't understand what was strange or different about it.

        Everything was odd.

        

        Then suddenly, a thought occurred to me.

        

        I raised my head and carefully examined the top of her head.

        I could see cat ears covered in grayish-white fur, occasionally twitching as if they were truly alive.

        

        It was an unrealistic thought, but what if.

        What if they really were alive?

        What if they weren't just decorations?

        

        "Excuse me."

        "Eek?!"

        

        The moment I took a step forward to check, she flinched greatly and curled up again.

        I had literally just taken one step closer, nothing more, and she reacted like that.

        At that point, it was less about being scared and more like having a panic attack.

        

        "Okay, okay. I won't come closer..."

        

        I raised both hands to show I meant no harm and slowly backed away.

        

        Even though I kept my distance, the wariness never left her eyes.

        In fact, her body was so rigid that she seemed even more on guard than when she first woke up.

        

        I was about to sigh, but worried that even that might frighten her, I barely held it back.

        

        Having this happen first thing in the morning was quite disconcerting.

        I had no idea what to do.

        

        The easiest solution would be to kick her out, but that seemed too irresponsible.

        Another option would be to call the police, but that might make things too complicated.

        

        Personally, I wanted to calmly hear her situation, but with her in that state...

        I wondered how I could calm her down.

      

      
        

        "...Hmm?"

        

        Just then, a beer can on the table caught my eye.

        Beer. Alcohol.

        Cecilia, who had been very friendly when drunk.

        

        Maybe if I got her drunk, we could have a normal conversation?

        

        Even to me, it seemed like a strange idea.

        But honestly, I had no other options.

        With a rustling sound, I took out a beer can from the plastic bag.

        Then, from a distance, I rolled it toward Cecilia.

        

        "...?"

        

        The can rolled along, and the woman flinched.

        With a thud, the can rolled up to her, and she tapped it a few times with her fingertips.

        

        "This is..."

        

        (Since it was a can, naturally) when there was no reaction to her touch, she carefully picked it up.

        Then, just like yesterday, she turned it around, examining the surface.

        

        "Ma...ek...ju?"

        

        A small voice escaped her lips.

        She seemed to be reading the letters on the outside.

        Whether it was unfamiliar or for some other reason, she kept examining the can, tilting her head.

        

        Then she looked up and began to study me.

        As if trying to figure out my intention in giving her the can, her sky-blue eyes shone with wariness.

        

        "It's just ordinary alcohol, um, would you like to drink it?"

        

        As soon as I said it, I regretted it.

        Even to me, it sounded incredibly suspicious. Asking someone out of the blue to drink alcohol.

        Especially someone with such strong defenses.

        

        Sure enough, she gripped the can tightly with both hands and looked at me with suspicious eyes.

        

        "...For what reason?"

        "Just... because you must be thirsty too?"

        

        My excuse obviously didn't improve her gaze.

        If anything, she seemed to find me even more suspicious.

        

        "...There's no poison or anything in it. At least."

        

        As I spoke, I took out the last can from the bag.

        With a hiss, I opened it demonstratively and took a big swig.

        

        "...See?"

        

        I swallowed visibly and spoke earnestly.

        

        After watching my demonstration, Cecilia looked down at the can in her hand, opening and closing her mouth repeatedly.

        After hesitating for a moment, she moved her hand to her head, nervously stroking her right ear, then slowly placed her hand on the can opener.

        

        A soft hissing sound filled the room.

        

        "..."

        "Yes. You can drink it."

        

        I nodded to her as she glanced at me.

        She frowned hesitantly again, then, as if having made up her mind, quickly downed the contents.

        

        The sound of gulping echoed two or three times.

        

        "...How is it?"

        

        I carefully asked, checking her expression.

        Wiping the foam from her lips, she spoke in a somewhat uncertain voice.

        

        "...Bitter."

        

        The exact same word she had said yesterday.

        It was strange how her response was identical despite how much the person had changed.

        

        "You don't like it?"

        "No..."

        

        I asked just in case, but got a somewhat unexpected answer.

        She looked down at the can and muttered in a small voice.

        

        "...It's not bad."

        

        Then she took another sip.

        In response, I also quietly sipped the beer in my hand.

        

        ***

        

        She spoke again after consuming about three-quarters more of the contents.

        

        "It's warm."

        

        I looked up at her quiet voice.

        That face, those cheeks that had been full of wariness until just now, now had a faint blush.

        

        "...It's a strange feeling."

        

        She must be quite weak to alcohol if just a few sips of beer affected her like that.

        Which was fortunate right now.

        

      

      
        "Are you calmer now?"

        "Mmm. A little."

        

        The breath she exhaled carried a subtle warmth.

        She didn't show the same hypersensitive reaction to my words as before.

        Though not as much as yesterday, she was moderately gentle.

        Compared to just moments ago, it was as if she had become a different person... just like someone meeting a person they hadn't known for long.

        

        "Mmm..."

        

        With each gulping sound, I could see her posture becoming more relaxed.

        Her tightly curled body was stretching out, and the tension was gradually leaving her limbs.

        

        "Phew..."

        

        Though she said it was bitter, she drank it quite well.

        I kept up, swallowing gulp after gulp.

        

        "...Did I feel like this yesterday too?"

        "Huh?"

        

        Suddenly, Cecilia took her lips from the can and asked me.

        

        "Last night. You said I was drunk when we met."

        "Yeah, that's right. It was similar, though a bit different."

        "...Really?"

        

        Her answering voice was very small.

        It was a voice that seemed to dissolve all sorts of negative emotions—sadness, loneliness, depression—into the alcohol.

        It was so small and mumbled that it was barely audible.

        

        "Ah! Really! What am I doing?"

        

        And at the sudden shouting voice that followed, I almost dropped my can in surprise.

        

        "I don't know what's going on, really. Originally... this wasn't the plan."

        

        After shouting once, she didn't stop there but flopped down on the floor completely.

        The sudden change in atmosphere was somewhat disconcerting.

        

        "So, um, Eun-hyuk? Is that right?"

        

        Still lying flat on her back, she rolled her eyes to look at me.

        Her sky-blue eyes shone transparently in the sunlight.

        

        "Uh, yeah. What is it?"

        "You're not going to kill me, are you?"

        

        What was she saying?

        Slightly taken aback, I responded casually.

        

        "That's a scary thing to say."

        "No, really."

        

        But the answer that came back was full of seriousness.

        Looking more carefully, I could see those transparent eyes trembling slightly.

        

        "...Really."

        "I won't kill you. I won't hit you or hurt you either. I promise."

        

        To the anxious Cecilia, this time I answered seriously, not casually.

        

        I didn't know what circumstances she was carrying, but this kind of promise wasn't difficult.

        If it could reassure her, I was willing to give it.

        

        "...Thank you."

        "There's nothing to thank me for. This is just normal."

        

        I haven't lived a particularly good life, but I know what's right and wrong.

        I'm not so corrupt as to consider violence normal.

        

        "Still—"

        

        Just as she was about to say something again, it happened.

        

        A loud growling sound echoed clearly through the room.

        

        There was no need to say who the sound belonged to.

        Cecilia, holding her stomach with both hands, had her reddened face slightly bowed.

        

        "Are you hungry?"

        "Mmm... a little."

        "Then, wait here for a moment. I'll go buy a few suitable things."

        

        Though we hadn't known each other long, it didn't feel right to ignore someone hungry right in front of me.

        I spoke lightly as I got up.

        I was thinking of just going to the convenience store for a bit.

        

        The thought briefly crossed my mind that she might leave while I was gone...

        ...Well, that wouldn't necessarily be a bad thing either.

        I decided to leave it to her freedom.

        

        "Is there anything you want to eat?"

        "This. Just a little more, please."

        

        With a tap, Cecilia pointed to her now-empty beer can.

        I couldn't tell if her attitude was bold or shameless, but I nodded with a wry smile.

        It wasn't that expensive anyway.

        

        "I'll be right back."

        "Come back safely~..."

        

        Leaving behind that quiet yet energetic voice, I walked out the door.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.4Cat Ears and Fantasy

      
        "Are you buying alcohol first thing in the morning?"

        

        At the convenience store counter.

        The clerk spoke to me while scanning items with a 'beep' sound.

        

        It wasn't just some random clerk being nosy.

        This was the convenience store where I also worked part-time, and this person was my colleague.

        

        Nam Jae-seop.

        He was my senior who had started working here before me.

        

        "And what's all this? Alcohol, ramen, sliced pork, squid, beef jerky... Having drinks with breakfast?"

        "Just... a little bit."

        

        Not able to think of a proper answer, I responded vaguely.

        

        "Well, whatever."

        

        Jae-seop didn't try to pry any further.

        He just nodded and continued scanning my items with beeps.

        Though he seemed indifferent at first glance, I knew this was his own way of being considerate.

        

        "Just don't drink too much. As long as you're sober when your shift starts, that's enough."

        "Yes, hyung."

        

        I handed him my card as I answered, and after the payment was complete, I took the plastic bag.

        I was about to bow slightly and leave the store when he suddenly called me back.

        

        "Oh, right. Hey, be careful on your way home."

        "? Oh, sure. Did something happen?"

        "Nothing major, but..."

        

        Trailing off, he fumbled in his pocket for his phone.

        After a few taps on the screen, he showed me a news article.

        

        "Take a look."

        "...?"

        

        I moved closer to see, and was startled.

        

        The headline read "Sudden Appearance of Other Species, Fiction Becomes Reality?"

        Below it was a photo showing people who anyone would describe as elves or beastfolk gathered at a police station.

        

        ***

        

        "I'm back."

        

        I muttered the greeting softly as I entered my home.

        I placed the bag I was carrying on the table, and the first thing I saw was Cecilia rolling around on the bed.

        

        "...Welcome back."

        

        I heard a slightly languid voice.

        She probably hadn't been completely asleep, just dozing a little.

        

        "What would you like to eat?"

        

        I asked while arranging the items I'd bought on the table.

        Cecilia carefully climbed down from the bed and leaned over the table.

        

        "There are many things I've never seen before."

        "Really?"

        "But I recognize a few. This one."

        

        The first thing she picked up was beef jerky.

        

        "And this. It's dried, right?"

        

        The next thing she picked up was dried squid.

        Both were foods that humans had been eating for a long time.

        

        She awkwardly held the dried food packaging.

        After fumbling with it, she suddenly tore it open on both sides.

        

        "...May I drink this?"

        

        Next, she pointed at a can of beer.

        When I nodded, she softly said "Thank you" and took the can, opening it.

        

        The sound of "psssht" filled the room.

        

        "Dried food and beer. Like old men's drinking snacks."

        "Huh?"

        "Nothing. Just talking to myself."

        

        Leaving Cecilia with a puzzled expression, I opened my own beer can.

        The sound of "psssht" echoed again.

        By the way, my chosen snack—or rather, breakfast—was sliced pork.

        

        "Mmm... gulp."

        

        As I put a piece of meat in my mouth, I suddenly heard a cute sound from across the table.

        It was Cecilia swallowing beer with her small mouth.

        The way she held the can with both hands was quite charming.

        

        "Is it good?"

        "Bitter, still... But it gives me a nice feeling."

        

        She seemed to enjoy the buzz more than the taste.

        Well, she did say yesterday was her first time drinking alcohol, so she might not know herself.

        

        After taking a sip, Cecilia reached for the dried squid.

        She broke off one leg, put it in her mouth, and chewed...

        Immediately, she flinched and made a face.

        Her tail shot up behind her.

        

        "S-sweet. Salty."

        "You don't like it?"

        "It's not that it tastes bad..."

        

        Contrary to her words, she quickly grabbed her can and took a big gulp of beer.

        She seemed to be trying to wash away the taste.

        

        "Phew... It has a strange taste."

        "Try this."

        

        I offered the sliced pork to Cecilia, whose ears were drooping.

        She carefully examined the pork, then put a piece in her mouth and brightened up.

        She seemed to like it well enough.

      

      
        

        "So, I have some questions."

        

        After swallowing the pork I'd been chewing with some beer, I spoke up.

        I couldn't just continue like this indefinitely, without thinking.

        I had many questions about who this woman was and what she did.

        

        "Yes?"

        "Are those ears and tail real?"

        "Mmm... gulp. Yes, of course."

        "...Where did you say you were from again?"

        "The southern inland region of the Liter Continent."

        

        Her answers came without hesitation, and I pressed my hand to my forehead.

        No matter how I looked at it, she didn't seem to be lying.

        Which inevitably meant...

        

        "May I ask a question too?"

        "Hmm?"

        "...Where is this? What region?"

        

        Cecilia asked while looking around the room.

        Her eyes were carefully examining the walls, furniture, and especially the electronic devices.

        

        "...Korea."

        "The name of the village? Or region?"

        "It's the name of a country."

        "Never heard of it. Hmm."

        

        Her response was exactly what I expected.

        

        As I was trying to figure out how to explain this, Cecilia spoke before I could.

        

        "...Is this another world?"

        

        She said the exact words that made me flinch involuntarily.

        

        "Judging by your reaction, I guess I'm right. Huh, I see..."

        

        Then she nodded as if she understood on her own.

        It was an unusually calm reaction.

        

        "...You're not as surprised as I expected."

        "The concept of other worlds is pretty universal. I don't know when, how, or why I came here. But still..."

        

        Sipping her beer, she narrowed her eyes.

        With a sigh, she murmured:

        

        "...Wherever I am, not much will change."

        

        For a moment, I had the impression that all emotion had vanished from her eyes.

        Before I could ask what she meant, she looked at me and spoke first.

        

        "Do you have any more of this?"

        

        She said, lightly shaking the now empty beer can.

        She had finished it quite quickly.

        

        "No more of that. I only bought two cans."

        "I see..."

        "But, um, I did buy this just in case..."

        

        I reached into the bag and pulled out another bottle.

        A glass bottle with a bluish tint.

        It was soju.

        

        "It's a bit stronger than beer. Want to try it?"

        "Yes."

        

        For her, who was looking at it curiously, I brought a glass from the kitchen.

        I placed it in front of her and poured some.

        I only poured for Cecilia since I had a part-time job in the afternoon and didn't want to drink soju as well.

        

        She looked at it, smelled it, and with a twitch of her ears, began to sip the soju.

        ...To cut to the chase, that was a mistake.

        

        ***

        

        "Ehehe...♪"

        

        Yes, I should have anticipated this from the beginning.

        That was what I thought as I watched Cecilia sprawled on the bed, giggling helplessly.

        

        Her face, which had only been slightly flushed before, was now completely relaxed.

        Her eyes were moist, and her voice was sweet, as if she were being coquettish.

        

        Her tail was swishing back and forth.

        Just like when we first met.

        

        "Mmm~? Eunhyuk? Eunyeok...?"

        

        Suddenly, Cecilia started mumbling my name while rolling around on the bed.

        She wasn't calling me; it seemed more like she was testing how it sounded.

        ...It was a bit embarrassing.

        

        "...Eunyeok♪"

        

        Meanwhile, she was mispronouncing it.

        

        A fluffy feeling welled up in my chest.

        Ignoring that, I first lightly cleaned up the table.

        I finished eating what was left, washed the bottles and packaging, and put them in the trash.

        Finally, I wiped down the table, and the cleanup was complete.

        

        "Eunyeok~♪"

        "Yes, what is it?"

        

        Just then, I heard a voice from behind me.

        This time, it sounded like she was calling me.

        

        When I turned around, I saw playful sky-blue eyes looking at me.

        

        "Mmm♪"

        "?"

        

        Lying on her side, she spread her arms wide.

        She had a somewhat triumphant expression.

        Her tail swished behind her.

        

      

      
        "What?"

        "Hug!"

        "..."

        

        I wondered if this was really the same person.

        Without any shyness, dressed in thin clothes like that... my face felt hot.

        

        I deliberately turned my head away.

        

        "No hug?"

        "It's not that I don't want to, but it's too sudden—"

        "Then I'll do this instead♪"

        

        Along with a voice that had somehow gotten closer, I felt something soft against my back.

        Small, soft hands were somehow wrapped around my waist.

        

        "Squeeze~"

        "No, wait, seriously...!"

        "Ehehe. You're embarrassed..."

        

        The sensation of her rubbing her nose against my back was ticklish.

        Ah, it was dizzying.

        Feeling this wouldn't do, I turned around and quickly lifted her small body.

        

        "Eek!?"

        "Ugh, cha...!"

        

        Then I placed her down on the bed, almost throwing her.

        A soft thud sounded.

        

        "Huh, what?"

        

        Cecilia, sprawled on the bed, looked at me with round eyes.

        Before she could do anything else strange, I preemptively tossed her a pillow.

        

        "Oomph."

        "...Could you please stay like that while I finish cleaning up, hmm?"

        

        When I said that in a tired voice, Cecilia seemed to consider it for a moment.

        Then she buried her face in the pillow and nodded.

        

        "...Okay."

        "Good."

        

        Taking advantage of her momentary docility, I hurriedly continued cleaning up.

        

        I dampened a cloth and wiped down the entire table.

        Then I rinsed it, washed it lightly with detergent, wrung it out, and hung it nearby.

        

        During that time, I glanced back at Cecilia to see if she was sneaking up on me again.

        

        "...Zzz..."

        

        What I saw was, incredibly, Cecilia already starting to doze off in that short time.

        She was leaning against the pillow, breathing comfortably.

        

        "Nice smell..."

        

        She mumbled that, either in her sleep or from the alcohol.

        

        "...It's just store-bought laundry detergent."

        

        Turning off the sink water, I also muttered as I plopped down in a chair.

        

        "Haah... This is tough."

        

        As soon as I sat down, a voice full of fatigue escaped my lips.

        I was really exhausted.

        In reality, she had just hugged me briefly, but with that figure, the impact was...

        It wasn't so much physical fatigue as mental.

        

        I shouldn't give her soju anymore in the future.

        Actually, I shouldn't let her get that drunk at all.

        While she's cute when drunk, if she keeps clinging to me like that, my self-control won't hold out.

        It seemed necessary to set some limits.

        

        Suddenly, I thought about establishing some house rules.

        Like cleaning up after eating.

        Or not clinging too much, and so on.

        It didn't seem like a bad idea.

        Though they probably wouldn't be followed well at first, with repetition...

        

        "...Wait, how long is she planning to stay at my place anyway?"

        

        With that thought, I let out another thin sigh.

        

        Clearly, when I first brought her home, I only intended to give her temporary shelter from the streets.

        Was I captivated by her cute appearance?

        Somehow, I was already on the verge of letting her settle in permanently.

        It was a strange situation.

        

        "But is it really okay?"

        

        I thought about it briefly. But the conclusion was simple.

        Cecilia, now completely asleep, faintly stirred at my muttered voice.

        

        "It's not like I'm short on food money. And the space is reasonably spacious."

        

        While her clinging when drunk is troublesome, that won't be an issue if I just control her alcohol intake.

        It wasn't a major problem.

        

        "...She said she had nowhere to go... Well, I guess she can stay until problems arise."

        

        To put it in perspective, it's like temporarily sheltering a stray cat with nowhere to go.

        With that level of understanding, I murmured quietly.

        

        ...Yes.

        "Until problems arise," that is.

        

        I quietly took out my phone from my pocket.

        After a few taps, I opened the news article I had received at the convenience store.

        

        The title "Sudden Appearance of Other Species, Fiction Becomes Reality?" appeared.

        And below it, in the main text:

        

        [The government has stated it will respond immediately to the sudden situation, and for now, will use public authority to assess the situation...]

        

        Reading this, I quietly rested my chin on my hand.

        Vaguely predicting what might happen next.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.5How to Tame This Cat

      
        Cecilia woke up four hours later.

        

        "Mmm..."

        

        A small voice, almost like a whine, came from the bed.

        I put down the book I was reading and looked over.

        

        There, Cecilia was in the process of waking up with a dazed expression.

        Her hair was disheveled, and her ears were perked up.

        

        "Sleep well—"

        "Eep!"

        

        The moment I opened my mouth to offer a simple greeting, she suddenly froze.

        She looked like someone terrified of something. Her twitching ears and tail had stiffened completely.

        The sudden change was startling even to me.

        

        "...Sobered up?"

        

        That was the only reason I could think of.

        As if supporting my guess, Cecilia answered in a mumbling voice.

        

        "...Yeah."

        "Do you remember everything?"

        "Yeah..."

        "I see."

        

        She hadn't been completely drunk like yesterday, so it seemed her memory wasn't cut off.

        That was somewhat fortunate.

        

        "Aren't you hungry? Let's eat something."

        

        I stood up from the chair and deliberately spoke in a light tone.

        

        "Ah, yeah?"

        "I bought some rice and instant soup... You seemed to dislike strong flavors, so I got some mild ones. Which would you prefer?"

        "...Anything is fine..."

        "Okay."

        

        I picked up a cup of instant bone broth soup without hesitation and tore open the packaging.

        It was the type that only needed hot water. The world was truly convenient.

        

        "And, here's this."

        

        While waiting for the powder to dissolve, I picked up an item I had placed on the table and handed it to Cecilia.

        After flinching and hesitating, she took it and mumbled the words written on it.

        

        "...Cotton T-shirt?"

        "It's clothes. You don't have anything else to wear besides what you have on now, right?"

        

        I pointed at Cecilia's worn-out clothes.

        I couldn't just leave her in that state.

        

        "I bought it cheap. Change into it later."

        

        A free-size cotton T-shirt. I had bought it along with the soup when I went to the convenience store earlier.

        It was two for ten thousand won, a buy-one-get-one-free deal.

        

        "...Why?"

        "What do you mean why? Surely you don't find it comfortable to wear the same clothes all the time? At the very least, you should change once a week..."

        "Th-that's not what I meant!"

        

        As I was checking the soup, I heard a slightly agitated voice from behind me.

        I turned around.

        Clutching the shirt tightly with both hands, Cecilia was looking at me with an expression of incomprehension.

        

        "Why, for someone like me...?"

        

        Her voice, which had risen slightly, grew quieter again toward the end.

        Both her voice and her gaze were trembling.

        Her anxiety was clearly visible.

        

        "I-I have nothing to give you..."

        "I don't need or want anything. ...Come to think of it, I forgot to ask something important."

        

        I set down the instant cup with a thud.

        Slowly and carefully, so as not to trigger her anxiety, I approached Cecilia.

        

        "Cecilia?"

        "Y-yes."

        "You said you had nowhere else to go, right?"

        

        At my direct question, Cecilia flinched again.

        After a brief silence, she nodded.

        

        "...Yes."

        "And you also said something like it doesn't matter where you stay."

        "...Yes. I..."

        "Then."

        

        I cut off Cecilia's unsettling words and spoke first.

        In a casual voice, as if it were no big deal, to avoid making her feel burdened.

        

        "If it doesn't matter where, then staying at my place shouldn't be a problem, right?"

        "...Huh?"

        "Yeah. Just like I said."

      

      
        

        Cecilia's expression, initially confused, gradually gave way to widening eyes.

        Her ears twitched a couple of times, and the tip of her tail trembled faintly.

        

        "...Is that really okay?"

        "Yeah. You've already stayed one night, so extending it a bit won't make much difference."

        

        I answered lightly.

        In fact, that was my honest feeling.

        

        I had already finished contemplating the idea of living together while Cecilia was asleep.

        She's cute to look at.

        If she has nowhere to go, living together wouldn't be bad.

        She's cautious, but... we should be fine once we get closer.

        That was the conclusion I reached after thinking it through.

        

        "I don't need anything in return. If you're really concerned, just tell me about your world sometime. I'm genuinely curious."

        

        Another world. A world with different countries, different races.

        Even after hearing the news that such a place actually existed, and having a real member of that world right in front of me, to be honest, it still didn't feel real.

        If possible, I wanted to hear more about it.

        This was also another reason for proposing we live together.

        

        "...Just that?"

        "Don't you want to?"

        

        I asked back when Cecilia hesitantly questioned me.

        

        "Um..."

        

        At some point, Cecilia had started nervously fidgeting with her right ear.

        Her head was bowed, and her expression was scrunched up.

        She seemed deeply troubled.

        

        "...I have nothing to give."

        "I said I don't need anything."

        

        I answered firmly.

        I wasn't looking for compensation. I didn't want anything specific.

        I just wanted to extend this unusual connection a little longer—

        

        "...Really?"

        

        Suddenly, Cecilia leaned toward me.

        Delicate features. Pale pink lips.

        As she leaned forward, glimpses of her fair, smooth skin were visible through the gaps in her shirt.

        

        "Really?"

        "..."

        "...I've never seen kindness without a price."

        

        She murmured sadly, lowering her gaze.

        What scenes those eyes were recalling, I had no way of knowing.

        

        "I really have nothing to give. Really..."

        

        Deep-rooted distrust, suspicion.

        Timid yet cautious behavior.

        What had made this girl like this?

        

        "I..."

        "Alright, alright. I'll change my terms."

        

        I let out a small sigh at her stubborn attitude.

        

        "If you really want kindness with a price, then pay with your body in exchange for staying here."

        "My body...?"

        

        A puzzled voice reached me.

        I answered.

        

        "Washing dishes, cleaning, laundry. I'll ask you to do light housework. That should be enough, right?"

        

        I said this while looking directly into her sky-blue eyes.

        

        I had no ulterior motives. I was sincere.

        We knew too little about each other to dare harbor such feelings.

        

        Because we don't know, I want to know.

        

        "What do you say?"

        

        The question hung in the air as Cecilia considered it.

        It was the same scene as before.

        But unlike before, this deliberation didn't last long.

        

        "...I'll be in your care."

        "Great."

        

        Nodding emphatically, I placed the finished bone broth soup on the table.

        I heated up the rice and set the tableware.

        Two servings, including mine.

        

        "Consider the clothes a welcome gift. The food too. You can't live without either of them, right?"

        

        I sat down first as I spoke.

      

      
        Soon after, Cecilia also sat down across from me, her ears twitching nervously.

        

        When I picked up my spoon, she picked up hers too.

        We began our meal in quiet silence.

        

        "..."

        

        I glanced up.

        I could see the two ears on Cecilia's head twitching in a way I hadn't seen before.

        

        ***

        

        "This is a vacuum cleaner."

        "Vacuum cleaner."

        "This is a washing machine."

        "Washing... machine..."

        

        Two voices alternated throughout the room.

        Having finished our meal, I was explaining to Cecilia the names and uses of various objects.

        

        "This is a refrigerator. Think of it as a box that stays cold inside. Most food is kept in here."

        "Cold inside... Does it work with ice magic?"

        "Not magic. Um... Something similar to magic. Yeah."

        

        I glossed over the explanation.

        Cecilia peered inside the refrigerator with curiosity after opening the door.

        

        "Ohh..."

        "It costs money if you leave it open, so it's better to keep it closed."

        

        I moved on to the next explanation as I heard the door close with a thud.

        

        "This is the bathroom. It's a bit small, isn't it?"

        "Bathroom? A place to wash?"

        "Yes."

        "There are so many strange things..."

        "I'll explain slowly. First, this."

        

        I handed Cecilia the showerhead from its holder and continued my explanation.

        

        "Showerhead. A tool for water to come out."

        "...This doesn't use magic either?"

        "None of the tools here use magic. Not just the ones here, but all tools in this world."

        "Eh, how do you live with such inconvenience?"

        

        I was momentarily speechless at the novel question delivered with such sincerity.

        How do we live without magic?

        I had never even thought about it...

        

        "Well, you'll understand once you live here. ...Want to try turning on the water?"

        

        Unable to find a suitable explanation, I changed the subject.

        Following my pointing hand, Cecilia turned her attention to the faucet.

        With the showerhead in one hand, she slowly raised the faucet lever.

        

        "...Oh, wait a second, our faucet has strong water pressure, so be careful—"

        

        But before I could finish my warning, which I had forgotten to give earlier...

        

        SPLASH! Water gushed forcefully from the faucet.

        

        "Eek?!"

        "Pffft...! Th-the lever! Lower the lever!"

        

        The water stream hit my face first.

        Before I could feel the coldness, it hurt.

        

        While I was sputtering, the water stream moved from my face to my body.

        I could feel my clothes getting soaked, absorbing the water.

        

        "J-just a moment...!"

        

        Cecilia staggered under the strong water pressure, causing the water stream to swing even more wildly.

        With a loud swooshing sound, everything was getting wet.

        It was complete chaos.

        

        "Ugh...!"

        

        Fighting through the intense water stream, I somehow managed to push down the lever with a thud.

        The water subsided with a diminishing sound, leaving only the dripping of water drops to restore peace to the bathroom.

        

        "Ugh, we're all wet. I should have warned you earlier. Sorry..."

        

        I turned my head while trying to peel off my wet clothes that were clinging to my body.

        And what I saw was...

        ...Cecilia, whose wet clothes were also clinging to her body, revealing her figure clearly.

        

        "...Um, well."

        

        In fact, even that might have been somewhat okay.

        No, not okay, but relatively speaking.

        However, what was worse than just her figure being revealed was...

        

        ...the fact that Cecilia wasn't wearing anything underneath her thin layer of clothing.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.6Just a Little Wet

      
        Why on earth was she wearing nothing under her clothes?

        How had she not been cold all this time wearing such thin clothing?

        Then, the sensation I felt those times when Cecilia pressed against me was possibly...

        I should look into where to buy women's underwear soon.

        

        All sorts of thoughts flashed through my mind and disappeared just as quickly.

        All that remained was an empty, blank white mind.

        Before I could even think about how to react, my brain simply stopped working.

        

        "...Uh."

        

        An awkward silence.

        With the sound of a water droplet falling, Cecilia was the first to speak.

        

        "S-sorry. Are you okay...? I should have listened to the rest of what you were saying before turning it on."

        

        She put down the shower head and, though hesitant, quickly began checking on my condition.

        She made no attempt to cover her exposed body.

        

        "Wait."

        

        Her boldness made me the flustered one.

        

        "Maybe you should, um, cover yourself...?!"

        

        I quickly jerked my head upward.

        It was to avoid looking at Cecilia's wet body as much as possible.

        

        A moment later, blood rushed to my face, making it hot.

        My skin turned red in an instant.

        

        The one who should have been embarrassed was her, yet I was the one experiencing the embarrassment.

        

        "Let me wring out the water first..."

        

        As if she hadn't heard my suggestion to cover herself, Cecilia approached me with urgent movements.

        Then she began squeezing the water out of my shirt with her small hands.

        

        Water droplets fell with wet sounds.

        Even though she was completely soaked herself, she paid no attention to her own clothes and focused only on mine.

        

        "Whoa, Cecilia, wait..."

        

        Her trembling hands made it clear that she was also flustered.

        Yet despite being flustered, she showed no sign of concern for her own body.

        It was truly strange how she didn't cover herself and instead worried only about my clothes.

        

        "I'm really sorry, Eunhyuk. Really..."

        

        Come to think of it, when she was drunk, she would often press her body or chest against me.

        It suddenly occurred to me that maybe she didn't care much about her body.

        Perhaps she lacked awareness or confidence in her figure, which was why she didn't mind exposing herself or being seen.

        

        "Next, um, I'll try to dry it somehow. I'll..."

        

        That seemed quite plausible.

        At the very least, the fact that she wasn't screaming "Kyaaak—!" in a stereotypical way was good news to me.

        

        ...But regardless, maintaining this situation wasn't good.

        Even if she didn't care, I did.

        Being a healthy man, I couldn't help but react.

        

        "I'm so sorry..."

        

        I needed to end this quickly.

        Ignoring Cecilia's trembling murmurs, I lowered my head to suggest we go outside.

        

        "..."

        "...Ah."

        

        And my eyes met Cecilia's as she was checking my expression.

        

        Her face was extremely, extremely red.

        It was completely contrary to my assumption that she wouldn't care.

        

        Immediately afterward, I deeply regretted my presumptuous thoughts about her not being embarrassed or how it was good news that she wasn't screaming.

        

        Cecilia's expression was dark and bad. Pale.

        It wasn't the innocent emotion of embarrassment or shyness, but rather the darker colors of shame and anxiety.

        She was frightened.

        

        I could see her teary eyes. Her pupils were trembling.

        Her slightly bitten lower lip indicated she was holding something back.

        

      

      
        She was hoping for something.

        Despite being embarrassed by her exposed body, she desperately wanted something.

        The hint of what she wanted was, ironically, this situation itself.

        

        She was watching my expression.

        

        Even while biting her lip in shame, she anxiously clung to my clothes, wringing out the moisture.

        Leaving her own clothes as they were.

        Without even the leisure to cover her own body.

        

        "I said I'd pay for the housework with my body..."

        

        What was the reason for her anxiety?

        Was it simply not wanting the anger of someone in front of her?

        Or was she afraid of "losing my goodwill"?

        

        Either way, it didn't matter.

        She was mistaken.

        

        "Cecilia."

        

        When I called her, she flinched.

        I gently placed my hand on her shoulder and spoke with a sincere voice.

        

        "It's okay. I'm not angry."

        

        At those words, her eyes trembled violently once more.

        It was a pitiful gaze mixed with hope and anxiety.

        

        "Really...?"

        "Yes. ...First, let's dry ourselves off."

        

        I opened the kitchen cabinet and took out two towels.

        I wrapped one around myself and handed the other to Cecilia.

        After a moment's hesitation, she took the towel with still-trembling hands.

        

        "..."

        

        With a soft sound, she covered her head with the towel.

        Her hands were still faintly trembling.

        

        ***

        

        In the end, I only reconfirmed the fact that I knew nothing about this girl.

        I had no idea what she feared or what she avoided.

        

        "It was just a little water..."

        

        She's timid and wary.

        I knew that much.

        

        But, it was just a mistake with the water?

        Did she think I would get that angry?

        ...Or did she hate the idea of being disliked by me that much?

        

        While that itself could be seen as an expression of goodwill to some extent, it was excessive.

        At that level, it was almost an anxiety disorder. It required proper treatment.

        ...Or at least, it would help if I could figure out the cause...

        

        "...I've changed my clothes."

        

        Just then, the bathroom door opened and Cecilia entered.

        

        Her hair was still damp, but the rest of her was mostly dry.

        Most importantly, she had changed her top.

        

        Normally, she should have dried her hair first and then changed clothes, but I had specifically asked her to do it this way.

        I couldn't leave her in that see-through state.

        

        "Come here. Let's dry your hair."

        

        I said, pulling out a hair dryer that I had stuffed in a corner of the closet.

        I bought it when I first started living alone but never used it; I didn't expect it would come in handy like this.

        

        "Sit here on this chair."

        "...Okay."

        

        Cecilia walked over cautiously and sat on the chair.

        

        I noticed her drooping ears.

        The reason they were hanging like that was, in all likelihood, not simply because they were wet.

        

        I turned on the hair dryer and directed the air toward Cecilia's hair.

        

      

      
        "Can I touch your hair? Or would you rather do it yourself?"

        "...I'll do it myself."

        

        At that, I handed the hair dryer to Cecilia.

        She took it and began drying her hair with awkward movements.

        

        "..."

        

        Her expression was blank. She said nothing.

        At a glance, it might have seemed like nothing was wrong.

        

        But her tail and ears were stiffly rigid.

        To me, that was as telling as any facial expression.

        

        "...Want me to help?"

        "It's fine. I can do it myself."

        

        Her tone was calm, but her voice was very quiet.

        She definitely wasn't in a normal state.

        

        "...I'm done."

        "Oh, okay."

        

        After some time, Cecilia handed the hair dryer back to me.

        

        I took it and turned it off.

        I had already mostly dried myself, so I didn't need the air.

        I had changed clothes too.

        

        As I was putting the hair dryer away, I suddenly noticed a spot near Cecilia's ear that wasn't completely dry.

        Pointing to that area was a completely unconscious, thoughtless action.

        

        "Cecilia, here..."

        

        My finger barely touched her hair in the process of pointing.

        That was all.

        

        "Eep...!"

        

        Her tail shot up with a start.

        The quick way she ducked her head clearly showed her intention to avoid my touch.

        

        "S-sorry."

        

        I blurted out an apology reflexively, but there was no response.

        She just kept her head down, fiddling with her right ear.

        

        "...It's still daylight, but would it be okay if I lie down for a bit? Sorry."

        "Oh, sure. Of course..."

        

        Inwardly, I wished she would just scold me outright.

        That stereotypical reaction of screaming "Kyaaak—!" that often appears in manga—I now realized how grateful I would be for such a straightforward response.

        

        I wish she would reveal her true feelings.

        With her silence, I couldn't know what she was thinking.

        

        Cecilia walked over to the bed with heavy steps and collapsed onto it.

        Then she gathered whatever blankets and pillows she could reach, hugged them tightly, and curled up.

        

        "..."

        

        Silence lingered in the room.

        The bright afternoon sunlight streaming in, oblivious to the mood, felt irritating.

        

        ...My part-time job starts at 5 PM.

        There was still some time left. About two hours of leeway.

        Enough time to spend outside.

        

        "I'm going out to work for a bit. I'll probably be back tonight."

        

        I spoke in the awkward atmosphere.

        This time Cecilia properly responded with "Okay," but her voice was still small.

        

        "There's some food in the fridge. I'll write down how to prepare it, so eat ahead of me."

        

        As I spoke, I picked up a sticky note and began writing.

        I concisely noted what flavors to expect from each food and how to heat or prepare them.

        Since I wouldn't be back until after 11, it was necessary.

        

        "I'll be going now."

        

        I got dressed and headed out.

        The sound of the door closing, click, echoed quietly in my ears.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.7Drunken Truth

      
        "Hey, bro."

        "Aren't you seeing me for the third time today already? What is it now? What do you need this time?"

        

        Current time: around 3 PM.

        Location: convenience store, where I'm about to start my part-time shift.

        With the jingling of the bell, Jaeseop hyung's first reaction upon confirming it was me entering, not a customer, was that.

        

        "In the morning it was alcohol, at lunch it was clothes. What are you going to buy this time?"

        "Rather than buying something, I just thought I'd kill time until my shift starts..."

        "You still have two hours left? Well, I wouldn't mind if you wanted to help out a bit..."

        

        A suspicious gaze landed heavily on me.

        As I avoided his eyes while inwardly breaking into a cold sweat, hyung suddenly spoke as if he'd figured something out.

        

        "Do you have something troubling you?"

        "...Is it that obvious?"

        "It shows. In the first place, someone living alone has no reason to kill time outside instead of at home. Especially someone like you who's good at entertaining yourself."

        

        He hit the nail on the head.

        As hyung said, normally I wouldn't have any reason to come out just to kill time.

        I could just play games or read books at home.

        The fact that I didn't means...

        

        "Which means there's some problem at your place."

        "You're sharp."

        "We've known each other for a while now. This much is nothing."

        

        Though hyung spoke modestly like that, it really was an impressive observation.

        Noticing someone else's troubles from such a tiny clue wasn't something an ordinary person could do.

        At least, if our positions were reversed, I wouldn't have noticed.

        

        "So what's going on?"

        

        Hyung asked, resting his chin on his hand, his eyes fixed on me.

        His posture showed he was ready to listen.

        

        "I'll hear you out. There aren't any customers anyway."

        "It is pretty quiet."

        "That's our store's specialty, isn't it? When people don't come, they really don't come at all."

        

        That was true.

        And yet when they do come, they come in insane crowds. A miserable memory.

        

        "Tell me."

        

        Jaeseop hyung, who would often come help during those truly difficult times in my memories.

        Before his attentive gaze, I opened my mouth.

        

        "I recently ended up taking care of a relative's younger sibling."

        "A relative's sibling."

        "Yes. But we're practically strangers, and the kid is extremely timid..."

        "Mm-hmm."

        

        I continued speaking slowly.

        

        I assigned some simple household chores because the kid seemed concerned about just staying without doing anything.

        While explaining various things about the house, we both made mistakes and got a bit wet.

        Then the kid suddenly became very anxious and nervous.

        As a result, things became awkward between us, so I left home earlier than my shift time.

        

        I laid all this out for hyung, hiding a few details since I couldn't tell him everything exactly as it was.

        

        "Hmm."

        "What do you think could be the reason?"

        "Well, if I had to guess, maybe neurosis?"

        "Uh, what?"

        

        And what came out of his mouth was a word I hadn't expected at all.

        Neurosis?

        Of course I had suspected something similar, but hearing a direct psychiatric term was somewhat...

        

        "Don't freak out, kid. Don't be prejudiced about mental illness. That's disrespectful to people who actually suffer from it."

        "S-sorry."

        "Neurosis is a common condition with many classifications. Obviously, I can't diagnose it accurately. I just thought it overlapped with what you described. There are many other possibilities too."

        

        I nodded seriously as I listened to hyung.

        

        "As for other causes, well, I don't know. You know the kid better than I do. There's a limit to what I can judge just from hearing about it."

        "But they won't talk to me..."

        "Hmm. Did you say they're an adult?"

        "? Oh, yes."

        

        I nodded at the sudden question.

        ...Come to think of it, I never asked about their age, but they're probably an adult.

        Probably... yes, almost certainly.

        

        "Then there's something that might work. The effectiveness varies from person to person."

        

        With that, hyung stood up and walked toward the refrigerator.

        He opened the door and took out a bottle.

        A small clinking sound rang out.

        

        "In vino veritas. You know it?"

        

        It was a soju bottle.

        Not just one, but several.

        

        "Uh, but when someone's drunk..."

        "What people say when drunk isn't sincere? That's right. But you need to get them talking first, don't you?"

        

        Beep, hyung suddenly rang up the purchase without warning.

        He didn't seem interested in hearing any objections.

        

        "And one more thing."

        

        Hyung said.

        

        "Take the day off from your shift. I'll cover for you."

        "What?"

        "I'll contact the manager too. He's pretty flexible, so it should be fine."

        

        Then hyung put the soju bottles in a plastic bag and...

        inserted his own card into the card reader.

        

        "Here. Take it."

        "No, hyung."

        "Awkwardness should be resolved quickly. If you leave it alone when you've just met, it'll fester later."

        

        As he spoke, hyung suddenly grabbed my hand.

        He grabbed it, opened it, and forcibly placed the plastic bag in it.

        

        "Talk it out well, and get some rest. I'll see you tomorrow."

        "...Thank you."

        "Whatever. Just pay me back sometime."

      

      
        

        I bowed my head once to hyung, who was grinning playfully.

        As I left the convenience store, the chilly air greeted me.

        

        ***

        

        "...Gulp. Glug."

        

        I still had doubts about whether this was the right approach.

        

        I had already been quite drunk in the morning, and drinking again in the afternoon would be hard on my liver.

        In the first place, this situation itself could be seen as coercion.

        There's no guarantee that what someone says when drunk is sincere. They might even clam up instead.

        

        ...In this way, I found myself repeatedly looking for excuses to escape.

        

        "...Glug."

        

        The snack was beef jerky.

        Fortunately, a mild-flavored version.

        

        The alcohol was soju.

        Very ordinary soju.

        

        Come to think of it, I had never had a proper conversation with her while drunk.

        We'd chatted casually before.

        I'd even heard her drunken ramblings.

        But we'd never had a serious talk.

        

        "Phew."

        

        Let's try it this time.

        Whatever the outcome, it needed to be done.

        

        With that thought, I coaxed Cecilia into drinking with me.

        Thinking we just needed to mind our alcohol tolerance.

        

        "Hmm?"

        

        But you know what?

        This really wasn't what I intended.

        

        "...Ehehe♪"

        

        ...She was already on her second bottle.

        

        I clutched my head again as I faced the thoroughly intoxicated Cecilia.

        

        "Ah! I should have stopped her halfway through...!"

        

        At first she was hesitant, but then she started gulping it down so well that I mindlessly just watched her.

        It was déjà vu. I'm pretty sure something similar happened this morning too...

        

        "Ugh... Why do I really..."

        "Eunhyuk, Eunhyuk♪ Look at this!"

        

        Cecilia called out to me as I was rubbing my face.

        When I looked up, I saw her with two pieces of beef jerky stuck on either side of her mouth, making cat paws with her hands.

        

        "Tooth tiger! Rawr~!"

        "..."

        "Hehe. Ehehe♪"

        "...At least it seems her anxiety is gone, which is good to see."

        

        Though it seems she can't think properly either.

        I really don't know if I should consider this fortunate or not.

        

        "Oh well, whatever. Want me to pour you another?"

        "Yes~!"

        

        With the thought of "Since it's come to this, let's just get completely drunk together!" I poured soju into our glasses.

        

        The clear liquid filled our glasses with a gurgling sound.

        

        "Shall we cheers?"

        "What's cheers?"

        "Ah, so, we clink our glasses together like this..."

        

        The two glasses met lightly in the air, making a clear "clink" sound that echoed through the room.

        

        "Cheers."

        "Cheeeers~!"

        

        The faint sweetness and alcohol aroma went down my throat and escaped through my nose.

        It was delicious. Frustratingly so.

        

        "Phew. ...Somehow it feels like the means and the end have been switched."

        "Delishioush♪"

        

        While I was tilting my head in confusion, Cecilia was mumbling happily as she munched on beef jerky with her drink.

        It was cute.

        

        "...Still, I should do what I came to do. Hey, Cecilia?"

        

        I couldn't face hyung if all I did was drink.

        Determined to get an answer even if it wasn't satisfactory, I opened my mouth toward Cecilia.

        

        "Yeeees~?"

        "Why were you so scared this afternoon? Do I have such a frightening impression?"

        

        As I spoke, I picked up a piece of beef jerky and chewed it slowly.

        This was delicious too. Not too salty but appealing.

        No wonder Cecilia was grinning.

        

        "Mmm~ Because I was scared?"

        "Of me?"

        "Nooo~? I like Eunhyuk."

        

        The sudden confession made me feel awkward.

        As I scratched the back of my head, Cecilia continued.

        

        "When you asked if I wanted to stay together at your house. I was really happy? It rang through my head like 'ding~', whoohoohoo..."

        

        The sound of her sipping her drink, "aum," was faintly audible.

        

        But at the same time, I had a question.

        Was that really something to be so happy about?

        

        She said she didn't want to go back, and she seemed to have nowhere to go.

        That's why I suggested we live together.

        But that's all it was.

        I simply happened to take in Cecilia first among many people.

        In fact, she had clearly said before...

        

      

      
        "Didn't you say you didn't care where you went?"

        "Hmm?"

        "I think it was this morning, you said something like that. I thought you meant it didn't matter if it wasn't our house, that any house would do..."

        "Any house?"

        

        A soft snort was heard.

        Contrary to that, Cecilia had a bitter smile on her face.

        

        "Who would take me in?"

        "That's..."

        

        I was at a loss for words.

        Of course, naturally, if someone were meeting Cecilia for the first time, they would be wary, but...

        

        "No one would take me in. No~one~!"

        

        Apparently, it wasn't such a simple story.

        

        "No one ever took me in. No one hid me or embraced me. I was always alone."

        

        Gulp, she swallowed her drink.

        As if she couldn't speak without doing so.

        

        "When I said 'anywhere is fine,' I didn't mean it like that, Eunhyuk~."

        "...Then?"

        "I meant 'any world' would be fine. Because, you know."

        

        Whew, she exhaled.

        Heavily.

        

        "Back alleys are pretty much the same in any country or region, aren't they?"

        "..."

        "Cold, dirty, rough, miserable. Piercing."

        

        Gulp, she swallowed her drink again.

        

        Listening to her continuing story, I was momentarily lost for words.

        What kind of past was she carrying?

        What kind of life had she lived?

        

        "If you stay still, you never know when you'll die. If you don't want to die, you have to move. To another place, to the forest, to a cave. To another back alley."

        "Cecilia—"

        "So. I was really happy. That you asked me to live with you."

        

        She said, with remarkably calm eyes.

        

        "You gave me clothes, gave me food. You didn't think I was dirty. You didn't curse me."

        "...Of course not."

        "But, there was a part of me that was afraid."

        

        I swallowed my drink.

        I no longer reached for the beef jerky.

        

        "Kindness without a price exists, right? It's scary. Scary and frightening. Because you never know when or how it will come back."

        

        She paused for a moment, then continued.

        

        "I wish there was a price. I want the certainty, a reason why I'm allowed to be here."

        

        I listened quietly to her story.

        

        It made a bit of sense.

        Cecilia, who kept looking for some price to pay for staying here.

        I felt like I understood her inner feelings, if only a little.

        

        "You assigned me household chores."

        "..."

        "But I failed."

        

        That's what she said.

        Even though it wasn't really a failure but a simple mistake, and it wasn't even her fault.

        Her perspective was different.

        

        "Eunhyuk, weren't you angry?"

        

        Her voice trembled. Her hands trembled.

        Two drooping ears. I could see their tips quivering anxiously.

        

        "Can I stay here...? I, I..."

        

        What past was she carrying?

        I couldn't tell. We weren't close enough yet for me to hear that much.

        

        But even so, there was something I could do now.

        

        "Cecilia."

        "..."

        "Come here?"

        "...!"

        

        This child particularly liked hugs.

        More precisely, she seemed to like smelling me rather than the hugs themselves.

        

        It might be embarrassing and awkward, but if it could give her comfort...

        

        "..."

        

        Cecilia stood up and walked toward me with steady steps.

        Then, lowering herself, she wrapped her arms around my torso, which I had opened with outstretched arms.

        

        "...Good, smell..."

        "It's just store-bought body wash."

        

        The sensation of her rubbing her nose against me was ticklish.

        I gently stroked her back, not her head.

        

        "You can stay here. It's okay. I'm not angry."

        "..."

        "I'll never kick you out. I promise. It doesn't matter if you fail at household chores a few times. I'll teach you again as many times as needed."

        "Those words."

        

        She murmured with her face buried against my stomach.

        

        "Say them to me when I'm not drunk too."

        

        Her voice was incredibly comfortable yet mumbling.

        

        "I'm sure... I'll like it..."

        

        I quietly accepted her as she was.

        

        Just quietly accepted her, forever and always.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.8Drunkard and Cozy Chatter

      
        "♪"

        

        A humming sound reached my ears.

        It was Cecilia's little tune.

        Like a squirrel, she was happily nibbling on beef jerky held in both hands.

        

        "...Delicious♪"

        

        What she was drinking now was no longer alcohol in a glass, but orange juice in a cup.

        I couldn't let her drink more after she'd already had one and a half bottles of soju.

        I took away the alcohol and gave her that instead.

        

        "♪"

        

        I was honestly worried whether she'd like it... but fortunately, she seemed pleased.

        I even thought she might like it more than the alcohol.

        Her gentle smile was pleasant to see.

        

        "By the way, we've filled our stomachs at quite an awkward time."

        "Really?"

        "Generally speaking, yes."

        

        It was too late for lunch and too early for dinner.

        Not quite brunch either—what should we call this? Linner? Dunch?

        Whatever the name, the fact remained that we ate awkwardly at an awkward time.

        

        "Cecilia, how full are you right now?"

        "Hmm~. Moderately?"

        "Moderately, huh."

        

        Just about the same level as me.

        Quite ambiguous indeed.

        

        What should we do about dinner then? Hmm....

        

        "...Well. Let's just think about it when we get hungry."

        

        In the end, I decided to just leave it at that.

        Whether it's a late-night snack or whatever, we can just order something when we feel like eating.

        There was no reason to settle this concern right now.

        

        "I want orange juice too...."

        "Want this?"

        "Huh? No, I'll get a new cup."

        

        As Cecilia offered her cup, I waved my hand and got up from my seat.

        

        I grabbed a cup from the kitchen and poured in some orange juice with a glug-glug sound.

        Sitting back down, just as I was about to take a sip of the swirling citrus-colored liquid...

        

        "Hmm."

        

        Curiosity struck me, and I quickly added a splash of the remaining soju from the glass into my cup.

        Then I stirred it with chopsticks.

        A makeshift cocktail.

        

        "...Gulp."

        

        I took a taste and...

        

        "Oh. Not bad."

        

        Surprisingly, it was quite good.

        Sweet and tangy. The harsh taste of soju had faded, leaving only a subtle intoxication.

        It had the kind of taste that could sneak up on you if you kept sipping.

        

        "What does that taste like~?"

        

        Just then, Cecilia leaned in, showing interest in the contents of my cup.

        Her expression was full of curiosity.

        The citrus color mixed beautifully in her clear eyes, creating a lovely glow.

        

        "Want to try?"

        "Yes!"

        

        I carefully handed the cup to the nodding Cecilia.

        She almost grabbed it quickly but, noticing how close the liquid was to spilling, changed her movements to be more careful.

        

        "Careful, careful..."

        

        She even said it out loud like that.

        It was cute, like a child.

        

        She slowly brought the cup to her lips and...

        

        A gulping sound echoed.

        

        "...!!!"

        

        Immediately after, she gave a startled shiver!

        Her eyes widened and her ears twitched.

        Her tail trembled as if electrified, then shot up powerfully toward the sky.

        

        "T-this...."

        

        With a swift motion, she turned her head toward me.

        In that greatly surprised expression was an undisguisable ecstasy and joy.

        

        "This is really delicious, Eunhyuk!"

        

        And with that, Cecilia showed me her best smile of the day.

      

      
        

        ***

        

        "Funyaa... Ehehe. Bed~♪"

        

        In the end, I let her drink three more shots' worth of soju.

        

        Honestly, I must defend myself by saying it couldn't be helped.

        When she looked up at me with teary eyes saying, "Just one more cup... please?" who could possibly refuse?

        Who could blame me for my slightly crumbled self-restraint?

        

        When I handed her the final cup, the guilt was overwhelming.

        Ah, I didn't want to remember it.

        

        "Unyak~♪"

        "At least you're in a good mood when drunk. So, why did you call me?"

        

        Following Cecilia's intoxicated voice, I moved to the bedside where she was lying.

        

        As always when drunk, she was rolling around on it with a silly grin.

        Having drunk more on top of being nearly wasted, she was completely relaxed.

        

        "Mmm♪"

        

        Making a nasal sound, she lay on her side with both arms spread wide.

        Her tail swayed behind her back.

        It was a familiar gesture.

        

        "...A hug?"

        "No~!"

        

        When I asked based on my memory from a few hours ago, she said it wasn't that this time.

        I felt confused, finding myself both annoyed and thinking how cute this was.

        

        "That!"

        "That? ...Oh, the pillow."

        

        What she pointed at was my sleeping pillow.

        A fluffy fur pillow I had carefully selected from a specialty store.

        

        "Here."

        "Ehehe♪"

        

        As soon as I handed her the pillow, she hugged it tightly with both arms and legs.

        Then she nuzzled her cheek against it. She seemed to like the texture.

        

        "Mmm♪"

        "Sleepy? Want me to cover you with a blanket?"

        "No~? Not sleepy!"

        

        Well, she slept well yesterday, took another nap around noon today, and it wasn't even that late now... it would be strange if she felt sleepy.

        

        "I just want to lie down~."

        "You can lie down as much as you want. I can sit in the chair."

        

        Fortunately, I had a couple of decent chairs in my house.

        Having the bed occupied didn't leave me without a place to be.

        

        "♪ ~♪"

        

        Leaving Cecilia humming while hugging the pillow, I sat in a chair and opened a book.

        Just an ordinary novel.

        Fantasy genre, moderately entertaining.

        

        "...♪"

        

        A gentle silence settled in the room, filled with slight nasal sounds, rustling blankets, and the ticking of the clock.

        Quiet but not awkward.

        

        "..."

        

        Cecilia's small breathing sounds could be heard.

        The soft sound of turning pages blended in gently.

        It was more atmospheric than I expected.

        Just having that small sound in the background made reading more enjoyable.

        

        I quietly followed the story inscribed in the text with my eyes.

        

        "...I'm bored."

        

        At least until that capricious cat opened her mouth.

        

        "Eunhyuk~. I'm bored~."

        "You're such a spoiled child, I swear."

        

        I'm not a babysitter, after all.

        Though I don't mind the distance between us shrinking so quickly...

        

        Reluctantly, I closed my book and stood up again.

        

        "But even if you say you're bored, I don't have much to offer. Hmm...."

        

        The computer was out since she probably couldn't operate it properly.

        Same with the phone.

        

        I had a few board games left by a friend, but they weren't suitable for playing while drunk.

        Besides that, there weren't really any toys to speak of...

        

        Hmm.

        

        "Want to read this instead?"

      

      
        

        In the end, what I handed her was another novel from the bookshelf.

        It was a collection of short stories.

        I remembered enjoying it myself.

        

        "What's thiiis?"

        "A book."

        "A book?"

        "Yeah. Oh, come to think of it, can you read—"

        "'A Collection of Short Stories to Stimulate Your Emotions, Volume 1'...."

        "—I guess you can. I wonder how that works."

        

        If she came from another world, the writing system would surely be different.

        I hadn't paid attention until now, but the same goes for language.

        There's no way they could match perfectly, yet we communicated without any problems.

        It was a mystery.

        

        "Hmm...."

        

        With a flutter, she turned the page.

        I could see her eyes following the text.

        Curious about her reaction, I quietly watched Cecilia reading the book.

        

        "..."

        

        Thirty seconds passed.

        

        "......"

        

        Two minutes passed.

        

        "......."

        

        Until five minutes passed.

        

        "Cecilia?"

        

        She didn't respond even when I called her name.

        Peeking at her eyes, I could see them moving neatly from side to side.

        Following the text, reading the story.

        Her absorbed concentration on the book was so beautiful it looked like a painting.

        

        "...Seems like she likes it."

        

        I smiled gently and quietly retreated.

        Then, sitting back in my chair, I continued reading the novel I had been reading earlier.

        

        Time flowed until night, and naturally, we both fell asleep.

        Cecilia on the bed, me on the floor with a blanket.

        I felt my consciousness gradually drifting away with a sense of satisfaction.

        

        ***

        

        Time moved to morning again.

        

        "Mmm~...."

        

        When I woke up, Cecilia was still asleep.

        

        As I slightly raised my head, I could see Cecilia hugging the pillow with the book placed at her headboard.

        Her expression was peaceful and her breathing was beautiful.

        She didn't seem to be suffering from a hangover.

        

        "Mmm...."

        

        I rustled as I got up.

        I stretched fully.

        

        Another day had begun.

        

        "Kuuu―...."

        "She sure sleeps well. ...It would be nice if she were this docile when awake too."

        

        Having slept through the night, the effects of alcohol would have worn off.

        That meant the return of yesterday's timid Cecilia instead of last night's gentle one.

        

        I could only hope that, having gained quite a bit of trust yesterday, she would show a more stable demeanor today.

        

        "Well then..., huh?"

        

        As I was preparing to start the day, suddenly a ding-dong sound echoed through the room.

        

        "Who could it be?"

        

        I trudged toward the entrance with my heavy body.

        Walking there, I opened the door without much thought.

        With a creaking sound, the door opened, and beyond it was...

        

        "Yo."

        "..."

        

        A thug with bleached blonde hair and two piercings on his lips.

        

        "How've you been, Eunhyuk? I came to vis—"

        

        SLAM! I closed the door.

        

        "...Sigh."

        

        I couldn't help but sigh.

        It seemed that today would be a noisy day from the very morning.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.9Uninvited Guest

      
        The doorbell rang through the room once again.

        

        "Hey, why'd you close the door! Eunhyuk!"

        

        A truly annoying guy had shown up first thing in the morning.

        Ah, seriously, why of all times...

        

        "If you're coming over to hang out, let me know in advance...!"

        

        I muttered while clutching my throbbing head.

        

        The name of the man at the door is Yoo Kangmin.

        He's 24 years old, the same age as me.

        Though he looks like a delinquent, he's not actually one. He's one of my few friends I've known since high school.

        We meet occasionally to hang out, and sometimes I just let him in when he shows up unannounced like this...

        

        "Mmm... hmm?"

        

        Unfortunately, this time the timing couldn't be worse.

        In my one-room apartment where I live alone, today I wasn't alone.

        

        I noticed Cecilia's ears beginning to twitch.

        Her eyelids were fluttering—she looked like she might wake up any moment.

        

        "Eunhyuk~! Open the door~."

        

        To make matters worse, Kangmin started banging on the door.

        

        "Kangmin! Uh, today's not good!"

        "Huh?? Why?"

        "I made plans to meet with my senior from work..."

        

        It was a lie, of course.

        To resolve this situation, I needed to get rid of him first.

        

        "Then I'll just have a glass of juice and go. I'm thirsty~."

        

        But this guy...

        

        Not even water, but juice?

        He was so shameless.

        

        "Uh, Eunhyuk...?"

        

        Just then, Cecilia woke up and caught sight of me struggling at the entrance.

        

        "Coming in~."

        "How do you know my password?!"

        

        Kangmin punched in my password—which I never gave him—and burst through the door.

        

        "...Huh?"

        "Eek...?"

        

        The cat and the delinquent locked eyes.

        A dumbfounded voice and a wary voice echoed through the room simultaneously.

        I watched the scene with my hand on my head.

        

        "Um... well, you see..."

        

        Kangmin slowly turned to look at me.

        

        His expression was perplexed.

        There was also a hint of apology in his face.

        But soon, mixing his characteristic mischief into his surprised expression, he said:

        

        "...If you were cuddling with your girlfriend, you should have said so—gack?!"

        

        Before he could finish, my elbow caught him and he went down, but that's beside the point.

        Truly, it was a noisy start to the day.

        

        ***

        

        "Ooh, a different species... I've seen them on the news, but this is my first time seeing one in person. Eunhyuk's girlfriend? Or just a friend? Either way, nice to meet you~. Where are you from? Another world like the news says? Or maybe from deep underground? Do you have any favorite foods? Oh, I have a candy, want one?"

        "..."

        

        It was truly an uncomfortable scene.

        

        The first thing I saw was Kangmin occupying my chair, bombarding Cecilia with questions.

        

        Blonde hair, piercings around his mouth. No fake tan.

        But contrary to these delinquent-like features, his actual appearance and build were relatively delicate.

        

        Because of this gap, he often boasts about being popular.

        In reality, thanks to his extroverted personality, he does meet a lot of people and frequently gets phone numbers as a genuinely popular guy, but...

        

        "..."

        

        At least, not right now.

      

      
        

        Cecilia was giving Kangmin, who was smiling brightly, a wary look.

        Her tail was stiff, and the tips of her ears trembled.

        

        She wasn't even on the bed anymore.

        In the corner of the room, in front of the wardrobe.

        She was curled up in the farthest corner of my apartment.

        

        "Aww~ so cute. What's your name? Can you speak our language? Hmm?"

        

        Either not noticing her state or perhaps finding even that cute,

        Kangmin kept talking to her without any tact. I tapped his shoulder.

        

        "...Kangmin. Since, you know, you two are meeting for the first time..."

        "Don't get too close? Got it, got it."

        

        With a grin on his face, Kangmin answered like that.

        I couldn't tell if he really understood or not.

        

        "Anyway..."

        

        Sure enough.

        

        "These ears are so fluffy... Wait, just let me..."

        

        Rising from the chair, Kangmin reached out toward Cecilia's ears.

        

        "Eek..."

        

        At the same time, I saw Cecilia stiffen even more with a small cry.

        Her body, pressed against the wall as far as possible, looked almost pale.

        

        Cecilia frightened, Kangmin reaching toward her.

        Seeing that scene, I...

        

        Slapped Kangmin's hand away with a sharp sound.

        

        "...?"

        "...?"

        

        As the sharp dry sound echoed, two surprised gazes turned to my face.

        But more than either of them, I was the most surprised.

        

        I didn't expect my hand to move first.

        Of course, I was displeased with Kangmin's tactlessness, but...

        For me to choose to slap his hand away before anything else.

        

        Kangmin's hand was slightly red where I'd hit it.

        He looked at his hand once, then at me, then at Cecilia, before finally speaking.

        

        "...Sorry. I went too far."

        

        Then he awkwardly scratched the back of his head and returned to the chair.

        

        "I'm really sorry for trying to touch you suddenly, Miss Girlfriend. I got too excited without thinking. Really sorry."

        "...Seriously. You still haven't fixed that habit?"

        "I know. It's a bad habit I should fix. Anyway, really sorry, Miss Girlfriend. And Eunhyuk too. Thanks for stopping me."

        "...Well, um, as long as you understand."

        

        Honestly, it was a half-unconscious action.

        Cecilia seemed somewhat relieved, and since he was apologizing like that, the outcome was good.

        

        "I have a lot more I'd like to talk about... but I guess staying longer would be a nuisance, right?"

        "Obviously."

        "That's harsh."

        

        Kangmin gave a bitter smile, but there was no more abnormal intent in his expression.

        

        This was how he was.

        Usually normal, but when he fixates on something, he charges in without thinking.

        Except for that, he's perfect.

        As he said himself, it's a bad habit.

        

        "I'll just leave this here today. I brought it to play together, but we can do it another time."

        "What is it?"

        "A board game."

        

        What Kangmin put down was a fairly large board game box.

        On the cover was what looked like a jeweler? A man examining a gem closely.

        

        "I've played this before."

        "Oh really? Well, it's fun. If you're up for it, play it with your girlfriend sometime."

        "She's not my girlfriend."

        "No need to be shy."

        

        No, she really isn't...

        But with an expression that clearly didn't believe me, Kangmin just gave a meaningful smile.

        

        "Well, I'll be going now."

      

      
        

        With that, Kangmin got up from the chair and moved toward the front door without hesitation.

        

        "See you later."

        

        He waved his hand and went straight out.

        With the click of the door closing, silence returned to the room.

        

        "...Finally quiet."

        "..."

        "Sorry, Cecilia. Too noisy from the morning, right? And he was rude too..."

        "..."

        "Cecilia?"

        

        When there was no response from Cecilia, I turned my head to look at where she was.

        And I found her eyes still filled with wariness, though weaker than before.

        

        "Ah~..."

        

        Come to think of it, I'd forgotten because of the commotion since morning.

        Cecilia was now sober.

        Quite different from last night when she was drunk.

        

        "Um... Cecilia?"

        

        I carefully opened my mouth.

        

        "Do you remember what happened yesterday?"

        "...Yes."

        "How much?"

        "...Until I read the book."

        "...Are you still afraid of me?"

        "A little..."

        "I see..."

        

        At her words, which indeed carried a little wariness, I hung my head.

        

        It seemed it would still take time to earn her trust properly.

        Feeling somewhat dejected, I was about to tidy up the bedding on the floor when:

        

        "...Thank you."

        "Huh?"

        

        Cecilia spoke in a small voice.

        When I asked again, she hesitated, then spoke once more.

        

        "Thank you. For, um, not letting him touch me..."

        

        Her voice was cautious but clearly contained emotions beyond wariness.

        

        I looked up at Cecilia again.

        For some reason, she was covering her face with her hands.

        

        But at the same time, I noticed her perked-up ears and the gentle swaying of her tail behind her.

        

        "...Don't mention it."

        

        I answered with a smile.

        

        Forget what I thought earlier.

        Little by little, it seemed I had already begun to earn her trust.

        

        "Now, let's have breakfast! Is there anything you want to eat?"

        "That thin soup from yesterday..."

        "Sagol-guk? Okay. Buying multiple was the right choice."

        

        I rolled up the pillow and blanket, put them aside, and picked up an instant sagol-guk packet left on the table, tearing open the packaging.

        

        "And... oh, I almost forgot."

        

        Then I turned around and spoke to Cecilia, who was slowly emerging from the corner.

        

        "You can stay here. It's okay. I won't kick you out."

        "...!"

        "It's fine if you mess up housework a few times. I'll teach you again as many times as needed. I promise."

        "That..."

        "You asked me to say it, right?"

        

        When I spoke, she widened her eyes in surprise.

        But soon her expression relaxed visibly.

        Combined with the sunlight streaming in, it created an incredibly cozy atmosphere.

        

        "...Yes. Thank you."

        "I-it's nothing."

        

        She smiled gently.

        That her smile made my heart skip a beat because it looked so beautiful was my little secret.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.10Preparing for Cohabitation in Earnest

      
        A soft, gentle sound of water splashing tickled my ear.

        

        "I-is this right?"

        "Yeah. You're doing well. Just think of it as practice for now, so take your time."

        

        The small sound of hands moving with a scrubbing noise also lightly tapped my ears.

        In one of Cecilia's hands was a spoon, and in the other, a scrubbing pad.

        

        "Um, well..."

        

        What we were doing now was dishwashing practice.

        To be precise, it was Cecilia who was doing it, not "we."

        According to Cecilia's wish to repay my kindness even a little, I was having her start with practice.

        

        "Hmm..."

        

        Since I'd been eating only instant food for a while, there were only utensils in the sink, no actual dishes.

        There wasn't much to wash, but that actually made it better for practice.

        

        "...Is this, the end?"

        "Yeah. That's it. Good job."

        

        When the dishwashing was finished, the last spoon went into the utensil holder with a clinking sound.

        I handed a towel to Cecilia, who showed a faint expression of relief.

        

        "Here."

        "Ah, yes. Thank you."

        

        Cecilia awkwardly took the towel and dried her hands.

        She still had a timid attitude with a hint of wariness.

        However, it wasn't the same obvious wariness toward me as before.

        It was mainly caution about her surroundings.

        

        Regarding Cecilia and me, I could say we'd become close enough to at least have conversations.

        When I spoke to her, she would respond, and when I tried to engage in conversation, she would carefully reciprocate.

        Making eye contact was still difficult, though.

        At least she no longer turned pale, hid in corners, or trembled so much that conversation was impossible.

        Even that was significant progress.

        

        "What should I do next?"

        "Well. I'd like to teach you something, but we've already finished most things..."

        

        At Cecilia's question, I briefly rested my chin on my hand.

        

        Dishwashing had just finished, obviously.

        As for cleaning, we had just done a big fall cleaning a few days ago.

        Laundry was also done yesterday, right after things got wet.

        And last night, after Cecilia had fallen asleep drunk, I quickly hung up the few pieces of clothing that are still out on the balcony...

        

        "Ah."

        "?"

        "No, I just remembered something I'd forgotten."

        

        As I spoke, I moved toward the balcony.

        Well, since it's a studio apartment, it was only a few steps away.

        

        A large glass door with a tiny balcony visible beyond it.

        Before crossing that door, on a small table placed beside it as a space filler, there it was.

        

        "Is this yours, Cecilia?"

        

        A small cloth pouch.

        I didn't know what it was made of, but it was quite thick and waterproofed.

        It looked somewhat worn, as if it had been carried around for a long time.

        

        From what I'd checked earlier, inside was just a single brown pill.

        I had no idea what effect it had, of course.

        But it looked easily crushable, so I'd removed it before putting the clothes in the washing machine.

        

        "Ah... yes. It's mine."

        "Here."

        "Thank you..."

        

        Cecilia carefully took the pouch from me.

        She peeked inside slightly, then glanced at me.

        

        "...Did you look?"

        "Huh?"

        "At what's inside."

      

      
        "Oh, yes. It just looked like some kind of pill... Was I not supposed to?"

        

        To my genuinely curious question, Cecilia blinked her eyes narrowly and asked back.

        

        "You don't... know what it is?"

        "? Of course not."

        "I see..."

        

        It was an unusual reaction.

        Was it actually some famous medication that I just didn't recognize?

        But it just looked like a small brown pill to me...

        

        "Anyway, thanks for keeping it safe, Eunhyuk. It's my... um, personal medicine."

        "If it's medicine, should we store it with our other medications?"

        "Well, but..."

        

        I could see her contemplating.

        But thinking it would be better to store everything in one place, I tried to persuade her again.

        

        "It would be protected from moisture, and you won't lose it. Whatever it is, if it's valuable, I think it's best to store it properly. I won't touch it."

        "...Please."

        "Sure."

        

        The persuasion wasn't too difficult.

        

        I took the pouch back from Cecilia and carefully placed it in the medicine storage area inside the table.

        

        To be honest, it would be a lie to say I wasn't curious about what kind of medicine it was, but,

        

        "...Umm."

        

        Seeing Cecilia fidgeting with an embarrassed look, I decided not to ask.

        I'd find out someday.

        

        "So now... hmm, what else do we need? Daily necessities...?"

        

        Having finished most of our tasks, I started thinking about what else we needed.

        

        Regardless of how it happened, Cecilia was now living in my home. In other words, we were cohabiting.

        Due to certain circumstances, Cecilia wanted this, and I had no objection, so there was no problem with that itself.

        

        However, realistically, there were a few issues with cohabitation.

        Chief among them were daily necessities.

        

        Food, toiletries, clothes to change into.

        ...Especially underwear and such.

        Food could be easily resolved, but the other things...

        

        "..."

        "Hmm? ...Why are you looking at me like that, Eunhyuk?"

        "No, just..."

        

        ...Obviously, she didn't have any.

        To avoid testing the limits of my patience, we needed to procure these as soon as possible.

        

        "I don't have any female acquaintances to ask about this... Should I ask Gangmin? He's a guy, but he's popular with women, so he might have some knowledge. But, hmm."

        "Is there a problem...?"

        "No, I was just thinking we need to buy some daily necessities..."

        

        As I looked down at Cecilia looking up at me, an idea suddenly crossed my mind.

        

        "...Cecilia. I'm going to ask you something serious."

        "Ah, u-um, okay."

        "...You don't have any underwear, right?"

        "?!"

        

        At my serious voice, Cecilia froze for a moment, then her face suddenly turned bright red.

        Her innocent expression and stammering made me feel embarrassed myself.

        

        "I'm not asking with any strange intentions."

        "U-um, yeah."

        "If you're going to stay here, you'll need a few pairs, but I can't buy them alone. I was wondering if you'd come with me..."

        

        Suppressing my embarrassment and speaking in a serious tone, Cecilia also listened with a somewhat serious expression.

        Though her face was still red, of course.

        

        "Together... outside?"

        "Yes. To a store that sells underwear."

        

      

      
        After hearing the rest of what I had to say, Cecilia slightly lowered her head with a contemplative expression.

        

        I had spoken casually, but I was also concerned.

        After all, she was a beastkin.

        

        I hadn't checked, but the internet was probably still buzzing with related news.

        In such a situation, I couldn't predict what would happen if she were discovered.

        

        Even if she could hide her ears and tail with a hood, there was still risk.

        Whether to take on that risk, or... in another sense, take on a different risk.

        It sounds strange when put into words, but I was serious.

        

        "...I have one condition."

        

        Having finished her deliberation, Cecilia looked up at me again.

        With transparent sky-blue eyes shining with complex emotions, she said:

        

        "Could you possibly let me wear something like a hood? So I can hide my ears and tail..."

        

        By coincidence or not, it was almost exactly what I had just been thinking.

        

        ***

        

        And so we went outside, onto a fairly large street.

        I was heading to the underwear store with Cecilia, who had pulled a large hood very deeply over her head.

        

        For reference, the hood Cecilia was wearing originally belonged to me.

        It was a bit loose on her, but not noticeably so.

        

        "T-there are so many people..."

        "Are you okay?"

        "Is it always like this here? Are there always so many tall buildings like that? I-I've never seen..."

        

        Wearing that hood and walking down the street, Cecilia muttered in a small, frightened voice.

        She seemed overwhelmed by the crowd.

        Thinking about it, since she was from another world... her reaction was natural, if anything.

        

        "Try not to look too much. Lower your gaze and just follow me. That should help."

        

        When I spoke in a voice close to a whisper, Cecilia nodded once.

        Then she obediently lowered her head and started following behind me.

        

        "That's right."

        

        I continued leading Cecilia down the street.

        Right, then left.

        Crossing at crosswalks, trying to go where there were fewer people.

        It had seemed like a short distance when I looked it up on my phone, but I couldn't understand why it felt so far now.

        

        "Um, Eunhyuk."

        "Yes?"

        

        While walking, Cecilia suddenly called out to me in a small voice.

        When I turned around, I saw Cecilia still shrinking her body nervously.

        

        "Do only ordinary humans live here? No elves or demon folk or anything...?"

        "...I don't know what 'ordinary humans' means exactly, but basically only people of the same species as me live in this world."

        "Really?"

        

        I nodded.

        Cecilia lowered her head even more and muttered in a somehow complicated voice.

        

        "I... see..."

        

        I couldn't understand what she meant.

        

        By the way, elves and demon folk.

        Hearing terms I'd only heard in manga in real life felt strange.

        

        From what I'd seen on the news, it seemed like other races had also suddenly appeared here and there, just like Cecilia...

        I wonder if I'll ever meet them.

        

        "The light's green. Let's go."

        "Ah, okay."

        

        Putting aside those brief thoughts, I started walking again.

        

        Just across the street we were crossing, an underwear specialty store was shining with an elegant light.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.11Underwear

      
        If men around the world were asked to name "the most embarrassing place they've ever been," what would they answer?

        

        A swimming pool, where everyone, regardless of gender, walks around in thin clothing?

        Or perhaps a public bathhouse, where, although only people of the same gender are present, everyone must be naked?

        Or (obviously a crime) a women's changing room or bathroom that they accidentally entered?

        ...Or certain places they share with their lovers?

        

        It might be interesting to compile statistics, but the actual answers don't hold much significance.

        Obviously, everyone experiences emotions differently.

        

        A space that one person finds extremely embarrassing might feel perfectly comfortable to someone else.

        Someone might even find an ordinary, everyday place embarrassing.

        

        Everyone is different.

        That's what makes us human.

        

        "Welcome."

        

        But if someone were to ask me about the most embarrassing place I've ever been...

        

        "This is 'Lulu's' lingerie store. Is there something specific you're looking for?"

        

        I would answer "here" without hesitation.

        

        The women's lingerie store I visited for the first time was wider, more luxurious, and more embarrassing than I had imagined.

        

        When I glanced up, I saw underwear.

        When I quickly turned my head in another direction, I saw mannequins wearing underwear.

        I couldn't bring myself to look up at all.

        

        Naturally, the only products on display were underwear, and all the staff were women.

        If there had been even one male customer with his girlfriend, I might have felt less embarrassed, but right now, we were the only customers in the store.

        

        "Uh, well, that is..."

        

        But at the same time, I knew I couldn't just stand there feeling embarrassed.

        

        I heard Cecilia's voice as she stammered, unable to properly answer the clerk's question.

        I took a small breath to gather my courage and answered the clerk on Cecilia's behalf.

        

        "Um, we'll just look around for now."

        

        As I worried whether I had spoken without trembling, the clerk nodded once and took a step back.

        Both her expression and movements were impeccable. The word 'professional' came to mind.

        

        "Of course. Please let me know if you need anything."

        

        I gave a tiny nod in response to the clerk's words.

        Then I led Cecilia deeper into the store.

        

        "Let's pick something quickly and leave, Cecilia."

        "Y-yeah."

        

        Though probably for different reasons than mine, Cecilia also seemed uncomfortable in this space.

        Her desperately nodding head revealed her anxious state of mind.

        

        "See anything you like? Color, design, material—anything."

        "Hmm..."

        

        Stopping in her tracks, Cecilia hesitated as she faced the numerous undergarments before her.

        I could see her sky-blue eyes moving busily from side to side.

        At the same time, I caught a glimpse of the price tag with a startling amount written on it, but...

        

        "..."

        

        I pretended not to see it.

        Well, it was a necessary expense.

        

        "I-I'll take this one."

        

        After a moment, what she picked up was underwear with an extremely simple design in gray.

        It looked soft and comfortable at a glance, making it easy to guess what criteria she had used to choose it.

        

        "Good. We'll go with that. As for the size..."

        

        And with the words I just uttered, I froze.

        ...Size?

        

      

      
        "...Cecilia."

        "Yes?"

        

        "Do you... know your size?"

        

        I whispered quietly enough that the clerk wouldn't hear, since it might be a somewhat embarrassing topic.

        Although I knew it was a long shot, I still hoped to hear her say she knew...

        

        "...What size?"

        "..."

        

        Faced with this predictable response, I put my hand to my forehead.

        

        What should I do?

        We couldn't just buy something without knowing the size, but we couldn't just leave after coming all this way either.

        

        Even if I wanted to do something about it right away, I didn't even know how to measure.

        And Cecilia certainly wouldn't know either.

        

        "What am I going to do about this..."

        "Is there something you need help with?"

        

        Suddenly, a voice from behind startled both Cecilia and me, making us turn around.

        It was the clerk.

        The same person who had greeted us earlier.

        

        "No, nothing. ...Actually."

        

        And of course, this woman was a 'lingerie store clerk.'

        She would definitely know how to measure sizes.

        

        "I have a favor to ask..."

        

        Glancing at the tense Cecilia standing beside me, I carefully opened my mouth.

        

        ***

        

        "I've brought the measuring tape."

        

        Cecilia wore a somewhat tense expression as the clerk approached with a friendly smile.

        I gently patted her shoulder to indicate that there was no need to be so afraid.

        

        "I'll guide you this way."

        

        With those words, a mirror swung open with a clunk, revealing a changing room behind it.

        It was a typical, small, space-efficient changing room like those found in any clothing store.

        

        "Ah, Eunhyuk..."

        "It's okay. Go ahead."

        

        I spoke in a warm voice to Cecilia, who still looked visibly nervous.

        At my words, she nodded once as if she had made up her mind.

        

        Cecilia entered the changing room, following the clerk's guidance.

        The door closed, and I heard the sound of the measuring tape being pulled out.

        

        "Excuse me."

        "Yes..."

        

        There was a moment of silence as the measuring tape was presumably placed against her body.

        Right after, a soft "Ah!" sound disturbed my thoughts.

        

        "First, the top is ninety—"

        

        I quickly covered my ears at the clerk's voice.

        That wasn't something I should be hearing.

        It was enough for only Cecilia herself to know.

        

        "—..."

        "—. ——."

        

        I could hear the muffled sound of some conversation.

        After a short while, the mirror door swung open with a clunk.

        

        "The measurement is complete. I'll bring products in the appropriate size, so please wait a moment."

        "Ugh..."

        

        The clerk bowed her head and left, leaving behind a slightly blushing Cecilia.

      

      
        

        "Are you okay?"

        "...Somewhat."

        

        Somewhat okay, huh.

        At least she didn't seem terribly frightened, which was a relief.

        

        "The products are ready. How many of each would you like?"

        "Um... five sets of tops and bottoms, please."

        "Understood. I'll help you with the payment. Please come this way for a moment."

        "Ah, yes. Wait here for a bit, Cecilia."

        

        After confirming that Cecilia nodded, I walked toward the counter.

        

        "Five sets of silk underwear, tops and bottoms. The total amount comes to this."

        

        I froze momentarily when I saw the amount displayed on the calculator, but quickly composed myself and handed over my card.

        Fortunately, I could afford this much.

        Thanks to my usual savings.

        

        "Here you are."

        "Thank you. ...Huh?"

        

        After receiving the paper bag containing the clothes, I immediately headed toward Cecilia.

        Or rather, I tried to.

        

        "I have something to mention, if I may."

        

        If only the clerk hadn't continued holding onto the bag's handle.

        

        "...What is it?"

        "I apologize if I'm mistaken, but based on the size measurement, I believe your companion is not currently wearing any underwear. Is that correct?"

        "..."

        

        She was sharp.

        Or perhaps it was only natural.

        After all, this person was a professional.

        It wouldn't be strange if she could tell by touch during the measurement.

        

        "...That's correct."

        "And judging by the fact that she didn't know her own size..."

        "Yes, that's right. She has some... unique circumstances..."

        

        I could only answer vaguely like that.

        There was no point in making up an unconvincing lie.

        

        "...Can you keep this a secret?"

        

        But in any case, it's not something others should pry into too much.

        While most people wouldn't immediately connect "lack of understanding about underwear" with being a "different species," there's always that small possibility.

        The fewer people who know, the better.

        

        With that thought in mind, I made my request, and the clerk's face showed a smile that was both kind and humane.

        

        "At 'Lulu's,' we value and cherish our customers' privacy."

        

        It was a professional smile. There's no other way to describe it.

        Professional in the best sense of the word—reassuring customers and giving them satisfaction.

        

        "I won't tell anyone, of course."

        "...Thank you."

        

        I bowed my head as I received the paper bag.

        While I still felt embarrassed about being in a lingerie store, I was strongly convinced that this was a good establishment.

        

        "Goodbye."

        "We look forward to your next visit. Have a nice day."

        

        Even without saying it, I knew that if we ever needed underwear again, we would probably come back here.

        Despite the considerable price.

        

        "Did you get it?"

        "Yes. Paid for it. Let's go home."

        

        I led Cecilia, who still seemed a bit tense, out of the store.

        Crossing the street and turning the corner, we headed back home.
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        "Haaah..."

        

        Cecilia collapsed onto the bed, mumbling something between words and groans.

        

        Her hood came off, and her hair scattered about.

        Her exposed ears drooped, seemingly representing her exhaustion.

        

        "Good job. Let's rest a bit until lunch."

        

        I spoke lightly as I set down the paper bag I was carrying.

        "Mmm..." came her faint voice in response.

        

        Leaving her behind, I reached into the paper bag I had set down.

        With rustling sounds, I began taking out the things I had bought one by one.

        

        "Toothbrush, comb, extra towels..."

        

        Extra shirts and pants, and moisturizing lotion that I probably wouldn't use much.

        These were daily necessities I had picked up on the way home after buying underwear.

        Most of them were items Cecilia would use.

        

        Of course, during the shopping process, both Cecilia and I remained tense due to the crowds.

        That was probably a major reason why the cat collapsed on the bed looked particularly exhausted.

        

        "This goes in the bathroom. This in the drawer, this in the fridge. And finally..."

        

        After taking out all the other items, what remained at the bottom was, naturally, the underwear I had bought first.

        With a rather unfamiliar feeling, I took out the underwear pieces one by one and placed them on the table.

        Then, as I was about to fold the paper bag, I noticed something else tucked inside at the very bottom.

        

        When I pulled it out, it was a thick piece of paper with some kind of instructions written on it.

        In one corner was the word "Lulu's" with a logo, and in another corner, a post-it note was attached like a letter.

        

        [This might be unnecessary meddling, but I've included this hoping it will be helpful.]

        

        "...Instructions for storing, washing, wearing the purchased underwear, and other precautions..."

        

        It was incredibly thorough.

        

        Checking the back, I found detailed instructions for putting on a bra, complete with illustrations.

        The drawings seemed a bit too explicit, but they would definitely be helpful.

        

        "Cecilia, can you come here for a moment?"

        "Hmm...?"

        

        When I called for Cecilia, she began to stir slightly while still lying face down.

        I could see her limp tail and ears that twitched slightly.

        After a moment, she got up and approached me.

        

        "...What is it?"

        "Want to try these on? This and this. The instructions are right here."

        

        I handed her a set of underwear along with the instructional diagram I had received.

        When she took the clothes and then the diagram, her face suddenly turned bright red.

        

        "U-um, okay. Just a moment..."

        "Over there. Go to the bathroom and put them on."

        

        After I told the embarrassed girl, she nodded and headed to the bathroom.

        

        Click—the door closed.

        Left alone in the living room, I was lost in thought for a moment.

        

        "Clothes, huh..."

        

        After everything that had happened and now having acquired these items, the reality of the situation was finally sinking in.

        

        Cohabitation—living together.

        Just me and that cat.

        ...In this studio apartment.

        

        "We'll need to set times for bathing... As for changing clothes, hmm, maybe I should hang a curtain in one corner...?"

        

        There was a lot to worry about.

        How to hide the existence of a beastfolk from others.

        More fundamentally, whether I needed to hide the fact that I was "living with a woman" at all.

        

        Then there was the sleeping arrangement.

        Yesterday and the day before, I just slept on the floor, but that couldn't continue indefinitely.

        Either buying an additional single bed, or just getting an extra mattress to lay down...

        Neither option was very practical.

        Space was the issue.

        

        And then...

      

      
        ...How would we handle the inevitable physical proximity that comes with living together?

        

        "Like mixing up shower times, or accidentally running into each other while changing clothes. Ugh, saying it out loud makes it sound..."

        

        It was dizzying, in various ways.

        What had been just vague thoughts were now approaching reality, and it was truly overwhelming.

        

        This cohabitation decision was half impulsive.

        I don't regret it.

        I couldn't possibly regret my decision to protect a child in need.

        But regardless of regrets, to think there wouldn't be issues with a man and woman living together...

        

        "...Hmm..."

        "I-I'm done."

        

        Just then, the door clicked open again, and Cecilia came out.

        

        From what I could briefly observe, there wasn't much visible change.

        Only a slightly more defined silhouette, a bright red face, and drooping ears stood out.

        ...She was so embarrassed that I could feel my own face heating up.

        

        "...H-how does it feel? Comfortable?"

        "It might be a little... tight."

        

        Avoiding my gaze, Cecilia mumbled her answer.

        Meanwhile, I kept glancing at the areas where she was wearing the underwear... then looking away... then glancing again.

        

        "..."

        "..."

        

        It was awkward.

        

        Breaking through the suffocating atmosphere, I gathered my courage and spoke.

        

        "...Let's eat first."

        

        Though my voice was barely above a whisper.

        

        I got up and organized the paper bag.

        I put the purchased items in appropriate places around the room, then picked up the ingredients I had left on the table.

        

        "Just so you know."

        "Hmm?"

        "It might not taste as good as before. Since I'm making it myself."

        

        I washed a large radish that I had bought earlier when we went shopping.

        I washed my hands and took out the cutting board.

        I also grabbed a knife.

        

        "Hmm. How did that radish soup recipe go again...?"

        

        It was such a simple dish that I wasn't worried about failing, but even if I did, it would still be healthier than instant food.

        With that thought, I slowly began preparing the radish.

        

        "...Can I watch?"

        "Huh? Oh, sure. Of course."

        

        I responded to Cecilia, who had suddenly approached, though I was a bit flustered.

        Feeling her steady gaze, I continued cooking in silence.

        

        ***

        

        "Thank you for the meal."

        "Th-thank you for the meal."

        

        After eating, two voices echoed in the room.

        

        I cleared away the dishes and tableware.

        As I was about to turn on the sink, Cecilia approached hesitantly and spoke first.

        

        "I'll do it."

        "Oh, can I leave it to you?"

        "Yes."

        

        I gave way to Cecilia as she nodded.

        

        Cecilia looked tense but carefully began washing the dishes with a sponge.

        Contrary to my slight worry, she did quite well.

        She learned quickly, even though I had only briefly shown her once.

        

        "...Done."

        

        After a short while, the dishwashing was complete.

        Thanks to our simple lunch, there weren't many dishes to clean.

      

      
        

        She wiped her hands and turned to face me.

        Sensing another awkward moment approaching, I spoke first.

        

        "Was it good?"

        "Huh?"

        "The food I made. Though it barely counts as cooking."

        "...Yes."

        

        She displayed a rare gentle smile and answered in a soft voice.

        

        "...It was delicious."

        "Really? That's good."

        

        I was glad she liked it, even though it was nothing special.

        It felt a bit embarrassing.

        

        "Would you like something to drink, Cecilia? We have juice, tea, various things."

        "Oh, then, that thing we had last night..."

        "Okay. ...But without alcohol? Having drinks in the morning yesterday and again today is a bit..."

        

        Day drinking wasn't good for health, and it didn't sit well with my conscience either.

        From what I remembered, the difference between with and without soju wasn't that significant, so she would probably enjoy plain orange juice just fine.

        

        I poured juice into a cup and handed it to Cecilia.

        

        "Here."

        "Thank you."

        

        Cecilia took the cup.

        She sipped it and made a pleased expression.

        

        "...Mmm♪"

        

        It was a nice expression.

        Enough to make me think I should buy more juice just for that.

        

        "Oh, right. Cecilia, here."

        "Hmm?"

        

        I suddenly remembered something and pulled it out to give to Cecilia.

        It was a book.

        The book she was reading yesterday, titled "A Collection of Short Stories to Stir Your Emotions."

        

        "Oh, this..."

        "You seemed to like it. I thought it would be better to keep it nearby rather than on a high shelf."

        

        I said this while looking at Cecilia, who was a head shorter than me.

        With her height, reaching where this book had been shelved wouldn't be impossible, but it would be difficult.

        And even if I tried to shelve it lower, the other books were already packed tightly.

        

        "Th-thank you..."

        "It's nothing. If anything makes you uncomfortable while staying here, just tell me. Since we're living together, we should accommodate each other."

        

        At my words, Cecilia nodded while sipping her juice.

        I could see her face turning slightly red.

        

        After finishing her juice, she put the cup in the sink and walked with slightly quick steps to sit on the bed.

        Then she opened the book.

        It seemed she was ready to immerse herself in reading right away.

        

        "Alright. Then I'll..."

        

        I was thinking of reading a novel myself.

        Just as I was about to reach for the bookshelf, it happened.

        

        Ding-dong— a sound rang out.

        

        "Anyone home—?"

        

        Soon after, the voice of a middle-aged man was heard.

        

        "...Who could that be?"

        "Eunhyuk, do you know who it is?"

        "No, I don't. None of my friends are older men, and neither my seniors nor my boss sound like that."

        

        Thinking it might be a peddler, I looked through the peephole in the front door.

        What I saw was...

        

        "I just wanted to ask you something. Is anyone home?"

        

        ...A police officer in a neat blue uniform.
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        Dangerous.

        It's dangerous.

        That thought alone spread, multiplied, and eventually completely engulfed my mind.

        

        The police are definitely dangerous at this timing.

        

        Was I spotted wandering outside?

        But I definitely hid my ears and tail.

        Even if someone looked very carefully, they might notice the hood's contour was slightly off, but would the police come just for that?

        My head was spinning.

        

        Of course, they could have come for reasons unrelated to beastmen or Cecilia.

        I'm aware of that possibility.

        

        "...Eunhyuk?"

        

        But the timing was bad.

        As long as I couldn't rule out the worst possibility, I had to prepare.

        

        "Hide, Cecilia."

        "Huh? What?"

        "Hide. In the bathroom or somewhere... anywhere you won't be seen from outside!"

        

        I spoke urgently, but kept my voice low enough that it wouldn't be heard through the door.

        

        Fortunately, Cecilia acted quickly.

        After hearing my words, she immediately nodded and went into the bathroom, closing the door.

        She moved remarkably fast, as if she'd been tense from the beginning.

        

        "Is anyone home?"

        

        The voice from outside came again.

        I took a deep breath and opened the door, poking my head out.

        

        "Ah, you are home."

        "...What can I do for you, officer?"

        

        First, I needed to assess the situation.

        When I asked with a slightly stiff voice, the police officer smiled kindly and spoke.

        

        "No need to be so tense. I just came to ask you a few questions."

        "...Do you have a warrant or...?"

        "Oh, come on. Nothing like that. Really, I just need a moment of your time. Are you busy?"

        

        I thought about it for a moment after hearing that.

        At least it didn't seem to be the worst-case scenario. His attitude was casual, without any seriousness.

        There was a good chance he really did just come to ask some questions.

        I could probably just say I was busy and send him away, but...

        

        "...No, it's fine. What is it?"

        

        I accepted the questioning without refusing.

        If it wasn't related to Cecilia, there was no need to be afraid.

        It was better to act naturally than to refuse suspiciously.

        

        "Well, there's been a lot of news lately about different species and such."

        

        At the officer's next words, I tensed up and froze.

        

        It was good that it wasn't about Cecilia specifically, but I never expected it to be about different species.

        This might still be dangerous.

        

        "Well, when you say lately, I haven't really been following the news recently."

        "Oh, is that so? How long has it been since you watched?"

        "Just yesterday and today... I did read articles about different species appearing, though."

        

        That wasn't actually a lie.

        Almost everything I knew about the different species came from the articles Jaeseop had shared with me.

        Even if I wanted to look into it more, things had been so busy these past few days that I hadn't had the time.

        

        As a result, the information I had was limited.

        And my grasp of the reality was even more limited.

        Despite all the talk about different species appearing, Cecilia was the only one I'd actually met.

        

        "That's enough knowledge for our purposes. It's not a major issue, but..."

        

        The officer continued, lowering his voice despite saying it wasn't a major issue.

        

        "These different species, naturally, are unprecedented."

        "Of course."

        "So we've only received simple instructions to gather and manage them. For now, we've rented various accommodations as management locations."

        "I see."

        "It would be better for both us and them if they gathered quickly, so we've been working hard since the day before yesterday. But sometimes you get, you know, what's the word..."

        

        The officer paused.

        He scratched his chin as if trying to remember a word, then continued.

        

      

      
        "Troublemakers."

        "...Troublemakers?"

        "That kind of delinquent type. Most of them have been cooperative from what I've seen, but rarely there are some who go around attacking people, and that's..."

        

        As if it was giving him a headache, the officer grimaced and shook his head.

        He seemed cheerful at first glance, but there was clearly a lot bottled up inside.

        

        "We received a report that one of those troublemakers passed by here recently."

        "Ah."

        

        I nodded at the officer's words.

        

        Asking someone living near where a suspect passed by if they'd seen anything.

        So this person had come here to conduct a simple investigation.

        

        "The time was around 8 PM last night. The location was around here, but it's not exact. If you saw anything at all, I'd appreciate you letting me know."

        "Hmm."

        

        Last night at 8 PM?

        Last night at 8 PM. Hmm.

        At that time, I was probably...

        

        "...I was having some drinks in the early evening, and was reading a book while drowsy and tipsy..."

        "Ah..."

        

        In other words, I was in a state where nothing was registering in my brain.

        To add a bit more, even the content of the book I was reading was somewhat hazy.

        

        "I think I might have heard some noise, but I'm not sure. Sorry I couldn't be of help."

        "No need to apologize. I should be the one apologizing for taking up your time."

        

        The atmosphere turned warm and friendly.

        I was relieved not to have aroused any unnecessary suspicion.

        

        "I apologize for the intrusion. If you happen to see anything later..."

        

        The officer was about to wrap up the conversation, and I was nodding and preparing to close the door.

        That's when it happened.

        

        CLUNK! A loud sound of something falling echoed from the bathroom.

        

        "...!"

        "? I thought you lived alone, sir?"

        

        I was shocked, while the officer asked out of genuine curiosity.

        

        This was not good at all.

        I didn't know what caused that sound, but the situation was definitely not good.

        

        "It's nothing! Nothing at all. I think you can go now—"

        "Just a moment."

        

        The officer firmly grabbed the edge of the door that I was trying to forcibly close.

        This person was surprisingly strong.

        The door wouldn't close.

        

        "You do live alone, correct?"

        "Y-yes..."

        "...Excuse me for a moment."

        "What? Uh, wait!"

        

        As the officer pulled, the door opened easily despite my resistance.

        

        With confident steps and without hesitation, the officer walked into the living room.

        Then he bent down and picked something up.

        

        "What are you—"

        "Hair..."

        

        I flinched.

        What the officer had found was a strand of long, silver-white hair.

        Obviously, it was hair that couldn't possibly be mine.

        

        "Step back, please."

        "Wait. What? What are you going to—"

        

        With a voice that had turned completely serious, the officer stood up again.

        He approached the bathroom door with muffled footsteps.

        

        "Hm...!"

        

        Then, before I could say anything, he flung the door open with a whoosh!!

        

        "...!!"

        

        Cecilia, crouched and frozen stiff, came into view.

        At the same time, I saw the officer reaching for his waist with a tense expression.

      

      
        

        It was dangerous.

        It's dangerous.

        In what felt like slow motion, I...

        

        "Stop!"

        

        I threw myself between the officer and Cecilia.

        

        "Eun...!"

        

        I heard Cecilia's suppressed voice from behind me.

        

        "...Uh?!"

        

        The officer also widened his eyes and abruptly stopped his hand.

        

        Cecilia in the back of the bathroom, me in front of her, and the officer at the entrance.

        We stood in awkward positions, frozen in a standoff.

        

        "...Um..."

        

        The officer was the first to speak.

        With an extremely confused expression, he said:

        

        "...So what exactly is going on here?"

        

        As I was about to sigh in relief at his reaction, I felt someone clinging to my back.

        It was Cecilia.

        I gently stroked her trembling back.

        

        ***

        

        "Let me summarize the situation."

        

        A few minutes later, in the living room.

        Officer Park Woonho, as he had introduced himself, still looking confused, began speaking.

        

        "First, our teacher here... met Cecilia two days ago and decided to protect her."

        "That's right."

        "And Cecilia agreed to that. ...Cecilia?"

        "..."

        

        Cecilia didn't respond to Woonho's words, instead curling up and clinging to me even more.

        I gently patted her back.

        She must have been quite frightened. She kept fidgeting with her right ear with her tiny hand.

        

        "...I apologize. I was absolutely certain this was an illegal entry..."

        "It's not entirely your fault. Because I hid her so poorly..."

        

        This incident occurred due to misunderstandings arising from hidden information and individual perceptions, rather than anyone being clearly at fault.

        If anything, Woonho had handled it well.

        He had diligently pieced together the information available to him and responded accordingly.

        Even if that information included false details I had spread. Anyway.

        

        "...So what are you going to do now?"

        

        I asked, my voice still tinged with wariness.

        

        "I know it's very awkward to say this in this atmosphere, but..."

        

        Clearing his throat with a "Ahem," Woonho continued.

        

        "According to police policy, you'll need to come with me."

        

        I felt Cecilia, who was clinging tightly to me, flinch.

        Either not noticing or pretending not to notice, Woonho continued.

        

        "...I can assure you the facilities are excellent. It's a lodging facility prepared with government funding. There's nothing lacking for your stay."

        "..."

        "The security is also excellent, of course. There are many police stations nearby, and officers will come running whenever called."

        "..."

        "Counseling is also available. We've brought in professional psychological counselors, or if you want something else like a room change, we can gladly accommodate that."

        "..."

        

        Cecilia remained silent.

        

        "We can protect you safely on our end. First, let's go together and—"

        

        While stroking Cecilia's trembling back, I raised my head and looked Woonho directly in the eyes.

        Then I said:

        

        "I refuse."

        

        It was a matter that didn't even need discussion.
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        "I refuse, um..."

        

        In response to my firm answer, the police officer, Officer Unho, slightly wrinkled his face as if troubled.

        

        "Even if you say that, it's, for me too..."

        

        "'According to police policy, I must take her'?"

        

        "That's... right. For now."

        

        "And if I refuse?"

        

        "..."

        

        At my continued resistance, Officer Unho uncomfortably mumbled and pressed his forehead.

        

        Of course, I understand.

        It's not that this person is bad.

        He's just trying to do his job as a police officer.

        

        He has his own position and responsibilities.

        I understand that, of course.

        

        But I couldn't yield.

        

        "...It's a good facility."

        

        "My home is good too. It's a bit cramped being a studio apartment, but that's the only flaw."

        

        "The security around the accommodation we're preparing is..."

        

        "There's a small police station just three minutes away from here. Though it might not be as good as there, aren't the officers here just as excellent?"

        

        "...Counseling too..."

        

        "Stop repeating yourself, Officer Unho. Let's talk frankly."

        

        Arguing with the police is definitely not a normal thing to do.

        But what else could I do?

        

        "..."

        

        When she's clutching my clothes tightly and trembling.

        When she's depending on me.

        There was no way I could just stand by.

        

        "You say protection, but isn't the government's intention essentially isolation?"

        

        "...I can only answer that it's not."

        

        "I'll take that as you knowing the truth."

        

        Gathering these special species in one place as much as possible, stationing police around them, and calling it protection?

        

        Of course, there 'is' some protective purpose.

        But there's no way that's 'all' there is to it.

        

        "Surveillance, testing, isolation, and in a positive direction, education... or in a negative direction, experimentation."

        

        "...You have quite the imagination."

        

        "Fantasy has become reality. All I can do is use my imagination."

        

        With a deep sigh, Officer Unho exhaled.

        Then he raised his head again.

        His eyes had completely changed from before; he seemed to have composed himself.

        

        "Still, as a police officer, I must say that our primary purpose is protection, which is why we're offering accommodation. There are also practical issues."

        

        "Practical issues?"

        

        "People who harbor negative feelings toward different species. I mentioned earlier about troublemakers who run wild and flee. There are more of them than you might think."

        

        Having completely avoided the news for the past two days, I wondered if there were really that many.

        At least looking at Officer Unho, he didn't seem to be lying.

        His eyes were extremely serious.

        

        "It's gotten to the point where there are people doing stupid things, obsessed with internet broadcasts about 'hunting different species' and whatnot. If you refuse without a plan, she might be in danger."

        

        "So I should leave her to the police?"

        

        "At least we can guarantee a minimum level of human safety."

        

        I nodded.

        

        It wasn't completely nonsensical.

        As I said before, what the police are trying to do is both 'isolate and protect' different species.

        

        But even so, my opinion remained unchanged.

        

        "I still refuse."

        

        "Mr. Eunhyuk... this is difficult."

        

        "Even so. From what I can see, you don't seem like an immoral person, Officer Unho."

        

        Glancing at Cecilia, I asked with my eyes.

        

        "Don't you feel anything seeing this?"

        

        I continued stroking her back with my hand.

        

        She was still fidgeting with her right ear.

        Whether that simply meant she didn't want to hear the conversation, or if it had some other meaning, I couldn't tell.

        

        "If it's protection, I can provide it. I can't entrust her to someone else."

      

      
        

        "...Well."

        

        I could see Officer Unho's eyes wavering.

        Thinking it was fortunate he was a good person, I delivered the final blow.

        

        "And earlier, you barged into my home without a warrant, didn't you?"

        

        "...You're a formidable person."

        

        Once again, a long, thin sigh echoed through the room.

        

        As if giving up, Officer Unho flopped down on the floor.

        From his visible profile, extreme fatigue was seeping out.

        

        "Why are you refusing so adamantly...? Surely, you haven't known each other for long..."

        

        It was a question filled with genuine curiosity.

        After thinking for a moment while continuing to stroke her, I opened my mouth.

        

        "Two or three days is enough to get to know someone, isn't it?"

        

        "You're quite extroverted..."

        

        "And I can clearly predict what would happen if I sent her somewhere else right now."

        

        What would happen if I sent this frightened girl to another unfamiliar place?

        It wasn't hard to imagine.

        And it wasn't difficult to predict that nothing good would come of it.

        

        "She's most comfortable by my side."

        

        "You two are like lovebirds, I swear..."

        

        Once again, Officer Unho sighed and clutched his head while still lying down.

        

        "Ugh... I'm definitely going to get chewed out..."

        

        That "getting chewed out" probably refers to being scolded by his superior.

        While I did feel a bit sorry, I had no intention of changing my mind.

        

        "...I surrender."

        

        Still lying down, Officer Unho suddenly raised both hands.

        

        "What does that mean?"

        

        "No matter what, you can't hide her existence. I'll have to report. But still..."

        

        He sat up and looked toward Cecilia.

        Her body, which had calmed down somewhat from before but was still trembling slightly.

        

        "...Tsk. Yes. I'll try to persuade them. Protection of a different species by a non-police officer... I'm not sure if it's possible."

        

        "So—"

        

        "You can live together. Just like until now, and in the future too. I'm saying I'll handle that process for you."

        

        The moment I heard those words, I felt my mood lift dramatically.

        

        I got assurance from the police.

        It wasn't 100% yet, but I wouldn't have to send Cecilia to the police.

        

        "...Thank you."

        

        "Well, if I say we found more suitable protection conditions, the higher-ups should understand to some extent. Oh, my head... Is smoking prohibited here?"

        

        I couldn't help but smile at the suddenly relaxed attitude of the active police officer.

        When he asked if smoking was prohibited, I nodded in response, and Officer Unho got up from his seat with a disappointed expression.

        

        "Ugh... Well, thank you for your cooperation. Sorry for barging in suddenly."

        

        "It might have been a good thing. With a different police officer, the conversation might not have gone in this direction."

        

        "It's complicated."

        

        Officer Unho laughed dejectedly.

        

        With tired footsteps, he walked to the entrance.

        After putting on his shoes, before opening the door, he looked at me and Cecilia and said one last thing.

        

        "...Once again, I'm sorry for barging in suddenly."

        

        It was a truly human expression mixed with fatigue and a bit of worry.

        

        With a click, the front door closed.

        Silence filled the room, and once again, only Cecilia and I remained.

        

        "Cecilia."

        

        "..."

        

        "Cecilia? Hey, hey?"

        

        The moment I turned to check on Cecilia's condition, her small hand pushed my shoulder.

        

        My center of gravity easily shifted backward.

        I felt my body falling backward.

        

        "Huh?"

        

        I fell completely, my back touching the floor. I could see the ceiling.

        It wasn't a hard push, so it didn't hurt much.

        

        But then, Cecilia approached and laid her body on top of mine.

        She gently buried her face in my stomach.

      

      
        

        "Ce-Cecilia."

        

        "I was scared."

        

        It was a mumbling voice.

        A voice that was very frightened, tearful, and also dependent.

        

        "...Cecilia."

        

        "I was scared... I, I..."

        

        With a clinging voice, she mumbled and tightly gripped my clothes.

        

        "I don't want to go anywhere else..."

        

        "...Yes, yes. I don't want that either. It's okay, Cecilia. You don't have to be scared anymore."

        

        I was about to stroke this small, fragile life form trembling on my stomach, but suddenly stopped my hand.

        In this position, I couldn't reach her back.

        The only place I could stroke was her head, but Cecilia...

        

        "Cecilia."

        

        "Yes...?"

        

        "...Can I touch your head?"

        

        There was a brief silence.

        Afterward, she nodded slightly.

        

        "...Yes."

        

        I carefully extended my hand toward her head.

        

        The moment my hand touched, I felt her body tremble once.

        But she showed no further resistance or avoidance.

        

        I began to move my hand slowly, feeling the soft texture.

        

        A small voice saying "Mmm..." was heard.

        It was almost like she was being affectionate.

        In sync with that, I could feel the tension gradually leaving her small body.

        

        "Don't push me away..."

        

        "I won't."

        

        "Don't send me somewhere else..."

        

        "I won't. I'll protect you, I promise."

        

        "...Why?"

        

        Cecilia slightly raised her head.

        Our eyes met with her tearful sky-blue eyes.

        

        "Why are you so nice to me...?"

        

        "Well..."

        

        Why am I so nice to her?

        I thought it was natural, so I hadn't really thought about it.

        But if I had to say, well, it's embarrassing but...

        

        "Because you're cute."

        

        "Cute...!"

        

        With her tearful expression unchanged, Cecilia's face turned bright red.

        Feeling a bit of heat rising to my face as well, I continued speaking.

        

        "You're small and cute. Like a cat."

        

        "Uh, uhhh...!"

        

        "Your hair color, your eye color, they're so pretty. And your personality—"

        

        "S-stop!"

        

        She shouted and got off my body.

        Chuckling, I also got up from the floor.

        

        "Uhhh..."

        

        "I'm glad you've regained your energy."

        

        "Uhhh...!"

        

        Thinking I was teasing her, Cecilia glared at me cutely with her reddened face.

        I wasn't lying, though.

        

        "Whatever. Cecilia, do you have any energy left?"

        

        "? Uh, yes."

        

        "That's good."

        

        I opened the refrigerator while casually responding.

        Then, with a clinking sound, I took out a bottle.

        

        "Let's have a drink together."

        

        Too many things happened in just a few minutes.

        I know it's still daytime, but... after all, alcohol is the best way to ease one's troubles.
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        "Mmm... Delicious♪"

        

        "You look happy, Cecilia."

        

        "Ehehe...♪"

        

        Sipping from the cup held in both hands, Cecilia looked at me with a smile that couldn't be more perfect.

        It was completely different from how she had been earlier, all scared and drooping.

        

        From timidity to boldness, from gloom to joy.

        Alcohol affects everyone differently, but I thought it seemed to suit Cecilia particularly well.

        

        "One more!"

        

        With an energetic voice, she held out her empty cup to me.

        I took it and skillfully refilled it.

        

        "Sure, sure."

        

        A shot of soju, lots of orange juice.

        The completed citrus-colored liquid was a makeshift cocktail she had enjoyed before.

        

        "Here."

        

        "Thank youuu~!"

        

        Cecilia preciously received the cup I handed back to her with both hands.

        Then she began to sip its contents.

        

        "...♪"

        

        I could see joy spreading across her face with each movement of her small tongue.

        Her tail swayed gently, and her ears perked up just as eagerly.

        

        "Mmm~♪"

        "Tasty?"

        "Yes!"

        

        Narrowed eyes with a joyful smile.

        A relaxed expression and energetic response created a pleasant atmosphere that floated throughout the room.

        

        Watching her contentedly, I also took a sip of the orange juice cocktail.

        The fragrance and tartness spread slowly.

        It tasted delightful.

        

        "Heyyy, Eunhyuk~."

        

        Cecilia, who seemed quite drunk by now, came over and plopped her head on my shoulder.

        I could hear her purring.

        

        "Am I cuuute~?"

        "Yes. You're cute."

        "~~~♪"

        

        With her eyes tightly closed and a smile spread across her face, her uncontainable joy was truly adorable beyond words.

        She looked extremely happy.

        

        Suddenly, a desire to see that expression more welled up from deep inside me.

        I must have been quite tipsy myself.

        

        "You're cute, Cecilia. So cute!"

        "Heehee♪ That much~?"

        "Yes, super cute!"

        "Hihihi...♥"

        

        Seeing her so happy from just a few words made me feel good too.

        

        After repeating the compliments a few more times, Cecilia suddenly had a mischievous expression on her face.

        Before I could say anything, she pushed me down onto the floor.

        

        "Hya~!"

        "Whoa. ...?"

        "Hehehe~♪"

        

        Then, similar to before, she laid her body on top of mine.

        I felt a soft sensation covering my body.

        Unlike before, though, she climbed up to my chest rather than my stomach, and looked straight into my eyes with a playful expression.

        

        "...Pet me!"

        

        She was truly just like a cat.

        

        I placed my hand on Cecilia's silver-white hair.

        Just that alone made her smile loosely.

        

        "Slowly.... Mmm, like that."

        "Can I touch your ears too?"

        "Umm..., just the left one. Not too hard, gently.... ...Hiyah?!"

        

        The moment my slowly moving hand touched her ear, she let out a strange sound and her body jerked violently.

        Even though I had only touched it very gently.

        It was an extremely sensitive reaction.

        

        "Hiya, w-wait a minute. This is more than I expected...!"

        

      

      
        Cecilia's body trembled finely on top of mine.

        At her expression, both flustered yet pleased, the mischievous switch inside me flipped on.

        

        "More than expected? Why, how does it feel~? Come on, just a little~...."

        "Haah! Mm, aaah...! Wait, hik?!♥ Hyaang. Uuu, huaaa...."

        "..."

        

        It was more erotic than I expected.

        I was just planning to tease her.

        

        When I stopped my gently fondling hand, Cecilia collapsed on top of me and breathed heavily.

        Her face was even redder than before.

        It didn't seem to be just from the alcohol.

        

        "Cecil...."

        "...Uuu......!"

        "Ow. W-wait Cecilia, sorry, ouch!"

        

        Cecilia, having come to her senses, began hitting my chest with her small fists.

        I thought those soft arms couldn't hurt much, but... she was surprisingly strong.

        

        "Uuu...!!"

        "Ow! Sorry, Cecilia, I'm sorry...!"

        "Ears forbidden!"

        

        In the end, Cecilia's prohibition declaration was perhaps a natural progression.

        Honestly, the feeling of touching them was really nice, so I felt quite disappointed.

        

        "......Mm!"

        "Hm?"

        "Pat my head. Not my ears!"

        

        Even so, it seemed she still wanted her head to be petted.

        She was truly like a cat, even in her selfishness.

        

        If only she could be this proactive when not drunk.

        

        "...Ehehe."

        

        As I carefully stroked her hair, Cecilia smiled loosely again as if she had never been angry.

        Her expression softened easily and her body relaxed.

        She looked pleased.

        

        "Does it feel good?"

        "Yes~."

        

        Her answer came with a purring sound.

        

        Come to think of it, at some point, neither of us was paying attention to the alcohol anymore.

        Well, the alcohol was just a means to an end anyway, so it didn't really matter.

        We were just drunk enough to feel good.

        

        "Mnyak~."

        "Hm?"

        "Will you stay with me from now on...?"

        

        Suddenly Cecilia asked in a tender voice.

        Looking down, I saw Cecilia with an equally poignant expression.

        

        Her eyes were round, her nose was concave. Her mouth protruded slightly, waiting for my answer.

        Her reddened cheeks and moist eyes, slightly rapid breathing, and the faint scent of alcohol indicated how drunk she was.

        

        "Of course."

        "...Mm♪"

        

        When I answered lightly, she smiled again.

        Then suddenly, as if she just remembered something, she quickly got up and reached for the cup on the table.

        

        "Gotta drink~♪"

        

        Holding the cup with both hands, she happily gulped down its contents.

        

        But that... was my cup.

        She didn't seem to care at all.

        

        "Delicious!"

        "Someday I'll look up other cocktail recipes for you. Though they'll all be amateur versions, nothing fancy."

        

        I also got up and reached for a cup.

        Since mine had already been taken, I reached for Cecilia's cup on the opposite side of the table.

        

        "Aum."

        "Umm...."

        

        Side by side, we sipped the orange juice cocktail.

        Though the cups had been switched, our already quite intoxicated minds didn't seem to care.

        

        ""Puha....""

        

        We exhaled at almost the same time.

        That somehow seemed funny, and we chuckled at each other.

        

        "Ah~! Feels good~...♪"

        

        After stretching out looong and hard, Cecilia flopped back down on the floor.

      

      
        After tossing and turning for a while, she grabbed a pillow from the bed and laid back down on the floor.

        

        "Mmm...♪"

        "Let me get a pillow too, let's see...."

        

        Seeing her, I also grabbed a pillow and laid down on the floor.

        

        The coolness of the floor seeped in just right against my body heated from the alcohol.

        I understood why Cecilia had chosen to lie on the floor rather than the bed.

        

        "This is nice."

        "Right?"

        

        Lying on the floor, we looked at each other and smiled.

        The intoxication, the feel of the floor, the soft pillow, and the current atmosphere—everything felt good.

        

        "By the way, Cecilia, just one question."

        "Hm?"

        "That sound from the bathroom earlier. What was that?"

        "Ah~...."

        

        When I voiced my curiosity, Cecilia scratched near her ear with an embarrassed expression.

        

        "I, I was afraid of being caught. I tried to hide deeper inside but accidentally knocked over the shower...."

        "I see...."

        

        It seemed the sound came from it falling.

        It was a mistake, but more like the result of bad luck.

        

        "That was unlucky."

        "Mmm, was it?"

        

        When I said what came to mind, Cecilia looked at me and grinned.

        

        "Thanks to that, you said I could live with you, so isn't it a good thing in the end?"

        "I guess so?"

        

        Come to think of it, if I hadn't discovered Cecilia, Mr. Woonho would have just left.

        Then maybe later, another police officer might have come to our house looking for Cecilia.

        But what if that person had been less reasonable than Mr. Woonho....

        

        "...It was good that you were discovered, in the end."

        "Right. ...Though it was scary. ...I still don't like police officers."

        

        Muttering with a sulky expression, Cecilia curled up into a ball.

        Then she opened her mouth wide and yawned.

        

        "Yaaawn...."

        "Sleepy?"

        "Mmm, a little?"

        

        It was a strange reaction to me.

        Even though she was drunk, it was still 1 PM with bright sunlight streaming in.

        In fact, I didn't feel sleepy at all.

        

        "You sleep a lot."

        "It's my constitution. Yaaawn~.... ...Can I sleep a little?"

        

        I nodded.

        At my answer, Cecilia smiled broadly and slowly moved her body onto the bed.

        

        "Heup...."

        

        The cute effort sound was a bonus.

        

        Once on the bed, she sank into the soft mattress.

        She properly adjusted her pillow and pulled the blanket over her body—she looked completely at home.

        

        "Sleep well, Cecilia."

        "Mm...."

        

        When I greeted her lightly, she smiled comfortably and closed her eyes.

        

        After watching her, I got up and started tidying up.

        Washing the cups, putting away the bottles.

        Even after finishing, not much time had passed.

        There was still plenty of time before my part-time job.

        

        Thinking the tipsiness would wear off well before work, I plopped down in a chair.

        After watching the sleeping Cecilia for a moment, I took out the novel I had been reading before and began to read it carefully.

        

        ***

        

        And then.

        

        "Uuu...."

        

        Time passed, and it was now about 4 PM.

        One hour before my part-time job started.

        

        "Uwaaaaaa......!!"

        

        What caught my eye as I was reading was the sight of Cecilia, now sober and writhing in embarrassment.
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        "Cecilia?"

        "..."

        "...Are you okay?"

        "Uugh..."

        

        There was nothing that could be called a proper response.

        All I could see before me was a completely flushed face and teary eyes.

        

        Let me say it again, the current time is about 4 o'clock.

        One hour before my part-time job starts.

        

        Cecilia, who had just woken up, was stomping her feet on the bed.

        She was curled up, her body tightly wrapped in blankets with only her eyes visible.

        

        Her face was just as red as it had been before she fell asleep.

        But it was almost certainly not because she was drunk.

        Even I'm not that oblivious.

        

        "Sobered up?"

        "...Yeah."

        "Do you remember anything from while you were drinking—Okay, okay! I won't ask!"

        "Uuugh...!!"

        

        Seeing her eyes rapidly filling with tears, I quickly cut off what I was about to say.

        

        Almost on the verge of crying, she hugged the blanket covering her body even tighter.

        Then, as if she couldn't bear it, she stomped her feet.

        What people commonly call a "blanket kick."

        

        "W-why did I do such..."

        

        Still clutching the blanket tightly, she let out a whimpering voice.

        

        Cecilia trembling and sniffling from embarrassment.

        It might not have been appropriate to think this in such a situation, but honestly, she was cute.

        

        At the same time, it was a bit puzzling. For her to be this embarrassed.

        Of course, she did show quite a disheveled side when she was drunk, but I didn't think it was that different from her usual self.

        

        I knew she was somewhat shy by nature... but was there something particularly embarrassing this time?

        

        "...Hmm."

        

        Even thinking back, I couldn't recall anything specific.

        To begin with, I was quite drunk myself, so my memory was a bit hazy.

        

        "Well, whatever. Everyone has different standards for embarrassment."

        "...?"

        "Just talking to myself. Anyway, Cecilia."

        

        I walked slightly forward and made eye contact with Cecilia, who was hiding under the blanket.

        

        "I need to go to work for a while. Will you be okay eating dinner alone?"

        "...When will you be back?"

        "After 11. It's quite late, so we won't be able to have dinner together. You can go to sleep first if you get sleepy."

        "What kind of work...?"

        

        What kind of work, she asks.

        Normally, I'd just answer "convenience store part-time job" and be done with it, but of course Cecilia wouldn't understand that.

        I racked my brain for a moment to find an appropriate word.

        

        "...Store clerk?"

        "Clerk? At this hour?"

        

        Cecilia asked with a surprised voice, her eyes wide open.

        Then, after glancing out the window, she spoke again.

        

        "The sun is about to set..."

        

        Hearing that, I was reminded once again that this girl came from another world.

        There were clearly differences in basic common sense.

        A clerk who doesn't work after sunset—how unfamiliar that concept must be.

        

        "In this world, there are lots and lots of jobs that happen at night."

        "Really...?"

        "Yeah. I'll tell you about various things later."

        

        I unconsciously reached out to pat her head, but Cecilia flinched and shrank back at the sight of my hand.

        

        It didn't feel like she was afraid.

        Her face turning red again suggested she was avoiding it out of embarrassment.

        

        "...Anyway, I'll be going now."

        

        I awkwardly withdrew my hand and waved goodbye.

        Cecilia also timidly waved back at me.

        

        "...Take care."

        "I will. There's food in the fridge. Rice is in the rice cooker, and the soup pot is next to the induction stove. Remember how to use the induction stove?"

        "Yes..."

        "Good."

        

        I nodded with satisfaction at her small but definite answer.

        

        I quickly put on my coat and shoes.

      

      
        As I opened the front door, I said goodbye to Cecilia one last time.

        

        "I'm off."

        "...Take care."

        

        With a creaking sound, the door slowly closed.

        Feeling the gradually chilling weather, I made my way toward the convenience store.

        

        ***

        

        "You're early?"

        "You covered for me yesterday. I had some time to spare anyway, so I thought I'd come early and help out."

        "You're a loyal one."

        

        And so I arrived at the convenience store.

        After a brief exchange, I first changed my clothes in the storage room.

        

        "Phew..."

        "So, did you make up well yesterday?"

        "Ah, yes. Thanks to you. The alcohol worked wonders."

        

        As I nodded and answered, Jaeseop hyung smiled with a rather satisfied expression.

        

        "That's good. Did you figure out the cause?"

        "The cause... Oh, her worries? Not yet..."

        "I see? Well, as long as things have stabilized. Yeah."

        "Right."

        

        I answered lightly while adjusting my clothes.

        

        I was thinking of manning the counter for the remaining time when I suddenly remembered that hyung had paid for the soju yesterday.

        

        "Oh, hyung. How much was the soju from yesterday?"

        "Huh?"

        "I want to pay you back in advance. Let's see, your account is..."

        "It's fine. Put it away."

        

        Hyung waved his hand dismissively as I was about to take out my phone from my pocket.

        When I looked up at him, he just shrugged.

        

        "How much could a few bottles of soju cost? Don't worry about the money. If you really feel bad, just treat me to a meal sometime, along with covering my shift."

        "...Thanks, hyung."

        "Let's get to work."

        "Yes. Ah."

        

        "Welcome!"

        

        We greeted the incoming customer in unison and began to move.

        

        About 7 hours until the end of my shift.

        Even as I worked, I found myself hoping that Cecilia, alone at home, would be alright.

        

        ***

        

        Time passed quickly again, and now it was about 10:50 PM.

        Today was another remarkably slow day, I reflected as I sat at the counter.

        

        There were surprisingly few customers. Not much other work either.

        The occasional customers were mostly regulars whose faces I recognized.

        Naturally, there were no troublemakers, and everything was peaceful.

        

        But that doesn't mean it was boring.

        Jaeseop hyung stayed with me even after his shift ended.

        Thanks to the lack of customers, we spent the time chatting.

        

        And so I was about to finish my shift, but...

        

        "By the way, hyung, is it really okay for you to stay this long?"

        "Huh?"

        

        I gave a slightly incredulous look at Jaeseop hyung, who had even pulled out a chair to sit comfortably.

        

        Surprisingly, this person had been here the whole time since his shift ended.

        While I appreciated having someone to talk to, I was concerned if he had nothing else to do at home.

        

        "There's no problem, right? I've changed out of my uniform, so I'm just a customer now."

        "There's no problem, but... don't you need to go home?"

        "I live alone too, so... not really? Besides, I'd be bored at home."

        

        It was still impressive that he would spend nearly 4-5 hours chatting at his own workplace.

        At least I wouldn't do that.

        I'd rather go home and read a book.

        

        "Don't you have a girlfriend, hyung?"

        "Nope. You don't either, right?"

        "Well, I... Ah, welcome."

        

        Just then, I bowed and greeted a customer who had entered.

        And when I looked up, I saw a familiar face.

        

        "Hello~"

        "Ah, welcome, Ms. Hee-won."

        "Welcome~"

        

        Not only me, who was working, but also Jaeseop hyung, who was just hanging around, greeted her with a playful voice.

      

      
        

        Ms. Hee-won, a working woman.

        She was a regular customer.

        

        "Have you both been well...? Wait, why is Jaeseop still here?"

        "I'm just a customer too~"

        "This hyung has been chatting here for hours because he's bored."

        "Wow."

        

        In response to my words as I pointed at him, Ms. Hee-won slightly widened her eyes and let out a voice.

        It was quite a plain reaction.

        

        "Well, he's not bothering you, is he?"

        "Of course not," we both replied.

        "Then it's fine. Um... Eun-hyuk, do you know where the Scotch tape is?"

        "Scotch tape? Just a moment."

        

        I got up from the counter and headed to the display shelves.

        From the inner part of the shelves, where people don't usually look, I took out the item and handed it to her.

        

        "Here you go."

        "Thank you~"

        

        It was another plain response.

        On my way back to the counter, I heard her mutter, "How did he find that...?" which was quite amusing.

        

        As I scanned the item with a beep, Ms. Hee-won promptly held out her card.

        

        "That'll be 1,000 won."

        "Okay~"

        

        After completing the simple transaction, I handed her the tape.

        

        "You don't need a bag, right?"

        "Of course not."

        

        I gave her the tape, and we both nodded slightly.

        Just then, the door opened, and the next part-timer came in.

        

        "Hello, senior~! ...Seniors?"

        "Welcome."

        

        I glanced at the clock.

        It was about time for me to clock out.

        

        "Hyung and Ms. Hee-won, thank you for your hard work today... and you, good luck with your shift. I'll be heading out first."

        "Sure. I'll buy some late-night snacks before I go. You go ahead."

        "Ah, me too. I was thinking about it, and I should definitely get some late-night snacks."

        

        Nodding, I first completed the handover.

        After finishing without any issues, I quickly went to the storage room to change clothes and came out.

        

        "Goodbye."

        

        Exchanging greetings, I made my way out of the building.

        

        As I went through the automatic door, just before it closed, I heard a whisper:

        

        "...He works well, and he's a nice person. Didn't you say he got a job offer recently? Why is he still here...?"

        "Who knows..."

        

        I pretended not to hear and continued walking toward home.

        

        ***

        

        When I arrived home, the lights were off.

        

        "...Is she asleep?"

        

        I looked around briefly as I took off my shoes.

        

        Seeing that the soup pot had been cleaned up, it seemed she had finished her meal.

        Looking further inside, I could see the bed with a bulging blanket.

        It looked like she had gone to sleep first.

        

        "I should sleep soon too. Aah..."

        

        I yawned lazily as I headed to the bathroom.

        

        Although there weren't many customers today, that didn't mean I wasn't tired.

        It was natural to be tired just from standing in one place for hours.

        

        Since Cecilia was sleeping, I couldn't do much else, so I planned to go to bed early too.

        

        "I'll just wash up first..."

        

        Muttering very quietly to myself, I flung open the bathroom door.

        And then.

        

        "Oh."

        "...Oh...?!"

        

        My eyes met with Cecilia's, who appeared to have just finished showering.
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        The first thing that caught my eye was her slightly damp hair.

        A few strands clinging to her cheeks and collarbone looked incredibly alluring.

        

        The next thing I noticed was her surprised expression.

        Her flushed cheeks and the faint steam rising from her skin confirmed that she had just finished showering.

        

        And the last thing I noticed—this was important.

        

        Fortunately.

        She was properly dressed, both top and bottom.

        

        "Phew...!"

        "Oh, welcome back, Eunhyuk."

        "I'm back...."

        

        I responded to Cecilia's startled voice with a mixture of relief.

        

        If the timing had been just a little off, it could have been a disaster.

        If, by any chance, I had seen her naked, how would I have endured the awkwardness afterward?

        Just thinking about it gave me chills.

        

        "...Whew."

        

        But separate from the chills, I also felt something strange.

        Standing before a wet and defenseless Cecilia, I could feel my heart pounding.

        

        Was this due to nervousness, or something else?

        It was hard to tell.

        

        "...Did you just finish showering, Cecilia?"

        "Ah, yes. I was about to sleep, and I remembered you told me I could take a quick shower... Just trying it out."

        "I see. Good job. I'll shower soon and go to bed too, so feel free to sleep first."

        "Okay."

        

        With a shy response and a face slightly redder than before, Cecilia scurried off to the bed with pattering footsteps.

        

        Glancing at her, I reached for my shirt.

        I was about to simply pull it off when suddenly a scent tickled my nose.

        

        "Shampoo smell...."

        

        It was the same shampoo smell that Cecilia had left behind, the same one I used.

        Feeling heat suddenly rush to my face, I closed the bathroom door.

        

        ***

        

        By the time I finished showering, Cecilia was already asleep.

        Seeing her like that, I laid out my bedding on the floor.

        That night, we both fell asleep without anything special happening.

        

        And the next morning.

        

        "...Good morning."

        

        Almost simultaneously with opening my eyes, a hesitant voice came from beside me.

        

        I stretched out fully, feeling the dazzling sunlight.

        At the same time, a long yawn escaped from my mouth, replenishing my body with oxygen.

        

        The air felt cozy.

        With my foggy mind, I thought the weather seemed particularly nice today.

        

        "...Good morning, Cecilia."

        

        When I turned to the side, I saw Cecilia staring at me intently.

        When I greeted her, she nodded timidly.

        It seemed she had woken up before me and had been waiting.

        

        "Yaaawn.... When did you wake up...?"

        

        I asked in a drowsy voice while stretching once more.

        Cecilia thought for a moment before speaking.

        

        "Probably... about an hour ago."

        "You woke up early.... Have you been watching me the whole time?"

        "Y-yes."

        "Hmm."

        

        It was a bit embarrassing.

        Still, fortunately, I don't talk much in my sleep, so it wasn't too mortifying.

        

        "I see.... Ugh, ah."

        

        After massaging my stiff shoulders, I quickly got up.

        I felt refreshed.

        Taking in the morning air, I glanced at the clock.

        

        "...It's 11 o'clock."

        

        ...Not morning air, but noon air.

        I must have slept quite soundly.

        

        "Looks like we'll be having brunch today."

        "Brunch?"

        "It means between breakfast and lunch."

        

        Answering Cecilia's question, I went to the bathroom to wash my face.

        Meanwhile, I was thinking about what to eat today for her, who must be quite hungry.

        

        ***

        

        "By the way, Cecilia, I have one question."

        "Hmm?"

        

        I spoke while chewing on the bread in my hand. Cecilia responded with a similar voice.

      

      
        

        For reference, what we're eating now is a simple one-meal toast.

        Two slices of bread with egg, sliced ham, and cheese.

        Simple but delicious and filling.

        

        "Mmm, gulp. How did you end up coming to this world? From your perspective, this is another world, right?"

        

        After swallowing the toast I was chewing, I voiced the question I'd been thinking about for a while.

        

        Since Cecilia had previously mentioned that "the concept of another world is universal," I'd been curious about it.

        

        How did she come to this place?

        Was it magic after all? Or surprisingly, some scientific means?

        And what kind of world was Cecilia originally from?

        I was curious about many things.

        

        "Hmm~...."

        

        Wiping the bread crumbs from her mouth, she let out a contemplative sound.

        The sound continued, and after a moment, she opened her mouth.

        

        "I don't really know...."

        "Huh?"

        

        It was an unexpected answer.

        Cecilia continued.

        

        "Hmm~.... Yeah. I don't know. I've only heard about other worlds, but this is my first time actually experiencing one...."

        "That's a bit unexpected. Like, is your world one where inter-world travel is freely possible or something...?"

        "Not at all. No. We can barely observe other worlds through magic, let alone travel."

        

        Cecilia shook her head with an expression that said it was out of the question.

        

        But in the midst of that, magic does exist.

        I still couldn't quite grasp it, but I nodded at the slightly rising feeling of wonder.

        

        "Then how did you end up coming here?"

        "...I don't know. When I came to my senses, I was already here...."

        "When you came to your senses? ...Ah."

        

        With those words, I recalled when I first met Cecilia.

        On my way home at night, when I coincidentally encountered her under the bridge, at that time she was....

        

        "...completely drunk."

        "..."

        

        No wonder she couldn't remember.

        

        I nodded regretfully and put the remaining piece of bread in my mouth.

        Still, hearing that "magic exists" wasn't without its gains.

        

        "Then I guess you wouldn't know what other species have come here either...."

        

        But it was still disappointing.

        Out of personal curiosity, I had many questions I wanted to ask.

        But it would be troublesome to ask things she didn't know, so I should stop questioning.

        

        That was just a quiet mutter to myself, but,

        

        "...Huh?"

        

        Unexpectedly, Cecilia reacted.

        

        "What do you mean? ...'what other species have come here'?"

        "Oh, I guess you wouldn't know. Besides you, other otherworlders? Different species? They've suddenly appeared from somewhere, and it's causing quite a commotion."

        "I didn't know...."

        "The police yesterday were related to that too. I should have told you earlier... I didn't even think about it."

        

        I suddenly felt I had been too careless.

        

        The matter of different species is an important issue.

        In modern society, the emergence of new intelligent species besides humans is truly a momentous fact.

        

        Just yesterday's police visit shows that.

        This world, or at least this country, is already urging legal and social changes and responses.

        

        The girl before me is directly involved.

        Looking at her like this, she might seem ordinary apart from her appearance, but in reality, she must be a being of tremendous value.

        

        Naturally, there will be various problems she'll get entangled in.

        And to respond to such problems... information was definitely something necessary.

        

        "From now on, we should share information promptly. ...But first, I need to learn more myself."

        "...?"

        

        Cecilia looked at me with a puzzled expression as she put toast in her mouth and chewed.

        I responded with a bitter smile.

        Just looking at her like this, she really doesn't seem like such a remarkable being.

        

        "It's nothing. Are you done eating?"

        "Mm-hmm."

        "Alright."

        

        I got up and cleared the tray.

        Pouring a glass of milk for Cecilia, who was still chewing with her mouth full, was just a service.

        

        "Puha...."

        

        Glancing at Cecilia making a refreshing sound, I picked up the remote.

        I realized I hadn't been watching the news much lately.

        While there are various ways to gather information, the most common would still be the news.

        

        I turned on the TV with a beep.

        

        "This is entertainment, and this... is also entertainment. Where's the news channel? It's been so long since I watched...."

      

      
        "What is this, Eunhyuk? Moving images...?"

        "It's called TV. Information sent from broadcasting stations... um, wait a moment."

        

        In the middle of explaining, a vibration came from my pocket.

        It was a phone notification.

        When I checked, I saw a message had arrived.

        

        But the sender of that message was the issue.

        

        "...The police station??"

        

        I had an uneasy feeling.

        I touched it and went in to check the details.

        

        "Summons... really? Really...?"

        

        It was a type of message I'd never seen before. A police summons.

        I was suspicious it might be a scam, but that thought disappeared when I saw the name written below.

        

        "Officer Park Woonho...."

        "What's wrong, Eunhyuk...?"

        

        As I continued to look grim, Cecilia asked in an anxious voice.

        I also opened my mouth with a tense voice to her.

        

        "...They're asking us to come to the police station. Both you and me."

        

        When I turned my head, I saw Cecilia's ears stiffening with tension.

        Her expression also looked quite anxious.

        

        Despite the nice weather, instead of a picnic, we were heading to the police station.

        It was a strange feeling.

        

        ***

        

        "Ugh...."

        "That's quite a big building."

        

        And so we arrived in front of the police station.

        Not the small police box just 3 minutes from home, but a larger, more substantial police station further away.

        

        For attire, she wore the same large black hoodie as before.

        It was loose, but that meant it concealed Cecilia's ears and tail well.

        

        "...Are you sure this is okay?"

        "It's fine. Stay close to me, don't go anywhere else."

        

        Still, according to what Woonho had said before, there shouldn't be any major issues.

        I thought... well, they probably called us for simple things like collecting personal information or a brief Q&A.

        After all, Cecilia is a different species.

        Even if they entrusted her management to me, the police would need some information too.

        

        But if that wasn't the case...

        ....

        

        "Let's go."

        "...Okay."

        

        With tension, we stepped into the police station grounds.

        

        Surprisingly, there weren't many people.

        Most seemed to be inside the building, not visible outside. There was no one except those who appeared to be security personnel.

        

        "He said to come to the small building next to the main one, not the main building itself.... Is it here?"

        

        Following the directions received in the message, I turned my steps toward a slightly secluded area.

        Then finally, people came into view.

        

        One adult male.

        And one person with a rather small build wearing a black hoodie like Cecilia.

        A total of two people.

        

        "Excuse me...."

        

        Whether they were police or not, at least being here meant they might know the way.

        The message I received was too vague to know exactly where to go.

        

        As I approached the two to simply ask for directions, that's when it happened.

        

        "Hmm~?"

        

        A lively female voice was heard.

        It was the voice of one of the two people already there, the one wearing the hoodie.

        

        "Oh my~? Well, well."

        "Wait a minute. Hey, calm down...!"

        

        What happened next occurred in an instant.

        

        The man who was with the hooded woman reached out toward her with great alarm.

        But the hooded woman quickly escaped his grasp and lunged toward Cecilia.

        

        "Wh-what...?!"

        "Huh?!"

        

        I didn't even have time to react.

        The hooded woman approached with wind-like speed and tightly hugged Cecilia's body over her hoodie.

        

        Cecilia froze, the man held his forehead, and before my tense gaze, the hooded woman spoke in a mischievous voice:

        

        "Are you a beast-kin~? Nice to meet you♪"

        

        From under that hood, unnatural red skin and fangs were briefly glimpsed.
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        "Hmm, quite big? What a naughty figure..."

        

        The hooded woman who suddenly embraced Cecilia tightly murmured in a playful voice while feeling her body.

        

        She had a tiny frame, at least a head shorter than Cecilia, with a sharp, crisp voice.

        Though she wore gloves on the hands that were fondling Cecilia, glimpses of red skin peeked through the gaps in her clothing.

        

        "By the way, so soft~. Squishy and firm. And such fair skin. What kind of beastkin are you? Wolf? Rabbit~?"

        "Uh, uhhh..."

        

        The small-framed hooded woman squirmed against Cecilia, pressing close to her.

        After watching this scene for a brief moment, I snapped back to my senses.

        I couldn't just leave things as they were.

        

        I could see Cecilia completely frozen.

        Even with her hood on, it was obvious that her ears and tail were shrinking back.

        

        First, I needed to separate those two.

        Just as I recovered from my confusion and was about to step toward them—

        

        "I told you to calm down...!"

        "Eek?!"

        

        A huge man approached from behind the hooded woman and firmly grabbed something near her forehead.

        Immediately, as if electrocuted, the hooded woman began to tremble.

        Her body went limp, and Cecilia was finally released from her grasp.

        

        "Phew..."

        "Are you okay, Cecilia?"

        

        I hurried over to check on her condition.

        Fortunately, apart from her slightly stiffened expression, there didn't seem to be any problems.

        

        "Y-yeah. I'm fine. Just a bit startled..."

        "I see... That's good."

        

        While gently patting Cecilia's shoulder, I looked over at the hooded woman and the man.

        

        "Ow! W-wait...! Be gentle... Gack!"

        "Didn't I tell you not to do anything weird before I came out? Seriously, why do you always...!"

        "M-my horn's breaking! It's going to break! Wait, Donggeon... Ow!"

        

        ...I saw the man seemingly scolding the hooded woman.

        I could tell he was firmly gripping something on her forehead under the hood with his muscular hand... Horn?

        

        "Excuse me, are you two alright? You must have been quite startled."

        

        The man suddenly turned his head and asked with a concerned expression.

        

        Now that I looked at him properly, he was remarkably large.

        He must have been at least 190cm tall, and his entire body was muscular.

        He was quite a contrast to the squirming hooded woman beside him.

        

        "I apologize. She's a bit of a wild troublemaker..."

        "Save that talk for after you let go of this...! Ow!"

        

        Every time he squeezed with his powerful grip, the hooded woman writhed, making it feel like I was watching some comedy.

        

        "Well... We're fine. No major issues. Right, Cecilia?"

        "Y-yes."

        

        We both nodded as we watched the pair.

        Both Cecilia and I were just a bit surprised, but there was no real harm done.

        Besides, seeing him already scolding her so impressively, I didn't feel like making an issue of it.

        

        "Well, that's good..."

        "Yes..."

        

        An awkward atmosphere began to settle around us.

        Me, scratching my head not knowing what to say; Cecilia, sticking close to me;

        The man, fumbling for words; and the hooded woman, clutching at his hand and whining, "Let go already...!"

        

        I had no idea what was going on or who these people were.

        ...No, actually, I did have some suspicions.

        Breaking through the awkward atmosphere, I carefully opened my mouth.

        

        "...Are you from another world?"

        "Ah... yes. Are you also...?"

      

      
        

        The answer confirmed my suspicion.

        

        This person was probably like me.

        Someone who had met and was protecting someone from another world.

        

        The moment I was certain of this, I naturally guessed why he was here.

        

        "...Sheri."

        "Ah, finally let go. Hm?"

        "Could you take off your hood? Show them."

        

        At the man's words, the hooded woman seemed to hesitate for a moment.

        But her hesitation was truly brief, and she soon casually grabbed her hood and flipped it back.

        

        "...Hehehe♪"

        

        The first thing that caught my eye was her skin, red to the point of being alien.

        

        It wasn't just flushed or reddish—it was completely red.

        As if her skin had been dyed, that kind of feeling.

        It wasn't that she had particularly strong blood flow; her skin itself was just completely red.

        

        The next thing I noticed was the horn on her forehead.

        It was a small horn that looked soft. It was the same red as her skin, but a slightly darker crimson.

        That must have been what the man was grabbing earlier.

        

        Showing us these features, she grinned as if amused.

        Her expression, half mischievous and half wicked, was quite striking.

        

        "...Oni?"

        

        As I muttered with a tilted head, Cecilia suddenly tugged at my clothes and shook her head.

        

        "Demon race..."

        "Demon race?"

        

        It was quite a malevolent term.

        However, unlike the connotation of the word, Cecilia's voice contained no trace of disgust or fear.

        Only pure curiosity was evident in her reaction.

        

        "Cor~rect!"

        

        The hooded woman clapped her hands once and said in a playful voice.

        I could see her yellow eyes sparkling with interest.

        She was looking at Cecilia as if it was now her turn to show herself.

        

        "As you can see, I'm a demon, a Red Demon (Akuma) type! So? What type of beastkin is the young lady there?"

        

        Next to the demon girl speaking, the large man sighed softly and shook his head.

        His gaze was directed at me, probably meaning that we didn't have to show if we didn't want to.

        

        I glanced at Cecilia.

        

        "Uuu..."

        

        And I saw her shrinking back shyly.

        She still seemed uncomfortable revealing her ears or tail in public.

        

        "...We'd rather not go as far as removing the hood. Let's leave it at this."

        

        Speaking on behalf of the shrinking Cecilia, I heard the demon girl let out a disappointed "Eh~?" in a childish voice.

        The man standing beside her delivered a sharp flick to her horn.

        

        "Ow!"

        "Let's do that. Sheri, put your hood back on too."

        

        So the girl's name was Sheri.

        

        Sheri reluctantly pulled her hood back on, while the man fixed her clothing.

        Their relationship seemed similar to ours yet somewhat different.

        While I was watching them, my eyes met with the man's.

        

        "Ah. I'm Baek Donggeon. Just a moment, my business card..."

        

        Before I could say anything, the man fumbled in his pocket and handed me something.

        I took it and read it.

        

      

      
        "...Fitness trainer?"

        "I'm on leave at the moment."

        

        No wonder his physique was so good.

        It made perfect sense.

        

        Moreover, the gym listed on the card was one I knew.

        It was particularly well-regarded among the gyms in my neighborhood—spacious, well-equipped, with excellent trainers.

        I'd heard it was expensive and difficult to get hired as a trainer there.

        He must be quite remarkable.

        

        "...Ah, I'm Lee Eunhyuk."

        "Pleased to meet you, Eunhyuk. If you ever have time, please visit our gym. I'll provide service free of charge, including as thanks for this incident."

        

        The fitness trainer, Baek Donggeon, said with a grin.

        A glimpse of professionalism was visible in his unaffected smile.

        

        "Sorry to keep you waiting!"

        

        Just then, a voice called out from the entrance.

        Glancing over, I saw a police officer running toward us, out of breath.

        It was Officer Park Woonho, whom I had met yesterday.

        

        "Huff—, huff... I'm sorry. Something suddenly came up..."

        "That's right! We've been waiting for an hour alrea—mmph, mmph!"

        "You might be late. It's fine."

        

        While squeezing both of Sheri's cheeks with one hand to silence her complaints, Donggeon bowed politely to Officer Woonho, and then to us.

        As he guided the two into the building, Officer Woonho said:

        

        "Please wait a moment, I'm sorry!"

        

        Seeing his exhausted expression, both Cecilia and I could only nod in bewilderment.

        

        With a clunk, the door closed, leaving Cecilia and me alone outside the building.

        Somehow, it felt like our energy had been drained, even though we hadn't done anything yet.

        

        "...They were like a whirlwind."

        

        Cecilia's quiet murmur suggested she felt the same way I did.

        

        I patted her head gently as she wore a dazed expression.

        

        "Mmm..."

        

        We spent some time waiting, as I admired her swishing tail and twitching ears.

        

        ***

        

        "A new system?"

        "Yes, well. It's called the 'Other Species Protection System'... and the content is as you see."

        

        Listening to Officer Woonho's concise explanation, I skimmed through the document he had handed me.

        At the top of the paper was written "Other Species Protection System Details" in large letters, and below that...

        

        "It's simple."

        "It's only been established recently. 'Gather and protect them,' 'Treat them humanely.' Short, minimal, and still with many areas needing improvement."

        

        Even to an amateur like me, that was certainly true.

        Nodding, I continued reading through the content.

        

        As I read down the page, one item suddenly caught my eye.

        

        "This..."

        

        Almost simultaneously with my trailing voice, Cecilia leaned in from beside me.

        Then, in a careful voice, she read aloud the item I was looking at.

        

        "...'Under the wish of the other species individual and the judgment and permission of the assigned police officer, the protection of said individual may be entrusted to a specific person'."

        

        Cecilia looked at me with wide, surprised eyes. Then she turned to look at Officer Woonho.

        I also looked at Officer Woonho with surprise.

        

        "It was difficult, but I managed to do it."

        

        The highly capable officer said with a tired smile that he had prepared the system I had passionately advocated for in just over a dozen hours.
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        "That's really fast...?"

        

        I couldn't help but ask Mr. Woonho, who had a tired expression on his face.

        I could tell that my voice was tinged with surprise.

        

        "We just talked about this yesterday. Even for a new system, in just one day..."

        "There were some special circumstances. Just a moment."

        

        Mr. Woonho casually got up from his seat, grabbed a piece of paper from a nearby table, and handed it to us.

        It was an A4 sheet titled 'Other-Species Custodial Care Agreement.'

        Below were spaces prepared for filling in various personal information.

        

        "For now, please fill this out. Here's a pen."

        "Ah, yes. Thank you."

        

        I took the pen he offered and began filling in the blanks.

        

        Name, residence, health status, income level—it was a somewhat unusual but otherwise ordinary consent form.

        The only interesting part was that there was a section at the bottom for the "protected subject's" personal information, not mine.

        

        "And... while you're writing, shall we chat a bit? You asked why this was prepared so quickly, right?"

        "Yes, yes."

        "Simply put, there were more people like you, Mr. Eunhyuk, than we expected."

        "Ah, like Mr. Donggeon earlier..."

        

        While marking an X in the 'childcare or pet raising experience' section, I recalled the two people I had met earlier.

        

        Sheri, an otherworlder of the 'demon race.'

        And Park Donggeon, the fitness trainer who appeared to be her guardian.

        

        If my guess was correct, those two probably had a relationship similar to ours.

        A relationship of protecting and being protected.

        

        "Come to think of it, did you meet them earlier?"

        "Just briefly. We only exchanged a few words."

        

        I said this while writing "high school graduate" in the 'education' section.

        Then, suddenly feeling concerned, I glanced at Cecilia sitting beside me.

        

        I could see her face as she examined the application with a worried expression. Her ears were stiff, occasionally twitching.

        She seemed to be thinking about what to write in her personal information section.

        

        "Were there really that many people like that? I mean, like me and Cecilia, or Mr. Donggeon and Sheri?"

        "Yes. Quite a few more than expected."

        

        At those words, I looked up at Mr. Woonho.

        When our eyes met, he nodded with the same tired expression.

        

        "I discovered you two... and besides you, reports were pouring in from all over. There was quite a commotion at the station with everyone asking 'what should we do about this?'"

        "Ah, so that's why you rushed to create the custodial care system..."

        "No, not exactly."

        

        I was about to write down about 2.5 million won in the 'average monthly income for the past six months' section when I looked up again at his unexpected answer.

        I noticed Mr. Woonho's face was filled with a bitter smile.

        

        "Among those who formed relationships like yours, there happened to be a famous politician..."

        "Ah..."

        

        No wonder it was so fast.

        The lightning-speed establishment of the system was apparently thanks to someone's power.

        

        "Meanwhile, some prosecutor and doctor started calling for the expulsion of otherworlders, others opposed them... and the police were in complete chaos on their end."

        "...That must have been difficult."

        

        "We couldn't just leave things as they were, so we somehow managed to find a loophole and forcibly created a system... and the result is the application form in front of you."

        "..."

        

        This was somewhat concerning.

        If what he said was true, this application was hastily created in the middle of an ongoing dispute.

        ...Could it be trusted?

        

        "But we've reached some sort of conclusion now, so you don't need to worry too much."

        

        Perhaps my thoughts were visible on my face.

        I could only nod at Mr. Woonho's reassuring words.

        Well, it would work out somehow.

        

        After filling out my personal information section, I glanced at Cecilia.

        Catching my gaze, she carefully nodded and took the pen from me.

        Then she began filling in her personal information on the application.

        

        Name: Cecilia.

        Family name: None.

        

      

      
        Age: approximately 21.

        Magic use experience: None.

        Current illnesses or diseases: None.

        

        The handwriting was a bit crooked but still legible enough.

        

        Notably, she was writing in our language.

        I still couldn't understand how she was able to do that.

        Cecilia herself seemed puzzled by it too, wearing a confused expression as she wrote.

        

        And then...

        

        Race: Beastfolk, Feline type.

        Family relations: 'Unknown'.

        Personal or racial characteristics...

        

        "..."

        

        'None'.

        

        I didn't miss how her fingertips trembled slightly, but only when filling out those particular sections.

        

        "Yes. You can give that to me now."

        

        I passed the application to Mr. Woonho without prying further.

        He quickly skimmed through the contents before stamping the bottom of the document with some kind of seal.

        

        "All done."

        "Oh, is that it?"

        "For now, yes. We might call you again if any issues arise, but for now, we're finished."

        

        It was a rather anticlimactic ending.

        I had been worried about whether there would be a physical examination next, and if the timid Cecilia would be okay with that.

        

        "Can we go now?"

        "Yes. Ah, no. Just a moment."

        

        As I was about to stand up, Mr. Woonho gestured for me to wait, then reached into his pocket and handed me something.

        It was a business card.

        

        "...Police officers have business cards too?"

        "We can make them if we want to. If anything happens, please contact me at this number."

        

        I nodded while checking the phone number written on it.

        

        I stood up again and helped Cecilia to her feet as well.

        As I was trying to get a better look at her, who seemed unusually quiet today, Mr. Woonho's voice suddenly reached my ears.

        

        "And finally, this is just a rumor, but..."

        

        I looked up at him.

        Cecilia also glanced slightly in Mr. Woonho's direction.

        

        "They say a school exclusively for other species might be established. In the relatively near future."

        

        Saying that, he bowed his head to us.

        We bowed back to him in return.

        

        ***

        

        "...I'm exhausted."

        

        Cecilia flopped face-down onto the bed and muttered.

        

        It felt like déjà vu.

        I'm pretty sure she did the same thing yesterday.

        But one thing was certain: Cecilia looked even more tired today than yesterday.

        

        "Uugh..."

        

        As she squirmed around, her outer garment fell to the floor with a soft thud.

        I silently picked it up and put it away in the closet along with my own coat.

        

        "Good job. You worked hard."

        "Mm..."

        

        When I patted her back gently, her expression became more relaxed.

        The "Phew—" sound she made as she exhaled was cute.

        

        While I was at it, I reached out to stroke her head.

        I was worried she might reject me like last night, but perhaps due to fatigue, she accepted my touch without pulling away.

        

        I continued to pat her head gently.

        Her expression became even more peaceful as I felt the soft texture under my palm.

      

      
        

        "Yaaawn..."

        "Was it really tough?"

        "Mmm... a little."

        

        She answered with a voice mixed with yawning.

        

        Well, today was particularly eventful.

        Getting a summons and visiting the police station, filling out paperwork there.

        ...And meeting another otherworlder.

        

        Sheri, of the demon race.

        "Red demon type," I think she said. Her red skin was quite striking.

        Unlike Cecilia, she had a visibly alien appearance, which made her all the more fascinating to recall.

        

        I wonder if I'll get the chance to meet other species someday?

        

        "...Yaaawn."

        "Well, I should focus on what's in front of me right now."

        

        Cecilia kept yawning tiredly.

        I started massaging around her shoulders, kneading them firmly.

        

        "Wow, you're really tense. Lie down properly on the bed for a moment, Cecilia."

        "Huh? O-okay."

        

        Following my instructions, Cecilia obediently climbed onto the bed.

        I stood beside her and pressed down on her shoulders with some force.

        

        "Mmm. This might be nice..."

        

        A satisfied voice reached my ears.

        I felt somewhat proud.

        

        "Now for the other side, hmm."

        

        After finishing one side briefly, I realized it was difficult to reach the other side from my current position.

        I would either need to move to the other side or have Cecilia turn over, or...

        

        "If you're really tired, I could give you a proper massage from top to bottom, Cecilia."

        "Mmm... wait, what?"

        

        Cracking my knuckles, I spoke in a casual voice.

        

        I was fairly confident in my massage skills.

        Though I'd never learned professionally, I had studied it on my own out of interest before.

        The feedback I'd received was generally positive.

        

        "M-massage? From top to bottom...?"

        

        I had made the suggestion with completely pure intentions.

        So when Cecilia responded with a bewildered voice, I didn't think much of it.

        

        "Yeah. Starting from the shoulders, then the back and shoulders..."

        

        Following my own words, I visually traced Cecilia's body from top to bottom.

        And only then did I realize why she was flustered.

        

        "...thighs, calves..."

        "..."

        "...while sitting on top."

        

        A small silence hung in the room.

        

        I really didn't have any strange intentions.

        Having only ever given massages to my parents or occasionally same-sex friends, I was slow to realize what might happen when doing it for someone of the opposite sex.

        

        Me massaging Cecilia's legs?

        No, not just her legs—thinking about it, her back and waist wouldn't be simple either.

        

        Until now, I had patted or stroked her, but giving a massage was quite different.

        Even people who don't mind casual contact often feel embarrassed about massages.

        

        Moreover, there was no way the timid and shy Cecilia would allow it...

        

        "...Okay."

        "Huh?"

        

        Her response made me blurt out in surprise.

        I vaguely noticed her stiffened tail and shrinking ears.

        

        She said okay?

        ...Really?
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        Suddenly, I wondered if I might be dreaming.

        

        "...Yes. Like that. Lie face down... Put the pillow under your head. Yes, just bury your face in it. Get comfortable."

        

        In the dimly lit room with the curtains drawn and lights off.

        

        Cecilia lay face down comfortably, her face buried in the pillow.

        Watching her grip the pillow tightly with both hands, I felt tension creeping up from deep within me.

        

        "Stretch your legs out. Keep your arms comfortable... Yes. That's perfect."

        "...Okay."

        

        Once she settled into position, I couldn't help but notice how defenseless she looked lying on the bed.

        

        Her exposed arms and legs.

        The glimpse of her white nape.

        And that soft figure, slightly pressed against the bed...

        I shook my head, trying not to be conscious of these things.

        

        Giving a massage to a woman.

        I'd never done it before, except for my mother.

        

        "...Eunhyuk?"

        

        Her voice, slightly muffled by the pillow, tickled my ear.

        A glance directed at me. Her cheeks were flushed, and her ears were shyly curled.

        

        "...Aren't you going to start?"

        "No, I will. Um..."

        

        I took a deep breath.

        

        This is nothing more than a wholesome massage.

        There was no need to be so tense.

        

        "...I'm going to get on."

        "Okay..."

        

        Exchanging quiet words, I placed my hands on the bed.

        

        There's no rule that says you must get on top to give a massage.

        The reason I was getting on was purely because this studio apartment was small.

        Doing it from the side would require more space than expected.

        

        "Oof..."

        

        I carefully placed my foot on the edge of the bed.

        The bed was small, making the space a bit precarious.

        I stepped as close to the edge as possible, but my toes still slightly touched Cecilia's waist.

        

        "...That tickles."

        "Sorry. Just a moment... Ah."

        

        All I needed to do was sit lightly near her hips, and preparations would be complete.

        That's what I thought, but there was an unexpected issue.

        

        "The tail..."

        

        Near her tailbone, there was a tail.

        More precisely, a tail that started near her tailbone was slightly poking out, lifting her pants.

        And through the gap in her lifted pants, I could glimpse her skin...

        

        "...Cecilia. Could you move your tail to your back?"

        

        I quietly asked, suppressing the rising dark thoughts.

        

        As soon as I spoke, Cecilia's tail twitched.

        Then, as she nodded, her tail slowly attached itself to her back.

        

        "...Please take care of me."

        "Okay..."

        

        Now I couldn't back out.

        

        Feeling the awkward atmosphere, I moved my body.

        I sat lightly in a kneeling position near her hips, above her thighs.

        

        I reached out, careful not to let my body touch hers.

        First, the shoulders.

        

        "Mmm..."

        

        I gently caressed to get a feel for her contours.

        

        I could feel the soft sensation beneath her thin top.

        Every time I moved my hands, she would flinch and tremble slightly, giving me the real sense of touching a living being.

        

        When I lifted my head slightly, I noticed her reddened nape.

        The glimpse of her soft nape had something that stimulated my instincts.

        

        "...I'll start now."

        

        I spoke softly and began to apply pressure with my hands.

        

        With each press, I could feel Cecilia's body flinching and jumping.

        But as I continued to press and knead, her reactions subsided, and the tension left her body.

        The heated breaths that escaped with each press made my head slightly dizzy.

        

        Cecilia is accepting my hands.

        Thinking that, an unnamed sensation welled up from deep within me.

        

        "Next, the back..."

        

        Thanks to the brief work I'd done earlier, her shoulders weren't too tense.

        Next was the back.

        

        I moved my hands slightly.

        

        "I'm going to press."

      

      
        "Mmm... haa, uh, mmm..."

        

        With each press, more sensual breaths than before escaped, filling the room.

        

        Occasionally twitching ears. The tip of her tail trembling.

        The sensual moans escaping from her small mouth.

        Though the place was just my home, I couldn't gather my thoughts due to the strange, otherworldly feeling.

        

        "Haah... Mmm!"

        "Did that hurt?"

        "Ah, no... Do more..."

        

        Cecilia's eyes, which glanced back at me, were moist.

        Her breathing was rapid, and sweat beaded on her forehead.

        

        "...Alright. Put your head back comfortably on the pillow, or you might hurt your neck."

        "Okay..."

        

        Watching Cecilia bury her face in the pillow again, I continued the massage.

        

        Her back was much more tense than I had anticipated before starting.

        It was soft yet firm, and also stiff.

        The accumulation of long-term fatigue was evident.

        

        I had no choice but to apply more pressure and knead more firmly.

        

        "Mmm...! Ah, it's, it's okay..."

        

        Needless to say, her breathing became even more sensual in response.

        

        "Mmm, haa..."

        "...Ugh."

        

        As I applied pressure and kneaded, my body also began to heat up.

        It was a bit hot.

        

        "...That's it for the back."

        "Okay... Thank you."

        

        Exhaling a "whew," I stretched my waist.

        With a cracking sound, a refreshing feeling spread.

        Similarly, I loosened my arms and hands a bit, and moved my sitting position slightly lower.

        

        "Next is the waist."

        

        And then I placed my hands on Cecilia's waist.

        

        "...It's thin."

        

        I meant to think to myself that her waist was slender, but I inadvertently let it slip out.

        

        "R-really...?"

        

        Cecilia, with a flustered look, stammered in response.

        I saw her ears and tail jump up, then quickly lose strength again.

        

        "Thank you...?"

        "Uh, yeah."

        

        It was slightly awkward and embarrassing at the same time.

        

        I composed myself again and applied slight pressure to my placed hands.

        

        "...I'll start now."

        "Mmm..."

        

        For humans, the waist is an extremely important area.

        

        Not only the spine but also the muscles are crucial.

        As such, fatigue accumulates easily, and it's prone to tension.

        And naturally, as it becomes fatigued and tense, movements become stiff.

        

        Also, while we simply call it the "waist," it's actually divided into several areas.

        Among them, the most representative is where fatigue accumulates most easily, like here...

        

        "Hiyaah?!"

        "?!"

        

        As I pressed firmly, a moan burst out, and I flinched in surprise.

        

        Cecilia, who had suddenly raised her head, caught my eye.

        At the same time, I noticed her trembling ears and tail.

        

        "Th-there! Wait...! Hyaah... Your hand, wait...! Eunhyuk...!"

        

        With a trembling voice, gasping, Cecilia turned towards me.

        

        I could see her trembling lower lip.

        Her eyes were full of moisture, shining transparently, pleading for something.

        Her completely reddened cheeks added a sensual touch to her embarrassed expression.

        

        "Wait... Stop with the waist...!"

        

        With an embarrassed look, she buried her face deep in the pillow and panted.

        Her grayish-white tail twitched and trembled between my hands.

        

        And only then did I realize that my hands were still pressing on her waist.

        

        "S-sorry!"

        "Huaah..."

        

        Only after I removed my hands did she relax and stretch out on the bed.

        

        I could hear her panting breaths: hah, hah...

        She was trembling a lot, seemed out of breath, was heated...

        ...and sensual.

        

        "...Are you okay?"

        

      

      
        At my words, she slightly turned towards me, still with her face buried in the pillow.

        

        I could see her teary eyes.

        I also noticed her trembling body.

        

        However, although her appearance was the same as before, I sensed something different deep in her gaze.

        

        "Huu... Huu..."

        

        As if she wanted to say something, she raised her chin, looking at me with tearful eyes.

        Her small mouth opened and closed repeatedly.

        

        After some time had passed like that, she finally spoke.

        

        "...More."

        "Huh?"

        

        It was a small voice.

        Squeezing the pillow tightly with both hands, she opened her mouth once more.

        

        "Give me... more..."

        

        It was a very unexpected statement.

        

        ***

        

        "Haah! Kuk, uah...! Hiyuk, keu...!♥"

        

        I'm not sure if what I'm doing now is right.

        Suppressing the surging dark thoughts, I moved my hands with a hazy mind full of distractions.

        

        "Heah, huyuk?! Aut...!"

        

        The room was filled with moans.

        There's no other way to describe it.

        In the already dim room with curtains drawn and lights off, a lewd atmosphere spread relentlessly.

        

        My head is spinning.

        Yet my hands continued to move without rest.

        

        "Hikuk...!"

        

        Every time I pressed firmly on her thin waist, her small body would jump up with a start.

        

        "Huaah... Hiyuk?! Th-there...!"

        

        When I pushed upward with my fingers, this time she trembled uncontrollably as if she couldn't bear it, then went limp.

        Even in her limp state, she would occasionally twitch, which was sensual.

        

        "Haa... Haa...♥"

        

        I noticed her melted profile.

        Her eyes were unfocused, and saliva dripped stickily from her carelessly open mouth.

        

        It was completely different from just a few hours ago.

        She was so disheveled now that it was hard to believe she was the same person.

        

        "Hyaah..."

        

        Can a person become like this just from a massage?

        Of course, her waist seemed particularly sensitive and was also tense, so it would feel good to loosen it up.

        But this is clearly...

        

        "More...♥"

        "..."

        "Haah, ut, uah...! Hikuk!?♥"

        

        ...clearly not a normal state.

        And there's no possibility that my hand movements are particularly special or anything like that.

        

        "Hu...♥ Huu..."

        

        But then, what is Cecilia's current state?

        

        A trait specific to beastfolk?

        Something that occurs when the waist is touched?

        

        But wouldn't that be too fatal as a racial characteristic?

        To become defenseless just from having your waist touched, what kind of...

        

        No, wait.

        Though it's knowledge commonly found in manga, if we're talking about traits specific to beastfolk, there's another famous one.

        

        "...Cecilia?"

        "...Uuu..."

        

        As I was deep in thought, I suddenly noticed that Cecilia's condition was strange.

        Her panting breaths were rapidly subsiding.

        The strength had completely left her body, and she was limp.

        

        "Cecilia?"

        "..."

        

        I called her name again, but there was no answer.

        I moved down slightly to check her face.

        

        "She fell asleep...?!"

        "Zzz..."

        

        I saw that Cecilia had closed her eyes and fallen asleep.

        Her face was still red and covered in sweat.

        

        "Well, this is..."

        

        I have no idea what just happened.

        Was I momentarily entranced by something?

        

        Anyway, I couldn't continue massaging someone who was asleep.

        With a dazed feeling, I gently arranged her hair that was sticking to her forehead.
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        Looking back, I thought with a hazy mind that my physical condition might have been a bit strange.

        

        To be specific, it probably started yesterday.

        That's when things began to feel off.

        

        My head felt foggy and my movements became sluggish.

        A feverish, dreamy sensation followed me constantly.

        

        It was like that when I tried to hide in the bathroom too.

        Accidentally touching something and getting caught—that would never happen to my normal self.

        

        I became less talkative.

        More drowsy.

        Slightly less averse to physical contact.

        

        Normally, I would have refused something like a massage.

        Whether the other person was trustworthy or not, leaving my body defenseless would have been unthinkable.

        

        But when the offer came, how did I respond?

        

        [...Okay.]

        

        I agreed,

        

        [Mmm...! Ah, it's, it's fine...]

        

        I accepted it,

        

        [Mmm... haa, uh, mmm...]

        

        And I panted.

        

        That's probably when it started.

        When the clear signs began to show.

        

        Of course, the massage felt good.

        Having my body, stiff from neglect for so long, pressed and loosened was truly refreshing enough to make my mind go blank.

        

        But was that enough to make me unable to control my panting?

        

        My body heated up, my breath grew hot, and my fingers and toes curled with tension.

        My mind became even hazier, leaving only a vague sense of "feeling good."

        

        That instinctive sensation of reverting not to "human" but to "animal."

        I should have noticed it then.

        

        [Hiyaang?!]

        

        When my waist was touched, there was a definite change.

        

        A tingling sensation spread throughout my body from my waist.

        My body and limbs twitched and jumped involuntarily, and my breath escaped as suggestive sighs.

        A vibrating sensation built up deep in my abdomen.

        

        It's a familiar sensation.

        Being born as a beast-person, it was something I couldn't avoid.

        

        [Haang! Kuk, uah...! Hiyuk, keu...!♥]

        

        I couldn't suppress my moans.

        I couldn't stop my body from convulsing.

        My mouth, expression, and mind all melted into a sticky mess.

        Burying my face in the pillow was the result of what little reason I had left.

        

        Four times a year.

        Once each season—a beast-person's heat cycle.

        

        The reason I hadn't noticed it earlier was because it had come earlier than usual.

        According to my calculations, my heat cycle shouldn't have started for more than a week.

        

        Not only that, but the intensity was also much stronger than usual.

        Much more sensual, tender, and throbbing.

        I couldn't understand why.

        

        "...Ugh."

        

        But regardless, there was only one thing to do.

        

        I needed to find and take my medicine.

        As quickly as possible.

        

        "...Hot..."

        

        The voice that muttered was so cracked it was hard to believe it was mine.

        

        I opened my eyes and looked around.

        The room was dark.

        Not just because the lights were off. It was dark outside too.

        

        The sun had already set.

        I had no idea how much time had passed.

        

        I couldn't sense anyone's presence either.

        

        "Ugh..."

        

        I barely managed to get out of bed and stand.

      

      
        At that moment, my legs nearly gave out, but I somehow endured it.

        My legs trembled from the sticky sensation.

        

        "...Water."

        

        Before medicine, I was terribly thirsty.

        I staggered toward the water dispenser.

        

        "This, like this..."

        

        With trembling hands, I picked up a cup and placed it under the dispenser.

        When I pressed the button, a "ding" sound was followed by water filling the cup.

        

        This always amazed me.

        It's not magic, yet water comes out just by pressing a button—what could be the principle behind it?

        

        "Ahum..."

        

        The sound of my gulping echoed throughout the room.

        

        As the cold water entered my body, my head felt somewhat clearer.

        Unfortunately, in this case, having a clearer head wasn't entirely beneficial.

        It meant I could more accurately sense my current condition.

        

        "...It's sticky."

        

        That was the first thing my now-awake mind recognized.

        My clothes were soaked with sweat. Damp and slimy.

        Not just my upper body. My lower body was the same.

        No, the lower body was even worse...

        

        "..."

        

        Just slightly rubbing my thighs produced a sticky sound.

        The sigh I exhaled, "Haa," was tinged with heat.

        

        "...Hot."

        

        I could feel my body getting hot again.

        My skin throbbed with desire.

        

        "Nngh..."

        

        Unable to resist the unbearable heat overwhelming my reason, I finally gave in and threw off my top.

        

        The moisture-laden clothing fell to the floor with a thud.

        My sweat-soaked body was exposed to the air.

        

        Contrary to my expectations, even after removing my top, there was still a tightness on my upper body.

        I quickly realized why.

        

        "...Ah, underwear..."

        

        The gray undergarment covering my chest caught my eye.

        A brassiere, was it called?

        It was something Eunhyuk had bought for me.

        Aside from being a bit difficult to put on, it felt good and was comfortable to move in, so I rather liked it, but...

        

        "Mmm..."

        

        Now, completely soaked with sweat, it was just uncomfortable.

        

        I reached behind my back, fumbling for the hook.

        With trembling hands, I struggled to undo the clasp.

        Then I slipped my arms out of the shoulder straps.

        

        Just like before, with a thud, the undergarment fell to the floor.

        

        "Haaa..."

        

        With nothing covering my upper body, I let out a faint sigh.

        My body trembled slightly.

        

        "It might be, a little embarrassing..."

        

        There was shame.

        But the sense of liberation was even more intense.

        

        The pleasure of exposing my skin. The excitement that followed.

        

        The heat cycle drives one mad.

        It clouds the mind, obscures shame, and paints over everything with excitement and sensuality.

        It burrows into reason.

        It urges something with the tenderness and throbbing building in the pit of the stomach.

        

        At least for this moment, I was glad Eunhyuk wasn't here.

        

        I don't want to show him this side of me.

        

        "...Ah. I need to take medicine..."

        

        Come to think of it, where was the medicine?

        I had entrusted it to Eunhyuk to store somewhere, but I couldn't remember where.

        

        My mind, consumed by heat, could no longer recall even such a simple thing.

        I should have looked for the medicine from the start—I made a mistake.

        

      

      
        "Huaa... So hot..."

        

        Finally giving up on finding the medicine, I trudged toward the bed.

        

        This was truly much worse than usual.

        My heat cycle was supposed to be relatively mild, just a slight warming up.

        

        I threw myself onto the bed with a plop.

        

        "Mmng...!"

        

        The sensitive parts of my body touched the blanket, making me jolt up.

        

        My arms, trembling with pleasure, searched around the bed for something to grab.

        Then they found something and pulled it right in front of me.

        It was a pillow.

        Feeling its softness with my sensitized skin, I buried my face in it.

        

        "Suu—..."

        

        I took a deep breath.

        

        "Huu, mmm..."

        

        A very comforting scent lightly numbed my mind.

        

        This scent.

        Though different in direction, like the heat cycle, this scent also drives me crazy.

        

        My head grew hazy and a shiver ran down my spine.

        A scent that I normally wouldn't notice much except when intoxicated now felt clearer than ever before.

        

        "Hmng, uah...♥"

        

        My reason melts away.

        

        My breath grows hotter.

        Like a fire lit inside my body, an unbearable throbbing gradually, steadily grew stronger.

        

        I wondered if grabbing the pillow had been a mistake.

        But even realizing that, there was nothing I could do.

        

        "Huu... Hng, ah...♥"

        

        With one hand rubbing the pillow against my face, I brought the other to my waistline.

        Then I slipped my fingers between my pants and waist.

        Lightly gripping the thick fabric, I slowly pulled it down.

        

        "Huu...♥"

        

        A thud sound was heard.

        

        I tried to do the same with my underwear, but I couldn't pull it down as intended.

        It was stuck to me, soaked and sticky.

        

        "...♥"

        

        With no choice, I returned my hand and grabbed the pillow with both hands.

        I buried my face deeply and slowly repeated deep breaths.

        

        I hope Eunhyuk doesn't come, just for one day, or even just a few hours.

        I'm not in my right mind right now.

        Even with my hazy mind, I know that much.

        

        I hope he wouldn't hate me for seeing me like this.

        I hope he wouldn't be disappointed. I hope he wouldn't be disgusted.

        

        I hate the heat cycle to begin with.

        It steals all the strength, reason, and control from my body, yet shamelessly writhes, craving even more.

        

        Do you know how frightening it is to show your exposed flesh and instincts to others?

        

        "Nngh..."

        

        Suddenly, a surge of emotion welled up.

        Even that transformed into something tinged with heat, colored by excitement.

        

        This is what a heat cycle is.

        It's far from the clean, purely lustful state that people imagine.

        It's something much stickier and heavier.

        

        I want to be alone.

        I don't want to be seen by others.

        I don't want to see others either.

        

        In this state, only calmness is the remedy.

        Struggling to maintain sanity.

        Without real medicine, that's the only way.

        

        It will calm down soon.

        The peak of the heat cycle doesn't last long. It's just a very brief moment.

        If nothing happens during that time, I'll surely be fine.

        

        "...Cecilia?"

        

        I would have been fine.

        Until I heard that voice, that's what I thought.
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        I've been thinking about something lately.

        How should one determine 'distance' in a relationship between a man and a woman?

        The reason this concern persists is, needless to say, because of the cat currently living with me.

        

        Suin, Cecilia.

        According to her, she's of the feline species.

        In other words, a cat.

        

        It doesn't seem like it's been that long since I first met her, but looking back, several days have already passed.

        Still just several days.

        But several days nonetheless.

        I can't say we know much about each other, but it's been enough time to become somewhat close.

        

        At least from what I can see, Cecilia seems comfortable staying at my place.

        That timid and wary cat has shown me a bit of trust since yesterday.

        

        Landlord and roommate.

        And yet, we're fairly close.

        However, I've only recently realized that this could also be a disadvantage.

        

        "Haah..."

        

        Unable to contain my swirling thoughts, I let out a sigh.

        

        The location is my part-time job, a convenience store.

        It's been quite some time since I left the sleeping Cecilia and came to work, and now I'm about ten minutes away from the end of my shift.

        

        "..."

        

        I quietly raised my hand.

        Spreading it open, I stared at my palm and fingers.

        

        The sensation of kneading Cecilia's body lingered.

        At the same time, her moans still echoed in my ears.

        

        Cecilia, under my hands, being touched, letting out sweet sighs.

        How should I interpret that?

        

        "...What do you think, hyung?"

        "If you're just thinking to yourself and suddenly blurt something out, how am I supposed to respond? What's going on now?"

        

        Jaeseob hyung was sitting next to the counter on a chair he'd pulled over, similar to yesterday.

        I nodded at his slightly snarky response.

        

        "...There's this girl I know."

        "Uh-huh."

        "We were talking, and she mentioned feeling tired today, so I gave her a massage."

        "Player move. And then?"

        

        I couldn't help but smile bitterly at the casual "player" comment.

        After thinking for a moment about what to say next, I opened my mouth.

        

        "Then, midway through, she started making, well, somewhat sexy noises..."

        "That's a green light, isn't it?"

        

        Hyung said with an expression that seemed to ask what there was to worry about.

        As I flinched, he counted on his fingers and continued.

        

        "First of all, people don't usually accept massages from someone of the opposite sex unless they trust them quite a bit."

        "..."

        "Second, I don't know how good you are, but most people don't make sexy noises during a massage. And where was this?"

        "The location... oh, at my place."

        

        When I answered, hyung spread out the fingers he had been counting on.

        

        "Case closed. Going to someone's place, getting a massage, and making sexy noises? That's a green light. What's there to worry about?"

        

        I pondered his words for a moment.

        

        Certainly, hyung had a point.

        No, realistically, he was right.

        Going to someone's place (though Cecilia and I are roommates) for a massage is already unusual.

        Add moaning to that, and there's little room for doubt.

        

        Green light. That was exactly the right expression.

        

        If only the other party wasn't a Suin, and if her condition wasn't so strange, I would have thought the same.

        

        "Can I change the subject for a moment?"

        "To what?"

        "You know, about Suins. The ones causing a stir in the news lately."

        "Ah~. Right. Yeah. Probably..."

        

        Hyung placed a finger on his chin and squinted his eyes as if trying to recall.

        

        "They have ears and tails... but otherwise look just like people. Is that right?"

        "Yes."

        

      

      
        I nodded.

        Then I continued.

        

        "If a Suin were to have a heat cycle..."

        "...Huh? Oh, uh..."

        "What would it be like? Should I take what they say and do during heat seriously...?"

        

        There was a brief silence.

        Glancing to the side, I saw hyung tilting his head with a bewildered expression.

        

        "...Let me ask one thing. Was this person you mentioned a Suin?"

        

        After a moment's hesitation, I nodded to his question.

        

        "Wow."

        

        I heard an exclamation.

        Before I could respond, hyung continued.

        

        "...What about the law? Wasn't there some protection law or something recently?"

        "I got lucky... The legal issues have been resolved."

        "That's good then. Hmm, heat cycle...?"

        

        Still looking bewildered, hyung leaned back against the chair with his arms crossed.

        

        "...I don't know. I've never met a Suin."

        "I see..."

        "But I can tell you about other general things."

        

        At that, I quickly looked up at hyung.

        Looking at me, he continued with a serious expression.

        

        "You know pets, right? Why do you think they get neutered?"

        "Um, to prevent unwanted pregnancies and breeding?"

        "That's part of it, but a big reason is to spare them suffering. Have you ever kept a pet?"

        "No..."

        

        Hyung nodded at me.

        

        "Usually, when they're in heat, animals experience tremendous stress. They suffer, get sick easily. Those who know, know, but those who don't, don't."

        

        I nodded blankly.

        Not being particularly interested in animals, I didn't know that heat cycles had such downsides.

        I had vaguely thought of it as just 'a period for getting pregnant'...

        

        "Of course, there's probably quite a difference between Suins and regular animals. But they might be quite similar too."

        "...So..."

        "They might be suffering more than they appear. Well, anyway."

        

        Rising from his chair, hyung continued.

        

        "Do what they ask for, don't do anything they don't want. She's a girl, right? Treat her with care."

        

        Saying that, hyung pointed to the door of the convenience store.

        Beyond it, I could see the next shift worker rushing over.

        

        The clock was already showing 11 o'clock sharp.

        

        ***

        

        The first sensation I felt the moment I opened the door was 'heat'.

        

        The room was dark, just as I had left it.

        It was hard to see inside because of the darkness.

        However, I could make out a silhouette faintly moving on the bed.

        

        "...Cecilia?"

        

        I asked as I took one step into the room.

        

        Immediately after, the next thing that hit me after the heat was the 'smell'.

        

        A rich, instinct-stimulating scent.

        The smell of a female enticing a male.

        

        The provocative scent filling the room momentarily shook my mind.

        My fingertips tingled and my breath quickened.

        It was dizzying.

        

        "Huu—...♥ Uh...?♥"

        

        Next came the 'sound'.

        

        Cecilia's breathing, her moans, filled with heat and panting.

        And beneath that, very faintly, a sticky wet sound echoing in the room.

        

        With a click, the door closed behind me automatically.

        At that sound, the silhouette panting on the bed raised its head to look at me.

      

      
        

        "Ungh...?♥"

        

        Her voice was hot enough to burn.

        Sky-blue eyes, tearful and pleading, looked straight into mine.

        

        "Cecil..."

        

        I didn't know it would be this bad.

        I had been certain about the heat cycle based on her condition so far, but I didn't expect it to be this severe.

        

        As I approached the bed half-unconsciously, I suddenly felt something under my foot.

        Looking down, I saw the shirt Cecilia had been wearing.

        

        A little further away was her underwear,

        And even further, near the bed, her pants had fallen.

        

        Carefully raising my head, my eyes, now adjusted to the darkness, recognized Cecilia's naked body.

        

        "Ungh...♥"

        

        Wearing only a pair of panties, almost naked, Cecilia was tightly hugging a pillow to her face and chest.

        

        She came down from the bed and gradually approached me, and I could only stare, unable to react properly.

        

        "Ce, Cecil..."

        "Mmm...♥"

        

        With a soft thud, she rested her head against my stomach.

        

        I could see her fidgeting with her legs.

        Haah, her hot breath numbed my mind.

        

        "Ungh... Ungh..."

        

        Continuously rubbing her head against my stomach, she called my name in a plaintive voice.

        I needed to do something.

        Even thinking that, my body simply wouldn't move.

        

        "Eunhyuk..."

        

        Slowly, very slowly, she raised her head and met my eyes.

        

        I could see her trembling lower lip.

        I felt her panting breath through her parted lips.

        Her bright red, flushed skin was clearly visible even in the darkness.

        I could see her hair sticking to her forehead, wet with sweat.

        The female scent wafting from close range shook my head.

        

        And then.

        

        "Don't look at me..."

        

        Contrary to her coquettish gestures and voice, I saw eyes on the verge of tears.

        

        Tears were pooled, about to fall.

        

        In them, deeper than desire and longing, I glimpsed an intense shame and fear.

        

        "This isn't me... Please, I, I...♥"

        

        Seeing her like this, I slowly, very slowly took a deep breath.

        Confirming that my hands were moving according to my will, I placed a hand on her shoulder.

        

        "...Cecilia."

        "Hyah?!♥"

        "Cecilia? Can you hear me?"

        "Huu... uh, yes...?"

        

        There's a saying that 'it's a man's shame not to eat a meal that's been set before him.'

        But at the very least.

        

        "Focus, and look at me properly. What would you like me to do? What can I do to make you feel even a little better?"

        

        At the very least, I will not treat Cecilia in this state as a 'set meal'.

        

        "Ungh..."

        "I'm here. Tell me anything. Okay?"

        

        At the very least, in this moment, I will do anything for this suffering girl.

        With that thought in mind, I watched as Cecilia reached out toward something.

        

        "Over there, that..."

        

        I turned my head in the direction she was pointing.

        

        There was the drawer where I had put Cecilia's medicine a few days ago.
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        "Is this right?"

        "Huah... Y-yes..."

        

        I took out a cloth pouch from the drawer and removed the pill that was inside.

        

        A brown pill about the size of a pinky finger joint with a clay-like texture.

        I placed it on my palm and headed toward the bed.

        

        "Huu—♥ Uh, ah...♥ Nngh, nnyeok...♥"

        

        There was Cecilia, still lying on the bed in a precariously exposed state.

        

        The only parts covered were around her crotch and her chest, which was hugging a pillow.

        Everything else—her thighs, stomach, the sides of her breasts, her armpits...

        She was breathing heavily as she looked at me, her skin completely exposed.

        

        "...Do I just chew and swallow this? One pill?"

        

        I asked while trying hard to resist her intensely alluring appearance, and Cecilia nodded with difficulty.

        

        "Mmhm... Ah, no...."

        

        But soon after, she shook her head as if something had occurred to her.

        

        "Half... Just half... Ungh!♥"

        

        I nodded toward Cecilia, who was occasionally twitching and convulsing.

        

        I picked up the pill in my palm and split it in half with my fingernail.

        It was quite soft, so cutting it wasn't difficult.

        

        "I cut it. Now...."

        "Aah...♥"

        

        Looking at me, Cecilia gulped once, then opened her mouth wide and closed her eyes.

        Seeing that, I hesitated for a moment.

        After wavering, I slowly brought my hand with the pill to Cecilia's mouth.

        

        "...Mmh."

        

        Hot breath touched my fingers.

        Feeling the heat of her saliva and breath, I placed the cut pill into her mouth.

        

        "Ahmm...♥"

        

        As her mouth closed, her tongue touched my hand, and sticky saliva stretched like a thread.

        Feeling the slippery, hot sensation left on my fingers, I watched Cecilia as she worked her mouth.

        

        "...Are you okay?"

        

        There was no answer.

        Cecilia just swallowed the pill with a gulp and continued to look at me with desperate, yearning eyes.

        

        "Nnyeok...?♥"

        

        Well, I suppose the medicine wouldn't take effect immediately after being consumed.

        Feeling slightly dizzy from the thick bodily scent in the room, I gently fixed Cecilia's bangs that were stuck to her forehead with sweat.

        

        "Hic?!♥ Huu...."

        

        Even though my fingers barely touched her forehead, she flinched and trembled greatly.

        Her trembling body, hot skin. Sensual moans and exposed figure.

        Feeling my reason gradually reaching its limit, I stood up.

        

        "...First, some ventilation...."

        

        First, I needed to do something about the air filling the room.

        At this rate, I'd soon lose my rationality.

        

        As I got up to go toward the window, Cecilia suddenly grabbed my wrist.

        

        "Ugh. ...Cecilia?"

        

        Feeling the hot warmth of her palm, I turned toward her.

        

        "...♥"

        

        There was no answer.

        She just kept looking at me with yearning eyes.

        

        "I'll just open the window quickly and come back, okay?"

        "......♥"

        "Cecil, whoa?!"

        

        And then, as she was looking at me like that, Cecilia suddenly pulled my wrist hard.

        My balance wavered, and my posture collapsed.

        With my wrist caught, I couldn't react properly, and my body fell right on top of Cecilia's.

        

        I felt a hot and soft sensation.

        

        "Wow. W-wait a minute...!"

        

        Cecilia lying down, me collapsed on top of her.

        With just one pillow between us, our bodies were completely pressed together.

      

      
        

        I could see her melting, wet expression right in front of my face.

        Her hot breath tickled the tip of my nose.

        Our legs intertwined, and my hands, which were gripping her forearms, moved unconsciously, enjoying their soft texture.

        

        "Hyaang...?♥"

        

        Cecilia moaned as she trembled.

        

        Ah, this is really dangerous.

        Just as I thought that and tried to quickly pull away...

        

        "Nnyeok...♥"

        

        She firmly grasped my other hand, which was positioned beside her head, as if caressing something precious.

        Due to my unstable posture, I couldn't shake her off.

        And because she was holding my hand, I couldn't get up or pull away.

        

        "Ce-Cecil...."

        

        The female scent wafting from such close proximity made my head sweetly dizzy.

        Cecilia's sticky expression as she panted right in front of me was incredibly attractive.

        

        Slowly, she brought my hand to her cheek.

        

        Then she moved it to her mouth and licked it.

        

        "Hic...?!"

        "......"

        

        Cecilia's hot tongue brushed the inside of my palm several times.

        Then, as if kissing it, she sucked on my palm with her lips.

        The ticklish and chilling sensation mixed with excitement was maddening.

        

        "Cecil—"

        "Just a moment...."

        

        When I called her name again, this time she answered.

        But in a voice more rational than expected, and full of embarrassment, she said:

        

        "Just a moment, stay like this... I'll calm down soon... Ungh♥"

        

        Then she gently bit the side of my thumb with a soft "nom."

        Through her rough breathing and wavering gaze, I could glimpse an intense conflict.

        

        Looking at her, I took several deep breaths again.

        I couldn't give in to instinct.

        

        After a while, feeling Cecilia's teeth and hot tongue working on my hand, I spoke.

        

        "Cecilia."

        "...Yes...?"

        "...I'll ask this first, but you don't want anything more than this, right?"

        

        I asked in a careful but certain voice.

        

        Do you want 'more than this.'

        

        It was an indirect but direct question. And an important one too.

        It wasn't something to avoid out of embarrassment.

        Depending on the answer, what I needed to do would change.

        

        "..."

        

        There was a brief silence.

        With my thumb half in her mouth, being licked by her tongue, she nodded slightly after a moment.

        

        "...Yes."

        "I see...."

        

        And the answer that came back was affirmative.

        I nodded and gently stroked her head with my other hand.

        

        "?!♥"

        "Bite and suck as much as you want. As much as you need."

        

        If that could calm her down, by all means.

        

        She had taken the medicine, so the heat cycle would probably subside soon.

        Given how severe her condition had been, if she could calm down with just a finger, it was a small price to pay.

        

        But now the problem was...

        

        "As long as I don't pounce on her..."

        

        I muttered under my breath.

        It might sound strange, but I was serious.

        

        "..."

        

        Just slightly moving my leg, I could feel the sensation of Cecilia's thigh.

        Our stomachs were pressed together, and my hand was still gripping Cecilia's forearm.

        

        And at such a close distance.

      

      
        If I just relaxed, our lips would touch, and Cecilia was licking and sucking one of my hands lovingly with a sensual expression.

        

        The room was still filled with a seductive scent, and there was no light, making it dark.

        The sounds of sucking, slurping, and panting breaths filled the room.

        

        I really felt like my reason might fly away.

        If my patience had been just a bit weaker, I might have thrown away the pillow between me and Cecilia right now and ravaged that body.

        

        That level of excitement, heat, and instinct filled my body and continued to writhe inside.

        It was as if I had caught the heat cycle.

        

        "But I have to endure..."

        "...?♥"

        

        With a sucking sound, Cecilia kissed my finger and glanced at me.

        I smiled at her reassuringly, and she also smiled faintly before starting to lick my hand again.

        

        In the midst of the chilling and tingling excitement, I continued to breathe deeply and quietly.

        

        Cecilia said she didn't want anything more than this.

        She also said that her current self wasn't her true self.

        She chose to take medicine and suppress it rather than giving in to instinct.

        

        Then I too should respect the boundaries, shouldn't I?

        That was my conscience.

        

        "Oof..."

        

        Leaving my hand for her to play with, I slightly lifted my body.

        

        In my current state with one hand caught, I couldn't go far anyway.

        But at least I felt I should avoid having our bodies overlapped like this.

        

        Rolling to the side, I laid down in the empty space next to Cecilia on the bed.

        

        "...Slurp, nom. ...♥"

        

        Feeling the chill running from my fingertips to my spine, I exhaled lightly.

        At least with our faces not directly in front of each other, it was a bit better.

        At this rate, though precarious, I thought I could somehow endure.

        

        Suddenly concerned, I glanced toward Cecilia.

        

        "Ungh...!"

        "...!"

        

        And our eyes met as Cecilia was also glancing at me.

        We both turned our heads away without knowing who was first.

        My face felt hot.

        

        "Haah...."

        

        I felt like the intensity of her working on my hand had weakened a bit.

        

        I slowly closed my eyes.

        If I just endure and bear with it, time will eventually pass.

        Thinking that, I repeated deep breaths.

        

        Eventually, I felt the excitement that had filled the room subsiding.

        Without even having a chance to check on Cecilia's condition, I was swept away by fatigue and lost consciousness.

        

        ***

        

        Sunlight poured onto my eyes.

        

        "Mmm...."

        

        I stretched and sat up.

        Looking around, I saw a bed with rumpled sheets.

        

        "...Ah. Right...."

        

        A beat later, memories of yesterday came back to me.

        Cecilia, overwhelmed by her heat cycle, unable to think straight, and me offering my hand to her.

        

        As I recalled that, I lifted my hand to check.

        Strangely, my hand, which Cecilia had been working on yesterday, was already clean.

        

        As I was wondering about that and about to get up.

        

        "G-good morning."

        

        A hesitant voice was heard.

        

        I turned my head.

        A bright face, yet with a shy smile.

        Cecilia was visible, half-hidden at the headboard of the bed, with just her head peeking out.

        

        "...Yes. Good morning, Cecilia."

        

        I couldn't sense any signs of heat from her like yesterday.

        

        With leaves fluttering outside the window, in the peak autumn air, we welcomed another peaceful morning.
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        "How are you feeling? Are you okay?"

        "...Yes. Thanks to you..."

        

        Cecilia answered with a shy voice.

        

        Her face was flushed, but unlike yesterday, there were no signs of sexual arousal.

        She seemed merely embarrassed, shrinking her body.

        

        "B-but I'm not completely better yet, and for the next day or two I'll still be a little... Eep?!"

        

        Cecilia was muttering something quickly in a small voice.

        I approached her casually and placed my hand on her forehead.

        

        "...You have a slight fever."

        "Ugh..."

        "So about a day or two more, you said. Does anything else hurt?"

        "N-no. Nothing..."

        

        Her grayish-white ears twitched above her reddened face.

        Her complexion looked bright, so she seemed fine overall.

        

        "Good."

        

        I lightly tapped her forehead once and removed my hand.

        I smiled at Cecilia as she looked up at me with upturned eyes.

        

        "Let's eat. Is there anything you want?"

        

        After a moment's thought, her answer was "something Eunhyuk made."

        

        ***

        

        The meal we decided on was simple bean sprout salad and braised potatoes.

        For soup, we had radish soup again, like before. I made it with the leftover radish.

        

        At first I thought it was breakfast, but only after checking the clock did I realize it was lunch.

        

        We contentedly chewed our side dishes and rice together.

        I enjoyed the meal while receiving compliments like "the food is delicious" and "you're a good cook."

        Fortunately, there wasn't much awkwardness.

        

        After a leisurely 20 or 30 minutes had passed.

        

        "Thank you for the meal."

        

        We said in unison as we got up from our seats.

        

        We each brought our rice bowls and utensils to the sink.

        As I turned on the water and was about to grab the sponge...

        

        "Ah, I'll do it."

        

        I gave way to Cecilia who had quietly approached from the side.

        It was a natural flow.

        

        I pulled up a chair nearby and sat down.

        The sound of running water from the sink echoed softly through the room.

        

        "By the way, I just realized something."

        "Hmm?"

        

        While quietly watching Cecilia scrubbing the dishes, I suddenly spoke up.

        

        "...Just to be clear, you don't have to answer if it's uncomfortable."

        "W-what is it...?"

        

        At my continued words, Cecilia stiffened her tail and turned her head toward me.

        After considering for a moment, I opened my mouth.

        

        "That heat cycle thing. What's the frequency like?"

        "Ah, that's what you meant..."

        

        With a reddened face and a shy smile, Cecilia turned back toward the sink.

        Moving her hands with scrubbing sounds, she continued.

        

        "Usually four times a year. ...Once each season. Since one just passed, the next one will be..."

        "Three months later. In winter."

        

        When I said this, Cecilia nodded.

        

        Three months. About 90 days.

        It's short in a way... but also a long time for us who've only met a few days ago.

      

      
        

        Will the next one be stronger than this, or weaker?

        How should I handle it?

        Is there anything I need to prepare in advance?

        ...What choice will I make then?

        

        These were questions meant to find answers to various concerns, but in the end, I shook my head without finding a suitable answer to any of them.

        I'll think about it later.

        That was the conclusion I reached.

        

        "I finished washing the dishes."

        "Ah, yes. Thank you."

        

        Just then, Cecilia finished the dishes and turned toward me.

        

        "..."

        "?"

        

        Then, standing at a close distance, she quietly looked up at my face.

        

        I could see her tightly closed lips and brightly wavering sky-blue eyes.

        Her ears were normal as usual, and her tail visible behind her was swaying lightly.

        It felt like she had something she wanted to say but couldn't.

        

        "What is it?"

        "...Mmm, nothing. Nothing really."

        

        Saying that, she blushed and quickly turned her head away.

        Whatever she was contemplating, she seemed to have decided not to say it after all.

        Though I was curious, there was no reason to pry.

        I let it go without questioning further.

        

        "Oof..."

        

        With a cute voice, she plopped down on the bed.

        I quietly observed her for a moment.

        

        A roomy free-size shirt bought from the convenience store, and similarly free-size pants.

        It was a very ordinary outfit with just her arms and legs slightly poking out of the short sleeves and shorts.

        Surely that was the case, but looking at her like this gave me a strange feeling.

        

        I thought it might be because I had seen her naked body yesterday.

        Her feminine figure, her soft skin wet with sweat.

        I couldn't forget that disheveled appearance, almost entirely exposed except for a few parts.

        

        ...It probably wasn't good to have such thoughts about her just after she'd emerged from her heat cycle.

        I wondered if I had too much pent-up frustration lately.

        

        "By the way, Cecilia."

        "Yes?"

        

        Anyway, continuing to think about that topic wasn't advisable.

        I tried to change the subject, even forcibly.

        

        "Is your tail uncomfortable? I noticed earlier that it seemed a bit cramped in your pants?"

        "Um, yes... a little? But it's not a problem for daily life, and I can't exactly cut holes in the pants, so I've just been managing..."

        

        I nodded slightly.

        

        She had a point.

        Actually, if necessary, making holes in clothes wouldn't be that difficult.

        The problem was that the hole might be too small, or too large and reveal what's inside.

        Simply making a hole was easy, but making one "just the right comfortable size" was difficult.

        

        And it's not like there were pants specifically made for beastfolk.

        Of course, they might become available later if the existence of different species becomes more public, but not now.

        

        Hmm.

        Or at least, wouldn't elastic-waisted pants be a bit more comfortable?

        The current ones adjust with drawstrings, so even if she tried to loosen them, they'd fall down.

        

        "Come to think of it, not just pants but tops too... Is it okay for a girl to have just one type of plain t-shirt?"

        "I don't really mind having just one set of clothes..."

        

        When I muttered while glancing at her, Cecilia tilted her head and replied.

        

        Just one set of clothes is fine, she says.

        Of course, proper clothes cost money, so economically it would be good if she was satisfied with that, but...

        

        "Hmm."

        

        I pondered, resting my chin on my hand.

      

      
        I could feel my interest growing after it had been sparked.

        

        Plain, solid colors for both tops and bottoms.

        Cecilia, satisfied with simple clothes.

        

        But perhaps because I had witnessed her femininity up close, I became a bit curious about how she would look if dressed up.

        

        "Still, wouldn't it be better to have a few sets? Winter is coming, so we need to prepare outerwear too."

        

        So I brought up a somewhat roundabout method of persuasion.

        

        We'd need a coat for Cecilia anyway. There's no harm in buying it early.

        Along with that, I was thinking of getting some other clothes for her to wear.

        

        "Winter... Is winter very cold here?"

        "Quite? There's lots of snow, and things freeze over causing problems, so it's definitely..."

        "Snow! I've never seen it."

        

        Cecilia thrust her head forward from the bed and spoke in a bright voice.

        

        "You've never seen snow?"

        "No. The places I've stayed, there were many, but most weren't that cold even in winter. I've been to very hot places, but never to cold ones..."

        

        Her shy personality gone, Cecilia chattered with a bright smile, her eyes sparkling.

        

        It was obvious she was looking forward to it.

        And she seemed happy just from the anticipation.

        Seeing her like that, a warm smile spread across my face.

        

        "By the way, if you've never seen snow, does that mean you've only lived in tropical regions?"

        "Hmm, deserts, plains, here and there. I've been to places with winter, but the timing wasn't right... Oh, no. I have seen snow once."

        

        As she spoke, Cecilia lifted her head slightly as if recalling a memory.

        And after a moment, she opened her mouth.

        

        "When I was young, on a particularly cold winter day, just once."

        

        Her eyes were wistful.

        She gently raised her hand and fiddled with her right ear.

        

        "...In my hometown."

        

        It was a small voice.

        And I was reminded anew that she was "from another world."

        

        Coming to another world without knowing the cause meant there was no way to return home.

        

        "...Let's go out, Cecilia."

        

        When I spoke to her, she lowered her head again to look at me.

        Her sky-blue eyes wavered faintly.

        Her tail swayed slowly once.

        

        "Let's go buy clothes, gloves, and a few things to play with. The autumn leaves are beautiful, so we can enjoy the scenery, and if it gets late, we can have dinner outside. We can also talk about what to do in winter. So, um..."

        

        What was that called again?

        As I mumbled, unable to think of the word, Cecilia finished my sentence.

        

        "...An outing?"

        "Yes. An outing."

        

        When I nodded lightly, Cecilia looked at me and smiled.

        I wasn't sure what she found amusing.

        But it wasn't an unpleasant forced smile.

        

        "Yes. An outing sounds nice. Let's go together, Eunhyuk."

        

        With a small smile on her face, Cecilia got up from the bed.

        She misstepped slightly and was about to fall, but I quickly grabbed her hand to support her.

        

        "Oops... Thanks."

        "Don't mention it."

        

        After feeling a moment's warmth, I let go of her hand.

        I stretched once, then opened the closet to find clothes to wear outside.

        

        Current time: about 1 PM.

        Day of the week: Saturday, the weekend.

        

        Thinking about making up for yesterday when we couldn't move around properly, I pulled out two outerwear jackets.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.25Outing (1)

      
        "Ugh, it might be colder than I thought..."

        "Are you okay?"

        

        I worriedly asked Cecilia, who was shivering and hunched over.

        At my words, she glanced up at me from under her hood.

        Then, she quickly lowered her head again.

        

        "...Honestly, I'm not okay..."

        "We should buy you some clothes first. It is particularly cold today."

        

        I looked up at the bright blue sky, thinking that it was definitely colder than yesterday or the day before.

        When I breathed in, my lungs felt chilled, and my hands quickly grew cold when exposed.

        I thought that if it were just a few degrees colder, I might have been able to see my breath.

        That's how cold it was.

        

        Yet the sky was surprisingly deep blue—typical autumn weather.

        Cold, but beautiful. The weather was nice.

        

        "Let's walk in the sunlight as much as possible. You'll probably feel better once we change your clothes."

        "Really...?"

        

        I nodded to Cecilia, who was sniffling.

        

        Currently, she was wearing her usual black hoodie as an outer layer.

        Underneath, she had on reasonably thick long-sleeved shirt and pants.

        They weren't bought specifically for her—they were my clothes.

        

        I figured her usual t-shirt and shorts wouldn't be warm enough today.

        I had dressed her in my clothes before we left, but there was quite a size difference between us...

        They were loose on her, which meant the wind was getting in through the gaps.

        

        "This way."

        "Okay..."

        

        I led the hunched-over Cecilia as we walked down the street.

        

        With each step, fallen leaves crackled beneath our feet.

        Dry leaves were falling one by one from the street trees, having fulfilled their purpose.

        

        Being around noon on a weekend, there weren't many people on the street.

        In the leisurely atmosphere, I could hear children playing in the distance.

        

        Come to think of it, this was already Cecilia's third time going outside.

        I thought that even though she had been frightened by unfamiliar sights at first, she might be able to enjoy it a little now...

        

        "Uuugh..."

        

        ...But she seemed too busy huddling against the cold to have that luxury.

        I gave a small wry smile as I watched her clutching tightly at my arm.

        Forgetting about sightseeing, I quickened my pace toward the clothing store.

        

        ***

        

        "Welcome. This is 'Alter,' a clothing specialty store. Is there anything specific you're looking for?"

        

        I shook my head lightly at the clerk's words, which somehow gave me a sense of déjà vu.

        

        I planned to browse leisurely, so I didn't particularly need the clerk's help.

        When I shook my head, the clerk bowed formally.

        

        "I understand. Please call me if you need anything."

        

        Then she retreated to the counter.

        Her movements showed professionalism.

        

        After watching her for a moment, I glanced over at Cecilia.

        

        "...It's waaarm..."

        

        And I saw a cat with a completely relaxed expression enjoying the store's heating.

        She was utterly defenseless, with a flushed face, blankly enjoying the warmth.

        

        Watching her for a moment, I felt mischievous.

        Thinking to tease her a bit, I poked her soft cheek with my finger.

        

        "Hnyat."

        

        A cat-like sound rang out.

        Cecilia flinched and opened her eyes.

        

        "...Uuu..."

        

        Her embarrassed expression turned toward me.

        With her lips pouting as she looked up at me, she was cute.

        

        "Let's go pick out some clothes."

        

        Trying to hold back my laughter, I led her deeper into the store.

        

        The inside of the store was more spacious and neat than I had expected.

        

      

      
        Rather than unique designs, comfortable yet well-structured designs caught my eye.

        At a glance, the gender ratio seemed exactly half and half.

        In addition, there were quite a few clothes that could be worn regardless of gender.

        

        The mannequins around us were each dressed in harmonious outfits that were enjoyable just to look at.

        If I couldn't find any clothes I particularly liked, it seemed like I could just choose an entire outfit that one of the mannequins was wearing.

        

        "See anything you like?"

        "Hmm..."

        

        Standing before the numerous clothes, Cecilia took some time to consider.

        But she just kept furrowing her brow, so I picked out a piece of clothing for her instead.

        

        "How about this?"

        

        Cecilia glanced at the clothes I had chosen.

        And immediately after, she burst out laughing with a "Pfft?!"

        

        "A, a monkey face...! Pf, heheh..."

        "I've seen these joke shirts online sometimes. First time seeing one for sale in person though."

        

        What I had shown Cecilia was a strange-looking shirt with a huge monkey face covering the entire front.

        It was the kind you sometimes see on variety shows.

        

        "Puhehe...!"

        

        Cecilia trembled with laughter, holding her stomach.

        Her reaction was quite good.

        

        I put the monkey shirt back on the display rack and said lightly:

        

        "You don't have to think too hard about it. Just look around, touch things a bit. Pick whatever you want. Or if it's too hard to choose, should I pick for you?"

        

        As I said this, I quickly scanned the display rack.

        

        While that monkey shirt was particularly unusual, most of the designs were generally modest.

        Stripes, polka dots, paint splatter patterns.

        Simple but not monotonous, sophisticated designs.

        

        "Hmm~. Then~..."

        

        After having a good laugh, Cecilia began scanning the display racks with a bright face still tinged with amusement.

        Her gaze moved slowly, occasionally touching the sleeves...

        Soon she stopped in front of one piece of clothing.

        

        "...This one. I like it."

        "Yeah. It's pretty."

        

        What she had chosen was a simple beige knit cardigan.

        The thickly knitted, fluffy, well-puffed fabric was appealing. It looked comfortable to wear.

        It seemed like it would be warm and good for indoor wear as well.

        

        "Want to try it on?"

        "Oh, can I?"

        

        I nodded to her as she looked at me with wide eyes.

        Then I pointed to a mirror located nearby.

        

        "There's a mirror over there. If you open it, there's a space inside. You can go in, try it on, and come back out."

        "Ah... Like before?"

        "Before? ...Oh, yes. Like we did at the underwear store."

        

        Cecilia nodded in understanding at my answer.

        Then, glancing at me occasionally, she made her way to the fitting room.

        

        "Take your time trying it on. I'll wait for you."

        

        With a faint smile under her hood, she nodded.

        She opened the mirror and entered the fitting room.

        

        There was a click as the mirror closed.

        Then came the sound of fabric brushing against skin: swish, swish.

        

        "Hmm."

        

        In this situation, I stood guard in front of the fitting room and casually looked around.

        

        I saw various clothes and other customers browsing them besides us.

        Perhaps because it was the weekend, there were more people than I expected.

        

        I had the feeling that some of them were looking at Cecilia and me with warm smiles...

        But that was probably just my imagination.

        

        "Oh."

        

        As I was looking around, something caught my interest.

        I picked it up and turned it over in my hands.

        

        "Hmm."

        

        A knit hat. Also beige.

      

      
        The fluffiness wasn't bad at all.

        It seemed like it would suit her.

        

        "I'm done~..."

        

        Just then, I heard a small voice from the fitting room, followed by the sound of the door opening.

        

        Cecilia, coming out of the fitting room, still had her hood on.

        The beige cardigan peeked out from under her outer garment.

        

        "I can hide my tail with clothes, but my ears..."

        

        With small tap-tap footsteps, she came right up next to me.

        Then she explained in a whispered voice why she hadn't taken off her coat.

        

        I nodded at her words.

        Beast-people weren't yet beings that could be openly revealed, and the cardigan didn't have a hood.

        It was somewhat expected.

        

        "Cecilia."

        

        And that's why I had picked this up.

        

        "Want to try this on?"

        

        I held out the hat I had picked up earlier to Cecilia.

        She took it and touched it, looking curious.

        

        "...A hat?"

        "More specifically, a cat ear hat. The material is knit... that is, the same material as that outfit."

        

        Not just a hat, but one with cat ear decorations.

        It was a hat that normal people would wear as a fashion accessory.

        But even though it was usually decorative, I thought it might naturally hide Cecilia's ears if she wore it.

        

        "It's so fluffy. ...♪"

        

        With a pleased smile, she fiddled with the hat.

        Each time her slender fingers stroked the hat, a small purring sound could be heard.

        

        "Just a moment..."

        

        Muttering quietly, she put the hat inside her hood.

        After fidgeting for a moment, she took off her hood.

        

        "...How is it?"

        

        I saw her wearing the knit hat.

        Fair skin, youthful features. And the fluffy cat ear hat.

        There was no way it wouldn't suit her.

        

        "It suits you very well, Cecilia."

        "Hehe."

        

        Under the bright light, she smiled shyly.

        In sync with her smile, her cat ears twitched faintly under the hat.

        

        The movement was slightly visible, but not too noticeable.

        This level of concealment seemed sufficient—unless someone looked very closely, they wouldn't easily notice.

        It was a good item.

        

        "Do you like it?"

        "Yes!"

        

        She answered in a bright voice, with an innocent smile.

        

        A beige cardigan with a hat of a similar color. Decorated with cat ears.

        It was a fashion style that suited Cecilia very well.

        Just as I had thought before we left, she looked really cute when dressed up a bit.

        

        "Next, let's look at some outdoor clothes. A coat, and long-sleeved shirts and pants. Pajamas would be good too."

        

        I couldn't remember the last time I had enjoyed shopping this much.

        Is this how girlfriends feel when shopping for clothes with their boyfriends?

        Indeed, with a good model, looking at clothes became enjoyable.

        

        "...♪"

        

        I could see that Cecilia also seemed to be enjoying the shopping.

        

        And so we went around the store and purchased several more outfits to wear in the future.

        

        Including the cardigan and hat, we left the store wearing some of our purchases.

        

        "Next... want to go to a café?"

        "A café? What's that?"

        "Hmm, a place to rest and have drinks? They have sweet things too."

        

        We continued our gentle conversation as we walked.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.26Going Out (2)

      
        After shopping, back outside the store.

        On the way to a nearby café.

        

        "Are your clothes okay? Not cold?"

        "Yeah!"

        

        Cecilia looks back at me with a bright smile, all bundled up warmly.

        I smiled contentedly at the sight of her.

        

        Currently, she's wearing thick long sleeves, long pants, a hat, and a cardigan. That's it.

        No coat beyond that.

        According to her, "If I wear anything more, I think it would be too stuffy..."

        As long as she's not cold, I suppose it doesn't matter.

        

        Unlike usual, she's not wearing her hood right now.

        Her tail is tucked inside her clothes, and her ears are hidden under her hat.

        Neither looks unnatural from the outside.

        If anything, the decorations on her hat only added to her cute appearance.

        

        But...

        

        "...? What's wrong?"

        

        As Cecilia glances back at me, her silver hair flutters softly behind her.

        Her flushed cheeks and excited expression, more animated than usual, shine brightly under the sunlight.

        Both sights impossible to see when she's wearing her hood.

        

        "Nothing. You just look excited."

        "Hehe. I really like my new clothes..."

        

        Cecilia leisurely runs her fingers over the surface of her cardigan.

        Then she contentedly fiddles with the sides of her hat.

        

        "...♪"

        

        Seemingly pleased with the soft texture, she lets out a small purring sound.

        

        At least for now, I can tell she's too excited to show her usual cautious attitude.

        

        The fact that there are fewer people around today probably helps.

        With fewer people to worry about, she must feel that much more comfortable.

        

        However, fewer gazes doesn't mean none at all.

        And as Cecilia's appearance is more visible, I noticed those gazes becoming more obvious than before.

        

        For instance, over there,

        

        "She's pretty... Is she a foreigner?"

        "What do you think? Should we talk to her?"

        "But isn't that her boyfriend next to her?"

        

        A pair of men whispering such things.

        

        And as another example, across the street,

        

        "Wanna bet?"

        "On who can pick her up first? But isn't she a foreigner?"

        "Man, that much you can handle with body language."

        "What about the boyfriend beside her?"

        "If we follow them long enough, there'll be a moment when he's separated. Then we can approach her..."

        

        An unpleasant trio of men muttering like that.

        

        "?"

        

        I was newly reminded of just how attractive this girl is.

        Beautiful and pretty. Cute.

        

        "Yeah. It suits you well."

        "♪"

        

        Her smile, spreading like scattered petals, was like a flower.

        

        And that means there would be many bad insects swarming around.

        ...Unlike usual, she was defenseless, and I could at least take care of that much for her.

        

        "Let's go, Cecilia. The café isn't far."

        "Okay."

        

        I slightly quickened our pace toward the café.

        

        At the same time, from an angle where she couldn't see, I waved my hand at those bad insects.

        The message was clear: I can hear everything you're saying, so get lost.

        

        "Tch."

        "..."

        

        I saw them clicking their tongues and leaving.

        

      

      
        This should be enough for a while.

        Guys like that usually don't push their luck when there's risk involved.

        

        But if they still keep hovering around despite this, well, I'll deal with that when the time comes.

        

        "The fallen leaves are pretty..."

        

        But for now, enjoying this time together was the most important thing.

        With that thought in mind, I walked alongside her.

        

        ***

        

        And now, inside the café.

        

        "Ugh..."

        

        Making a mockery of my earlier thoughts, I was now sitting at a table with a very tense Cecilia.

        

        Her body was hunched, arms tightly wrapped around her head.

        It was as if she was trying to hide herself.

        

        "Cecilia, are you okay...? You seemed so excited earlier..."

        "T-there are too many people..."

        

        In a small voice, almost a whisper, Cecilia spoke.

        

        At her words, I looked around again.

        ...There were more customers than I'd expected.

        No wonder the streets seemed empty—everyone was in the café.

        

        "Are cafés always this crowded...? And the interior is kind of, kind of fancy..."

        "They're not usually this crowded. ...We might have picked the wrong time."

        

        I seemed to have made a mistake. I didn't expect her to be this uncomfortable.

        The unfamiliar interior also seemed to be preventing her from calming down.

        We were both excited from clothes shopping, and I misjudged the situation.

        

        It would have been better if we'd left before ordering, but I didn't notice her state and we'd already ordered...

        

        "Let's just drink our drinks and leave quickly."

        "...Okay."

        

        It really wasn't working out.

        

        Cecilia was frightened by the crowd and unfamiliar interior.

        Just like on the street, occasional glances were directed our way due to her exotic appearance.

        

        "Uugh..."

        

        This wasn't good.

        Seeing Cecilia like this, I silently rummaged through the shopping bag.

        

        "Want to wear this?"

        

        I pulled out her usual hood and offered it to her.

        It was a shame to cover the new clothes she'd just changed into, but right now, covering herself seemed more necessary.

        

        "Thank you..."

        

        Muttering weakly, Cecilia took the hood.

        But instead of putting it on, she just draped it over her head to hide herself.

        

        "...Do you dislike crowds that much?"

        "It's not that I dislike them, it's more like, I feel uncomfortable. I can't calm down, or my body keeps flinching..."

        

        Cecilia said, slumping forward and resting her chin on the table.

        Hearing this, I thought for a moment before asking:

        

        "Are you scared, nervous? On guard?"

        "Hmm, more than scared, it's closer to nervousness and being on guard. I've never been to a place like this before."

        

        It seemed similar to how she had curled up when she first came to my house.

        I nodded in understanding.

        

        "Then—"

        "Your drinks are ready~."

        

        As I was about to continue, my words were cut off by the waiter's untimely approach.

        

        As the waiter came closer, Cecilia tensed up even more and curled into herself.

        Either not noticing Cecilia's state or pretending not to, the waiter simply smiled and placed the drinks on the table.

        

        "One café mocha and one orange ade. Enjoy your time."

        

        With those words, the waiter bowed slightly and returned to the counter.

        Watching this, I muttered absentmindedly.

        

        "...So it's table service. No wonder they didn't give us a buzzer."

        "Can I try this?"

      

      
        "Ah, sure."

        

        When I nodded, Cecilia carefully held the glass with both hands.

        Then she slowly brought it to her lips.

        

        "Mmm..."

        

        A small gulping sound was heard.

        Then she slowly removed the glass from her mouth and licked around her lips.

        

        "...It's delicious."

        

        She seemed to like it.

        A faint smile was visible under her hood.

        

        "Really? That's a relief—"

        "But."

        

        Her quiet voice continued.

        Glancing at me from under her hood, Cecilia went on.

        

        "What Eunhyuk makes tastes better."

        "What I make? Hmm?"

        

        Surprised by the unexpected comment, I tried to recall.

        What I make?

        What is she talking about? ...Oh.

        

        "That amateur cocktail?"

        

        At my question, Cecilia nodded slightly.

        

        "...Isn't that tasty because it has alcohol in it?"

        "Still. ...Yeah."

        

        She muttered in a voice still close to a whisper.

        The occasional glances coming our way were a bit embarrassing.

        

        "Mmm..."

        

        Once again, she carefully brought the orange ade to her lips.

        The sound of her swallowing followed softly.

        

        The way she licked her lips was timid, but perhaps because of that, I thought it seemed somewhat alluring.

        

        "This is good too, but I guess I prefer that one."

        "...Do you want to drink it?"

        

        I asked casually while sipping my café mocha.

        

        "Mmm, a little?"

        

        She answered, tilting her head.

        

        "Actually, more than that specific drink, I might want some alcohol itself... Maybe because I didn't drink yesterday?"

        "You're not supposed to drink alcohol every day... But well, it's not a bad idea."

        

        While correcting the misunderstanding of this drinking novice, I nodded, thinking it wasn't a bad idea.

        At least in our case, we drink at home.

        It was good that we wouldn't be exposed to others' gazes or be frightened by them.

        

        "You got excited while shopping for clothes, then got nervous here. Your emotions have been busy, so it makes sense you'd crave a drink. Yeah. Let's go home next."

        "Yeah. Sounds good."

        

        I had originally thought about going to see the autumn leaves, but we'll have to pass on that.

        

        I took another sip of my café mocha, wondering what to buy for dinner on the way home.

        

        "...By the way, what were you going to say earlier?"

        "Hm?"

        "Before the waiter came..."

        "Ah, what I was about to say when I got interrupted?"

        

        Cecilia nodded.

        After thinking briefly, I answered in a light voice.

        

        "It's nothing. I was just going to ask something. Don't worry about it."

        

        I briefly recalled what I was going to ask: 'If not a café, where do you think you could feel comfortable?'

        It was just a random question that popped into my mind, but it didn't matter now.

        What was the point of asking when the answer was already obvious?

        

        "Let's finish our drinks and go."

        "Okay."

        

        We exchanged a brief conversation.

        Our short outing was over. It was time to head home.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.27First-time Food, First-time Drink

      
        After a quick shopping trip, I noticed the sun was already starting to set.

        It seemed I'd spent more time than expected shopping for clothes.

        

        "Ugh..."

        

        I set the grocery bag down on the table and stretched my back.

        I also rolled my shoulders a few times.

        It wasn't too bad, but my arms were a bit tired.

        

        "Hmm..."

        

        I bent down again and took out the ingredients from the paper bag one by one.

        

        "This and this... But will it be okay?"

        "Where should I put this?"

        "Ah, just set it down somewhere around there. We'll organize everything together later."

        

        At my words, Cecilia nodded and placed the shopping bag with clothes in front of the wardrobe.

        I had originally planned to carry that too, but Cecilia had insisted on taking it from me halfway, saying it looked heavy.

        

        "Can I watch you cook?"

        

        After flexing and relaxing her hand that had been carrying the bag, Cecilia approached me.

        I nodded reluctantly while washing my hands at the sink.

        

        "I don't mind..."

        "Hm?"

        "Will you be okay?"

        

        And then I carefully asked the question I had already asked several times on our way back.

        

        On our way home, her requested meal was "whatever Eunhyuk is most familiar with."

        More specifically, she strongly expressed her desire to try the common food that people in this country typically eat.

        

        I found her proactive attitude toward adapting to a different culture quite admirable.

        Admirable, but also concerning.

        Because when it comes to common food that many people eat in our country...

        

        "It might be a bit spicy."

        

        Because it's spicy.

        

        Considering we would also be drinking alcohol, today's menu was kimchi jjim with pork.

        While I could adjust the spiciness during cooking, I still couldn't help but worry.

        

        They say that what Koreans consider barely spicy at all, foreigners find extremely hot.

        Like T-Udon, for example.

        In Cecilia's case, she wasn't just from another country but from an entirely different world, so I had no idea how she would react.

        

        "I think... I'll be fine? It depends on the level, of course."

        "...Really?"

        

        Well, if she said so herself, there wasn't much more I could say.

        Feeling her presence watching from the side, I slowly began cooking.

        

        ***

        

        "It's red."

        "Yes, it is. Naturally."

        

        Looking into the large pot of completed kimchi jjim, Cecilia wrinkled her nose with a curious expression.

        

        For side dishes, I prepared steamed egg to help with the spiciness, pickled radish, and white rice.

        I'd prepared what I could, but I wasn't sure if it would be enough.

        

        "Thank you for the meal."

        

        In that tense atmosphere, Cecilia picked up her chopsticks.

        With slightly awkward chopstick skills, she picked up a piece of well-simmered pork.

        

        "...Mmm."

        

        I could see her cheeks moving as she chewed.

        After a moment of chewing and savoring, she swallowed what was in her mouth.

        

        After a very brief silence, she spoke.

        

        "Mmm...! It's delicious."

        "...Not spicy?"

        "Not really? It's not particularly spicy. It's delicious!"

        

        Her reaction was different from what I expected.

        With a delighted expression, she licked her lips and continued.

        

        "I've tried spices a few times before anyway. Mmm, this is good... It's a flavor that seeps into your body..."

        "That much?"

        "Yes. The kick is just right. ...Mmm~..."

        

        Nodding her head as if deeply moved, Cecilia hurriedly moved her chopsticks.

        

        A cat enjoying spicy food. It was quite unexpected.

        Perhaps her tongue was closer to human than cat?

        Come to think of it, when she licked me that time, it didn't feel particularly rough...

        

      

      
        While thinking about this, I glanced at her briefly.

        

        "Hoo—, hoo—..."

        

        Seeing her carefully blowing on the meat she had picked up to cool it down, I changed my mind.

        A cat was still a cat after all.

        

        "Nom. ...♪"

        "You're eating so heartily."

        

        Cecilia was beaming with happiness as she enjoyed the food.

        She looked so delighted that it made me smile just watching her.

        Setting aside the spiciness, it was just ordinary cooking, but she seemed to enjoy it so much.

        

        "Mmm. ...♪"

        "Nom."

        

        Watching Cecilia with contentment, I also put a chopstick-full into my mouth.

        It had that familiar, homestyle taste.

        Spicy, salty, and just stimulating enough to make you crave a drink.

        

        "...I almost forgot."

        "Hm? Oh, the alcohol?"

        

        I nodded at Cecilia's question.

        Then I took out several bottles from the grocery bag and placed them next to the table.

        

        "Oh, there's quite a variety."

        "I thought cocktails wouldn't really go well with the meal. Well, I got various things so we could taste a little of each."

        

        The familiar beer and soju. And additionally, wine and vodka I had bought.

        The quantities varied, but there were four types in total.

        

        "I know these two, but not those two..."

        "I bought them when we were shopping earlier. I guess you didn't see them?"

        "No. There were quite a lot of people there too..."

        "True."

        

        Just like at the café, she had been quite withdrawn at the mart as well.

        It made sense that she hadn't noticed.

        

        "They look different... Are they expensive?"

        "More than beer or soju? They're relatively cheap since I bought them at the mart."

        "Hmm..."

        

        With chopsticks in her mouth, she mumbled in a slightly lower voice.

        Then I noticed her glancing to the side.

        At the end of her gaze was the shopping bag with clothes we had bought earlier.

        

        "What's wrong?"

        "Nothing, nothing at all."

        

        As if it was nothing, she shook her head from side to side.

        Feeling puzzled, I went to the kitchen to get a few glasses and sat back down.

        

        "Here, let's drink. Which one would you like?"

        "That one, the glass bottle."

        "Wine, I see. Let me see, the cork... Oh, it's a twist-off cap."

        

        Wine without a cork. Indeed, it was cheap mart wine.

        It was fortunate since we didn't have a corkscrew at home anyway.

        

        With a click, I opened the cap.

        I brought it to my nose to smell the aroma.

        

        "...Hmm."

        "How is it?"

        "Just smells like wine, I guess..."

        

        Honestly, I'm not much of a wine drinker... so smelling it didn't really tell me anything specific.

        

        I poured the wine into two glasses.

        

        For reference, these were just regular glasses.

        Like a corkscrew, we didn't have proper wine glasses at home either.

        I regretted not buying some belatedly.

        

        "Let's toast."

        "Yes."

        

        We lightly clinked our glasses, making a clear sound that echoed in the room.

        

        I took a small sip to enjoy the taste.

        

        It was slightly sour and bitter, with a noticeable alcohol aroma.

        My assessment was that it was just passable.

        

        "How is it?"

        

        In response to my question, Cecilia swallowed the wine she had been holding in her mouth and answered with a puzzled expression.

        

        "Sour... and bitter? Hmm, ...hm? Kind of astringent, I'd say?"

        "You don't like it?"

        "It's not that I don't like it, but it's an interesting taste."

      

      
        

        Saying that, she tilted her glass and took another sip of wine.

        Unlike the first sip, her face showed curiosity rather than confusion on the second.

        

        "So this is what wine tastes like."

        

        She murmured quietly.

        

        We continued our meal with the subtle taste of alcohol as our side dish.

        I had thought that wine might not go well with Asian cuisine, but surprisingly, it wasn't bad at all.

        

        I drank steadily, enjoying the alcohol more than the taste.

        After all, the alcohol content was low.

        Naturally, it didn't take long for the glasses to empty.

        

        "So, what next? Another glass? Or something else?"

        "Hmm, something else."

        "Okay."

        

        We decided to set the wine aside for now and move on to the next drink.

        

        Since we already knew the taste of beer and soju, I thought vodka should be next.

        I grabbed a slightly smaller bottle than the others and opened the cap.

        Then I poured a little into two different glasses.

        

        "This one's a bit strong. Drink it slowly."

        "Okay. What's this alcohol called?"

        "Vodka."

        "Vodka... It's transparent."

        

        Cecilia examined the glass from different angles with a curious expression.

        Then she carefully took a sip and...

        

        "...Kack—?!"

        

        ...With a sound like a dying alpaca, she flinched violently!

        Her ears twitched and her tail shot straight up.

        I could see her facial muscles trembling.

        

        "...Are you okay?"

        

        I asked cautiously, but there was no answer.

        She covered her mouth with one hand and pushed the glass back toward me.

        

        "S-something else, please..."

        

        It seemed it really wasn't to her taste.

        

        With a wry smile, I took the glass.

        Then I also took a sip of the clear liquid in my glass.

        

        "Hmm... ...Ugh."

        

        I hadn't drunk much vodka either, but, well.

        It was a taste that made me glad we had only poured a little.

        This one would probably end up sealed away in a corner of the house.

        

        "So which, *cough*."

        

        I tried to speak but a cough burst out.

        Wiping my mouth, I continued.

        

        "...Which one would you like, Cecilia? Beer, soju? Wine?"

        "Wine..."

        

        At Cecilia's small response, I nodded.

        I picked up the wine bottle, poured the reddish-brown liquid into a glass, and gently handed it to her.

        

        "Thank you."

        

        She took the glass and drank it all in one go.

        Then she exhaled with a "Phew..." and put the glass down. She drank it well.

        I quietly poured more wine into her glass.

        

        "...Are you okay with that, Eunhyuk?"

        "For now, well. I should drink what I've poured."

        

        I replied, and despite flinching, I tilted my glass as well.

        

        Rather than a taste, it was an intense sensation stroking my throat.

        It was roughly hot and had a bitter alcohol taste.

        It seemed to get a bit more familiar and comfortable, or maybe not...

        Is this what vodka is supposed to be like?

        

        "Mmm..."

        "...Hmm."

        

        With a thud, we both put down our glasses and picked up our chopsticks.

        There was still plenty of alcohol and food left, and plenty of time too. It was still early for dinner.

        

        The night was still young.

        We hadn't even opened the soju or beer yet.

        Taking pleasure in the leisurely pace, we quietly enjoyed the alcohol and food in the tranquil evening hours.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.28Silent Night

      
        "Mmm...♪"

        

        I could feel the alcohol starting to take effect.

        Both Cecilia and I were feeling it.

        

        Heat rose through my body, making my head feel slightly dizzy.

        A pleasant, moderate euphoria spread through my veins.

        

        I felt good.

        That was exactly the right way to describe it.

        

        "Are you done eating?"

        "Yep~!"

        

        Cecilia nodded energetically with empty rice and side dish bowls in front of her.

        Leaning against the bed and rubbing her stomach, she radiated satisfaction.

        

        There was still a bit of kimchi stew left, but both Cecilia and I were full now.

        It would probably be best to save the leftovers and eat them tomorrow.

        

        "Nyak~."

        "Hmm?"

        

        As I stood up to move the pot to the kitchen, I suddenly heard her calling me.

        When I turned around, I saw Cecilia wiggling her fingers suggestively.

        

        "That, that thing♪"

        "...What thing?"

        

        At first, I wasn't sure what she was talking about.

        But when I noticed her gaze directed toward the soju bottle, I realized what she wanted.

        

        "Ah, orange alcohol?"

        "Yes!"

        

        Cecilia nodded brightly in affirmation.

        

        Soju mixed with orange juice, a makeshift cocktail. Shortened to "orange alcohol."

        That's what Cecilia had said she wanted to try at the café earlier today.

        

        "Okay. Just wait a bit."

        

        I set down the pot with a clack and headed to the refrigerator.

        I took out the chilled orange juice and walked back to the table.

        As for glasses... it would be a hassle to take out too many.

        I figured we could just use the ones we'd been drinking from.

        

        "Well... let's begin!"

        "I've been waiting~!"

        

        When I shook the juice bottle with exaggerated flair, I got an equally exaggerated response.

        Her energetic reaction was truly delightful.

        

        "Let's see...."

        

        I pulled two glasses closer and filled them.

        Lots of orange juice, a bit of soju.

        After stirring it well, the simple citrus-colored liquid sparkled beautifully under the room's light.

        

        "Here you go."

        

        I carefully handed Cecilia a glass filled almost to the brim.

        She took it just as carefully and flashed me a sweet smile.

        

        "Thank you~."

        "Don't mention it."

        

        I thought she would drink it right away, but contrary to my expectations, she held the glass firmly and kept glancing at me.

        

        "What is it?"

        "Cheers?"

        

        She asked with a tilt of her head.

        At her cute gesture, I smiled and nodded.

        

        "Cheers."

        "Cheers~!"

        

        A clear clinking sound rang out lightly.

        We both spilled a little since our glasses were so full, but that was just part of the charm.

        

        "Mmm...."

        

        I watched as Cecilia tilted her glass.

        With the soft gulping sounds as background, I also took a sip of my drink.

        

        "Mmm.... gulp."

        "Puha—...! Delicious!"

        

        Cecilia let out a pleased sound and wore a relaxed smile on her face.

        

        I noticed that instead of drinking again right away, she took time to enjoy the aroma.

        She swirled the contents once, smiled sweetly, and slowly brought the glass back to her lips.

        

        "Mmm...."

        

        I could see her expression softening with each sip.

        Her tail swayed leisurely behind her back, and her ears had been drooping relaxedly for a while.

        She enjoyed her drink in a posture that radiated comfort.

        

        "Puha~...."

        "How cute. Did you want to drink that so badly?"

        "Uh-huh~!"

        

        Cecilia raised her glass high and answered with a voice full of aegyo.

        Looking at her with contentment, I took another long sip of my drink.

        

        "Puha...."

        "Nyak, is it tasty~?"

        "Yes. It's sweet and delicious."

      

      
        "Hehe♪ Mmm...."

        

        After smiling brightly like that, Cecilia suddenly seemed to remember something, put down her glass, and approached me.

        

        She crept closer, gently placed her hand on my leg, and leaned in.

        

        "Nyak~...."

        "Mmm, what is it?"

        

        From a close distance of about two spans apart, Cecilia looked at me with dreamy eyes.

        She was quite close. Her cheeks were flushed red and her eyes were moist.

        The subtle scent of alcohol carried on her breath tickled my mind.

        Usually, she had quite an innocent impression, but at times like this, she was truly alluring.

        

        "I have a question..."

        "What is it?"

        

        I could feel her small, soft hand fidgeting on my thigh.

        It didn't seem intentional, more like an unconscious movement...

        Hmm, it tickled.

        

        "That...."

        

        Her gaze shifted slightly toward the side of the table.

        There were several bottles of alcohol we had been drinking placed there.

        

        "Wasn't it expensive...?"

        

        I thought she had been concerned about something earlier, and it seems she was worried about the price.

        I answered lightly to reassure her.

        

        "Not really? They're all cheap drinks from the mart—"

        "Then what about those?"

        

        Before I could finish speaking, she turned her head again.

        Following her gaze...

        

        "...Weren't they expensive?"

        

        In front of the wardrobe, I could see the clothing bags.

        Those were the things we bought while shopping around lunchtime.

        

        "Uh...."

        

        This time I couldn't answer lightly and cut my words short.

        

        To be honest, I couldn't say they were cheap, even as a white lie.

        

        Good clothes, good materials. And good design and brand.

        Perhaps because I had been particular about various aspects, the amount I paid when we finished shopping easily exceeded my expectations.

        Even more than the underwear I bought last time.

        Of course, like the underwear, this was also a necessary expense, but...

        

        "...Ugh."

        

        It seemed Cecilia had different thoughts.

        

        With a suddenly dejected expression, Cecilia hung her head low.

        I could see her ears and tail drooping.

        The tail aside, her ears weren't actually much different from before, but I could somehow sense the change in atmosphere.

        

        "I'm happy, but...."

        

        She mumbled while fidgeting with her fingers.

        As she fidgeted, she gently stroked the fabric near her chest with one hand.

        

        "Mmm...."

        "You don't need to worry too much. I'm buying these because I want to. Both the clothes and the food and drinks."

        "...I'll pay you back someday."

        

        I heard her murmur in a low voice.

        I couldn't hear well, so I leaned my head closer, and just then, Cecilia raised her head and shouted with a louder voice.

        

        "I'll pay you back someday, for sure!"

        "Whoa."

        

        Setting aside the content of her words, the distance was completely close. Even closer than before.

        

        Our noses were about to touch—no, they did touch slightly.

        I felt a soft sensation briefly touch and then separate.

        

        "Ah, s-sorry."

        "U-um."

        

        As I pulled my head back, Cecilia also hurriedly pulled hers back.

        It seems she hadn't intended to be that close either.

        

        "...Ugh."

        

        Cecilia fidgeted with her hair at a slight distance. Her cheeks were slightly red.

        Most likely, my cheeks were red too.

        Was it because of the alcohol? My head was spinning with a strange sensation.

        

        "...You don't need to worry about things like debts."

        "I can't do that...."

        

        We continued our conversation in a somewhat awkward atmosphere.

        Her sky-blue eyes looking at me rippled with a strange light.

        

        "Just having a place to stay is more than enough... I can't just keep receiving. I need to repay, pay back bit by bit. So...!"

        

        With a sudden grin on her red face, Cecilia quickly stood up.

        

        "Dishwashing is my job!"

        

        She began to organize the dishes one by one, speaking in an energetic voice.

        Her movements were remarkably quick.

        She was just as quick at changing the atmosphere.

        

        "Don't push yourself, take it easy. You're drunk."

      

      
        "Got it~. Ah, yum♪"

        

        She happily moved about, even gulping down the orange alcohol left in her cup.

        

        I felt complicated emotions—both sorry and grateful.

        I quietly watched her as I sipped from my glass.

        

        "Are you sure you don't want to drink more?"

        "Mmm~, it's enough! I drank quite a bit while eating too. Ehehe...."

        

        Cecilia said as she put the rice bowls and chopsticks for two into the sink.

        She continued to organize the side dish plates and began to hum.

        

        "Repaying kindness~♪ First dishwashing, and then other ways I can repay even a little bit, ...ah...."

        

        Just as she turned on the water in the sink, she froze.

        She slowly turned around to face me, who was looking at her curiously.

        

        "Eunhyuk, perhaps, um.... No, I have a question...."

        "Yes?"

        

        What was she trying to say that made her hesitate like that again?

        I could see her tail and ears stiffening, and her hands fidgeting restlessly.

        I quietly waited for the rest of her words while sipping the remaining alcohol.

        

        "...Aren't you interested in my body?"

        "Pfft."

        

        I spat it out.

        

        I looked at Cecilia's face again.

        It was very red. Her skin was pink.

        Alcohol or not, that red face was 100% pure embarrassment.

        

        "I-I'm not saying I'll repay you with my body!?"

        "Ah, u-um."

        

        Cecilia seemed startled by her own words and raised her voice in surprise.

        A deep "Whew—" breath followed.

        Fidgeting with the ends of her hair, she continued in a small voice.

        

        "I'm just... curious. Why you didn't touch me then...."

        "Then, you mean...."

        "...You know."

        

        "Then," she says.

        Of course I know.

        In this context, how could I not?

        

        She's asking why I didn't take advantage of her during her heat, and she's the one who experienced that heat asking now.

        

        I thought for a moment.

        After considering how to avoid hurting her feelings, I chose appropriate words.

        

        "...Well? I don't know what you're talking about. From what I saw, there wasn't much difference between then and being drunk now—"

        "I'm an adult too."

        

        Cecilia cut off my attempt to brush it off.

        In her posture—head down, fidgeting with her fingers—I sensed a seriousness and doubt different from her usual self.

        

        "...I'm an adult too. I know what I did. The memories are, of course, vivid...."

        

        Unable to finish her sentence, she covered her face with both hands.

        An inarticulate "Ugh..." escaped through the gaps between her fingers.

        

        "..."

        

        I didn't know what answer to give her.

        Her words "I'm an adult too" deeply embedded themselves in my mind.

        

        I pondered and struggled. A bit more than before.

        After some time passed, I finally borrowed the courage from alcohol to share the most honest answer.

        

        "...I just. I thought that was what I should do."

        

        That's all.

        At that time, I just felt that was what I should do.

        

        "It seemed like you didn't want it. Just... that's all."

        

        This might not be a sufficient answer.

        But with my alcohol-affected mind, that was the best I could do.

        

        "...Nyak."

        "Hmm?"

        "Thank you."

        

        Saying that abruptly, Cecilia walked steadily toward me.

        Then, she briefly hugged me tightly.

        A sweet scent tickled my nose, and a soft sensation pressed against my chest.

        

        "Ce-Cecilia—"

        "I'm glad you were the first person I met."

        

        Her whispered words in my ear contained relief.

        

        After a moment's embrace, Cecilia pulled away from me.

        Her face held the same playfulness and energy as always when she was drunk.

        

        "I'll clean up quickly. Can you wait a bit?"

        "...Sure. When you're done, let's have some more juice without alcohol."

        "Okay♪"

        

        She answered with a bright smile.

        I also smiled back gently, quietly watching her back as she appeared unburdened.

        

        It feels like something significant has progressed.

        What that something is, at least for now, I couldn't tell.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.29A Peaceful Sunday Morning

      
        Why am I always so sleepy right after waking up?

        

        "Haaawn—... Mmm..."

        

        As I let out a yawn that nearly split my mouth, I pondered this question with a foggy mind.

        

        The last day of the weekend, Sunday.

        That morning.

        

        "Huaahm... Mmm..."

        

        Squirming under the blanket, I clutched my pillow in resistance against the overwhelming drowsiness.

        

        Why am I always so sleepy in the morning?

        I didn't go to bed late yesterday, nor did I have trouble sleeping.

        I'm sure I slept soundly, yet mornings always make me this drowsy.

        

        "..."

        

        Perhaps humans evolved incorrectly.

        Shouldn't we have evolved to be fully awake immediately after rising?

        I couldn't understand why we evolved to carry yesterday's fatigue into today.

        It would be better if we could sleep a few more hours and have all fatigue completely disappear.

        

        "...Mmm."

        

        While lost in these useless thoughts, I noticed my drowsiness gradually fading.

        Sunlight warmed my back, filling the room with light.

        

        No matter how much I complain, the sleepiness actually passes after a few minutes of being up.

        This was the same as usual.

        

        I pushed aside the blanket and came out. I stretched my body upward.

        Taking a breath with my foggy mind, the slightly cold autumn air filled my lungs and then left.

        

        "...Bathroom."

        

        The drowsiness was gradually clearing, but I was still sleepy.

        In that dazed state, I rustled out of bed.

        

        I walked with heavy steps to the bathroom.

        I grabbed the doorknob, clicked it open, and...

        

        "...Ah."

        "Mmm?"

        

        I saw Cecilia with a toothbrush in her mouth.

        

        She wore thin indoor short sleeves, her hair lightly pulled back in a ponytail.

        

        After a brief silence, she spat out the foam with a "ptui" sound, rinsed her mouth, and said lightly:

        

        "Good morning, Eunhyuk."

        

        A bright smile was directed at me.

        Looking at that expression as bright as the morning sun, I felt a corner of my heart warm up.

        

        "...Good morning, Cecilia."

        

        We exchanged greetings in that dazed state.

        

        ***

        

        "Thank you for the meal."

        

        We spoke in unison as we got up from our seats.

        Cecilia quickly gathered the dishes and put them in the sink, while I lightly wiped the table.

        It was an appropriate division of labor.

        

        "Let's see..."

        

        Almost simultaneously with the sound of running water, she began moving her hands.

        The sound of scrubbing and faint humming echoed through the bright room.

        

        "You could do them all at once. It's not that much anyway."

        "Isn't it better to finish them right away?"

        "...I guess so."

        

        As I rinsed the dishcloth, I quietly observed Cecilia's hands efficiently washing the dishes.

        

        "? What is it?"

        "Nothing, just worried your hands might get chapped."

        "My hands?"

        

        Cecilia blinked as she looked at her wet hands.

        

        "It's not really..."

        "Maybe not now, but frequent exposure to water can cause chapping. Especially in fall or winter. Let me see if there's something moisturizing..."

        

        After hanging up the rinsed dishcloth, I headed to the drawer.

      

      
        

        The bottom drawer, more like a storage space for small items...

        

        "Here it is."

        

        I pulled out a hand lotion that was almost like new.

        It was one of the necessities I bought when we went shopping for underwear.

        I'd bought it but never used it, so it had been buried in the drawer.

        

        "Moisturizing hand lotion... good."

        "What's that?"

        

        Cecilia asked as she approached after quickly finishing the dishes.

        As she dried her hands with a towel, I answered her question by popping open the lotion cap with a "click!"

        

        "Can I see your hands?"

        

        Though she tilted her head curiously at my request, Cecilia extended her hands.

        

        Small and soft, but currently a bit dry—Cecilia's two hands.

        I gently took them and squeezed a little lotion onto them.

        

        "Ah, cold!"

        

        She flinched when the lotion first touched her skin, but otherwise showed little reaction.

        Cecilia just stared at the white substance on her palm with curious eyes.

        

        "Now what do I... do with this? It doesn't look like something to eat."

        "You apply it to your hands. Like this..."

        

        Setting the lotion bottle aside, I began to demonstrate by applying it to her hands myself.

        

        First, I spread the white liquid evenly around her hands.

        Sliding my hands over hers, massaging gently...

        ...I felt an incredibly soft texture.

        

        Cecilia's small hands.

        Me, kneading them with both of my hands.

        

        A beat later, the situation began to feel increasingly awkward.

        

        "I-I think I can do it myself, Eunhyuk."

        "Oh, sure."

        

        It seemed Cecilia felt the same way.

        With a slightly flushed face, she smoothly withdrew her hands from mine.

        

        "Umm, is this how you do it...?"

        

        Using the lotion as lubricant, she rubbed her hands together, glancing at me questioningly.

        

        I nodded.

        

        Then, with a reddened face overlaid with curiosity, she murmured softly.

        

        "It feels strange... smells nice. But it's slippery."

        "It'll be absorbed soon and feel better. Apply it after washing dishes, or whenever your hands feel dry."

        

        As I said this, I suddenly realized that lotion had gotten on my hands too.

        It had transferred when I was applying it to Cecilia's hands.

        

        "Hmm..."

        

        I rubbed my hands together to spread it thinly.

        While doing so, the memory of the soft touch of those small hands came back to me, making my skin feel slightly warm.

        

        "?"

        

        Feeling a bit embarrassed, I averted my gaze.

        The secret thought that 'I wish I could have held them longer' crossed my mind.

        

        ***

        

        Time passed further.

        Around 11 AM, both Cecilia and I were leisurely reading books.

        

        "Come to think of it, I haven't asked..."

        

        Cecilia was lying on the bed reading a collection of short stories.

        Watching her, I voiced something I'd been curious about.

        

        "Hmm?"

        "Isn't your tail uncomfortable? That was the main reason we went clothes shopping, right?"

        "Oh, this?"

        

        Putting the book down on the bed and turning slightly, Cecilia looked back.

        Behind her, a silver-white tail swayed gently.

        

        "Hmm~... For sure, it's much better than before."

        "I guess that's because we switched to better pants."

      

      
        "Still, it feels a bit constricting. Just a little bit, though."

        

        I nodded, listening carefully to her words.

        

        Even after choosing pants with consideration for her tail's size and material, they were still somewhat uncomfortable.

        It was slightly disappointing, but since she said it was better than before, I supposed we should be satisfied with that.

        To make it more comfortable, probably...

        

        "...Unless we get custom-made pants..."

        "C-custom-made? Wouldn't that be expensive?"

        "...Yes, it would be."

        

        At my words, Cecilia looked at me with a worried expression that said 'then we don't need to buy them.'

        I nodded in agreement.

        

        Even though I earn decent money from my convenience store job, I don't have enough savings to splurge on custom-made clothes.

        And Cecilia probably wouldn't want clothes that are too expensive anyway.

        This matter would have to be put on hold.

        

        "Well, someday stores will start carrying clothes for beastfolk."

        "...You think so?"

        "They will. Probably."

        

        I couldn't be certain, but where there's demand, there will be products.

        As the existence of different species becomes more public, and they begin to engage in productive activities and daily life, related products will surely start to appear.

        Though I don't know when that will be.

        

        "Let's talk about something else, Cecilia."

        "Oh, okay."

        "Are you really okay without pajamas? Clothes aren't cheap, but buying a few more sets wouldn't be a problem."

        

        The next topic I brought up was about her sleepwear.

        

        According to our original plan, we were supposed to buy pajamas for Cecilia during yesterday's shopping, but it was canceled due to her objection.

        That's why Cecilia's current attire was just a t-shirt and shorts.

        

        Well, that looks comfortable in its own way, so it's not really an issue.

        This question was just to satisfy my curiosity.

        

        "Well... pajamas are clothes you change into every night, right?"

        "Right."

        "How do I put this... I'm not familiar with the concept itself. Aren't regular clothes enough?"

        "Hmm."

        

        Honestly, I don't wear separate pajamas either, so when she asks like that, I have nothing to say.

        After thinking briefly, I spoke.

        

        "I've heard they feel nice or help you sleep better..."

        "It seems unnecessary to me."

        "Well, it's a matter of preference. I was just curious."

        

        Everyone has different tastes, so I wasn't planning to criticize her for not wearing them.

        It would be funny for me to criticize when I don't wear them either.

        

        "Then let me ask a question in return."

        "Hmm?"

        

        With a thud, Cecilia put down the book she had been reading and asked.

        Judging by how thin the remaining pages were, she seemed to have finished it.

        

        "Is that book interesting?"

        "This one?"

        

        I fluttered the book I was holding, and Cecilia nodded.

        

        "It's... okay? Good enough to pass the time."

        

        After a moment's consideration, I shared my honest opinion.

        

        An ordinary fantasy, an ordinary novel.

        It had been serialized online before becoming a book, so it had the characteristic of relatively fast pacing.

        But other than that, well, it was decent.

        A familiar type of story without any particularly standout elements.

        

        "Can I read it?"

        "I don't mind, but you might not like it. It's a bit male-oriented..."

        

        I put down the book I was holding and reached for the first volume of the series on the bookshelf.

        

        "Here."

        "Thanks."

        

        Cecilia took the book and began slowly turning the pages.

        As the sound of fluttering pages filled the air, I watched her briefly before turning my attention back to my own book.

        

        Quiet time passed, filled with the sound of paper and breathing.

        Sunday, a peaceful day.

        There was still plenty of time until tomorrow.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.30That Afternoon, Skinship

      
        "What is skinship, I wonder."

        "...Huh?"

        

        After finishing a simple lunch befitting a person living alone, both of us were quietly sitting and enjoying our books on a Sunday afternoon.

        When Cecilia suddenly brought up this loaded question, I tilted my head in confusion.

        

        "...Skinship? Where did that come from?"

        "Well, it's right here."

        

        Cecilia showed me the page of the novel she was reading.

        Not that I could see it from this distance anyway.

        My eyesight isn't good enough to read such small text from here.

        

        "What kind of scene is it?"

        "The protagonist lightly holds a girl's hand, and right after, she yells that he's a pervert and starts hitting him..."

        "Ah, that part."

        

        I could easily recall the scene just from hearing about it.

        It was from the fantasy novel I had given to Cecilia earlier. Volume 1.

        

        The internet fandom calls it the 'hand-holding and getting hit scene.'

        It was quite impactful for an early scene, and it had left a strong impression on me too.

        

        "That's the result of giving the heroine an extreme tsundere character. ...Though the dense protagonist played his part too."

        "What's tsundere?"

        "Just, um, think of it as someone who's shy. But why are you asking?"

        

        When I asked again, Cecilia tilted her head.

        Her eyes moved slowly from side to side as if she was rereading the scene.

        

        "Looking at what comes before... this girl does like the protagonist, right?"

        "Yeah. That's what being tsundere is about."

        "But I don't understand why she hits him when he holds her hand, hmm..."

        

        With a serious expression, Cecilia rested her chin on her hand.

        Her tail slowed down, her ears stiffened... she seemed deep in thought.

        

        A cat seriously contemplating the contents of a novel—it was somewhat amusing to watch from the side.

        

        "There are other parts throughout that I don't really understand."

        "That's why I warned you beforehand that you might not like it. For a fantasy, it has quite a bit of romance mixed in, but it's male-oriented."

        "And I don't know what this 'wall-thump' thing is either."

        

        Barely listening to what I was saying, Cecilia continued to stroke her chin, lost in thought.

        Her literary-girl-like side was unexpectedly showing as she pondered over things she didn't understand.

        

        "Some of the descriptions are confusing too, hmm..."

        "Did you read a lot of novels before?"

        "Huh? No. ...Almost never, except when I was young."

        "?"

        

        Her voice was somewhat hesitant and unclear.

        But that atmosphere didn't last long, and soon she was back to stroking her chin and making contemplative "Hmm..." sounds.

        

        "I don't really get it."

        "The book's content?"

        "Specifically, skinship in general. I don't understand the reactions, and some things I don't know at all."

        

        She continued to grumble for a while.

        As I quietly watched her cute behavior, suddenly Cecilia stopped pondering and turned her head sharply toward me.

        

        "? What is it?"

        "Eunhyuk, I have a favor to ask..."

        

        Somehow, I felt like I knew what she was going to say.

        As I waited quietly, she continued.

        

        "...Would you show me some skinship?"

        

        With a slightly shy demeanor, this literary cat girl made her request.

        After a brief moment of consideration, I nodded without much hesitation.

        

        ***

        

        First, hand-holding.

        

        "Then, I'll hold your hand?"

        "...Okay."

        

        Standing quietly in the middle of the room, Cecilia slightly extended her hand.

        I stood beside her.

        

        Even though we called it skinship, it wasn't really much.

        It was just a light touch to help her understand. It wasn't meant to be affectionate.

        Just barely touching, that's all.

        No need to be embarrassed.

        ...Well, that's the excuse I kept repeating to myself because it was actually difficult.

        

        The more I hesitated, the harder it seemed to get.

        Without any warning, I gently took Cecilia's small hand.

        

        "Mmm..."

        "How is it?"

        

        When I asked, Cecilia nodded with flushed cheeks.

        

        "It's a bit... embarrassing..."

        "..."

        

        It was a shy response.

        I hadn't meant to, but seeing her reddened face made me feel my own face heating up.

        

        "So, this is what it feels like..."

        "...We held hands earlier when applying lotion, what's the big deal now..."

        "That and this are different. That wasn't really holding hands properly... ...Mmm, your hand is big."

        

        It was more embarrassing than I had expected.

        

        The warmth traveling through our palms, the sound of breathing nearby.

        The sensation of thin fingers occasionally twitching.

        

        Just holding hands, yet it felt strange.

        Come to think of it, we had already touched in various ways.

        We'd even been closer than just holding hands...

        Yet somehow, right now felt unusually embarrassing.

        

        "O-Okay, done!"

        "Y-Yeah..."

        

        I hastily declared it over and let go of her hand.

        

        Taking a step back, I stared at the hand that had been holding hers until just now.

      

      
        My fingertips felt hot and slightly tingly.

        

        "..."

        

        Glancing to the side, I saw Cecilia also looking at her own hand.

        Her reddened cheeks, drooping ears, and occasionally twitching tail caught my eye.

        

        "...Are you satisfied?"

        "Hmm..."

        

        To my cautious question, she gently shook her head from side to side.

        

        Turning to look at me, she said:

        

        "The next one too..."

        "..."

        

        Her curiosity apparently wasn't satisfied yet.

        

        ***

        

        Second, head patting.

        

        "...We've actually done this several times before. Are you still curious?"

        "Um, well, a little?"

        

        With a somewhat shy smile, Cecilia looked up at me.

        

        Our positions were different from before.

        Earlier we stood side by side, but now Cecilia was sitting on the bed with me standing in front of her.

        

        This meant Cecilia had to look up at me.

        It was just a slightly different angle than usual, but somehow it was cute.

        

        "I'll do it then."

        "Okay."

        

        I slowly reached out my hand.

        Placing it on her soft hair, I gently patted her head.

        

        "Mmm..."

        "How is it?"

        "It feels reassuring..."

        

        I hadn't asked for her impression.

        I was asking if it helped her understand the book, but well...

        

        "Hehe..."

        

        ...She looked like she was enjoying it, so I decided not to mention it.

        

        I patted and stroked, enjoying the soft texture of her hair with my hand.

        Fortunately, it wasn't as embarrassing as before.

        It just felt nice.

        

        Her disheveled hair swayed gently. It smelled good.

        We surely use the same shampoo, though.

        

        "Mmm, a little more..."

        

        And now Cecilia seemed to have entered a stage of pure enjoyment.

        She even closed her eyes, focusing on the sensation of my stroking.

        

        "..."

        

        The feeling of stroking was so pleasant that I honestly didn't mind either.

        

        After continuing to stroke for a while, what caught my eye were her ears, drooping contentedly.

        Those silver-white ears covered with fur even fluffier than her hair.

        

        I had touched those ears once when I was drunk, but I couldn't actually remember the sensation.

        I just vaguely remembered that it felt 'really good.'

        

        I wanted to touch them again.

        If I did it slightly, she wouldn't notice, right?

        

        Thinking that, I stealthily reached out my hand, but...

        

        "...Hyah!?"

        

        What I got in return was a moan-like scream and,

        

        "...Nnngh...!!"

        

        A teary, angry expression.

        

        "...Sorry."

        

        Feeling her small hands tapping against my stomach in protest, I quietly apologized.

        

        Hair was okay, but ears were still off-limits, it seemed.

        That was unfortunate.

        

        ***

        

        Third, chin holding.

        

        "...Chin holding?"

        "Yeah. I can't quite imagine what it feels like."

        

        A little while later, Cecilia's anger had subsided somewhat.

        This time, she requested chin holding.

        You know, when a man holds a woman's chin to make eye contact.

        

        "You know how to do it, right, Eunhyuk?"

        "Well... I guess."

        

        I know how to do it, in theory.

        Though I've never actually done it before.

        

        "How should we position ourselves, should we stand?"

        "Ah, yes. Standing face to face would be good."

        "Like this?"

        "Yes."

        

        Standing directly facing each other in the middle of the room.

        Because Cecilia was shorter, she naturally had to look up at me.

        It was similar to when we were at the bed earlier. It was cute.

        

        "Ready?"

        "Yes."

        

      

      
        I could already anticipate it would be a bit awkward, but having just angered her, I had no right to refuse.

        I slowly extended my fingers.

        

        First, her cheek.

        

        "Hyah."

        

        I moved my hand as if tickling Cecilia's fair cheek.

        Enjoying the soft texture, I slowly, slowly moved downward.

        

        My finger touched her chin with a light tap.

        After fiddling with it briefly, I gently held it between my index finger and thumb.

        

        "Oh, oh..."

        

        I lifted it slightly to make eye contact.

        

        Me looking down, Cecilia looking up.

        We were so close that we could feel each other's breath.

        I could feel my heart pounding.

        

        Not having expected 'chin holding' to be like this, Cecilia looked somewhat flustered.

        Her face was red.

        

        "Um, well..."

        "..."

        

        Silence hung in the air.

        I could see her eyes wandering right in front of me.

        ...I probably looked similar from her perspective.

        

        After a brief moment, she spoke softly.

        

        "Th-That's enough..."

        

        Only then did I let go, and we both stepped back a few paces.

        

        ""...Phew...""

        

        Then we each clutched our chests and exhaled.

        It was really bad for the heart, truly.

        

        For reference, when I asked "...How was it?" after a slight pause, what I got in return was no comment.

        

        ***

        

        Last, wall-thump.

        

        "I really don't get this one. The book just says 'he did a wall-thump' without explaining..."

        "Ah, yes. I understand what you mean."

        

        Most people understand what 'wall-thump' means, after all.

        It's rarely described in detail, so it made sense that Cecilia wouldn't know.

        

        "But will you be okay? This one might startle you a bit."

        "...Is it scary?"

        "Not scary, just startling."

        "Then... can you do it slowly? Like, just showing me what kind of movement it is."

        

        I nodded.

        The movement itself is simple. Not difficult.

        

        "First, go toward the wall."

        "Toward the wall... okay."

        "And then I'll do this..."

        "Huh? Oh, oh...?!"

        

        I positioned Cecilia against the wall, and then I also moved to the wall, covering her body with mine.

        I placed my hand on the wall beside her head and faced her from a close distance.

        ...This was more embarrassing than I had expected.

        

        "...Like this."

        "I-I see..."

        

        Looking equally embarrassed, Cecilia smiled shyly.

        I hadn't realized before doing it, but this was even closer than the chin holding.

        And with the space half-closed around us, a peculiar atmosphere hung between us.

        

        "U-Um. Thank you, Eunhyuk. That was helpful."

        "I'm glad it was helpful..."

        

        As soon as I heard her words, I removed my hand and stepped back two or three paces.

        I sat down heavily in a chair and took several deep breaths.

        

        If just pretending was this intense, what would happen if I did a real wall-thump?

        

        It felt like my energy was being drained, even though we hadn't done much.

        

        "...Let's have a hearty dinner tonight. For the menu... yes, hot pot would be good."

        

        As if trying to dispel the awkwardness, Cecilia also nodded vigorously at my words.

        

        Honestly, it wasn't unpleasant, but it was a subtle time that couldn't simply be called enjoyable.

        My chest felt tingly.

        

        "...Want to go grocery shopping together?"

        "Yes...!"

        

        To change the mood, I took Cecilia out to walk around the supermarket.

        

        Thanks to the cold air, we both quickly regained our composure, and we were able to converse normally again just as quickly.

        Feeling as if we had just woken from a dream, we returned home with our groceries.

        

        ***

        

        By evening, the atmosphere had returned to normal, and the hot pot I made after a long time was delicious.

        

        There wasn't anything particular to do at night either.

        Exchanging good night wishes, we went to sleep as usual.

        

        And the next morning.

        That is, Monday.

        

        "...Huh?"

        

        Waking up to my phone vibrating, I let out a stupid sound as I read the message displayed on it.

        

        "Huh??"

        

        There was something very difficult to understand written there.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.31Unexpected Text Message

      
        "Good morning, Eunhyuk...?"

        

        Early morning.

        Cecilia, who had woken up before me.

        

        With a slightly damp face as if she had just washed it, Cecilia looked at me with a puzzled voice.

        I simply waved my hand at her and carefully read the contents of the text message.

        

        What on earth is this about?

        Well, thinking about it, Mr. Woonho had warned me before, so it's not completely unexpected...

        But still, this is too sudden.

        

        "What's going on?"

        

        A voice came from beside me.

        Glancing over, I saw Cecilia sitting up on the blanket, leaning her head toward me.

        

        "A text message?"

        "From the police department..."

        "...Again?"

        

        Cecilia asked with a faint shadow crossing her face.

        Unable to answer, I let out a low voice instead.

        

        'Again,' she says.

        She's probably imagining something similar to what happened last time.

        The police summons we received last Friday and the slight commotion that followed.

        That somewhat awkward situation for both me and Cecilia.

        

        It's understandable if she's feeling gloomy recalling that...

        Unfortunately for her, this matter was far bigger than that simple summons.

        

        "...Would you like to read it yourself?"

        

        I handed my phone to Cecilia.

        She took it and slowly began reading the text.

        

        "...Notice of Other-Worlder School Transfer and Preparation Guide? Huh, what?"

        "Yeah..."

        "...Eunhyuk, what is this?"

        "Simply put, they're planning to put other-worlders into schools for education..."

        

        Even as I spoke aloud, I scratched my head uncertainly.

        

        A school transfer notice.

        Telling Cecilia, and not just her but all other-worlders, to 'enroll in school'?

        What are they thinking... I couldn't understand at all.

        

        First, I don't get why they're insisting on sending other-worlders to school.

        If education is the goal, there are other methods.

        I heard the police are already keeping them in semi-isolation for protection, so they could just gather them periodically in a large space and bring in instructors.

        Why use school facilities instead?

        

        And there's another question that follows.

        Notice of other-worlder school 'transfer'?

        Not the specialized school establishment Mr. Woonho mentioned before?

        So they're planning to integrate other-worlders into existing schools?

        Just hearing it, I could foresee tremendous chaos.

        If I can predict this, surely the elite higher-ups must know too.

        

        And this is also strange.

        Why is the administrative processing so fast?

        It's been only a few days, really just a few days, since other-worlders appeared.

        Yet things are progressing this smoothly?

        How?

        

        "What should we do, Eunhyuk...?"

        

        Cecilia asked with a voice full of bewilderment.

        Unable to give a proper answer, I held my head in my hands.

        

        It's sudden, and there's too much we don't know.

        The text message seemed hastily put together, lacking much information beyond the overview.

        

        "...Can I have my phone back?"

        "Oh, sure."

        

        If I don't know, I should ask.

        Fortunately, I had someone in my contacts who would know about this.

        

        I touched my phone and called Mr. Woonho.

        

        ***

        

      

      
        It was a full 30 minutes later when Mr. Woonho finally answered the phone.

        Calling, no response, hanging up. Waiting and trying again repeatedly...

        He seemed busy with something else, but after persistent attempts, I finally got through.

        

        [...Good morning, Eunhyuk. Did you have a good weekend?]

        "The weekend was fine. I just didn't expect trouble to start as soon as it ended..."

        

        A small bitter laugh came through the phone.

        Feeling Cecilia's watchful gaze, I continued.

        

        "...I have questions about the school transfer notice."

        [Yes, of course. I thought you might. Let's see....]

        

        There was a rustling sound of paper.

        He seemed to be searching through documents.

        

        [The text message we sent was a bit lacking, I admit. For most other other-worlders, verbal notification was sufficient... Anyway, yes. What would you like to know?]

        "Is this mandatory?"

        [For now, yes.]

        

        The casual response made me hold my head in my hands.

        I had hoped it would be optional.

        

        "He says it's mandatory...?"

        "That's what he said..."

        

        When I told Cecilia, I could see anxiety rapidly filling her expression.

        Her ears, the tip of her tail, and her pupils trembled slightly.

        Feeling complicated emotions, I continued speaking into the phone.

        

        "What's the reason? I mean, why suddenly schools...?"

        [Hmm... the main purpose is social education.]

        "Social education?"

        [Socialization of other-worlders through interaction with students... basically training to adapt to modern society. Making friends, learning basic knowledge, that sort of thing.]

        "..."

        

        It sounded ridiculous.

        But at the same time, I couldn't help but think it wasn't completely nonsensical.

        

        I had been thinking about something recently.

        What would Cecilia need to live in this world?

        Protection from all external threats...?

        I could buy things for her, accompany her when going out, handle all legal matters...

        

        Of course, that would be possible to some extent.

        But it couldn't be possible forever.

        

        Life ahead is long.

        Not just a few days.

        She will live in this world for weeks, months, years, and decades to come.

        

        Just vaguely "getting by" isn't enough.

        Because Cecilia needs to "live" in this world from now on.

        

        Common sense, knowledge, values, economics, ethics, politics, connections...

        Everything is necessary.

        It is necessary.

        

        Thinking about it that way, I couldn't dismiss the idea of "school" as mere nonsense.

        

        "Haaa..."

        

        Cecilia watched me nervously as I let out a deep sigh.

        Seeing her anxiously trembling eyes, a feeling akin to guilt crept up on me.

        

        There were two concerns.

        First, whether this shy cat could possibly adapt to a school environment.

        And second...

        

        "That's all well and good, but what about safety?"

        [By safety, you mean....]

        "Don't pretend you don't know."

        

        I glanced to the side.

        There was a TV with the news on.

        

        Information is always insufficient. Always needed.

        Despite realizing this a few days ago, I had been negligent in checking the news for a while.

        To make up for it a little, I had turned on the TV news while making the call.

        

        [Information has just come in that the 'National Anti-Other-Worlder Protest' that began at 6 AM today is growing in scale as time passes.]

        

        And that's the information I found out.

        

      

      
        [It's reported that protesters have been continuously confronting police since the beginning of the 'National Anti-Other-Worlder Protest,' resulting in numerous injuries....]

        

        This world resists change more than I thought and still treats other-worlders as foreign objects.

        Even if not everyone feels that way, many people do.

        

        [...Representative Weedan stated, 'This world is ours, and we will never surrender it to aliens.']

        ["Down with other-worlders!!"]

        ["""Waaah!!!!!"""]

        "Eek."

        

        Cecilia flinched with a pale face at the shouting voices coming through the screen.

        I slowly reached out and gently patted her trembling back.

        

        "...I didn't realize the protests were this intense."

        

        Mr. Woonho probably heard that shouting too.

        The protesters' voices were filled with such rage that they clearly leaked through to the phone.

        

        "Not just difficult to control, but a large-scale protest that's hard to suppress. Many extremists causing injuries to both civilians and police..."

        [....]

        "Opening schools in this situation would be disastrous, wouldn't it?"

        

        As I said before, I don't reject the idea of school itself.

        I couldn't reject it.

        

        But if even minimal safety can't be guaranteed, it doesn't make sense from the start.

        

        [...We plan to pay special attention to security with that in mind.]

        "Can you really stop the protesters that way?"

        [Of course, we'll lower the intensity of protests through thorough Q&A sessions and presentations before the actual transfer begins....]

        "So you're saying you can't completely prevent it?"

        

        A brief silence fell.

        

        Meanwhile, checking the TV that was still filled with shouting, I picked up the remote and turned it off.

        I continued to gently pat Cecilia's still trembling body.

        

        [...It is necessary.]

        "I know. But there are many practical problems."

        

        The conversation wasn't progressing.

        Mr. Woonho seemed to sense this too, as a contemplative voice came through the phone.

        

        [...The official transfer is scheduled to begin next week.]

        "Yes. That was in the text message too. ...Don't you think you're rushing things?"

        

        I answered while rubbing my brow.

        After a pause, Mr. Woonho continued from the other end of the line.

        

        [Until then... how about the two of you discuss it and decide?]

        "...Huh? Didn't you say it was mandatory earlier?"

        

        I asked, puzzled.

        Could it be...?

        

        [...Honestly, I don't think this transfer is completely problem-free either....]

        

        I inwardly rejoiced.

        This was welcome news.

        

        In other words, if necessary, he would raise objections to the transfer system on my behalf.

        Just like with the custody arrangement before.

        

        I was genuinely grateful that this person wasn't a bad person.

        

        "...Thank you."

        [Don't mention it.]

        "Well then... I'll contact you again later."

        [Yes. I'll be waiting.]

        

        With a click, the call ended.

        

        "...Phew."

        "Is it over...?"

        

        As I exhaled with a mix of fatigue and satisfaction, Cecilia looked up at me and carefully asked.

        Looking at her expression, I pondered for a moment.

        

        "...Cecilia."

        "Yes?"

        "...Do you want to go to school?"

        

        But no matter how much I thought about it, all I could do was ask her directly.

        I waited for her response as she stared at me with wide eyes.
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        "Um, well...."

        

        As I asked the question, I saw her sky-blue eyes begin to waver.

        Her ears and tail stiffened suddenly. Her shoulders hunched.

        Watching her small hands fidgeting on her stomach, I quickly corrected myself.

        

        "Ah, I don't mean you have to decide right now...."

        

        When I spoke in a careful voice, Cecilia seemed slightly relieved and let out a small breath.

        

        Facing her, I slowly explained what I had discussed on the phone earlier.

        

        "Discuss and then choose...."

        "For now, it's just 'it could happen that way.' Even if it's not confirmed, there's a possibility. Since there's a precedent with the foster care system."

        

        Mr. Woonho said that enrollment in schools for different species was, at least according to those in charge, mandatory.

        But "mandatory" isn't "absolute." Come to think of it, turning Cecilia over to the police was also mandatory at the time.

        In other words, things can change.

        

        However....

        

        "Still, assuming minimum safety is guaranteed... the decision is yours, Cecilia."

        

        It wasn't something to blindly oppose.

        

        Learning common sense and building connections are things she'll need eventually anyway.

        These are unavoidable necessities for living in this world.

        

        She'll have to learn someday.

        I couldn't oppose the system of enrollment as a means to that end.

        

        There was a brief silence.

        

        "...If I go to school...."

        "Hmm?"

        

        After that silence, Cecilia began speaking in a small voice filled with concern.

        She paused briefly as if searching for words, then opened her mouth again.

        

        "If I go to school, what can I gain?"

        

        What can she gain?

        A simple yet difficult question.

        

        "Well... you can gain knowledge necessary for living. Basic geography, common sense, laws...."

        "Like how to earn or spend money...?"

        "Yes. That's right."

        

        At my words, Cecilia nodded, then slightly lowered her head.

        I could see wrinkles forming between her eyebrows. Her ears trembled with tension.

        Her worry was evident.

        

        "...What else?"

        "Besides that, friends and such."

        "Friends...."

        "That part will vary depending on how much effort you put in. If it's hard, you don't have to make friends. I don't have many friends either."

        

        I muttered with a hint of self-deprecation, trying to lighten the mood a bit.

        Hearing my words, Cecilia's expression softened slightly, and she smiled broadly.

        

        "Anyway, we have time, and there's no need to decide right away."

        "Okay."

        "Let's eat. Would you like rolled omelet?"

        "Yes!"

        

        With an energetic response, she stood up.

        She stretched her stiff body thoroughly and trudged toward the kitchen.

        

        "Is there anything I can help with?"

        "Could you bring some eggs from the refrigerator? About four."

        "Okay, got it."

        

        I washed my hands and prepared breakfast.

        This morning's side dish was fluffy rolled omelet.

        

        ***

        

        The clicking sound of computer keys softly echoed throughout the room.

        

        Looking up this, researching that.

        After searching here and there, I moved my hand to the mouse.

        Click, check, close....

        I repeated this process several times.

        

        "I finished washing the dishes."

        

        Just then, the background sound of running water stopped with a sharp sound.

        Rubbing a bit of lotion on her hands after drying them, Cecilia walked over to me with heavy steps.

        

        "It's another thing I've never seen before. What is this?"

        "It's called a laptop, um.... ...how should I explain this to you."

        

        I wanted to explain, but I couldn't think of the right words.

      

      
        With a wry smile, I moved the mouse.

        Showing seemed better than telling.

        

        "With this, I can look up news articles like this. I was just trying to do some proper research."

        "That's convenient...."

        

        Her innocent reaction made me feel shy.

        Feeling her curious gaze from beside me, I slowly closed the laptop.

        

        "Oh? You don't need to look at it anymore?"

        "I've already looked up everything I needed. It's enough now."

        

        Though it was a brief investigation, it was somewhat productive.

        

        As expected, the internet was better than TV for finding detailed information.

        While less reliable, the amount of information was significantly greater.

        

        Now I just need to verify the accuracy of what I found, and the research is mostly complete.

        However....

        

        "So, um...."

        "?"

        

        With the closed laptop in front of me, I pondered for a moment how to bring this up.

        After thinking, I decided it was best to just say it plainly.

        

        "...I think I need to go out for a bit."

        "Alone?"

        

        I nodded at Cecilia's question.

        Lowering her gaze slightly, she asked again.

        

        "For how long...?"

        "Well, I might be back after lunch...."

        "Where to?"

        "There's a protest that just started nearby, so I'm heading there...."

        "...I can't go, can I?"

        "No, you can't."

        

        With each answer, I could see Cecilia's expression becoming slightly more dejected.

        ...This is why I was reluctant to mention it.

        

        "Are you going to continue your research?"

        "Yes. This kind of thing is hard to do just on a computer."

        "I see. Then, well. It can't be helped."

        

        Cecilia took a step back and nodded.

        Her tone was calm, and her expression was fairly normal.

        

        But above her head, her fluffy ears drooped lifelessly.

        It was a characteristic of beastfolk that was difficult to hide no matter how hard she tried.

        

        "I'll try to come back as quickly as possible. Before lunch if I can."

        "Okay."

        "But don't wait too long. If it's past 1 o'clock, eat first. There are leftover side dishes in the refrigerator. And soup too."

        "Okay."

        

        Being left alone at home isn't particularly pleasant for some people.

        Especially in cases like this where it's not about not wanting to go out, but rather being unable to go out regardless of desire.

        Among those, people who get lonely easily particularly feel this way....

        

        "..."

        

        It seemed Cecilia was one such example.

        

        Though she seemed to be trying to hide it, her ears and tail clearly lacked energy.

        Her expression was also slightly dark.

        It was a dejected look I hadn't seen before.

        

        "Don't look so down. I'll be back soon."

        "Huh? No, not really—"

        

        Cutting off her words, I gently stroked her head.

        

        "...Okay...."

        

        I saw Cecilia close her eyes and accept my touch.

        A faint purring sound echoed.

        After enjoying her soft hair for a moment, I withdrew my hand.

        

        "I'll be back."

        "...Take care."

        

        Receiving her quiet farewell, I put on my coat.

        I opened the door and headed outside.

        

        ***

        

        The destination I arrived at could rightfully be described as utter chaos.

        

        [Who is the master of this Earth, everyone!?!]

        "Humans!!"

        "Humans!!"

      

      
        [Who is Earth's one and only supreme predator, everyone!!?]

        "Huuumans!!!"

        [That's right, it's humans!! But would it be good to hand over this Earth to those pathetic outsiders...]

        

        It resembled something close to a cult gathering, if I had to compare.

        

        A large park, not far from home.

        I set foot directly in the place where an anti-different species protest was reportedly taking place.

        

        To know how dangerous it was, checking in person was the most accurate way.

        

        Of course, I didn't come to do anything truly dangerous.

        I just intended to observe from a distance.

        

        "That's intense...."

        [Different species! How this defies God's will?!! God created only humans on this land!!!...]

        

        Watching it, it really did feel like a cult was partially mixed in.

        But regardless, the impression of danger remained unchanged.

        It seemed best not to even think about approaching, though I hadn't planned to anyway.

        

        A person holding a microphone shouting in the center, surrounded by many people responding enthusiastically.

        Most appeared to be quite old.

        

        Due to their large numbers and intense energy, they seemed to dominate the entire atmosphere of the park....

        But surprisingly, I soon realized that wasn't entirely the case.

        

        "Stop this and go home, old men!!"

        "Right on, right on!"

        "What are you doing at your age!"

        "Let us use the park!!!"

        "What have they done to cause such a fuss?"

        "You don't know how soft elf ears are because you've never felt them?!"

        

        Some people I arbitrarily began calling the pro-faction.

        There were those who simply disliked the protesters' loud shouting, and quite a few who disagreed with the anti-different species stance itself.

        

        Both the opposition and support groups formed their own factions, tightly clustered and growling at each other.

        It was like watching a small war.

        

        And this was another surprising point—the two factions were almost equal in numbers.

        

        [These different species are creatures that defy God's providence!! The government has an obligation to execute them immediately for the sake of its citizens—!!]

        "What nonsense! Go home and sleep, old men!!"

        "What's with the 'old' talk?!"

        "We want to use the park, so protest somewhere else! Okay?!"

        "Humans are the masters of Earth! Humans!!"

        "You've never seen an elf in person, have you!?"

        

        It was a mess.

        But even in chaos, there was a certain flow.

        

        I could see the atmosphere gradually intensifying toward its climax.

        Arguments became fierce and curses were mixed in.

        People with reddened faces, unable to contain their anger, began to emerge.

        

        "That man...!"

        

        The intensity reached its limit.

        Just as some violent individuals were about to take off their clothes and raise their fists....

        

        "Stop, stop! Everyone disperse, disperse!!"

        

        A group of police officers who had appeared at some point intervened and began mediating.

        

        Belatedly listening, I could hear police sirens nearby.

        They must have been drowned out by the shouting.

        

        "Officer! We're just—"

        "Disperse!!!"

        

        Whether protesters or not, the police began pushing aggressively, not giving people a chance to speak.

        It was quite a familiar scene.

        I also noticed some officers arresting certain individuals, including the protest leader who had been holding the microphone.

        

        "Hmm...."

        

        It felt somewhat different from what I'd seen on the news.

        While I couldn't honestly say it was safe right now, at this rate, by next week....

        

        As I was thinking this,

        

        "Huff, hah! Eunhyuk, ahem, you're Eunhyuk, right...?"

        

        A strong hand firmly gripped my wrist.

        

        Startled, I looked to the side.

        

        I saw two hooded figures hunched over and panting.

        

        "Could you hide us for a moment...?"

        

        From beneath one of their hoods, I glimpsed a familiar red skin.
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        "Huh, what's...?"

        

        Seeing the hooded figure suddenly approaching me, I instinctively tensed up with caution.

        

        Two people.

        A large man and a small woman.

        

        Only after seeing the woman's red skin under the hood did I realize who they were.

        

        "Mr. Baek Dong-geon... right? And that must be Sherry—"

        "Yes, but shh...!"

        "Ugh, it's stifling..."

        

        The health trainer, Mr. Baek Dong-geon, was crouching down with Sherry tucked inside his jacket.

        I could see his eyes darting around anxiously beneath his hood.

        

        "Please shield us for a moment, just for a little while..."

        "What's going on...?"

        

        Even as I asked, I shifted my position.

        

        Between the crowd and Dong-geon.

        A position where I could block people's view of him.

        

        "...Are you being chased? You look out of breath."

        "...Something like that. Hey, by any chance..."

        

        But even like this, there are too many people around for me to completely hide them anyway...

        While I was thinking this, Dong-geon spoke up.

        

        "Yes?"

        "Can you see if there's a certain person nearby...? A tall woman with brown hair wearing leather gloves."

        "Brown hair and leather gloves? Oh, there she is."

        "Is she far?"

        "Not so much far as..."

        

        I glanced toward the center of the crowd gathered in the park, where police were currently dispersing protesters.

        

        "...she's being detained."

        "What?"

        

        A dumbfounded voice briefly sounded behind me.

        Pretending not to hear, I continued watching the brown-haired woman being taken away.

        

        "Let go of me!! I need to catch that guy!!"

        "Ma'am, if you keep doing this here— wait, how are you this strong...!"

        "...She's quite something."

        

        Large build, prominent muscles.

        She was dragging two police officers along until a third joined in and finally subdued her.

        Her incredible strength was almost awe-inspiring.

        I'd definitely lose in a fight against her. Yep, absolutely.

        

        Looking more closely, I noticed she seemed quite young for a protester.

        Not extremely young, but about the same age as Dong-geon.

        

        "Is she part of the protest, Mr. Dong-geon?"

        

        Curious, I asked in a low voice.

        

        But no answer came.

        

        "...Mr. Dong-geon?"

        "That crazy woman, seriously..."

        

        I heard a voice mixed with a sigh.

        Turning around, I saw Dong-geon sitting on the ground with his hand on his forehead.

        From within his arms, Sherry let out a meaningless "Wow."

        

        "Who is she?"

        "...My ex-girlfriend."

        "Excuse me?"

        

        ...What?

        

        I thought I must have misheard.

        But regardless of my confusion, Dong-geon continued in a tired voice.

      

      
        

        "She was obsessive, so I broke up with her forcefully, but we ran into each other by chance while taking a walk today..."

        "...Wait, so... huh?"

        

        Hold on, so this means he's not being chased because of the protesters, but...

        

        "...You're being chased by a stalker?"

        "Technically, yes."

        "What about the protest??"

        "What protest?"

        "..."

        

        I glanced back toward the muscular woman.

        

        "What protest?! I'm not part of that!!"

        "Ma'am, please come with us...!"

        "Move!! Hey, Park Dong-geon! Where are you?!"

        "..."

        

        What kind of comedy is this?

        At an anti-other species protest site, there's a member of another species and her guardian, but they're being chased because of an ex-girlfriend's stalking...?

        It was complete chaos.

        

        "So, is she gone?"

        "Yeah, for now at least..."

        

        I answered absently while watching the shouting woman being taken away.

        He had grabbed me so urgently that I thought it was a serious situation.

        ...Suddenly all the energy drained from my body.

        

        "Phew. Thank you, Eun-hyeok. I'll definitely repay you later... Eun-hyeok?"

        

        As Dong-geon stood up, I hunched over.

        I felt dizzy.

        

        "Are you okay?"

        

        Sherry approached and poked my cheek with her red finger.

        She looked healthy and energetic.

        Though it wasn't very noticeable, her face was slightly flushed, probably from running.

        

        Right where an anti-other species protest had just taken place, a member of another species was standing with a carefree expression.

        To me, this indirectly demonstrated the limited impact of that protest.

        

        "...It's been a while, Mr. Dong-geon, Sherry."

        

        I greeted them in a tired voice.

        

        ***

        

        "The transfer system?"

        "Yes. You received the text, right?"

        "Yes, I did."

        

        Having changed locations, we were now in a café.

        It was an upscale café quite far from my home, one that even had private rooms.

        Actually, it seemed more like a dessert shop than a café.

        

        "The transfer system... hmm. I think it's good, at least initially."

        

        With his hand on his chin, Dong-geon spoke with a somewhat uncertain voice.

        Beside him, Sherry, who had removed her hood revealing her red skin, was happily munching on a slice of cake.

        

        "We need to learn various things anyway. I think it's not a bad thing that the government is taking charge of it. She agrees too, though for different reasons."

        "It looked fun!"

        

        Sherry smiled mischievously with cream on her cheeks.

        Dong-geon sighed softly and wiped her face with a napkin.

        Looking at the two of them, who resembled parent and child, I opened my mouth.

        

        "What do you think about the safety aspect?"

        "Safety?"

        "I mean, like the protest earlier..."

        "Ah. Hmm."

        

        At my question, Dong-geon once again put his hand on his chin, just like before.

        

      

      
        "I think it should be fine, more or less."

        "Really?"

        "This is kind of from my experience."

        

        He continued, opening up the conversation.

        

        "My morning routine includes jogging around the neighborhood. Not necessarily in the morning—whenever I feel stiff, I make it a habit to go out for a run. Since meeting Sherry, we do it together."

        "Mmm... yeah. The paths here are good. Nice for running."

        "Since we run relatively long distances, we see all sorts of things..."

        

        As he continued, Dong-geon momentarily gazed at the ceiling with a distant expression.

        I quietly waited for him to continue.

        

        "Once, some students asked if they could take a picture with Sherry..."

        "A picture?"

        "Yeah. They seemed excited about meeting someone from another species. They asked for just one photo to show their friends... well, I politely declined."

        

        It was a rather realistic episode.

        Young students meeting someone from another species for the first time, getting excited and asking for a photo.

        Imagining it gave me a warm feeling.

        

        "We do run with hoodies on, but Sherry stands out. Things like that happen often."

        "Not just occasionally, but often?"

        "We have several episodes. People asking if they could touch her skin once, or touch her horns, or just genuinely saying she's pretty, giving a thumbs up and leaving right away..."

        "Those are all positive experiences..."

        

        When I said that, Dong-geon wore a playful smile.

        Then he placed his hand on Sherry's head as she was absorbed in her cake.

        

        "?"

        "There are many good people in the world. Once we were confronted by someone from that opposition group or whatever..."

        

        With his hand still on Sherry's head, Dong-geon continued.

        

        "People gradually gathered around and one by one joined our side."

        "That must have been quite a sight."

        "It was pleasant. So what I'm trying to say is, surprisingly, in the current situation, I think there's a balance between malice and goodwill."

        

        A balance between malice and goodwill.

        I interpreted this to mean they're at levels that can appropriately neutralize each other.

        

        "With so many good people around, I think protests like that can be handled well enough. That's just my opinion."

        

        With that, Dong-geon concluded his thoughts.

        Facing him, I took a moment to consider.

        

        A balance, huh.

        Certainly, unlike what I'd seen on the news, the damage from protests wasn't severe.

        It seemed like protesters and counter-protesters mostly exhausted their energy fighting each other.

        I also remembered how the police response was more skilled than I had expected.

        

        "As for me."

        

        The one who spoke then was Sherry herself.

        

        Putting down her fork, she exhaled with satisfaction.

        The cake plate in front of her was already empty.

        

        "I'm honestly excited! They say other kids like me will gather at this school place, right? That means I can make lots of friends!"

        "Well... yeah."

        "I want to meet all kinds of kids! So I want to go to that school place. That's enough for me!"

        

        Her logic was simple and cheerful.

        Completely different from our cautious cat.

        

        "So, what we're trying to say is that we don't think there's much to worry about."

        

        Following Sherry, Dong-geon spoke up.

        Taking a sip of coffee with a calm movement, he said:

        

        "Being alone is lonely. It's an opportunity to make friends, so there's no need to refuse. Whether they're friends from other species or human friends, it's fun when things are lively, right?"

        "Being alone is lonely..."

        

        I silently rolled the first words he said around in my mouth.

        Being alone is lonely.

        Thinking of Cecilia who would be waiting alone at home right now, I quietly etched those words into my heart.
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        "Thank you for the meal."

        "It was nothing, really."

        

        As I bowed my head in gratitude, Donggeon smiled cheerfully and waved his hand dismissively.

        

        Despite my apologetic insistence, Donggeon had paid for the coffee we just drank.

        I suppose in his own way, he wanted to treat someone considerably younger than himself at least once.

        

        "What are you two going to do now?"

        "I want to run more!"

        "We should keep running. We've shaken off the stalker, so there's nothing to worry about anymore."

        

        Their energetic attitude and impressive stamina.

        It suddenly struck me how well-matched these two were.

        

        "What about you, Eunhyuk?"

        "I need to go home. I have a cat waiting for me."

        

        I discreetly checked the time on my phone.

        It was currently 12:47 PM.

        Honestly, it was cutting it close, but if I hurried, I might be able to have lunch together with her.

        

        "Then I guess we'll part ways here."

        "Yes."

        "Take care~"

        

        We exchanged farewells with a bow.

        Then we turned to head in our separate directions.

        

        After taking about three steps, I suddenly heard a voice from behind.

        

        "Oh, right."

        

        It was Donggeon's voice.

        When I turned around, I saw Donggeon had also turned back and called out to me in a loud voice.

        

        "Next time we meet, you can just call me 'hyung'! Being too formal feels a bit awkward, don't you think?"

        "...Isn't that something people usually discuss during a conversation?"

        "Haha."

        

        With an embarrassed laugh, Donggeon scratched the back of his head.

        Judging by his sudden "Oh, right," he had been meaning to say this but forgot until now.

        

        "Then I'll see you next time, Donggeon... hyung?"

        

        Though I tilted my head in confusion, when I called him "hyung," Donggeon's face lit up with a bright smile.

        I waved back at him as he waved his hand enthusiastically.

        

        Then I turned around again and quickly headed home.

        

        ***

        

        "Huff, huff—... Phew... *cough* Ahem."

        

        At my front door.

        Gripping the doorknob, I exhaled heavily.

        

        I must have overestimated my stamina.

        I had only run for a little over 20 minutes, but my heart was pounding.

        I probably needed to exercise more.

        

        "*cough* Phew..."

        

        After catching my breath one last time, I slowly turned the doorknob.

        

        "I'm home..."

        

        The distance had been a bit farther than expected, so it was already past 1 o'clock.

        It was late enough that Cecilia might have already eaten lunch by herself.

        

        Thinking this, I entered the house, but it was quieter than I expected.

        There was no one on the bed either.

        

        "Huh? Where did she—"

        "Mmm, welcome back...?"

        

        As I looked around, a sleepy voice came from below.

        Looking down, I saw Cecilia lying on the floor.

        More precisely, she was lying on my bedding, twitching her ears and letting out a languid yawn.

        

        "Yaaawn—..."

        "Were you sleeping?"

        "I dozed off while reading a book..."

        

        Looking more carefully, I could see a book had fallen by her head, just as she said.

        I picked it up and placed it on the table.

        At the same time, Cecilia, who had been lying there drowsily, began to stir and get up.

        

        "What about lunch?"

        "Not yet..."

        "You haven't eaten?"

        

      

      
        When I asked in slight surprise, Cecilia nodded.

        

        "I wanted to eat together..."

        

        Her cute answer followed.

        Feeling a smile involuntarily spread across my face, I began preparing lunch.

        

        "Alright, let's eat together. Go wash your face first."

        "Okay..."

        

        Thump, thump, the sound of small footsteps echoed.

        As I listened to the subsequent sound of running water from the sink, I placed a pot on the induction stove.

        

        "This soup will do, and for side dishes..."

        

        As I was about to take out the side dishes, I suddenly realized the area around the table was messy.

        It was mainly because of the bedding.

        I usually fold it in the morning after getting up, but Cecilia seemed to have spread it out.

        

        "Oof."

        

        I folded it lightly and pushed it to one side.

        A pleasant scent tickled my nose for some reason.

        

        Come to think of it, whether for reading or sleeping, she could have used her own bed, so why did Cecilia specifically spread out my bedding?

        

        The question arose, and a moment later, embarrassment washed over me.

        

        "I washed up."

        "Oh, y-yes. Could you set the table with chopsticks and spoons?"

        

        I asked Cecilia, who seemed more awake now, to help with some simple preparations.

        

        As for the reason behind the bedding, it seemed better not to ask.

        

        ***

        

        "...so, I think at least a minimum level of stability will be guaranteed. Though it's not certain."

        "Hmm."

        

        After concluding my explanation, I popped a rolled egg omelet into my mouth.

        Similarly, Cecilia was chewing her food with a thoughtful expression.

        

        "So, Eunhyuk... you approve of my transfer?"

        "It's not so much approval as neutrality. The choice is yours."

        "Hmm..."

        

        After my casual response, Cecilia once again wore a troubled expression as she stroked her neck.

        Seeing this, I added a light-hearted comment.

        

        "You don't need to worry so much. As I said before, there's still time, and it's not like you absolutely have to go. Mmm."

        "I can't do that."

        "Hm?"

        

        I tilted my head with chopsticks in my mouth.

        In front of me, Cecilia picked up an egg roll with her chopsticks and spoke softly.

        

        "This country must have laws too, right?"

        "It does. ...They're quite complex."

        "The laws, the way of living, the value of money, units of length, units of weight—they're all different. ...Living here, I gradually notice it. When reading books, and sometimes..."

        

        Cecilia glanced toward the refrigerator.

        At the edge of her view was a sticker labeled "Energy Consumption Efficiency Rating."

        

        "...in daily life, when I see words whose exact meaning I don't know."

        "..."

        "Actually, I've mostly been living as a wanderer until now, so I never tried to learn."

        

        She paused there and picked up her soup bowl to take a sip.

        

        A small "Ah, hot" was heard in the middle.

        The sound of blowing "hoo hoo" followed, then a slurping sound.

        

        "Ahem. Now I have a place to stay. Because you, Eunhyuk, let me stay."

        

        She spoke quietly, lowering her gaze.

        Her slender fingers occasionally stroked the bowl, seemingly feeling its warmth.

        

        "I want to learn."

        

        She said with a gentle expression.

        

        "I want to know. I want to act. I want to acquire knowledge and skills... and be helpful."

        

        Her words made me feel a warmth in my heart.

        I felt proud and touched.

        

        Wanting to learn something to repay kindness. How admirable.

        

        "You don't have to try so hard to repay me."

        "I will repay you. I must show my gratitude."

        

      

      
        Putting another side dish in her mouth with a "nom," she looked up at the ceiling.

        After chewing thoroughly and swallowing, she spoke again.

        

        "But I'm a little scared."

        

        The words she blurted out carried a heavy sense of reality.

        Her ears weren't very visible, but I could see her slightly stiff tail behind her back.

        

        "I haven't had much experience interacting with people, so I wonder if I can do well or not..."

        "But you get along well with me."

        "That's because you're comfortable."

        

        Her matter-of-fact response made me feel a tingling sensation.

        

        How should I put it? Like becoming friends with a stray cat you often encounter on the street?

        I felt a kind of satisfaction that was hard to describe in words.

        It was tingling, fulfilling, and subtly embarrassing all at once.

        

        "You're kind. Being with you doesn't make me feel bad."

        "You've said something like that before. I think... you said I smell good?"

        "Smell?"

        "Yes. You often say that when you're drunk. Don't you remember?"

        

        At my words, Cecilia tilted her head.

        Her face turned slightly red.

        

        "I-I do remember. Sorry for always clinging to you..."

        "Clinging isn't really a big deal."

        "Mmm, thank you. But smell...? I'm not sure."

        

        Cecilia suddenly looked at me and sniffed.

        Then she tilted her head again.

        

        "What kind of smell could it be...? I remember saying it, but..."

        "Maybe you were mistaken because you were drunk?"

        "Maybe. Anyway!"

        

        Straightening her tilted head, Cecilia raised her voice.

        

        "I do want to learn."

        "Yes."

        "But honestly, I'm not confident about school. I don't know if I can get along well."

        "Are you scared?"

        "I'm scared. So..."

        

        Putting down her spoon, Cecilia slowly got up from her seat.

        Then she approached me, lowered herself, and bowed her head.

        

        "...pat my head."

        "..."

        "Tell me I can do it. Tell me it won't be scary."

        

        I slowly reached out my hand to her.

        Feeling the soft texture, I gently stroked her silver-white hair.

        

        "It won't be scary. You can do it, Cecilia."

        "Mm..."

        

        She nodded in response to my words.

        Then suddenly, in a very small voice, she said something.

        

        "...say 'our cute Cecilia' just once too..."

        "Hm?"

        "...mm, never mind. If you didn't hear it, just..."

        

        That's what she said, but coincidentally, I had heard.

        Continuing to stroke her hair, I said those words.

        

        "...our cute Cecilia."

        "..."

        

        It was a bit more embarrassing than I expected.

        As I scratched my cheek, she mumbled something again.

        

        "...I miss it."

        "Hm?"

        "Nothing. It's nothing."

        

        Unfortunately, I didn't catch it this time.

        

        Soon after, she raised her head again.

        A faint smile adorned her delicate face.

        

        "Thank you, Eunhyuk. I'll do my best."

        "...Fighting."

        

        I offered a small encouragement.

        She smiled brightly and picked up her dishes as she stood up.

        

        "Thanks for the meal! It was delicious today too, Eunhyuk."

        

        Her cheerful voice echoed throughout the room.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.35Cecilia's Gift to Her

      
        "Welcome."

        "Hello, hyung."

        

        4:50 PM. Time for my part-time job.

        As I passed through the automatic doors of the convenience store, I greeted Jaeseop hyung.

        

        "I'll go change my clothes."

        "Sure thing."

        

        I went into the storage room and quickly put on my uniform.

        After adjusting my appearance, I came back out.

        

        While hyung was handling the handover, there were no signs of customers, so I did some light cleaning.

        

        "All counted..."

        "No discrepancies?"

        "Who do you take me for? Everything matches perfectly today too. So, well..."

        

        Stretching his back, hyung turned toward me.

        

        "Been a while? How have you been?"

        "Relaxed and well. Eating, drinking, going out..."

        "What about that cousin you said you're living with? Getting along well?"

        "We're doing fine. We get along great."

        "That's good."

        

        With a big yawn, Jaeseop hyung stretched his whole body once more.

        But even after stretching, he seemed stiff, reaching behind to massage his shoulders.

        

        Today he looked more tired than usual.

        Was it because it was Monday?

        

        "Did something happen?"

        "Huh?"

        "You look tired."

        "Ah~. Well, yeah. There was something. A bit of trouble."

        "Trouble..."

        

        I muttered quietly under my breath.

        Then hyung added in a playful voice:

        

        "The sun hadn't even set, but there was a group of drunk people. A whole bunch of them."

        "Ugh."

        

        Hyung spread his arms wide to explain the scale.

        Seeing this, I couldn't help but grimace.

        

        More than ten drunk people.

        How terrifying.

        

        "That must have been rough..."

        "It was a mess. Yelling, vomiting, banging on the counter... ugh..."

        

        As if recalling the scene, hyung suddenly made a disgusted face.

        I could see his arm trembling slightly.

        

        "Ugh..."

        "...You worked hard. Can I buy you something? An energy drink?"

        "No need... Actually, no. Maybe just one..."

        

        After initially refusing, hyung nodded.

        He really must have been quite tired.

        

        With a wry smile, I took out a vitamin drink.

        I scanned it with a 'beep' at the POS.

        

        "Here you go."

        

        After completing the payment, I handed him the drink.

        Hyung took it, quickly opened the cap, and brought it to his lips.

        A moment later, a refreshing gulping sound echoed.

        

        "Ahhh... Thanks."

        "No problem."

        

        A voice like that of an old man drinking soup after alcohol echoed throughout the convenience store.

        Smacking his lips, hyung disposed of the empty bottle.

        

        "Man, I'm tired. Hey, I'm heading out tod—"

        

        Unlike last week, hyung was about to say he'd leave without chatting, but at that moment—

        

        The automatic door opened, and a customer walked in.

        

        "Welcome."

        "Who... Oh, welcome!"

        "Hello~. Is it shift change time?"

        

        It was Hee-won, a regular customer I hadn't seen for a few days.

        With a bright voice, she waved at both of us.

        

      

      
        "Yes. We just finished the handover. This hyung was about to leave."

        "I see..."

        

        Hee-won's ordinary expression lit up with mischief.

        Looking at Jaeseop hyung, she spoke in a friendly voice.

        

        "Then before you go, could you do me one favor, Jaeseop?"

        "What is it?"

        "Recommend something for dinner."

        

        She even gave a slight wink.

        As if his fatigue had suddenly vanished, hyung nodded, making a circle with his hand.

        

        "Of course."

        "Great!"

        

        Hee-won's cheerful response followed.

        Soon after, the two disappeared between the store shelves.

        

        "...They're like lovebirds."

        

        It was a scene I couldn't help but comment on.

        

        Those two, really, how should I put it...

        They always act like this whenever they meet, but when asked directly, they say they're not dating or even flirting.

        

        Is one of them oblivious, or are they both?

        ...Or are they both just clueless?

        At least they seem to get along well, which is good.

        

        "...so last time..."

        "Hehe..."

        

        I could hear them chatting quietly from over there.

        Though their voices were low, I could catch fragments of their conversation.

        

        "...Oh, right. Do you know...?"

        "...What?"

        "He's recently... with a therianthrope..."

        "What?!"

        

        The sudden loud voice made me flinch.

        Immediately after, Hee-won rushed over and slammed her hands on the counter, leaning forward.

        

        "Eun-hyuk!"

        "Whoa! Y-yes?"

        "Is it true you met a therianthrope?!"

        

        ...So that's what it was about.

        I glanced briefly at hyung.

        He seemed surprised by Hee-won's reaction too, looking at me with a flustered expression.

        

        "Well, rather than 'met,' I'd say we're living together..."

        "You're cohabiting?!"

        "Gah."

        

        Hee-won leaned in even closer.

        I felt the counter space shrinking under her advance.

        

        "Boy or girl?! What about fur color or texture...?"

        "Calm down now."

        

        Hyung approached and lightly tapped Hee-won's head.

        A small impact sound echoed cheerfully.

        

        "Ow."

        "You're too excited. You're scaring the kid."

        

        It wasn't just that I looked scared—I actually was.

        It's quite frightening when someone normally composed suddenly charges at you.

        

        "Ah, I'm sorry. I just really like animals..."

        

        As if finally coming to her senses, Hee-won slowly backed away.

        I also quietly exhaled and adjusted my posture to a more comfortable one.

        

        "Phew."

        "...But you're really living with a therianthrope? No joke?"

        "Yeah, well..."

        "What? So you're not just meeting them but living together? ...Ah, I see. That cousin you mentioned was actually a therianthrope?"

        

        I nodded at hyung's words, which showed he understood.

        Honestly, I hadn't planned on discussing this openly yet, so I felt a bit awkward.

        

        "...Wait. Shouldn't this be kept secret? Since it involves non-humans."

        "Oh, is that so?"

        "Yes, it should be. So I'd appreciate if both of you could keep this confidential..."

        

        I trailed off, putting my index finger to my lips.

        The two followed suit with serious expressions.

        Hee-won in particular looked especially solemn, perhaps feeling guilty about her outburst.

      

      
        

        "Thank you."

        "No problem."

        "Sorry. I thought you just happened to meet and become friends..."

        

        Hyung apologized with a regretful expression.

        

        He was probably referring to what I'd said during that heat cycle incident.

        Back then, I think I just vaguely compared it to girl troubles.

        It's understandable he'd misinterpret without detailed context.

        

        "That's understandable. Just keeping it secret is enough."

        "Right. I'll definitely keep it."

        "But is it legally okay? I heard there was some new regulation recently..."

        "The legal side is fine. We got lucky."

        

        We conversed quietly in low voices.

        

        Questions came up about where therianthropes came from, what kind of therianthrope they were, how they differed from humans...

        I couldn't answer everything since I didn't know much myself, but it was amusing to see their fascinated expressions whenever I did answer.

        

        "Sensitive ears? Really like a cat."

        "What about the tail? Have you tried patting their butt?"

        "Well, that's not really..."

        "What else then? Food preferences! Does she like fish?"

        "I haven't tried giving her fish, and as for food preferences...?"

        

        I tilted my head, briefly recalling memories.

        Food preferences, huh.

        What did she particularly like or dislike...

        

        "You know that dried squid snack from the convenience store? She dislikes that."

        "Oh, unexpected."

        "She handles spicy food well. And she has a cat tongue."

        "Ohhh..."

        "And she likes alcohol."

        ""Alcohol?""

        

        Two questioning voices echoed simultaneously.

        I nodded.

        

        "She doesn't seem to have much experience with it... but she drinks well."

        "That's surprising."

        "Ohhh... Ah, wait a moment!"

        

        Just then, Hee-won started rummaging through her bag.

        Under our curious gazes, she pulled something out.

        

        "Ta-da~."

        "...Alcohol?"

        "Why do you have alcohol in your bag...?"

        "A colleague gave it to me to try, but I'm weak with alcohol... If it's okay, would you give it to her?"

        

        What she handed over was a fairly large glass bottle.

        It was a wine bottle, but the contents were clear.

        It looked quite elegant and expensive.

        

        "White wine?"

        "Sparkling white wine."

        

        Hee-won supplemented my limited knowledge.

        Sparkling wine, huh. I'd never tried it.

        

        "Is it really okay for me to take this?"

        

        I asked cautiously.

        

        Even if it became hers when she received it, is it okay to pass on a gift just like that?

        That was my concern, but...

        

        "It's fine. It's from a guy I don't like who gave it to me trying to hit on me."

        "...I see."

        

        There was a backstory.

        It seemed she mostly wanted to give it to Cecilia, with a partial desire to get rid of it quickly.

        As a bonus, the contemplative expression that appeared on Jaeseop hyung's face was priceless.

        

        Well, if that's the case, there's no issue.

        I gratefully accepted the bottle.

        

        "Thank you. I'll let you know how she likes it later."

        "Please do!"

        

        I nodded to Hee-won, who asked with a smile.

        She then grinned with a satisfied expression.

        

        "I hope she likes it♪"

        

        Her face clearly showed her anticipation.

        

        Thinking I should try it today or tomorrow, I carefully placed the bottle under the counter.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.36May I smell you?

      
        After my shift ended, I was on my way home.

        The time was, naturally, around 11 o'clock.

        A large paper bag swung heavily in my hand.

        

        "It's heavier than I expected..."

        

        The contents were, of course, the wine bottle I received when starting my shift.

        I also bought various snacks like cheese and nuts to go with it.

        

        "I wonder if she'll like it."

        

        The corners of my mouth turned up slightly in anticipation.

        

        Though I'd never tried it before, white wine would probably have a fruity sweetness to it.

        According to Heewon, it was "a type of alcohol popular among women."

        At least, that's what her colleague who gave it to her had apparently said.

        

        Alcohol popular among women. Would Cecilia like it too?

        I felt both nervous and excited.

        

        I wanted to see her reaction.

        Even if it wasn't to her taste, just enjoying it together would be nice enough.

        

        "But, um..."

        

        A thought suddenly occurred to me, and I turned on my phone.

        

        The current time displayed was exactly 11:12.

        My shift had ended a bit later than usual because the next person came in late.

        

        "Hmm."

        

        The problem was that Cecilia usually went to sleep before 11.

        Sometimes she'd stay up later if she'd taken a lot of naps during the day, but generally, she started getting sleepy around sunset.

        Which meant there was a high probability she was already asleep by now.

        

        "Well, we can always drink it another time."

        

        Drinking at night would certainly create a nice atmosphere.

        But I didn't want to wake her up just for that.

        If she was sleeping, letting her rest was the priority.

        

        With these thoughts, I continued walking until I found myself right in front of my apartment building.

        

        I climbed the stairs.

        I grabbed the doorknob and slowly opened it.

        

        "I'm home... Oh?"

        "Ah, welcome back."

        

        Contrary to my expectations, the room I entered was brightly lit.

        The lights were on.

        

        And there on the bed in the bright room, Cecilia was sprawled out, rolling around while reading a book.

        When I entered, she greeted me with a faint smile.

        

        "You're not asleep? Aren't you sleepy?"

        "Hmm? Mmm... not really? I thought about going to bed first while waiting for you, but for some reason, I couldn't fall asleep."

        "Is that so?"

        

        Exchanging light conversation, I set the paper bag down on the table.

        I took off my coat and changed into something more comfortable.

        

        "What's this?"

        

        Meanwhile, Cecilia seemed interested in the contents of the bag I'd brought.

        She poked her head in and sniffed around.

        I wondered if she could actually smell anything that way, but then again, she was a cat, so maybe she could.

        

        "Something sweet... alcohol?"

        

        The fact that she guessed correctly suggested she really could smell it.

        I was impressed.

        

        "Correct. It's alcohol. White wine."

        "White wine?"

        "I got it as a gift from someone I know. They said they'd like to hear my thoughts after trying it today or tomorrow..."

        

        I was going to ask when she'd like to try it, today or tomorrow, but it seemed there was no need.

        

        After briefly examining the contents of the paper bag, Cecilia looked at me with sparkling eyes.

        Pure surprise and excitement were visible in her clear sky-blue eyes.

        

        "It's white alcohol, Eunhyuk!"

        "Is that so surprising?"

        "Yes! It's not just white, it's like... there's a golden tint mixed in. ...It's pretty."

        

        She purred with a beaming smile, her expression a mix of wonder and joy.

        Then suddenly, with an "Ah!" she seemed to come to her senses and glanced in my direction.

        

        "I thought this kind of alcohol was really precious..."

        "I don't know what you're confusing it with, but I don't think so? It varies by type, but white wine itself isn't particularly expensive."

        

        Of course, the specific bottle in there probably was expensive, but I didn't feel the need to mention that.

        After all, it was a gift I'd received.

        

        "Really...? Oh, come to think of it, wine is like that red alcohol from before?"

        "Yes. Same type."

      

      
        "I see... So the same alcohol can have different colors..."

        

        She nodded with an intrigued expression.

        Meanwhile, I quietly approached the table and pulled the bottle out of the bag.

        

        "Ooh, even the bottle looks pretty."

        

        Cecilia's exclamation lightly drummed against my ears.

        Her tail swished gently, showing how excited she was.

        

        "So..."

        

        Looking at Cecilia, I slowly opened my mouth.

        

        "Do you want to try it now? Or later—"

        "I want to try it now."

        

        She answered with a firm nod.

        At her predictable response, I smiled and began setting up the snacks.

        

        ***

        

        "Bubbles are rising?"

        "It's called sparkling wine... um, you can think of it as alcohol with carbonation."

        "Like beer?"

        "...Similar, but quite different in feel, I'd say."

        

        Various snacks were lightly arranged on the table.

        At both ends, two glasses filled with pale golden liquid.

        By the way, I bought the opener at the convenience store.

        

        Having prepared everything for our enjoyment with light conversation, both Cecilia and I looked at our respective glasses with anticipation.

        

        "It's pretty..."

        "It is. I hope it tastes good."

        "Yes. Then... shall we cheers?"

        "Sure."

        

        We each picked up our glasses and lightly clinked them together in the air.

        

        "Cheers."

        "Cheers~."

        

        A clear chiming sound pleasantly rang out.

        We brought the glasses to our lips and took a sip.

        

        ""Mmm....""

        

        Two voices resonated together.

        The sound of mouths savoring the wine, followed by the sound of swallowing.

        

        ""Ahh....""

        

        Enjoying the lingering carbonation, we exhaled in unison.

        As for the taste evaluation...

        

        "...♪"

        "Ooh."

        

        There was no need to put it into words.

        

        "...It's sweet♪"

        

        Cecilia smiled freshly, looking extremely satisfied.

        The way she licked her lips with her tongue to savor the aftertaste was alluring.

        

        "Mmm, this is good?"

        

        Similarly, I let out an exclamation of wonderful satisfaction.

        It really was delicious.

        Neither the taste nor the alcohol content was particularly strong, but it permeated just right for me.

        It was more like juice than alcohol.

        

        "Hehe..."

        "Don't drink too quickly, have some snacks while you drink."

        

        Following my advice, she gently set down the glass she was about to take another swig from.

        Then she reached for the table and picked up a piece of cheese.

        

        "Mmm."

        

        She popped it into her mouth and closed her eyes.

        After chewing for a bit, she soon wore a joyful smile.

        

        "Mmm...♪"

        "Delicious?"

        "Mhm."

        

        The way she smiled with narrowed eyes was incredibly pretty.

        

        Then she tilted her glass again.

        After swallowing a couple of sips, she exhaled contentedly with slightly wet lips.

        

        "Ahh...♪"

        "You drink well."

        

        Watching her, I tilted my own glass.

        The taste was tangy and sweet, with carbonation and a mild intoxication that left a long aftertaste.

      

      
        

        An excellent flavor.

        It was worth bringing home.

        

        "Can I pour this myself?"

        

        Cecilia suddenly asked.

        With a slightly flushed face, her finger was pointing at the wine bottle on one side of the table.

        

        "Hm? Yes, of course. Or would you like me to pour it for you?"

        "No."

        

        With my answer, she casually picked up the bottle and poured it into her own glass, which had somehow become empty.

        Then she poured some into my nearly empty glass as well.

        

        "I've only been receiving until now, so I wanted to pour for you sometimes."

        "...Thank you."

        

        A vague sense of satisfaction tickled my chest.

        I bowed my head in gratitude.

        Then, we raised our glasses and clinked them lightly.

        

        ""Cheers.""

        

        A chiming sound rang out.

        

        The snacks accompanying the alcohol were cheese, occasionally nuts, and biscuits.

        They were delicious eaten separately and excellent together.

        

        Though it was an impromptu evening drinking session, it wasn't bad at all.

        In the pleasant atmosphere, we enjoyed the alcohol and snacks while chatting comfortably.

        

        ***

        

        "Hmm...♪"

        

        The mood was growing mellow, and we could both feel the alcohol gradually taking effect.

        But we weren't very drunk.

        After all, it was just one bottle of wine, so we couldn't get that intoxicated.

        

        "...Nyah♪"

        "Yes, yes. Here, say ah~."

        "Ah~..."

        

        Still, it was enough to lift our spirits.

        

        Cecilia opened her mouth wide. I popped a piece of cheese into it.

        She chewed happily, her eyes smiling.

        Watching her, I also smiled joyfully.

        

        We laughed at each other's every move and exchanged playful skinship.

        Things we'd normally be too embarrassed to do became easier with a bit of alcohol.

        Yet since we weren't completely drunk, the lingering shyness added spice to the enjoyment.

        

        "Mmm~...!"

        

        Suddenly, I noticed Cecilia stretching with a very tired look.

        I was taking a sip of wine when, thinking it was a good opportunity, I voiced a question I'd been curious about.

        

        "By the way, Cecilia, aren't you sleepy?"

        "Hmm?"

        "Usually at this hour you'd be drowsy, but today you seem fine."

        

        At my question, Cecilia tilted her head.

        Then, fiddling with her chin, she spoke softly.

        

        "Umm, I just can't sleep?"

        "You can't sleep, huh."

        

        Come to think of it, she said the same thing earlier.

        I let it go then, but... is she really okay?

        

        "Is there a reason? Did you secretly drink the coffee in the cupboard or something?"

        "Coffee?"

        "That stuff. The black granules."

        

        At my question, Cecilia thought for a moment, then shook her head with a blank face.

        She certainly wasn't lying.

        

        "Then why suddenly can't you sleep...?"

        

        Finding it increasingly puzzling, I pondered with my foggy mind.

        

        Was Cecilia naturally not sleepy?

        No, that's not it. As far as I knew, she was someone who could sleep for more than half the day.

        She'd even said before that it was her constitution, so if anything, she tended to sleep a lot...

        

        "Nyah~."

        "Hm?"

        

        In the middle of my thoughts, I looked up at the sudden voice calling me.

        With an expression that suggested she was a bit more intoxicated than I was, Cecilia spoke cutely.

        

        "Can I smell you?"

        "...Huh?"

        

        Before I could answer, Cecilia leaped into my arms with a soft thump.
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        "Hehe...♪"

        "Whoa...!"

        

        A warm weight enveloped my body, and a sweet scent tickled my nose.

        

        Unable to resist Cecilia's momentum as she jumped in, my body fell backward.

        My back hit the floor, and simultaneously, Cecilia began nuzzling her cheek against my chest.

        

        "Hehe...♪"

        "Are you more drunk than I thought...?"

        

        Cecilia's face wore a loose, giddy smile. I could feel her cheek rubbing against my clothes.

        Enduring the tingling sensation rising from deep within, I carefully asked.

        

        "Hmm...?"

        

        My question was met only with a dreamy smile.

        Pressing her cheek against me defensively, Cecilia gently swished her tail.

        

        "Maybe?"

        "...You don't smell that strongly of alcohol. Wait, stop burrowing in...!"

        "Mmm...."

        

        In a position almost like she was pouncing on me, Cecilia squirmed affectionately.

        Then, she buried her face deep into my chest.

        

        Deep, gentle breathing escaped between us.

        Simply holding onto my body, Cecilia took deep breaths in and out.

        It was as if she was treating me like a pillow.

        

        "Sniff—... Mmm, nice smell...."

        "You just said you couldn't smell anything earlier...!"

        

        I slowly pushed away Cecilia, who was clinging tightly to me.

        But she wouldn't give in, wrapping her arms around me again and sticking close.

        

        "Just a little longer. Mmm...."

        

        The soft, tender sensation covered my body once more.

        I tried to remove her, but realizing it would be endless, I just let her be.

        

        "Sigh...."

        "Hehe...."

        

        A sigh and laughter intersected.

        With an extremely relaxed expression, Cecilia nuzzled her nose against my body.

        

        "...Mmm♥"

        

        It tickled.

        And it was embarrassing.

        

        The occasional nasal sounds sweetly seeped into my ears.

        It was truly harmful to my rationality.

        

        "...Why are you being so clingy today, Cecilia...?"

        

        Finally, half-giving up, I quietly started a conversation.

        At the same time, I gently combed through the beautiful hair before me.

        

        I moved my hand with a smooth motion, enjoying the soft texture and flowing sensation.

        Each time I did, I could see the ears on top of her head twitching slightly.

        The fact that she responded to my touch somehow made me feel good.

        

        "Are you very drunk? Even though it was just wine...."

        "Mmm."

        "Or did you just want to cuddle...?"

        "Mmm...."

        "...Say something, you little troublemaker."

        "Hyah!?"

        

        When I gently stroked the fluffy ear before me, Cecilia's body jumped with a start!

        

        She immediately raised her head and glared at me with a flushed face.

        

        "...Alright. I won't do it."

        

        I raised my hands in surrender.

        It wasn't scary, but how should I put it?

        There was a strange pressure, as if she might pounce on me if I continued.

        

        "...Hmph."

        

        At my words, Cecilia turned her head to the side with a prim expression.

        Then, after making a slightly fidgety face, she buried her face back into my chest.

        

        "......Sniff—...."

        "Again? Well, I don't particularly mind...."

        

        Cecilia buried her face against me, sniffing my scent.

        I muttered quietly and gently stroked her silver-white hair again.

        

        "Mmm...."

        

        Cecilia squirmed as if ticklish.

        But strangely, she seemed to lack energy.

        

        She definitely seemed a bit off.

        She seemed more dazed than usual when drunk, how should I put it....

        Yes, she looked sleepy.

        

        "Are you sleepy?"

        "......I can't sleep."

        

        It was an answer I'd heard once before.

        But unlike then, now I seemed to understand the meaning hidden within it.

        

        "...Insomnia?"

        

        I didn't know the cause, but judging by her current state, it was half-certain.

        If she couldn't sleep even now when she was somewhat drunk, the symptoms must be quite severe.

        

        No wonder she was awake until late today.

        And her reactions seemed quieter and weaker than usual....

      

      
        So that was the reason.

        

        "Does your head hurt, or do you feel nauseous?"

        "Not really...?"

        "Really? Well, that's good at least...."

        

        Feeling somewhat relieved, I continued stroking her head.

        

        What could be the cause?

        The cause of insomnia is usually stress, but is that the case for Cecilia too?

        Does she find the house cramped, or is she uncomfortable living with a man, or maybe....

        

        "Good smell...."

        

        Suddenly, Cecilia's voice, almost a whisper, reached my ears.

        Looking down, she was still burying her face in my chest and rubbing her nose.

        

        "What do I smell like?"

        "Hmm?"

        

        Suddenly curious, I asked.

        

        At my question, Cecilia lifted her head to look at me.

        With twitching ears and tilting her head, she opened her mouth with a dazed voice.

        

        "...A comfortable smell?"

        "A comfortable smell?"

        

        It was very abstract.

        As I tilted my head, she added more.

        

        "Very calming, and heart-warming. Mmm...."

        

        A comfortable, calming, heart-warming smell....

        It was, well, strangely embarrassing.

        

        I don't know why I would have such a smell.

        I can't even smell it myself.

        ...I wonder if there's catnip mixed in the laundry detergent?

        

        "Is that why you're clinging to me today? Because it's comfortable?"

        

        Well, anyway.

        Putting aside unlikely assumptions, I asked Cecilia a question.

        

        "Mmm...."

        

        Languidly shifting her body, Cecilia answered.

        She looked sleepy, and beyond that, exhausted.

        

        "Really...? Well, if we knew the cause, we might be able to do something."

        

        As I was muttering that, suddenly something touched my fingertips.

        

        "Huh?"

        

        I picked it up slightly and brought it in front of my face.

        

        It was a fantasy novel.

        The one Cecilia had been reading recently.

        

        "She must have read it and left it here. I'll put it back on the bookshelf later... Huh?"

        

        I looked around the book while muttering to myself.

        Then I discovered something strange.

        

        "Volume 9?"

        

        I was sure Cecilia was reading Volume 2 this afternoon.

        Did she read 7 more volumes in between?

        That's too fast, no matter how you look at it.

        

        "Cecilia."

        "Mmm?"

        

        I called out to Cecilia, who was still tossing and turning without falling asleep.

        

        "Have you already read up to Volume 9?"

        "...Huh? Ah, not exactly...."

        

        She seemed to be recalling something with a blank expression.

        After waiting quietly, she continued.

        

        "Mmm.... I was bored so I just skimmed through the table of contents of the other volumes, and it bothered me...."

        "Volume 9? What was that about again...."

        

        Lying down, I stroked my chin for a moment, trying to recall when I had read it before.

        What was it about?

        

        That part was probably....

        ......Ah.

        

        "The school episode...."

        

        The moment I said it, I saw Cecilia's tail jump with a start.

        When I looked at her, she subtly averted her gaze.

        

        "Ahaha...."

        

        An awkward laugh followed.

        Now I understood why she couldn't sleep properly.

        

        "...You're anxious about it, aren't you?"

        "...."

        

        There was no answer.

        She only buried her face again as if trying to hide her expression.

        

        "...Hmm."

        

        I exhaled softly.

        After thinking for a moment, I muttered.

        

        "Well, I guess there's no helping it then."

      

      
        

        I quickly emptied the remaining wine in my glass.

        Placing the glass back on the table, I abruptly stood up.

        

        "...? Eh, eh?!"

        

        I didn't just slip out from under her; I lifted Cecilia up as I rose.

        

        "Ugh, heavy...."

        

        It wasn't intentional, but it ended up looking like a princess carry.

        When I fully stood up, it was harder than I expected.

        Glancing at Cecilia, who was blushing bright red in my arms, I moved to the bed with a groan.

        

        "Heave...!"

        "Eek!"

        

        With a thud, I half-threw Cecilia onto the bed.

        In my imagination, I had pictured myself lifting her as lightly as a feather... but reality wasn't so easy.

        

        "Um, Eunhyuk? Mmph."

        "Here, a pillow."

        

        I tossed her a pillow that was near the foot of the bed.

        Cecilia looked at me with a complicated expression, but soon hugged the pillow tightly to her chest.

        

        "No, not like that."

        "Hmm?"

        "Put it under your head. Like this."

        

        I snatched the pillow away.

        Then I gently placed it under Cecilia's head.

        While I was at it, I went to the wall to turn off the lights and came back.

        

        "Oh, but this way...."

        "Here we go."

        "...?!"

        

        I slowly climbed onto the bed and lay down next to Cecilia.

        Wide eyes and a reddened cute face were clearly visible even in the darkness.

        

        "...It's a bit cramped. I guess that's because it's a single bed...."

        "Um, Eunhyuk...."

        "Well, let's sleep."

        "!"

        

        I gently took Cecilia's head and pulled it toward my chest.

        I felt her small, soft body nestling into my embrace.

        

        I could see her silver-white ears jumping and trembling right in front of me.

        At the same time, Cecilia squirmed in my arms, creating a ticklish sensation.

        

        I glanced down at Cecilia.

        Our eyes met as she looked up at me.

        Her face was even redder than before.

        

        "It's, it's embarrassing...!"

        "I'm embarrassed too."

        

        I retorted quietly, aware of my heated face.

        

        It's not like I'm not embarrassed.

        Holding a girl and lying in bed—of course it's embarrassing.

        Just being careful not to accidentally touch inappropriate places is a struggle.

        Honestly, I probably couldn't have attempted this without the influence of alcohol.

        

        But still....

        

        "...This is the best way to fall asleep, isn't it?"

        

        Insomnia is tough.

        I know from experience. It's not something to leave unaddressed.

        

        I can't provide a fundamental solution to the cause right now.

        So, at the very least.

        

        "It's okay. You can do well."

        

        Let me ease her anxiety.

        If my scent is comforting, let her enjoy it fully.

        

        "Don't be scared. I'll help you."

        "...."

        "So, let's get a good night's sleep tonight, okay?"

        

        While still embracing her, I gently stroked her soft hair.

        

        I could see teary eyes.

        Pretending not to notice, I smiled gently and continued stroking.

        

        "Let's prepare together tomorrow. We'll buy what we need, gather the information we need...."

        "...."

        "Should I tell you about my school days too? I'm not sure if it'll be interesting."

        

        I felt her silently snuggling closer.

        I could feel her heart beating.

        

        "It'll be fine."

        "...Thank you."

        "Don't mention it."

        "Thank you, Eunhyuk...."

        

        A gentle warmth suppressed the dark desire.

        For now, this is enough.

        

        "Thank you...."

        

        In response to her continued gratitude, I kept stroking her.

        Continuously, continuously.

        Until her breathing became calm.

        

        "Good night, Cecilia."

        

        In the quiet night, the gentle breathing of two people echoed throughout the room.
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        I felt something stirring in my arms.

        

        "Mmm..."

        

        Warm sunlight crept through the window, illuminating my eyes.

        I could feel energy gradually returning to my foggy mind.

        Still trapped in drowsiness, I shifted my body and pulled the blanket more tightly around me.

        

        "Mmm?"

        

        I heard someone's voice.

        And simultaneously, I felt something in my arms.

        

        It was incredibly soft and fluffy.

        Warm.

        In the cold autumn air seeping through the window crack, just holding it made me feel happy.

        

        "Mmm... ?"

        

        I shifted my body and hugged the soft something even tighter.

        When I embraced it fully with both arms to bring it closer, I suddenly felt it twitch slightly.

        

        "?"

        

        Still intoxicated with sleep, I savored the sensation.

        I stroked it with my hand and gently nuzzled my face against it.

        A sweet fragrance touched my nose, unconsciously making me smile.

        

        My hazy mind was drunk with happiness.

        Soft, fluffy, and warm.

        How wonderful if every morning could be like this.

        

        But I couldn't stay like this forever.

        Being human, I couldn't just keep sleeping.

        

        "Mmm..."

        "Hmm?"

        

        Reluctantly, I slowly opened my eyes.

        The familiar scenery of my room came into view—

        

        And then, my eyes met sky-blue eyes staring at me from right in front of my face.

        

        "...Oh."

        

        A beat later, my brain recognized the current situation.

        

        Close enough to feel each other's breath.

        Our legs intertwined.

        The small body nestled in my arms. My hand stroking her back.

        

        Cecilia, who seemed to have just opened her eyes like me.

        

        It didn't take long for her blank expression to turn into one of embarrassment and shyness.

        

        "...Eek?!"

        "Gwaak."

        

        My body was shoved hard and pushed backward.

        The next moment, I fell off the bed with a thud! as my back crashed against the floor.

        

        "Ouch."

        "S-sorry, Eun-hyuk! Are you okay?!"

        

        With a greatly flustered voice, Cecilia peeked her head over the edge of the bed.

        Though it hurt, I waved my hand slightly to indicate I was fine.

        

        It was truly a confusing morning.

        

        ***

        

        "I'm really sorry. Really..."

        "It's fine. Anyone would be startled."

        

        After the morning commotion, we were now at breakfast time.

        Chewing on rice, Cecilia hung her head as if deeply ashamed.

        

        "Are you hurt anywhere? Does it hurt a lot...?"

        "I'm perfectly fine. The bed wasn't that high anyway."

        

        I answered lightly while scooping a large spoonful of rice into my mouth.

        After chewing for a moment, I belatedly added:

        

        "Well, I should apologize too. You must have been uncomfortable waking up to find yourself being hugged like that."

        

        How would someone feel waking up to find someone hugging them out of nowhere?

      

      
        Probably scared, I'd guess.

        

        Even though I had permission last night, she was drunk then.

        I should have been more careful in the morning.

        After all, we're not exactly lovers or anything...

        

        "Not really..."

        "Huh?"

        

        Cecilia spoke up then.

        With chopsticks in her mouth, her face was slightly flushed.

        

        "...I was just surprised, that's all. I didn't particularly dislike it..."

        "R-really?"

        

        I could feel my face heating up again.

        As the atmosphere was about to become awkward again, Cecilia quickly composed herself and spoke.

        

        "Anyway, yeah! What are we doing today?"

        "Uh, huh?"

        "The transfer preparation. You said you'd help me, right?"

        

        Following her lead, I nodded.

        

        "Ah, yes. First, we should look at the system, right? Woon-ho sent some files yesterday, so we'll read those."

        "Mm-hmm."

        "Then we'll go shopping. Indoor shoes and school uniform... I wonder if those are necessary? Not sure. We'll have to check that too."

        "Mm, mm."

        "Stationery, books. Since it's a transfer, you'll need various things to match the other students."

        "Mm."

        "Pencils, erasers, pens, mechanical pencils, markers, highlighters, colored pencils, compass... Brushes and paints? Counting them all, there's quite a lot."

        "..."

        "Books include textbooks and several notebooks... Oh, L-shaped folders would be good too."

        "...All today?"

        

        Cecilia's expression seemed slightly overwhelmed as I continued listing items.

        I smiled slightly and answered.

        

        "It's better to do it quickly if possible."

        "Hmm, true. Getting it done quickly so we can rest would be—"

        "Because once we start preparing, we'll definitely find more things we need."

        

        At my continued words, Cecilia's mouth fell open.

        Remembering how my parents struggled during my school enrollment days, I spoke with a slightly amused feeling.

        

        "Schools are quite troublesome, you know."

        "I-I'll do my best."

        

        Cecilia answered with her lips quivering slightly.

        The awkwardness was no longer present in her voice.

        

        ***

        

        "Let's see..."

        

        I turned on the laptop and went to the email inbox.

        Beside me, Cecilia was leaning in, peering at the laptop.

        

        "It's amazing no matter how many times I see it... How do you use it?"

        "Well, basically you use the mouse to click and the keyboard to—"

        "Mouse? Click? Keyboard...?"

        "...I'll explain in detail later."

        

        As we chatted lightly, I found what I was looking for.

        The email Woon-ho sent yesterday.

        It had an attached file titled "Detailed Information and Guidelines for Non-Human Transfer System."

        

        "That's quite a long name."

        

        I muttered as I clicked the mouse.

        With a tap, the download proceeded quickly, and the file opened just as fast.

        

        "Hmm."

        "Ooh..."

        

        Cecilia let out a small exclamation of admiration while looking at the screen.

        I was also looking at the same screen, slightly frowning at the small text.

        

        The file was in the usual standard format.

        Page 1 was the title, page 2 was the overview, and from page 3, the table of contents...

        

        "Item 1 in the table of contents is 'List and Introduction of Schools for Transfer'..."

        

        I scrolled down with a whirr.

        Both Cecilia and I stared intently at the page that appeared.

        

      

      
        "...There are a lot."

        "There are a lot. 39 schools nationwide, 1,361 total students for the first phase transfer?! That's a lot of schools and people!"

        

        I raised my voice in surprise at the unexpectedly large number.

        What caught my eye among those letters was the phrase "first phase."

        

        "First phase...? This isn't the entire thing?"

        

        The numbers were surprisingly large.

        With this scale, it made sense that protests would break out and police would be busy moving around.

        

        "It's still suspicious how unusually fast things are moving..."

        "Fast?"

        "Very fast. A large-scale transfer like this in just a few weeks? Normally, it would be impossible."

        

        It's not something that can be summarized as simply "rushed."

        It's almost impossible without significant backing. It's not like we're at war or anything.

        Of course, there's not much I can figure out right now...

        

        "...Here's the school you'll be attending."

        

        I pointed to a part of the screen, and Cecilia looked in that direction.

        

        Pyeongdong High School.

        The distance from here was about 20-30 minutes on foot.

        It was an ambiguous distance. Not too far to walk, but at this point, taking public transportation seemed better.

        

        "Co-ed, private. Expected transfer to 1st year..."

        

        It didn't match her age, but it made sense.

        Since the purpose was social training, the more years she could attend, the better.

        

        Still, I predicted that there wouldn't be issues with fitting in due to age.

        Honestly, looking at her carefully, she wasn't that different from a high school student, inside or out.

        

        "...? What is it?"

        "Nothing, nothing at all."

        

        I subtly withdrew my glancing gaze.

        

        I scrolled down to look at other pages.

        

        "The school facilities are... not bad. No, they're excellent!"

        "A-are all these buildings? Is the school this big?"

        

        We both couldn't hide our surprise at the photos that appeared.

        It was a considerably large school.

        The building itself was big, and there were many attached facilities.

        

        "Large auditorium, and judging by the size of the cafeteria, there must be many students. Club building, gymnasium, science lab, computer room. What's this, a swimming pool??"

        

        It was genuinely quite large.

        I had wondered why a private school was entrusted with such a big task, but now it made sense.

        With facilities and scale like this. Of course, even high-ranking officials wouldn't want to waste resources.

        

        "Isn't it... too big...?"

        

        Just then, I heard a slightly frightened voice.

        It was Cecilia. Looking at the photos one by one, she was slightly shaking her head in disbelief.

        

        "The schools I know aren't like this..."

        "What kind of schools do you know?"

        "Well, a few small buildings where children gather closely for classes..."

        

        She seemed to be thinking of something like a small shanty school.

        With a wry smile, I added an explanation.

        

        "Schools this big are rare, but here, most schools are just slightly smaller than this."

        "Really...?"

        "Yes. At least 2 or 3 times the size of our home... I mean, not just this room, but this entire building."

        "...!"

        

        At my words, Cecilia's mouth fell open.

        It was a moment that made me newly realize the difference in our common knowledge.

        

        "Let's go out for a bit later. I'll show you various schools directly."

        "O-okay. I'll be in your care..."

        

        Cecilia answered in a much smaller voice.

        With the added formality, I found it somewhat amusing and smiled.

        

        "Whyyy..."

        "Nothing, nothing at all. Shall we look at other parts?"

        

        While comforting the intimidated Cecilia, I turned to the next page.
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        Time seemed to fly by faster than I'd expected.

        

        "Did you get everything? Nothing missing?"

        "Let's see. Pencils, pens, erasers, and mechanical pencils. Pencil case and..."

        

        Cecilia checked each item aloud, alternating between the memo she had brought and the contents of the basket in her hand.

        

        It had already been several days since we started preparing for her transfer.

        

        On the first day, we spent time studying the system together.

        Looking around, searching, and checking various things based on the files I received from Mr. Unho.

        

        To be honest, there was a lot more to learn than I had expected.

        Just searching for and reviewing information knocked us both out, and that concluded our activities for the day.

        

        On the second day, we went out and walked around a bit.

        We looked at various schools from the outside.

        Of course, since not many schools allow outsiders to enter, I couldn't show her the inside.

        

        And although she seemed better than before, Cecilia still appeared uncomfortable with outside gazes...

        After looking around for a few hours, we came home exhausted, and that was the end of the second day.

        

        And today.

        The third day.

        We finally set a date and went shopping.

        The items we needed to buy were, of course, school supplies that Cecilia would need.

        

        "And this compass? That's it. Yes. Everything on the memo is here."

        

        At that moment, Cecilia finished reviewing the items and spoke softly.

        Then, as she glanced at me, I nodded in response.

        

        "Yes. Let's go pay."

        "Finally...!"

        

        At my casual reply, Cecilia clenched her fist and muttered with a joyful expression.

        I noticed the black hood covering her head.

        It was to shield her from stares.

        

        Since Cecilia stands out in many ways, wearing just a hat like during our previous outing would draw too much attention.

        That's why she collapsed so quickly yesterday... Reflecting on that, today she wore a hood.

        Judging by how much more energetic she seemed compared to yesterday despite walking around quite a bit, it seemed to be working well.

        

        "Finally going home...!"

        

        Of course, that was only in comparison to yesterday.

        

        Stretching her arms upward like she was doing a big stretch, Cecilia muttered with a voice full of liberation.

        She let out a deep sigh of relief and smiled softly.

        Her previously tense body relaxed somewhat, and she looked comfortable.

        

        "Hey, Cecilia?"

        "Yes?"

        

        She answered in a gentle voice.

        Feeling apologetic toward her, I continued.

        

        "...I'm sorry, but now we need to go buy a bag and shoes."

        "...Meaning?"

        "It means we can't go home yet."

        

        A different kind of sigh, faint and delicate, tickled my ears.

        I hurried toward another store, leading Cecilia, who looked like her soul had left her body.

        

        ***

        

        "I'm back..."

        "Good job. Oof."

        

        The moment we opened the door and entered, Cecilia darted forward and buried her face in the bed.

        She rubbed her face against the blanket while squirming her body.

        Her outer clothes fell to the floor with a thud.

        

        "You really worked hard."

        "Didn't we buy too many things...?"

        

        I gave a bitter smile at her muffled voice.

        I exhaled deeply as I set down all our purchases on the floor—the bag, numerous writing utensils, and more.

        

        "It's essentially your first time going to school, and it's high school at that. We couldn't help but buy a lot."

        "Ugh..."

        "You won't take everything from the start. We just bought everything at once, including things you'll use later. At first, just a few simple writing tools will be enough."

        

        I explained while picking up the hood that had fallen to the floor and putting it away.

        Then I took off my clothes and hung them in the wardrobe.

        

        "So, how was it?"

        "Hmm?"

        "Your impressions after being out for a long time?"

        

        At my question, Cecilia turned her head and glanced at me.

        I also looked back at her for a moment.

        

        Actually, apart from yesterday, there was no real need for both of us to go out together today.

        It was just simple shopping, so there was no particular reason for us to go together.

        

        I knew all the items we needed to buy and where to buy them.

      

      
        I could have gone alone, but we went together because that's what she wanted.

        

        "...It was overwhelming."

        "As expected?"

        "Better than before, but still..."

        

        After saying that, she buried her face in the blanket again.

        

        The reason she wanted to go out together was obviously to prepare for school life.

        Schools are full of people. That's a given.

        

        It would be tough if she got scared of every little thing.

        That's why she wanted to get used to it a bit before transferring.

        

        "...But I have a question."

        "What is it?"

        

        I blinked at Cecilia's sudden query.

        Rolling over to lie spread-eagle on the bed, she continued.

        

        "Oof... You know, whether I wear a hood or a hat, my ears aren't visible, right? Same with my tail."

        "Right?"

        "Then why do I attract so much attention when I only wear a hat? Does it show that I'm a beastkin...?"

        

        I tilted my head at her absent-minded question.

        Why does she attract attention? Well, obviously...

        

        "...Because you're pretty?"

        "Pfft."

        

        I heard a sputtering sound.

        Glancing over, I saw Cecilia lying on her side, covering her face with a pillow.

        

        "P-pretty?"

        "Y-yeah. And also because your hair color stands out..."

        

        Belatedly realizing my words were too direct, I added another comment.

        

        A brief silence fell.

        

        After a moment of quiet, Cecilia suddenly sat up and said softly.

        

        "...I'm hungry."

        "Hmm, it's a bit early for dinner. Let's have a snack."

        

        I answered lightly, leaving the awkwardness behind.

        Then I took out some bread from the freezer.

        

        As I turned on the toaster and put the bread in... suddenly I heard my phone notification.

        

        "Huh?"

        

        With a click, I pushed down the toaster lever.

        Then I picked up my phone to check what the notification was.

        

        "...Oh."

        "What is it?"

        

        Cecilia asked with a curious voice.

        I showed her my phone screen and answered.

        

        "I got this message. What do you want to do?"

        "Huh? ...Ugh."

        

        As soon as she read the message, Cecilia's face scrunched up.

        

        The message was from Sherry's guardian, Donggeon.

        The content was: "If you're available, would you like to have dinner together?"

        

        ***

        

        The meeting place was a somewhat upscale Western restaurant.

        In a private room that exuded both luxury and comfort, Cecilia and I sat quietly waiting.

        

        "I'm surprised you decided to come."

        "...Well, I did have some things I wanted to talk about..."

        

        Cecilia answered with her chin practically resting on the table.

        Her drooping ears were visible through her slipped hood.

        

        "When that Donggeon person comes, the demon child will come too, right?"

        "Yeah."

        "I wanted to ask about things like... precautions for living in this world..."

        

        As she spoke, Cecilia fidgeted with a napkin she had pulled out.

        Despite her words about wanting to ask questions, she seemed quite reluctant.

        

        "Hmm..."

        "Are you worried about something?"

        "She's not going to hug me again, is she?"

        

        It seemed their first meeting had been quite intense.

        Well, being suddenly embraced upon meeting... it was natural to be wary.

        

        "I'll protect you."

        "Really?"

        "...If possible."

      

      
        

        That is, if Sherry was weaker than me.

        Honestly, from what I'd seen so far, it wouldn't be strange if she was stronger than me... so I wasn't confident.

        

        Just then, there was a knock at the door.

        

        As Cecilia pulled up her hood, I called for them to come in.

        

        The door opened, and a large silhouette entered.

        

        "It's been a while, you two."

        

        It was Baek Donggeon, still noticeably muscular.

        

        "It's been a while. Donggeon... hyung?"

        

        Recalling our previous meeting, I playfully called him "hyung."

        At my words, Donggeon's eyes widened slightly... then he broke into a broad smile.

        

        "Haha! It has been a while."

        

        He extended his large hand for a handshake.

        

        Seeing Cecilia looking puzzled beside me, I whispered, "We've met before."

        

        "...Huh? Where's the demon child?"

        "I'm right here!"

        

        Just as Cecilia asked curiously, a voice popped out.

        Then Sherry, who had been hiding behind Donggeon, revealed herself.

        

        "Hello~!"

        "Oh, hello."

        "I wanted to see you again~! Our soft beastkin, did it hurt?!"

        

        At that moment, Donggeon quickly turned and lightly tapped Sherry near her horns over her hood.

        

        "No sudden rushing. Got it?"

        "O-of course."

        

        As if coming to her senses from that tap, Sherry nodded solemnly.

        Donggeon turned his head away, but...

        

        "...Hehe♪"

        

        Neither Cecilia nor I missed how Sherry's eyes gleamed once out of his sight.

        Feeling a slight chill, we both shared a wry smile.

        

        "Well, there's no special reason I called you here."

        

        Saying that, Donggeon sat down.

        Then, with very natural movements, he began pouring water into the glasses.

        

        "The transfer is coming up soon, right? I thought it would be nice to meet and chat before then."

        "For information sharing purposes?"

        "No?"

        

        Donggeon laughed playfully.

        Beside him, Sherry also grinned with her chin propped up.

        

        "For encouragement."

        "Let's toast, toast~!"

        

        I received a glass and, caught up in the atmosphere, clinked glasses with them.

        The high-pitched sound of ceramic cups resonated throughout the room.

        ...Even if it was just water.

        It felt surreal.

        

        "It's to tell you not to be too nervous. And also..."

        

        Glancing sideways, Donggeon leaned toward me.

        I also leaned in slightly, and he said:

        

        "Isn't it good for children who will attend the same school to have a connection beforehand?"

        "...I see."

        

        I also glanced sideways.

        There was Sherry, beaming at Cecilia, and Cecilia cautiously asking her questions.

        

        So that was it.

        The main purpose was to establish a friendship in advance.

        

        "You're well-prepared."

        "Not at all."

        

        I smiled slightly as we exchanged light conversation.

        

        Friends who will attend the same school.

        I found myself momentarily reflecting on my own school days as I watched the scene.

        

        The transfer will happen soon.

        

        I mulled over that statement with mixed feelings.

        Hoping that Cecilia would be able to live comfortably and happily.

        That's all I wished for.
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        No matter how much comfort I received or how much I prepared, when the moment actually came, I couldn't stop the nervousness.

        

        "Are you ready?"

        "Yes."

        

        To Eunhyuk's quiet question, I answered as calmly as possible.

        

        "Let's go."

        "Okay."

        

        I opened the door and stepped outside.

        My bag swung behind my back, and the hood brushed against my ear tips.

        

        Monday had arrived.

        Starting today, I would be going to school.

        

        "Are you nervous?"

        "...Yeah."

        "It'll be fine."

        

        We exchanged words in soft voices as we walked.

        

        The time now is... according to the clock I checked before leaving, around 7 AM.

        School attendance is required by 8:40 AM.

        

        Honestly, I still wasn't used to this world's custom of dividing time so precisely.

        The clock must have been a luxury item.

        It was amazing that such things were everywhere in this world.

        

        Step by step, I walked along the path.

        

        After various discussions, we decided I would walk to school for this first week.

        Bus, taxi, subway... several methods were mentioned, but apparently none of them would be easy for me to use right now.

        

        I thought they might be something like horse-drawn carriages, but since I didn't even know how to properly use money yet, I just agreed.

        I didn't understand why money was made of paper, or what cards were.

        I had a lot to learn.

        

        "You memorized the route, right?"

        "Of course."

        

        We exchanged these words casually as we walked.

        

        Over the weekend, we had gone back and forth several times, and I thoroughly memorized the way.

        I also learned simple concepts like traffic lights, roads, and sidewalks.

        

        I was told to go to the nearby police station if anything happened.

        Apparently, mentioning Eunhyuk and that officer named Unho would take care of things... probably.

        Even Eunhyuk didn't seem entirely sure as he said it.

        

        "If you get into trouble, first avoid it. Don't respond recklessly."

        "Okay."

        "Be especially careful of suspicious people. You're a girl, so you need to be careful. School aside, keep your hood on when you're on the streets."

        "I know already... Why are you looking at me like that?"

        

        Suddenly feeling his gaze, I glanced to the side.

        Eunhyuk, who had been subtly examining my clothes, tilted his head slightly as he answered my question.

        

        "A student without a uniform, I wonder if this is okay..."

        "...Does it look strange? I tried to dress similar to what was in that picture."

        

        I lightly fluttered my outer garment.

        Under the black hooded jumper, an ivory cardigan softly gleamed.

        

        "It's similar, but still quite different. It's not strange though. It suits you well."

        "Really?"

        "They said they'd send beast-folk clothes along with the uniform in a few weeks. So we just have to wait."

        "Beast-folk clothes..."

        

        I gently touched my chin, recalling the past for a moment.

        

        In my original world, hmm...

        I only wore the bare minimum, so I never felt my tail was uncomfortable.

        Naturally, I didn't need special beast-folk clothes.

        

        I just wandered around wearing whatever I could.

        I wasn't in a position to choose my clothes in the first place.

        

        It felt strangely both distant and recent.

        At least back then, I never imagined I would be able to wear such soft, nice clothes.

        

        "Hmm, I wonder what beast-folk clothes look like?"

        "Who knows? ...But why are you asking me? You're the beast-folk."

        "Ahaha..."

        

        I gave a wry smile at Eunhyuk's incredulous response.

        Well, it couldn't be helped. I didn't know either.

        I might have glimpsed them before, but I'd never worn them.

        

        Or rather, I probably wore them when I was very young...

        ...but it was too distant to remember clearly.

        

        "...Are you very nervous?"

        "Huh? ...Ah."

        

        Suddenly, Eunhyuk placed his large hand on top of my head.

      

      
        Then he slowly stroked my hood.

        

        "It'll be fine."

        "Mmm... Ah."

        

        Eunhyuk removed his hand, and I unconsciously let out a sound of disappointment.

        

        I felt slightly embarrassed at myself for feeling disappointed that he stopped patting me.

        

        "Since it's the first day, it'll probably end quickly. When it's over, go to the faculty office and borrow a phone to call. Can you come back on your own?"

        "Yes. I need to get used to it quickly."

        "Even if other kids try to lure you, don't stray from the path."

        "I know."

        

        There's still so much I don't know.

        I felt that deeply while preparing to attend school these past few days.

        This won't do. I need to learn.

        Even though I'm scared and nervous... still.

        

        As we continued walking, I suddenly noticed there were more people around.

        Glancing around, I saw they were all wearing the same outfit.

        

        "We're almost there."

        

        I gulped at those words.

        A heavy tension built up in my stomach.

        

        "...That building?"

        "Yes. That building."

        

        Looking at the somewhat familiar building that began to appear in our view, we simultaneously looked at each other.

        

        "From here on—"

        "I have to go alone."

        "Have a good day."

        "Okay."

        

        We exchanged somewhat stiff words and nodded.

        Then I slowly began walking alone toward the school.

        

        Eunhyuk's silhouette grew distant in my peripheral vision.

        From now on, it's my time alone.

        

        "Phew."

        

        A large entrance.

        Being early, the school wasn't very crowded yet.

        

        I stepped inside.

        Taking deep breaths repeatedly.

        

        "Haaah..."

        

        Be confident, Cecilia.

        Don't be afraid.

        There are people who protect me, people who cherish me.

        It's okay.

        

        They aren't here.

        

        ***

        

        "Welcome to Pyeongdong High School, everyone. Uh..."

        

        Inside the building, in the auditorium.

        Besides me, several other people gathered in a somewhat tense state, and a seemingly unmotivated teacher greeted us.

        

        "I'm Kim Kwonsik, the first-year head teacher. Uh... As of today, you are all transferring to Pyeongdong High School. Please arrive by 8:40 AM on weekdays, and..."

        

        The drowsily continuing speech was mostly content I had already studied.

        Letting my attention wander, I subtly turned my gaze toward the people gathered around.

        

        From a quick scan, there were roughly 30 to 40 people.

        The species varied, but there were no ordinary humans.

        In other words, everyone belonged to what were commonly called "other species" here.

        

        Elves, beast-folk, bird-folk, demon-folk, succubi, vampires, dragon-folk...

        It was truly diverse.

        There was a variety of species gathered here that couldn't be seen anywhere in my original world.

        

        "...They're all so young."

        "The building is so big..."

        "..."

        "Oh my, he's handsome."

        "...Yawn."

        "Hmph."

        

        Various murmurs quietly filled the auditorium.

        Fortunately, and as expected, there didn't seem to be any groups who already knew each other.

        

        People under police protection often share the same dormitory building, making it easy to become acquainted.

        In other words, it's easy to become friends.

        

        And given the nature of the transfer system as "training to adapt to this country's society"...

        It apparently wasn't good for people who already knew each other to stick together.

        

      

      
        Therefore, people from the same dormitory were deliberately assigned to different schools.

        According to the guidance document, almost all other species within one school were strangers to each other.

        

        From what I could see now, that seemed to be the case.

        Everyone was talking to themselves, with no visible conversations between people.

        There were one or two exceptions, but that much was probably within the margin of error.

        

        "...Hello."

        

        Suddenly, I heard what sounded like a whispered greeting.

        It was a familiar voice.

        

        "...?"

        

        Glancing to the side, I saw a familiar red skin.

        

        "...Sherry?"

        "...Hehe."

        

        A demon-folk, red demon type.

        One of the few other species who, like me, was imposing on someone other than the police.

        

        We hadn't met many times, but we had become somewhat acquainted when we had dinner together last time.

        ...Though I felt a bit uncomfortable because she kept trying to touch my body.

        

        "...So you're here too..."

        "...Yes. It's been a while."

        

        Still, her innocent, bright smile was so cute that I couldn't dislike her.

        We chatted quietly for a moment, keeping our voices low enough not to disturb others.

        

        However, not long after, the teacher in front of us changed his tone and spoke.

        

        "Now I'll assign you to the classes where you'll be staying. First, um... Miss Adele?"

        "Yes."

        

        Saying that, the teacher handed out what looked like thin pieces of paper to each person.

        With movements surprisingly quick for his demeanor, he finished distributing them in an instant and continued.

        

        "Now I'll guide you by class. First, Class 1 over there..."

        

        At those words, six people moved toward the auditorium entrance as directed.

        Sherry seemed to have been assigned to Class 1, as she was among those moving.

        

        "See you later."

        "Okay."

        

        After a brief exchange of greetings, Sherry headed to the classroom, guided by another teacher who had been waiting outside.

        

        Next, in a similar order, those assigned to Class 2 also moved...

        

        "Next, Class 3. Please move."

        

        Then it was my turn.

        Feeling a heavy tension, I took a step forward.

        

        ***

        

        "You all probably know this already, but from today, our school has been designated as a school accepting other species. Well, even if they have differences from us, don't treat them carelessly, and try to be considerate."

        

        The first impression I had upon entering the classroom was "quiet."

        There were many people, but it was remarkably silent. Only the teacher standing at the front was speaking.

        Yet somehow, the gazes felt intense.

        That gap was somewhat eerie.

        

        "Well..."

        

        The middle-aged teacher at the front turned to look at us.

        With an expression tinged with awkwardness, he continued.

        

        "Self-introductions... Ah, no."

        

        With a look of deep thought and concern, he changed his words.

        From what I heard, there were no species other than ordinary humans in this world...

        So it seemed this person was also considerably flustered by the appearance of unfamiliar species.

        

        "Can we have a question time first...?"

        

        The teacher asked cautiously.

        In the quiet classroom filled with silence, we seven other species briefly looked at each other.

        Then we nodded.

        

        "Good... Alright, does anyone have questions for these friends, within reason?"

        "Are those ears real?!"

        "Those horns are cool!!"

        "Can you breathe fire?!"

        "Do you wear earrings and stuff?!"

        "Are your physical abilities different from ours?!"

        "Your skin color is unusual!! Is it different for each person?!"

        "How long can you live?!"

        "Can I touch—"

        "Eek."

        

        I jerked back at the enthusiastic response that erupted.
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        "Donggeon hyung... what was your school life like?"

        "Pardon?"

        

        On a warm, sunny morning, inside a quiet café.

        Two men sitting at one of the tables. Me and Mr. Donggeon.

        

        Since we were in similar situations and had nothing particular to do during the day, we gathered like this to chat for a while.

        The topic of conversation was, naturally, about integration of different species.

        

        "Just... I'm curious about what might be happening at school right now. I was very quiet during my school days. So I can't really imagine..."

        "Hmm, I mostly just focused on sports, so I can't predict very well either..."

        "Is that so?"

        "But I think I know one thing."

        "?"

        

        Looking at me as I tilted my head in confusion, Mr. Donggeon leisurely brought his coffee cup to his lips.

        His throat moved as he drank, and as he set the cup down, amidst the gentle murmur of surrounding conversations, he said:

        

        "You'll probably be super popular."

        

        ***

        

        "Wow, dragons really are amazing!"

        "That tail is so pretty! It's a demon tail but the tip is, oh, heart-shaped? Maybe..."

        "Beast-folk are so cute... They must be so fluffy."

        "Their clothes are surprisingly normal?"

        "Maybe they were provided by the country or something?"

        "I want to see them in school uniforms..."

        "What about tails? Don't they get caught in pants?"

        "How long do elves actually live?!"

        "I, I saw a harpy briefly before! Are harpies and beast-folk different species?"

        "Your skin is a bit pale, are you okay...?"

        "Are you a vampire?"

        "Do you think so?"

        "Do vampires really only drink blood to survive?"

        "Excuse me—"

        

        I felt like I was drowning in the flood of questions.

        

        "Ugh..."

        

        Completely opposite to the quiet atmosphere until just now, the students in the class were firing questions relentlessly.

        Seeing them, I unconsciously took a step or two back.

        

        The enthusiasm was incredible.

        They were asking questions with eyes sparkling with curiosity...

        But honestly, it was too noisy with so many questions at once.

        

        "Umm, this is... intense?"

        

        It seemed everyone else felt the same way, as I could see them gradually retreating one by one.

        

        Among them, the child right next to me was shrinking back while looking at the students with eyes full of curiosity.

        

        This one is... an elf.

        I could see the long ears.

        However, whether they were a high elf or not was difficult to distinguish just by appearance.

        

        "Quiet down, all of you! Quiet!!"

        

        A bit belatedly, the teacher shouted at the students.

        

        After a gust of shouting swept through the classroom, silence once again filled the room.

        

        "Phew, sorry about that... I guess they got excited since it's their first time seeing different species."

        "Ah well, it happens."

        

        In response to the teacher's careful words, a boy answered playfully.

        Strong build, beautiful skin.

        No major distinguishing features, but the thin black tail dancing behind his back was noticeable.

        

        A succubus race.

        A male succubus, an incubus.

        And apparently one with quite a lively personality.

        

        "Having fun and getting excited! Isn't that the best? Young people should enjoy themselves!"

        "Ohhh..."

        

        As he spoke dramatically as if performing in a play, small exclamations rose from the front.

        Taking advantage of the teacher's ambiguous expression, he continued.

        

        "I'm Tanya, of the succubus race! Nice to meet you. Anyone with questions, raise your hand?"

        

        At his bold words, the students briefly looked at each other.

        After some hesitation, a girl raised her hand.

        

        "Um, that..."

        "Yes?"

        "...Do incubi really live by consuming... life energy?"

      

      
        "Hmm~."

        

        He placed his hand on his chin, deliberately drawing out his voice.

        Then he smiled and answered.

        

        "Want to try it out?"

        "O-okay, okay! Let's save questions for later!"

        

        The teacher hurriedly cut him off, flustered.

        The incubus who introduced himself as Tanya stepped back with a disappointed expression, and the girl who had just asked the question lowered her hand with a reddened face.

        

        "Let's postpone questions and start with introductions first, shall we?"

        

        The teacher glanced around.

        However, coincidentally... the person standing right next to the teacher was none other than Tanya.

        

        "Should I go again?"

        "...No, no. Start with the one next to you."

        

        The teacher spoke in a now tired voice.

        Amidst the slight laughter from the students, the child standing next to Tanya took a slow step forward.

        

        "Demon race, Jiana. Nice to meet you."

        

        A demon with red skin, like Sheri.

        

        She was a girl, and unlike the small-framed Sheri, her build was average.

        Typical of demons, she had two horns on her forehead, but... for some reason, one of the two horns was broken off in the middle.

        I'd heard that demon horns aren't that sturdy and often break, could that be the reason for her?

        

        "Your skin is so pretty!"

        "Nice to meet you, Jiana!"

        "It feels kind of like having a foreign transfer student."

        "Nice to meet you~."

        

        Receiving enthusiastic cheers, Jiana nodded dazedly.

        She stepped back, and the introductions continued with others.

        

        "Vampire, Pete. Nice to meet you."

        

        A pale-skinned male vampire, Pete.

        

        "Succubus Ella! Hi~."

        

        A succubus, Ella, wearing clothes that revealed a bit here and there.

        

        "Dragon-folk, Luka."

        

        Dark blue scales, large wings and tail catching the eye, dragon-folk Luka.

        

        "Um, uh... ...Half-elf, Phil."

        

        And the elf standing next to me, Phil.

        So he was a half-elf.

        Elven types are difficult to distinguish by appearance, so I hadn't noticed.

        

        After each introduction, cheers and compliments followed.

        In the enthusiastic but somewhat tense atmosphere, my turn came.

        

        I removed my hood and opened my mouth.

        

        "B-beast-folk, Cecilia. Nice to meet you."

        

        It was a miracle that my tongue didn't trip in the middle.

        

        Following my introduction, an even louder cheer erupted.

        At the loud noise, some of us, including myself, shrank back, some happily covered their ears, and others just stared indifferently.

        

        Only after the teacher called for quiet several times did the atmosphere return to normal.

        

        "...I'm especially tired today."

        "Hang in there, teacher!"

        "Thanks for the words at least..."

        

        The succubus, Tanya, patted the teacher's shoulder familiarly.

        With an expression that seemed even more tired, the teacher continued.

        

        "...I'm Hwang Woonseok. Nice to meet you."

        "Meteor?"

        "Who's Meteor?"

        

        When the teacher, Hwang Woonseok, reacted to the sudden comment, laughter spread among the students.

        It seemed like a warm... atmosphere? At least for now.

        

        "Before I assign seats for you all... just one thing."

        

        He glanced at us briefly, then turned his gaze to the students and said:

        

        "No talking to them until the end of this break."

      

      
        """What?!"""

        "How is that fair, teacher!"

        "If I allow it, you'll all go crazy talking to them as soon as I leave. They need time to adjust too... Just wait until the end of first period."

        """Aww..."""

        "Meteor is so stingy!"

        "Get down, you."

        

        Laughter spread again along with a warm atmosphere.

        Looking at us, who were confused by this unfamiliar atmosphere, the teacher said:

        

        "They're not bad kids overall... I hope you'll get along with them."

        

        At those words, we each nodded awkwardly.

        Satisfied, the teacher nodded and continued.

        

        "Now, let me assign your seats. First, Tanya, over there."

        "Yes~."

        "And, um, Jiana? Is that right?"

        "Yes."

        "You go over there."

        "Yes."

        "Next... ah, I should have memorized the names beforehand."

        "It's Pete."

        "Right, Pete. Over there..."

        

        One by one, we moved to sit in our assigned seats.

        My seat happened to be by the window.

        As I sat down nervously, the girl in front of me spoke in a small voice.

        

        "Looking forward to getting to know you♪"

        "Y-yeah."

        

        A different atmosphere than I expected, different people than I expected.

        Feeling confused but not displeased, I looked at the clock.

        

        Class would start soon.

        I quietly sat in my seat, waiting for time to pass.

        

        ***

        

        "I wonder if she's in class right now..."

        

        My muttered words echoed in the empty room.

        

        Was it always this quiet when I was alone?

        I've been living by myself for years now, but why does the silence feel so uncomfortable today?

        

        "...Hmm."

        

        Well, the reason is obvious enough.

        I must have gotten used to living with Cecilia.

        

        Actually, even when I was with Cecilia, there were many times without conversation.

        I like books and Cecilia likes books too.

        When each of us was reading, it naturally became quiet.

        

        But that kind of quiet and the current silence were... different.

        Very different.

        

        The gentle sound of small breaths.

        The sound of blankets rustling against skin when she shifted.

        The sound of turning pages. The occasional "hmm..." voice.

        

        The presence of someone other than myself.

        I was gradually realizing how significant that was.

        

        "Well, she'll be back soon anyway."

        

        I heard the first day would be a shortened schedule.

        It should be ending soon, so she would probably call first.

        

        I wonder what expression she'll have.

        Personally, I hope she makes a friend on the first day and comes back with a happy face.

        But realistically, she's more likely to be scared or nervous... That kind of expression.

        Or perhaps relieved the moment she arrives home.

        Either way, I planned to welcome her warmly.

        

        As I was waiting like that, suddenly the door burst open.

        

        "Eunhyuk~..."

        

        Cecilia trudged in.

        Before I could even wonder about the phone call, I focused on her expression... or rather, her appearance.

        

        "S-save me..."

        

        ...She looked exhausted to the point of collapse.
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        "...Delicious."

        "Feeling better?"

        "Yeah..."

        

        Cecilia nodded while preciously holding a large mug with both hands.

        Inside the cup, a citrus-colored liquid shimmered brilliantly.

        ...Not alcohol, just orange juice.

        

        "...Can I have one more cup?"

        "Okay."

        

        I took the quietly extended cup and headed toward the refrigerator.

        

        As soon as we arrived home, Cecilia had collapsed face-down on the bed, squirming.

        Juice was my prescription for her, who looked extremely exhausted.

        Sweet things should help alleviate fatigue, at least a little.

        

        "Here."

        "Thanks..."

        

        I heard cute sounds of gulping and swallowing.

        

        For a moment, I stared at her.

        Cecilia glanced at me shyly.

        

        "Whaaat..."

        "Nothing, just looking."

        

        I turned my head away, slightly flustered.

        It was a secret that I almost blurted out "you're pretty" without thinking.

        

        "S-so. What happened today?"

        

        After clearing my throat once, I took her empty cup again.

        Then I headed to the refrigerator to refill it.

        

        Meanwhile, Cecilia let out a drawn "Hmm~..." and when I handed her the cup, she began to speak.

        

        "...Chaos?"

        "Chaos, what?"

        "Yeah..."

        

        A small gulping sound echoed.

        

        "Went into the building, gathered in the auditorium, got instructions and classroom assignments..."

        "Uh-huh."

        "Then in the classroom, how should I say it, we had an introduction time..."

        "...Was the reaction too intense?"

        "Yeah..."

        

        She spoke with her fluffy ears and tail drooping.

        It seemed that, just as Donggeon hyung had said... she was extremely popular.

        

        But I suspected her popularity had gone beyond just being burdensome—it was probably overwhelming.

        Being a beastkin, and pretty too, well...

        ...Anyway, judging by how exhausted she was, I could imagine how much she'd been through.

        

        "Haaah..."

        

        Setting down her cup with a soft movement, she collapsed onto the bed with a tired expression.

        The mattress rippled and her shirt rode up slightly.

        Ignoring her exposed midriff, she lay there blankly staring at the ceiling.

        

        "Mmm..."

        

        Soon after, she began rubbing her face against the blanket like a sleepy cat.

        She squirmed and fidgeted, then grabbed a pillow and hugged it tightly to her chest.

        

        "...Phew."

        

        She looked both exhausted and comfortable.

        I watched her for a while, waiting for her to continue.

        After a brief moment of silence, Cecilia spoke again.

        

        "...But after the introductions, the teacher told everyone not to approach me during the first period."

        "That was a wise teacher."

        "Thanks to that, I was comfortable then..."

        

        She mumbled with her face buried in the pillow.

        

        "...But everything after that was hell."

        "Haha..."

        

        I could imagine.

        

        Fiddling with the edge of the pillow she was hugging, she continued.

        

        "Are those ears real, do they have feeling, is your hearing good, and so on..."

        "..."

        

        As I listened, I gently placed my hand on top of Cecilia's head.

        Moving my hand slowly, she let out a small "Mmm" as if ticklish.

        

        Soon I saw her eyes slowly close.

      

      
        She was accepting my touch with a peaceful expression.

        

        "...Most people asked if they could touch just once."

        

        She suddenly spoke while being petted.

        I quietly asked back.

        

        "Touch what, your ears?"

        "My ears and tail."

        

        At those words, I glanced at her ears and tail.

        

        Fluffy fur.

        Beautiful silver-white color reminiscent of moonlight.

        So soft and fluffy—it was obvious that petting them would feel good.

        

        Girls who like soft things would naturally approach, and boys with ulterior motives would come in droves too.

        Not hard to imagine.

        

        "I refused them all though."

        "Oh, you refused?"

        "Of course..."

        

        She answered with her eyes still closed.

        Whether consciously or unconsciously, she slightly pushed her head toward my hand.

        It was both cute and flustering.

        

        "I can't let just anyone touch them..."

        "..."

        

        With those words, I abruptly stopped my hand that had been sneakily moving toward her ears.

        As I slowly moved my hand away from her ears, Cecilia suddenly narrowed her eyes and looked at me.

        

        "...Do you want to touch them?"

        "Ah, well..."

        

        I couldn't answer directly to the sudden question.

        

        Touch them? Her ears?

        Of course I wanted to.

        

        I had touched her ears a few times before, but coincidentally only when I was drunk.

        In other words, I couldn't properly remember the sensation.

        I remembered it felt really good, but not knowing the actual feeling was frustrating.

        

        And besides, who wouldn't want to touch those cute cat ears twitching right in front of them?

        Her tail constantly swaying, her ears perking up.

        

        I always wanted to touch them.

        I'd been holding back that desire every day.

        

        Because, well, Cecilia would dislike it if I touched them—

        

        "...Just this once, specially."

        "Huh? ...?!"

        

        Suddenly, a soft sensation tickled my palm.

        Cecilia also trembled slightly, letting out a cute "Mmn..." sound.

        

        She pushed her ear toward my hand.

        The small ear that fit perfectly in my hand twitched faintly within my grasp.

        

        "...Be gentle."

        "Y-yeah."

        

        I was surprised, but more than that, I didn't want to miss this opportunity.

        

        I started moving my hand. As slowly and gently as possible.

        Leisurely stroking, enjoying the outer texture...

        

        "Whoa..."

        

        An exclamation escaped me involuntarily.

        "Soft" alone couldn't begin to describe it.

        

        First, it was warm.

        The warm temperature of a living being transmitted directly through my palm.

        Warm and cozy.

        It made me feel happy.

        

        And along with that warmth, each fine hair tickled my hand.

        It was so soft that I unconsciously inhaled.

        No luxury silk or blanket could compare.

        It truly felt amazing, to the point of being entranced.

        

        "Haa, mmm..."

        

        Her sensual breaths with each stroke lightly stirred my reason.

        Whether from ticklishness or something else, Cecilia's expression as she twitched with each movement was incredibly cute.

        

        What would happen if I stroked a bit harder?

        What reaction would she show if I gently squeezed?

        

        She was so charming that desires I had kept only in my imagination began to surface.

      

      
        

        "...Phew."

        

        I removed my hand with a small exhale.

        I didn't think I could hold back any longer.

        It wasn't just the feeling of her ears. Her scattered breaths, her twitching body—everything was too cute.

        

        How should I describe this feeling... right.

        I wanted to bite her gently.

        

        "...Satisfied?"

        "A dream come true."

        "R-really?"

        

        "That much..." she mumbled, pouting her lips shyly.

        

        For my part, I put my hand to my forehead at my spontaneous comment.

        "A dream come true." Good grief.

        While it was a nice thing to say, it wasn't exactly appropriate after petting a girl...

        

        "So, um."

        

        Sensing the atmosphere becoming awkward, I hurriedly opened my mouth.

        Cecilia, who had been embarrassedly touching her own ears, turned her head toward me.

        

        "Why did you suddenly let me pet you? You usually hate it."

        

        The question came out half to change the mood, half from genuine curiosity.

        

        Even when drunk with lowered guards, Cecilia rarely allowed ear touching.

        If touched without permission, she would hit back.

        For reference, those weren't playful taps... well, they looked playful, but they actually hurt quite a bit.

        

        Anyway, that's how Cecilia was—letting me pat her head but not touch her ears.

        Why did she voluntarily let me touch them this time?

        Did something happen at school?

        With that intention, I asked, and she answered lightly:

        

        "Hmm, just a belated thank you?"

        "Thank you?"

        

        I asked back, puzzled.

        Thank you?

        As I tilted my head in confusion, she continued.

        

        "How should I put it... After going to school today... I realized anew how comfortable this place is."

        

        With a small "oof," she sat up.

        Sitting next to me on the bed, she glanced in my direction.

        

        Our eyes met briefly.

        Then she smiled brightly.

        

        "It's warm here. Comfortable. Not tense."

        "...That's embarrassing."

        "But it's true."

        

        Her pure gaze and spreading smile were dazzling.

        Feeling an indescribable embarrassment, I slightly averted my gaze.

        

        "So just, um... I suddenly wanted to thank you! That's all."

        

        The mattress rippled as she spoke energetically.

        When I glanced over, I saw Cecilia standing up.

        

        "Mmm..."

        

        She reached for the table and drank the remaining orange juice.

        Then she exhaled with satisfaction.

        

        "...From now on, you can pet my ears whenever you want."

        

        I swallowed at her next words.

        Looking at me with wide, surprised eyes, she said:

        

        "It's my thanks. Since I'll be in your care from now on..."

        

        Her voice grew progressively quieter toward the end.

        But still loud enough for me to hear everything.

        

        "...I'll pet you every day."

        "Not every day!"

        

        When I joked, she responded with equal playfulness.

        We smiled at each other in the instantly lightened atmosphere.

        

        "...Yeah! The juice is delicious."

        "Want another cup?"

        "Hmm~. No, I'm good. But hey, Eunhyuk, will you listen? Today at school..."

        

        We chatted pleasantly.

        It's enjoyable being together. It was a time when I truly felt that anew.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.43Cowardly Cat

      
        The sound of rushing water engulfed the entire ground.

        Rain poured down madly as if a hole had opened in the sky.

        

        The already cold autumn day felt even colder with the rain.

        Haah, my hastily exhaled breath scattered like white smoke.

        

        It was incredibly dark all around.

        The rain was falling so heavily that even the streetlights seemed to be washed away.

        To make matters worse, thunder and lightning struck randomly, causing me to flinch involuntarily each time.

        

        "Haah, haah...!"

        

        In such terrible weather, I ran with all my might through the fierce rain and wind.

        My clothes, soaked through to my underwear, felt heavy and cold.

        

        "What kind of miserable situation is this...!"

        

        Though I shouted in frustration, my legs didn't stop moving.

        Slowing down meant staying longer in this watery hell.

        No matter how much my legs hurt, I couldn't afford to slow my pace.

        

        The reason I ended up in this state could be summarized quite simply.

        

        First:

        While working at the convenience store, it started raining heavily.

        

        Second:

        I thought, "I'll just buy an umbrella before I leave~" and continued working.

        

        Third:

        Customers rushed in.

        

        Fourth:

        Umbrellas sold out.

        

        "Just my luck!"

        

        I should have set one aside when I noticed customers starting to flood in.

        Given our convenience store's tendency to get sudden rushes of customers, I was too busy working and... forgot.

        

        As a result, here I was, running home completely drenched in the middle of the night.

        How pitiful my situation was.

        

        "Hwa. Hoo...!"

        

        At least my home was close by, thankfully.

        

        I ran with all my might and dashed into the building.

        Leaning against the wall as if I'd crashed into it, I grabbed my knees and panted heavily.

        

        "Ugh...."

        

        The fatigue was no joke.

        Honestly, I was completely soaked despite all that running... making me wonder if running had been pointless.

        

        "No, if I had walked leisurely, I'd definitely have caught a cold... ugh."

        

        As I caught my breath under the roof, a chill suddenly overtook me.

        Forget walking leisurely—staying like this just a little longer would probably give me a cold anyway.

        

        I hurried up the stairs.

        I almost fell when a thunderclap boomed halfway up, but somehow managed to hold steady.

        

        I arrived at the door.

        I was about to fling it open but remembered my roommate might be sleeping, so I opened it gently instead.

        

        "...I'm back."

        "Oh, welcome home."

        

        A voice responded.

        Seems she was still awake.

        

        When I entered, I saw Cecilia curled up in the corner of the room for some reason.

        I didn't know why she was there instead of in bed, but it was good timing that she was still awake.

        

        "Cecilia... just one favor."

        "Hm? ...Oh, you're completely soaked."

        "Right? Could you just get me a towel? I'll wipe off quickly and head straight to the bathroom."

        "O-okay."

        

        Cecilia slowly got up and moved toward the bathroom.

        ...Though for some reason, her steps were trembling like a newborn fawn.

        

        She had been fine until the afternoon, so why was she like this now?

        Insomnia again?

        But she didn't look particularly tired.

        Hmm.

        

        "Here you go."

        "Ah, thanks."

        

        While I was thinking, Cecilia had approached and was holding out a towel.

        I reached out to take it lightly, but at that moment—

        

        BOOM!! Lightning struck nearby, and

        

        "Eek!?"

        

        Cecilia jumped with a start and tightly embraced my body.

        

        "Hey, wait a second?!"

        

        A soft sensation pressed against my chest.

        I could feel her clothes getting wet as they touched my soaked body.

        

        "Hng, ugh...."

        

        I heard a whimpering voice.

      

      
        While hugging tightly around my neck, she mumbled:

        

        "L-lightning scary...."

        

        So that was why she had been huddled in the corner.

        

        Looking at Cecilia, now completely wet herself, I gave up trying to push her away.

        I just sighed softly and gently stroked her like a frightened cat.

        

        ***

        

        "I didn't know you had this weakness. Are you afraid of loud noises?"

        "Loud noises are fine, but thunder sounds are scary...."

        "What's that about."

        

        I muttered incredulously as I reached for the shampoo bottle.

        The warm shower stream was soothingly melting away the tension in my body.

        

        "Phew."

        "Eunhyuk, are you still there...?"

        "Yeah. ...So don't worry and change your clothes first. You're wet too."

        "But...."

        

        From outside the bathroom, beyond the door, I could hear a mumbling voice.

        Saying she was scared and wanted to talk, Cecilia had been leaning her head against the bathroom door for a while now.

        

        "...The closet is on the opposite side of the bathroom."

        "Right."

        "If you move away, we can't talk."

        "...Even if you move away, it's only a few meters. How big can a studio apartment be...?"

        "B-but still!"

        

        Just then, BOOM! Another lightning strike.

        

        Followed by a "Hieek?!" scream and a thud sound from the door.

        

        "...Are you okay?"

        "I-I hit my head."

        

        I heard her pained voice.

        I could picture her clutching her head with her hands without even seeing her.

        

        "Ugh. Even now it's so scary— Eek?!"

        

        Her words were cut off.

        It seemed like the gods particularly disliked Cecilia today.

        

        The increasingly violent storm unleashed another lightning bolt.

        BOOM! and THUD! sounds echoed one after another.

        

        "..."

        "Don't just knock on the door silently. Fine. You can stay there."

        

        I answered with a sigh, and a small "Thank you..." could be heard from outside the door.

        She was truly just like a cat.

        

        "But at least take off your clothes. You don't want to catch a cold."

        "Okay...."

        

        I heard rustling sounds from beyond the door.

        Though partially muffled by the shower, they definitely reached my ears.

        

        ....

        Belatedly, I wondered if I had spoken too carelessly.

        Cecilia undressing just a few meters away from me while I showered....

        

        Hmm, better not think about it.

        

        "...I took them off."

        "You didn't need to report that."

        

        I had just decided not to think about it, seriously.

        It gave me a strange feeling.

        

        Of course, I was at fault for casually telling a girl to undress, but Cecilia for following my words so obediently....

        ...No, forget it.

        She must not be thinking straight because she's scared.

        I decided to just leave it at that.

        

        "I'll finish showering quickly and come out. Then you can take your turn."

        "Okay...."

        "Even if I tell you to get under the blanket because it's cold, you won't listen, right?"

        "Yeah.... I prefer being here to the blanket or the corner...."

        "Thought so."

        

        She was like a child.

        Usually she had a somewhat mature side to her.

        It felt a bit different.

        

        Anyway, I couldn't leave Cecilia in that state for long.

        I washed my body as quickly as possible, dried off, and put on clothes.

        Throughout this, every time lightning struck, impressive screams like "Eek!?" and "Hieek!?" burst out.

        

        "...I'm done."

        

        I opened the door slightly and peeked outside.

        There I saw Cecilia curled up like a pill bug.

        Wearing only her underwear, her body was trembling, and her ears and tail were stiff with fear.

        

        She looked so terrified that despite her exposed skin, I felt more concerned than aroused.

        She seemed more frightened than I had expected.

        

        "Come on, you need to warm up, Cecilia."

        "Uuu...."

        

        I pulled her arms and barely managed to get her to stand up.

        I half-forced her into the bathroom and closed the door.

        After a brief silence, the sound of running water came from inside.

      

      
        

        "...It's warm."

        "That's good."

        

        It was just a bit of rain, yet what a struggle this had become.

        Clearly I was the one who got caught in the rain, yet it felt like Cecilia was suffering more.

        

        "Eunhyuk, are you still there...?"

        "Yes. I'm here, so relax and wash up."

        "You won't go anywhere...?"

        "Nay, nay."

        

        She was being unusually clingy today.

        

        Honestly, I didn't mind it.

        I briefly recalled when I first met her.

        

        When we first met... how much she had feared me.

        I remembered Cecilia trembling, turning pale just from my presence.

        Eyes searching for an escape route, muscles tense.

        

        If it weren't for the alcohol, our connection probably would have been severed that very day.

        I was certain of that.

        

        It was the same for a while afterward.

        This was the same Cecilia who trembled like she'd committed a terrible crime just because I got a little water on her.

        Finding a single piece of clothing burdensome, unable to stay still.

        

        And... right.

        There was also that time she got scared when I almost touched her hair.

        Looking back now, that was really difficult.

        I felt sorry and worried for Cecilia, silently trembling.

        The guilt of making her tremble like that wouldn't go away.

        

        But what about now?

        

        Stroking her is natural.

        When I gently place my hand on her head, she purrs with a comfortable expression.

        Not just that—recently, Cecilia has been asking to be petted more often.

        

        Physical contact has become more frequent.

        Touching hands, stroking her head, patting her back....

        Today, I was even allowed to touch her ears.

        

        Again, this was the same Cecilia who trembled like she'd committed a terrible crime just because I got a little water on her.

        Yet that same girl was gradually accepting my touch.

        I wonder if she realizes how significant this change is.

        

        "Eunhyuk~.... Are you still there?"

        "Of course."

        "Tell me something interesting, anything is fine...."

        "Something interesting? Hmm~."

        

        And that's the biggest change.

        

        Cecilia is no longer afraid of me.

        

        She hugs me, sniffs me, and offers her head to be petted.

        

        Earlier I was overthinking about her undressing when I told her to, but thinking more deeply, isn't that also proof of her trust?

        

        She doesn't fear me; she seeks me when she's afraid.

        She trusts me.

        She relies on me.

        

        Cecilia, the scaredy-cat who apologized with tears.

        She's still a scaredy-cat, to be honest.

        Her personality hasn't fundamentally changed.

        However.

        

        "Q-quickly...."

        "Okay, okay."

        

        What I see is just a clingy cat.

        

        One who finds comfort in my scent,

        Smiles brightly at my touch,

        And feels reassured by my voice—a clingy cat.

        

        Lovable.

        That's the only way I can express it—do you know that?

        

        "Let's see, once upon a time...."

        

        The warm feeling rising within me was somehow embarrassing.

        Yet not unpleasant.

        

        With mixed emotions, I began telling a fairy tale.

        Until Cecilia warmed her body. Continuously.

        Continuously.

        

        ***

        

        But I never expected things to turn out like this.

        

        A dimly lit room.

        The soft touch of the blanket.

        And....

        

        "Eunhyuk...."

        "..."

        "Let's sleep together.... okay...?"

        

        Cecilia tugged lightly at my sleeve.

        With an incredibly earnest expression, she asked me to share the bed.

        

        The sound of rain continued to pour down.

        The rain showed no signs of stopping.
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        The rain I thought was a passing shower seemed to be anything but.

        Looking at the downpour that was only growing stronger rather than subsiding, that's what I thought.

        

        [...The rain is expected to ease only around dawn tomorrow...]

        

        Important information flowed from the weather forecast I had briefly turned on.

        

        Tomorrow at dawn, huh.

        That wasn't particularly problematic.

        No matter how heavily it rained now, I didn't have any reason to go out at night anyway.

        

        The only problem was...

        

        "So, Cecilia?"

        "Uuu."

        

        This cat who was clinging tightly to me and refusing to let go.

        

        I could feel an incredibly soft sensation from the arms wrapped around me.

        It was truly, hmm, soft enough to shake my reason. So plush.

        

        A captivating harmony of elasticity and softness.

        ...To put it bluntly, her chest was pressing against me.

        

        She had hugged me several times before, but now the contact was more intimate than ever.

        

        "...Won't you let go?"

        "I want to sleep just like this..."

        "No, well."

        

        My heart fluttered.

        

        Glancing to the side, I could see Cecilia pressing her chest firmly against my arm.

        Her ears twitched, and her eyes were tightly shut.

        Having just finished showering, a fragrant scent tickled my nose.

        

        It was an awkward situation where I could neither stand up nor sit properly.

        All I could do was fidget my legs restlessly.

        

        "Cecilia... You should sleep in the bed."

        

        For reference, our current location wasn't the bed but a futon laid out on the floor.

        In other words, my usual sleeping place.

        

        "I want to sleep here. Let's sleep together..."

        

        Her mumbled words made my eyelids twitch.

        

        Actually, sleeping together itself... while problematic, wasn't that much of an issue.

        Come to think of it, we had slept together once before.

        The difference was that she had been drunk then, but that wasn't a significant distinction.

        

        So what was the problem?

        

        "...Hiyak?!"

        "Ugh. Whoa, wait!"

        

        This was it.

        

        There was a flash outside the window, followed immediately by a booming thunder.

        Simultaneously, Cecilia lunged at me with even greater force.

        

        My vision spun once.

        When I regained my senses, I was looking at the ceiling, sprawled out on the futon.

        

        "Huu..."

        

        And a warm weight was covering me.

        It had weight and warmth, as if proving it was alive.

        

        Is Cecilia hugging me the problem?

        Of course that's a problem too.

        How could it not be when a cute girl is promptly straddling your body?

        

        But there's an even bigger problem.

        I mentioned it earlier, but let me say it again...

        

        "...Hik?! Cecilia, wait...!"

        

        Right now, the contact was more intimate than ever before.

        

        Her trembling hands wrapped around my body, embracing me mercilessly.

        Her hair tickled my cheeks, and her soft lips brushed against my neck.

        

        Her voluptuous chest pressed firmly against my body.

        One of her legs had slipped between my thighs... maintaining a, well, precarious distance that's difficult to put into words.

        

        It felt like the slightest carelessness would lead to contact.

        I can't say what would touch what, but still.

        

        When we slept together before, she had been in an embarrassed state.

        Even on other occasions when she clung to me due to drunkenness or something else, she still maintained some level of reason.

        In other words, even while pressing her chest or body against me, she maintained a minimal distance.

        

        But now?

        

        "Uu, uuu..."

        

        There were no brakes.

        To be more direct, she was pressing her body against me without any restraint.

        This was probably the first time since our initial meeting when she was completely drunk.

        

        I could feel the sensation of her skin more vividly than ever before.

        The sound of her heartbeat and breathing echoed in my ears.

        

        Weight, warmth, softness, tenderness.

        And the sensuality born from it.

        Instinctive excitement.

        

        This can't be dismissed as merely dizzying.

        It's really, truly...

        

        First, I need to create some distance. That's the priority.

        That's what I thought.

        

        "Cecili—"

        

        I opened my mouth.

        

        But earlier I said that God seemed to dislike Cecilia today... I need to correct that.

        It seemed He disliked not just Cecilia but me as well.

        

        As if timed perfectly, the loudest thunder yet boomed with a crash!

        

      

      
        "...!!"

        

        With a soundless scream, Cecilia clung to me even more tightly.

        

        "Mmph...!"

        

        And I too widened my eyes at the increasingly precarious position.

        

        An unbearably soft sensation covered my mouth.

        Almost hanging onto my head, she pressed her chest firmly against my face.

        At the same time, something gently rubbed against my thigh, and that strange softness tempted me mercilessly.

        

        Sensuality and excitement churned in my mind.

        My head became intoxicated with the sweet scent.

        Blood rushed, making me dizzy.

        For a very brief moment, I was overwhelmed by the urge to tightly embrace this soft body.

        

        I wanted to firmly grasp those soft breasts.

        I wanted to gently bite that snow-white nape.

        How happy would I feel if I could caress that soft skin with my hands and lips?

        How good would it feel?

        

        We are not lovers.

        We are roommates in a peculiarly strange relationship.

        

        If I cross the line,

        what would happen?

        

        "...Ugh."

        

        I can't deny that I hesitated for a moment.

        I can't hide that I thought, 'Should I really do it?'

        

        It's your fault for being so cute and captivating.

        How nice it would be if I could make such an excuse.

        

        "Cecili, lia...!"

        

        I couldn't.

        The last remnants of my reason refused it.

        

        "Uwah. ...?"

        

        Summoning all my strength, I pushed her body away.

        Maintaining my center of gravity as I pushed, her body separated from mine and rolled to the side.

        

        "Phew...!"

        

        I sat up, exhaling.

        Seemingly bewildered by the sudden rejection, Cecilia rubbed her shoulder with a confused yet frightened expression.

        

        "What's wrong, Eunhyuk? Ah. Did I hug you too tightly?! S-sorry! I wasn't thinking straight..."

        

        Her subsequent reaction was more or less as expected.

        Not thinking straight, she said.

        Yes, that's how it appeared.

        

        She had probably been in an unstable state for hours due to the continuous thunder.

        Even hugging me, conversing, and taking a warm shower didn't help, as the thunder kept striking.

        And the massive thunder just now was the decisive factor.

        It had severed her reason.

        

        In fact, that itself was a very natural occurrence.

        

        Did Cecilia do something wrong?

        Absolutely not.

        

        She was simply scared and hugged whatever was nearby.

        With her eyes tightly shut, she embraced me without even knowing what she was touching.

        In that moment, I was merely a warm pillow to her.

        It was incredibly pure.

        

        "...Cecilia."

        "U-um?"

        

        It's problematic precisely because it's pure.

        The relationship between a man and woman can't be established on purity alone.

        

        "...I think we need to be a bit more careful about, um, physical contact."

        

        Of course, normally she isn't this unguarded.

        When there's contact or subtle exposure, she feels ordinary embarrassment.

        

        But there's a lack of caution in her subconscious.

        She fundamentally doesn't understand that the person in front of her is a wolf.

        

        "Physical contact meaning...?"

        "...Until just now, your chest was touching my face."

        

        So I spoke as directly as possible.

        

        I saw Cecilia's face turn bright red.

        She couldn't even make a sound, just opening and closing her mouth.

        

        "J-just a little?"

        "Completely pressed. Something soft completely covered my mouth..."

        "Wa, waaah—! Stop!"

        

        With a face that looked about to burst from redness, Cecilia shouted.

        Then she tightly closed her mouth and stared at me with an imploring gaze.

        

        "Uuu..."

        "..."

        

        My face is probably just as red as Cecilia's right now.

        My fingertips are tingling. My face is burning hot.

        Enduring the rising embarrassment, I continued speaking.

        

        "Take care of your body."

        "...Mmm."

        

        Honestly, I know.

        I'm probably the weird one.

        This goes beyond refusing a meal that's been set before me.

        I'd have no defense if someone called me impotent.

        

        But it's scary.

        I'm afraid.

        

        Afraid that we might never return to our original relationship.

        Afraid of losing this comfortable state we're in now.

        

        It's terrifying to touch the line of sexuality.

        

      

      
        In the end, I'm just as much of a coward as Cecilia.

        

        During her last heat, I was filled with the thought that I shouldn't touch her.

        I guarantee that if I had carelessly laid hands on her then, our relationship would have been completely ruined by now.

        

        And if I touch her now?

        Since we're somewhat close, our relationship would probably be maintained somehow.

        It would be "maintained."

        And an awkwardness that couldn't be wiped away would remain forever.

        

        Yes, and at this point, I should admit it.

        I admit it.

        

        I like Cecilia.

        I like this cute and beautiful girl as a woman.

        

        It's close to love at first sight.

        

        I don't want to lose her; I want to monopolize her.

        I was surprised at myself for having such feelings.

        

        That's why I want to treat her preciously.

        I don't want to treat her carelessly.

        

        And...

        ...Ah, I see.

        I understand what I need to do.

        How ironic that my vision clears only after admitting it.

        

        "Um, Cecilia. I have a slightly different question..."

        "Yes...?"

        

        I asked.

        Carefully.

        

        "When we first met, what did you mean when you asked, 'You won't kill me, right?'"

        

        I still don't know this girl.

        

        Of course, there are things I do know.

        She likes alcohol, sweet things, and books, and for some reason, she likes my scent.

        Her tongue is like a cat's. Her shower time is relatively long and leisurely. She's uncomfortable with others' gazes. She's very cautious.

        She walks quickly. She doesn't know how beautiful she is. She's surprisingly strong. She's surprisingly heavy.

        

        But.

        What about her past?

        

        [You won't kill me, right?]

        

        That's what she said when we first met.

        

        [No one would take me in. No one would hide me or embrace me. I was always alone.]

        [If I stay still, I don't know when I'll die. If I don't want to die, I have to move. To another place, to the forest, to a cave. To another back alley.]

        

        I've heard fragments.

        But I don't know her specific past.

        

        I heard she lived a wandering life.

        Since hearing that, I've wondered.

        Why?

        

        Why did she live a wandering life?

        What about her home?

        Friends, hometown?

        Family?

        

        [Family relations, 'Unknown'.]

        

        When filling out a personal survey before, she wrote that.

        What does 'Unknown' mean?

        What happened?

        

        "..."

        

        There was no answer. Only silence.

        But a sticky darkness seeped through that silence.

        

        I want to be her lover.

        I won't hide it anymore.

        However.

        

        Becoming lovers comes after embracing all her wounds.

        

        "Sorry for asking something strange."

        "No, it's not—... ...Mmm."

        

        I reached out and stroked her ears.

        I could see her expression quickly softening.

        

        "That's easy."

        "...I'm not an easy woman, you know?"

        

        When I spoke playfully with a wink, Cecilia responded with a pouty tone.

        We both smiled, trying hard to clear away the mutual awkwardness.

        

        "It's already past midnight."

        "Huh? ...Ah, it really is."

        "And the rain has stopped."

        

        Listening to the quieted sound of the wind, both Cecilia and I nodded.

        

        Cecilia soon stretched and yawned.

        

        "Sleepy?"

        "Yeah... Now that the thunder's gone, quite..."

        

        She relaxed quickly, having been so tense before.

        As she closed her eyes drowsily, I covered her with the blanket.

        

        "...? Can I sleep here...?"

        "You look too tired to climb up to the bed. It's fine. I'll sleep on the bed tonight."

        

        After a moment's hesitation, she nodded.

        I nodded back and moved to the bed.

        

        "Good night, Cecilia."

        "Mm..."

        

        I smiled at her drowsy voice.

        

        As I got on the bed after a long time, I suddenly saw the sky through the window.

        It was very dark and black.

        However, the clouds had cleared.
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        I thought it was a very beautiful morning.

        

        "...The sky is so blue."

        

        I mumbled absently, looking up at the clear sky that was especially bright for autumn.

        

        It was truly clear without a single cloud.

        The sunlight was warm.

        

        This beauty was probably because it had rained plenty yesterday, and at the same time...

        ...because something big had changed within me.

        

        "Mmnya..."

        

        A voice reached my ears.

        The cute voice of a girl murmuring in her sleep.

        

        I turned my head slightly.

        

        "Mmm..."

        

        On the floor below the bed, Cecilia was sound asleep on the laid-out blanket.

        

        Through her loose t-shirt, disheveled from the night, her white skin glistened as it absorbed the sunlight.

        Her legs were stretched out, and her arms were tightly hugging a bundle of blanket instead of a pillow.

        

        Those delicate eyelashes.

        Every time the sunlight touched her eyelids, her ears twitched faintly.

        Her tail moved gently, and her lips were relaxed.

        She seemed to be smiling happily even in her sleep.

        

        "...She's cute."

        

        Was she always this cute?

        I've thought she was cute many times before, but now her appearance seemed especially radiant.

        

        I could feel my heart pounding with joy.

        The small breath I exhaled carried warm heat.

        

        She's adorable.

        That's all there is to it.

        

        "I like you."

        

        I mumbled quietly with my still somewhat hazy mind.

        So quietly that it only resonated in my mouth, at a volume that Cecilia wouldn't hear.

        

        "Mmm..."

        

        Just then, I flinched as Cecilia stirred.

        Did she hear me?

        Did she wake up because she heard?

        I watched her worriedly for a moment, but...

        

        "...Zzz..."

        

        It seemed she had just turned over in her sleep.

        I couldn't help but smile at her defenseless appearance.

        

        I like her.

        As a romantic interest, as a woman.

        I like that cute cat.

        

        I hope these feelings will reach her someday.

        But at the same time, I hope they don't reach her now.

        

        "Living together is really troublesome..."

        

        I mumbled with a slight smile, my cheeks relaxed.

        

        We are living together.

        

        Living together means sharing most of our living space.

        Eating, bathing, sleeping...

        

        "The problem is that it's not all good things."

        "Mmnya..."

        

        Being able to admire her sleeping face in the morning like this is definitely one of the good things.

        Eating meals together, chatting, and occasionally giving advice on her worries are also good aspects of living together.

        

        But I mustn't forget.

        A man and woman living together inherently creates various embarrassments.

        

        "...Hmm."

        

        Running into each other after bathing.

        Witnessing each other in underwear.

        Accidentally touching skin.

        

        These things have happened several times already.

        

        Actually, even that is fine.

        No, it's not fine, but as long as Cecilia tolerates and allows it, it's not a major problem.

        

        However, I must remember that her tolerance and permission stem from her 'trust that I won't take liberties.'

        

        We are just roommates after all.

        The moment I reveal these feelings, that trust will crack.

        

        "It's difficult."

      

      
        

        I muttered abruptly.

        

        It's difficult, truly.

        Handling these feelings of affection is so hard.

        

        ...If only it were mutual love.

        Not knowing makes me afraid, and I become even more of a coward.

        

        "There are other issues too."

        

        I muttered again.

        

        Cecilia's past.

        Something I still don't know.

        Something full of wounds and pain.

        

        I want to comfort her.

        I want to stroke her gently and sincerely tell her that it's okay now, that she can relax.

        

        I truly want to love everything about her.

        

        For that reason too...

        

        "Let me know more."

        

        That's all I wish for.

        

        Will there ever come a day when we understand everything about each other?

        And when that day comes, will I be able to confess these feelings to you?

        

        "...Hmm."

        

        But thinking about it now, I realized it would probably be quite difficult.

        

        To confess these feelings.

        That is, a confession.

        

        Confessing to this girl...

        ...how?

        

        "Hmm, should I buy flowers? Or take her to a nice restaurant...?"

        

        Eun-hyuk Lee, 24 years old and perpetually single.

        I've never confessed nor been confessed to.

        Naturally, I don't know how to confess...

        

        Of course, I've been exposed to it.

        Some of my friends are quite popular.

        I've seen them receive and make confessions, but when I think about doing it myself...

        Hmm.

        

        "It's difficult."

        

        It's hard.

        Not just because of the method, but mentally too.

        

        How embarrassing would it be if my tongue got tied at the last moment after all the preparation?

        What if I set the mood perfectly but left the carefully prepared gift somewhere else?

        Just imagining it gave me chills.

        

        And then there's another problem that arises:

        

        What if I get rejected?

        

        "Ugh."

        

        That would be the end. My chest tightened.

        It would be a bad ending beyond words.

        

        "I-I need to stay strong."

        

        I should work hard to prevent that from happening.

        

        For now, let's start with going through our daily routine.

        

        I slowly got down from the bed and placed my feet on the floor.

        Then I carefully shook Cecilia to wake her up.

        

        "Mmm...?"

        "It's morning, Cecilia."

        

        I could see her eyelids trembling.

        Soon those two eyes opened, revealing beautiful sky-blue irises.

        

        "Eun-hyuk...?"

        "Yeah, good morning."

        "Good morning..."

        

        A small yawn escaped from her little mouth.

        Her ears twitched, and her tail stretched upward along with her arms as if she were stretching.

        

        "...The weather's nice."

        "Right?"

        

        I like you.

        I suppressed the emotions welling up as our eyes met and answered lightly.

        

        I hope someday I can say it with my mouth, not just in my heart.

        That's what I thought.

        

      

      
        ***

        

        "So what do you want to do today?"

        "Huh?"

        

        After waking up and washing our faces, we sat at the dining table.

        Today's breakfast menu was simple soup and fried eggs.

        A light and easy menu to make and eat.

        

        "What do you mean?"

        

        Cecilia asked while munching on her egg.

        Puzzled by her reaction, I asked in return.

        

        "Didn't they announce it at school yesterday before dismissal?"

        "Huh...?"

        "Apparently there was some issue at another school for different species, so today is optional attendance."

        "I didn't hear... wait. Hmm~...?"

        

        Cecilia furrowed her brow, letting her voice trail off.

        She had an expression like she vaguely remembered something but couldn't quite recall it.

        

        "I think I might have heard...? When did they say it?"

        "Probably right before dismissal, so after lunch? That's when I got the text message too."

        "...I was knocked out then."

        

        I nodded in understanding.

        Come to think of it, Cecilia was exhausted when she came home from school yesterday...

        I'm guessing she was in a similar state right before dismissal, so yes, it made sense that she hadn't heard.

        

        "But what kind of issue...?"

        "They didn't really tell us that much, unfortunately."

        "Hmm..."

        "So, what do you want to do?"

        

        I asked again while taking a spoonful of soup.

        At my question, Cecilia once again furrowed her brow.

        

        "Hmm..... ...I want to go."

        "Are you sure? If other students don't come, all attention will be on you."

        "Even so.... Yes. I think it's better if I go."

        

        Then she scooped up a large spoonful of rice and put it in her mouth with a "nom."

        Chewing with her cheeks moving, she continued.

        

        "Mmm. I was thinking yesterday, that class is a bit harder than I expected..."

        "You're worried you won't be able to keep up if you miss it?"

        "Mm."

        

        I heard a gulping sound.

        Rubbing her cheek as if embarrassed, Cecilia said:

        

        "That's part of it... and, well, I guess I'm eager to learn faster than the others."

        "Why?"

        "Well, umm. I want to be helpful to Eun-hyuk sooner."

        

        Her somewhat unexpected answer made me raise my eyebrows slightly.

        Barely glancing at me, Cecilia continued:

        

        "I owe you quite a lot, don't I? For lodging, food, clothes."

        "Yes, that's true."

        "Whether it's money, honor, or something else. I honestly don't know yet how to repay you. But..."

        

        She briefly looked straight into my eyes.

        Her sky-blue eyes shone transparently.

        

        "If I learn, I can be helpful, right?"

        "..."

        "Whether it's money, honor, or something else. Housework, errands, or even just being someone to talk to. The more I learn, the more I can do."

        

        Fidgeting with her spoon, she said:

        

        "I want to learn a lot, so I can be a lot of help."

        "..."

        

        I couldn't say anything and just looked at Cecilia with a warm heart.

        

        See?

        How could I not like someone so lovable?

        

        "I thought that, but is it burdensome...?"

        "No, not at all. ...Yes. I really like it."

        

        I answered with sincerity.

        

        I really did like it.

        What could be more joyful than someone making an effort for me?

        And that it was the girl I liked, for my sake.

        It made me happy.

        

        Honestly, I think she could relax her shoulders a bit more, but I didn't want to dampen her enthusiasm, so I just offered one warm comment.

        

        "Don't push yourself too hard. Call me if anything happens, and leave early if you're tired."

        "Okay."

        

        With those final words, we finished our meal.

        

        The current time was about 7:30.

        It was time to go to school.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.46Today, once again, I'm working my part-time job...?

      
        "Have a good day."

        "I'll be back."

        

        On a winter day with warm sunlight and cold wind. Early morning.

        On a path slightly away from the school gate.

        Glancing at the students walking around us, we exchanged greetings.

        

        After adjusting her bag once, Cecilia began walking toward the school.

        

        With her hood on and it being early morning, she didn't seem to attract too much attention.

        Some perceptive kids did look at Cecilia with uncertain expressions, but it wasn't too bad.

        

        Of course, that was only because it was early morning.

        As time passed and more students arrived, with classrooms filling up, things would surely get busier than now.

        

        "...Fighting."

        

        I said quietly, watching Cecilia's figure grow smaller in the distance.

        

        She'll probably be tormented today too.

        Maybe even worse than yesterday...

        I felt sorry for her, but admired her determination to endure it.

        

        There was nothing I could do except watch.

        School wasn't a place I could enter.

        I did put a book in her bag in case she got bored, but I'm not sure how much help that would be.

        

        Anyway, all I could do was pray.

        Hoping that cat would return safely today too.

        

        "Ah."

        

        Just then, in the distance, Cecilia suddenly turned around.

        Despite the considerable distance, I felt our eyes meet—her sky-blue eyes with mine.

        

        "...Cute."

        

        Looking in my direction, she waved her hand widely to greet me.

        I waved back in response.

        

        With a final bright smile, she turned back toward the school.

        Feeling warmth from that sight, I also turned around.

        Heading home.

        

        Unlike yesterday when she came home early, today Cecilia would finish school around 4 PM.

        Coincidentally, that's when I needed to leave for my part-time job.

        

        "Maybe I should try to change my hours..."

        

        I like Cecilia.

        That was an undeniable fact now.

        

        I want to become closer to her.

        I want to know her more deeply.

        And what I absolutely needed for that was time.

        

        Until now, it had been fine.

        Since Cecilia was almost always at home, we had plenty of time together even when I went to work.

        But now that she was going to school, our time together would be significantly reduced.

        

        "Let's see. School starts around 7:30 AM, and when she gets home, it's time for my job. My shift ends at 11 PM..."

        

        Before 7:30 AM, and after 11 PM.

        That's when we could be together on weekdays.

        

        "Ugh."

        

        That won't work.

        I shook my head.

        A passerby gave me a strange look, but I didn't care.

        

        From 11 PM to 7:30 AM is exactly 8 hours and 30 minutes.

        And that includes sleeping time.

        

        Even with days off, how could that be enough?

        We're not a weekend couple.

        

        "I wonder if Jaeseop would switch shifts with me if I asked..."

        

        Thinking of my helpful senior at work, I fell into contemplation.

        His weekday morning shift runs from 9 AM to 5 PM.

        That perfectly matches the time Cecilia is at school.

        

        It would be great if we could switch.

        Hmm.

        

      

      
        "Nothing to lose by asking, right? Oh?"

        

        As I took out my phone to turn it on, a message arrived with a notification sound.

        Coincidentally, it was from Jaeseop himself.

        

        "That's unusual."

        

        We do message each other occasionally, but a text this early in the morning?

        He's usually sleeping at this hour.

        

        I tapped to open the messaging app.

        

        [eyH]

        [Hey]

        [Big trouble]

        

        Those were the first messages I saw.

        He seemed quite urgent.

        

        [Yeah?]

        [What's wrong?]

        

        [Wait]

        

        Since he asked me to wait, I stood there for a moment.

        Soon, he sent a photo...

        

        "...Wow."

        

        I couldn't help but exclaim when I saw it.

        Unfortunately, it wasn't an exclamation of admiration.

        

        The first thing I noticed was a partially destroyed car.

        And then, what "used to be" a convenience store.

        

        "That's quite an impact."

        

        What he sent was a photo of a car that had crashed straight into a convenience store.

        

        Naturally, both the car and the store were completely wrecked...

        ...and of course, that convenience store was ours.

        

        [They're starting drive-thru service at our store, man]

        

        Seeing his follow-up message, I smacked my forehead.

        

        Unintentionally, my time problem seemed to be solved for a while.

        

        ***

        

        "Oh, you're here. Welcome."

        "Good morning. I'm surprised you're up this early."

        "I was sleeping soundly until I heard a crash near my house. What kind of person wouldn't wake up to that?"

        "...Fair point."

        

        At the accident scene, in front of our workplace.

        Carefully avoiding scattered glass shards, I chatted with my senior.

        

        "Wow... that's... whoa."

        "The display shelves, refrigerators, everything's gone. I called earlier, and the boss was crying."

        "Makes sense, since he runs this place out of passion, not just for money..."

        "He's driving over now. Should be here soon."

        

        I nodded at his words.

        Then, bending down, I took a closer look inside.

        

        The accident scene in person was much worse than in the photo.

        

        The car had plowed deep into the convenience store and was almost unrecognizable.

        Glass fragments, concrete pieces, and various debris were scattered everywhere, surrounded by police officers and police line tape.

        

        "Apparently it was drunk driving."

        "...In the morning, not even afternoon?"

        "That's what I said. If it had happened during my shift, which was about to start... The world is scary."

        

        His impressive sigh punctuated his words.

        

        Curious, I asked something that had been on my mind.

        

        "By the way, what about the part-timer who works weekday nights?"

        "She claims she dodged it well. ...Honestly, I don't know about her. She says she studies physical education, but does that mean she has reflexes to dodge cars?"

        "Probably just boasting, right?"

        "Right? Anyway, we sent her to the hospital just in case. Told her to get checked out."

        

        I nodded at his explanation.

        Based on what she said, it didn't sound like she was seriously injured, which was a relief.

      

      
        

        "...How long do you think repairs will take?"

        "How would I know? But probably pretty fast. Our boss has plenty of money, after all."

        "I guess we can't work in the meantime?"

        "Right? If you negotiate with the boss, he might give us some living expenses. Not sure about that though. We'll have to ask."

        "When I think about it, he's really a good boss."

        "Yeah."

        

        Normally, if your workplace got this damaged, you'd look for another job first.

        It's a matter of money, after all.

        If you can't work, you can't earn...

        Yet the fact that we first think "he'll probably support us reasonably" is unique to our convenience store.

        

        It's not normal.

        That's why it's good.

        

        I was reminded once again how lucky I had been back then.

        

        "Unexpectedly got some free time."

        "Yeah. Though I was free to begin with."

        "Have you had breakfast?"

        "Yes."

        "Want to go somewhere later? We've got time to kill—"

        

        I was about to answer "That sounds good, I have plenty of time too" when—

        

        "I'm here!!"

        

        An energetic girl's voice rang out.

        

        I turned around slightly.

        A short girl wearing thin clothes unsuitable for the weather was bent over, catching her breath.

        

        "Huff... puff... Hello, seniors!"

        

        After catching her breath for a moment, the girl looked up and spoke.

        It was a familiar face.

        Seeing her, Jaeseop asked in surprise:

        

        "Eunhwan! Why are you here? What about the hospital?"

        "They just did a quick check, said I had no injuries, so I left..."

        "Oh come on."

        

        Jaeseop clicked his tongue as if he'd expected this.

        The girl laughed awkwardly, "Haha..."

        

        Oh Eunhwan, 21 years old.

        A junior to both me and Jaeseop, and the weekday night shift worker at our convenience store.

        ...Also the girl who would have been inside the store during the accident.

        

        "Oh, good morning?"

        "Yes! Good morning, Senior Eunhyeok!"

        

        When I greeted her, she responded energetically.

        Well, at least she doesn't seem injured, which is good...

        

        "You little troublemaker."

        "Ouch!"

        

        Jaeseop walked up to her and flicked her forehead hard.

        From the crisp sound, it seemed quite forceful.

        

        "Didn't I tell you to get properly checked out? You can't ignore traffic accidents."

        "But I dodged it well..."

        "You little troublemaker."

        "Ouch."

        

        The second strike was even more intense.

        Despite the louder smack! sound, she didn't seem particularly affected.

        

        "...Look how hard your forehead is."

        "Thank you!"

        "That wasn't a compliment."

        

        As I watched their comedic exchange, I noticed a car approaching.

        The ordinary black car smoothly stopped near the convenience store.

        And out stepped...

        

        "Welcome, boss."

        "Hello, sir."

        "Good morning, sir!"

        

        It was our convenience store owner.

        

        On an unexpectedly free day.

        I coincidentally met most of my coworkers.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.47This Too, When You Think About It, Is a Company Dinner

      
        "...Huh."

        

        The boss got out of the car and trudged toward the convenience store with a dazed expression.

        

        His tall stature stood out due to his thin frame.

        His graying hair, transitioning from gray to white, was noticeable even from a distance.

        

        Han Jeong-wook, 67 years old.

        Wealthy, generous, and competent, yet strangely, he was a peculiar man who lacked luck.

        

        "My store..."

        

        The moment I heard that voice, my senior coworker of four years walked toward the boss with familiar steps.

        In contrast, Eun-hwan, who had only been working for three months, stood at attention beside me.

        

        "Come on, boss. You need to pull yourself together."

        

        My senior grabbed the boss's shoulders, who had stopped walking at some point.

        As he gently rocked him back and forth... the boss's body swayed limply.

        

        "This isn't the first time this has happened to us. Last time there was a fire, and once the place got trashed when part-timers got into a fight."

        

        For reference, one of those "fighting part-timers" my senior mentioned was actually himself.

        From what I heard, he caught a night shift worker trying to steal money and confronted him, which led to a physical altercation.

        

        That part-timer was fired immediately, and Eun-hwan was hired as the replacement.

        Though it feels like yesterday, it's been quite some time already.

        

        "And remember when the shelves collapsed?"

        

        ...That was my story.

        It happened years ago, embarrassingly enough.

        

        "We've been through all sorts of damage for various reasons, so what's the big deal about a traffic accident now?"

        

        It actually is a problem, but I kept my mouth shut.

        My senior was just trying to calm the boss down.

        I simply watched quietly.

        

        "...Is the boss mentally fragile or something?"

        "Huh?"

        

        I turned my head at the sudden voice beside me.

        Eun-hwan was looking up at me with a puzzled expression.

        

        "For Senior Jaeseop to comfort him so earnestly... Is he easily moved to tears? Or mentally weak?"

        "You're kind of right. Hmm, you've been here for three months, right?"

        "Three months and twelve days."

        "That's not long. It makes sense you wouldn't know, but our boss used to—"

        

        Just as I was about to explain, I heard a thud and turned my head.

        The boss had fallen to his knees with his hands on the ground.

        At the same time, I saw my senior muttering "Oh god, please no" while hurriedly covering his ears.

        

        I immediately covered my ears too.

        Eun-hwan still just tilted her head in confusion...

        Well, this would be her initiation.

        

        She'd soon understand.

        Why my senior was desperately trying to calm the boss down.

        

        "My store...!!"

        

        Seeing him revving up, I slowly backed away.

        My senior, who had been closer to the boss, was already sprinting in the opposite direction.

        

        "MY STORE!!!"

        "Eeeek...?!"

        

        Immediately after, a shrill scream that could hardly be believed to come from an old man erupted in all directions.

        

        Eun-hwan collapsed on the spot, and I looked up at the sky, feeling pain in my ears.

        

        Ah... I miss Cecilia.

        

        "My, my ears...?!"

        

        After the sound stopped, Eun-hwan twitched while still lying on the ground.

        I quietly extended my hand to this girl who had just completed her grand initiation.

        

        Our boss screams when he loses his composure.

        It was one of the few flaws of our wealthy, generous, and competent boss.

        

        ***

        

        "...Is everyone's ears okay?"

        "I'm fine, I guess."

        "They're... muffled. Am I bleeding from my ears?"

        "No, don't worry about it."

        

        We leaned against a nearby wall and chatted quietly.

        

        My tired-looking senior.

        Eun-hwan continuously massaging her ears.

        And the boss talking with the police in the distance.

        

        "...I had no idea the boss had such a powerful voice."

        "I heard he studied opera singing."

        "Ah, so that's why..."

        

        While quietly listening to their conversation, I fell into a daze.

      

      
        

        Opera singing.

        Come to think of it, I've given Cecilia books before, but I've never played music for her.

        Hmm.

        

        I remember seeing posts online about "music cats enjoy."

        I wonder how she would react if I played some for her.

        Would she like it, or hate it?

        I should try it next time.

        

        "...He's spacing out again."

        "Now that you mention it, he's been kind of out of it during shift changes recently."

        "If we poke him a bit, we might get an interesting story..."

        

        I suddenly looked up when I heard those words.

        I caught the two of them averting their gazes.

        Giving them a subtle side-eye, I asked:

        

        "...Have I been like that?"

        "Yep."

        "You have."

        "...Since when?"

        

        This question wasn't answered immediately.

        They crossed their arms or stroked their chins, each thinking briefly before responding.

        

        "Well, it's been a while, hasn't it?"

        "I think it started around last week."

        "..."

        

        I only became aware of my romantic feelings yesterday.

        It seems my unconscious emotions had been leaking out.

        

        "So? What's been happening with our junior that's making him space out so—"

        "Jaeseop! Come over here for a moment."

        "Ah, I'll be right back."

        

        At the boss's call, my senior quickly walked over.

        As I watched him talking with the boss and the police, I quietly commented:

        

        "He's practically the manager of our convenience store."

        "He fills in when there are gaps too. ...Isn't he actually the manager? That's what I thought..."

        "Not as far as I know. But he might get paid more. He does so many different things."

        

        He might as well be considered the manager.

        Our boss is pretty laid-back, so he might be doing manager-level work without the official title.

        

        "...then... approach..."

        "Yes... then..."

        

        I could hear fragments of conversation from a distance.

        

        After talking for a while, my senior received something from the boss and walked back toward us.

        

        "First, he says he's sorry for screaming."

        "That was his first concern...?"

        "Yep. He's a good boss, right?"

        

        Eun-hwan tilted her head with a confused expression.

        Well, he is a good boss the more you get to know him...

        ...but it's understandable to be confused after having your eardrums assaulted.

        

        In place of Eun-hwan, who seemed to have a question mark floating above her head, I spoke up.

        

        "What about the boss?"

        "He's going to the police station. They have more to discuss. He called me over to ask if anyone was hurt."

        "I'm not hurt!"

        "...With her being like this, it ended quickly."

        

        His deep sigh was impressive.

        The boss is like a bird, and the junior is like a rock.

        This senior must have a lot of emotional labor to deal with.

        

        "Anyway, that's not the important part."

        

        Saying that, he took something out of his pocket.

        

        "Do you know what this is?"

        

        It was a card.

        A very ordinary debit card was in my senior's hand.

        

        But given the situation, it couldn't be his own card, so maybe...?

        

        "The boss says we should eat meat or whatever we want today."

        "What?!"

        "He wants to make up for the ear terror and the shock from the accident."

        

        This is why I can't dislike our boss.

        

        "He's... a good boss...?"

        "Right?"

        "He's a good boss."

        

        There's no better boss than one who's wealthy and generous.

        In front of the confused Eun-hwan, the two of us nodded with satisfaction.

        

        ***

        

        "Enjoy your meal."

        ""Yes!""

      

      
        

        Both Eun-hwan and I nodded at my senior's casual remark.

        

        We were at a Korean BBQ restaurant.

        The time was 4 PM, early for dinner.

        It was the result of my senior's suggestion that we eat leisurely until we emptied the card.

        

        With a sizzling sound, the meat began to turn a nice brown color on the grill.

        We each happily picked up the well-cooked meat and enjoyed the delicious taste without hesitation.

        

        "Mmm~..."

        "Delicious!"

        "Eat a lot. It's the boss's money anyway."

        

        By the way, I left a note at home for Cecilia.

        I told her that I'd prepared food and side dishes that she could heat up...

        And if she needed anything, she could come straight here, with a drawing of the restaurant's address.

        

        "Now then..."

        

        With a sizzling sound, my senior placed more meat on the grill.

        While deliberately cooking small portions at a time to build anticipation, he looked at me with a smile and asked:

        

        "Shall we talk about women for a bit?"

        "*cough*"

        "Oh! Yes! I've been curious!"

        

        I choked at the unexpected topic.

        Women? ...Why so suddenly??

        

        "Why the sudden talk about women..."

        "Why else? To tease you, of course."

        "I'm just curious!"

        

        The two of them answered before I could even finish speaking.

        I gulped down my water and asked them in return:

        

        "Phew. ...Why would you talk about women to tease me? I never said the reason for my spacing out was because of a woman—"

        "Then it's not?"

        "Well, uh..."

        "It was definitely the atmosphere of someone with a crush, Senior Eun-hyeok."

        "..."

        

        Damn, it's true so I have nothing to say.

        

        But seriously, "definitely the atmosphere of someone with a crush"?

        Was it really that obvious...?

        

        "Give it up, man. Eun-hwan aside, you can't fool me. I already know everything."

        "Oh? What do you know, Senior Jaeseop?"

        "Plenty. But I can't say until he admits it himself."

        

        My senior grinned happily.

        Beside him, Eun-hwan was staring at me with "I'M CURIOUS!" written all over her face.

        There seemed to be no escape.

        

        "Senior Eun-hyeok, if you don't tell us...!"

        "...Put that meat down, it's scary. What are you planning to do with it?"

        

        With a sigh, I continued.

        

        "Fine, I admit it. I've developed feelings for someone."

        "Ohhh!"

        "Finally. How bittersweet. Can we order some alcohol?"

        "As you wish."

        "So, so? What kind of person are they?"

        

        While my senior raised his hand to order soju, I looked at Eun-hwan, who was leaning forward.

        Her eyes seemed to sparkle with her energetic attitude.

        

        "Korean? Foreigner? Woman? Man?"

        "Why is 'man' even an option? ...Well, technically a foreigner."

        "Ohhh..."

        "Silver hair, sky-blue eyes..."

        "Ohhh...!"

        "Pretty and cute, and innocent when sleeping..."

        "Ohhh, uh, wait? When sleeping?"

        "Ah."

        

        Only then did I realize my slip of the tongue.

        

        Looking at me, my senior chuckled and added:

        

        "Why not just say you're living together?"

        "What?!"

        "Ah, senior. Please..."

        "You're going to be found out anyway now that the topic's come up, so what's the big deal?"

        

        He had a point, but he could at least let me choose when to say it...

        

        "By the way, isn't it almost time for school to let out?"

        "A student?!"

        "Yes, that's right. I made food before coming out."

        "Hmm."

        

        Eun-hwan continued to be surprised.

        

        Ignoring her, my senior continued:

        

        "Since we're eating, wouldn't it be better to eat together? Why not bring her here?"
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        "...She's a bit shy with strangers...."

        "She's started going to school, right? She needs to practice overcoming her shyness. Besides, it's not hard to accommodate someone who's shy. Both you and she are good with people."

        "That's right."

        

        "...Still, I'm worried she might get scared by all the noise from people around..."

        "Should we move to a private room? There aren't many people right now anyway. No, I can just move us while you go get her."

        "That's right."

        

        "...Given the circumstances, if she finds out about my feelings, things might get awkward..."

        "Can you keep a secret, Eunhwan?"

        "Of course I can."

        "See? Even we wouldn't bring up topics someone genuinely wants to avoid. I just want to see her face once."

        

        "...Well."

        "If you don't have any more excuses, hurry up and go get her."

        

        With a sizzling sound, the meat was cooking, and with a snickering laugh, Jaeseop hyung bluntly spoke.

        

        During an unexpected dinner with colleagues at a barbecue restaurant, I found myself cornered because they had unintentionally discovered my romantic feelings.

        

        "Is the person Senior Eunhyuk has a crush on pretty?"

        "...She is pretty."

        "Ohhh."

        "Don't sound so impressed, hyung."

        "How's her figure? And her personality?"

        "Good... No, stop asking already."

        

        Looking at the two giggling happily, I let out a small sigh.

        We hadn't even started drinking yet, but their energy was already so high.

        

        "Does she drink?"

        "She does drink, but probably not outside."

        "Then we'll just stick with the drinks we have now. It wouldn't be fun if she's the only sober one among drunk people."

        "..."

        

        Truthfully, if these people just wanted to meet Cecilia to tease me, I would have firmly refused.

        But since they were both amused by my situation and somewhat considerate, it was hard to just say no.

        Of course, that didn't mean I wasn't hesitating.

        

        "Still thinking about it?"

        "Not very manly~"

        "Shut up."

        "Hey, Eunhyuk. Think about it."

        

        With a crack, he opened the soju bottle and poured it into glasses while continuing.

        

        "It's just you and her living together, right? No one else?"

        "Yeah, of course?"

        "Well then. Even though you said you left food at home, she'll be eating alone sadly while you're here enjoying meat."

        "..."

        "Imagine it. A quiet, small apartment, cold inside. Lukewarm soup and rice heated without much enthusiasm—"

        "Alright, I surrender. You're right, I can't argue with that..."

        

        Imagining what he described, I definitely felt like I was doing something terrible.

        

        Of course, she had eaten alone many times before.

        Because I had evening part-time jobs.

        

        But there was a difference between "having to eat alone" and the current situation... just as hyung said.

        

        I quietly stood up.

        Looking up at me, hyung muttered happily, "You should have done that from the start."

        

        "...Just so you know, if she doesn't want to come, she won't."

        "Sure."

        "Ah, senior, can I ask one thing before you go?"

        "Yes?"

        "What happened that a man and woman are living together? And what's this about being students...? Ah, could it be...!"

        "Whatever you're thinking, it's not that, kid."

        

        Looking at Eunhwan who was hugging herself with both arms, I responded incredulously.

        Though I admit there was room for misunderstanding.

        

        I quickly glanced around.

        As expected for this early hour, there weren't many people.

        

        After confirming no one was within earshot, I spoke in a low voice.

        

      

      
        "...She's a different species. A beast-person."

        "Ohhh...!"

        

        I saw Eunhwan reacting with exaggerated surprise.

        Looking at her wide-open eyes, I turned around quickly.

        

        "I'll go get her. Please explain a little to her, hyung."

        "That's fine, but I don't know all your circumstances either."

        "...Then just leave it. I'll explain when I get back."

        

        I put on my coat and headed toward the door.

        

        Before leaving, I glanced back to see the two waving their hands enthusiastically.

        Ignoring that sight, I opened the door.

        

        ***

        

        The outside air was already quite chilly.

        I could see fallen leaves starting to drop.

        Winter would be coming soon.

        

        "Hoo."

        

        My small breath turned white as it hit the cold air.

        Feeling my cheeks getting cold, I waited for Cecilia in front of our apartment building.

        

        The wait wasn't long.

        Soon, a familiar silhouette appeared in the distance.

        

        "Here she comes."

        "...?"

        

        The familiar silhouette lifted her head slightly.

        She tilted her head curiously, then quickened her pace.

        

        "Eunhyuk!"

        "Welcome, Cecilia."

        "Why are you here? Are you just getting back?"

        

        She had been expressionless while walking, but as soon as she saw me, her face lit up with life.

        Seeing that, I smiled too.

        

        Her eyes widened and the corners of her mouth turned up.

        Her steps became lighter, and I could tell from her silhouette that her cat ears were perking up under her hood.

        

        It wasn't a big change.

        But it was definitely a happy one.

        

        "Something came up, so I'll be taking a break from work for a while. I was just meeting with colleagues about that."

        "I see..."

        

        Cecilia nodded slightly as if she understood.

        Then she naturally led me into the building.

        

        "...Will you be okay with money? You can't earn if you're not working."

        "I have enough savings, so it's fine. And I'll probably be able to work again soon."

        

        Our boss is someone who cares deeply about his shop.

        He was probably already working on quick repairs with the power of money.

        

        "I see."

        

        Walking up the stairs side by side, Cecilia nodded.

        

        With a creak, we opened the door and entered the house. Putting down her bag, she said:

        

        "So we're eating dinner together tonight?"

        "About that, Cecilia."

        "Yes?"

        

        At my words, Cecilia quickly turned her head to look at me.

        Looking into her beautiful sky-blue eyes, I spoke.

        

        "My colleagues and I were talking about having a meal together. At a restaurant. The boss is paying."

        "Okay."

        "And your name came up briefly, and um..."

        

        I paused there to gauge Cecilia's reaction.

      

      
        Seeing her still looking at me curiously, I continued.

        

        "...They all want to meet you. And have a meal together."

        "Hmm, how many people?"

        "Two, besides me. If you don't want to, it's completely fine to refuse."

        

        After hearing that, Cecilia put her hand on her chin and said, "Hmm."

        She slightly furrowed her brow, seeming to be in deeper thought than I expected.

        

        A quiet moment passed.

        After silently thinking for a while, she finally spoke.

        

        "I have one question."

        "Yes?"

        "...Are these people trustworthy?"

        

        Now it was my turn to think.

        After searching through my memories for a moment, I answered.

        

        "Yes."

        

        I've known Jaeseop hyung for quite a long time.

        Among my not-so-extensive social circle, he was the person I could "rely on and be close to" the most.

        

        As for Eunhwan, honestly, I haven't known her for long.

        But she's so straightforward that it didn't take much time to get to know her.

        She can't lie and is friendly to people.

        She's not a bad person.

        

        "I can trust both of them. I've known them for a while, and I'll continue to know them for a long time."

        "Really?"

        "Yes."

        

        Hearing my words, Cecilia nodded slightly in understanding.

        While still thinking a bit more, she finally spoke.

        

        "Hmm. Yes, I'll go."

        "...I feel bad asking after convincing you, but are you sure? You're shy with strangers."

        "Haha... Well, it'll be fine. They're people you think are okay, so they won't treat me badly."

        

        Smiling without much confidence, she slipped her right hand into her hood.

        Then she fidgeted with something inside, as if grooming her fur.

        

        "And if they're people you'll know for a long time, I'll probably meet them eventually anyway. It's not bad to meet them early."

        

        "I'm nervous, of course," she said with a bright smile.

        Finding that both touching and admirable, I gently patted her head over her hood.

        

        "Awang."

        

        A cute sound came back.

        Satisfied, I removed my hand.

        

        "Let's go, Cecilia. Let's talk, eat lots of food, and come back."

        "...Yes!"

        

        And so we opened the door again and went out.

        The cold wind greeted us, but this time it wasn't cold.

        

        ***

        

        And now.

        

        "Ohhh...!?"

        

        Looking at the meat grilling all over the grill, Cecilia's eyes were shining brighter than ever before.

        

        "Here, eat a lot!"

        

        Seeing Cecilia like that, hyung was happily grilling meat...

        

        "Can you tell us more about the other world~?"

        

        Eunhwan, seemingly tipsy after just a few drinks, asked with a friendly drooping smile.

        

        ...Wait.

        How did things end up like this...?
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        Let's go back in time just a little.

        

        "I'm so nervous..."

        

        On a path where fallen leaves scattered beneath our feet.

        Cecilia's soft voice echoed quietly in front of the barbecue restaurant.

        

        The weather was still cold, and the wind was strong.

        In such weather, Cecilia was fidgeting with her hands inside her large sleeves.

        

        "Are you okay?"

        "Y-yeah, I think...?"

        

        Her response was timid.

        

        I could see her ears occasionally twitching inside her hood.

        The bulging silhouette on her back revealed that her tail was stiff.

        

        She definitely didn't look confident.

        

        "...But it would be weird to turn back after coming all this way."

        "That's true. Let's go in, Cecil, okay?"

        

        Suddenly, I felt something tugging at my sleeve.

        Glancing down, I saw Cecilia firmly gripping my sleeve with her fingers.

        

        "..."

        

        However, Cecilia wasn't particularly looking at me.

        She was just staring at the entrance with a slightly tense expression.

        

        Perhaps grabbing my sleeve was an unconscious action.

        Being chosen as someone to rely on didn't feel bad at all.

        

        "Let's go."

        

        I patted her small back and strode toward the door.

        The longer we hesitated, the more nervous we'd become.

        

        When I opened the door, a bell jingled.

        Immediately, warm air and the rich aroma of meat quickly enveloped my body.

        

        "Mmm."

        

        It was completely different from the leaf-strewn outdoors.

        Warmth seeped into my slightly chilled body.

        

        "Oh?"

        

        Suddenly, I heard Cecilia's voice.

        Turning around, I saw her sniffing with a curious expression.

        

        "...A place that sells meat?"

        "Ah, yes. Did I not mention that?"

        

        I asked, tilting my head.

        Come to think of it, I might have just said "let's go eat" without specifying, or maybe I did...

        I was a bit confused.

        

        "Do you dislike meat?"

        

        At my quiet question, she shook her head from side to side.

        Seems she doesn't dislike it.

        Not only that, her previously tense expression now seemed to have a hint of anticipation mixed in.

        

        I led Cecilia deeper into the restaurant.

        All the while feeling her hand still lightly holding onto my sleeve.

        

        Since they weren't outside, they must be in a private room.

        I wonder which room they're in...

        Thinking this, I looked around and found a private room with its door slightly ajar.

        After peeking inside, I swung it open.

        

        "Whoa."

        "Welcome, senior."

        

        I saw two people continuing their tantalizing meal.

        

        Senior Jaeseop and junior Oh Eunhwan.

        

        The senior opened his eyes wide in surprise at the sound of the door, while the junior calmly greeted me.

        

        "Yeah, I'm here."

        

        I answered concisely as I walked in with heavy steps.

        At the same time... I felt a faint trembling from Cecilia, who had somehow hidden behind my back.

        

        "Cecilia..."

        "I-I'm nervous. Just a moment."

        "...How did you even manage school life at this rate?"

        "That's different from this..."

        

        While I closed the private room door, Cecilia buried her face against my back and took several deep breaths.

        The two people sitting at the table grinned as they watched us.

        

        Especially the senior's "Oh my, oh my" commentary was annoying.

        ...and embarrassing at the same time.

        

        "Phew."

        

        After finishing her deep breaths, Cecilia stepped forward.

        And opened her mouth.

        

        "...Um."

        "You can be comfortable! What's your name?"

      

      
        "...I'm Cecilia."

        "I heard you're a different species! Are you a beastkin?"

        "Y-yes. Feline beastkin..."

        "A kitty! So cute~."

        

        Eunhwan spoke with a friendly, bright smile and an unguarded expression.

        She patted the seat next to her, gesturing toward the bewildered Cecilia.

        

        "Here, you can sit!"

        "Uh, okay."

        "We've already grilled some meat. Eat as much as you want, it's free."

        

        The two of them gently guided Cecilia to the table, not giving her a chance to speak.

        Faced with their treatment, Cecilia glanced at me as if seeking my judgment.

        

        I nodded and gently stroked the back of her head.

        I could see her expression gradually relaxing.

        After purring once in apparent pleasure, she sat down as directed.

        

        "There's no need to be nervous. We've known Eunhyeok for a long time. Just treat us like close friends."

        "I'm Oh Eunhwan!"

        "I'm Nam Jaeseop. ...Please take good care of our Eunhyeok, Cecilia."

        

        A barrage of words poured out as soon as she sat down.

        

        Cecilia could only respond with an awkward smile to the flood of words from the two people across from her.

        She didn't seem to dislike it.

        But she did look troubled.

        

        "Alright. Let's eat first, shall we? We can talk better on a full stomach."

        "Sure, everyone eat as much as you want."

        "C-can I really eat?"

        

        Cecilia asked with a still slightly hesitant voice.

        To that, the senior, Eunhwan, and I all nodded readily.

        

        "Of course!"

        "Of course."

        "No need to hold back."

        "...Then I won't hold back."

        

        With somewhat awkward movements, Cecilia picked up her chopsticks.

        Then she grilled a piece of meat, examined it from various angles, and...

        

        "...Nom."

        

        She took a big bite.

        

        We all quietly watched her as she chewed.

        After a moment of inexplicable silence...

        

        "...Mmm♪"

        

        Everyone let out a chuckle at the joyful sound that escaped her.

        It was unbearably cute.

        

        "Mmm, mm. Mmm!"

        "Yes, yes. I get it, eat slowly."

        

        Her expression brightened with each chew, and joy swirled in her eyes.

        Soon, like a child, she happily stuffed meat into her mouth with a blissful expression.

        

        "...Hmm♪"

        "Kitty is so cute."

        "Hmm? Th-thank you..."

        "Can I call you Cecilia?"

        "...Yes. Call me whatever you want. I don't mind."

        "Hehe. Cecilia!"

        

        It was truly a lively scene.

        Eating meat, conversing, and laughing brightly.

        It seemed like bringing her was a good decision.

        

        "Cecilia! Is it true that you came from another world?"

        "Uh, y-yes. It's true. Though I don't know how I got here..."

        "Then! Perhaps there was something like magic?"

        "Yes, of course."

        "Ohhh!!"

        

        It felt a bit overly energetic, but still.

        

        However, it didn't feel unpleasant.

        Sometimes, isn't this kind of commotion nice?

        

        "...what about it? Can you use magic?"

        "Hmm~... I probably can? It's been so long since I've used it that I don't remember well..."

        "Ohhh!! You're really amazing, Cecilia."

        "Ehehe, not that much..."

        

        Above all, Cecilia's expression was bright.

        

        It was a mix of shyness and joy.

        Her smile was radiant, and her voice was full of life.

        It was extremely pleasant to see.

        

        "We've completely become side characters."

        

        The senior's sudden remark cut sharply, but I didn't mind being a side character.

        

        She explained various things to Eunhwan, who nodded with meat in her mouth and sparkled her eyes.

        If Cecilia had a younger sister, she might feel like this.

        She looked happy, at least.

        

        "Being a side character isn't so bad, is it, senior?"

        "It's not bad. But do you know what's better?"

      

      
        "What?"

        "Joining them and having fun together!"

        

        Ding dong, the senior rang the bell.

        With all eyes on him, he unhesitatingly told the entering waiter:

        

        "Add one more cow here."

        "Oh?!"

        "Isn't that too much?"

        "Of course it's a lot. Originally, I planned to grill and eat slowly, but..."

        

        After putting the remaining meat on the grill, the senior grinned with a sizzling sound.

        

        "...change of plans! Let's eat till we drop, guys!"

        "Oh."

        "Ohh...!"

        "You're the best, senior!"

        

        The admiring voices of three people filled the private room.

        Not just Eunhwan and me, but even Cecilia let out a small cheer.

        

        "A barbecue place is all about the atmosphere! We should eat with excitement."

        "What happened to 'we should eat slowly to savor it,' senior?"

        "I reject your objection, junior."

        "Ohh... Oh?! I-isn't that too much?"

        

        And finally, Cecilia was shocked at the sight of the "whole cow" the waiter brought.

        It did seem like a lot, even to me...

        

        "It's a lot, right? That's why I'm saying don't hold back and eat a lot, all of us."

        

        Without hesitation, the senior picked up the largest piece of meat and placed it on the grill.

        

        Sizzle—! The sound of meat hit the air intensely.

        

        "Ohh...!?"

        

        Looking at the meat grilling all over the grill, Cecilia's eyes shone brighter than at any other time today.

        In front of her, Eunhwan chattered away, and beside her, I occasionally reminded her to drink water so she wouldn't choke.

        

        The meat was delicious, and the conversation was boisterous.

        Watching Cecilia laugh amidst it all, I felt satisfaction and, at the same time, a slight sense of something missing.

        

        "Hmm~. Elves usually live about 300 years. But we age differently from the human race, so it's hard to make a simple comparison..."

        "What's the human race?"

        "That's—"

        

        Cecilia gradually relaxed and continued the conversation.

        Her expression softened.

        

        She talked about the other world with Eunhwan and repeatedly bowed her head in thanks as she received meat from the senior.

        It was very pleasant to see.

        However, I felt like something was missing.

        

        "Hmm... ...?"

        

        Nom, I put meat in my mouth.

        Chewing, I wondered what was missing.

        

        "...Alcohol?"

        

        That might be right.

        But was that all that was missing?

        

        "I might know if I drink, ah."

        

        Just then, Cecilia suddenly turned toward me.

        I had been muttering to myself, but it seemed she heard me.

        

        "It's nothing. Don't worry about it..."

        "Later..."

        

        Suddenly, she leaned her head close to mine.

        At a distance where her hair touched my cheek, she whispered in my ear.

        

        "...Shall we buy some alcohol? At home, just the two of us."

        "..."

        

        Her thin voice tickled my ear.

        

        Removing her lips from my ear, she smiled brightly again.

        Then she resumed chatting with Eunhwan.

        

        "..."

        "Oh my, oh my."

        

        I noticed the senior grinning as he paused from grilling meat.

        Embarrassed, I rested my chin on my hand and stuffed some meat into my mouth.

        

        However, somehow, I felt like that missing something had been partially filled.

        How curious.

        

        "So—"

        "Hehe..."

        "You seem in a good mood. Everyone, eat a lot."

        

        A noisy barbecue restaurant, delicious food.

        Satisfying.

        But even so, why am I now looking forward to going home more than the meat being grilled?

        

        "...I guess there's no need to think about it."

        

        I'm such a simple human.

        That's what I thought as I watched Cecilia munching on meat.
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        The company dinner ended successfully.

        That one sentence could perfectly sum it all up.

        

        "When will I see you again, Cecilia~!"

        

        Eun-hwan greeted her with an incredibly energetic voice.

        

        "Well, it was fun. Let's meet again if we get the chance."

        

        Jae-seop hyung said with a gentle smile.

        

        It had been a good meal.

        We ate plenty of meat, and Cecilia got acquainted with both of them.

        Though the occasion came suddenly, I could confidently say the outcome was good.

        

        And now.

        

        "Ahh~... I'm so full..."

        

        A very satisfied voice escaped from Cecilia's small mouth.

        Her expression was all smiles, and her tail kept swishing contentedly.

        Looking at her joyful appearance, I closed the door with a click.

        

        "Did you enjoy the meal?"

        "Yes! I really enjoyed it. Really."

        

        Cecilia said as she plopped down on the edge of the bed.

        I took her coat and hung it in the closet along with mine.

        

        "It was really delicious~..."

        "It was good meat."

        "I've eaten meat several times before, but I never felt it was this delicious each time. This time, hmm..."

        

        With a happy and satisfied expression, Cecilia gently stroked her lips.

        A small murmur reached my ears: "How long has it been since I ate like this..."

        

        "...I'm happy."

        "Well, there's one more thing to be happy about."

        "!"

        

        I set down the plastic bag I was holding with a rustling sound.

        Seeing it, Cecilia's eyes lit up brightly again.

        

        "Ta-da♪"

        "Ooh!"

        

        An exclamation burst out as I pulled out a bottle of soju.

        The sound of clapping that followed made me feel proud.

        

        "When did you buy it? I don't think I saw you buying it..."

        "On our way out after dinner, I bought it from the restaurant. I didn't want to bother stopping at a convenience store."

        

        I wasn't sure if we could buy alcohol to take away rather than drinking it at the restaurant, but when I asked, they said it was fine, so I quickly bought it.

        

        Since Cecilia herself had suggested drinking, I didn't want to waste time buying alcohol elsewhere.

        It cost a bit more, but what did that matter?

        

        "Do you want to drink now? Or—"

        "Hmm, now."

        "Okay."

        

        I went straight to the kitchen and came back with glasses.

        As a bonus, I also brought some snacks from the refrigerator.

        

        "But it's a bit unexpected. Is this the first time you've suggested drinking?"

        "You seemed like you wanted to drink. And I... well, I do feel like drinking sometimes too."

        

        Looking slightly embarrassed, she scratched her cheek and averted her gaze.

        Her cheeks were a little flushed.

        

        "Well, we did have meat for dinner."

        

        I gave a wry smile.

        Of course. After eating meat for dinner, any modern person who enjoys alcohol would naturally crave a drink.

        It seemed otherworlders weren't so different in that regard, which was a bit interesting.

        

        ...Well, that wasn't the only reason I had mumbled about alcohol, though.

        

        "Haha... Um, actually, I did want to drink with you, but drinking with other people still feels a bit..."

        

        Cecilia mumbled with a shy laugh.

        Seeing her like that, I smiled back at her.

        

        I just wanted to monopolize her.

        I just wanted to monopolize this time alone with her.

        That's all.

        The alcohol was just a secondary result.

        

        "But you seemed to get along well with them. Is drinking still too much?"

        

        I sat at the table and popped open the soju bottle.

      

      
        Watching me, Cecilia also slid down from the bed and sat at the table.

        

        "With those two?"

        "Yes."

        "Hmm~... Eun-hwan is energetic and listens well, and Jae-seop... Mr.? Oppa? is quiet but attentive throughout..."

        

        It was all praise.

        I didn't feel bad that Cecilia thought well of the people I liked.

        

        "Still, drinking is a bit... hmm."

        "Hmm?"

        "...You know. When I get drunk, I..."

        "You get clingy?"

        "Ugh..."

        

        Her face turned bright red as she slightly lowered her head.

        

        I could see her ears drooping on top of her head.

        Her tail, which had been swishing, also drooped downward.

        

        "...I know I can be annoying."

        

        I heard her mumbling voice.

        Hearing that self-deprecating tone, I couldn't help but contradict her words internally.

        

        Annoying? She's just adorable.

        

        Of course, it could be a bit troublesome if she got too clingy... but that was my problem with impure thoughts, not Cecilia's fault.

        

        "You're not annoying."

        "Even though I always cling to you and bother you...?"

        "That's just being affectionate. I've never thought it was bothersome."

        

        Cecilia slightly raised her head and carefully examined my expression.

        With her eyes slightly upturned, she looked so cute that I smiled and poured alcohol into her glass.

        

        "Besides, despite saying that, you still suggested we drink together. Just you and me."

        "Y-yes. It's because you already know what I'm like when I'm drunk. And also, more than other people..."

        

        Speaking carefully, Cecilia picked up the glass in front of her.

        Then she looked at the transparent contents for a moment before taking a small sip.

        

        "...I feel comfortable with you."

        

        She said, lightly licking her lips as if savoring the aftertaste of the soju.

        Her lowered head had somehow straightened up.

        

        Watching her, I also tilted my glass.

        A faint sweetness and bitterness, along with the strong taste of alcohol.

        After gulping it all down at once, I spoke.

        

        "Like the reason you let me touch your ears?"

        "Ah~. Yes. Similar. I can't show this side of myself to anyone but you. It's similar to not letting others touch my ears."

        

        It was truly a tantalizing answer.

        I scratched my cheek slightly out of embarrassment.

        

        I poured more alcohol into my glass, drank it down, and exhaled with a "puha."

        Then, belatedly realizing that Cecilia's glass was also empty, I tilted the bottle to refill it.

        

        "And..."

        "Yes?"

        

        She opened her mouth while I was pouring.

        After I finished filling the glass, she closed her mouth again and drank it all down.

        

        "Puha. How should I put it, you're the only one I can open up to."

        "Is there something you want to talk about?"

        "Yes... a little?"

        

        She nodded.

        

        After refilling her empty glass, she immediately drank it down.

        

        "Whew..."

        "Should I get some juice?"

        "Please."

        

        It seemed her desire to drink wasn't just because of the meat.

        

        I got up and headed to the refrigerator.

        I took out the familiar orange juice and a large cup, then returned to my seat.

        

        "Take your time. I'll listen to whatever you have to say."

        

        I spoke as the quiet sound of pouring juice filled the air.

        When I handed her the glass mixed with soju, Cecilia took a sip with a smile.

        

        ***

        

        "...Sweet♪"

      

      
        

        A reddish flush and a faint smile adorned Cecilia's face.

        

        In her hand, the tantalizing orange liquid swayed leisurely in the glass.

        Her ears were comfortably drooping, and her tail was swishing.

        She looked like the usual Cecilia in a good mood.

        

        "Ehehe~."

        "Is it good?"

        "Mm~."

        

        She already seemed quite tipsy.

        It hadn't been that long since we started, but she was drinking at a fast pace.

        

        It was difficult for me to discern what emotions might be hiding behind her smiling face.

        

        "Today was fun."

        "Huh?"

        

        Suddenly, Cecilia mumbled those words.

        She raised her head, looked straight at me, and smiled brightly.

        

        "Today was fun!!"

        "Y-yeah."

        "I made a friend at school. When I came back, I thought I'd be eating dinner alone, but I ate with you. And I made new acquaintances!"

        

        Speaking with high energy, Cecilia drank from her glass again.

        A refreshing "puha~..." sound echoed.

        

        "Eun-hwan, Jae-seop oppa. They were both nice people. Eun-hwan spoke to me in a friendly way, but didn't pry too much. And Jae-seop oppa kept grilling meat and passing it to me!"

        "You really liked the meat, huh?"

        "Yep!"

        

        With a bright "hehe" laugh, Cecilia nodded.

        

        "It was fun. But~ do you know what the best part was?"

        "What?"

        "...This, right now♥"

        

        With those words, she raised her glass and lightly clinked it against mine.

        A clear "clink" sound rang out.

        At the same time, her captivating expression and voice made me unconsciously lower my gaze.

        

        "I'm really happy, you know? I talked about various things earlier, but~ simply put, I genuinely wanted to drink with you, just the two of us. Because it's fun!"

        "...I'm honored."

        

        It was, um, very embarrassing.

        I couldn't bring myself to look up.

        

        It wasn't about liking her as a romantic interest or not.

        When she so directly and clearly expressed "I enjoy drinking with you!"... it was just embarrassing in itself.

        

        Ugh. My face feels hot.

        It seemed the alcohol was affecting me a bit too.

        

        "I'm happy, I'm having fun, I'm joyful, it's moving."

        

        As if recounting her emotions, Cecilia recited each word preciously.

        

        I slightly raised my head to look at her.

        She was smiling while gazing up at the ceiling.

        

        "These past few days have been the happiest in the last decade or so."

        

        The corners of her eyes curved gently, forming an arc.

        The corners of her mouth turned up into a beautiful smile.

        Her sky-blue eyes reflected the light and sparkled brightly.

        

        "But..."

        

        But.

        Why did she look so sorrowful?

        

        I could see the corners of her eyes moistening.

        The corners of her mouth trembled, and her eyes looked tearful.

        The tips of her ears quivered, and her tail stiffened.

        

        "I'm a bit strange, aren't I."

        

        A dazed voice followed.

        That voice, still containing positive emotions...

        ...was simultaneously trembling.

        

        "...I'm happy."

        

        There was no lie in those words.

        But I could tell there was something beyond the truth.

        

        "...And that's why I'm scared."

        

        A transparent tear rolled down her white cheek with a plop.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.51Night of Confession and Vow

      
        When I first met her, she was a bundle of anxiety and wariness.

        She feared everything and kept everything at a distance.

        

        What narrowed the boundary between us was alcohol.

        And also, the efforts of us both.

        

        Whether drunk or sober, I tried to make her feel secure,

        and fortunately, she made the same earnest effort.

        

        Now she has found some measure of peace.

        She's still afraid of people, but she no longer tries to hide in extreme fear like before.

        

        Though there were introductions beforehand, she formed good relationships with two strangers.

        She seems somewhat accustomed to the gazes on the street now.

        

        She said she made friends at school.

        Honestly, this surprised me.

        

        An otherworlder who has shaken off anxiety and begun living a normal life.

        If only that could have been the end of it.

        

        Who was it that said,

        anxiety is something you suppress?

        

        "Hic... uh, sob..."

        

        And unresolved anxiety will eventually burst forth.

        

        Crystal-like tears rolled down her pale cheeks, dripping onto the table.

        Like a dam breaking, the tears showed no sign of stopping, only increasing.

        

        "Ce-Cecil—"

        

        I hurriedly jumped to my feet.

        My heart pounded and my vision swam.

        The falling teardrops and her contorted expression hurt as if they were my own.

        

        "Cecili—"

        "I'm fine..."

        

        She stopped my hand as I reached out toward her.

        

        Wiping her tears with her other hand, she sniffled.

        She took a deep breath and opened her reddened eyes wide.

        

        "I'm strange, aren't I..."

        

        Looking straight into my eyes, she gave a faint smile.

        A smile distorted and stained with tears.

        

        "I'm scared... because I'm happy..."

        

        Cecilia tried to stop her tears.

        But soon that attempt was in vain.

        

        "Ah..."

        

        Once again, tears streamed down her cheeks.

        With shuddering shoulders, she wrapped her trembling arms around herself.

        

        "...ugh."

        

        It felt like my insides were twisting.

        My head was spinning and my throat burning.

        

        Cecilia hugging herself as she cried.

        My hand, which had been reaching toward her, stopped awkwardly midway.

        

        "Cecilia—"

        "I don't know... I..."

        

        I heard her mumbling voice.

        

        Like a child throwing a tantrum,

        like a student in agony after losing track of the right answer,

        or like something suppressed finally bursting.

        That kind of voice.

        

        "I don't know if I'm allowed to be this happy...?!"

        

        Her voice cracked at the end.

        Hiccupping sounds gradually mixed with her crying.

        

        "I've lived like garbage. Li-like garbage thrown on the street..."

        

        Clutching my aching heart, I recalled what she had said earlier.

        

        She had said that 'the past few days were the happiest in the last decade or so.'

        Conversely, that statement transforms into something terribly frightening and sorrowful.

        

        In other words, 'the past decade of her life was far more miserable than these recent days.'

        

        "Eating bugs, drinking sewage..."

        

        Isn't it too much?

        Isn't it too much, world?

        What reason could there possibly be for this child to suffer so much?

        Especially since it's already in the past.

        

        "There were people I met..."

        "..."

        "Ev-everyone abandoned me."

        "Ce—..."

        "I was always being chased. Through alleys, avoiding people, avoiding swords and spears, avoiding flying nets and daggers, I, I..."

        

        Why on earth.

      

      
        Why?

        

        Why?

        

        Her hiccups turned into something close to screams, and her flowing tears transformed into sobs.

        Her jaw trembled and her breathing became unstable.

        Not just Cecilia's, but mine too.

        

        "...Whenever I'm happy, I remember the past."

        "..."

        "'Am I allowed to enjoy this? Do I deserve to receive this?' I think..."

        

        How wonderful it would be if she could simply savor happiness like others do.

        Her past doesn't even allow her that much.

        

        Deep-rooted wounds, trauma.

        Extremely low self-esteem, a longing for happiness, and resignation.

        

        Something she had already given up on once was too sweet for her.

        And because it was so sweet, just holding it in her hands made her anxious and afraid.

        The greater the happiness grows, the greater the anxiety and fear.

        

        Afraid it will be taken away.

        Afraid she'll return to the past.

        

        The 'knowledge' that 'it won't happen' does nothing to alleviate the anxiety.

        

        "How foolish..."

        

        I muttered under my breath, clenching my fist tightly.

        

        How pitiful.

        To be happy yet unable to be happy—what kind of curse is this?

        

        "Hic. Uh, waaah..."

        

        Of course, I know her emotions are heightened because she's drunk.

        

        Both Cecilia and I had already drunk quite a bit.

        Between the two of us, we'd had 3 bottles, and Cecilia probably drank 2 by herself.

        

        Does she carry this pain with her all the time?

        Or has the alcohol brought out hidden pain?

        

        Is she sad because she's drunk, or drunk because she's sad?

        

        I don't know.

        

        "Cecilia."

        

        I may not know, but there is one thing I do know.

        

        "Huu, uh, yes...?"

        

        If I do nothing here and now, I will never forgive myself for the rest of my life.

        

        I extended my halted hand and tightly embraced Cecilia's small body.

        She flinched! Her body trembled, then went limp.

        

        "Uh, huh...? ...I, I..."

        

        I could smell her sweet scent mixed with the sorrowful scent of tears.

        

        At some point, I too had begun crying with her.

        

        "It's okay, it's okay..."

        

        I held her tightly, pressing our bodies together.

        Her heated body temperature and pounding heartbeat transmitted through our skin.

        

        I reached out and stroked her back.

        At the same time, I embraced her head firmly with my other arm.

        

        "...ugh..."

        

        I felt her burying her face in my shoulder.

        With a trembling sensation, the fabric on my shoulder gradually became wet.

        

        "It's okay, Cecilia. It's okay. I'll stay with you..."

        

        Her breath on my shoulder was hot.

        At the same time, I too breathed heavily, letting my tears fall endlessly.

        

        Bringing Cecilia to my home that day was the right decision.

        

        This child needs someone to rely on.

        

        She needs someone to tell her it's okay to be happy,

        someone to affirm her worth.

        

        "It's okay, Cecilia. You can be happy. You, you are more than worthy of it."

        "Huu, waaah..."

        "...Don't be afraid. Be happy. If it's too heavy, I'll carry it with you, laugh with you, cry with you..."

        

        My chin trembled as emotions welled up.

        Taking a deep breath, I embraced Cecilia's body even more tightly.

        

        "You don't have to worry about the past. You're going to live here now. In this house, together."

        "Yes... Yes...!"

        "So... Yes, Cecilia. Shall we talk about our future...?"

        "Huh...?"

        

        Cecilia lifted her face from my shoulder and looked at me.

        In her beautiful eyes, now a mess with tears, I could see myself, equally tear-stained.

        

        "Let's write down everything you want to do on paper. And then, let's do it all! Anything you like. Things you've wanted to do, things you couldn't do!"

      

      
        "Everything...?"

        "Everything. Yes. I'll do it all for you. I'll make it happen for you."

        

        So please smile.

        Someday, genuinely, without anxiety or fear.

        

        "...Okay..."

        

        Murmuring softly, she buried her face in my shoulder again.

        I once more gently embraced her head and back with my arms.

        

        "For now, let's get some sleep, Cecilia. Sleep, and wake up early, and write down one by one all the things you want to do."

        "Mmm..."

        "It's okay. Everything will be fine. I'm here for you..."

        "...Why?"

        "Hm?"

        "Whyyy...?"

        

        Then she asked me in a small, trembling voice.

        Why I was being so kind to her.

        

        "..."

        

        Suddenly, I remembered being asked a similar question before.

        Perhaps it was the day the police barged into our house.

        Back then, I answered 'because you're cute.'

        

        And now?

        

        "..."

        

        I could feel the trembling in my arms gradually subsiding.

        Her breathing stabilized, and her small body relaxed more and more.

        

        "...Because I like you."

        

        I said in a small voice.

        Like a murmur, but clearly spoken aloud.

        

        "..."

        "...?"

        

        Silence fell.

        I held her, tense, waiting for her next words.

        

        "...uh—..."

        

        But no words followed.

        

        "...Cecilia?"

        "Zzzz—..."

        

        Glancing down, I saw Cecilia breathing evenly with her eyes closed.

        

        She had fallen asleep.

        Or rather, "passed out" might be the more accurate description.

        

        "...I like you."

        

        I muttered.

        

        Did she hear what I just said?

        Or did she fall asleep before hearing it?

        Or perhaps she heard my voice in her dreams?

        

        Any of these would be fine, and any would be troublesome.

        But whichever it was, I sincerely hoped our relationship would continue a little longer.

        

        "...Scaredy-cat."

        

        Fearful, wary, timid.

        But cute, pretty, kind, and fun to be with.

        Being with her makes me happy.

        That's why I like her.

        

        "...Scaredy-cat."

        

        When we wake up, let's find paper first.

        

        It doesn't matter if we're late for school.

        Let's write down lots and lots of wishes, and fulfill them one by one.

        

        "Mm..."

        

        I could see her chest rising and falling gently.

        I could see her eyelashes wet with tears.

        

        I reached out and gently wiped her eyes and face.

        Then, I wiped my own face with my hand.

        

        "Mm..."

        

        I felt fatigue washing over me.

        Holding her small body preciously, I lay down on the blanket with Cecilia.

        

        When I closed my eyes, I could hear her breathing.

        It was peaceful breathing, at least not suggesting nightmares.

        

        "...I'll make you happy, I promise."

        

        For years, for decades.

        Until someday she can confidently say she is happy.

        

        So, for tonight at least...

        

        "...Good night, Cecilia."

      

    

  
    
      Ch.52Sunlight-Filled Morning

      
        I heard the chirping of birds.

        

        "Mmm..."

        

        At the same time, a cute, sleepy voice tickled my ear.

        

        Sunlight crept through the window, moistening the corners of my eyes.

        Led by that warmth, I slowly opened my eyelids.

        

        "...Sss—..."

        "..."

        

        My first thought was how neat her eyelashes were.

        

        Clear skin, soft-looking cheeks.

        Small, delicate lips of pale pink.

        Her steady breathing touched the bridge of my nose, giving me a terribly ticklish sensation.

        

        "...She's pretty."

        

        I mumbled in a dazed voice.

        

        She truly was pretty.

        Cute and beautiful.

        

        Those fine lips making small breathing sounds, the silver-white hair flowing down her cheeks.

        The fluffy ears twitching atop her head.

        Everything was beautiful, everything was pretty.

        

        Was I love-struck?

        But I didn't mind.

        

        "...Ah."

        "Sss—..."

        

        And my foggy mind began to understand the current situation a beat late.

        

        Cecilia's head was resting on one of my outstretched arms.

        I felt both weight and comfort.

        What people commonly call an arm pillow.

        

        My other hand was comfortably draped over her back.

        Something soft touched my chest, transmitting warmth and resilience.

        

        The distance was close.

        So close that even the faintest breath reached each other's faces.

        

        "..."

        "—Sss......"

        

        Usually, the term for "sleeping together" is just that, but in this case, it seemed a bit different.

        

        Not just sleeping together, but hugging.

        Not just lying beside each other, but full-on embracing.

        

        I could feel Cecilia stirring in my arms.

        Whatever dream she was having, I could see her lips moving slightly right in front of me.

        

        Surely if she woke up like this, there would be another small commotion.

        Last week in a similar situation, I was pushed off the chest and fell below the bed.

        It actually hurt a bit then. Remembering that, I chuckled softly.

        

        In fact, thinking about it, I should probably let go of the hug now, but...

        

        "...Mmm."

        

        ...Just a little longer.

        I indulged myself just a bit more.

        

        Pretending to shift in my sleep, I embraced her small body more deeply.

        I pulled her head to my chest and gently stroked it.

        

        "Mmm...?"

        

        A questioning murmur reached my ears.

        Immediately after, Cecilia stirred in my tight embrace.

        

        Well, she would probably wake up now.

        The brief moment of happiness was over.

        

        "Eunhyuk...?"

        

        Cecilia looked up at me from within my arms.

        Her transparent sky-blue eyes sparkled with drowsiness and mystery.

        

        "...Good morning, Cecilia."

        "Mm..."

        

        However, her reaction was quite different from the last time I held her while sleeping.

        Back then, as soon as she woke up, she was greatly surprised—

        

        "...Ears..."

        "Hm?"

        

        Just then, Cecilia suddenly spoke.

        She gazed intently into my eyes as if pleading for something.

        

        "...Stroke them, Eunhyuk..."

        "..."

        

        Then she gently took my hand that was at the back of her head and placed it on her left ear.

        

        I felt something fluffy.

      

      
        

        "Mm...?"

        

        And then came a voice that sounded like she was asking for indulgence.

        Feeling my reason melting away, I slowly moved my hand.

        

        "Mmm...♥"

        

        I heard a purring sound.

        Seeming pleased, Cecilia smiled broadly and nuzzled her cheek against my chest.

        

        "Ehehe..."

        

        I felt a desperation mixed with cuteness.

        I simply held her, who was seeking human warmth.

        

        I embraced her back and stroked her ears.

        The occasional twitching reactions were adorable.

        

        "You deserve to be happy, Cecilia."

        "..."

        

        I blurted out, with sincerity.

        Then Cecilia stopped nuzzling her cheek and buried her face deep in my chest.

        

        "...Thank you."

        

        It was a tearful voice.

        At the same time, it was a voice filled with countless emotions.

        

        "Thank you, Eunhyuk..."

        

        On a morning bathed in sunlight.

        We remained embracing each other for a while.

        

        ***

        

        "Mmm~!"

        "Was it good?"

        "Yes! It was delicious today too."

        

        Cecilia answered energetically with a broad smile.

        Today's breakfast was bread, bacon, eggs, and hash browns.

        Simple, but tasty.

        

        "Even though I didn't cook it myself..."

        "But you prepared it for me. It was delicious. Yes."

        

        When I spoke with slight lack of confidence, that was her response.

        Feeling quite embarrassed, I scratched the back of my head.

        

        "...It's still a bit early."

        "Because we woke up early. Alright. I'll do the dishes first."

        

        Two plates and two sets of utensils.

        Cecilia got up with the modest dishwashing items.

        

        "Thanks as always."

        "It's nothing much."

        

        Her answer was simple, but her expression was filled with satisfaction.

        Her tail swaying leisurely was cute.

        

        The sound of water started, followed by scrubbing noises.

        Meanwhile, I took a cloth and wiped the table once.

        

        "Hmm..."

        

        Actually, since nothing was spilled, a light wipe would suffice, but I deliberately wiped it thoroughly with force.

        As I went over every corner of the table, I opened my mouth.

        

        "...Have you cried enough?"

        "Uh, yeah. That's..."

        

        I heard an awkward laugh of "Haha..."

        The scrubbing sound slowed down a bit.

        

        "...I must have been drunk."

        "I know that."

        "R-really? So. Umm."

        

        A contemplative voice followed.

        She seemed to be thinking about what to say.

        

        The sound of running water in the sink continued.

        

        "...I'm not sure."

        "Whether you've cried enough or not?"

        "Ugh. Why do you keep asking if I cried? It's embarrassing..."

        

        I heard the sound of dishes being placed with a clack.

        Meanwhile, I continued wiping the edges of the table.

        

        "To be honest, I don't know how long it's been since I cried like that. Being held by someone, being stroked..."

        "Come to think of it, I didn't ask. ...You didn't dislike it? Me hugging you without permission..."

        "No, I didn't dislike it. ...Rather, I liked, it... Thank you."

        "..."

        "..."

        

        I felt my cheeks burning up.

        I thought it was fortunate that we weren't facing each other right now.

        

        The sound of sink water continued.

      

      
        

        "So, well, since it's been so long since I cried like that, I'm not sure if I've let it all out enough. ...I'm not even sure about my own feelings yet."

        "But you seem a bit relieved now."

        "Me?"

        "Yes."

        

        Cecilia turned toward me and tilted her head.

        Looking back at her, I nodded.

        

        The current Cecilia was, how should I put it, honest.

        Without hesitation or taking a step back, she was very refreshing.

        At least to me, it seemed like a very positive change.

        

        "Is that... so. Yes. Maybe."

        

        Nodding a couple of times, Cecilia turned her head back to the sink.

        The scrubbing sound continued.

        

        "...My life's goal was 'peace.' I've been chasing that dream for over a decade. And, I found it here."

        "Peace..."

        "Everyone here is nice. The school children, the teachers. They must have thought the barrage of questions on the first day was too much, because yesterday they each moderated themselves. Without excessive questions, just like... normal friends."

        

        I listened to her words and nodded.

        I wiped the table more diligently.

        

        "Everyone was kind. Even when my hood occasionally came off in the wind, I didn't receive terrible stares. There was interest, but no contempt."

        "Everyone would be more curious about different species first. ...And there's no reason for contempt either."

        "The peace I had been searching for was here."

        

        Her following words were more like a monologue than a conversation.

        

        Another clack sound of dishes being put down was heard.

        

        "...But once I found peace, I became scared. To be precise, I'm still scared."

        

        Soon, a faintly trembling voice was heard.

        As I waited quietly, she continued.

        

        "I was persecuted for over a decade. The other world, ...my homeland, is not the wonderful world that Eunhwan asked about with sparkling eyes."

        "..."

        

        'Persecution.'

        

        Just two syllables.

        But those two syllables contained so much.

        

        That was the source of the curse that had wounded Cecilia's heart.

        

        "Compared to that, this place is wonderful."

        

        Cecilia continued. With a very warm voice.

        

        "The sun shines and birds sing. Rivers flow and winds dance. The food is delicious and the bed is soft. ...Eunhyuk is warm."

        "Am I just being treated like a pillow?"

        "Mmm, let's say that for now."

        

        A small giggling laugh followed.

        It was a clear and pleasant laugh.

        

        The water sound stopped with a plop.

        

        "I want to see this world as it is a little more. ...It will take a very long time, be difficult, and challenging. But I want to try."

        "I'll help you."

        "Hehe."

        

        After finishing wiping the table, I turned around and our eyes met.

        Her sky-blue eyes shone beautifully with a subtle smile.

        

        Seeing that, I became curious about something.

        I was quite drunk too, so my memory isn't clear, but if my memory serves me right, just before falling asleep—...

        

        "Um, Cecilia?"

        "Yes?"

        "...Do you remember what you said before falling asleep yesterday?"

        

        At my question, Cecilia tilted her head for a moment.

        After pondering, she opened her mouth.

        

        "...What words?"

        "Hmm, never mind. It's fine."

        

        If she doesn't remember, that's fine too.

        I would just properly prepare and confess someday.

        

        ...Hmm, thinking about it makes me a bit nervous.

        Well, anyway.

        

        "So, Eunhyuk?"

        

        Cecilia opened her mouth.

        With a subtle but warm smile.

        

        "That thing, ...that we said we'd do yesterday..."

        "Writing wishes?"

        "Ah, yes! That."

        "Of course. I'll bring the paper."

        

        Morning had come.

        It was a morning like any other, but a little different.

        

        First, we should start by writing down our wishes one by one.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.53Wish

      
        "But even if it's a wish, what am I supposed to write?"

        

        The pure white blank paper sat on the table.

        Fascinated by it, Cecilia gently touched the edges.

        

        With a pencil rolling between her fingers, she asked me in a puzzled voice.

        

        "Just write what you want to do. Things you've wanted to do in life. The bigger, the better. Let's try to fill in about 10 for now?"

        "Ten, right? Got it. Let's see, the bigger the better..."

        

        She nodded thoughtfully and flicked the pencil with a snap.

        The flicked pencil slid smoothly across her hand, completing a full rotation before returning to its original position.

        

        I figured she probably hadn't handled writing instruments much before.

        But she had good dexterity.

        

        "The bigger the better...?"

        

        Though unlike her dexterity, her ideas seemed a bit lacking.

        

        I could see Cecilia tilting her head with a dubious expression.

        She looked like she had a question mark floating above her head.

        

        "...What am I supposed to write for a wish?"

        "I told you, write what you want to do."

        

        To a question similar to before, I gave a similar answer.

        But since I'd already said this once, it wasn't going to satisfy her, and she just tilted her head even more confusedly.

        

        "Something I want to do... world peace?"

        "Isn't that a bit too big? I mean, it's good, but..."

        

        The words came out almost reflexively.

        Cecilia laughed playfully and erased the "world pea-" she had already started writing with the eraser on the back of her pencil.

        She didn't seem particularly disappointed, suggesting she hadn't been entirely serious either.

        

        "Hmm~ Well, wishes... I don't really know."

        "Don't you have anything you want to do?"

        "It's not that, but..."

        

        Suddenly, Cecilia looked up at me.

        Meeting my eyes, she asked a question.

        

        "If it were you, what would you write, Eunhyuk?"

        

        At her question, I rubbed my chin.

        Feeling her innocent gaze, I fell into thought for a moment.

        

        "Hmm~ Let's see."

        

        I searched through my memories.

        Wishes, huh.

        As a modern person, I have many wishes, but if I had to name one that comes to mind right away...

        

        "Moving to a better house? I've gotten used to this studio apartment so it's not that bad, but I'd like something a bit more spacious."

        "Then I'll go with that too♪"

        "Hey now."

        

        Before I could object, Cecilia was already moving her pencil across the paper.

        The words "Live in a better house!" appeared in round handwriting on the white paper.

        

        "What's next?"

        "..."

        

        'At this rate, we'll fill ten in no time!'

        ...She seemed to be thinking something like that, smiling with satisfaction, her eyes sparkling.

        

        Seeing her like that, I simply reached out my hand.

        Extending it toward the puzzled Cecilia, I poked her forehead with my finger.

        

        "Ack."

        "Don't copy me. Write your own wishes, your own."

        

        What did this cat think we were doing this wish-writing exercise for?

        The purpose was to give Cecilia, who was anxious about her happiness, something to look forward to in the future. Writing down my wishes wouldn't serve that purpose at all.

        

        Cecilia pouted and rubbed her forehead where I had poked her.

        

        "But I can't think of anything."

        

        Her slightly dejected voice followed.

        

        "Eating delicious food to your heart's content, sleeping in a cozy and comfortable home, wearing pretty and soft clothes."

        "Yes, things like that. You said you couldn't think of—"

        "I'm already enjoying all those things."

        "..."

        

        Cecilia's voice sounded matter-of-fact.

        At her words, I looked around the room again.

        

        A refrigerator with only basic ingredients.

        A somewhat cramped single bed.

        A studio apartment.

        ...At least a high-quality knit cardigan.

        

        Well, it was an environment some people might find perfectly satisfactory.

        But still, how should I put it...

        

        "...You're modest."

        

        For life wishes, they seemed a bit modest.

        I opened my mouth toward Cecilia.

        

        "You can be more greedy, you know."

      

      
        "That's difficult. Being greedy."

        

        Her answer came immediately.

        

        Flicking the pencil again, Cecilia propped her chin up with both hands.

        

        "Rich? Powerful? An amazing magician? I can think of things like that. But they don't feel real. There's no point in writing things like that."

        "...That's true."

        

        I nodded quietly.

        

        Wishes without value, meaning, or possibility are just empty.

        Both Cecilia and I knew that much.

        

        "Hmm."

        "Umm..."

        

        Side by side, we rested our chins on our hands, deep in thought.

        

        I hadn't expected this wish-writing exercise, which I had suggested without much thought, to be so difficult.

        It was somewhat unexpected.

        

        "...Should we try a different approach?"

        "Huh?"

        

        Cecilia tilted her head at my somewhat abrupt suggestion.

        Ignoring her reaction, I read the words written on the paper again.

        

        The round handwriting that said "Live in a better house!"

        Earlier I had complained that this was my wish, not hers, but well.

        

        "Let me borrow the pencil for a moment."

        "Ah, sure."

        

        I took the pencil from Cecilia.

        Then I pulled the paper toward me and placed it in front of me.

        

        I moved the pencil across the paper.

        

        "..."

        "?"

        

        Then I suddenly looked up at Cecilia...

        ...and gently reached out to pat her forehead and head.

        

        "Eyang."

        

        Cecilia made a cute sound.

        But at the same time, she looked at me with a puzzled expression.

        

        "Hmm? Why suddenly?"

        "...No reason."

        

        I moved my hand leisurely, enjoying the soft hair and skin.

        Though initially surprised, Cecilia soon relaxed as the patting continued.

        

        "Mmm..."

        

        A purring sound could be heard.

        She seemed to be enjoying it.

        

        After patting her for a while, I withdrew my hand.

        Ignoring the plaintive "Ah..." that echoed, I handed the paper back to her with additional writing.

        

        "How about this?"

        "Hm? ...Ooh?"

        

        Reading the writing, Cecilia's eyes widened.

        

        As I mentioned earlier, "Live in a better house!" was my wish.

        It wasn't a wish Cecilia had written for herself.

        

        But then it occurred to me.

        Did the wish necessarily have to be for her 'alone'?

        In other words, wouldn't it be fine as long as she was included in the wish?

        

        So what I'm saying is, how about changing the wish like this?

        

        "..."

        

        The round handwriting that said "Live in a better house!"

        In front of it, in a somewhat more angular handwriting, a few more words had been added.

        

        'Together live in a better house!'

        

        "..."

        

        After reading the words, Cecilia was silent for a moment.

        

        After watching her for a bit, I spoke in a careful voice.

        

        "...How about writing things you want to do together?"

        "I love that..."

        

        Without a moment's hesitation, Cecilia answered.

        

        Bringing her hand to her mouth, her sky-blue eyes sparkling, she nodded.

        

        "This, I like this..."

        "Y-yeah."

        "...Snow. Yes. I want to play in the snow. When it snows in winter, let's build a snowman together."

        

        A charming statement flowed from her small mouth.

        With a smile on her lips, Cecilia moved her pencil.

      

      
        

        "...Okay."

        "I want to see a play sometime. And, well, it's presumptuous, but I'd like to eat at an expensive and fancy place, and... I'd like to go to festivals too."

        "Of course. Let's do all of that together."

        "...♪"

        

        The sound of the pencil scratching paper filled the air.

        

        I could see her tail swaying gently behind her back.

        Her ears were the same as usual, but they looked relaxed, without tension.

        

        I noticed her relaxed cheeks, a subtle blush, and narrowed eyes.

        It was a faint but incredibly beautiful smile.

        

        "I want to know how much I can drink before getting drunk. Things like matching food with drinks, I want to try that."

        "Soju usually goes well with meat. Next time, let's eat them together instead of separately."

        "Yes!"

        

        She answered energetically with a smile all over her face.

        Her beaming expression was charming.

        

        "I want to go on a hot spring trip far away... together. Then I want to talk about books together. Read them, share our thoughts, and experience what we don't understand firsthand. And, and..."

        

        Things that would be meaningless alone.

        Cecilia, who had been writing down wishes one after another without pause, suddenly stopped moving her pencil.

        

        I could see that nine wishes were already written on the paper.

        Out of the ten we initially mentioned, only one remained.

        

        "..."

        

        Cecilia glanced up briefly.

        Then she looked into my eyes for a moment with a gaze that seemed to be pleading for something.

        

        "Hm?"

        "...Mm. It's nothing."

        

        I heard the sound of scratching.

        For a moment, the words "In yesterday's dream" appeared on the paper, but she quickly erased them.

        

        "...Not yet for this one."

        

        Leaving me tilting my head in confusion, she moved her hand.

        

        'Find 100 more wishes within a year'

        That was the 10th and final wish she wrote.

        

        "...I've written them all!"

        

        Cecilia said in a joyful voice.

        I smiled at her and clapped my hands.

        

        "Hehe."

        "Well done, Cecilia. Now let's fulfill these one by one. ...Together."

        "Hehehe. Yes~!"

        

        She nodded vigorously, moving her head up and down.

        

        I picked up the paper and stood up.

        Then I attached it to the side of the refrigerator with a magnet.

        

        "Hmm, it's not very visible."

        "Is that so? I think it's quite visible from here."

        "You think?"

        

        Due to the small size of the refrigerator, it ended up being attached somewhat awkwardly.

        But as Cecilia said, it was reasonably visible.

        

        We both silently looked at the paper for a moment.

        A joy that was difficult to express stirred in my chest.

        

        "From now on, whenever we think of a wish, let's write it down here right away. I'll add mine too."

        "Yes♪"

        

        Cecilia also seemed very happy.

        

        Once again, both of us were silent for a moment.

        

        But soon after, Cecilia let out a single "Ah."

        

        "? What's wrong?"

        "Ah~... I forgot..."

        

        Twisting the corners of her mouth awkwardly, Cecilia pointed at something.

        

        Where she was pointing, there was a clock.

        And the current time was...

        

        "...8:20?"

        

        School starts at 8:40.

        ...And it takes more than 30 minutes to walk from here to school.

        

        We're going to be late.

        

        "Cecili—!"

        "—...!"

        

        Without even time to properly call out, we started moving with a clatter.

        

        Morning passes, and the day begins.

        It was time to go to school.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.54A Day at School

      
        "Huh, haaah...!"

        

        I barely made it through the classroom doorway, then staggered to the wall to support myself.

        

        For a moment, all eyes turned to me as I panted.

        Then, they quickly looked away.

        Though they still seemed curious, they appeared to be showing consideration.

        

        It still felt a bit awkward, but this level of attention was just right for now.

        

        "You're late, Cecilia."

        

        Some students even approached me.

        

        I lifted my head at the kindly offered greeting.

        I saw light blonde hair, almost white, and green eyes.

        

        A half-elf.

        And also my new friend from yesterday.

        

        "...Good morning, Phil."

        "Morning. Good morning."

        "Umm, I had something to do this morning, and I lost track of time, and then..."

        

        Phil, the half-elf.

        One of the mixed-race students who enrolled in this school like me.

        

        Unlike other mixed-race students who weren't particularly enthusiastic about studying, Phil was quite studious and took classes very seriously.

        

        Apparently interested in books too, yesterday when I was quietly reading...

        

        [Oh, I've read that one before.]

        

        ...with those words, our conversation began, and we quickly became friends.

        The book Eun-hyuk had given me turned out to be helpful. Thankfully.

        

        "Did you run here?"

        "Yeah... a 40-minute distance in just over 5 minutes..."

        "Wow."

        

        We chatted as we headed to our seats.

        My seat was by the window in the very back, and Phil happened to sit right next to me.

        

        "So, what were you doing this morning?"

        

        Phil asked, green eyes twinkling brightly.

        After thinking for a moment, I sat down and answered lightly.

        

        "Just... talking about the world?"

        "Hmm, Cecilia, didn't you say you were in foster care? You know, living with someone else in a private home instead of a dormitory."

        "Yeah. That's right."

        

        I sighed and leaned back against my chair.

        Running since morning had left me out of breath.

        ...Actually, this level of exertion wouldn't have fazed me before, but my body seemed to have gotten sluggish from lack of movement.

        

        "Is that person a man? Or a woman?"

        

        Phil asked, pulling a chair from her desk to sit beside me.

        

        "...That's a secret."

        

        I turned my head quickly as I answered her.

        

        No matter how close we'd become, I couldn't tell a girl I'd only known for three days about Eun-hyuk.

        Both for privacy reasons, and also because...

        ...if people found out I was living with a man, their reactions might be...

        

        "Really? Hmm."

        

        Phil nodded slightly at my words and withdrew her curious gaze.

        Seeing her reaction, I let out a sigh of relief.

        

        Phil could be relentless when she decided to dig into something.

        Fortunately, she didn't try to uncover more of my secret—

        

        "I thought maybe you were late because you were doing something naughty this morning..."

        

        ...and at Phil's casually continued words, I flinched!! My body trembled.

        

        At the same time, several boys nearby also flinched! and coughed.

        

        "Wh-what?!"

        

        Na-naughty things?

        Me?

        

        W-w-with Eun-hyuk...?!

        

        "Ah, no. That was just my imagination, yeah."

        

        Belatedly, Phil waved her hands quickly from side to side, correcting herself in a flustered voice.

      

      
        She seemed shocked by her own words.

        

        "I just thought it in my head but... It's a bad habit."

        

        She glanced sharply at the boys who had coughed earlier.

        Though I didn't understand what she meant, the boys all hurriedly nodded at her intense gaze.

        

        "W-why would you suddenly think that...?"

        

        I mumbled, slumping forward onto my desk.

        ...Perhaps because my face felt hot, the cool desk felt nice against it.

        

        "Well, umm, because we had an actual example yesterday?"

        "...Come to think of it, we did. Tanya..."

        

        Tanya. Another mixed-race student who transferred in the day before yesterday.

        She was an incubus, a sex demon.

        She had the impressive record of seducing a girl immediately upon enrollment, and then trying to seduce another before school the next day, resulting in her being taken away.

        

        Rumor had it she was currently receiving counseling from the police.

        She was the only mixed-race student who couldn't attend school, and not because of the flexible attendance policy.

        

        "I'm not like that..."

        "I'm really sorry. My mouth moved before my brain."

        

        Phil clasped her hands together and looked at me with a sincere voice.

        Seeing her like that, I pouted but nodded.

        

        "...Yeah, if it was a mistake, it can't be helped. But next time—"

        "Whose mouth moved too fast?"

        

        Just then, another voice reached us.

        

        I turned my head slightly.

        Tall stature, sturdy build, small bandages wrapped around fingers.

        A flowing ponytail.

        A faint smell of sweat reached my nose along with flushed skin.

        

        "...Good morning, Hye-rim."

        "Hello, both of you."

        

        The girl smiled maturely and sat down in front of me.

        

        Yang Hye-rim, one of the original students in this class.

        A member of the sports club.

        Like Phil, she was another friend I'd made yesterday.

        

        [Can I join your conversation too?]

        

        Unlike Phil, whom I'd barely befriended through books, Hye-rim had actively approached us and become friends.

        According to her, she was interested in the physical abilities of mixed-race species...?

        

        Honestly, I'm still not sure.

        She seems like a nice person, though.

        

        "So who made a slip of the tongue?"

        "I did, um, haha."

        

        Hye-rim asked playfully, and Phil answered awkwardly.

        

        I watched their friendly conversation with a feeling that was still somewhat unfamiliar yet ticklish.

        

        "What kind of slip did you make...? Eek."

        

        Just then, the front door opened with a sliding sound.

        A middle-aged man entered, and the chattering students hurriedly returned to their seats.

        

        "The teacher's here."

        "Let's continue our talk later."

        "...Okay."

        

        After briefly exchanging words, the three of us sat in our respective seats.

        Though both of them were just beside and in front of me, so we weren't far apart.

        

        "Alright, everyone sit down."

        "Good morning, Teacher Meteor!"

        "Get down."

        

        Someone's joke was followed by laughter spreading throughout the classroom.

        

        I rested my chin on my hand, feeling that slightly unfamiliar yet tingling sensation again.

        

        ***

        

        Then came the next class, physical education.

        The sound of bouncing balls echoed countless times throughout the spacious gymnasium.

        

        "...The teacher really has no tact."

        

        In one corner of the gym, inside a square marked on the floor, Hye-rim muttered quietly.

        Phil and I watched her from outside the line.

        

      

      
        Thump, she bounced the ball.

        To my eyes, it looked like an ordinary bounce, but somehow the sound was different.

        It was heavier than the other students' bounces.

        

        "We finally have visitors from another world at our school—"

        

        She then tossed the ball high into the air.

        Both Phil and I followed it with our eyes.

        The ball rose high, high up, then began to fall according to gravity—

        

        "—and volleyball? That's not fair at all."

        

        With a BANG!!! the ball met Hye-rim's hand and flew away.

        

        Phil and I flinched in surprise.

        Meanwhile, the ball crashed into the floor again at an alarming speed with another BANG!!

        

        "Don't you think so, teacher?"

        "...You don't need to take the performance assessment. Perfect score, perfect."

        "Thank you."

        

        The ball that had flown away rolled across the floor with thump, thump...

        

        After giving a slight nod to the PE teacher, Hye-rim walked steadily toward us two who had frozen stiff.

        

        "Personally, I would have preferred something simpler like running."

        "W-wow, you're really strong, Hye-rim...?"

        "I've been doing this since I was little. I'm good at hitting, at least."

        

        She smiled maturely.

        Phil responded with an "Wooow..." of admiration, while I just stared blankly with my mouth open, "Heh..."

        

        When I tried, the ball wouldn't even hit my hand properly, let alone make that sound.

        Not just her strength, but her technique was impressive.

        

        "Aren't you two going to try? It's free practice time."

        "...I'll pass. I want to observe a bit more..."

        

        Phil was the first to answer Hye-rim's question.

        I could see a hint of curiosity mixed in those green eyes.

        

        Though she seemed scared by the sound... that was one thing, but she seemed interested in volleyball itself.

        It was slightly surprising.

        

        "What about Cecilia?"

        "I..."

        

        At her question, I looked around for a moment.

        

        Students bouncing balls for fun, students seriously practicing their hits, students passing the ball back and forth.

        The sound of balls hitting the floor, voices, and occasionally the powerful BANG! echoed throughout the gymnasium.

        

        I was interested. I'd never tried this kind of sport before.

        But at the same time...

        

        "Hmm, I'll try later too."

        "Really?"

        "Yeah. I'm afraid I might get hurt if I try recklessly..."

        

        Since I'd never done it before, I wanted to be a bit cautious.

        

        I noticed a student walking out of the gym, seemingly having sprained a finger.

        It didn't look too serious, but still...

        

        "You're scared."

        "Ugh."

        

        ...Honestly, I couldn't deny that either.

        Well, the sound was so loud...!

        I've never done this before—!

        

        "But that's not a bad thing. People do get hurt quite often."

        "Mmm..."

        

        Hye-rim spoke kindly to me as I hung my head.

        

        Just then, a ball rolled toward Hye-rim's feet.

        She lightly tossed it up and BANG!! powerfully hit it with her palm back in the direction it had come from.

        

        I caught a glimpse of the small bandage wrapped around her finger.

        

        "But just sitting around is boring. Want to do something else for a bit?"

        "Something else?"

        

        Hye-rim smiled faintly as she looked at me tilting my head.

        Then, she pointed to one corner of the gymnasium.

        

        "For example, running."

        

        On the floor there, white lines formed a long rectangle.
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        I definitely haven't been moving my body much lately.

        Just rolling around in the room with Eunhyuk, reading books all day.

        I can feel how sluggish I've become, so it's about time to loosen up a bit.

        

        I accepted Hyerim's suggestion and stood at the starting line for the run.

        Standing on the white line, I stretched my arms and legs up and down.

        While warming up, I slowly prepared to run.

        

        "So... how many laps?"

        "Let's just try going to the end once for now."

        "Okay."

        

        Next to me, I could see Hyerim also preparing, pressing down on her legs firmly.

        Phil remained seated where he was earlier, just watching us.

        

        "Good luck~"

        "Thanks."

        

        I responded aloud to Phil's encouragement, while Hyerim nodded her head as she massaged her neck.

        

        Suddenly, I noticed that the sound of bouncing balls seemed to have diminished quite a bit.

        Looking around, I saw that most of the students were staring at us.

        

        "Ugh..."

        "Don't worry about it. Let's just have a relaxed competition."

        

        Saying that, Hyerim lowered her stance.

        ...I just realized, she seemed quite competitive.

        

        "Hmm."

        

        I awkwardly hunched my shoulders and tapped the floor with my shoes.

        The cushioned feeling was unfamiliar, but at the same time, I could feel the sensation of the sneakers that had become quite familiar over the past few days.

        These were also bought by Eunhyuk.

        

        "Want me to count down?"

        "Please."

        "Alright. Three, two~—"

        

        With Phil's voice, Hyerim lowered her stance even more.

        I could see her muscles standing out prominently along with bulging veins.

        

        A deep silence.

        In contrast, countless gazes flew in and pierced us.

        

        Thinking that this was truly an experience I was having for almost the first time in my life, I put strength into my legs.

        

        "—One, go!"

        

        I pushed off the ground at the sound.

        I almost tripped over my own legs at first, but somehow managed to hold steady and run forward.

        And so I ran, and ran—...

        

        ***

        

        ...Honestly, I didn't expect things to turn out like this.

        

        No.

        ...Huh...?

        

        "Huff, huff..."

        

        I could see Hyerim gasping for breath.

        Her flowing black hair was now damp with sweat and clinging to her body, and her body, which had been moving so smoothly before, was now trembling with fatigue.

        

        Well...

        ...Oh my.

        

        "Hyerim, are you okay?"

        

        Phil approached cautiously and placed a hand on Hyerim's shoulder.

        His voice was concerned, but also carried a hint of amusement.

        

        "Huff—..."

        "You don't look okay."

        

        Phil turned toward me and gave a slight nod.

        Then, suddenly, he stared at my face with a puzzled expression.

        

        "What's wrong?"

        "Nothing, it's just that you don't look like someone who just did dozens of laps like Hyerim did."

        

        Phil's words carried genuine curiosity.

        I could only tilt my head awkwardly in response.

        

        Here's what happened.

        

        First, I won the initial race based on pure speed.

        Following Hyerim's cries of "One more time, one more time!" we ran back and forth across the gymnasium several times.

        At first, I just accepted the suggestion because it felt good to warm up my body, but midway through, Hyerim's condition started to deteriorate and...

        

        "Cough, haa..."

        

        ...she ended up like that.

        Honestly, there wasn't much to explain.

        

        It was quite unexpected.

        Of course I was out of breath too, but not to the point of collapsing like that.

        

        When I saw Hyerim hitting the ball earlier, I thought she would be much faster than me.

        Maybe her stamina is weak compared to her strength?

        

        "Haa—... Otherworlders are amazing."

        "No, I couldn't run like that either. Cecilia is the amazing one here."

        

        Suddenly, sparkling gazes were directed at me.

        

      

      
        Soon after, some students, including Hyerim, looked at me with admiring "Ooh..." sounds.

        It was much more blatant than before, and there were more of them too.

        

        But, this is kind of...

        ...em, embarrassing...

        

        "Spectators, disperse!"

        

        Just then, Phil suddenly shouted at the people around us.

        

        Hearing that, the students who had been watching began to drift away one by one with sheepish expressions.

        As the gazes decreased, I could breathe easier.

        

        "...Thanks."

        "Don't mention it."

        

        When I expressed my gratitude, the half-elf in front of me just smiled brightly.

        His elf-like long ears twitched slightly.

        

        "...Ugh. I can't get up. Complete defeat, total defeat."

        

        Just then, with a refreshing laugh of "Haha," I heard a voice.

        It was Hyerim.

        

        "Is this a racial difference? ...Or an environmental one?"

        "Um... I don't know either. I never had the chance to compare something like this before."

        "I guess so."

        

        With a "whew," Hyerim exhaled and extended her trembling hand toward the two of us.

        Phil and I each firmly grasped her hand and helped her up with a grunt.

        

        "Still, it feels refreshing to lose so decisively. Yeah."

        "...Are you okay?"

        

        Seeing that she didn't look too good, I casually asked, but...

        

        "In what way? Physically? Or my confidence?"

        

        With Hyerim's counter-question delivered with a smirk, I was the one left speechless.

        Uh, well, that...?

        

        "I'm joking."

        

        With another smile on her face, Hyerim patted my shoulder.

        Then she slowly walked toward her bag that was placed by the wall.

        

        "I've been in a bit of a slump lately. To be more blunt, I was bored. Even though it's team play."

        "Ah...?"

        "So, hmm. How should I put this?"

        

        Stopping what seemed like it would be a lengthy explanation, Hyerim scratched her cheek while looking at me.

        Then she suddenly blurted out:

        

        "To put it very simply, you were a good stimulus!"

        "Whoa."

        

        Hyerim took out a towel from her bag and swiftly wrapped it around my neck.

        Along with the soft touch, a subtle floral scent wafted through the air.

        

        "Phil too, here!"

        "I didn't do anything, whoa."

        

        Next, a towel was wrapped around Phil's neck as well.

        After putting a towel around her own neck, Hyerim brought us closer and said in a small voice:

        

        "I'm glad I met good friends."

        

        Friends.

        Though I'd heard it several times over the past couple of days, it still gave me a tingling feeling.

        

        "This is embarrassing."

        

        Phil said that while chuckling.

        Glancing over, I could see that Hyerim's cheeks were also slightly flushed.

        Seems I wasn't the only one feeling that tingle.

        

        "So, is there anything you want?"

        "Anything I want? Suddenly?"

        "You won the race. I should grant you at least one wish."

        

        At Hyerim's somewhat abrupt words, I fell into contemplation.

        

        A wish?

        What, what should I ask for?

        

        "...Ah."

        

        Just then, a scene flashed through my mind.

        

        A dark interior.

        Gentle hands cradling my head.

        The transmitted body heat, the sound of breathing in my ear.

        

        And what followed.

        ...That...

        

        "..."

        "Oh?"

        "Oh my?"

        

        My head suddenly heated up, and the warmth gradually spread throughout my body.

        My face grew hot and my heart was pounding, pounding...

        ...Ugh.

        

        "...You're bright red."

        "Love troubles?"

        "...?!"

      

      
        

        At their subsequent words, I flinched.

        B-bright red...?

        Is it that obvious? Me...?!

        

        "I don't have dating experience, but I can at least give advice."

        "I know the theory too—"

        "N-no! I mean, it's not that... well, it is, but..."

        

        I hurriedly opened my mouth, but the words wouldn't come out as I wanted.

        

        My words trembled and my hands kept moving.

        It wasn't from running, but for another reason that my face kept getting hotter.

        

        "It's not like that..."

        "Hmm~?"

        

        Hot.

        My face, and my body.

        My whole body was burning up.

        

        My heart was in turmoil and wouldn't calm down.

        What is this feeling?

        ...Is it something I should just cover up?

        

        "Um, let's talk just the three of us during lunch..."

        

        In the end, I could only say that while hanging my head low.

        The two nodded, and with the brief sound of the bell that followed, our physical education time came to an end.

        

        ***

        

        I remember that voice whispered in my ear.

        I remember that warmth, as if my whole body was melting.

        

        The feeling of my head floating and my heart pounding.

        I remember that incomparable happiness.

        

        "...Ah."

        

        On the rooftop, outdoors where the wind was blowing.

        Feeling the cool autumn air, I fell into thought for a moment.

        

        The sensation of my head ringing and my lower abdomen tightening.

        It was stifling but not unpleasant.

        It couldn't have been unpleasant.

        

        "...Ugh."

        

        Something I had been covering up.

        An emotion I had been avoiding without even giving it a name.

        ...Something sweet like sugar.

        

        That's why I end up doubting.

        

        Was it real?

        Was it not just a delusion born from my own mind?

        

        That one thing Eunhyuk told me that day... the words "I like you."

        Was that not a dream?

        

        I want to know.

        If I knew that, then finally I could.

        I could—...

        

        "We're here."

        "Mmm, it's a bit cold."

        

        Just then, I suddenly heard the sound of a door.

        

        The thick iron door creaked open, and then two familiar people came out.

        It was Hyerim and Phil.

        

        "Welcome."

        "Hi."

        "Hey. But I didn't expect you to call us to the rooftop. Is it that embarrassing to talk about?"

        

        Phil asked as he closed the door with a creak.

        The autumn weather must be cold, as the tips of his ears were slightly red.

        

        "Hmm... a little?"

        "Your expression says more than 'a little,' Cecilia."

        

        I laughed softly, "Ahaha..."

        Then I cleared my throat with a "Ahem."

        

        "...I have a favor to ask you two!"

        "Yes?"

        "What is it?"

        

        At my words, the two stood straight and looked at my face carefully.

        

        I had thought hard about this.

        How could I determine whether it was a dream or not?

        How could I vividly recall that hazy memory?

        

        And this is the method I came up with!

        

        I spoke with enthusiasm!

        

        "Tell me you like me!"

        "...Huh?"

        "Um, what?"

        

        ...Huh.

        Was there something wrong with what I said?
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        "—so. To summarize..."

        

        On the cold, windy rooftop outside the building, I continued explaining my situation to my two new friends.

        

        "...Because of various things, I got a bit... depressed and ended up crying a lot without realizing it."

        "Hmm."

        "That must have been hard. Are you okay?"

        "I'm fine now. I received plenty of comfort..."

        

        Hyerim nodded calmly while maintaining eye contact with me.

        Phil looked at me intently as she offered words of comfort.

        

        They were both kind, good people.

        That gave me the courage to continue.

        

        "But, well, while being comforted, I was held tightly in someone's arms..."

        "Oh."

        "W-wow..."

        "...And they kept speaking to me so gently, so I suddenly asked why they were being so nice to me..."

        "And then? And then?"

        

        ...She's close.

        Phil's face was too close.

        I slightly turned my head away from this half-elf who kept leaning in.

        

        "...They said 'because I like you'..."

        "Kyaaa!"

        "That's wonderful news. Congratulations, Cecilia."

        "I-it's not that simple!"

        

        I heard a voice that was almost a cheer.

        I shouted back in protest to Hyerim's congratulations.

        

        "I'm not sure if I heard it correctly!"

        "Huh?"

        "What do you mean?"

        "Well, um... I was pretty drunk at the time..."

        ""Ah, I see.""

        

        Ugh...

        Their voices overlapping in perfect unison made me feel embarrassed.

        

        "I was also distracted from crying. And I was hazy from drowsiness and alcohol..."

        "So you're not sure if you heard correctly?"

        "...Yeah."

        

        ...I hadn't planned to talk about it this much.

        Originally, I just wanted to try out the method I came up with once and be done with it, but why am I explaining everything?

        

        "So, what then?"

        

        Phil spoke up.

        With genuine curiosity in her voice, she tilted her head and asked.

        

        "What do you mean by 'tell me you like me'?"

        "...I wanted to hear those words while sober, to compare with my memory..."

        "That's not going to work."

        

        Hyerim's calm, brief comment pierced my heart.

        Y-you didn't have to put it like that...

        

        "...Hmph."

        "She's kind of cute."

        "She's always been cute, Cecilia has."

        

        Their whispered conversation gently reached my ears.

        When I looked up, they both cleared their throats and looked back at me.

        

        "So what's important is whether what you heard then was a dream or not. Is that right?"

        "Yes."

        "Well, I think..."

        

        "Hmm~..." Hyerim drew out her voice as she took a moment to think.

        She stroked her neck with her long fingers before finally speaking.

        

        "I wonder if you really need to try so hard to figure it out. Can't you just ask that person directly?"

        "Ah, I thought the same thing."

        

        Hyerim said, and Phil agreed.

        Of course, I had considered that too, but, well...

        It's not that simple.

        

        "Actually, this morning, Eun-hyeo—... that person did ask me. If I remembered what they said before I fell asleep."

        "Oh, really? And?"

        "...I was confused, so I just mumbled something vague."

        "Oh dear."

        

        Phil hit her forehead with her hand and let out a disappointed sigh.

        Hyerim just silently kept looking at me.

        

        "How can I ask again after already brushing it off once... Should I just say, 'Did you tell me you liked me yesterday?' But what if the answer is no..."

        "Wouldn't that be better actually?"

        "Phil...!"

        

        What am I supposed to do with this cheerful half-elf?

        As I was about to speak, Hyerim beat me to it.

        

        "I have a question."

        "Oh, yes?"

        "This is a concern, right? About what happened last night."

        "Yes. That's right."

        "Have you been worrying about this all day since this morning? You seemed pretty calm for someone with such a concern."

        

        I tilted my head slightly at her words.

        

        Was I calm? Me?

        Hmm, thinking about it carefully, I suppose I might have been.

        I thought I had misheard, and I was planning to just leave it as a happy dream.

        

        It just popped into my mind when Hyerim asked me to make a wish.

        Until then, I hadn't been thinking about it this deeply.

        

        I organized my thoughts and explained this to Hyerim.

      

      
        

        "Then, what if it really was a dream? What would you want to do?"

        "If it really was a dream...?"

        

        Her follow-up question plunged me into thought again.

        

        What if it really was a dream?

        If Eun-hyeok never said such a thing and it was just a delusion I dreamed up...

        

        "..."

        

        Suddenly, I recalled the feeling of a pencil scratching against paper.

        Black lines forming letters on paper.

        

        The one wish I had started to write down this morning but stopped.

        

        ['In yesterday's dream...']

        

        "...I want to hear those words I heard in yesterday's dream just one more time. Just... yeah."

        

        I naturally voiced the sentence that came to mind.

        My head felt fuzzy and somehow my breath grew hot.

        

        "...She's kind of cute."

        "Always has been cute."

        

        Their whispers reached my ears more clearly this time.

        When I quickly looked up, they both smiled slightly as if amused.

        

        "Let's summarize then."

        

        Hyerim clapped her hands once.

        All eyes turned to her, and after a brief pause, she continued.

        

        "First. Yesterday, you heard the person you live with say they like you. But because you were drunk, you're not sure if it was a dream or not."

        "I... guess."

        "Good summary."

        

        At Phil's light praise, Hyerim nodded slightly in gratitude.

        

        "Second. You had a chance to confirm it this morning, but because you were confused—that is, flustered and panicking—you ended up mumbling something vague. Correct?"

        "I... guess?"

        "Third."

        

        She raised her finger and continued.

        

        "If possible, you want to hear it again."

        "..."

        "As for what you want to do if it wasn't a dream, we'll skip that for now."

        

        Hyerim's additional comment, as if it wasn't important, suddenly made my heart pound heavily.

        Even though I'd been outside for quite a while, my body felt increasingly hot rather than cold.

        

        "S-so."

        

        I spoke somewhat urgently.

        Not knowing myself what I was anxious about.

        

        "Was it... a dream? Or not...?"

        "Is whether it was a dream or not what's important, Cecilia?"

        

        My question was met with another question.

        Despite being just a brief comment, I felt my heart pounding again.

        

        My heartbeat is so loud.

        

        "Do you really not know? Or are you pretending not to know?"

        

        My fingertips are tingling.

        My nape is hot.

        The words I wanted to say scattered before taking shape, and I just opened and closed my mouth repeatedly.

        

        "Cecilia?"

        

        I can hear my heartbeat.

        

        If I hear what comes next, I will.

        I will—

        

        "...Okay! That's it for now."

        "Eh, huh...?"

        

        I let out a confused sound at Hyerim's words.

        

        'That's it'?

        ...A declaration of stopping?

        

        "Today's consultation ends here. Does anyone have any questions?"

        "...Why are you stopping here, Hyerim?"

        "People need to think some things through on their own, Phil."

        

        The conversation between the two didn't register in my ears.

        I just felt... hot.

        

        "And one more question."

        "Yes?"

        "...Didn't you say you had no dating experience? How do you know all this so well...?"

        "I have plenty of couples around me, and while I have no experience myself, I receive confessions often. I've studied various ways to reject people without hurting them."

        "Wow. That's impressive."

        "It's actually quite troublesome when both men and women confess to you."

        "Eck."

        

        Hyerim laughed awkwardly while Phil gaped.

        As their conversation ended, a bell suddenly rang.

        

        "That's the warning bell."

        "Shall we head back now?"

        "Yeah."

        

        Phil opened the iron door with a creaking sound.

        Then, as she was about to enter, she glanced back at me.

        

        "Let's go, Cecilia!"

      

      
        "Y-yeah."

        

        I followed the two of them back into the building.

        

        ...Still feeling the pounding of my heart.

        

        ***

        

        School ended.

        With my concerns growing rather than being resolved, I simply walked along the street.

        

        "Haah..."

        

        The sigh I let out was hot.

        

        In the end, I couldn't reach a proper conclusion.

        Not only did I fail to gather any evidence to determine whether it was a dream or not—

        

        [Is whether it was a dream or not what's important, Cecilia?]

        

        "..."

        

        ....

        ...Ugh.

        

        "Huaah~..."

        

        The more I thought about it, the more complicated it became.

        I made my way to the familiar building that had appeared before me.

        

        I climbed the stairs with soft footsteps.

        I entered the passcode and gently opened the front door.

        

        "I'm home~..."

        "Welcome back, Cecilia."

        

        ...Hmm.

        The gentle voice tapped at my ears, spreading warmth throughout my body.

        My fatigue eased and the tension left my body.

        

        "You're early. Nothing happened?"

        "Mmm. Just, kind of spaced out and walked faster, I guess."

        

        I took off my large hoodie and handed it to Eun-hyeok.

        He took it with practiced ease and hung it on the coat rack.

        

        "Hmm..."

        

        I plopped down on the bed.

        The mattress bounced softly, giving a gentle sensation.

        

        "Hmm..."

        

        And I fell back into my thoughts.

        

        [Is whether it was a dream or not what's important?]

        

        Is it important?

        Is it not important?

        ...Hmm?

        

        "Something happened, I see."

        "Huh?"

        

        I looked up at the voice and saw Eun-hyeok looking down at me.

        

        "...Eep?!"

        

        And then his large hand landed gently on my head.

        The ticklish sensation made me let out an embarrassed sound.

        

        "Everything will be fine. Whatever happened."

        

        His calm voice tapped at my ears...

        

        ...Ugh.

        So carefree, not knowing what's in my heart...

        

        Of course something happened...

        It did happen...!

        

        "Here, I'll pat your head to help you feel better."

        

        Hiyat.

        ....

        Uwah...

        

        ...Mmm...♥

        

        "..."

        

        It feels good.

        

        Gentle and warm.

        My heart pounded and occasionally tightened.

        

        My lower abdomen ached.

        With that terribly yearning sensation, my mind gradually, slowly melted into a sticky mess.

        

        "..."

        "Whatever it is, it'll work out."

        

        His gentle voice tapped at my ears.

        

        ...That's unfair.

        So unfair.

        How could anyone resist this?

        

        My breath is hot and my body is burning up.

        I felt like I couldn't hold back anymore.

        

        Giving in to impulse, I wrapped my arms tightly around Eun-hyeok.
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        "...Eunhyuk..."

        

        I could feel my body getting hot, my voice melting away.

        

        My senses heightened and my heart pounded.

        The warmth of his body through the shirt I was clutching felt so tender.

        

        "Ungh..."

        

        I nuzzled my cheek against Eunhyuk's stomach.

        I took a deep breath, inhaling his scent.

        

        "...♥"

        

        And I became dazed with the happiness that washed over me.

        

        I could feel the strength gradually leaving my legs and waist.

        In response, I hugged Eunhyuk's body even more tightly.

        

        With every breath I took, Eunhyuk's scent enveloped me.

        That warmth heated my body and made me feel dreamily intoxicated.

        

        ...Mmm.

        It's all Eunhyuk's fault...

        I never knew I could be this kind of girl.

        

        Just being in his arms makes me so happy.

        Smelling his scent makes my head float, and I'm overwhelmed by the urge to stay like this forever.

        

        ...I don't want to let go.

        I want to stay like this forever.

        ...Eunhyuk made me this way...

        

        My cheeks are hot.

        The nape of my neck is burning.

        My lips tremble faintly, and my fingertips tingle.

        Everything, absolutely everything is Eunhyuk's fault.

        

        ...So.

        So, just for now...

        

        "Cecilia?"

        

        Suddenly, I heard a voice.

        A voice that sounded surprised, yet gentle and calm.

        

        "Hmm...?"

        

        When I looked up, the first thing I saw was Eunhyuk's concerned smile.

        

        After hesitating and contemplating,

        He gently stroked my head again with his large hand.

        

        "Hiyaang...♥"

        

        A sound escaped my lips.

        Feeling my own hot breath, I buried my face in Eunhyuk's stomach again.

        

        "Huu, mmm...♥"

        

        His large hand pressed firmly against my ear as it stroked past.

        Left ear, hair, back of my head.

        And finally, my cheek.

        

        "Mmm..."

        

        Eunhyuk's warm hand caressed my cheek, kneading it gently.

        

        It tickled, making me laugh.

        The tender sensation I felt simultaneously deepened my laughter.

        

        "Ehehe..."

        "You're being quite affectionate today, Cecilia?"

        "...Yes♥"

        

        The gentle touch stroking me.

        The whispered voice.

        ...The scent I love.

        

        Suddenly, I recalled a few things from the past.

        

        Very faint memories of when we first met...

        

        [What's your name?]

        [Why did you drink so much? Did something happen?]

        [...Do you have somewhere to stay?]

        [Want to try some?]

        

        When I first experienced his kindness...

        

        [...Well, it's good to see your anxiety seems to have subsided.]

        [Cheers?]

        [You can stay here. It's okay. I'm not angry.]

        [I'll never kick you out. I promise. It doesn't matter if you fail at housework a few times. I'll teach you again as many times as needed.]

        

        The time when the police came to the house and I was scared.

        

        [...Yes, yes. It's okay, Cecilia. You don't have to be afraid anymore.]

        [...Can I touch your head?]

        

        ...After going through heat.

        

        [I'm here. Tell me anything. Okay?]

        [Bite and suck as much as you want. As much as you need.]

        [...I just. I thought I should.]

        

        And then...

        

        [...Our cute Cecilia.]

        [Don't be scared. I'll help you. So let's get a good night's sleep today?]

        [I'll pet you every day.]

        

        ....

        

        [It's okay, Cecilia. You're allowed to be happy. You, you deserve it.]

        [...Don't be afraid. Be happy. If it gets too heavy, I'll carry it with you, laugh with you, cry with you...]

        

        I've heard so many words.

        

        [Cecilia.]

        [Cecilia?]

        [Cecilia~.]

        

        He called my name countless times.

        

        A warm feeling I'd never experienced before welled up in my chest.

        It made me anxious and restless, but it was irresistibly attractive.

        

        [...Because I like you.]

        

        Was that really a dream?

        Or was there the slightest possibility that Eunhyuk actually said that to me?

        

        Nothing is as sweet as being loved.

        

        No wonder, just the possibility makes me feel this ecstatic.

        

        And now I know.

        Whether it was a dream or not doesn't really matter.

        

        I want to hear those words, "Because I like you."

        I wish Eunhyuk would like me.

        

        I want to be loved.

        

        Why?

        

        "...cause I... you..."

      

      
        "Hmm?"

        

        The words I managed to say didn't form properly and scattered away.

        

        Oh, this is more difficult than I thought...

        

        "It's nothing!"

        

        How embarrassing...

        

        I quickly raised my head and shouted at Eunhyuk.

        Then buried my face in his stomach again.

        

        "...Uuu."

        

        How embarrassing...

        H-how does Eunhyuk manage to do this so calmly?

        Just saying the words makes my heart feel like it's going to burst?!

        

        "Uuu...!"

        

        My hands and feet curled up.

        The sound of my pounding heart drummed in my ears.

        

        ...Eunhyuk is amazing.

        I'm not as honest as Eunhyuk.

        All those things Eunhyuk said to me, I want to say them back to him too...

        

        "..."

        

        ['I like you too.']

        

        The words I tried to say, buried in mumbles.

        My true feelings, consciously expressed.

        

        ...I like you.

        

        I like you. ...Really.

        I like you, Eunhyuk...!

        

        "Today, somehow..."

        "Hiyak?!"

        "...You're cute, yeah."

        

        H-he hugged me...?!

        Eunhyuk hugged me...?!

        

        Embracing my head with both hands, k-kneading my ears...

        

        Uh, haung♥

        

        ...Uuuu...!

        

        "...Gently!"

        "Ah, right. Sorry."

        

        Eunhyuk pulled away his hands in surprise.

        As his hands moved from my ears to my head, I felt comfortable but also strangely disappointed.

        

        "...Hmm."

        

        It wouldn't have been bad if he had kneaded them a little longer, actually.

        Even I think I'm being quite selfish.

        To feel disappointed after rejecting him, it's like my heart isn't my own.

        

        My heart wavers, uncertain and confused.

        It's dizzying.

        The problem is that even this dizziness feels beautiful.

        

        [Love is blind, Cecilia.]

        

        Yes, I think I understand now, Mom.

        I think I finally understand what it feels like.

        

        [I hope our cute Cecilia finds someone she likes too.]

        [Find someone who will cherish you, like Mom and Dad do each other.]

        

        Yes.

        Mom, Dad. I found someone.

        I found someone I like.

        

        "...♪"

        

        Suddenly, I wanted to hum.

        The world starts to feel incredibly beautiful, sparkling and shining.

        

        I like him.

        I can no longer ignore these growing feelings.

        

        "...Yes."

        

        And at the same time, I decided.

        

        I'll postpone confessing these feelings for a little while.

        

        I want to enjoy this warm feeling a bit longer.

        I want to savor this uncertainty a little more.

        I want to burn with this ticklish sensation.

        I want to express these swelling feelings when I most want to be loved by Eunhyuk.

        

        It might be greedy.

        But, if by chance...

        C-confessing or receiving a confession happens only once in a lifetime, I want to make it more precious.

        I want to be loved at the most precious and poignant moment.

        

        ...Absolutely.

        Absolutely!

        I'm not postponing it because I lack courage!

        Really!

        

        I just!

        Just...

        ...

        ...want to be together a little longer.

        

        I want to be with him for a long time.

        With Eunhyuk, just like this, a little longer.

        

        "Eunhyuk..."

        "Ah, yes?"

        

        I raised my head again.

        

        Gentle eyes.

        Looking into those of the person I love, I opened my mouth.

        

        "Will you stay with me, always?"

        "Of course."

        

        At his immediate response, I smiled broadly.

        

        I was the happiest cat in the world.

        

        ***

        

        ....

        

        "Ehehe..."

        

        Um, well.

        

        "Mmm...♥"

        

        So, how should I explain this?

        I was just lounging around at home since I lost my part-time job, when the cat came back and suddenly started being affectionate?

        Would that be an adequate explanation?

        

        "Suu-... ...♥"

      

      
        

        I could hear Cecilia's deep breathing.

        At the same time, her hot breath touched my stomach, making me flinch and shiver involuntarily.

        

        It was ticklish and tingling.

        To suppress the rising sensation, I focused my attention on the soft feeling in my hands.

        

        "Mmm..."

        

        Cecilia being unusually affectionate today.

        She was hugging me tightly and rubbing her cheeks against me.

        

        She was unbearably cute.

        But at the same time, it was also confusing.

        

        I wonder what happened at school to make her like this.

        

        ...Could it be that she drank alcohol...?

        

        "...♪"

        

        But there's no smell of alcohol.

        Hmm, what could it be?

        

        "...cause I... you..."

        

        Perhaps because I was lost in thought, I missed what Cecilia mumbled.

        

        "Hmm?"

        

        I asked belatedly, but,

        

        "It's nothing!"

        

        All I got was an evasive answer.

        

        Cecilia, who had briefly raised her head, buried her face in my stomach again.

        She firmly held my waist with both hands, rubbing her soft cheeks back and forth...

        ...The continuing hot breath made my head feel hazy.

        

        "...Uuu."

        

        Then she suddenly made a sound.

        

        "Uuu...!"

        

        A sound like she was suppressing something.

        

        She was acting strangely today.

        Unusual and odd, and...

        

        "Today, somehow you're cute, yeah."

        "Hiyak?!"

        

        She was cute.

        

        To hide the words that came out unconsciously, I abruptly hugged her head.

        Then I kneaded those silver-white ears that came closer.

        

        "Ooh..."

        

        An exclamation escaped me involuntarily.

        The sensation was incredibly soft.

        It could only be described as a heavenly touch.

        

        While I was momentarily lost in reason, fondling her ears,

        

        "...Gently!"

        "Ah, right. Sorry."

        

        I got scolded.

        I dejectedly removed my hands and moved them to her head.

        

        "...Hmm."

        

        But when I actually took my hands away, Cecilia pouted with an expression of something lacking.

        I really don't know what she wants.

        

        But still, well.

        

        "...♪"

        

        I figured it was fine as long as she seemed happy.

        With her making such happy sounds, what did the reason for her affection matter?

        

        If Cecilia likes it, nothing else matters.

        If she wants to be hugged, I'll hug her to her heart's content.

        

        "...Yes."

        

        I could see her ears twitching every time I stroked them.

        At the same time, I noticed her tail that had been swishing back and forth continuously since earlier.

        

        Cute.

        So cute!

        

        So cuuute!

        

        "Eunhyuk..."

        "Ah, yes?"

        

        And then Cecilia raised her head.

        

        Beautiful eyes.

        As I gazed into those of the person I love, she opened her mouth.

        

        "Will you stay with me, always?"

        "Of course."

        

        I answered without hesitation.

        Then I patted her back gently again.

        

        "♪"

        

        She looked happy.

        I was happy too.

        

        But, well, right.

        We can't just keep hugging like this...

        

        "Cecilia."

        "Yes?"

        "Shall we go out for dinner?"

        "Go out?"

        "Yes."

        

        How about we go for a walk outside?

        I said to her as she tilted her head slightly in curiosity.

        

        "I found a nice restaurant while taking a walk. If you're okay with it, let's go together. Also, it's a full moon tonight, so we can look at the sky on the way. In other words—"

        "In other words?"

        "...Let's go on a date, Cecilia."

        "! ...Yes!"

        

        Nodding her head vigorously, Cecilia smiled brightly.

        Seeing that smile, I also smiled softly.

        

        She's cute.

        Really, she was so cute.

        

        "Let's get ready!"

        "Yes~!"

        

        With happy smiles, we started to move.

        

        A date with the person I love.

        I truly was the happiest person in the world.
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        The restaurant we arrived at was relatively warm.

        

        "Wow...!"

        

        A vast interior that occupied an entire building.

        Perhaps because of that, there weren't many people visible, and only a relaxed atmosphere flowed throughout the establishment.

        

        Probably there weren't actually few people.

        It just appeared that way due to the spaciousness.

        

        "Let's go in."

        "Okay!"

        

        Cecilia smiled broadly while wearing her familiar hood pulled down low.

        We entered the restaurant and, following the staff's guidance, plopped down in chairs in a private room.

        

        "Phew. Hmm, something smells good!"

        "Really?"

        

        After sitting down, Cecilia immediately pulled off her hood.

        Then she looked around while sniffing the air.

        

        "Maybe, um, fish smell? Is that right?"

        "Oh. Sharp nose you've got there."

        

        When I nodded with a smile, Cecilia's face filled with a playful grin.

        She looked cute beaming with pride at having guessed correctly.

        Looking at her fondly, I picked up the menu.

        

        "It's a sushi place... or more precisely, a Japanese restaurant. Fish is the main ingredient. Do you like fish?"

        "I don't remember eating it much, but yes. I quite like it."

        "That's good."

        

        I nodded and pressed the bell.

        While I ordered various items from the server who arrived shortly after, Cecilia continued to look at me with a grinning expression.

        

        "...Is something up?"

        

        I asked after the server left.

        I knew she was being especially affectionate today, but now it somehow felt different.

        

        I could see her flushed cheeks.

        With her hands on those cheeks, she gazed at me intently through narrowed eyes.

        

        A playful smile, a purring sound.

        Her tail swished gently and her ears perked up.

        

        Should I say she looked happy?

        Overall, her energy seemed high.

        

        "Hmm~? Nothing in particular."

        

        Even while saying "nothing in particular," she couldn't stop grinning.

        As I tilted my head in confusion at her behavior, she continued.

        

        "Just~. How should I put it, we've never eaten out alone together until now, have we?"

        "Ah~. Yes. That's true."

        

        I thought for a moment and nodded as I recalled that was indeed the case.

        

        We had never dined out just the two of us.

        Most of the time we ate with others, or couldn't properly enjoy our meal due to the noisy surroundings.

        Either way, we couldn't have fully relaxed and enjoyed our meals.

        

        "...Now it's just the two of us, Eunhyuk."

        

        Cecilia narrowed her eyes even more and blushed.

        Her captivating expression made me feel like my face was heating up.

        

        "I'm happy we can be together like this."

        

        I felt strangely embarrassed.

        Was it just my imagination that those sky-blue eyes seemed to sparkle especially beautifully right now?

        ...Perhaps I was falling for her all over again.

        

        Dining alone with someone you like.

        My heart was tingling, and despite the calm interior, my feelings were in turmoil.

        

        Well, anyway.

        

        "Eunhyuk, Eunhyuk! What are these things here? Small teapots...?"

        

        I was glad she seemed to be enjoying herself.

        That's all that mattered right now.

        

        "That's probably a container with soy sauce. And that's... pickled ginger. Hmm, have you ever had ginger, Cecilia?"

        "No. I've never tried it. What does it taste like?"

        "It's tangy but has a spicy kick. I like it, but it's definitely a taste that people either love or hate."

        "I see...."

        

        I opened the pickled ginger container to show it to Cecilia, whose eyes were sparkling with interest.

        She leaned in slightly and sniffed to catch its scent.

        

        "What a unique smell...."

        "Want to try one?"

        "Ah, yes."

        

        She nodded, and I put a little ginger in her individual dish.

        She slowly picked up the pickled ginger with her chopsticks, examined it for a moment, and then....

        

      

      
        "...Nom."

        

        Popped it into her mouth.

        

        I could see her jaw moving as she chewed.

        As I watched quietly, she suddenly tilted her head.

        

        "...Unique taste?"

        "Don't like it?"

        "It's not that I don't like it, but how should I put it."

        

        She picked up another piece of ginger and popped it into her mouth.

        After chewing for a while, this time she nodded.

        

        "It's a taste where I don't understand why people eat it."

        "So you don't like it after all."

        "N-no, that's not what I meant!"

        

        I smiled as she hurriedly shook her head.

        Seeing me smile, Cecilia blushed but still put the remaining ginger from her dish into her mouth.

        

        "...Nom."

        

        Soon our ordered food arrived.

        Cecilia let out an exclamation as she watched the server set down the plates.

        

        "...Ooh."

        "Fascinating?"

        "I've never seen any of these foods before...."

        

        Her ears twitched and her eyes sparkled.

        After the seemingly pleased server left, I noticed something.

        

        "Come to think of it, you're not wearing your hood."

        "Huh?"

        "Never mind. Don't worry about it."

        "?"

        

        Cecilia hadn't worn her hood while the server was coming and going.

        Not only that, but her tail, which she usually kept hidden under her clothes, was now out in the open.

        

        Before, she would get tense just at the thought of being seen.

        Now she seemed completely at ease.

        

        "C-can I eat now? How should I eat this...?"

        "Like this, hold it with chopsticks on both sides, then dip it slightly in soy sauce...."

        "Like this?"

        "Yes, you're doing great."

        

        A "nom" sound echoed in the comfortable atmosphere.

        

        "Mmm~~!"

        

        Immediately after, Cecilia expressed her delight with inarticulate sounds of amazement.

        

        "Mmm, mmph, ...mmm~♪"

        "I have no idea what you're saying."

        

        Cecilia happily chewed with her mouth full.

        I smiled at the sight and put a piece in my mouth as well.

        

        "......!!"

        "Right! Delicious, isn't it?"

        

        Cecilia asked as I widened my eyes.

        All I could do was nod while savoring the bliss in my mouth.

        

        "Hehe. Thanks for bringing me to such a nice place, Eunhyuk!"

        

        I thought I had really chosen a good restaurant.

        As I leisurely savored both the sushi in my mouth and the smile before my eyes, I truly believed that.

        

        ***

        

        "Ahh~.... That was so good...."

        

        A voice full of satisfaction scattered into the night sky.

        The owner of the voice, Cecilia, rubbed her belly with a happy smile.

        

        "...Though I think I might have eaten too much."

        "It was nice seeing you enjoy your food so much."

        "Mmm. Really?"

        "Yes."

        "...♪"

        

        Her pink lips curved into a gentle arc under the brilliant night sky.

        White breath escaped with a "hoo" in the cold weather.

        Amidst it all, Cecilia grinned with her ears and tail openly displayed.

        

        "Aren't you cold?"

        "Nope~. I feel warm somehow."

        

        Cecilia nodded and smiled brightly.

        I noticed that both her cheeks were flushed.

        Rather than being red from the cold, she looked like her body temperature had risen pleasantly.

        

        "By the way, um...."

        

        After looking at her for a moment, I glanced away.

        Her twitching ears.

      

      
        Her swaying tail.

        And the occasional glances from people around us.

        

        Even if there were only staff in the restaurant, was it really okay to be like this outside too?

        Just as I was about to ask that, Cecilia, noticing my gaze, spoke first.

        

        "It feels okay."

        "...Really?"

        "Yes. I wonder why, but it feels very calming."

        

        Saying that, Cecilia suddenly turned her back to me.

        I thought she might walk away for a moment, but then something soft tickled my hand.

        

        It was her tail.

        The soft, fluffy silver-white tail gently wrapped around my hand.

        

        "..."

        "...Mmm."

        

        I felt a gentle touch.

        It was ticklish and warm.

        

        Curious about her reaction, I lightly grabbed the tail.

        She jumped slightly, then I felt it trembling gently.

        

        Without gripping too tightly, I quietly enjoyed the ticklish, warm sensation.

        

        "...It's soft."

        "Hehe...."

        

        With a pleased laugh, her tail smoothly moved.

        This time it brushed between my fingers.

        

        The sensation of the tail squirming in my hand was incredibly blissful.

        At the same time, Cecilia's occasionally twitching ears were incredibly cute.

        

        Suddenly, she spoke.

        

        "...I think it might be okay to be seen a little."

        "By other people, your ears and tail?"

        "Yes. After all."

        

        With a swift motion, Cecilia turned back toward me.

        A remarkably beautiful smile caught my eye.

        

        "If anything happens, you'll protect me, right?"

        

        She said with a bright smile.

        Illuminated by the pouring moonlight, she looked as beautiful as a fairy.

        

        Cute.

        Thinking that, I nodded without hesitation.

        

        "Of course."

        "♥"

        

        Her scattered laughter was pleasant to see.

        Soon after, she approached me with pattering steps and tightly hugged one of my arms to her chest.

        

        "Whoa."

        "Let's go, Eunhyuk!"

        

        She was completely pressed against me, arm in arm.

        The sensation of something incredibly soft touching my arm was, well, troubling.

        

        "U-um, yes. Let's go. ...Home?"

        "Yes~. Oh, but."

        

        Sticking right next to me, she peeked her head up toward my face.

        With flushed cheeks and a bright smile, she said:

        

        "Let's take a little detour."

        "A detour? Why?"

        "We agreed to look at the sky, remember."

        "Ah."

        

        Now that she mentioned it, I had forgotten.

        I nodded as I recalled the promise I had momentarily forgotten.

        

        "Yes. Let's take a little walk together."

        "Yes♪"

        

        Answering brightly, Cecilia once again tightly hugged my arm.

        The soft pressure against my arm was embarrassing in the first place, and the envious gazes from people around us were embarrassing in the second place.

        

        "The moon is so pretty..."

        "...Yes. It really is."

        

        Still, I don't dislike it.

        

        I suddenly reached out my other hand and gently stroked Cecilia's head.

        

        "Hehe♪"

        

        With a smile, she nuzzled her head against my hand in return.

        

        I'm happy.

        I desperately wished for this happiness to continue forever.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.59Morning, and...

      
        I've heard that being able to watch someone's sleeping face is a privilege reserved for lovers.

        

        "Mmnya..."

        

        The most defenseless expression of a human, stripped of all pretense and acting.

        The occasional sleep-talking is both cute and endearing.

        

        When I poke her cheek with my finger, she stirs as if ticklish.

        If I keep poking or gently stroke her, she smiles contentedly.

        On those rare days when she calls my name directly, I can barely contain my happiness.

        

        "Hayang..."

        

        However, seeing such a defenseless appearance is not usually an easy thing.

        

        1. One must be able to sleep soundly in someone else's home without wariness.

        2. The situation must be natural enough that they don't get frightened upon waking.

        3. They shouldn't wake up too early.

        

        Since all these conditions typically limit such a partner to a lover, watching someone's sleeping face is considered a lover's privilege.

        Or a family member's.

        

        "Nyaang...?"

        

        So what I'm trying to say is...

        

        "Mmm, it's nothing. It's okay. It's still early, you can sleep more."

        "Mmm... ...♪"

        

        I wanted to say that I'm an undeservedly happy person.

        

        Sunlight pouring in, a gentle indoor atmosphere.

        In the tranquil ambiance, Cecilia curled up comfortably under my touch.

        

        I could see the corners of her mouth curving leisurely.

        At the same time, I noticed her ears twitching whenever I stroked her back.

        

        "...Cute."

        "Ehehe..."

        

        When I absentmindedly muttered, she responded with a laugh.

        Though she didn't seem to be awake; it was probably an unconscious reaction.

        

        "...When you smile so prettily even in your sleep, how can I not look?"

        

        It's been a few weeks since I met Cecilia.

        During that time, waking up early to watch her sleeping had somehow become my little hobby.

        

        Honestly, I think it's a somewhat perverse hobby even to myself.

        But... on days like this when I wake up early and Cecilia sleeps in, the moment I see that innocent face, everything else ceases to matter.

        

        ...Is it a fetish?

        It might be a fetish.

        

        "..."

        

        A thought suddenly occurred to me.

        She wouldn't dislike it, would she?

        

        "It would be quite shocking if she hated it."

        

        I muttered with a wry smile.

        

        How would Cecilia feel about me watching her sleep?

        Would she dislike it, or would she not mind?

        ...Would she be embarrassed?

        

        "She'd most likely be embarrassed."

        

        Chuckling softly, I sat on the floor and rested my chin on my hand.

        

        A peaceful morning.

        With the chirping of birds outside, the time spent appreciating the sleeping face of the person I love was happiness itself.

        If only this moment could last a little longer—

        

        "Nyaang... Mm, mmm...?"

        

        Well, I suppose I can't watch forever.

        

        Under my steady gaze, Cecilia's eyelids fluttered.

        After tossing and turning, she stretched out and yawned.

        

        Her eyes slowly opened.

        Her dreamy sky-blue eyes met mine.

        

        "Good morning."

        "...G'morning..."

        

        Saying that, Cecilia yawned again widely.

        While she rubbed her face against the pillow, her tail swayed gently behind her.

        

        "You look very sleepy? Were you that tired yesterday?"

        "Mmm...?"

        

        Noticing she seemed more tired than usual, I asked.

        Cecilia lifted her face from the pillow and tilted her head.

      

      
        

        "Mmm..."

        "Did you go to bed late last night?"

        

        At my question, Cecilia slightly turned her head.

        With an expression still full of drowsiness, she tilted her head again.

        

        Yesterday, after dinner, we enjoyed a short walk.

        We strolled around the nearby park, chatting pleasantly, and ended up coming home quite late because we were having such a good time.

        

        After each of us took a quick shower, we got into bed.

        We continued chatting cozily, and I soon fell asleep...

        But I vaguely remembered hearing Cecilia tossing and turning in her sleep.

        

        Did she not sleep well?

        I wonder why...

        

        Just as my fondness was about to turn into concern while looking at her cute sleepy face:

        

        "Last night..."

        "Hmm?"

        

        Cecilia opened her mouth.

        Rubbing her eyes with her small hands, she yawned widely once more before continuing.

        

        "Eunhyuk... I was watching you sleep..."

        "..."

        

        I felt my heart flutter at those words.

        Whether she knew how I felt or not, Cecilia languidly continued.

        

        "...Mmm, I fell asleep late. Sorry?"

        "No, there's nothing to be sorry about. ...Yeah."

        

        I couldn't help but smile.

        

        So in the end, Cecilia and I weren't so different.

        After all, watching the sleeping face of someone you like is truly a happy thing—

        

        "...Hmm."

        

        I paused my thoughts there.

        'Someone you like,' huh.

        

        Does Cecilia like me?

        

        I mean, not just as a good roommate or friend, but as a woman likes a man.

        

        She's always been friendly.

        And the confession I attempted on impulse before didn't work out. Well...

        

        [Hehe♪]

        

        The image that came to mind then was the expression she showed me last night.

        

        Cecilia hugging my arm tightly with a happy expression.

        The laughter that escaped when I patted her head, as if she was pleased.

        

        How should I interpret that?

        Is it just that our relationship has grown stronger after overcoming difficult times together?

        Was she just in a good mood because of the delicious food and beautiful sky?

        

        ...Is it presumptuous of me to think she might have feelings for me?

        

        "Mmm?"

        

        Just then, I heard a voice.

        When I came to my senses, Cecilia was looking at my face and tilting her head.

        

        "What is it?"

        "Nothing, just..."

        

        Apparently, I had been staring at Cecilia without realizing it.

        Wondering how to respond, I voiced the word that suddenly came to mind.

        

        "...You're pretty."

        "Ehehe...♥"

        

        A beaming smile spread across the room.

        Her flushed cheeks and shy smile. Everything was so lovable.

        

        "...Yeah. Mmph, cha..."

        

        I got up.

        I stretched my arms and legs to get the blood flowing.

        

        "Huah..."

        

        It's nice and warm.

        When I turned my head, Cecilia, now somewhat awake, was smiling at me.

        

        "Good morning, Cecilia."

        "Mm."

        

        I greeted her again with the same words as before.

        Then I slowly got up.

      

      
        

        Well, with this much closeness, I don't need to know Cecilia's romantic feelings right now.

        At least I like her.

        

        Of course, I hope Cecilia likes me too, but even if she doesn't...

        ...If she doesn't like me, I'll just make her like me.

        

        I'll win her over.

        Before I confess.

        

        ...Is that too arrogant?

        Well, a little arrogance is good in love.

        

        The plan for confession is progressing little by little.

        It's still vague and I haven't even decided when to do it, but the important thing is that it's progressing.

        

        Someday we'll become lovers.

        Definitely.

        

        "Hmm, want some rolled eggs?"

        "I do~!"

        

        But first, we need to eat.

        After all, breakfast is how the day begins.

        

        After taking turns washing up, I stood in the kitchen.

        And I started cooking, feeling her gaze on me from the side.

        

        Today was another peaceful day.

        

        ***

        

        "I'm off."

        "Take care."

        

        We exchanged light words and waved goodbye to each other.

        Cecilia walked slowly toward the school gate amidst what seemed like an increased crowd.

        

        Unlike last night, she was wearing her hood.

        It seemed she still felt a bit uncomfortable in crowded places during the day.

        

        "Hmm."

        

        After watching her silhouette fade away, I turned around.

        

        School life.

        It was a somewhat distant concept for me now.

        After all, I didn't even go to college. It felt a bit removed.

        

        I wonder how Cecilia is doing?

        From what I've heard, she's made a few friends, so she doesn't seem to be doing too badly.

        

        What other kinds of non-human species are there besides Cecilia?

        I think there were seven non-humans in Cecilia's class, including her.

        Among them, I vaguely recall hearing that she befriended a half-elf.

        As for the others... I'm not sure.

        I did hear rumors about a dragon.

        

        "Hmm."

        

        I thought as I walked steadily.

        Come to think of it, I realized I still don't know much about "non-humans."

        

        What species are there and what are their characteristics?

        What problems might arise and how can they be addressed?

        For instance, Cecilia's, well, heat cycle that will come again someday.

        

        "...The next one is supposed to be in winter, so there's still some time."

        

        I thought that rather than just "understanding beastkin," I needed a broader "understanding of non-humans."

        Knowledge is power.

        The more I know, the more I can help Cecilia when she's struggling.

        

        Thinking about this, I smiled.

        I realized that whether she's in front of me or not, my thoughts are always filled with Cecilia.

        It was a strange but not unpleasant feeling.

        

        "Let's see, then, shall I gather some information?"

        

        I walked steadily down the road.

        

        Should I search the internet or news articles first?

        It might also be good to call Donggeon hyung.

        As fellow guardians, we could probably share a lot of information.

        

        "Other than that... Huh?"

        

        Just then, I tilted my head at the figure I suddenly noticed in front of me.

        It was a pretty girl with black hair.

        With flowing hair and dressed in black clothes, she was walking down the street in a cheerful mood.

        

        If that was all, she wouldn't have caught my eye.

        But what stood out was the tail extending from her back, from her hips.

        

        A demon tail?

        ...In the shape of a heart?
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        "...Ooh."

        

        More than anything else, my first thought was, 'How fascinating.'

        

        A typical autumn morning, not much different from usual.

        On my way back after dropping Cecilia off at school.

        

        Amid the rustling sound of fallen leaves, countless people on the street focused their attention on her.

        

        "Is that...?"

        "Yeah, right...?"

        

        Such whispers quietly filled the surroundings.

        Despite the atmosphere, she seemed unbothered, simply walking with light steps.

        Behind her, a black tail swayed as if it had a life of its own.

        

        A heart-shaped devil tail.

        It didn't take long for the word 'otherworlder' to come to mind.

        

        "~♪"

        

        Suddenly, I heard whistling.

        Far from avoiding the stares around her, she seemed to enjoy them, flashing a sweet smile at the onlookers.

        Interestingly, those who received her smile were all men, and they immediately blushed and looked away.

        

        "...A succubus, perhaps?"

        

        I muttered after watching her for a moment.

        But because I was a bit dazed... my voice came out louder than intended.

        

        I could feel people's gazes shifting slightly toward me.

        And to top it off, the girl herself caught sight of me and flashed a smile.

        

        "Yikes."

        

        I made a mistake.

        Having attention drawn to me in this atmosphere was somewhat uncomfortable.

        

        I figured I should head home quickly.

        Just as I was about to pick up my pace—

        

        "Curious about succubi?"

        "Whoa!"

        

        A voice came from right in front of me.

        The girl, who had somehow approached me, suddenly thrust her face close to mine.

        

        Her obsidian-like eyes and long eyelashes were right there, up close.

        As if to confirm my suspicion about her being a succubus, she smiled brightly, unbothered by the close proximity.

        

        "Most people either lust after me or get jealous when they see me... but you're different? Can I ask what you were thinking?"

        

        I did think her smile was charming, but, well.

        ...This is a bit awkward.

        

        "I was just looking because I found it interesting... You're walking around with your tail out, so I wondered if that was normal for you."

        "Hmm?"

        

        I answered vaguely while slightly pulling my head back.

        Then I slowly stepped backward.

        

        "I don't quite understand. Is it strange that I'm walking around with my tail out?"

        "Don't most people usually hide it?"

        

        Conscious of the gradually increasing stares around us, I gave another casual response.

        I could particularly feel some male students looking at me with vague jealousy.

        

        ...This is why I wanted to just walk past.

        Talk about bad luck.

        

        "You seem to know quite a bit."

        

        Once again, a voice came from right beside me.

        When I turned, I saw the succubus had approached me again and was sniffing my hand.

        

        "Whoa?!"

        "Cat smell."

        

        I was startled first by her sudden action, and then again by her words.

        Cat smell?

        

        "Come to think of it, this is the way to school, but you're not a student? You don't look like you're here for work either."

        

        As she tilted her head and muttered, I suddenly realized something.

        

        Because of her mature aura and casual attire, I hadn't considered it, but thinking about it, an otherworlder out at this time of day...

        

        "Are you perhaps on your way back from dropping someone off?"

        

        Most likely, she was a student.

        And probably from the same school as Cecilia.

        

      

      
        "I'm Elya."

        

        The stares from around us were now pouring in without restraint.

        Brushing them off as if they were nothing, the succubus, Elya, simply smiled brightly.

        

        "Sorry if I'm wrong, but do you happen to know a girl named Cecilia?"

        

        Faced with this sudden coincidence, I could only nod.

        

        ***

        

        "Hmm. Order whatever you want. I have enough money for that."

        "..."

        

        So, wait.

        ...How did things end up like this again?

        

        A pleasant interior, soft chairs.

        A dessert café with cute pink decor that matched the ambiance.

        Sitting in one of the chairs at a private table, I stared blankly at the menu presented to me.

        

        ...Yeah.

        So why did things really turn out this way?

        

        "You look sullen."

        "Well, when you're suddenly dragged somewhere, it's only natural..."

        

        I muttered with a sigh as I looked at the girl in front of me.

        

        The succubus, Elya.

        Her obsidian-like eyes and somewhat revealing outfit caught my attention.

        

        Right, I was dragged here by her.

        We just met on the street, and while I was still flustered, I was swiftly brought to this dessert café.

        As expected of a succubus, I suppose? Her skill at making people move was no joke.

        

        "Don't be like that. Let's just chat for a bit?"

        "With someone I just met, from the morning...? Besides, aren't you a student? Don't you need to go to school?"

        "There's still some time left, right? Let's see, the current time is..."

        

        Elya turned her head toward the clock, and I followed suit.

        The cute wall clock showed the current time as...

        

        "8:17 AM? Yeah. We still have a bit of time."

        

        As she said, it had just passed 17 minutes past 8.

        ...Well, school starts at 8:40, so there is some time left, but it's only 20-30 minutes.

        What does she want to do in that short time?

        

        And I just vaguely thought about it, but she seemed somewhat familiar with modern life.

        

        "If you don't want anything, I'll just order for you? Let's see, the bell... Oh, it's a kiosk."

        "..."

        

        ...I stand corrected.

        She wasn't just somewhat familiar; she was very familiar.

        

        Elya skillfully operated the touch pad on the table.

        Seeing that, I could do nothing but lose my words.

        

        Wow, impressive.

        

        ....

        

        ......Why am I even here?

        

        Suddenly, reality hit me.

        Even though I had no schedule, I didn't plan to waste time like this.

        Normally, I would have been home by now, searching for things like "types of otherworlders" on the internet.

        

        "Do you like cheese?"

        "...Yeah."

        "Okay."

        

        At the very least, I wouldn't have been sitting in a café watching someone order a slice of cheese cake.

        It was truly strange.

        

        "Don't be so listless. I just have a few questions."

        "...What could you possibly be curious about from someone you've just met?"

        "Well, I might have just met you, but you're not exactly a stranger, are you?"

        "? ...Why?"

        

        I genuinely didn't understand her follow-up, so I asked again.

        

        Not a stranger?

        Why?

        

        "Is Cecilia quite popular?"

        "..."

        "Ah, that's just my opinion. At this point, rather than 'popular,' it's more accurate to say she 'stands out.'"

        

        At the sudden mention of Cecilia, I straightened my back.

      

      
        Since things had come to this, I decided to listen.

        There was no harm in listening.

        

        "I heard Cecilia receives personal protection, unlike the rest of us. You're her guardian, right?"

        "...That's right."

        "So, a friend of a friend is basically a friend, isn't it?"

        

        ...It seems there was harm in listening after all.

        Her logic was quite far-fetched.

        

        I sighed deeply.

        It was exhausting from the morning.

        

        "So what are you curious about?"

        

        I asked directly, bluntly.

        

        Let's just get this over with.

        That was my only thought.

        

        "How do you see us?"

        "Huh?"

        "Are we foreign substances, immigrants? Are we merely different, or do you think we can integrate?"

        

        The unexpectedly philosophical question that followed made me tilt my head back slightly.

        

        I saw the succubus with a faint smile.

        With a slightly different atmosphere than before, her obsidian-like eyes shone with curiosity.

        

        "I've talked to many people over the past few weeks, but I haven't spoken to someone in a guardian's position yet."

        "I see...?"

        "What are we in this world? Wanderers? Obstacles? Pets?"

        "At least not pets."

        "Yes. That's the kind of opinion I want."

        

        As the conversation flowed, I scratched my cheek slightly.

        

        ...What meaning do otherworlders hold in this world?

        Honestly, if I said I wasn't interested, that would be a lie.

        

        [...I don't want to go back......]

        

        Our world and the other world.

        If I knew more deeply about both sides, would I be able to understand you better?

        

        With a vague expectation, I opened up the conversation.

        

        "In my view, you are lost children. Lost children who unintentionally fell into a different place."

        "Lost children."

        "Conceptually, yes. And normally, lost children should be helped... but coincidentally, in this case, there are too many."

        "Hmm hmm."

        

        Are otherworlders in our world entities to be rejected?

        Or are they entities to be protected?

        

        ......Really?

        

        "Even if we want to help everyone, it's difficult in reality. Sending you back to where you came from is, in this case, out of the question."

        "With magical engineering advancements, it's not entirely impossible."

        "Cut me some slack on that."

        

        I gave a bitter smile.

        Magic-related matters... were still a distant topic.

        

        "Otherworlders are, well, entities that should be helped first. Lost children need assistance."

        "That's an interesting perspective, but what comes next?"

        "Huh?"

        "Lost children grow up too, don't they?"

        

        I was at a loss for words at her calm follow-up.

        Help them, and then what?

        

        "Are lost children entities that need protection forever?"

        

        Or are they something else?

        That's what her gaze seemed to ask.

        

        [I want to learn a lot, so I can be of great help.]

        

        Simultaneously, I recalled a statement from a few days ago.

        Cecilia, burning with academic fervor, saying she would help me someday, repay the favor.

        

        Was she just a lost child in need of help back then?

        

        "Conversely, is there no room for us to help you? For instance, the magic I mentioned earlier."

        "That's—"

        

        I continued speaking, organizing my thoughts one by one.

        

        Similar to before but slightly different, vaguely predicting what might happen in the future.
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        "...So, is it difficult to integrate magic with computers?"

        "Well... I'm not sure. I only graduated from high school, so I barely understand what 'digital' means."

        "Really? Hmm..."

        "If you're going to incorporate magic somewhere, wouldn't everyday life be better? Like cooking or something—there seem to be many applications."

        

        We'd been talking for 30 minutes already.

        We'd finished our cheesecake long ago and had each ordered another coffee, which we were now sipping.

        

        "But can you actually use magic in the first place? I've never seen anyone use it, not even in news articles."

        "I'm a succubus by birth, so of course I can use magic. But everyone restrains themselves. The police told us not to use it anyway."

        "Hmm."

        

        After various topics came and went, our current subject was 'magic.'

        More specifically, 'how to integrate magic into this world.'

        

        It was quite an interesting discussion.

        However, since I only had a high school education and she had only been in this world for a few weeks... we hadn't come up with any particularly good ideas.

        

        "...It's getting late."

        

        I leaned back against the chair and muttered while glancing at the clock.

        The current time was 8:44 PM.

        I was clearly going to be late.

        

        "It's okay to be a little late."

        "Still, making a kid late... doesn't feel right as an adult."

        "A kid. Hehe..."

        

        I heard an amused laugh.

        When I turned my head, I saw Elya covering her mouth, giggling.

        

        "What?"

        "How old do I look to you?"

        

        I tilted my head at her question.

        How old does she look...?

        She doesn't look as young as a student, but hmm...

        

        "Twenty-two? Twenty-three? Around there."

        "That's reasonable. But I'm afraid you're wrong—I'm a succubus."

        

        With a seductive smile, Elya licked the coffee from her lips with her tongue.

        Such an expression on her innocent face was certainly impactful... but it didn't particularly excite me.

        

        "By the way, a succubus's maximum lifespan is, well, in this environment, if well-fed and living comfortably, about this much?"

        "...40?"

        

        Elya spread four fingers to show me.

        But wait, 40 seems too short...?

        Do other species really live such short—

        

        "400 years. Though rare, some might live even longer depending on circumstances."

        "Wh-what?!"

        

        I exclaimed in shock at her words.

        

        400 years?

        400 years?!

        What is she, a tortoise...?!

        

        "We're a species that maintains youth through magic. 100 or 200 years is nothing."

        "Still, there should be limits... By the way, your age is...?"

        "That's a secret♪"

        

        I felt like I'd encountered something significant, if not earth-shattering.

        ...I wondered if her calling me "oppa" was actually accurate.

        

        "Anyway, we're basically a fuel-efficient species. When a species that evolved in harsh environments comes to a place of abundance, this is what happens."

        "Fuel efficiency? Harsh and abundant...?"

        "Hmm, shall I explain it simply?"

        

        Seeing my curiosity, Elya cleared her throat.

        After seemingly organizing her thoughts for a moment, she began.

        

        "For living beings to survive, they fundamentally need magic power."

        "Okay..."

        "Magic power can usually be absorbed through breathing. Unconsciously, without training."

        

        Needless to say, this was all new to me.

        It didn't feel real, but I kept quiet and just listened.

        

        "The absorbed magic accumulates in the blood and is consumed throughout life. But they say the place where the first succubi were born had extremely thin magic in the atmosphere."

        "...If it's similar to food, they must have starved easily."

        "Correct. To survive in such a place?"

        "You'd have to plunder. Ah, so that's why..."

        

        What came to mind then was the definition of a succubus.

        'A demon that steals life force.'

        

        "Correct."

        

        Elya smiled, seemingly pleased.

        

        "Magic power is energy stored in blood. To steal it, you need to get close to the blood, right?"

        "..."

        "Parts where the skin is thin and blood vessels are numerous, mucous membranes touching each other. A species specialized in stealing others' magic power by touching and rubbing. That's what succubi are. The means... shall I explain?"

        "N-no, that's okay."

        

        I thought I understood without her explaining.

        Actually, after hearing that much, it was impossible not to understand.

        

        "What an impressive species..."

        "That's why we're specialized for seduction at the genetic level. Always young and attractive. To make contact easily."

        "Then, couldn't you just directly suck blood to steal magic power? You said it's energy stored in blood..."

        "Usually that's inefficient... but that's a very good observation."

        

        She languidly extended her finger and pointed to herself.

        

        "Question: What species is closely related to succubi?"

        "Um, demons...?"

        "Wrong."

        

        She smiled and moved her finger.

      

      
        

        Lifting one corner of her mouth, she pointed to her fangs—

        

        "The answer is blood demons. —Vampires."

        "Oh."

        

        That's what she said.

        Facing my surprise, she continued.

        

        "Blood demons and succubi share the same origin. Contact versus direct consumption. Just specialized in different areas."

        "That's... fascinating."

        

        It felt incredibly, incredibly fresh.

        

        I'd never thought about these topics before...

        I'd only focused on visible traits like tails or ears, never wondering about internal matters.

        It was refreshing.

        

        "I'm glad you like it."

        "Then I have a question..."

        

        After hearing all this, I felt curiosity welling up inside me.

        

        Internal information about other species that I'd only vaguely considered until now.

        ...What about beast-folk?

        

        "About Cecilia?"

        "Huh, what?! How did you..."

        "There are only a few types of people who aren't susceptible to a succubus's charm. It's not difficult to figure out."

        

        With a teasing, bright smile, Elya raised both index fingers.

        

        "Distant descendants of spirits, elves."

        "...Yes."

        "Close descendants of dragons, dragonkin."

        "Yes."

        "Beast-folk are very distant descendants of dragons. Though it's not exact due to various mixings along the way."

        

        As expected of a long-lived succubus.

        She had a wealth of knowledge.

        Like gossiping grandmothers, she was talkative and informative.

        

        Thinking thoughts that would anger her if discovered, I listened to her words.

        

        "Let me summarize, since we really don't have much time now."

        

        At that, I glanced at the clock.

        Not only was I late, but the first period was about to begin.

        

        "There are many things about beast-folk. But the most interesting fact is that, as dragon descendants, under their chin—"

        

        ***

        

        Before I knew it, it had gotten quite late.

        That was my impression of today, having spent more than half the day at home.

        

        "Hmm..."

        

        While lying on the bed reading a book, a sweet scent suddenly tickled my nose.

        Following an old habit, I brought my face to the pillow, and the pleasant fragrance became more direct.

        

        It was Cecilia's scent.

        

        "..."

        

        Cat, feline, beast-folk.

        A distant descendant of dragons.

        

        [I hope you enjoy it.]

        

        I couldn't forget Elya's words, delivered with a bright smile.

        

        I wondered how Cecilia would react.

        It was a time of ticklish anticipation, both tense and exciting.

        

        "Hmm..."

        

        Just as I was scratching my cheek and trying to focus on my book again, that's when it happened.

        

        I perked up at the sound of footsteps outside the door.

        The footsteps grew closer until they were fully audible with the click of the door opening.

        

        "I'm home~."

        

        Cecilia entered with an energetic greeting.

        I couldn't help but smile at her youthful, cute appearance as she struggled to take off her shoes.

        

        "Welcome back, Cecilia."

        "Oof... Yes!"

        "Hmm?"

        

        Cecilia removed her shoes and came inside.

        However, for some reason, she didn't take off her coat and just stood there with her arms spread, looking at me.

        

        "What is it?"

        "Will you take it off for me, Eunhyuk...?"

        

        With a reddened face, Cecilia said "Hehe..." and smiled.

        At those words, I felt an incredibly ticklish sensation as I got up from the bed.

        

        "Of course."

        "Ehehe..."

        

        I approached her and placed my hands on the front of her coat.

        

        First, I pulled down the zipper that had been closed.

        With a zipping sound, I moved my hand... and unconsciously swallowed at the plump curve and elasticity I felt at her chest.

        

        "Mmm..."

        

        The seductive voice that escaped from her small lips was a bonus.

        It was truly difficult to maintain my composure.

        

      

      
        Gulp, I swallowed and moved my hand.

        After unzipping, I placed my hands on the front again.

        Slowly removing the sleeve from one arm, and then the other—

        

        "Hehe..."

        "Hmm?"

        "...Your face is close, Eunhyuk♪"

        

        I jerked my head up at those words.

        There was Cecilia, looking at me from a very close distance.

        Her jewel-like sky-blue eyes rippled with warmth.

        

        "Oh, um..."

        "..."

        

        It felt like our faces would touch with the slightest movement.

        Knowing this, neither of us moved.

        In an awkward state, having paused while removing her sleeve, we gazed at each other up close.

        

        "...♪"

        

        I saw Cecilia smiling slightly.

        This kid, now that I think about it, seems like this was her goal from the beginning.

        

        "...I wonder what's gotten into you today~?"

        

        I relaxed my posture.

        I slipped off the remaining sleeve and gently stroked Cecilia's head with my empty hand.

        

        "Kyah! Hyan... Mmm. Hihi♪"

        

        Sweet sounds immediately escaped her lips.

        Enjoying that playful smile, I savored the feeling of her hair for a while.

        

        "...Mmm♪"

        "Does it feel good?"

        "Yes~! Ah, there. My ears..."

        

        After a while, I moved my hand slightly.

        This time to her ears.

        

        When my hand touched the soft fur, I could immediately feel her reaction change.

        The seductive smile disappeared, and only a blushing cat remained, looking embarrassed.

        

        "Mmm..."

        

        Yet her body was honest—I could see her tail and ears twitching with each stroke.

        

        Soon she closed her eyes and began to fully feel my touch.

        

        With each caress, with each touch.

        The way she offered her head to me, defenseless and obedient, was filled with something beyond simple cuteness.

        

        "...Cecilia."

        "Mmm...?"

        

        That's why I was curious.

        What would happen if I tried what Elya had mentioned?

        

        "May I stroke under your chin a little?"

        "Hmm? If you want to...?"

        

        Confusion was visible in her sky-blue eyes as they opened slightly.

        Ignoring her reaction, I placed my hand under her chin.

        

        "...Hik?!"

        

        As I moved my hand around, Cecilia suddenly jerked her body.

        It seemed I had found the right spot.

        

        "Hyaan... Eh? Wha...?"

        

        Cecilia tilted her head in confusion at her own reaction.

        Before she could make another gesture, I gently began stroking her chin.

        

        What Elya had told me this morning.

        'Dragons have a reverse scale under their chin.'

        

        And for their descendants, the beast-folk, the same applies...

        

        "—?!♥ Ah, hyaak...!?♥"

        "Whoa."

        

        The moment I stroked it, I saw Cecilia's legs give way.

        I supported her with my whole body, embracing her tightly to prevent her from falling.

        

        I could feel her trembling in my arms.

        Shivering, Cecilia buried her face in my body and breathed heavily.

        

        "Huu—, huu—...♥"

        

        The effect was direct.

        It was astonishing.

        

        "A-are you okay?"

        

        However, I thought the reaction might be a bit too intense.

        I thought it would be better to stop and let her rest—

        

        "E-Eunhyuk...?"

        "Yes?"

        

        Cecilia slightly raised her head.

        Then, exhaling hot breath, she looked straight into my eyes.

        

        "Just a little more..."

        "..."

        

        It was an incredibly seductive voice.

        It even sounded pleading.

        

        Without saying anything more, I moved my hand back to her chin.
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        "...Mmm."

        

        When I stroked her head, I truly felt like I was petting a "cat."

        

        My outstretched hand touched Cecilia's soft skin.

        Looking at me from just a hand's width away, she exhaled a hot breath with an expectant expression.

        

        "...Nyaah♥"

        

        The moment I moved my hand, a sweet voice escaped from those pale pink lips.

        Glancing at the tail fidgeting behind her back, I continued moving my hand more gently and kindly than before.

        

        "Mmm, haa...."

        

        I could feel trembling vibrations from her body pressed against mine.

        

        As her legs seemed to weaken, I wrapped my other arm around her waist to keep her from falling....

        

        This is, um....

        The closeness is a bit, well....

        

        "...Huh?"

        

        Cecilia, who had been looking up at me, suddenly tilted her head.

        I think my expression might have looked a bit strange.

        

        "Should we, um... change positions?"

        

        The soft sensation pressing against my stomach actually brought my rationality back.

        I gently removed my arm from her waist and patted her shoulder.

        

        "Let's sit down and continue."

        

        If we kept going in this position, I felt my self-control might crumble.

        Belatedly aware of my melting rationality, I said this while inwardly breaking into a cold sweat.

        

        Hmm, this isn't good. Really.

        It hadn't been long since I told Cecilia to "take care of her body."

        If I lost my self-control while just petting her, I'd lose face.

        As much as I liked her, respect was necessary.

        

        Well, some contact was unavoidable when living together.

        ...Still, if possible, I wished that, you know, at least her chest wouldn't press against me so much.

        

        ...Because they're big.

        Of course I didn't dislike it, but maintaining my composure whenever we touched was reeeally difficult.

        

        "Mm, cha."

        "Mmm."

        

        I sat Cecilia down on the edge of the soft bed.

        

        She still seemed a bit wobbly, as if her strength hadn't fully returned, but then she looked over her body once and broke into a giddy smile.

        

        "Ehehe. What a strange feeling...♪"

        "What kind of feeling?"

        "First, I can't put strength into my body. Umm, how should I say it...? A ticklish feeling?"

        

        No strength and a ticklish feeling.

        It was certainly strange. It was just the skin under her chin.

        Still, if it was a dragon's reverse scale, it made sense that it would be sensitive, since I knew it was a dragon's weak point....

        

        "...I guess I've gotten used to fantasy at some point."

        "Hmm? What did you say?"

        

        Cecilia showed interest in my thoughtless mumbling.

        Wondering how to explain it, I thought it might be good to relate it to our situation.

        

        "Just that, being together now feels natural to me."

        

        Oh, that came out with a slightly different nuance than I intended.

        

        "♪"

        

        But she seemed happy, so that's fine.

        

        Smiling joyfully, Cecilia nuzzled her head against my legs.

        Since I was wearing shorts, the ticklish sensation of her hair made me laugh involuntarily.

        

        "Mmm, hehe. ...You're soft, Cecilia."

        "Really? Do you like it?"

        "Very much."

        "Hehe♪"

        

        At my honest words, Cecilia raised her head again.

        

        Then, pressing her cheek against my knee, she looked up at me with an adorable smile.

        

      

      
        "Mmm. Eunhyuk is soft too♪"

        "I don't grow much body hair. It's a bit embarrassing."

        "But I like it?"

        "...It's embarrassing."

        

        I reached out and gently stroked Cecilia's silver-white hair.

        

        As I petted her, she closed her eyes softly.

        Then she began to make pleasant breathing sounds almost like humming.

        

        "―♪ ...―♬"

        

        Looking at her like this, she seemed more like a fairy than a dragon.

        With that thought, I leisurely enjoyed the texture of Cecilia's hair.

        

        "By the way, Cecilia."

        "Hmm?"

        

        I suddenly became curious about something.

        Cecilia slightly opened her eyelids and looked up at me.

        

        "Earlier, that thing with the coat—was that your own idea?"

        "Ah. That."

        

        Cecilia lowered her head slightly, as if embarrassed.

        After waiting a moment, a slightly smaller voice flowed from her lips.

        

        "...There's a girl named Elya in our class?"

        "Elya?"

        "Yeah. She's a succubus...."

        

        At her following words, I slightly raised my eyebrows.

        Succubus Elya?

        ...The one I met this morning?

        

        "She said she wanted to try something and asked if I would help."

        "Ah~...."

        "She asked me to do that to a boy nearby and... tell her about, um. Tell her about the reaction."

        

        Still resting her head on my leg, she finished speaking.

        

        I nodded at her words.

        I could kind of understand what was going on.

        

        So, that succubus had been fanning the flames from both sides.

        I didn't know her intention, but well.

        

        "Mmm."

        

        ...The result was good, so let's leave it at that.

        It was cute anyway.

        

        Cecilia brought her ear to my hand and let out a quiet, cute voice.

        As I smiled gently at that sight, Cecilia suddenly lifted her head.

        

        "So?"

        "Uh, yes?"

        "When are you going to do my chin?"

        

        Her follow-up question made me chuckle.

        

        I lowered myself slightly to match Cecilia's eye level.

        Looking at each other at the same height, I gently placed my hand under her chin.

        

        "Ah♥"

        

        Cecilia lifted her chin as if she had been waiting.

        Looking at me with twinkling eyes, she gave off a feeling of adorableness that was hard to put into words.

        

        "Mmm♥"

        

        I began to move my hand gently, like petting a small cat.

        

        Her tail springing up, her ears twitching.

        While cherishing all those reactions, I was careful not to pet too intensely.

        

        "Ehehe. This, mmm, feels really strange...."

        "Is your chin usually sensitive?"

        "No? I just found out today. ...Mmm♪"

        

        I nodded curiously at Cecilia's words.

        Did that mean Elya knew characteristics about beastkin that even beastkin themselves didn't know?

        I laughed slightly at the mix of gratitude and absurdity I felt.

        

        "Mmm, don't think about other things...."

        "Oh."

        "...Just look at me right now?"

        

      

      
        I flinched at Cecilia's following words.

        ...How did she notice?

        

        "Ah. Mmm, ehehe♪"

        

        But she was right.

        I should focus on Cecilia right now.

        

        I gently placed my other hand on her cheek.

        As I stroked it, she happily placed her hand over mine.

        

        "It's warm...♪"

        

        Cecilia's cheeks were just as warm.

        Heat radiated from her flushed cheeks, and her hand on the back of mine was also very warm.

        

        "Mmm."

        

        Suddenly, I thought this was a good opportunity.

        While scratching her chin and stroking her cheek, I looked closely at her face at eye level.

        

        The first thing that caught my eye was her clear sky-blue eyes.

        As I always think, they're like jewels.

        

        Her eyes, beautifully shining in the light, soon lowered with her reddening cheeks.

        She seemed embarrassed by my gaze.

        

        I was a bit embarrassed too, but...

        ...thinking I might not get another chance to look at my loved one's face this closely, I swallowed my embarrassment and continued to gaze.

        

        I noticed her eyelashes were quite long.

        Her eyes curved gently, drawing the image of an affectionate cat, and her skin was spotlessly clean.

        

        Her lips were small.

        Cecilia's skin had an overall light pink tone.

        Similarly, her lips shone moistly with a youthful peach color.

        

        I wanted to touch those soft-looking lips, but....

        

        "Aren't you staring too much, Eunhyuk...?"

        

        It seemed I had reached my limit.

        

        Cecilia pouted with a flushed face.

        I could tell from her expression that she wasn't upset, just embarrassed.

        

        "Sorry, sorry. You're just nice to look at."

        

        I patted her head a couple of times with the hand that had been stroking her cheek.

        With Cecilia letting out a soft "Mmm..." I removed my hands from her.

        

        "Well! Shall we prepare dinner?"

        "Hmm? That's fine, but already?"

        "I haven't gone shopping. I was thinking of buying some vegetables and other things. Want to come along?"

        "Yes!"

        

        Her unhesitating answer made me smile warmly again.

        I stroked her head once more, then took two coats from the closet and handed one to Cecilia.

        

        "What's on the menu today?"

        "Since it's getting colder, today we'll have shabu-shabu."

        "Shabu-shabu?"

        "It's similar to the hot pot we had before."

        

        I put my coat down for now and looked for my outer clothes first.

        Long-sleeved pants and top.

        What I was wearing now were indoor clothes that could double as underwear, so there was no problem wearing them underneath.

        

        "Any vegetables you don't like?"

        "Hmm... not really? I eat everything well."

        "Good."

        

        I put on my coat with a pleased smile.

        

        I put on my shoes and opened the door.

        Just as I was about to step outside—

        

        "Today was fun."

        

        Something soft and warm firmly grasped my hand.

        Looking to the side, Cecilia smiled brightly at me.

        

        "Shall we go?"

        "...Yes."

        

        Such a flirtatious little cat.

        

        Feeling the soft touch of her hand, I slowly walked out onto the street.
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        What should we do this weekend?

        ...isn't that a question every human on Earth has pondered at least once?

        

        (Though I'm somewhat of an exception) On weekdays, it's difficult to do anything significant due to everyone's individual schedules.

        Weekends exist to relieve that weekday fatigue, but at the same time, many people struggle with the conflict of "I have free time, should I do something? But I don't really feel like moving around..."

        

        That was me during my student days.

        

        "...What should I do?"

        

        And that was the cat right now, feeling the same way.

        

        The weekend had arrived.

        

        Cecilia was lazily rolling around on the bed, and a very languid voice slipped out of her mouth.

        

        I sat on the floor leaning against the bed, and glanced at her while reading a book.

        

        "Are you bored?"

        "Mmm..."

        "Is there anything you want to do?"

        

        I asked lightly as I closed my book with a thud.

        I'm used to both quiet and boredom, but I couldn't just leave Cecilia like that.

        

        Come to think of it, Cecilia went to school for the first time last week.

        She spent more than a third of each day for a week adapting to an unfamiliar environment, and now that it's suddenly gone, of course she'd be bored.

        

        The good thing was that she wasn't alone.

        What's the best part of living together?

        I got up with a grunt, thinking I'd spend some time playing with Cecilia.

        

        "...Well? There's nothing in particular I want to do, hmm."

        

        Her words made me pause as I was getting up.

        

        Well, yeah.

        ...Being bored but not being able to think of anything to do was also a common weekend occurrence.

        It was interesting, if anything, to see this modern human pattern in Cecilia.

        

        "Hmm..."

        

        Cecilia stretched out and rolled around on the bed.

        Soon, she peeked her head out from the bed and looked at me while still lying down.

        

        "...It's so quiet."

        "I know. What should we do?"

        

        I plopped down on the bed next to Cecilia's head.

        Cecilia looking up at me. Me looking down at her.

        

        After staring blankly at each other for a moment, I slowly reached out my hand.

        

        "...Hehe♪"

        

        Her hair felt soft as it spread between my fingers.

        When my fingers touched her ears, the "Mmm♪" sound that escaped was pleasant to hear.

        

        "What should we do?"

        

        I withdrew my hand with reluctance.

        Then both Cecilia and I put our hands on our chins and started pondering.

        

        "Read as usual?"

        "I've been reading non-stop for a while... I want to take a short break."

        "Want to go out somewhere?"

        "Oh."

        "Oh?"

        "That sounds good."

        

        Lying on her stomach with her chin propped up, Cecilia looked up at me and smiled brightly.

        The word "going out" seemed to have caught her interest.

        

        "But where to?"

        "Ah."

        

        It was my turn to make a strange sound in response to Cecilia's expectant question.

        Where to?

        

        "Ah, um..."

        

        I hadn't thought of anything at all.

        

        "...Let's see..."

        

        I glanced at the clock.

        

        Current time: 11:49 AM.

        It was almost time to prepare lunch.

        

        "...Is there anywhere special you want to go?"

        "Hmm, not really?"

      

      
        "Really? Hmm."

        

        I got up from the bed smoothly.

        Watching me, Cecilia also slowly sat up on the bed.

        

        "Should we think about it while shopping for lunch?"

        "Ah, sounds good~."

        

        I could see her beaming smile.

        Feeling my mood lift at that smile, I took out clothes one by one from the wardrobe.

        

        "I'll go in first today. Call me when you're dressed."

        "Okay."

        

        After handing Cecilia her clothes, I gathered mine and went into the bathroom.

        

        Since I was wearing pajamas today, I couldn't just put other clothes on top like the day before.

        I took off my pants and top, and quickly changed into outdoor clothes.

        Meanwhile, I closed my eyes and maintained my composure as I heard the rustling sounds of clothing from outside.

        

        "I'm done changing."

        

        Only after hearing her voice did I open the door.

        

        I saw Cecilia dressed warmly.

        A thick shirt and thick pants. Both looked fluffy and warm while still being comfortable to move in.

        The ivory cardigan she wore on top added a soft impression to her appearance.

        

        It was an outfit Cecilia frequently wore among her few sets of clothes.

        

        "What about your coat?"

        "Here."

        

        Cecilia smiled playfully as she showed me two coats she had taken out at some point.

        Wondering if she was planning some kind of prank, I reached for a coat, but Cecilia suddenly pulled it back.

        

        "I'll help you put it on!"

        

        Ah.

        I understood immediately.

        

        "...I'll leave it to you."

        

        Looking at her dazzling smile, I suddenly thought that refusing would be pointless.

        With a mix of exasperation and endearment, I smiled and followed her guidance, putting my arm through the sleeve.

        

        "Now, the other side~."

        "Yes, yes."

        

        After putting my other arm through, Cecilia even adjusted my clothes.

        From the bottom of the coat up to around my neck, the sight of her small hands tugging here and there was truly adorable.

        

        Is this how a father feels when his daughter ties his necktie?

        Hmm, probably a bit different.

        

        Rather, this situation is closer to a newlywed coup—

        

        "All done!"

        

        Cecilia's joyful voice made me flinch.

        Then, facing her with "Praise me!" practically written on her face, I leisurely reached out my hand.

        

        "...Good job, Cecilia."

        "I mean, there's not really a right or wrong way to put on a coat, but..."

        "Don't criticize your own work."

        "Eek! Mmm, hehe♪"

        

        I stroked her head while simultaneously playing with her ear with my other hand.

        After briefly appreciating her soft yelp followed by a smile, I gently removed my hand.

        

        "Is there anything you want to eat today?"

        "Hmm~ I don't know? Nothing comes to mind."

        "Really? Then, um. How about seafood?"

        "Seafood?"

        "Yeah. Like shrimp."

        "Shrimp! I've never had that before."

        "Then let's have that for lunch today."

        "Okay! Oh, but Eunhyuk, there's one thing I want to try."

        "Hmm?"

        

        After putting on my shoes, just before opening the door, I glanced back.

        

        I saw Cecilia fidgeting, with her black coat still draped over her arm, not yet put on.

        

        ***

        

        Since the appearance of other species, time has... well, not a lot, but passed somewhat.

        

        Now, almost no one who watches the news or accesses information is unaware of the existence of other species.

        Some have begun to delve deeper into that other world, or become curious about things like magic.

        

        They don't know much yet, but they want to know more in the future.

      

      
        That's the spirit of inquiry, or in other words, curiosity and interest.

        Both externally and internally, people were very interested in other species.

        

        "...Hmm."

        

        And in this modern society with its somewhat strange atmosphere,

        Cecilia walked through the market holding my hand tightly.

        

        Without a hood or hat, her ears exposed.

        

        "...Are you okay?"

        "Y-yeah. For now, probably."

        

        Her answer was stuttered but not too quiet or mumbled.

        Her pace was slow but steady without stumbling.

        

        I could see her light blue eyes darting left and right.

        It seemed like a mix of wariness and curiosity. ...At least to me.

        

        "It feels... strange."

        "Because people are staring."

        

        I answered lightly while giving Cecilia's soft hand another gentle squeeze.

        Cecilia walked forward, half-clinging to my arm.

        

        "..."

        "..."

        

        I could feel the stares.

        The unusual quietness around us wasn't just my imagination.

        

        "Look at those..."

        "Yeah..."

        "Those ears..."

        "...What's their relationship...?"

        "That man, over there..."

        

        Numerous gazes poured toward Cecilia and me.

        If I had to guess the ratio, it might be about 4 to 6.

        I was a bit surprised that quite a few stares were directed at me too.

        

        "...Hmm."

        

        But right now, Cecilia was what mattered.

        

        At her request to experience people's stares directly, we came out like this without covering her ears.

        As a bonus, we didn't hide her tail either, and her silver-white tail was currently somewhat stiff behind her back.

        

        This was the second time walking with her ears and tail exposed.

        Except for that brief moment at night when no one was around, this was essentially the first time.

        

        We did bring a coat and hat just in case.

        Since we had agreed beforehand that she would put them on immediately if she felt uncomfortable, I was closely monitoring her condition.

        

        "Remember to tell me right away if you feel bad, okay?"

        "Yeah. ...But surprisingly, I'm okay. Different from what I expected. But still, a little, or maybe a lot...?"

        

        Cecilia glanced to the side.

        There was a small store there, with what looked like the owner and several customers whispering and talking about something.

        

        "...They're not subtle at all."

        "Yeah. I didn't expect it to be this bad."

        

        I nodded in agreement with Cecilia's words, speaking in a low voice.

        

        It was completely different from when we went out at night before.

        Stares were pouring in as if we were the main characters of the entire market.

        

        It was somewhat surprising and very fortunate that Cecilia seemed okay.

        Before, she was very wary of people's gazes even when bundled up in a coat, so compared to that, she was very stable now.

        

        The problem was that I wasn't feeling so stable.

        ...I hadn't been exposed to stares like this before.

        While not exactly difficult, it was uncomfortable enough.

        

        "...Hmm."

        

        I almost wished someone would just come talk to us.

        

        It wasn't just the staring that bothered me, but the attitude as if they were looking at some kind of curiosity.

        Not like looking at an interesting person, but more like looking at a rare animal.

        Well, it's unconscious behavior so it's not that bad, but still...

        

        "Mmm, how much further?"

        "We're almost there. Just over there..."

        

        Anyway, with these thoughts, we arrived at our destination store.

        Or more precisely, we were about to arrive.

        

        "—Eunhyuk!"

        

        With a woman's voice, someone grabbed my shoulder.
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        I flinched when someone suddenly grabbed my shoulder.

        

        Someone who knows me? ...Who could it be?

        Now that I hear it, the voice does sound somewhat familiar...

        

        While turning these thoughts over in my mind, I slowly looked back.

        And what I saw was—

        

        "...Ah, Ms. Heewon."

        

        It was Ms. Heewon, a regular customer at our convenience store.

        Since it was Saturday, she seemed to be off work today, wearing casual clothes instead of her usual formal attire.

        

        Meeting her somewhere other than the convenience store felt strangely fascinating.

        I often come here for groceries, but I had never run into Ms. Heewon here before.

        

        With a slightly welcoming feeling, I opened my mouth.

        

        "It's been a while. Have you been weeeell?!"

        "Did the convenience store go out of business?!"

        

        And with the force of her shaking my shoulders vigorously, I was—!?

        W-wait, too much shaking—!

        

        "H-Heewon! Just a moment, time...!"

        "I was so busy for a while, and when I finally made time to visit yesterday, the building was all demolished! There seemed to be some construction going on, and I tried to find out what happened, but I don't have anyone's contact information...!"

        "Time...!"

        

        Was she always this strong...?!

        Despite being so close with Jaeseop, they didn't even have each other's contact information?

        Ah, wait, my head is spinning...

        

        "Huh, what?"

        "Ugh...?"

        

        Just as my vision was starting to spin, the shaking suddenly stopped.

        Enduring some dizziness, I rolled my eyes to look around.

        

        The marketplace, now with blatantly focused stares.

        Ms. Heewon's hands firmly gripping both my shoulders.

        

        And.

        

        "L-let's calm down a bit...?"

        

        Cecilia cautiously grabbed Ms. Heewon's arm with a nervous look.

        Even though she was scared enough to hide behind me earlier, I couldn't help but admire how she was trying to stop the excited Ms. Heewon.

        

        Despite being scared herself...

        It was impressive.

        

        "Ah, I'm sorry."

        

        That gentle, tension-filled touch seemed enough to calm Ms. Heewon down.

        

        Startled, she hurriedly removed her hands from my shoulders.

        Then, after staring behind me without moving for a moment...

        

        "...Huh?"

        

        She suddenly tilted her head.

        It seemed she had only just noticed Cecilia.

        

        "Oh, could it be...?"

        "...Who is that person, Eunhyuk?"

        

        Ms. Heewon with sparkling eyes in front of me, and Cecilia whispering questions behind me.

        Caught halfway between the two, I quietly opened my mouth.

        

        "...Shall we move somewhere else?"

        

        I could feel the stares and whispers pouring in from around us.

        If there was any consolation, it was that the looks were different from before—not like we were rare animals on display.

        

        "Young people these days..."

        "Tsk, tsk, tsk..."

        "That's why male-female relationships..."

        "...That man is really..."

        "He's a thief, a thief."

        

        ...Actually, this might hurt more.

        

        Yeah, well, okay.

        ...I was reminded that the marketplace is full of nosy people.

        

        "Don't cheat, young man!"

        "You should only date one woman at a time."

        "But both ladies are quite pretty... The young man must have some skills."

        

        It's not a love triangle, you aunties and uncles.

        

        Slowly, I could feel laughter mixing into the whispers.

        Feeling my face stiffen but my heart oddly relaxing a bit... I took the two of them elsewhere.

        

        ***

        

        "First of all, I'm sorry..."

        "No, well, um, it's okay."

        

        And so we arrived at an unmanned café.

        It was apparently newly opened near the marketplace, and true to its "unmanned" name, the prices were quite reasonable.

        

        Above all, it was surprisingly empty.

        Perfect for having a quiet conversation.

        

        "After finishing overtime after overtime, I finally went to the convenience store, and well... it was demolished, so I was worried..."

      

      
        "About me? Or the convenience store?"

        "...About Jaeseop."

        "Oh my, how honest of you."

        

        Ms. Heewon hung her head shyly at my words.

        Somehow, I was the one who felt embarrassed.

        

        These people are so innocent...

        

        Two grown adults not even exchanging contact information, just sweetly and bitterly flirting.

        Even elementary school kids these days wouldn't act like that.

        It was kind of fascinating.

        

        "I'll give you his contact info in a bit, so you can contact him separately. And, um..."

        

        Trying to change the subject, I stumbled over my words as I couldn't think of anything appropriate to say.

        Scratching the back of my head, I glanced to the side.

        

        "..."

        

        I saw a wary cat.

        Clinging tightly to one of my arms, Cecilia was shooting cautious glances at Ms. Heewon.

        

        "She doesn't seem to like you."

        "I-I'm sorry. For suddenly rushing at you..."

        

        Ms. Heewon belatedly bowed her head, but it didn't seem to improve the situation much.

        The first impression must have been quite bad, which was understandable.

        

        But still, it would be awkward for me if they continued to be on bad terms.

        Just as I was thinking I should try to mediate somehow, it happened.

        

        "...Is she Jaeseop oppa's girlfriend?"

        "Oh?"

        "Huh?!"

        

        Both Ms. Heewon and I were startled by Cecilia's words.

        Especially Ms. Heewon, who flinched so hard she almost fell off her chair.

        

        "I heard it before when we were eating. That he often meets someone at the convenience store... ...Is that person her?"

        "Ah~. Now that you mention it, we did talk about that. Yes. That person is her. Though she's not his girlfriend."

        "I see..."

        

        A hint of curiosity mixed into Cecilia's eyes.

        

        Before her gaze, Ms. Heewon was still stammering with a flushed face, seemingly unable to recover from the shock.

        

        "Oppa said she was a very kind and sensible person..."

        "Oh, really?"

        "But. ......"

        "Ugh."

        

        Cecilia silently tilted her head.

        At that small, trivial action alone, Ms. Heewon clutched her chest with an extremely shocked expression.

        

        ...Poor thing.

        Even though it was self-inflicted, I did feel sorry for her.

        

        Hmm.

        Should I help her a bit?

        

        "She is a sensible person. She's only like this when it comes to Jaeseop hyung."

        "Really?"

        "Yeah. Actually, she once gave us a gift. Remember the white wine?"

        "White wine? ...Ah!"

        

        After pondering for a moment, Cecilia seemed to recall the memory and let out a short exclamation.

        

        "The person who gave us that sweet alcohol?"

        "Yes, yes!"

        "I really enjoyed it. Mmm."

        

        Saying that, Cecilia licked her lips.

        Ms. Heewon looked at her with a somewhat fluttering gaze.

        

        "Really? You liked it...?"

        "Well, ......yes!"

        

        After some hesitation, an energetic answer followed.

        

        "I'm so glad~."

        

        Only then did Ms. Heewon relax and smile with relief.

        Perhaps because she was naturally beautiful, even just that simple expression looked quite charming.

        

        "I was worried whether you'd like it~. So, was it delicious?"

        "Y-yes."

        "How cute~. Oh, I happen to have another bottle at home. Would you like it?"

        "Really...?!"

        

        Still clinging to my arm, Cecilia stretched her head forward.

        Her eyes were shining with joy, and seeing that, Ms. Heewon also smiled happily.

        Fortunately, it seemed both sides had lowered their guard a bit.

        

        ...But if my memory serves me right, wasn't that wine a gift she had received?

        Of course, it was a gift Ms. Heewon herself didn't particularly welcome...

        Well, since Cecilia seems to like it too, we'll gratefully accept if she's offering.

        

        "Of course! But first, do me one favor."

        "A favor?"

        "Yes. It's simple."

        

        After chatting cheerfully with Cecilia, Ms. Heewon suddenly looked at me.

        She seemed to be seeking permission, and well, it should be fine, right?

        I nodded slightly.

        

      

      
        "...Would you call me Heewon unnie?"

        

        Ah, thankfully it was a reasonable request.

        I was ready to reject it if she had asked to pet Cecilia or something.

        

        "Heewon unnie?"

        "Awww~~!!"

        

        Cecilia's words, spoken with a slight tilt of her head.

        At those words, Ms. Heewon hugged her chest with an extremely happy expression.

        I wondered how such a simple thing could make her so happy, but at least it was nice to see.

        

        "I'll bring it to you even today~. Eunhyuk, could you give me your contact info along with Jaeseop's?"

        "Sure, sure."

        "Thank you, unnie..."

        

        Looking back and forth between the seemingly happy Ms. Heewon and the still somewhat awkward Cecilia, I nodded.

        Still, I was impressed by how quickly they were becoming friendly.

        ...Is this also the power of alcohol?

        

        "Ah, unnie, I have a question..."

        "Yes?"

        

        Suddenly, Cecilia spoke up.

        Gently releasing my arm she had been hugging, she leaned toward Ms. Heewon and said:

        

        "...Do you like Jaeseop oppa?"

        "Huh?! Uh, ah, um, yes."

        "Then why haven't you confessed...?"

        

        It was a very simple yet difficult question to answer.

        But since I was curious too, I quietly watched Ms. Heewon as she darted her eyes around.

        

        "I-I like him, but I just can't seem to properly say it? I'm already happy with our current relationship, and I'm worried that if I confess, things might become awkward..."

        

        In the end, after a moment, what came out was a very common answer.

        For such a unique relationship they maintained, the reason wasn't particularly unique... I just nodded.

        

        "U-um. ...I see."

        

        I saw Cecilia nodding as well.

        However, for some reason, that nod seemed to contain understanding and acceptance?

        

        "...I'll be going now."

        "Oh? Already?"

        "Ahaha... Well, I actually had plans. I was just going to do some quick shopping."

        "You're busy even on Saturdays. Ah, give me your phone."

        

        At my words, Ms. Heewon handed over her phone, and I entered both my and Jaeseop hyung's contact information before handing it back.

        

        Ms. Heewon smiled broadly, clearly delighted.

        A moment later, she stood up and bowed to us.

        

        "I'm sorry for suddenly grabbing you. And Cecilia, I'm sorry for scaring you?"

        "It's okay. I wasn't that scared."

        "Aww, how cute. Let's hang out again sometime? Bye-bye!"

        

        With a final smile and wave, Ms. Heewon left the store.

        With the jingling sound of the door, quietness settled in the store.

        

        "...That was like a storm. Really, yeah."

        

        She probably wasn't usually such an energetic person.

        She seemed to have half-lost control after meeting the cat-person she'd been so fond of.

        Well, thinking about it that way, it's fortunate she didn't directly pounce on Cecilia.

        

        "...Happy with our current relationship, worried about things becoming awkward after confessing..."

        "Hm? Oh, what Ms. Heewon said earlier? Well, if someone likes someone but can't confess, isn't that usually the reason...?"

        

        ...But now that I said it, it didn't seem like someone else's story.

        Trying to hide my true feelings, I laughed "Ahaha..." and looked toward Cecilia.

        

        "...I think I understand."

        "You do?"

        "Yes. ...Huh?! Ah, j-just! Just a little bit, I mean."

        "U-um, okay."

        

        Seeing Cecilia suddenly flustered, I became flustered too.

        It's been quite a while since I've seen this kind of reaction from her.

        ...Is she embarrassed by the topic of romance?

        

        "...Yes."

        

        After being flustered and blushing for a while.

        A moment later, Cecilia suddenly leaned her head on my shoulder.

        

        I naturally reached out and gently stroked her head.

        

        "...Mmm♪"

        

        A cute voice tickled my ear, and a warm weight pressed against my shoulder.

        It felt nice.

        

        "Unnie said she'd bring it today, right...?"

        

        After enjoying the moment for a while, Cecilia spoke up.

        When I glanced at her, she continued:

        

        "...Shall we drink together tonight?"

        "You want to?"

        "Yes. Somehow... I'm in the mood."

        

        Cecilia looking up at me with upturned eyes.

        Who in this world could refuse such a cute request?

        

        I nodded and gently stroked her ear as a sign of agreement.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.65Drunk (1)

      
        Heewon came to our house around 5 o'clock.

        

        "Here's the gift I mentioned. Enjoy it."

        "Oh, thank you, but—whoa?!"

        

        I barely managed to stay upright after receiving the bag at the front door, nearly toppling over from its unexpected weight.

        

        I looked inside the bag.

        Within the high-quality paper bag were four glass bottles gleaming with an elegant sheen.

        

        "Isn't this too much? Did you receive these as gifts? All of them??"

        "Well, yes. I suppose so."

        

        Her vague answer made me look up at Heewon's face.

        She laughed awkwardly with a "Haha..." before continuing with slight embarrassment.

        

        "Um, some annoying rumors have been spreading at work. I'm planning to transfer soon. ...It's somewhat impure intentions, but I brought everything I've received as part of cutting ties..."

        "Well, whatever your intentions, it's good for us. Cecilia won't mind either. But annoying rumors? Are you okay?"

        "Of course. I got Jaeseop's contact information too."

        

        Saying that, Heewon pulled out her phone from her pocket, waving it with a pleased smile.

        

        "I'm planning to call him later. To catch up on each other's lives."

        "...You've got some strong mental fortitude."

        

        I said with a hint of admiration.

        

        I didn't know the exact situation, but if I were receiving that much alcohol as gifts from a workplace colleague, I'd be scared.

        

        All I could do was hope that things would work out well between her and Jaeseop soon.

        

        "Thanks for the compliment. Ah! Cecilia~!"

        

        Heewon called out to Cecilia, who was in the room.

        Cecilia, who had been drowsily nodding off, sluggishly got up from the bed and shuffled toward the entrance.

        

        "Mmm. Hello, unni~..."

        "Aww, were you sleeping?"

        "A little..."

        "I see... Are you sleeping well at night? Any discomfort?"

        "Mm-hmm."

        

        Cecilia answered while rubbing her eyes and twitching her ears.

        Heewon looked at her as if finding her adorable, then turned her gaze to me.

        

        "Well, I should get going now. Enjoy the drinks."

        "Yes. Thanks for the alcohol."

        "Bye, unni..."

        

        Heewon smiled at Cecilia's drowsy farewell.

        Then she suddenly approached me and whispered in a low voice.

        

        "...Don't get drunk and cause trouble."

        "I won't."

        "And don't try to take advantage of the kid."

        "I wouldn't do that."

        

        I rolled my eyes as I responded with disbelief.

        

        What does she take me for?

        Well, from Heewon's perspective, I suppose she might be worried about small, cute Cecilia.

        

        But things have been fine so far, so today should be fine too.

        

        "Well, then."

        

        At my response, Heewon took a step back.

        

        Then, in a bright voice, she said,

        

        "See you next time, Cecilia~."

        

        She bowed her head slightly.

        

        After watching her quietly walk toward the stairs for a moment, I turned to Cecilia.

        

        "Looks like you were really dozing off. Tired?"

        "Mmm. Not so much tired as... I've been working hard at school on weekdays. That supplementary...?"

        "You're becoming quite the modern person."

        

        I closed the door with a click and came inside.

        Then I placed the heavy paper bag on the table with a thud.

        

        "Wow. The bottles are big too."

        "What kind of alcohol?"

        

        Cecilia followed me and peered into the bag.

        I noticed her drowsy eyes gradually widening.

        

        "...Ooh."

        "A lot, right?"

        "Yeah, a lot."

        

        I glanced at the nodding Cecilia as I took out the bottles.

        

        "All four are wine? Two whites and two reds."

        "I think I've seen this one before."

      

      
        "Yeah. The two white wines are the same as what we drank before. Sparkling white wine. The ones that looked expensive."

        

        I set all four bottles down and organized the paper bag.

        

        I was just planning to have a casual drink, but this looked like it was going to turn into quite a party.

        

        "I should prepare some food to go with this. Cecilia?"

        "Yes?"

        "Are you more awake now?"

        "Yes!"

        

        Cecilia stretched her arms high into the air and gave me an energetic response.

        I looked at her fondly as I took my coat out of the closet.

        

        "Want to go grocery shopping together?"

        "Of course!"

        

        Her answer came without hesitation.

        After giving the grinning cat a gentle pat, we began preparing for dinner.

        

        ***

        

        And so time passed, and now it was around 7 o'clock.

        

        "Cheers."

        "Cheers~!"

        

        We clinked our glasses together in front of various dishes we had prepared.

        

        Tonight's dinner menu to accompany our drinks was meat.

        A simple yet carefully prepared homemade steak.

        

        And some seafood to complement it.

        Clams, leftover shrimp from lunch, and light white fish.

        

        Cheese prepared as a dessert snack.

        Nuts brought as light snacks.

        

        ...I couldn't shake the feeling that we had prepared a bit too much as we gathered everything.

        Since we had plenty of alcohol, we thought we might as well try various combinations! ...and ended up preparing an abundance.

        

        Looking at the table suddenly made me feel overwhelmed by the quantity.

        While wondering if we could finish it all, neither Cecilia nor I could hide our excited anticipation.

        

        "Mmm."

        "Mmm."

        

        We both took a sip of the red wine we had poured earlier.

        

        Feeling the unexpectedly heavy taste and aroma, we slowly tilted our glasses and...

        

        ""Ahh~....""

        

        We exhaled simultaneously.

        Yes. It's quite a pleasing taste to start with.

        

        "Mmm, it's delicious."

        "You like it?"

        "Yes."

        

        Cecilia nodded with a neutral expression, suggesting it wasn't bad.

        Watching her, I found it somewhat surprising.

        

        For me, it was just a wine I enjoyed, but being a red wine, it was slightly astringent and overall heavy.

        I thought it wouldn't suit Cecilia, who likes sweet things, but surprisingly that didn't seem to be the case.

        

        "You know, that time when we tried various drinks? Soju, beer, that other strange alcohol, and wine."

        "Ah~. That's right. I bought various things from the supermarket because I wanted to try new drinks. I think that was the first time you drank, wasn't it?"

        "Yes. That's right."

        

        Cecilia nodded lightly as she picked up her fork.

        She put a piece of pre-cut steak in her mouth and chewed with an "It's hot" murmur.

        

        "Mmm. I remember saying... *gulp*... this doesn't seem very good."

        "True, your reaction wasn't great back then. Looking back, the alcohol itself wasn't that good either."

        "Yes, yes! Really!"

        

        I nodded as I also put some meat in my mouth, following her lead.

        Strongly agreeing with my words, Cecilia continued.

        

        "It was sour and bitter. Though it wasn't completely unpleasant."

        "That's true."

        "And then after drinking what you gave me next, I thought red drinks didn't suit me~..."

        

        Saying that, Cecilia slightly raised the glass in her hand.

        Then she drew a small circle with it and smiled brightly.

        

        "...It smells nice."

        

        I could see her nose twitching.

        Her ears relaxed comfortably, and her face formed a happy smile.

        

        "It's sour and bitter at the same time, but also very deep. Mmm, should I say it's fragrant?"

        "You like it?"

        "Yes♪"

        

        Cecilia smiled gently as she slowly swirled her glass.

      

      
        That image, combined with the night sky outside the window, momentarily wrapped Cecilia in an incredibly alluring atmosphere.

        

        My heart raced and my face felt slightly warm.

        And I wasn't even properly drunk yet.

        ...What day is today?

        

        "But it does seem a bit strong."

        "Well, it would be stronger than sparkling wine."

        

        Setting aside the allure I had just felt, I answered with a smile to the giggling Cecilia.

        

        Then we both busily moved our chopsticks toward the dishes we each preferred.

        

        "Eunhyuk, Eunhyuk!"

        "Yes?"

        "Cheers~!"

        

        We clinked glasses from time to time.

        

        Cecilia took the initiative to refill our glasses whenever they emptied.

        Watching the red liquid flow, I happily said,

        

        "Yes. Thank you, Cecilia."

        "Don't mention it~."

        

        I heard her bright voice.

        As I was about to tilt my glass again, Cecilia suddenly continued in a small voice.

        

        "...If Eunhyuk is happy, I'm happy too♪"

        "Wow. Am I being seduced right now?"

        "Who knows? That's for you to decide?"

        

        Saying that, Cecilia laughed playfully.

        Again, we weren't even properly drunk yet.

        

        "Mmm. ...♬"

        

        Cecilia put a clam in her mouth and shivered happily.

        Her ears perked up and her tail swayed gently.

        

        "Mmm..."

        "Let me pour for you this time."

        "Ah, thanks Eunhyuk~."

        

        I poured the red liquid into Cecilia's slightly empty glass.

        Then I raised my glass...

        

        "Cheers."

        "...! Cheers!"

        

        I offered my glass first, and we clinked them together with a clear sound.

        The fresh sound of glass resonated throughout the room.

        

        "Hehe. Eunhyuk, Eunhyuk! This is really delicious!"

        "Really~? You like it?"

        "Yes!"

        "Haha. You're so energetic. It's worth the effort I put into making it. I've never grilled steak before."

        "Ehehe. Can I feed you~?"

        "Huh?"

        "Here, say ah~."

        

        Suddenly Cecilia picked up some meat with her chopsticks and held it out to me.

        Even though she probably hadn't drunk that much yet, her face was red and her actions were bold.

        

        "Um..."

        "Hurry~! Are you going to refuse when I'm offering it myself~?"

        "...Nom."

        

        Although it was embarrassing, in the end, there was no way I could refuse Cecilia's pleading.

        

        I took the meat into my mouth directly from Cecilia's chopsticks.

        Along with the embarrassment warming my cheeks, the taste of the expensive meat enveloped my mouth.

        

        "Hehe♪ Good job~♬"

        

        Cecilia's praise followed immediately.

        It felt like she was treating me like a child, but... I realized I was thoroughly wrapped around her finger since I didn't dislike it.

        

        "...Should I feed you this time~?"

        "Eh, um, that...?!"

        "Here, say ah~."

        

        And now that I'd been on the receiving end, it was time for revenge.

        ...I'll show her the embarrassment of an indirect kiss!

        

        "...Mmm. Nom!"

        "That's right, good job~."

        

        Cecilia's face turned red.

        I also blushed while feeling satisfied at the same time.

        

        Like fools, we continued our meal while playing around like this.

        

        There was still plenty of alcohol left.

        And the night was even longer.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.66Intoxicated (2)

      
        I thought that perhaps this is what happiness is.

        

        "Eunyek! Cheers~!"

        "Cheers!"

        

        A refreshing chime of glass resonated lightly throughout the room.

        

        Outside the window was dark, and the outdoors was quiet.

        The unusual silence outside created the illusion that only the two of us existed in this world.

        

        The current time was about 8 o'clock.

        It had been an hour since we started eating and drinking.

        

        "Mmm, puha...♪ Ehehe..."

        "Is it good?"

        "Yep!"

        

        Cecilia nodded vigorously at my casual question, looking happy.

        Gazing happily at her flushed face, I also took a sip of wine from my glass.

        

        A fragrant aroma and rich taste.

        With the subtle yet weighty presence of alcohol, I involuntarily shivered as I swallowed.

        

        Mmm, delicious.

        How should I put it? It was the kind of taste that made me unconsciously lick my lips.

        The warmth that spread after gulping it down felt good.

        

        "Does Eunyek like it too~?"

        

        And it was both delicious and happiness-inducing.

        

        I could see Cecilia resting her chin on the table, gazing at me intently.

        

        Her soft skin flushed pink.

        Her gently swaying tail and comfortably drooping ears.

        Her beaming smile and the gaze that flew toward me—I opened my mouth with a slight chuckle.

        

        "Yeah. It's delicious♪ This is my first time properly drinking wine like this, whew...♪"

        

        I could feel laughter escaping from me.

        

        A subtle warmth enveloped my mind, gently bending the scene before my eyes.

        Everything in the world seemed joyful and beautiful.

        Especially Cecilia, beaming in front of me, was incomparably lovable.

        

        "Eunyek looks so happy~."

        "Really? Is that so?"

        

        At Cecilia's sudden comment, I tilted my head.

        

        Am I drunk?

        Yeah, maybe.

        I'd already had quite a bit, so it would make sense to be tipsy by now.

        

        "Yep! Unlike usual, you're all smiley and giggly~. Grinning? Yeah! Super cute~!"

        "Oh come on~. If we're talking about cute, you're much cuter, Cecilia."

        "Huh?! U-umm...♥"

        

        And being drunk... is enjoyable.

        

        When I complimented her with a smile, surrendering to the intoxication, Cecilia's face turned bright red and she lowered her head shyly.

        A bashful smile peeked out from behind her lowered head.

        

        Fidgeting with her fingers, occasionally stroking her own cheeks, Cecilia smiled broadly with an expression mixing happiness and embarrassment.

        

        "Uuu.... ...Mm!"

        

        As I watched her quietly, suddenly Cecilia thrust her head toward me.

        When I remained still, not immediately understanding her intention...

        

        "...Pat me!"

        

        With a voice that seemed to be acting cute, she looked up at me.

        

        Cecilia, looking up slightly with her reddened face, as if expecting something.

        Her slightly upturned sky-blue eyes were unbearably adorable.

        

        Ah, how cute.

        She's truly the epitome of charm.

        

        "Of course. As much as you want...!"

        "Kyah! Uheung, ehehehe♪"

        

        As soon as I placed my hand on her head, a sweet voice escaped from her lips.

        Where had that earlier shyness gone? Her childlike giggling voice was adorable.

        

        I began to move my hand slowly.

        

        "...Mmm♪"

        

        Her flowing silvery-white hair.

        The equally silvery-white, fine and soft fur of her cat ears.

        I enjoyed the sensation for a moment as I stroked them, caressing the twitching ears.

        

        "Still so soft..."

        "Hmm..."

        

        A quiet, sensual sigh filled the room.

        

        Looking at Cecilia, who was clasping her hands tightly, I gently rubbed the tips of her ears with my fingers in an even more tender motion.

        

      

      
        "...Ahh♥"

        

        Suddenly, an explicit moan was heard.

        

        I looked at Cecilia with a start, and she was looking up at me with a playful expression.

        

        "Hihi♬ Nyaaan—?"

        "...You little rascal~?"

        "Hyaang?! Hueh, uwaah...♥"

        

        I felt mischief bubbling up.

        Giving in to impulse, I began to vigorously pat and stroke her ears with my warmly heated hands.

        

        Cecilia's twitching reactions transmitted through my palm.

        The soft texture tickled my hand along with the subtle scent of alcohol, and in response, Cecilia moaned with an expression as if she were melting.

        

        "Huu... ...Ehehehe♪"

        "...Cute."

        

        Truly. Ah, so lovable.

        I wanted to hug her tightly in my arms and rub my lips all over that white nape.

        After laying her on the bed, I wanted to embrace her from above, pouncing on her body.

        

        ...Hmm.

        I must be quite drunk.

        No, no, that's not right.

        

        "Mmm♪"

        

        I removed my hand from her head and moved it to her cheek.

        The soft skin's texture along with a subtle warmth tickled my palm.

        

        "So gentle..."

        "Does it feel good?"

        "Yes. I wuv it~♥"

        

        Cecilia rubbed her cheek against my palm and smiled sweetly, lovingly.

        My heart pounded at her enchanting appearance.

        

        The alcohol-scented atmosphere spread more and more throughout the room.

        Feeling Cecilia's soft skin with my palm, I glanced at the clock.

        

        Current time: 8:07.

        Despite being this drunk, it was still early for nighttime.

        

        ***

        

        How much time had passed?

        Probably, um... about an hour...?

        

        I wasn't sure.

        My head was hazy and my body felt hot.

        

        But there was one thing I was certain of.

        

        "Hiyaang.... Mmm♬ It tickles~♪"

        "This part tickles? This part~?"

        "Hueh. Hmm, mmm...♪"

        

        We were drunk, both Cecilia and I.

        

        The table was almost empty, and Cecilia, who had been sitting across from me, had moved to my side at some point.

        Our shoulders touched slightly, and hot breath mixed with alcohol poured out from beside me.

        

        And at such close proximity, I was caressing one of Cecilia's arms in various ways.

        

        ...How did it come to this?

        Hmm~?

        

        ...The fact that I couldn't even remember properly showed how drunk I must be.

        

        "It's soft..."

        "Yes. Mmhmm..."

        "Soft but firm. Quite muscular, but... soft and squishy..."

        

        I mumbled as I kneaded Cecilia's fair arm.

        There was no room to choose my words, and my hazy, intoxicated mind didn't seem to want to choose them either.

        

        My whole body was hot.

        I was hot, and Cecilia's skin that I was touching was also very hot.

        Her skin, which was usually just fair, was now flushed peach-colored.

        

        "...Yap!"

        

        Suddenly, Cecilia firmly grasped my hand.

        Then, switching positions, she began to knead my hand just as I had been doing to her.

        

        "Ehehehe. Eunyek's hands are so big~."

        "Mmhmm."

        "And your fingers are thick too~. Ah, but they're surprisingly long... ...Is this a scar? Did you get hurt...?"

        "Ah~.... That, when was it...? Hmm~.... When I was a little kid, slightly, while using scissors...."

        "Does it hurt...?"

        "No. It doesn't hurt anymore."

        "That's good~...♥"

        

        With a melting expression, Cecilia smiled broadly and once again firmly held my hand.

        

        I felt as if I were getting drunk on the hot warmth transmitted from hand to hand.

        And I got secondarily intoxicated by her alcohol-mixed breath.

        

        "...Mmm."

      

      
        "Aha♥ Eunyek is so cuuute~♬"

        

        Suddenly, all strength left my body.

        As I rested my head on Cecilia's shoulder, she stroked my head as if I were adorable.

        

        "Sleepy~?"

        

        While stroking me, and simultaneously kneading our clasped hands.

        Cecilia asked me a question in a warm voice.

        

        "I'm not sleepy, hmm, how should I put it...."

        

        I replied in a dreamy voice.

        

        I wasn't sleepy yet, but my body kept losing strength.

        

        Cecilia's sweet scent and the subtle aroma of alcohol.

        The hot warmth and the soft touch of flesh.

        

        My alcohol-addled mind kept getting more and more comfortable, making it hard to put strength into my body.

        

        "Kyah! Mmm, ehe. It tickles♪"

        

        I nuzzled my face against Cecilia's shoulder, exhaling hot breath.

        I felt like my vision was getting increasingly blurry.

        

        "Your hand...."

        "Yes~?"

        "Your hand is soft, Cecilia...."

        "Does it feel good, Eunyek?"

        "Yes...."

        "...I like it too♥"

        

        My body trembled at her whispering voice.

        Not stopping there, Cecilia continued to whisper with her lips close to my ear.

        

        "...I like it. I like you, Eunyek. I like..."

        "Ha, uah...."

        "I like it. Mmm, I wike it...♥ Eunyek, I wike you so much♥"

        

        Her alcohol-mixed breath kept tickling my ear.

        At the same time, Cecilia's sweet scent gently embraced my mind.

        

        My reason melted away and my body lost even more strength.

        Not knowing how or what I was moving, I wrapped my arms around Cecilia's small body.

        

        "...♥"

        

        A dreamy sigh was heard.

        At the same time, I could easily tell that joy was also mixed in it.

        

        I could hear the sound of a pounding heart.

        It was hard to distinguish whether it was mine or not.

        

        I took deep breaths while loosely embracing her small body.

        With my forehead resting on Cecilia's shoulder, I slowly inhaled and exhaled...

        

        "It tickles.... Fufu♥"

        

        Suddenly, Cecilia's voice was heard.

        My breath must have tickled her.

        

        But I also found Cecilia's breath tickling around my ear.

        At the same time, it was hot.

        

        "Mmm...."

        

        Still, I thought I should pull away soon.

        

        The distance was too close.

        Soft thighs touched, and soft breasts pressed against each other.

        Cecilia was also hugging me at some point, making the contact even closer.

        

        "Mmm...."

        "Hmm~?"

        

        I raised my head and slightly increased the distance.

        Cecilia, seeming to notice my intention, reluctantly released her hands from my body.

        

        Then.

        

        "Ah."

        "...Huh?"

        

        Once again, strength left me and my body fell forward.

        Without any chance to resist or prevent it, my head swiftly dropped toward Cecilia's body.

        

        "...?!"

        

        My face touched something very soft.

        Simultaneously, Cecilia's body gave a big shudder.

        

        What was this softness enveloping my face?

        

        "...Ah."

        

        After about five seconds, I realized it was her breast.

        

        Cecilia's soft and squishy breast, larger than what appeared through her clothes.

        

        Feeling her body trembling slightly, I...
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        "S-Sorry...!"

        

        I flinched in surprise and hurriedly pulled my face away from Cecilia's chest.

        

        When I looked up, I momentarily held my breath at the expression on Cecilia's face.

        

        "...Mmm."

        

        Flushed skin.

        Teary eyes.

        Slender arms moving subtly to cover her chest.

        

        —A melting expression that somehow looked poignant.

        

        "...How did it feel?"

        "Huh, ah, what?!"

        

        At Cecilia's follow-up question, I flinched and trembled violently.

        

        H-How did it feel?

        That's, um...?!

        

        I thought at least one word like 'pervert' or something similar would be thrown at me...?

        But asking how it felt?

        

        Well, that's, I mean...

        

        "...It felt good."

        "..."

        "..."

        

        Silence lingered in the room.

        

        Wine droplets sliding down the glass.

        The faint flickering of the electric light.

        

        I could feel my heart pounding wildly.

        In that silence that wasn't quite silence, Cecilia quietly gazed at me.

        

        Beyond embarrassment, her bright red face revealed strong intoxication.

        Her sky-blue eyes were hazy, making it difficult to read her thoughts.

        

        "...Huh?"

        "Yes...?"

        

        Just then, I heard Cecilia's mumbling voice.

        It sounded like a question, but I couldn't hear it properly, so when I asked again, Cecilia suddenly thrust her face close to mine.

        

        "...Felt good...?"

        "Whoa?!"

        

        Sky-blue eyes peered at me from an extremely close distance.

        Our noses almost touching, her hot breath reached my lips.

        The scent of alcohol made my head spin.

        

        "Y-Yeah."

        "...How?"

        "Huh...?"

        "How exactly did it feel good...?"

        

        How exactly...?

        Why is she suddenly asking such questions...?

        ...Even as I wondered this, my thoroughly intoxicated brain couldn't think of any way to respond other than speaking directly.

        

        "...Soft, and squishy..."

        "Mmm...."

        "Warm and smells nice...."

        "Hehehe...."

        

        After averting my gaze here and there, I glanced straight ahead.

        

        "Oh."

        

        I met eyes with Cecilia, who was smiling dreamily with her flushed face and narrowed eyes.

        

        Suddenly, she smiled at me with her eyes.

        Then, in a whisper-like voice, she continued.

        

        "And~...?"

        "...They're big."

        

        I blurted out while running my palm over my face.

        

        My palm felt hot against my face, and my face felt hot against my palm.

        The breath I exhaled was infused with a strong scent of alcohol.

        

        I was drunk. Very drunk.

        Self-restraint wasn't working.

        

        "Nyeh... you like big ones...?"

        

        Cecilia asked, tilting her head.

        Well, figuring I might as well go all the way now, I nodded.

        

        "...Bigger is better, after all."

        "Whyyy?"

        "Well, you know, like, the feeling when you touch them, or how should I put it, um..."

        "In that case...."

        "...?"

        

        Cecilia's hand crept up and gently grabbed mine.

      

      
        Then she pulled it and...?!

        

        "Does this make your heart race...?"

        "Ce-Cecilia...."

        "Hehehe...♥"

        

        My spread fingers grasped something soft.

        Half voluntarily, half involuntarily, my hand firmly squeezed♥ Cecilia's soft breast.

        

        "...Just this once, okay...?"

        

        Her whisper-like voice tickled my ear next.

        I trembled at the murmuring sound right next to my ear.

        

        "W-Why are you...?"

        "? Just becauuuse.... Mmm.... I forgoooot♥"

        

        I heard her giggling.

        

        Still keeping my hand on her chest, Cecilia suddenly rested her chin on my shoulder.

        

        "Mmm...♥"

        "..."

        

        Cecilia sighed contentedly.

        In contrast, I couldn't move properly with my hand still grasping her breast.

        

        ...This isn't good, acting like this when drunk.

        Of course, I'm a man too. When the girl I like lets me touch her breasts, I'm not without the desire to squeeze and enjoy them, but...

        ...We're both drunk.

        

        I must endure.

        With the mindset that this was a trial, I tried not to move my fingers.

        

        "...Mmm. ...Done~!"

        

        Fortunately, the time of trial didn't last long.

        

        As she declared it over, Cecilia released my hand.

        Simultaneously, I also removed my hand from her chest.

        

        "Phew. Haa...!"

        

        The sound of my pounding heart echoed in my ears.

        The soft sensation still lingered on my palm and fingers.

        

        I endured it.

        

        I actually endured it...!

        

        "Nyeh...."

        "Uh, yes?"

        "I'm getting sleepy now...."

        

        Looking to the side at the sound of her voice, I could see Cecilia's body starting to sway slightly, overcome with drowsiness.

        

        ...Like a mischievous cat.

        Not knowing the heart of a man who barely managed to hold back....

        

        "...Mmm...."

        

        ...But such thoughts gradually melted away as I looked at her expression.

        

        She's quite drunk. More than me....

        Not just her bright red face, but even her dreamy expression alone conveyed strong intoxication.

        The small hiccups, her eyes about to close—all indirectly showed how drunk she was.

        

        "...Sigh."

        

        I wonder if she'll remember any of this.

        ...Most likely not.

        Judging by instinct, she seemed even more drunk now than when we first met.

        She blacked out then, so why would now be any different?

        

        "...Let's go to bed, Cecilia."

        "Mmm...? ...Ah♥"

        

        I supported Cecilia and got up from my seat.

        From the front rather than from behind or the side, as I might fall over too.

        

        "Hueh...♥"

        

        As I put my arm under her armpit to help her up, Cecilia looked up at me and smiled again.

        An expression as if affection was dripping like honey.

        My heart raced, and a strong desire welled up from deep inside.

        

        ...I must endure.

        We're almost there... she'll sleep and tomorrow morning she'll forget every—

        

        "...Eek?!"

        "Ugh?!"

        

        Suddenly, Cecilia staggered greatly.

        I tightened my arm to firmly support her body as she was about to fall...

        

        "Uh, ah...."

        

        ...and her soft breasts pressed firmly against my chest.

        

        It's a stimulus I could have easily resisted under normal circumstances.

        But the hazy intoxication and the excitement built up from Cecilia's actions so far made it impossible to ignore the sensation of these sensual curves.

      

      
        

        "Hehehe.... Sorryyyy...?"

        

        Meanwhile, Cecilia leaned against me and snuggled in tightly.

        Her soft hair tickled my cheek, and she also rubbed her cheek against my neck.

        

        "Uhhh...."

        

        Her soft breasts pressed against me, and Cecilia's soft skin rubbed against my neck.

        

        I-I must endure.

        Not wanting to ruin our relationship, I made repeated efforts to maintain my rationality.

        

        Clenching my fists and breathing heavily.

        Deliberately ignoring the soft sensations that continued.

        

        I must endure.

        I-I must endure.

        

        I must, en-

        

        "Hehe.... My legs gave out because your hands felt so goooood...?♥"

        

        —Ah.

        

        This.

        Isn't.

        Working.

        

        "Eek?!"

        

        Overcome with impulse, I strongly embraced Cecilia's small body.

        

        Hugging her tightly from the front, I could see Cecilia's slightly flushed neck right before my eyes.

        Exhaling hot breath, I gazed dreamily at that neck and then...

        

        I pressed my lips to that soft neck with a kiss.

        

        "Hik?!♥"

        

        A sweet voice echoed in the room.

        

        A subtly sweet fragrance mixed with the smell of alcohol.

        I couldn't bear how lovable she was, trembling finely in my arms.

        

        "You're cute...."

        "Hm, haah...♥"

        

        I kissed her neck again and again.

        Each time, her body jumped slightly and trembled lovably.

        

        My face is hot.

        My body is hot.

        Even more so, Cecilia's body temperature, twitching in my arms, is hot.

        

        She's cute.

        She's adorable.

        

        "Hahk, hih!♥ Haah, ah♥!"

        

        The sounds of kisses continued.

        Each time, Cecilia trembled and let out sweet moans.

        

        I firmly supported her trembling body.

        Slowly, slowly, I moved toward the bed.

        

        "Haahng♥"

        

        With a plop, I laid Cecilia on the bed.

        Then I embraced her small body from above, as if pouncing on her.

        

        "Haah...!♥ Nyeh, nyehhh...♥"

        

        I kissed her neck again and again.

        Her skin smelled fragrant.

        It was extremely enchanting, strange, and sensual.

        

        "Haah, haah...?♥"

        

        I gently pressed Cecilia's shoulders down on the bed and suddenly raised my head to examine her expression.

        

        Her mouth was half-open in a daze, with saliva visibly dripping from the corner.

        Her eyes had now gone beyond tearful to completely hazy.

        Her gaze, pleading for something, looked up at me with heat.

        

        The scent of excitement is in the air.

        And now I can say it. —It's erotic.

        

        "...Cecilia."

        "Ah...♥"

        

        I slowly extended one hand toward her cheek.

        When my hand touched her cheek, she covered it with her own hand as if it were precious.

        

        I slowly opened my mouth to ask her something.

        And she seemed to say something in return... or so it felt.

        

        It felt as if reason and consciousness were melting together.

        Feeling as if wrapped in something warm and sticky, I slowly lowered my body onto Cecilia.
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        [Ah...♥]

        

        I heard a sweet voice.

        The skin I gently caressed was so soft that I thought I could touch it forever.

        

        Flushed skin, dreamy eyes.

        Looking at her, who seemed both asleep and not, I slowly opened my mouth.

        

        [—, —...?]

        

        And I asked something.

        At least, that's what it felt like.

        

        [—...♬ ——......]

        

        An answer came back.

        Similarly, that's what it felt like.

        

        [—, ——?]

        [...—....]

        [—, ——...♬]

        

        ....

        

        [————...♥]

        

        I definitely heard something.

        Definitely, definitely heard it.

        

        My head started to throb.

        Hot air, an alluring scene, and hazy consciousness.

        In the foggy, ambiguous memory, only that voice couldn't be properly recalled.

        

        Cecilia.

        I had a conversation with her as she giggled playfully....

        

        I remember the fact that we had a conversation.

        But I couldn't remember what it was about at all.

        

        ...My head hurts.

        Is it a hangover?

        

        "Mmm...."

        

        I felt a subtle headache, though not severe.

        To be precise, "dizzy" might be a better description than headache.

        

        As I slowly opened my eyes, I saw the bright ceiling of the room.

        The sunlight was clear and warm, and the bed mattress was soft.

        

        "Mmm...?"

        "Zzz—...."

        

        And beside me.

        On the bed, right next to me.

        

        Cecilia was sleeping peacefully, making gentle breathing sounds.

        

        "...."

        "Nyaa—...."

        

        ....

        

        Um...............

        That is, well.

        

        "—Zzz......"

        "...Huh?!"

        

        I shot up in one swift motion.

        The mattress bounced from the impact, but this sleepy cat didn't even notice and kept sleeping soundly.

        

        "Nyaa—...."

        

        I heard her sleep-talking.

        After staring blankly at her for a moment, I slowly covered my face with my palm.

        

        "...Ugh."

        

        Only one thought crossed my mind.

        

        Did we do it?

        

        Did I actually do it...?

        

        ...Did I?

        With a completely drunk girl after drinking tons of wine?

        Seriously?!

        

        "...Ughhh......"

        

        I collapsed sideways with my face still covered.

        

        I finally messed up big time.

        

        Pouncing on a girl while drunk.

        Eun-hyuk, are you even human anymore....

        

        And I don't even remember it.

        Well, not completely blank—there are foggy, scattered memories, but the important parts are all—

        

        "...Huh?"

        

        A question suddenly occurred to me.

        Did I really do something?

        

        "...."

        "Hmm—...."

        

        I glanced at Cecilia, who was still sleeping.

        Then I quickly looked myself over.

        

        ...My clothes are fine.

        I checked by lifting them slightly, and my underwear was also on normally without any issues.

        

        ...Did we not do it??

        Wait, something's odd?

        

        Something felt strange.

        Faced with this confusing situation, I clutched my head and groaned on the bed.

        

        "...Let's try to, yes, let's try to remember."

        

        The conclusion I eventually reached was quite ordinary.

        I rubbed my forehead with my hand, trying to revive last night's memories.

        

        First.

      

      
        We drank the gifted wine together for hours.

        

        "...."

        

        I turned my head slightly to look at the table.

        Four empty wine bottles caught my eye.

        

        ...We drank all that.

        No wonder we got drunk.

        

        Despite drinking that much, the hangover wasn't too bad.

        Almost non-existent.

        I had the somewhat irrelevant thought that premium wine really is worth its price.

        

        "Well, that's beside the point."

        

        Second.

        We ate, drank, and got drunk.

        

        The menu included meat, nuts, fish, seafood, and so on.

        There was a lot.

        At least from looking at the table, it seemed we had eaten everything cleanly.

        

        Third.

        I pounced.

        

        "Ah—...."

        

        Memories started coming back vividly.

        

        The smell of alcohol, a subtle fragrance.

        The warmth and soft touch of fingers on my cheek.

        

        Hazy intoxication. Excitement.

        

        The sound of a kiss.

        A small body trembling in my arms.

        

        The sensation of her nape.

        

        "Ugh...."

        

        Just recalling it made my face burn hot.

        I covered my face with my hands again and flopped down on the bed.

        

        Yes, that's right.

        I pounced.

        Unable to resist my desire, I held Cecilia and repeatedly kissed her nape.

        

        Then I laid her down on the bed and gently pressed her shoulders.

        And then....

        

        "...I can't remember what happened next."

        

        I muttered in a small voice as I sat up again.

        Then I looked at Cecilia once more.

        

        "Nyaa—...."

        "You're sleeping so well."

        

        Silver-white hair spread against the white bed sheets.

        Twitching ears, a tail peacefully protruding from her back.

        Bathed in streaming sunlight, Cecilia had a serene expression, deep in sleep.

        

        ...She's cute.

        Well, yes, she's cute, but that's not the important thing right now.

        

        "...Did we or didn't we."

        

        I spoke softly, watching her chest rise and fall slowly.

        

        Honestly, I really don't know.

        Did we or didn't we?

        

        At least my clothes were intact.

        Cecilia was also dressed normally as usual.

        It wasn't like we were naked under the blanket or anything like that.

        

        It seemed like we didn't... do it.

        Probably.

        

        "Nyaa...."

        "...Ah."

        

        As I was tilting my head in thought, Cecilia shifted her body.

        And seeing that, I could finally be certain whether we did it or not.

        

        We didn't.

        Because....

        

        "...Your underwear is showing, you tomboy."

        "Mm...?"

        

        Cecilia is small and dislikes tight clothes, so most of her clothes are oversized.

        And now, through the loose arm of her t-shirt, a gray bra strap was peeking out.

        

        Seeing the soft gray underwear, I felt relief before excitement.

        

        We didn't do it.

        At least, unless divinely possessed, I wouldn't have done something while drunk and then properly put her underwear back on.

        

        Having reached that conclusion, I could finally breathe a sigh of relief.

        

        "Phew...!"

        

        The tension drained from my body.

        I felt all my strength leave me, replaced by ease.

        

        I was so worried that I might have actually pounced on her.

        

        Of course, sharing intimacy with someone you like is a happy thing in itself.

        ...But if we're going to do it, I want to be sober.

        My pride won't allow me to express my feelings and desires while escaping through alcohol.

        

        I want to love sincerely, with a clear conscience.

        Because I like her, I want to treat her as preciously as I like her.

        

        At least for the first experience, someday, with a clear mind.

        

        [—, ——...♬]

        

        "...Huh."

        

        Suddenly, an image flashed in my mind.

        

        Cecilia lying straight on the bed.

        Me looking down at her in a position as if pouncing.

      

      
        

        Cecilia, smiling broadly, said something to me.

        But that sound was like fog, scattered in my memory and not reaching my ears.

        

        "...."

        

        What did she say?

        In that scene, Cecilia had an expression as if she was proudly sharing her dream.

        

        [————...♥]

        

        "Hmm."

        

        No matter how much I thought about it, I couldn't recall.

        It seemed like something important, but I couldn't remember.

        

        ...Well, there's nothing I can do if I can't remember.

        With that thought, I lowered my head.

        

        "...."

        "...Oh."

        

        And our eyes met.

        

        With whom?

        With Cecilia.

        

        In what position?

        Um....

        With her underwear showing through her t-shirt, and me in a position of peeking at it...?

        

        "...Pervert."

        "Ugh."

        

        With slightly opened eyes, Cecilia sat up and hugged herself.

        At that bluntly delivered word, I involuntarily flinched.

        

        P-pervert?

        ...Damn, there were too many suspicious things.

        At least judging by my current position, there was no way to avoid misunderstanding.

        

        "...Good morning."

        

        But soon Cecilia greeted me while covering her face with a pillow.

        Whether she remembered yesterday, ...or because she showed her underwear, she looked embarrassed.

        

        "Good morning, ...Cecilia."

        "Mm...."

        "...."

        

        Silence fell.

        For some reason, both Cecilia and I were in kneeling positions, stealing glances at each other.

        

        "...Do you remember anything?"

        "A little...."

        "How much?"

        "That, on my nape...."

        "Ah, yes. That's enough. Stop there."

        

        I hurriedly cut off Cecilia, who seemed about to whimper.

        

        She gave me a steady gaze.

        Looking back at her, I suddenly spoke.

        

        "...Let's drink within our limits from now on. Both you and me."

        "Mm...."

        "Excessive skinship is forbidden. Only head and ears are allowed, and... even if I ask, don't allow neck or chest. Understood?"

        "Y-yes. Yes."

        

        I saw Cecilia nodding her head hurriedly.

        

        As I stared blankly at her still sleepy sky-blue eyes, I suddenly reached out to her head.

        

        "Eep."

        "...Sorry about yesterday. Were you scared?"

        "...No♪"

        

        As soon as my hand touched her, Cecilia lifted her head slightly, making a happy sound.

        Then she continued in a soft voice.

        

        "I know Eun-hyuk is gentle."

        "...."

        

        Her sweet whisper tickled my ear.

        With a slight sense of guilt and the accompanying tingling sensation, I deeply bowed my head.

        

        "...Thank you for seeing me in a good light, Cecilia."

        "It's true. ...So! What shall we do today, Eun-hyuk?"

        

        Saying that, Cecilia sat up straight.

        She looked quite energetic.

        Seeing that, I also smiled faintly.

        

        What was it that Cecilia said last night?

        She didn't seem to recall it either, and there was no way to know now.

        

        A moment like a dream had passed.

        Another day begins today.

        

        Cecilia hopped off the bed with a light movement, and suddenly, as if discovering something, she trotted toward the entrance.

        

        ...It's a bit awkward for me to say, but she looked remarkably healthy and energetic despite what happened yesterday.

        Did she black out more than I did?

        That seemed possible.

        

        "...A package?"

        "Ah~.... Come to think of it, I forgot about that. I was going to check it after we finished drinking, but then."

        

        I responded to Cecilia's question about the box placed next to the front door.

        

        If my memory serves me right, it's something that arrived yesterday evening.

        On my way back from grocery shopping, my hands were full, so I just pushed it inside with my foot and then completely forgot about it.

        

        Come to think of it, yesterday was Saturday, yet a package arrived. And in the evening at that.

        Is it something urgent?

        

        "There should be a label on top saying what it is. What does it say?"

        "Let me see...."

        

        Cecilia tilted her head.

        And as I was getting off the bed, she spoke.

        

        "School... uniform?"

        

        At the same time, I froze in my tracks.

        ...It was a very familiar term.
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        "Did your uniform arrive? I heard they were going to send it before... that was faster than I expected."

        

        Hearing Eunhyuk speak behind me, I nervously fidgeted with the box in front of me.

        

        A thick cardboard box with various things written on it, including the word 'uniform.'

        Unable to focus on those words at all, I tightly clutched my pounding heart.

        

        My face was burning hot.

        Even though I wasn't fully awake yet.

        

        "What's inside?"

        "Huh? Oh, yeah..."

        

        Startled by Eunhyuk's voice but pretending to be calm, I placed my hand on the opening of the box.

        

        I opened the box with a rustling sound.

        Inside were... several pieces of clothing wrapped in something transparent.

        

        "It really is a uniform."

        "!"

        

        I flinched at the voice coming from right beside me.

        Glancing sideways, I saw Eunhyuk had approached and was crouching down to look inside the box.

        

        "A uniform and casual clothes? There's quite a lot. ...Multiple sizes of each. That makes sense. I was wondering how they got the size right when they never measured you."

        "...Uh."

        

        Why did his articulate voice sound so attractive today?

        Eunhyuk's voice, both languid and gentle.

        Looking at his slender fingers with their prominent knuckles, I suddenly recalled the whisper I heard yesterday.

        

        [You're cute...]

        

        That single phrase.

        Said while embracing me with those hands, caressing me with those lips.

        

        Each time Eunhyuk kissed me with a soft "chu," a strange sensation spread from my nape.

        His breath was hot, and the alcohol made everything hazy.

        

        [Mmm, haah...♥]

        

        And with each kiss that followed, I moaned and panted with an undignified expression.

        

        The soft feeling of the bed.

        Eunhyuk's heated gaze looking down at me.

        

        As yesterday's memories began to surface one by one, I—...

        

        "—Cecilia?"

        "Eek, ah, yes?"

        

        I flinched at the sudden sound of Eunhyuk's voice.

        Turning my head in surprise, I saw Eunhyuk holding out one of the outfits to me with a concerned expression.

        

        "I asked if you wanted to try it on... Are you okay? Are you feeling sick?"

        "Ah, no! I'm fine. I'm just not fully awake yet... hehe."

        

        I accepted the clothes from Eunhyuk with an awkward laugh.

        Though confused by the unfamiliar design, I stood up smoothly.

        

        "I just need to try it on, right? Can you wait a moment?"

        "Oh, sure. ...Um, Cecilia."

        "Hmm?"

        

        I walked steadily to the bathroom and grabbed the doorknob.

        Just as I was about to enter, Eunhyuk suddenly spoke.

        

        "...How much do you remember about yesterday?"

        "..."

        

        I hesitated at his question.

        Trying to compose my expression in an unfamiliar way, I answered lightly.

        

        "...I vaguely remember getting kissed on the nape. Everything else is fuzzy, so I don't remember well. Like what was said~ or what happened~..."

        "...Really?"

        "Yep~! Oh, and being bitten on the nape wasn't that scary... so don't worry about it, okay?"

        

        With those words, I closed the bathroom door.

        

        ***

        

        "Aaaahhhh... I'm such an idiot...!"

        

        In the quiet interior where sound echoed, with clean white tiles.

        After locking the door, I crouched down on the bathroom floor and covered my face with my hands.

        

        Did he notice?

        He probably didn't notice, right?

        

        "Huuuh..."

        

        My cheeks felt like they were burning under my palms.

        Glancing at the mirror, I saw a girl with a bright red face.

        

        Ugh...

        Ughhhhh...!!

        

        "Remember exactly how much," he asks?

        Of course I remember everything, you dummy...!!

        

        Drinking and getting drunk!

        And, and Eunhyuk burying his face in my chest!

        Of course, I know that was an accident, but...

        

        Th-then!

        I, I...!

        

        [Does this make your heart race...?]

        

        Waaaaaah...!

      

      
        

        I-I put Eunhyuk's hand on my chest...?!

        What on earth did drunk-me do!!

        

        "Uuugh...!"

        

        Of course, it felt good—...

        

        ...N-no.

        That's not it, um.

        

        ...

        

        ...And, and also!

        When we went to the bed, my legs gave out and I fell, and then I...!

        

        [Ehehe... I'm sowwy...?]

        

        Rubbing my cheek against Eunhyuk's neck...

        Am I really a cat or what?

        

        "Haaah..."

        

        I couldn't help but sigh.

        ...Thank goodness the bathroom door is thick.

        Even if I screamed my lungs out, nothing would leak through.

        Though I should still hold back a little.

        

        I never knew alcohol could be this terrifying.

        I thought I understood its dangers from all the times I've drunk before, clinging to Eunhyuk, but...

        

        [Hehe... Your hands feel so gooood... I think my waist is melting...?♥]

        

        "Uuugh...!"

        

        My face is burning hot again.

        I want to pinch yesterday's me who blurted out whatever came to mind!

        

        Fine, I admit it. I'll admit it.

        ...It felt good...

        

        When the gentle hands of the person I love touched my chest, my heart went thump-thump, and my head went all dizzy with ecstasy, and it was like, well...

        

        ...Ugh.

        

        "..."

        

        ...It feels like something major happened.

        There were similar incidents during my heat, but this time...

        

        "I was almost pounced on..."

        

        ...I remember Eunhyuk exploring my nape as if he couldn't hold back anymore.

        I remember his thick arms, rough yet gentle, laying me down on the bed and pressing down.

        I remember that expression melting with desire.

        

        The alcohol and the haziness.

        The excitement and the desire.

        

        In the dark room, the sound of kisses going "chu♥."

        That sensual feeling of my body involuntarily twitching.

        A voice that didn't seem like mine, sticky moans.

        

        And Eunhyuk's words.

        

        [Can I... do it...?]

        

        "..."

        

        I felt the cold bathroom floor.

        Raising my arms to cover my face again, my heated sigh tickled my skin.

        

        Well done, me...

        For properly refusing.

        Even while that drunk, I managed to speak properly, really well done...

        

        "I don't remember exactly what I said, but..."

        

        I probably refused.

        After whatever I said, Eunhyuk stroked me once and then lay down beside me and fell asleep...

        

        ...I did refuse, right?

        Somehow, I feel like I said something else.

        

        "But if it wasn't a refusal, Eunhyuk wouldn't have backed down like that..."

        

        Ah, wait.

        Just a moment.

        

        I think I'm remembering.

        

        I might not recall anything else, but that final phrase, somehow I think I can remember—

        

        [I'll wait...♥]

        

        ...

        ......

        

        ...Wait, he said?

        For what?

        

        "...Maybe I shouldn't have tried to remember."

        

        I muttered quietly.

        In the end, I couldn't remember anything else besides that one phrase.

        

        Suddenly, all strength left my body.

        Sitting on the bathroom floor, I gazed up at the light fixture.

        

        ...I need to work hard on my alcohol tolerance.

      

      
        If I drink like that again, I might really get pounced on next time.

        

        "...Not that."

        

        About to get up, I hugged my knees instead.

        And in a very, very small voice, I whispered.

        

        "...Not that I'd mind, Eunyuk..."

        

        I could feel my heart pounding.

        It felt like I had just said something incredibly embarrassing.

        

        "...I know Eunhyuk is gentle."

        

        Yet I continued to mutter.

        

        Because I know.

        That he's someone who won't carelessly hurt others.

        What I said to Eunhyuk earlier came out in my half-asleep state, but it was still sincere.

        

        A gentle person.

        A precious person.

        ...A person I love.

        

        If the day comes when he asks me again, what will I answer?

        I'm not sure, but still.

        

        "...I don't want my first time to be while drunk..."

        

        That's all.

        

        Leaving behind the heat of my face that felt like it might burn, I reached for the uniform.

        

        ***

        

        Looking at Cecilia who came out of the bathroom after changing, I suddenly recalled my own school days.

        

        My middle and high school years when I had no luck with romance.

        Like all hot-blooded students, I too dreamed of dating among students.

        

        I used to long for what people call "uniform dates."

        At least until the first semester.

        

        Why?

        ...Because our school uniform was terribly unstylish...

        

        Dull green & bright purple checkered pattern.

        The nickname was "spinach sweet potato stir-fry."

        I still wonder what on earth the designer was thinking.

        

        And now.

        

        "...How is it?"

        

        Looking at Cecilia who had changed and come out, I recalled that old romantic notion.

        

        A light sky-blue dress shirt.

        A navy vest that looked soft and fluffy.

        Finally, the blazer on top was a gentle beige, adding a fresh yet student-like atmosphere.

        

        "Pretty."

        

        Pretty.

        

        Ah, yes.

        It came out of my mouth before I could even think.

        

        "Really? Hmm, I think it's pretty too, but it's not a design I've seen much..."

        "It suits you well. You look pretty wearing it, Cecilia."

        "R-really? Ehehe..."

        

        I could see her ears perking up and her tail wagging.

        How cute.

        Not just the clothes, but her smiling face was also pleasant to see.

        

        "But what about your tail? Isn't the uniform skirt quite tight? I wouldn't know, but."

        "Ah, there's an opening for the tail. This part is slightly three-dimensional, so there's space at the top to pull out the tail."

        "Oh."

        

        It seemed the clothes were made specifically for beastkin.

        No wonder the police sent a message saying "We would appreciate your feedback on wearing it."

        

        "So it's not a hole, but the upper part is slightly open?"

        "Yes. It's quite comfortable."

        

        With a small smile, Cecilia twirled around once to show me.

        The skirt fluttered and the blazer swayed.

        I couldn't help but admire. She's pretty.

        

        "...Starting tomorrow, you'll be going to school again."

        "Ah, right. That's true."

        

        When I mentioned it, Cecilia responded as if she had just remembered.

        Seeing her still unfamiliar with the sense of days, I smiled slightly.

        

        Tomorrow starts the weekdays.

        As a student, Cecilia will go to school to study.

        

        ...A 'student,' huh.

        Seeing Cecilia in her uniform made it feel real.

        

        How should I put it, I'm a bit envious.

        

        "Good luck with school life, Cecilia."

        "Yes. Thank you."

        

        Putting aside such envy, I offered sincere encouragement.

        Hoping that this cute cat's school life would become a good memory.
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        "I'm off, Eunhyuk?"

        "Yeah, take care."

        

        Monday morning.

        As usual, after finishing breakfast, Cecilia and I stood at the front door.

        

        Breakfast was modest as always, and my head was still foggy from sleepiness.

        Sunlight poured through the window, and outside, a few fallen leaves tumbled about.

        

        It was a typical morning.

        Except it wasn't completely typical.

        Specifically, our attire was a bit different.

        

        I suddenly tried to recall what Cecilia usually wore to school.

        

        First, her bottoms.

        Cecilia basically never wears skirts... or rather, she doesn't even own any.

        She said pants were enough for her, so she never bought skirts.

        So she only ever wore pants.

        And they were just plain, simple, solid-colored pants.

        

        Her tops weren't much different—only black hoodies.

        A large coat she always wore that could completely cover her ears and tail.

        The clothes underneath changed occasionally... but since they were all covered up, there was no visible difference.

        

        When you looked at her entire outfit, Cecilia's usual attire gave off a completely plain impression.

        She didn't have many clothes to begin with.

        Of course, it wasn't bad in its own way, but I couldn't help feeling a bit disappointed.

        

        So, how about now?

        

        "...Does it suit me?"

        

        Noticing my gaze, Cecilia asked with slightly flushed cheeks.

        

        Hearing that, I looked her up and down once more, then nodded with a satisfied smile.

        A white shirt with a tie. A navy vest and a fluffy-looking beige blazer.

        Her long socks were pure white, and her knee-length skirt was a neat gray.

        

        A school uniform.

        A fantasy-tinged school uniform that accentuated her silver-white cat ears and tail.

        

        ...This was the second time I'd seen it after yesterday.

        No matter when I saw it, it was pretty and suited her well.

        

        "Yeah, yeah. It suits you. You look pretty, Cecilia."

        "Ehehe♪"

        

        When I honestly complimented her, Cecilia's face lit up with joy as she twitched her ears.

        When such a simple compliment earned such a genuine smile in return, I couldn't help but smile back.

        

        "Is it uncomfortable anywhere? The size, especially around the tail. Is it okay?"

        "Yep! The end part is nicely made and soft... and the size fits perfectly. It's surprisingly comfortable to move in. Want to see?"

        

        Saying that, Cecilia lightly twirled around.

        

        Then she slightly lifted the hem of her blazer to show where her tail emerged from the skirt...

        

        "It's like this, slightly split."

        "Y-yeah."

        

        She explained to me.

        

        However, since Cecilia's tail is located above her tailbone, showing it naturally meant sticking out her behind...

        I knew her intentions were innocent, but it was a bit embarrassing.

        

        Maybe it's just my impure thoughts. Cecilia herself didn't seem to notice anything wrong.

        ...I decided not to mention it since it might embarrass her.

        

        "So... Eunhyuk?"

        

        Cecilia twirled halfway around again.

        Then, looking at me, she slightly lowered her eyebrows.

        

        "...Starting today, I go to school alone?"

        

        To that, I slowly, very subtly nodded.

        

        After a week of adjustment... starting today, Cecilia would go to school alone.

        That's one of the reasons why this morning was different from usual.

        

        The goal was independence.

        And beyond that, adaptation to modern society.

        

        This had been mentioned from the time she enrolled.

        

        "But you've been coming home alone just fine until now. You'll be okay."

        

        "Mmm, but there aren't many people around during the return home... but it's different during the morning commute. It's quite different."

        

        "...Are you nervous?"

        

        "A little."

        

        Looking up at me with a not-quite-perfect smile, Cecilia.

        

        I approached her and gently patted her head.

        

        "Uwah."

      

      
        

        "...Here, a gift."

        

        "Eh, hmm?"

        

        Then I placed something in her hand.

        

        What was it?

        

        My phone.

        

        "Oh, this is that thing you're always fiddling with?"

        

        "It's a communication device. See this yellow button-like thing?"

        

        "Ah, yes."

        

        "Touch this to enter..."

        

        I briefly explained to Cecilia how to operate it.

        

        Of course, I only had one phone.

        

        If I had another one, we could have easily contacted each other, but unfortunately, I couldn't get one.

        

        So, if I give my only phone to Cecilia, wouldn't that mean we can't contact each other?

        

        Surprisingly, that's not the case.

        

        "If anything happens, type a message here and send it. I'll reply right away."

        

        'Send a message to myself.'

        Here, 'myself' refers to my account stored in this app on my phone...

        ...and there's no rule saying that account can only be accessed from one phone.

        

        "Since I have a laptop. I can reply using that, so we can contact each other."

        "Oh..."

        

        Even with one account and one app, since there are two devices that can access it—the laptop and the phone—we can effectively communicate.

        It was a workaround I came up with after much thought.

        

        Cecilia nodded while curiously fiddling with the phone.

        Even if she didn't understand the principle, she would be able to use it well.

        Cecilia is smart.

        

        "You can contact me anytime. It's a good world we live in."

        "..."

        "Still nervous?"

        "...A little."

        "Huh."

        

        At Cecilia's continued words, I made a troubled expression.

        Um, well.

        ...I thought I was being really cool and comforting.

        Was the phone not enough?

        

        "...I'm a little nervous, so..."

        

        I tilted my head, falling into thought again.

        Cecilia slowly looked up at me straight on.

        

        "Hug me..."

        "..."

        

        I didn't answer with words.

        I just leaned forward slightly and gently embraced Cecilia's small body.

        

        "Mm..."

        "...Your hat and hood. You packed them in your bag, right?"

        "Yes..."

        "If the stares bother you, don't hesitate to put them on. The uniform suits you, but your comfort comes first."

        "Yes..."

        

        A brief embrace.

        With heated faces and a vague sense of regret, Cecilia and I separated.

        

        "...You're being more clingy than on your first day of school?"

        "Ugh. ...That's because you went with me then..."

        "If you're really, really scared, I can still go with you~"

        "..."

        

        At my teasing words, Cecilia pouted with a reddened face.

        Then, with a hint of pride on her face, she smiled playfully.

        

        "...I can go alone!"

        "Aww, how admirable."

        "Ah, um... hehe."

        

        When I patted her head again, Cecilia immediately beamed with joy.

        With that final gesture, I withdrew my hand, and Cecilia clicked open the front door.

        

        "I'm off, Eunhyuk."

        "Take care."

        

        With those greetings, Cecilia went outside.

        

        Soon after, the door closed with another click.

        

        "..."

      

      
        

        Only silence remained in the room.

        Scratching the back of my head, I once again felt the sensation I had fully experienced last week—was this room always this quiet?

        

        "It's lonely."

        

        I realized that my life had already been colored by Cecilia's presence.

        What I eat, how I sleep, what I wear.

        

        My closet now contained women's clothes I never thought I'd have, and my bed sheets and pillows faintly carried Cecilia's scent.

        

        A cute girl had moved in to live with a man who had been living alone.

        Thinking about it now, it was truly a strange and wonderful thing.

        Who would have imagined such a joyful event happening in my once-boring life?

        

        "Alright."

        

        Putting aside my reflections, I took out my laptop.

        Connected the cord, turned it on.

        I opened the messenger app as usual.

        

        "...Notification settings... Yes, done."

        

        Now if any message came, a loud sound would play.

        It was a reasonable measure since I couldn't miss anything Cecilia might send.

        

        "Now what should I do?"

        

        I rested my chin on the table.

        

        What to do?

        Should I read a book, or play a game?

        Finding some game videos on YouTube might be good too.

        

        ...But, what is it?

        Hmm.

        For some reason, I felt extremely uneasy.

        

        Huh, what is this?

        Suddenly I have a bad feeling...?

        

        It doesn't seem related to Cecilia.

        What is this feeling that's making me fidget?

        

        "...Laundry. Right. Did I run the washing machine...?"

        

        Without understanding the meaning of my unease, I got up.

        Then I went around the small room checking if there were any clothes lying around or areas where dust had accumulated.

        

        "The dishes are done too. Cecilia always takes care of that..."

        

        There didn't seem to be anything wrong in the room.

        While feeling relieved yet puzzled by this fact, I checked today's date on my laptop.

        

        November 13th.

        ...Did I have any schedule today?

        

        "Hmm...?"

        

        That's when it happened.

        

        The doorbell rang throughout the room.

        

        "Oh, ah. Who is—"

        "Eunhyuk~. Are you in there?"

        

        I froze at the familiar voice that interrupted my question.

        

        A very, very familiar voice.

        ...Perhaps the most familiar in my life.

        

        "Mom?!"

        

        I quickly approached and grabbed the doorknob.

        After hesitating briefly, I flung the door open.

        

        "There~. I came to see how my son is doing~."

        "Oh, welcome? What brings you here today...?"

        "Hmm? Didn't Mom tell you I was coming today?"

        

        My mother tilted her head with a half-playful, half-puzzled expression.

        Madam Lee Yeonhwa.

        At my mother's words, I recalled the dormant memory.

        

        ...Ah.

        She did say she was coming today.

        

        So that's why I felt uneasy. I see.

        ...But this isn't something I can just brush off...?!

        

        "Have you eaten?"

        "Yes, yes."

        "Oh? That's unusual. You actually ate breakfast. Come to think of it, it's surprising to see you up in the morning. Have you finally become a proper person after living alone for almost three years?"

        

        My mother smiled brightly.

        Looking at her, I could only manage a somewhat stiff smile in return.

        

        ...What am I going to do?

        This house is still full of traces of Cecilia...?
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        "Let's see~. What does my son have in his refrigerator? Or is it empty again this time~?"

        "W-wait a moment, Mom."

        "Oh my, there's quite a lot! Seems like you're living well?"

        "Excuse me, ma'am?"

        "The washing machine... is running too. And the room is clean. Oh my... What's this, did you get a girlfriend?"

        "..."

        

        Is this what they mean when they say you can't fool a parent's intuition?

        ...Though this seems a bit different.

        

        With a pleased grin, Mom turned to me and nodded.

        Even if the girlfriend comment was a joke, she seemed genuinely happy that her son who moved out was living well.

        

        "Has spring finally come for my son...? Who is she, hm? Is it that new part-timer you mentioned before?"

        "No, I don't actually have a girlfriend yet..."

        "Oh, what a shame."

        

        Mom let out a playful sigh as if she was genuinely disappointed by my answer.

        ...Maybe the girlfriend talk wasn't a joke after all.

        

        Ah... Come to think of it, our family has always been quite persistent about the girlfriend topic.

        Half-jokingly, half-seriously asking when I'd give them grandchildren, or offering to introduce me to someone nice in the neighborhood.

        

        I thought it had died down recently, but apparently those feelings hadn't completely faded.

        

        Looking closer, I noticed an unfamiliar sharpness in Mom's eyes as she plopped down on the floor.

        ...She probably suspected I actually had a girlfriend but was hiding it.

        

        Well, you see, Mom.

        I am hiding something, that's true.

        But it's not a girlfriend, though it is a girl....

        

        "Um... Did you have breakfast before coming?"

        

        After racking my brain, I finally threw out a safe comment to divert her attention.

        

        If I actually had a girlfriend, I could just come clean about it.

        ...But if she found out I was living with a girl I wasn't even dating, what kind of reaction would that bring?

        Knowing my mother's personality, probably...

        ....

        

        It was a bit scary.

        In many ways.

        

        "I didn't eat. I was planning to make breakfast for my son~ and eat together. But I didn't know you'd already eaten."

        "Haha...."

        

        It seemed I'd succeeded in changing the subject.

        

        Mom turned her gaze away from the furniture and looked at me.

        Smiling awkwardly at her words, I opened the refrigerator door to check if there was anything to eat.

        

        "Should I make you something simple? Um, eggs, kimchi, some side dishes? I've been eating a lot lately so there's nothing fancy..."

        "Hm? No, no, it's fine. I can't be mooching off my son in his apartment. I'll find a soup restaurant nearby. Here, take this."

        

        Mom handed me the paper bag she had placed on the floor earlier.

        

        "What is it?"

        

        Though I could guess, I asked out of courtesy as I took it.

        Feeling the weight in my palm, I opened it to find, as expected....

        

        "Side dishes."

        

        The paper bag was filled with containers of various side dishes.

        

        Mom's expression seemed to say, "You knew this was coming, didn't you?"

        

        "Since I'm visiting after a long time, I made various things. Keep the containers."

        "Wow. Kimchi, stir-fried pork, this and that... What's this, soybean paste soup? You brought soup in a container?"

        "Yes. Did it leak through the lid?"

        "Oh, no. It seems fine."

        "That's good. I made these specially so you wouldn't forget your mother's cooking. When your girlfriend comes over, let her taste them too, okay?"

        "I told you I don't have a girlfriend..."

        

        Even as I answered in a small voice, I couldn't hide the slight smile forming on my lips.

        

        My mom's cooking skills are top-notch, after all.

        The dining table would be abundant for a while.

      

      
        

        I was also quite excited to see how Cecilia would react.

        I hoped she would like it.

        

        "Oh my, oh my."

        "...?"

        "Son, be honest with me. Do you really not have a girlfriend? Not even someone you're interested in?"

        "Huh? Why suddenly...?"

        "Look at your face right now. You're grinning from ear to ear."

        

        ...Was I?

        I awkwardly touched my cheeks and tilted my head in confusion.

        I was excited, sure, but grinning...?

        

        "I'll keep it a secret, so just tell me, okay? Who is she? Is it that new part-timer you mentioned?"

        "No, she's just a junior colleague..."

        "Then what about that regular customer you mentioned? She seemed reliable."

        "She already has someone, wait, why are you pressing this issue today—"

        "What about that beast-eared girl next door?"

        "...Who?"

        "The beast-eared girl. Silver hair, with cat ears and a tail."

        

        I froze stiff as Mom slowly raised her hands to her head, mimicking animal ears.

        

        "Like this. She was wearing a school uniform, so she must be a student, right?"

        "..."

        

        I was internally shocked as I watched Mom tilt her head.

        

        ...That's definitely Cecilia she's talking about.

        How does Mom know about Cecilia?

        And what's this about next door?

        What?

        

        "What do you mean, next door?"

        "I passed her going down the stairs on my way here. She wouldn't have a reason to be in someone else's building if she didn't live here, right? Haven't you seen her?"

        "..."

        

        ...Seen her?

        ...Well, yes, I've seen her plenty. Yes.

        I've been seeing her all day, every day, Mother.

        

        Well...

        ...I didn't expect the situation to unfold like this.

        

        I never imagined she would have run into Cecilia on her way here.

        It doesn't seem like she's discovered that Cecilia lives with us yet, but the situation still seemed precarious.

        

        "She was pretty and cute. Your room is so clean... Are you secretly crushing on her? Maybe sharing food with her and such?"

        "..."

        

        Whoa, wait a minute.

        I'm getting goosebumps, Mom.

        Since when did you become psychic...?

        

        Is this what they mean when they say you can't fool a parent's intuition?

        ...This time, it seemed accurate.

        

        She's almost got it all right.

        Crushing on her? Yes. Sharing food with her? Yes.

        

        And yes, she is pretty and cute.

        Though that's beside the point.

        

        "Have you been following the news about the beastfolk...?"

        

        At this rate, she'd definitely discover our cohabitation.

        With that thought spreading through my mind, I chose a blatant change of subject to keep the secret.

        

        It felt like an abrupt departure from our conversation, but I had no choice.

        My anxious brain couldn't come up with anything better.

        

        "Of course I have. I've seen all the news about those beast-eared kids and other species? At my age, I've seen it all."

        

        Good. I seemed to have successfully changed the topic.

        If I could just keep the conversation going on appropriate subjects to pass the time—

        

        "I even saw news about school uniform prototypes... I was curious how they handled the tail holes. By the way, do you have enough clothes? I have some clothes at home that aren't being worn, let me see, your closet is..."

        "Ah, Mom, wait."

      

      
        

        And just like that, the topic swerved with a curveball that would make a pro pitcher jealous.

        I could only watch as Mom walked purposefully toward the closet.

        

        With a clack, the closet drawer opened.

        

        If it had been the outerwear section, it might have been okay, but as if some deity was playing a prank...

        

        "Oh my?"

        

        ...She opened the underwear drawer on the first try.

        And of course, not my underwear drawer, but Cecilia's.

        

        Ah. Really.

        Goddamn.

        

        "..."

        "..."

        

        Silence fell.

        

        Mom slowly pulled out one of Cecilia's bras and examined it front and back.

        

        "It's big."

        "..."

        

        An overwhelming tension swept through me, leaving me speechless.

        

        Mom put down the bra, looked through the other closet compartments, and slowly turned to face me.

        

        "Son."

        "..."

        "Are you using protection properly?"

        "What?!"

        

        I looked up in shock at her words.

        

        Excuse me, Mother?

        Using what properly?

        

        In front of my confused self, Mom just nodded repeatedly with a composed expression.

        

        "Do you need condoms? Should I order a few boxes online for you? Well, it's not absolutely necessary to wear them, but if you care about her, you should try to. Even safe days aren't 100% safe."

        "Wh-what?!"

        "Oh, come on, don't be so embarrassed~. If you got a girlfriend, you should have said so. I would have brought better side dishes. Like oysters..."

        "Mother...?!"

        

        I stammered, unable to collect my thoughts as her teasing continued smoothly.

        

        "Anyway~ If she's leaving clothes here, things must be going well? I'm just curious, but have you thought about marriage?"

        "Mom, please...!"

        "No, never mind. You don't have to get married. But listen carefully, Eun-hyuk."

        

        With a firm grip, Mom suddenly placed her hands on both my shoulders.

        Then, with a very serious expression, she continued.

        

        "Have lots of sex while you can. I'll have breakfast outside and go straight home now..."

        "That's not it, I'm telling you?!"

        

        Back and forth.

        I grabbed Mom's hands from my shoulders and was about to open my mouth to explain, when at that very moment—

        

        "Eun-hyuk~."

        

        With a click, the door opened.

        

        "School's temporarily closed today... Oh?"

        

        Cecilia entered.

        

        "Ah."

        "Oh my."

        "...?"

        

        Three pairs of eyes met in the cramped studio apartment.

        

        Watching this scene unfold, all I could do was let out a thin sigh of resignation.
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        "Huh...?"

        

        The first thing I saw was Cecilia standing at the entrance, rolling her eyes in confusion.

        

        She glanced at me, then at my mom, then back at me again.

        Soon after, with wavering eyes, she mouthed a question to me.

        '...Who?' she asked.

        

        "Oh my, oh my. Come in, dear. Was it cold outside? Have you eaten yet?"

        "Um, well...?"

        "Come, come in. It's nice to meet you."

        

        The next one to start moving was my mom.

        

        With a face full of smiles, my mother gestured for Cecilia to come in quickly.

        At the same time, she patted my back with her other hand.

        

        "Come on, son. Your girlfriend is here, so you should welcome her."

        "She's not my girl—..."

        

        I was about to say she wasn't my girlfriend, but I cut myself off midway, worried that denying it here would make things even more awkward.

        

        Instead, I just scratched the back of my head and walked steadily toward Cecilia.

        Then I gently took her hand, which was still frozen in confusion, and slowly led her into the house.

        

        "Oh my. Oh my, oh my."

        

        ...I had just brought her inside, but the exclamation that suddenly came from behind was quite bothersome.

        

        Mother, why are you acting like this today of all days?

        I just brought her inside the house...

        

        It's not like I made some grand physical gesture, I just brought her in—

        

        "...Ah."

        

        And belatedly, from the soft sensation in my hand, I understood why my mother had reacted that way.

        

        I was holding her hand.

        And quite naturally, almost half-unconsciously at that.

        

        "Eek—"

        "...Who is she?"

        "Ah, huh?"

        

        Just as I hurriedly tried to let go of her hand due to the delayed wave of embarrassment, Cecilia's small hand firmly gripped mine.

        When I looked up at her whispered question, I saw Cecilia looking up at me with cautious eyes.

        

        "That person..."

        "...It's my mom. My mother."

        "Oh. ...Oh?! Really?!"

        

        I answered in a whisper too... but I flinched at the surprised voice that burst out right after.

        Our hands separating was just a bonus.

        

        But, well, she is my mom.

        Why is she so surprised?

        Is there something strange about it?

        ...I was thinking about these things briefly, but I soon found out the reason.

        

        "You don't look alike..."

        

        She says we don't look alike.

        Such a simple reason made me feel a bit deflated.

        

        "Ah. That's not what I meant..."

        

        Cecilia tried to correct herself, thinking she had misspoken.

        

        "We don't look alike, right~? That's how we are. He takes after his father~."

        

        My mom spoke up before her, a beat faster.

        With a beaming smile, she approached me with bouncy steps and started ruffling my hair.

        

        "Whoa."

        "People often say we don't look alike, but I am his mother. Look, our eyebrows are a bit similar, right?"

        "Haha..."

        

        My dear mother, excitedly ruffling my hair.

        Me, with my head being shaken by said mother.

        Cecilia, wearing an awkward smile.

        

        It was absolute chaos.

        Really...

        

        "...Hmm."

        "Ueh."

        

        Suddenly, the shaking of my head stopped.

        My vision was spinning, and strange sounds escaped my mouth.

        

        Through my dizzy vision, I could see Cecilia with a stiff expression and my mother with a smiling face.

        

        "Dear, what's your name?"

        "Ce-Cecilia..."

        "Cecilia? What a pretty name."

        

        And at the gentle voice that followed, I felt an inexplicable warmth.

        

        It was an incredibly calm, soft, and warm voice.

        Even I had rarely heard such... my mother's kind voice unless something special was happening.

        

        "You're living with Eunhyuk, right?"

        "Y-Yes..."

        "Is everything comfortable? Does he talk in his sleep a lot, or does he do mean things to you~?"

        "Not at all! ...Ah..."

        

      

      
        After answering loudly, carried away by the momentum, Cecilia soon hesitated with an embarrassed look.

        Watching her, my mom nodded kindly.

        

        "Yes. Feel free to tell me? He's not treating you badly, is he?"

        "...Not at all. Eunhyuk is so, so kind to me..."

        

        It was a small voice, almost shrinking.

        But even so, without stopping, as if that one sentence had opened the floodgates, Cecilia slowly continued speaking.

        

        "The food is delicious, the bed is cozy..."

        "Yes, yes."

        "He even lets me do some housework so I don't feel burdened. And clothes..."

        

        I could see Cecilia's thin fingers starting to fidget.

        Watching her while still held by my mother, I felt something indescribable stirring in my chest.

        

        "He sends you to school, and buys you underwear and such without complaint even though they must be quite expensive~?"

        "Yes, yes! Really. And also..."

        "And also?"

        "...He stays by my side when I'm scared, comforts me..."

        "Yes, yes."

        "...Pats my head, hugs me..."

        "Oh my, oh my."

        

        With a small exclamation, a happy smile spread across my mother's face.

        Soon after, she abruptly tossed my head aside, which she had been gently stroking, and slowly approached Cecilia.

        

        "Gwaak."

        "What a good child."

        

        I was thrown face-first onto the soft mattress.

        My nose was pressed, which hurt a little, but not much.

        

        "Good and cute... Hoho, too good for my son...?"

        

        Still lying face down on the bed, I didn't get up but just turned my head to the side.

        

        The two of them standing face to face at a close distance.

        Cecilia looking up and my mom looking down.

        Seeing them like this, there was a bit of a height difference.

        

        "...If anything, I'm the one who doesn't deserve him."

        

        Suddenly Cecilia spoke, lowering her head again.

        

        "I have nothing going for me, and I only bring bad things with me..."

        "..."

        "I met Eunhyuk by chance and only received help, without giving anything back. And on top of that, I'm always getting drunk and bothering him..."

        "Oh my, oh my goodness."

        

        Hey, Mother, that's not the appropriate reaction right now.

        Could you not overreact to the "getting drunk" part...?

        

        And please don't snicker like that while glancing over here...

        Weren't they having a serious conversation just now...?

        

        "And also, and also..."

        "Yes. Hoho... ...Cecilia?"

        

        As if reading my thoughts, my mom gently interrupted Cecilia with a smile.

        At that single word, both Cecilia and I looked up at my mother's face again.

        

        "When parents send their child to live alone, do you know what they worry about most?"

        "What... is it?"

        "That the child will be alone."

        

        It was a calm voice.

        At some point, my mom had raised her hand and was gently stroking Cecilia's head.

        

        "As humans, we all need to become independent someday. Still, as a parent, it's always worrying when my child becomes alone. Being sick and suffering alone, eating alone, sleeping alone..."

        "..."

        

        As someone who had lived alone for nearly three years, I couldn't help but relate.

        'Being sick and suffering alone, eating alone, sleeping alone.'

        

        People who haven't experienced it don't know how deeply the occasional, sudden emptiness of another person's absence can pierce the heart.

        

        "My son, you see. He's a decent person, but he didn't have a girlfriend, you know? And he didn't have friends who could be roommates either."

        "Is that so...?"

        "Yes. So I was very worried when he said he wanted to live alone. 'Will he be okay by himself, will he get sick from loneliness?' But, hoho..."

        

        I could see her gentle hand movements.

        With incredibly gentle motions, as if handling a precious jewel, my mom stroked Cecilia.

        

        "It seems my child has lived well... A gift has arrived. A precious, precious, lovely gift."

        

        It was a voice that showed something closer to deep emotion than joy.

        Hearing this parental voice that I had rarely heard before, I just held my breath.

        

        "Dear, Cecilia?"

        "Yes, yes..."

        "...Will you take good care of Eunhyuk?"

        

        And then my mom hugged Cecilia.

        

        A brief, loose hug.

        But it clearly contained a warmth that couldn't be fully expressed in words.

        

        After that momentary hug, my mom separated from Cecilia.

        Then, turning toward me, she said in a bright voice:

        

        "Son! Mom's going to head out now?"

        "Eh, oh. You're leaving already?"

        

        As I hurriedly got up and responded, my mom just smiled sweetly.

        Warmly, happily.

        

      

      
        "I'll go for today and come back next time. How about next week?"

        "Next week?"

        "That's right. We're not done yet, boy. This mom still wants to know a lot. How you met, how you came to live together... how you've been living. I'm going to ask all the details, so be prepared, okay?"

        

        She adjusted her coat that she had loosened, took out the side dish containers, and picked up the now-empty paper bag again.

        She walked to the entrance with steady steps and opened the door with a click.

        

        "Oh, and lastly."

        

        And then came the final words.

        Glancing back at the two of us, my mom said in a bright, loud voice:

        

        "Use condoms properly, son!"

        "Did you really have to say that at the end...?!"

        

        With a "Haha!" and my mom's energetic laughter, the door closed with a click.

        

        Silence returned to the room.

        It felt like a storm had just swept through.

        

        "...I was planning to complain about how my comforted school uniform debut was postponed."

        

        Cecilia, still wearing her school uniform, said.

        Soon after, she relaxed her stiff posture and quietly walked over to sit on the edge of the bed.

        

        "...I don't even remember well what I said..."

        "Ah, um. Is my mom sorry? For making things chaotic..."

        "No, no. It wasn't because it was chaotic, but because I was nervous."

        

        I also walked steadily toward Cecilia as she spoke.

        Then I plopped down on the bed next to her.

        

        "She's a good mother, Eunhyuk."

        "...You think so?"

        "Yes."

        

        I felt shy.

        

        Glancing to the side, I saw Cecilia with an expression that was hard to describe.

        

        "...A good, mother."

        "..."

        

        What I glimpsed in that expression was warmth and emotion, a gentle smile spreading across her youthful face and...

        ...a hint of longing?

        I'm not sure. I'm not a psychologist after all.

        

        I just quietly reached out my hand and stroked Cecilia's head.

        

        "Mmm..."

        "I'm glad you liked my mom...right?"

        "...Yes♪"

        

        Cecilia smiled brightly as she looked at me.

        Looking back at her, I smiled brightly too.

        

        I guess this means our cohabitation has been... approved.

        It felt a bit embarrassing.

        

        As I stroked Cecilia and tapped her ear, she made a purring sound and smiled, seeming pleased.

        

        "...But can I ask you one thing, Eunhyuk?"

        "Hmm? What is it?"

        

        I asked back as she suddenly spoke up.

        

        What question might she ask?

        The reason I decided to live alone? My school life? Why I don't have friends...?

        Recalling the content of the conversation with my mom just now, I quietly tried to anticipate Cecilia's question.

        

        "What's a condom?"

        "..."

        

        And at that completely unexpected question, I froze stiff.

        

        ...Mother....

        Did you really have to say that as your parting words...?

        

        "...I'll tell you later."

        "Eh~?"

        "Later, someday... um. ...Yeah."

        

        I gave an ambiguous answer.

        Looking at the puzzled cat in front of me, wondering if that "later" would really come someday.

        

        ...Well, we are a man and a woman.

        I guess someday it will come.

        There have actually been a few close calls already.

        

        But for now.

        

        "...Eii!"

        "Kyah?! Hyah, mmm. Hehe♥"

        

        I just wanted to play around and have fun without any complicated thoughts.

        Maybe because we'd been tense due to my mom's sudden visit, Cecilia's soft hair felt particularly pleasant to touch.

        

        "Mmm, hehe. Revenge!"

        "Whoa!"

        

        I stroked Cecilia, and Cecilia stroked me.

        And so we spent some time stroking each other and playing around.

        

        Until we both laughed ourselves tired and collapsed.

        Continuously...

      

    

  
    
      Ch.73A Weekend of Peaceful Grocery Shopping

      
        It had been about a week since my mom visited our apartment.

        

        I could feel winter approaching on my skin.

        The autumn leaves had all faded, and the air was growing colder.

        The white breath that was visible only at night until a few days ago could now be seen at any time.

        

        Just yesterday morning, I saw a frozen puddle for the first time in a while.

        Though it melted away by lunchtime.

        

        "...so—..."

        

        But even in such cold weather, there was no problem walking around outside as long as we dressed warmly.

        

        Weekend.

        Around lunchtime, as usual, we were out together doing some grocery shopping.

        

        Walking steadily through the crowded marketplace, Cecilia held my hand tightly and chattered about various things like a child.

        

        "Phil, Hyerim... and a vampire kid named Pete. That's how our team was formed. But both Phil and Pete are terrible at sports..."

        "Haha. The PE assessment was volleyball, right? In teams?"

        "Yeah. Four people per team passing the ball. But it's hard... I can only return 5 out of 10 balls properly."

        "...That seems pretty good to me. A fifty percent success rate."

        "Really?"

        "At least from my perspective, you're doing well. You're amazing, Cecilia."

        "Hehe♪"

        

        Pleased with my casual compliment, Cecilia smiled brightly and gently fidgeted with my hand.

        Above her head, silver-white cat ears twitched cheerfully.

        

        Yes, cat ears.

        Under the clear sky and bright sunlight, Cecilia was walking confidently through the crowded marketplace, not hiding her ears or tail.

        

        "Hmm? Is there something on my face?"

        

        She suddenly asked as I was quietly observing her.

        I could have let it go, but feeling a bit mischievous, I decided to tease her.

        

        "...There's a tiny bit of fishcake residue from your snack earlier at the corner of your mouth?"

        "Eek."

        

        Falling for my lie, Cecilia hurriedly began touching around her mouth.

        Seeing her looking almost serious, I let out a small chuckle.

        

        She wasn't afraid.

        

        Even with her ears and tail exposed, Cecilia showed no signs of fear.

        Her gait was steady and her voice calm.

        Just last week, she would tremble just from being the center of attention, but now she was completely different.

        

        "Umm, where is it...?"

        

        ...Although her fumbling around her mouth did look a bit comical.

        

        "Sorry, I was just joking."

        "...! ...Ugh...!"

        

        Realizing the situation a beat late, Cecilia protested by lightly hitting my arm with her small hands.

        Feeling a slight pain in my arm, I apologized with a smile, and Cecilia let out a "Hmph!" before finally grabbing my hand tightly again.

        

        She was incredibly cute.

        

        Separately, she didn't seem bothered even though we were attracting quite a bit of attention again.

        

        "...You've changed."

        "Hmm? ...What is it this time?"

        "No, nothing. Just talking to myself."

        

        Cecilia glanced up at me with narrowed eyes.

        I gave her a quick pat and continued walking.

        

        She had changed.

        Over the past few days, Cecilia had changed.

        

        Less fearful, more confident...

        More smiles and aegyo. She'd become even cuter.

        I also felt she had become strangely more proactive in her actions.

        

        She no longer hid her ears and tail, displaying them openly.

        Among all the small changes that only I would notice, that one stood out the most.

        

      

      
        Cecilia was changing.

        Slowly, gradually, in a good direction.

        

        The catalyst was clearly my mother's visit last time.

        That single phrase she said to Cecilia, asking her to take care of me. That warm hug.

        Since Cecilia started showing signs of courage after that, it must be the reason.

        

        She was truly a good mother.

        

        "Mmm... it's ticklish."

        

        As we walked, Cecilia suddenly mumbled softly.

        Following her occasional glances, I noticed her hand fidgeting slightly while holding mine.

        

        Her position seemed a bit uncomfortable.

        When I loosened my grip slightly, Cecilia smiled happily and readjusted her hold on my hand.

        

        "There. Now it's perfect♪"

        "..."

        

        As she said, our palms and fingers seemed to fit together better than before.

        Feeling heat rise to my face along with my hand, I silently held her hand tightly.

        

        ...It was a bit embarrassing.

        

        "So, Eunhyuk... where did we need to go again?"

        "First, the mill. We're out of oil, so we need to buy some. Then the supermarket for soy sauce and other things. We still have side dishes from what was sent before, so today we just need to get some essentials."

        "The supermarket... four blocks ahead? Right?"

        "That's right. You memorized it?"

        "Of course~!"

        

        Cecilia proudly puffed out her chest.

        Watching her from the side, I chuckled quietly.

        

        "I've mostly memorized the nearby streets. Not all of them yet, but..."

        "Mmm. Still impressive. I wonder if I can send you on errands soon?"

        "Ah, that's still too much."

        "Really? ...Well, then let's keep going together for now."

        "Ehehe. Okay♪"

        

        Cecilia laughed cheerfully, and I smiled back at her.

        

        As we walked, something caught my attention, and I quickly scanned the marketplace around us.

        

        "...Hmm..."

        "What's wrong?"

        "No, it's just..."

        

        Looking around, the marketplace appeared no different than usual.

        Many shops and even more people.

        Some were engaged in intense haggling, while others who had only intended to browse were reaching for their wallets, persuaded by shopkeepers.

        

        We had frequented this market before due to its relatively low prices, but lately, we'd been coming here more often under the pretext of training Cecilia to get used to people's gazes.

        Looking around, I voiced what had just occurred to me.

        

        "...The stares seem to have decreased?"

        "Ah. I noticed that too."

        

        Cecilia nodded.

        When I turned to her, she continued.

        

        "Should I say the interest has decreased? Before, there was this bubbling? Shaky, unstable atmosphere everywhere..."

        "That's quite an abstract description."

        "Ugh, but that's really how it felt. ...Anyway, it's different now. It feels calmer, more settled? How should I put it, much more stable than before—"

        "Ah, yes. I think I understand what you mean."

        

        I nodded, unintentionally cutting off Cecilia mid-sentence.

        I apologized to her as she puffed her cheeks, then looked around again.

        

        'Stable,' she said.

        It certainly was.

        

        The enormous event that happened in this country, this world, this year.

        'The emergence of other species.'

        Right after that, society was like a mixture of confusion, rejection, and acceptance all swirled together like paint.

        

        Internet articles going wild.

        Public authority in motion.

        Unstable systems.

        Protests, authorities intervening again.

      

      
        Enrollment.

        

        For a while, this society was 'intense' and 'fervent' in both good and bad ways.

        It wasn't hard to feel the constant attention on your skin.

        

        Bubbling, she said.

        Surprisingly, Cecilia's description seemed quite accurate.

        

        But now?

        

        "..."

        

        It had stabilized.

        Like mixed paints slowly separating again, the heated social atmosphere was gradually returning to normal.

        

        To put it simply...

        

        "Everyone's starting to get used to it, little by little."

        

        I could feel the interest in the concept of other species slowly, gradually fading.

        

        Another way to put it might be 'assimilation.'

        In other words, 'other species are assimilating into our society.'

        Not quickly, but very naturally.

        

        "Well, when you think about it, it makes sense..."

        "Because when we go out, I see quite a few others like me?"

        "Right. ...Look, there's one over there."

        

        In the distance, I could see large wings fluttering.

        Avian species, I believe they were called?

        

        A girl with large wings was talking about something at the dried seafood section, accompanied by a police officer who seemed to be acting as a guardian.

        Even from a distance, I could tell she was smiling cheerfully.

        

        This was becoming a fairly common sight lately.

        

        "The kids who were cooped up are starting to come out. Getting allowances, buying things they want, eating food they like."

        "They taught us how to use money at school too."

        "Right. ...Do you need an allowance, Cecilia?"

        "I'm good~. Rather than getting an allowance to spend, I prefer shopping together with you like this."

        

        Cecilia smiled brightly and clung closer to my arm.

        Emitting a faint purring sound, she opened her mouth with a radiant smile.

        

        "Eunhyuk."

        "Yes?"

        "...Will you stay with me for a long, long time?"

        

        Cecilia asked, her beautiful sky-blue eyes twinkling.

        

        I didn't answer immediately, but quietly reached out to gently pat her bangs.

        

        "Hehe...♪"

        "You're cute. Yes, of course."

        

        That was my answer.

        

        I withdrew my hand and turned my head forward again.

        As we were about to continue walking...

        

        "My goodness, my goodness..."

        "These young people..."

        "They've been like this for a while..."

        "...When I was their age, you know? I would just..."

        

        Ah, well.

        I could feel the stares.

        

        Of course, showing affection in the middle of a crowded street would attract attention.

        Regardless of whether one was another species or not.

        Come to think of it, young couples holding hands tend to draw some attention, and on top of that, we were...

        

        "...Should we run a little, Cecilia?"

        "Huh? Eek!"

        

        Feeling the sensation of Cecilia's hand firmly in mine, I started to dash.

        

        Today was another peaceful day.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.74Chit-chat

      
        The news that the convenience store building that had been wrecked was finally repaired reached me as I was cleaning up after finishing lunch alone.

        

        On a typical weekday where I stayed home while Cecilia went to school.

        After seeing a message that had arrived late in my inbox, I quickly pulled out my earphones, connected them to my laptop, and called Jaeseop hyung.

        Of course, since Cecilia currently had my phone, I made a voice chat call on my laptop instead of a regular phone call.

        

        The rhythmical electronic ringtone.

        The buzzing sound in my ear lasted only briefly before hyung, who seemed to be free at the moment, answered quickly.

        

        [Ah, ah. Hello?]

        "Hi hyung, it's me."

        [Eunhyuk? Why the voice chat? You weren't answering your phone either. Did you forget your phone?]

        "Not exactly. Did you call me?"

        [Earlier. I wanted to check in on you before going back to work.]

        "I see."

        

        After breaking the ice with that exchange, we started with a simple update on recent events.

        Since we hadn't really been in touch since that dinner-like gathering last time, we both had plenty to share.

        

        [...So you gave her your phone? Yours?]

        "Yes."

        [So that's why you weren't answering.]

        "Yeah, well. I turned off the sound and various functions when I gave it to her. She doesn't know much about it, and problems might occur if she fiddles with it."

        [How thorough of you.]

        

        His response suggested he found it ridiculous.

        

        A very brief silence.

        After a thin sigh, hyung spoke again.

        

        [...You're already acting like a dad.]

        "What kind of comparison is that."

        

        Now it was my turn to respond incredulously.

        A chuckling sound came through the earphones.

        

        [Well, I just think you've gotten good at taking care of her.]

        "...Is that a compliment?"

        [For now? You know what they say. Even a medieval sage would be like a newborn in the modern world.]

        "Because they couldn't adapt to society or technology?"

        [Right. It's the same for Suin and the others too. Electronic devices, laws, and everything else... Take good care of her.]

        "Yeah, well..."

        

        I thought he was just joking, but his tone was surprisingly serious.

        Feeling slightly embarrassed, I scratched my head as he continued in the same serious tone.

        

        [Besides, practicing like this now means you won't be flustered when you have your own kids later. From what I can see, that might be happening soon.]

        "...That's what you wanted to say all along? Huh?"

        [Don't like 'soon'? Then should I personally send you a box of condoms?]

        "Oh come on, you jerk."

        [If you prefer, I could send morning-after pills instead—]

        "You crazy bastard."

        

        A hearty [hahaha] laughter came through the earphones.

        Listening to it blankly, I rested my chin on the table.

        

        I wonder why everyone's trying to give me condoms these days.

        Though this is the first time I've heard about morning-after pills...

        

        [Oh my, this is fun.]

        "...How are things going with your love life?"

        [Hm?]

        "Hiwon-ssi. You're still in contact with her, right?"

        [Ah~. Yeah. We go shopping together or visit cafés. We're doing pretty well, I guess.]

        "Are you dating? Or just flirting?"

        [Still flirting. ...Honestly, we both have feelings for each other, but she says her father is very strict.]

        "Ah..."

        

        It seemed he had his own struggles too.

        

        Both aware of their mutual feelings but unable to properly date, just flirting.

        Quite unique.

        

        [Just so you know, I bought condoms.]

      

      
        "...What am I supposed to say to that?"

        

        I was momentarily speechless before responding.

        Well, what comment could I possibly make about a male senior buying condoms...

        As I let out a bewildered laugh, hyung continued.

        

        [I'm just saying, you can be prepared even if you're not officially dating. We're all adults, what's there to be awkward about? It's the same for me and Hiwon-ssi. You and that cat girl too... Oh, is she still a student?]

        "Yes. Though she's of age."

        [Then there's no problem.]

        

        There is a problem...

        I pressed my forehead with a thud.

        

        Somehow, I got the feeling that this hyung was trying to rush the progress of relationships.

        Acknowledging mutual feelings, dating, and even preparing for physical intimacy in advance...

        In short, he was fearless in moving relationships forward.

        It was completely different from me, who worried about every little thing like when and how to confess, or what if I get rejected.

        

        What's the difference between hyung and me?

        ...Experience?

        Well, unlike me, I've heard hyung has quite a bit of dating experience... so the difference in experience seems right.

        

        ...Should I learn from him?

        

        [You two live together, don't you? A man and woman living together without showing any discomfort, and your relationship seems pretty good too. Why not pretend it's an accident and pounce on her once? You'll confirm her true feelings too.]

        

        Yeah, let's not learn from him.

        After hearing hyung's last comment, I nodded and came to a conclusion.

        

        We should proceed at our own pace.

        

        "Well, anyway."

        [Now you're just ignoring me.]

        "...Hyung, you're at work now, right? No customers?"

        

        Along with changing the subject, I asked about something that had been bothering me.

        

        He definitely said the convenience store had reopened, and since it's around lunchtime now, hyung should be working.

        But for someone at work, there was no sign of him attending to customers during our call.

        Are there really no customers?

        

        [Yeah. Maybe because we just reopened after a while, but we're not getting many customers.]

        "I see..."

        

        That seemed to be the case.

        Well, it was a convenience store that sometimes had very few customers anyway, so I accepted it.

        

        "How many weeks has it been since we reopened? Two weeks?"

        [More than two weeks. A little less than three. The construction was originally scheduled for two weeks, but apparently they had some issues and it took a bit longer than planned.]

        "Still, considering there were problems, finishing in around three weeks is pretty impressive for a building that was so wrecked..."

        [That's true. As expected, our boss's capital power is amazing, yeah.]

        

        I nodded my head.

        I was certain hyung was also nodding his head at the convenience store.

        

        "...Ah. Come to think of it, I completely forgot about discussing the shift change."

        [Shift?]

        "Yes. I've been thinking for a while that I'd like to switch with you if possible..."

        [I don't mind since I'm not busy, but why suddenly? Oh, because of the cat girl?]

        "Yes, yes. With the current schedule, we're completely missing each other."

        [Ah-ha.]

        

        I heard his voice of understanding.

        After a brief [hmm...] of contemplation, hyung spoke.

        

        [I don't mind. Either morning or afternoon.]

        "Really? That's okay?"

        [Why are you surprised?]

        "...There's a time difference."

        [Ah. Because of that?]

        

        As hyung spoke as if it was no big deal, I scratched the back of my head.

        

        Jaeseop hyung's weekday morning shift is from 9 AM to 5 PM. 8 hours.

      

      
        My afternoon shift is from 5 PM to 11 PM. 6 hours.

        There's a 2-hour difference.

        

        Given the convenience store's hourly wage system, I thought it was an issue that required careful consideration...

        

        [For either of us. It's not that big a difference. Besides, I don't have much to spend money on anyway.]

        "You're so easygoing."

        [You're more of a problem than I am. How much are you earning now?]

        "With a bit of exaggeration, around 2.5 million? Generally just over 2 million."

        

        Recalling last month's salary that should be in my bank account, I spoke casually.

        

        A part-time job paying just over 2 million won per month.

        Thinking about it again, it was indeed an abnormal income.

        It means our boss is crazy in a good way.

        

        [You earn a lot.]

        "You earn more than me, hyung."

        [That's true. But are you really okay?]

        "Huh? With what?"

        [Your household has grown. Haven't you started to see your savings decrease?]

        

        I flinched at hyung's casual response.

        It hit a nerve, severely.

        

        "...Only a little so far..."

        [So it has decreased. This month would be even worse since your income was lower.]

        "...It's because I spent a lot on clothes and such at first. The change in food expenses is, well, surprisingly manageable..."

        [Manageable but still more. Alcohol isn't free either. And there must be various other expenses.]

        

        I clicked my tongue.

        Well, hyung has much more experience with this kind of thing than I do. There was no way I could hide it.

        

        [While our convenience store does make crazy money for a convenience store, it's still slightly insufficient to fully support two people. And it's not a structure where we can easily increase earnings. Even if the boss has a lot of money, there are limits.]

        "...So?"

        [Don't be too scared. Just keep it in mind. For me, my—... Hiwon-ssi earns more than I do. So I'm in a position where I can commit long-term, but you're different.]

        

        And with that, hyung continued.

        

        [Above all, you actually have the ability to go to a bigger place, don't you?]

        "...It's not something I particularly want to think about."

        [Well— Oh damn, a group of customers. Those guys are troublesome... Let's talk more later. See you soon. ...Welcome~.]

        

        The call ended with a click.

        

        Feeling a subtle frustration, I pulled the earphones from my ears and stood up.

        

        Earnings, huh.

        Well, it was about time I started worrying about that, I thought...

        

        ***

        

        But.

        

        "Um, Cecilia?"

        "No way!"

        

        I didn't know I'd be worrying about this instead of earnings...?

        

        After finishing my shift and getting ready for bed, late at night.

        Cecilia, who was about to change into thin clothes that doubled as pajamas as usual, looked up at me from close by, hugging a pillow tightly to her chest.

        

        As if to prevent me from escaping, she lightly held onto the hem of my clothes with one hand.

        

        "...Let's sleep together!"

        

        At her words, I felt my head spinning.

        

        The dark interior.

        The feel of the blanket and pillow beneath my feet.

        Cecilia's slightly flushed cheeks, and despite that, her determined expression.

        

        Sleep.

        ...How did things end up like this?

      

    

  
    
      Ch.75The Distance of a Pillow

      
        The incident traces back to about ten minutes ago.

        

        "You know, Eunhyuk..."

        "Hmm?"

        

        As usual, I was about to fall asleep on my bedding on the floor when Cecilia suddenly spoke to me.

        

        Cecilia was lying comfortably on the bed, peeking her head out.

        The lights were already off, and only the soft moonlight coming through the window illuminated her silver-white hair.

        

        "...Doesn't your back hurt?"

        "Huh, what?"

        

        I questioned her strange inquiry with confusion.

        

        My back?

        I'm generally quite healthy thanks to the occasional exercise I do, so I don't usually have problems like disc issues...

        But why suddenly ask about my back?

        

        "Well, you know... um..."

        

        As if organizing her thoughts, Cecilia lightly kicked the bed mattress while remaining in her prone position.

        

        Then I noticed her gaze shift toward my feet.

        Looking at my feet, or more precisely, at my bedding, she spoke in a small voice.

        

        "...Eunhyuk, you always sleep on the floor."

        "Yeah."

        "This bed was originally yours, but you gave it to me. From the day we first met until now."

        "I guess so?"

        "I hadn't really thought about it until now, but... sleeping on the floor isn't good for your body. You get stiff, and your back hurts."

        "Ah, so that's why..."

        

        So that's where the question about my back came from.

        

        I could see Cecilia's ears drooping slightly.

        She seemed worried that I might be uncomfortable sleeping on the floor because she had taken the bed.

        

        Well, in any case, I have no intention of taking the bed back from Cecilia.

        Of course, sleeping on the floor isn't completely comfortable physically, but it's far better mentally than making a girl sleep on the floor.

        

        "The floor is actually fine. The heating works well because of the boiler, and if it gets colder, I can always put down a heating pad."

        "But it's still hard, isn't it?"

        "..."

        "That blanket is thin, you know. I can tell."

        

        Cecilia's words seemed designed to prevent me from brushing off her concerns.

        Looking at her pouting lips, I scratched the back of my head with a wry smile.

        

        "...Sometimes I lie down too..."

        "Huh? What did you say?"

        "Nothing! Anyway!"

        

        When I asked her to repeat what I couldn't quite hear, Cecilia shouted back.

        Her face, illuminated by moonlight, was slightly flushed. ...Why?

        

        "I have a proposal, Eunhyuk!"

        "Ah, okay."

        

        I was curious about why she was blushing, but there was no time to dwell on it.

        

        Cecilia raised herself halfway up, energetically sticking her head out.

        She glanced around briefly, then grabbed a pillow that happened to be beside her and held it out to me.

        

        "Let's switch for tonight! You sleep on the bed, and I'll take the floor—"

        "Sorry, I'll pass."

        "Eh."

        

        I took the pillow she offered and promptly tossed it back to her.

        Perhaps surprised by my unexpected response, she received the pillow not with her hands but with her face, letting out an "Oomph."

        

        "Oops. Sorry."

        "Puha."

        

        Removing the pillow from her face, Cecilia stared at me with wide, surprised eyes.

        Did she not understand why I refused?

        

        But no matter how she looked at me, what's not acceptable is not acceptable.

        How could I let a small girl sleep on the floor?

        Especially a girl I like...

        

        Letting Cecilia, who's a head shorter than me with her small, soft frame, sleep on the hard floor?

        I'd rather sleep on the bare floor myself.

        

        Moreover, me on the bed and Cecilia on the floor? My conscience wouldn't allow it.

        

        "Well... the floor is actually fine. I'm pretty sturdy, so my back doesn't hurt much. And I've gotten used to it by now— oomph."

        "If that's really true, then it shouldn't be a problem for me either...?"

        

        Thud! The pillow Cecilia threw hit me square in the face.

        I caught the pillow as it slid down and looked up at her.

        

        "I'm somewhat used to sleeping on the floor too. I know the tricks."

        "What tricks? Just sleep comfortably on the soft bed, will you!"

        "Whoa. Oof!"

        "Oh."

        

        I threw the pillow back at her, but this time Cecilia caught it perfectly with a swift motion.

        Her reflexes were impressive.

        

        "That's amazing."

        "Eh, hehehe..."

        

        As soon as I gave her an honest compliment, her expression softened, and she smiled shyly.

        

        I hoped she would forget about this topic while smiling so innocently, but of course, that wasn't going to happen.

        

        "...Ah! Anyway, Eunhyuk, I'm sleeping on the floor tonight~...!"

      

      
        "Ugh."

        

        As if suddenly remembering, Cecilia tossed the pillow again.

        I tried to catch it like she had, but the result was just the soft sensation of the pillow hitting my face.

        

        "Oomph."

        "The soft bed was originally yours, not mine! At least for one day, can't we switch?"

        

        Now fully sitting up on the bed, Cecilia made her case strongly.

        She wasn't completely standing but was kneeling on the bed, which made her eye level almost match mine due to the bed's height.

        

        Looking at her, I slowly picked up the pillow that had hit my face.

        Then, I threw it toward Cecilia.

        

        "Revenge!"

        "Eek."

        

        I threw it in a higher arc than before, which seemed effective as Cecilia couldn't defend herself and took the pillow right to the face.

        When she removed it, I saw playfulness and competitiveness burning in her sky-blue eyes, and I vaguely anticipated this would go on for a while.

        

        "...Revenge!"

        "Oomph!"

        

        The pillow flew at me strongly and hit my face again.

        It didn't hurt—rather, it felt pleasantly soft—but it was powerful enough to fuel my competitive spirit.

        

        "Take this~! Hah!"

        "Hueh. Gotcha. Uh, hah!"

        "Oof!"

        

        We both exchanged pillows in what had somehow turned into a pillow fight, thinking, "This is actually pretty fun."

        To think I'd be having a pillow fight as an adult when I never did as a student—life is truly unpredictable.

        

        "The bed is Eunhyuk's! I'll take the floor!"

        "No? I'll take the floor...!"

        

        It must look quite ridiculous from the outside.

        Two grown adults throwing pillows back and forth, fighting over who gets to sleep on the floor.

        

        ...Even so, we were both completely serious.

        

        A girl alone on the floor?

        Unacceptable!

        

        "Ugh~! Why are you so stubborn!"

        

        After exchanging pillows for a while, Cecilia suddenly came down from the bed as if she couldn't take it anymore.

        

        She walked right up to me and pressed a pillow firmly against my chest.

        

        "Oh. Mmm, soft—?!"

        "...Hah!"

        

        Then suddenly she stretched out both arms and hugged me tightly!

        

        With just a pillow between us, Cecilia and I were pressed together.

        Her breath touched my lower lip, and I involuntarily swallowed as I felt the resilient sensation through the pillow.

        

        Hmm, she's... quite big indeed.

        Even with the pillow between us, the pressing sensation was unmistakable...

        

        "...Why are you being so stubborn?"

        

        Suddenly, a voice came from close by.

        Looking down, I saw Cecilia's slightly sulky face looking up at me, softly illuminated by the moonlight.

        

        "...I can't let a girl sleep on the floor."

        "Treating me as a girl?"

        "Of course."

        "...Hehehe. Well... I'm happy to hear that, but I'm still worried. What if your body gets worse because of me..."

        "It won't get worse from something like this. Don't worry about it."

        "But I do worry."

        

        I could see her silver-white ears drooping.

        At the same time, her tail also hung limply, and I stroked her back with mixed feelings.

        

        "...What would make you sleep on the bed, Eunhyuk?"

        "Well, I just want you to be comfortable. It would be nice if we had two beds, but there's not enough space in my apartment."

        "Two beds...? Ah! Eunhyuk, I have a good idea!"

        "Hmm?"

        

        With a suddenly brighter voice, Cecilia hugged my waist more tightly.

        Feeling the soft sensation on my back and the resilient one against my chest, I barely managed to hold back a sound as I looked at her.

        

        "Let's sleep together?"

        "..."

        

        And I was at a loss for words.

        

        Excuse me, Cecilia?

        I know we've slept together a few times already, but in this country, there's a saying about men and women not sitting together after age seven...?

        

        And for a man and woman of age to sleep in the same bed has quite significant implications—...!?

        

        "Whoa. Um, Cecilia?"

        "No—way!"

        

        Cecilia cut off any further objections decisively.

        As she pushed me toward the bed with her small hands, I couldn't help but be moved.

        Wow. She's strong too.

        

        "Wo, woah, Cecilia...!"

        "If I don't do this, we'll just keep giving in to each other and never resolve this. So...!"

        

        Pushed by Cecilia, I somehow found myself in front of the bed.

        With a final push to my chest, my body fell helplessly onto the bed.

        

        Somehow, the blankets and pillow smelled nice.

      

      
        

        "W-wait a minute, Cecilia!"

        "Hmm?"

        

        Coming to my senses from that scent, I made one last attempt at resistance.

        

        I waved my hand to stop Cecilia, who looked ready to jump into the spot next to me.

        Looking at her paused expression, I carefully began my persuasion.

        

        "Look, Cecilia? First of all, this bed is meant for one person..."

        "But we've slept together before."

        "Yes, we've slept together a few times, somewhat unintentionally. But intentionally sleeping together is different, isn't it? You might not care, but for a man and woman of age to sleep in the same bed has its own implications—..."

        

        I stopped there.

        The clouds that had briefly covered the moon passed, and the returning moonlight illuminated Cecilia's face.

        

        Cecilia's face was red.

        Bright red. As if her face was on fire.

        

        "...Mmm!"

        "Whoa."

        

        Without saying anything more, Cecilia simply threw herself onto the narrow bed beside me.

        Then she hugged the pillow to her chest and squirmed to face me.

        

        Cecilia's sweet scent tickled my nose.

        ...It was the same smell I had noticed on the blankets earlier.

        

        "...Let's sleep together!"

        

        A bright red face, yet full of determination.

        Arms and legs slightly touching on the narrow bed, our breaths mingling.

        Feeling my heart pounding, I quietly exhaled.

        

        It felt intensely thrilling.

        But I couldn't escape.

        Somehow, Cecilia was now holding onto the hem of my clothes.

        

        "...Mm."

        

        As our hands touched, Cecilia let out a small sound.

        Hearing her ticklish voice, I awkwardly averted my gaze and mumbled.

        

        ...Sigh.

        There's no escaping this now.

        After squeezing my eyes shut once, I spoke.

        

        "...Cecilia."

        "Yeees...?"

        "...I think I'm going to fall off."

        "Eh, what?"

        

        At my words, Cecilia hurriedly raised herself and glanced at my back.

        My back, half off the bed and about to fall...

        

        "It's, it's narrow."

        "S-sorry, Eunhyuk. The space... Oh, there's not much space on my side either."

        "...How did we sleep before?"

        "Before, I'm sure we did like this..."

        "Wh-what...?!"

        

        Cecilia's small hands hugged me tightly again.

        The pillow was caught between our chests, creating an awkward hugging position similar to before.

        I could feel the large sensation through the pillow.

        

        "If we hug like this, we can sleep together even if it's a bit narrow... Is the space okay?"

        "It's fine, but this is..."

        "...♪"

        

        I thought I heard a faint humming.

        

        Cecilia was looking at my face and grinning.

        Was it my imagination that her cheeks seemed even redder than before?

        ...Probably not.

        My cheeks were likely red too. Probably, definitely.

        

        Our slightly heated breaths were also not just my imagination.

        

        Hot.

        The breaths, the faces, the body heat felt in our embrace.

        

        "Hehe..."

        "...You're so innocent."

        

        Even as I said that shortly, deep down I didn't entirely dislike it.

        That complicated feeling was my current state of mind.

        

        Sleeping while holding the girl I like.

        On the same bed, albeit with a pillow between us.

        It felt incredibly luxurious.

        ...Well, in the end, I am a man too.

        

        Exhaling softly, I properly hugged Cecilia's small body.

        

        Because of the pillow between us, the only places we could properly touch were our backs and hands.

        But even so, it was very warm and soft.

        

        "♥"

        "...We're just sleeping, right?"

        "...Yes♥"

        

        I heard a purring sound.

        With that sound in the background, I closed my eyes and searched for sleep that refused to come.

        

        One pillow.

        That was the distance that remained between Cecilia and me.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.76Fluffy Morning and the Returning Guest

      
        As I woke up, I felt an unusual warmth against the front of my body.

        

        "Mmm..."

        

        A soft sensation touched my chest and stomach.

        The feeling of someone's skin against my moving hand, another person's warmth.

        

        "Hehe...♪"

        

        At the same time, I thought I heard a small laugh from right in front of me.

        

        A clear, pretty laugh filled with happiness, joy, and affection.

        With that sound as my cue, I slowly lifted my eyelids.

        

        "Ah."

        "...?"

        

        I heard another voice.

        This time, it sounded surprised.

        

        "...Oh, um...?"

        

        Awake from my sleep, I drowsily fumbled around and rubbed my eyes.

        In my slightly clearer vision, Cecilia's pretty face came into view.

        

        Her fair skin and long eyelashes caught my eye.

        Her delicate features usually gave her a youthful impression, but... perhaps because of the sunlight illuminating her face, right now I could only think of how pure and beautiful she was.

        

        Her eyes were closed.

        She seemed to be asleep.

        

        Though her eyelids were trembling slightly... I wondered if she was about to wake up.

        

        "...You're beautiful."

        "...!"

        

        I mumbled in a drowsy voice, still under the influence of sleep.

        At the same time, I felt her body flinch, and only then did I realize that my arm was wrapped around her back.

        

        Ah... that's right.

        We slept together yesterday, didn't we?

        In the same bed.

        Yeah...

        

        ...

        ...My mind wasn't working properly.

        It was due to lack of sleep.

        Last night, I had tossed and turned nervously before finally falling asleep near dawn...

        

        "Mmnya..."

        "...! ...?!"

        

        Still, this drowsy state wasn't entirely unpleasant.

        

        I gently moved my hand and started to softly stroke Cecilia's hair.

        With one hand caressing the back of her head and the other tenderly touching her soft ears, I spoke again in a dazed voice.

        

        "...You're cute."

        "......!"

        "You're cute, Cecilia. ...Mmm..."

        "Hee..."

        

        For some reason, Cecilia kept flinching.

        As I gazed at her quietly, I suddenly felt like there was some distance between us.

        And a beat later, my eyes recognized the pillow wedged between Cecilia and me.

        

        "...Ah."

        

        A pillow.

        Something we had placed between us without much thought when we went to bed yesterday.

        So this was the source of the softness I'd been feeling against my stomach and the slight distance between us.

        

        ...I suddenly felt a bit disappointed.

        Without it, we could have been pressed more directly against each other.

        

        Holding that small body tightly against my chest, nuzzling her face, pressing my lips against her white neck...

        

        "...No, that's not right."

        

        I shook my head to dispel the rising desire.

        

        Hmm, not good.

        No matter how sleepy I was, it wasn't right to entertain such thoughts.

        

        This was why I had opposed sleeping together.

        ...But despite my inner conflict, actually sleeping together had been cozy and nice.

        Physically comfortable too.

        Overall, I had to admit it was much happier than sleeping separately.

        

      

      
        I was such a fickle person.

        

        "Phew."

        

        I could feel myself waking up more and more.

        

        When I rubbed my eyes again, I saw that Cecilia had opened her eyes at some point.

        

        "G-good morning, Eunhyuk...?"

        "...Good morning, Cecilia."

        

        In response to Cecilia's bright and clear morning greeting, I returned her greeting in a still somewhat dazed voice.

        

        'She must have just woken up, but her gaze is so clear?'

        Though that thought suddenly crossed my mind, I didn't question it and just sat up.

        

        "Eh, ehehe..."

        "?"

        

        I saw Cecilia grinning with flushed cheeks.

        Without questioning that either, I simply stretched out fully.

        

        "...Yaaawn—..."

        

        Morning.

        It was time to start another day.

        

        ***

        

        "One fried egg? Or two?"

        "Two~."

        "Okay. Oh, could you set the table first?"

        "Sure."

        

        After preparing a simple breakfast,

        

        ""Thank you for the meal~.""

        

        We said grace together.

        

        "Hmm. By the way, how's Sherry? Do you see her often at school?"

        "Yeah~... Sometimes during joint PE classes? Not much otherwise."

        

        We chatted lightly while chewing our rice and side dishes.

        

        Mornings always seem to pass especially quickly, and before we knew it, it was time to leave for school.

        After hurriedly changing into her school uniform in the bathroom, Cecilia stood at the entrance, pressing down on the backs of her sneakers to slip them on.

        

        "Cecilia. You almost forgot this."

        "Hm? Oh, thanks~."

        

        I handed her the phone.

        It was my phone that I always lent her for communication.

        It seemed Cecilia had decided to only send messages when something happened, so she hadn't really used it properly yet.

        

        She could send casual messages anytime.

        I felt a little disappointed.

        

        "Well, I'm off~."

        "Take care. Do your best today too."

        "I will!"

        

        Leaving my thoughts behind, Cecilia stepped outside.

        

        After watching the door close with a click, I turned around and went back inside.

        

        "Now then..."

        

        What should I do today?

        Well, first I should talk about changing my part-time job shift.

        From afternoon to morning, to increase the time I could spend with Cecilia.

        

        I had planned to finish discussing it yesterday, but the boss was busy with something else, so we couldn't get to it.

        No matter how free-spirited our boss is, shift changes can't be done without their approval.

        

        "Let's see, phone... No, laptop. What was the boss's contact info again?"

        

        As I scratched my head and was about to approach the table...

        I suddenly heard a voice from outside the front door and turned around slightly.

        

        "...Cecilia?"

        

        It was Cecilia's voice.

        I couldn't make out what she was saying since it sounded distant and echoing... but it seemed like she was talking to someone.

        

        "Who could it be?"

        

        I stopped moving and listened carefully.

        

      

      
        "...yo."

        "...ay~... ...take care..."

        "Yes! Um... yo..."

        

        The sound of footsteps continued.

        

        Hearing those sounds, I calmly wiped the table once without panicking.

        I had already roughly figured out who it was from the fragmentary voices I'd heard.

        It was about time for her to visit anyway.

        

        "Son~. Mom's here~."

        

        After the sound of pressing the door code, the door swung open.

        A familiar face, a familiar voice.

        Sure enough, it was my mother.

        

        "Welcome."

        "Yes. Have you been well? No problems with your girlfriend?"

        "It's only been a week. And there's still some of the side dishes you left last time..."

        

        While casually responding, I opened one of the cabinets above the cooking area.

        Then I took out a few sticks of coffee and started boiling water in the kettle.

        

        "Would you like some coffee?"

        "Hmm..."

        "Mom?"

        

        My mom really loves coffee.

        Last time I couldn't offer her any because things were hectic, but this time I thought we could have a relaxed chat since Cecilia had gone to school...

        

        She seemed distracted by something.

        Following her intent gaze, I saw my and Cecilia's somewhat disheveled bed.

        

        "Um, son. Sorry to keep asking about this."

        "? Yes."

        "You are using protection, right?"

        "...What?"

        

        Why is this coming up again...?!

        Was there any reason for such a conversation?

        Although Cecilia and I did sleep together yesterday, we obviously didn't do anything like that, and the bed is only meant for one person, and there's bedding on the floor, so normally one would think we slept separately...

        

        "W-we sleep separately."

        "Hmm~... How should I put this?"

        "...Couldn't you just tell me directly? I'm getting anxious about what misunderstanding there might be."

        "Look."

        

        She pointed at the bed.

        

        "There are three pillows on the bed. One hugging pillow and two for sleeping. One of the sleeping pillows was originally on the floor but is now on the bed, and the bedding on the floor isn't even rumpled..."

        "..."

        

        What incredible observational skills...

        It was astonishing at this point.

        

        Well, yes, we did sleep together, so I didn't feel like denying it.

        

        But that's beside the point.

        We really just slept together, nothing more!

        We didn't do anything that would require protection...?!

        

        "But I understand~. She's a good girl. I just had a brief chat with her, and she's so kind and sweet... So, um~... It might be excessive worry, but I bought a gift to celebrate my son getting a girlfriend..."

        "...A gift?"

        

        This feels concerning.

        When I asked, mom placed a bag she was holding onto the table.

        

        "..."

        

        Through the gap in the open bag, I could see the contents.

        

        Condoms.

        And a whole box of them.

        ......Ultra-thin ones.

        

        "Am I being too doting?"

        "Mother."

        "Yes?"

        "Please sit down for a moment."

        

        After seating my mother who had brought this precious gift, I slowly approached her with the finished cup of coffee.

        

        She took the cup immediately when I offered it.

        Watching her, I took a sip of my own bitter, scalding coffee.

        

        Well... Mother?

        Let's have a proper talk, shall we?

      

    

  
    
      Ch.77The Strongest Cupid in the World

      
        *Slurp*. I felt the coldness of the coffee in my mouth.

        It had gone cold while I was explaining, which took longer than I expected.

        

        Yes, I tried my best.

        I explained everything thoroughly.

        

        Starting from when I first met Cecilia, to the circumstances that led us to decide to live together.

        My speculations about the past wounds Cecilia might be carrying.

        And everything that happened while living together until today (though I did omit a few incidents...).

        

        I tried my best.

        I really tried hard, specifically to convince my mother about this "living together but not dating" relationship, wracking my brain to make her understand.

        

        ...In truth, our relationship is indeed improper.

        In some ways, even more so than ordinary couples.

        

        Parents really are something else. At some point, I found myself making excuses, and I thought how amusing I must look from the sidelines.

        

        Yes, I tried my best.

        So...

        

        "..."

        

        Could you please stop staring at me like that, Mom?

        

        Her penetrating gaze was fixed on me.

        Under her appraising look, I took a sip of coffee while cold sweat trickled down my back.

        

        ...The explanation itself was successfully completed.

        I probably achieved my original goal of preventing misunderstandings and inappropriate jokes about us.

        Though I'm sure there will be a price to pay.

        

        "...My son..."

        

        I heard her sigh.

        Sitting in the chair with her chin resting on her hand, my mother, who had been silently listening to my explanation, finally opened her mouth.

        

        What would she say?

        Would I get scolded?

        Probably, right?

        

        Something like, why are you hesitating when you've brought such a nice girl into your home...

        

        Or, if you were properly dating that would be one thing, but what are you doing in such an unwholesome arrangement...

        

        Or, how could you start with living together when you're not even dating...

        Well, I have my reasons for that one.

        

        As I waited, anticipating various comments like these—

        

        "...Living alone has turned you into a pervert."

        "W-What?!"

        

        ...I nearly fell over in shock, having never expected such words.

        

        Um, Mother...?!

        I'm still your son, do you really have to word it like that...?

        

        "P-Pervert is a bit..."

        "You bring a younger girl who's not even your girlfriend into your home, and even sleep in the same bed with her. You've got some nerve."

        "Ugh."

        

        ...Damn, I couldn't refute because she was right.

        

        But still, we only slept together once, just yesterday, and that was because Cecilia was worried about my health...

        

        "I was so happy thinking my son finally had a girlfriend, but it turns out she's just a younger roommate. With that attitude, saying she's not your girlfriend? If I told someone else, they'd laugh and call it nonsense, son..."

        "...Is it really that bad?"

        "...Do you think I bought this for nothing?"

        

        And then my mom pointed to the box of condoms in the bag.

        ...Well. If she went so far as to buy those, she must have seriously misunderstood.

        Honestly, I'm not unaware of how Cecilia and I act around each other... so I had nothing to say about that.

        

        My mother sighed again.

        Looking at me with my head bowed, she continued.

        

        "...So?"

        "Yes?"

      

      
        "When are you going to confess?"

        "What?"

        

        Wait, Mother?

        I know it's not my place to say, but shouldn't you be scolding your son for being careless in this situation...?

        Something like, "Living together isn't something you do carelessly!"

        

        I was bracing myself for a good scolding, but instead she's asking when I'm going to confess...

        

        "Well, as I said earlier, it doesn't seem like the right time yet. After we get to know each other a little more—"

        "You fool!"

        "Gah?!"

        

        Ouch...!

        Did she just chop my head with her hand?!

        

        Ow, for a moment I thought my head would split open.

        It's been a while since Mom hit me...

        

        "Not the right time yet? A little more? How much longer are you going to drag this out? Six months? A year?"

        "Mom..."

        "Eunhyuk."

        "...Yes."

        "Let me tell you something. She already likes you."

        

        At my mother's decisive words, I froze, unable to respond.

        As if not intending to give me a chance to speak, she pressed on.

        

        "Would a girl stay at a boy's house without any feelings? If she felt uncomfortable, she would have left long ago when that police protection program or whatever started."

        "That's..."

        "Holding hands without a second thought, laughing together, even sleeping in the same bed? What more do you need?"

        "..."

        

        The thought 'Really?' circled in my mind.

        But at the same time, 'What if she rejects me?' also lingered...

        

        "You fool!"

        "Ouch?!"

        

        Ow, again?!

        I didn't even say anything this time...!

        

        "Don't think about being rejected!"

        "...Mom, you really are psychic—"

        "Just close your eyes and tell her you like her!"

        "H-How can I do that so easily!"

        "You fool!"

        

        My mother's hand came down for the third time.

        Clutching my throbbing head, I tried to dodge this time, but her hand was faster than my movement.

        

        With a thud that resonated, I couldn't bear it anymore and fell to my knees.

        

        "Oww..."

        "...Son. Think about Cecilia too."

        

        As my vision spun and I felt dizzy, I suddenly heard a voice right in front of me.

        Looking up, I saw my mother kneeling to meet my eye level.

        

        "You said it yourself. That she's a girl with many wounds. That she needs to be protected and comforted."

        "..."

        "I've seen the news too, so I know a little. Isekai people are basically refugees, aren't they? Children who have lost their parents and homeland, suddenly brought to a strange place. ...While it's commendable that you brought home a particularly wounded child early on and have protected her until now..."

        

        Her hand reached out and gently pressed on my head.

        Not forcefully, but tenderly.

        

        "How lonely she must be."

        "..."

        "How difficult and painful it must be for her. If you like her, you should comfort her."

        

        She was right.

        It was right, but...

        

        "Right now, it's a bit..."

        "Such a coward... Well, I understand you need some mental preparation. Let's set a date. When is the end of term at Cecilia's school?"

        "Huh? Um, January 5th?"

        "Then confess to her before that day."

        "What?"

        "And at least by the end of today, even if it's not a confession, tell Cecilia directly that you 'like her,' even if it's just casual."

      

      
        "What?"

        "At least once every day!! I'll check by phone every evening, okay?"

        "What??"

        

        Isn't this too sudden, Mother???

        Can I really say "I like you" so casually—

        

        "Don't you want to become lovers?"

        

        Her next words stopped my thoughts.

        

        Cecilia and I, as lovers.

        ...I do want that.

        

        "Imagine it. Cecilia, that beautiful girl, looking at you with a honey-sweet smile. Nuzzling against you. Giggling and being affectionate. Even more than now! Don't you want to live like that?"

        

        ...I do want to live like that.

        In response to my mother's whispered words, I found myself nodding unconsciously.

        

        "'Someday'? 'Definitely later'? 'I don't know when, but eventually'? 'Even if it takes time'? Throw all that away. Eunhyuk, you take after your father in being awkward with romance, but listen well."

        

        After a moment's pause, my mother continued.

        

        "Will and planning alone won't accomplish anything. Action. Action is everything, son."

        "Action..."

        "No girl dislikes being told she's liked. Go win her over!"

        

        I heard a chuckling laugh.

        Looking up, I saw my mother standing, looking down at me.

        

        "No three-day determination. No just thinking without acting."

        "..."

        "You're the type who, like your father, makes plans but doesn't act on them. You've probably just been thinking about it all this time without doing anything. So I'll set it for you."

        

        My mother cleared her throat and said:

        

        "January 5th, the end of term! Confess on that day. Your birthday is January 4th, right? You can ask for her to become your girlfriend as a birthday present."

        "...Will it work?"

        "Of course. How handsome is my son? And how much does Cecilia like you?"

        "How would you know that, Mom..."

        "Mothers know everything."

        

        Looking up, I saw my mother's confident face.

        She genuinely believed there was no way I would be rejected.

        

        ...Suddenly I felt pathetic.

        Despite all my plans and thoughts about confessing, I now realized they were just empty words.

        

        I had only thought about it without taking action.

        I've patted her head and praised her many times, but that's all.

        

        I've never directly said "I like you."

        Except for that one time when I was drunk.

        

        As Mom said, I've just been thinking about it.

        I've been scared even as opportunities approached.

        Now that I know better, I need to change.

        

        "...I'll try."

        "Hmm."

        "I can do it, right? January 5th? I'll make it happen by then."

        "That's my boy."

        

        Saying "I like you" at least once a day.

        That would be the first step.

        

        "You both need a lot of guidance... You and Cecilia are still just kids."

        "..."

        "Fighting, son."

        

        At my mother's words, I clenched my fist.

        

        I'll fight.

        I'll show effort through actions, not just words or thoughts.

        

        We will become lovers.

        I engraved that promise in my heart once more.
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        "...Sigh."

        

        The cold air, hinting at winter's approach after autumn, caressed my cheek as it passed by.

        

        I felt my skirt hem swaying around my knees.

        The school bag rattling against my back, the sensation of the uniform smoothly enveloping my body.

        Though I'd grown accustomed to these things over the past few weeks, they still felt somewhat unfamiliar as I headed home along the route I'd traveled many times before.

        

        Today was another relatively ordinary day.

        School was noisy, classes were difficult, and friends were energetic—that kind of day.

        

        Occasionally, people around me would ask questions about different species, but I felt like even that had decreased lately.

        It's as if the notion that "Whether you have ears or a tail, we're all friends!" had spread among many students.

        

        It was both bewildering and exciting.

        ...At least, I didn't dislike it.

        

        "Yaaawn..."

        

        I covered my mouth with my hand as I let out a big yawn.

        Some gazes around me turned toward my twitching ears, but they soon drifted away.

        I continued walking without paying much attention.

        

        ...I've really gotten used to this, haven't I?

        When I first arrived here, I couldn't bear the anxiety of each and every glance.

        

        I worried someone might target me.

        What if suddenly, in the crowd, someone pounced on me?

        I worried, doubted, shrank back, and avoided others.

        

        Remnants of old habits I couldn't shake.

        What I thought would stick with me throughout my life had now completely disappeared.

        To the point where I barely even notice when people stare at me anymore.

        

        "Mmm."

        

        I mumbled with my mouth.

        I wasn't chewing anything in particular; I was just bored.

        

        "...How strange."

        

        Then, I muttered those words.

        

        Yes. It was strange.

        When I think about it, I haven't actually been here that long.

        It should be far too little time for old habits to disappear.

        

        Yet they had.

        And completely at that.

        

        Why?

        

        "Hehe..."

        

        Suddenly, the image of someone incredibly kind appeared in my mind.

        Gentle eyes, a warm voice.

        Those large hands that pleasantly stroked my head.

        

        ...Yes. It's because I met Eunhyuk.

        Because I met him—someone who always believes in me and helps me—I can now walk with such confidence.

        

        Without Eunhyuk, I'd still be hiding from others' gazes.

        Without Eunhyuk, I wouldn't have made friends at school.

        Without Eunhyuk, I wouldn't have known life could be this enjoyable and would have spent my time alone in loneliness.

        

        "...♪"

        

        I hummed through my nose.

        Cheerfully, but with a touch of fondness.

        

        I miss him.

        Even though it's only been a few hours since I last saw him, I already miss him.

        

        I want to see his face and smile at him. I want him to smile at me.

        Especially since his reaction is so amusing when I throw myself at him in this uniform, I want to tease and play with him again today.

        

        I want to talk to him.

        I want him to listen to the things that happened today, to my mundane daily stories.

        And then I'd like him to tell me about his day too.

        

        I want him to stroke me.

        My head, my ears, my cheeks.

        ...My chin and, embarrassingly, my tail too.

        I want him to gently stroke me until I melt into a puddle.

        And then I just want to act cute like a cat to my heart's content.

        

        "...Hmm..."

        

        Am I being too greedy?

        Then, let me scale it back a bit...

        I'd just like him to say "Welcome home" to me.

        Because with just that one phrase, all this drowsy fatigue washing over me would surely melt away.

        

        "I want to see him~"

        

        I muttered casually as I walked.

        Even though I'd see him in just a few minutes anyway.

        Finding it funny that I couldn't wait even that short time, I chuckled and kicked a small stone on the path.

        

        I'll hear it soon.

        Because my home is now right in front of me.

        

        I opened the building door, climbed the familiar stairs, and arrived at the front door, where I paused.

        

        I took out Eunhyuk's phone.

      

      
        Using it as a mirror, I checked and adjusted various parts of myself.

        With unfamiliar hand movements, I diligently fixed my appearance.

        

        "Hair looks okay... clothes are fine, right? Nothing weird...?"

        

        ...After all, it's natural to want to look pretty for someone you like.

        Of course, I'm not usually one to care much about these things... but I wanted Eunhyuk to be even happier.

        Even just a little bit more.

        

        "...Mmm♪"

        

        After a moment, I finished my preparations.

        

        Taking a deep breath, I flung open the front door.

        

        "I'm home~!"

        

        The familiar home came into view.

        The familiar table, familiar cabinet, familiar refrigerator, familiar bed.

        My sanctuary that had become completely familiar to my eyes. "Home."

        

        And in the middle of it all, I saw Eunhyuk cooking something.

        He turned his head as I entered, and with my reflection in those calm black eyes, he spoke.

        

        "Welcome home, Cecilia. Good work today."

        "Hehe♥"

        

        Immediately after, I felt a happiness as if my body was floating.

        My mouth spread into a smile, and laughter escaped on its own.

        Feeling my face break into a grin, I cupped my cheeks with both hands.

        

        Yes~! Feels so good!

        It was just a simple, common phrase, but it made me incredibly happy.

        The words of someone you like really do have a different impact.

        It felt like all my accumulated fatigue melted away in an instant.

        

        "...Mmm."

        

        Actually, I'd prefer if he hugged me tight and patted my head too.

        But as I thought earlier, that might be asking too much.

        Eunhyuk seems busy cooking right now, and he'll have to leave for work soon...

        

        Putting aside my disappointment, I set down my school bag.

        As I took off just my uniform jacket first and hung it on the coat rack, Eunhyuk suddenly spoke.

        

        "Like I said yesterday, I have a part-time job today. I've already made dinner, Cecilia. Heat it up when it's time. Don't skip meals."

        "Okay."

        "Keep the phone with you, and text me if anything happens. ...Or you can come directly. You know where, right?"

        "The convenience store nearby?"

        "That's right. The one we went to together a few times before."

        "Yes. I remember."

        "Good. Then you can come there. And Cecilia?"

        "Hmm?"

        

        Socks, uniform vest, necktie.

        As I removed and organized only the items that wouldn't expose my body, planning to change the rest in the bathroom, Eunhyuk suddenly called out to me, and I turned my head toward him.

        

        "I like you."

        "Huh?"

        

        And I...

        

        ....

        

        ...?

        

        Wait a minute.

        What did you just say, Eunhyuk?

        

        I wasn't sure if I'd heard correctly.

        Was it an auditory hallucination of something I wanted to hear so badly...?

        

        But, but!

        For a hallucination, it was too clear—!

        

        "...cilia?"

        "Huh?! Oh, yes?!"

        

        Suddenly, a voice came from right in front of me.

        I jerked my head up in surprise to find Eunhyuk looking down at me, having approached without me noticing.

        

        ...Ah, he's tall.

        That was the thought that suddenly crossed my mind.

        

        "Today's shift will probably be longer than usual, so don't wait up and go to sleep first—"

        "Ah, y-yes! Your part-time job, right? Of course! Today I'll go to sleep before you if it's too late..."

        

        [I like you.]

        

        "I'll go to sleep be-before..."

        

        [I like you.]

        

        "So, so, um..."

        

        The words "I like you" kept echoing in my head.

        

        My voice trembled and grew increasingly quieter.

        With Eunhyuk's voice constantly replaying in my mind, I unconsciously clasped my hands together and lowered my head.

        

        Fidgeting.

        I couldn't lift my gaze.

        My heart was pounding in my ears, and hot breaths escaped from my mouth uncontrollably.

        

        After staring at the floor for a while, I cautiously raised just my eyes to examine Eunhyuk's face...

      

      
        

        "Ah..."

        

        I saw Eunhyuk's face, bright red.

        Unlike his usual self, completely flushed.

        Seeing this, I was even more surprised and just froze, not knowing what to do.

        

        A moment of silence followed.

        

        Then, suddenly, Eunhyuk chuckled.

        With his still-reddened face, he had a mischievous expression as if my reaction amused him.

        

        "Why, why are you laughing...?"

        "No, it's just. Heh, hehe..."

        

        I couldn't understand what was happening.

        I just stood still in front of Eunhyuk with my hands tightly clasped, waiting for his next words.

        

        "Ah~. You're so cute..."

        "...?!"

        

        Stepping closer, Eunhyuk gently embraced me.

        The sound of my pounding heart made me feel dizzy.

        

        "...I like you, Cecilia."

        

        And as the voice whispered in my ear again, I flinched once more.

        

        My exhaled breath was hot.

        My head burned up, and a honey-like emotion melted and dripped down.

        

        The hands embracing me were both gentle and firm.

        As if trying to tell me that this time, it wasn't an auditory hallucination.

        

        "Um, in, in what way...?"

        "...Well. In various ways?"

        

        In a situation I didn't quite understand, I asked a question I didn't quite understand, and received an answer I didn't quite understand.

        

        But at the same time, one thing became clear.

        That answer, along with the hug and the confession... they were probably actions that Eunhyuk had worked hard to squeeze out.

        A desperate warmth was conveyed through each word and action.

        

        ...I don't know what suddenly prompted this...

        ...But...♥

        I was just happy.

        

        At the same time, I felt greedy.

        Swept away by my racing heartbeat, I mumbled to Eunhyuk in a voice that sounded like I was asking for indulgence.

        

        "...I won't sleep."

        "Hmm?"

        "I won't sleep alone. I won't sleep, I'll wait in bed. Let's sleep together in bed today too, Eunhyuk..."

        "..."

        

        There was no answer.

        But as if in place of an answer, Eunhyuk gently stroked my ear once.

        

        "Mmm..."

        

        I felt happy.

        But because of that, when Eunhyuk's body pulled away, I felt so regretful and longing that I could hardly bear it.

        

        "Ah..."

        "...I'll be back, Cecilia."

        "...Take care..."

        

        I replied glumly.

        Perhaps taking pity on me, Eunhyuk hesitated for a moment before bringing his lips close to my ear.

        

        "...I'll say it again tomorrow."

        "Eep...?!"

        "So don't make that face and wait patiently. Promise."

        

        With that, Eunhyuk held out his pinky finger.

        When I dazedly took it, he shook it lightly.

        

        "I'll be back?"

        "...Take care..."

        

        My voice sounded melted.

        Seeing me like that, Eunhyuk chuckled one last time before heading out for his part-time job.

        

        I heard the click of the door.

        

        "...Huh?"

        

        And I was left alone in the house, letting out a dumbfounded sound.

        

        I couldn't understand what dream-like thing had just happened.

        But the lingering warmth of the hug on my body and the pounding of my heart vividly proved that it wasn't a dream.

        

        A squirming sensation welled up from deep inside me.

        Dream or not, it didn't matter now.

        Unable to hold back any longer, I moved my trembling legs and threw myself onto the bed.

        

        I grabbed a pillow and hugged it.

        Then I buried my face in it and took a deep breath.

        

        "Inhale—... ...♥"

        

        It smelled like Eunhyuk.

        

        The scent of the person I love, left all over the bed from sleeping together yesterday.

        Hazily intoxicated by it, I simply savored the happiness floating through my mind.
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        When I came to my senses, it was already night.

        

        "Haah... Phew..."

        

        A fatigue in my body similar to drowsiness, yet different.

        I forced strength into my lower body, which wouldn't move well, and lifted myself halfway up from the pillow where I had buried my face.

        

        The breath that escaped with a "haah" felt so hot and strange.

        

        Sensing my own scent thickly accumulated in the small room, I mumbled with a dazed mind.

        

        "...I should ventilate."

        

        There's still some time before Eunhyuk arrives, so I should air out the room before then.

        After that, I need to shower, and wash the damp blanket too...

        

        Ah, come to think of it, I haven't had dinner yet.

        I should eat meals regularly. If I don't, Eunhyuk will worry...

        ...

        

        ...

        

        "...I did it."

        

        I suddenly mumbled.

        The moment I spoke, I could feel my entire body burning with embarrassment.

        

        ...I did it.

        

        "...Mmnh♥"

        

        My legs were trembling so much that it was hard to stand up properly.

        I managed to get up with effort, but the lingering sensation still buzzing inside my lower abdomen made it difficult to walk.

        

        "Haah..."

        

        My breath was hot.

        I'd already stripped off all my clothes and was naked, but the air in the room was so hot that my body showed no signs of cooling down.

        

        I did it.

        ...By myself.

        

        "Huu..."

        

        I reached my trembling hand toward the window, but collapsed onto the bed midway as my strength gave out.

        

        "...Phew♥"

        

        And then, knowing I shouldn't, I indulged once more in the scent that had soaked into the blanket.

        

        ...It's Eunhyuk's fault.

        Everything, everything is Eunhyuk's fault!

        

        Suddenly saying such things to me...!

        Saying he likes me and whatnot! Words he never usually says...

        

        I was happy!

        Extremely happy! But at the same time, because of that, well...!

        ...My lower abdomen was throbbing so much...

        

        ...

        

        ...I couldn't hold back.

        

        I did it by myself, tracing his lingering presence on the bed.

        Caressing myself with my fingers.

        Even though it's not my heat cycle.

        

        "Huah...!!"

        

        I buried my face in the blanket and patted the bed frantically with my hands.

        Though it didn't make much sound due to my lack of strength.

        

        ...Embarrassing!

        Embarrassing, embarrassing, so embarrassing!!

        

        D-doing it alone.

        Something I rarely do even during heat cycles?!

        What's wrong with me...!!

        

        Now my body is sticky, my hair is disheveled.

        The room is filled with the scent.

        My school uniform, carelessly thrown in the corner, is wrinkled...

        ...And the blanket is a little wet too.

        

        "..."

        

        ...But it felt good.

        

        "...Let's clean up!"

        

        I cut off my thoughts there and shouted at myself as I lifted my face.

        

        There was a lot to tidy up.

        If I want to hide these traces from Eunhyuk (if he found out, I'd surely die of embarrassment...), I need to clean up quickly and thoroughly.

        

        And there are some things to think about too.

        

        "Uoooh...!"

        

        I put strength into my whole body and tried again to open the window that I had failed to earlier.

        

        Though trembling, I soon managed to hook my fingers on the edge of the window.

        With that, I squeezed out my last bit of strength and pushed the window sideways.

        

        "I opened it!"

        

        At the same time, the cold early winter air rushed into the room.

        

        "Hieek...!"

        

        C-cold!

        If I don't move quickly, I'll catch a cold...

        

        "C-clothes first. Since it's Friday..."

        

        My body trembled from both fatigue and cold.

        I worked hard to move my body, gathering the discarded clothes and putting them in the washing machine.

        ...Though I was too embarrassed to just put in the sticky, wet underwear, so I washed it lightly by hand first.

        

        I added an appropriate amount of detergent and fabric softener and started the machine.

      

      
        Next was dealing with the slightly damp blanket—at this rate I'm going to freeze to death!!

        

        "Hii...!"

        

        Postponing the blanket, I hurriedly ran into the bathroom/toilet.

        

        Rubbing my trembling body with both arms, I found the shower.

        I turned on the hot water immediately, waited for it to warm up, and then brought it to my body.

        

        "...Haah."

        

        So warm.

        Since I was already naked, I was fortunate to skip the process of undressing.

        If I had to remove clothes one by one in that cold, I might have really frozen to death...

        

        "Phew."

        

        With that thought, I began washing my body thoroughly.

        

        Face, neck, arms.

        Ears.

        ...Chest.

        Under the chest and the valley, where sweat easily accumulates, carefully and diligently.

        

        Torso.

        Tail.

        Legs.

        ...Between the legs.

        

        "...Mmng."

        

        I scrubbed thoroughly while washing.

        To make sure nothing sticky remained.

        

        After washing everything, I hung the showerhead on the holder and just blankly let the hot water hit my body.

        

        "Haaah..."

        

        Along with the steam spreading in the bathroom, warmth seeped into my body.

        The sensation of fatigue deeply accumulated in my body melting away with the hot temperature.

        I could only say it felt good.

        

        "Feels goood..."

        

        I mumbled blankly.

        At the same time, as drowsiness quickly rushed in, I shook my head left and right to try to come to my senses.

        

        No, I can't.

        I still have things to think about, I can't be like this already.

        

        "Mmm..."

        

        What I needed to think about was the reason why I had just been doing "that."

        ...Eunhyuk's repeated "I like you" that came suddenly.

        

        What was the reason?

        Why suddenly say such things?

        

        Was it because of his mother?

        She came this morning, so maybe she hinted at something to him.

        

        When I ran into her on my way out this morning, she told me, "From now on, you can comfortably call me Mother~."

        It wouldn't be strange if she said something to Eunhyuk too, but what could she have said...

        

        "...No, that's not it."

        

        After thinking that far, I shook my head again.

        The warm stream of water scattered left and right, following my shaking head.

        

        I realized that the reason wasn't that important right now.

        Whatever reason Eunhyuk had for saying those words, what did it matter?

        

        What's important is what those words meant.

        ...What kind of "I like you" was it?

        

        "Mmng~..."

        

        I folded my arms and pondered.

        Then I recalled the conversation from a few hours ago.

        

        [W-what do you mean...?]

        

        That's how I responded to Eunhyuk's confession, rolling my eyes around.

        And his answer was...

        

        [...Well. In various ways?]

        

        ...

        

        "How ambiguous..."

        

        I washed my face with the hot water.

        

        Various ways, he said.

        What does that mean? Was he just being vague...?

        Or was there really some special meaning?

        

        'I like you'?

        As a friend, as a roommate, as a person?

        As a guest, as a beastman he's never seen before...

        Or if not that...

        

        "...Huah!"

        

        It's ambiguous!

        Eunhyuk, you could have just closed your eyes and spoken clearly!

        Of course, I know that saying "I like you" was his limit since his face was bright red, but still!!

        

        ...How mischievous!

        Mischievous, but still...

        

        [I like you, Cecilia.]

        

        "..."

        

        If I had answered "I like you too," what would be different now?

        If I had given a definite answer, how would Eunhyuk have reacted?

        

        Or if at that time, I had closed my eyes and...

        

        "...Uuu."

      

      
        

        ...T-that's still too much.

        It's too embarrassing, still too much...

        

        "..."

        

        I blankly looked up at the shower pouring water.

        After looking up, I reached out and turned off the shower.

        

        "Phew."

        

        This is enough.

        Warmth had seeped into my body making me warm, and all the fatigue had melted away, leaving me feeling languid.

        

        The problem is that I'm quite sleepy.

        If I had to say, not knowing exactly what Eunhyuk meant is also a problem...

        

        O-of course, it's not like I have no guesses.

        But if what I'm guessing is wrong...

        ...

        

        "...Mischievous."

        

        Really mischievous, Eunhyuk!

        You should have spoken clearly!

        

        ...Haah, well, whatever.

        Let me ask him a little later.

        

        Anyway, it'll be time for Eunhyuk to return soon.

        I'll wait on the bed without falling asleep, and when Eunhyuk returns, I'll ask him right away!

        Honestly, I'm very nervous, but if I psych myself up, I can at least shout out the question the moment he returns!

        

        With that thought, I dried my body and flung open the bathroom door.

        

        "...Hieek!"

        

        C-cold!

        I forgot I left the window open!

        

        I ran over and closed the window first.

        Then, rubbing my arms, I went to the closet to get clothes to wear.

        

        Underwear, a short-sleeved shirt, and shorts.

        Mmm~... It's cold today, so maybe I'll wear a knit too.

        

        I took out the clothes and put them on.

        Clothes that Eunhyuk bought for me.

        They were warm and cozy.

        

        "Uah. Cold, cold..."

        

        ...Actually, I was still a bit cold.

        

        It seems I'll have to postpone washing the blanket a little longer.

        It's only slightly wet anyway, so it should be fine as long as I do it before Eunhyuk comes back.

        

        I climbed onto the bed and burrowed into the blanket.

        By the way, it's not this blanket that's wet, but the one on the floor over there, so there's no problem with me burrowing in here.

        

        With just my face peeking out, I stayed still, and gradually felt my body warming up.

        

        "...Mmm. At least the ventilation worked properly."

        

        Sniffing with my nose, I said that as an afterthought.

        

        After enjoying the warmth of the blanket for a while in a sitting position, I collapsed sideways as if falling.

        

        Now I'll wait like this and ask Eunhyuk when he comes back. What kind of "I like you" did he mean?

        Of course, I'm extremely nervous, but I can at least prepare for one specific timing and be determined.

        

        Right after Eunhyuk comes in.

        That's the only chance.

        ...Given my personality, I'll probably start hesitating if even a little time passes, so I must ask right at that moment...!

        

        "...About two hours left."

        

        I mumbled blankly, lying sideways on the bed, covered by the blanket.

        

        Let's take care of the blanket first in a little while.

        Then I'll lie down again and wait.

        

        Just like now, lying on the bed. Covered with the blanket.

        Warm, and languid...

        Wait, ing...

        ...

        

        "...Mmm..."

        

        ...

        

        "...Zzz—..."

        

        ***

        

        I felt something warm shining on my eyes.

        A warm and cozy sensation. The comfort of light's warmth.

        Feeling that, I shifted my body and slowly lifted my eyelids.

        

        "Mmm...? Yaaawn—..."

        "Good morning. Did you sleep well, Cecilia?"

        "Huh...?"

        

        Suddenly I heard a voice.

        When I turned my head, I saw Eunhyuk standing by the kitchen.

        

        ...

        ...Did I just sleep through everything?!

        And the blanket is still as it was?!

        

        "Um, sorry to ask right after you wake up, Cecilia."

        

        Huaah...

        I missed my chance, stupid me...

        ...As I was berating myself internally, Eunhyuk spoke.

        

        "A little later... around the afternoon. Would you like to go on a date with me?"

        

        Saying that, he smiled and showed me two tickets for something.

        

        In my dazed vision, the three characters spelling "Aquarium" caught my eye.
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        Did I speak too hastily?

        

        With her body half-raised on the bed, Cecilia stared at me with wide, dazed eyes.

        I shifted my gaze to her stiffened tail behind her back and thought to myself.

        

        Perhaps I should have waited until she was more awake before speaking.

        

        Yesterday, I got aquarium tickets from Heewon while working my part-time job, and I came home excited about suggesting we go together tomorrow, only to find Cecilia already asleep...

        My disappointment had apparently turned into impatience without me realizing it.

        

        I regretted it a bit, thinking I should have brought it up after she was fully awake and having breakfast.

        

        And now, how was Cecilia feeling after receiving my hasty proposal when she had just woken up and wasn't fully alert yet...?

        

        "Uh, um, eh...?"

        

        She looked extremely confused.

        

        Her fingers fidgeted with the blanket, her eyes darting downward then sideways.

        From her small lips came not words but a few broken syllables mixed with bewilderment...

        

        Yes. She looked extremely confused.

        

        ...But she seems more confused than I expected?

        

        Was my date request that startling...?

        Or is there something else bothering her?

        

        "G-good morning, Eunhyuk...?"

        "Ah, yes. Good morning, Cecilia."

        

        I responded to her mumbled morning greeting.

        Meanwhile, I tilted my head curiously at her restless eyes that couldn't stay still.

        

        "...When did you come back?"

        "Last night. A little after 11."

        "Where did you sleep...?"

        

        Ah, was she shocked that she fell asleep first after saying she wanted to sleep together?

        I suppose it would be shocking to fail after building up to it.

        

        I wasn't sure if it would reassure her, but I nodded lightly and told her anyway.

        

        "In bed... We slept together."

        

        Just as Cecilia had suggested before I left for work.

        

        I did wonder if it was okay to get into bed with a girl who was sound asleep, but since Cecilia was the one who suggested it, and honestly, I enjoyed sleeping together, I just closed my eyes and snuggled next to her.

        

        ...I did quietly watch her cute sleeping face for a while before falling completely asleep myself.

        But that was a secret.

        

        "R-really? Yes. Yes..."

        

        Despite my answer, it seemed that wasn't what Cecilia was concerned about.

        Still mumbling and looking down, she got up from the bed.

        

        "...Uugh..."

        

        Then she walked over to me and...

        

        "..."

        "Hmm?"

        

        Standing right in front of me, she looked up at me with tender eyes.

        

        I could see her lips fidgeting.

        As if debating whether to say something, Cecilia repeatedly opened and closed her mouth.

        

        "What is it?"

        "..."

        

        I put down the ladle I was holding for breakfast preparations and asked, but still got no answer.

        After hesitating for a while, Cecilia finally gave up and hung her head low.

        

        "...Uugh. Good morning, Eunhyuk..."

        "Good morning, Cecilia. ...That's the third time already."

        

        I responded with a joke to her gloomy greeting.

        

        But still, there was no particular reaction.

        She seemed to have something else on her mind.

        Hmm.

        

        I noticed her stiffened tail and drooping ears.

        After thinking for a moment...

        I wrapped my arms around her small body, which was a head shorter than mine.

        

      

      
        "...I like you, Cecilia."

        "Byak?!"

        

        A large tremor and a strange shriek followed.

        Her tail and ears shot up in response, which I found amusing, so I chuckled softly while still holding her.

        

        Oh, how cute.

        This was actually quite fun.

        I guess I was getting somewhat used to it, as I didn't feel as embarrassed as yesterday.

        

        "Yes. Let's have breakfast! Cecilia. Any side dishes you want?"

        

        Satisfied with her reaction, I nodded with a smile and released the brief hug.

        Then Cecilia looked up at me with teary eyes and a somewhat indignant expression—

        

        "Uugh—!"

        "Ow?!"

        

        She lightly pounded my chest with her slender arms.

        As always, it didn't look like it would hurt, but it surprisingly did.

        

        ...But why am I getting hit?

        Is she embarrassed?

        At least the mood seems to have lightened up, so that's good...

        

        While enduring the pounding with questions in mind, Cecilia eventually stopped, sighed softly, and rested her head against my chest.

        

        "...Thank you for sleeping with me."

        "Ah, yeah. Don't mention it."

        

        Her voice was mixed with a sigh of resignation.

        

        The sensation felt through my t-shirt was soft.

        When I reached out and gently stroked her silver-white hair, she let out a small "Mmm..." of apparent pleasure before continuing.

        

        "...And I might want convenience store food for breakfast today. Can you get some?"

        "Convenience store food?"

        "Can you get some?"

        "...Now?"

        "Now."

        "For breakfast today?"

        "For breakfast today."

        

        Her voice was sudden yet somehow resolute.

        I tilted my head in confusion but eventually nodded.

        

        Well, convenience store food isn't expensive anyway.

        Though I wonder why she suddenly wants that.

        

        "Well... okay. Any specific menu you want?"

        "...Anything?"

        "Huh."

        

        ...Why is she really asking for convenience store food?

        I was curious, but looking at her expression, I felt like I shouldn't ask.

        There was something... desperate in her face.

        

        I removed my hand from her head and changed my clothes, suppressing my curiosity.

        Since the convenience store was close, I just needed to change my pants and throw a coat over my t-shirt.

        

        "I'll be back soon."

        "...Take care~."

        

        It was her usual affectionate farewell.

        However, as soon as I went outside, I couldn't help but tilt my head again at the clattering sound from behind the closed door.

        

        "...Quickquickquick—!"

        

        An urgent voice, the sound of something heavy being dragged...?

        What on earth is going on?

        

        Still puzzled, I slowly made my way to the convenience store.

        

        And as a side note, when I returned from the convenience store, I found the floor futon being washed and Cecilia's face bright red, about to burst.

        I was curious about the sudden laundry, but... she looked like she might actually explode if I asked, so I let it slide.

        

        It was an unusual morning.

        

        ***

        

        ""Thank you for the meal.""

        

        The somewhat strange atmosphere mostly washed away after breakfast.

        We finished eating almost simultaneously and stood up together.

        

        "Pass me the dishes and utensils, Eunhyuk."

        "Sure."

        

      

      
        And as usual, Cecilia took charge of washing dishes...

        

        "Ah, Cecilia, could you rinse the dishcloth for me?"

        "Here."

        "Thanks~."

        

        While I was responsible for cleaning and wiping the table.

        

        The sound of running water echoed throughout the room from the sink.

        Scrubbing sounds, gentle sunlight.

        There were no words, but a comfortable atmosphere prevailed.

        

        "...♪"

        

        Of course, it's still better with some sound.

        

        As she washed the dishes one by one, Cecilia started humming.

        It didn't seem to have any particular meaning, just a habitual thing.

        

        After finishing wiping the table, I approached the sink, that is, Cecilia's side.

        

        "Are your hands not hurting?"

        "Ah, Eunhyuk. No. I've been using the lotion you gave me."

        "Really? Good job."

        "Hehehe~."

        

        After rinsing the dishcloth, I placed my clean hands on Cecilia's head, and she purred happily.

        

        After stroking her for a while, enjoying the soft sensation and her smile, I suddenly spoke up.

        

        "So, about what we were discussing earlier... What do you think about the date? Want to go?"

        "Date?"

        "You know, the aquarium tickets I showed you earlier."

        "...Ah!"

        

        Judging by her reaction, she seemed to have forgotten. No wonder she hadn't mentioned it.

        I stroked her head a bit more firmly as a form of protest.

        

        "Uwah. But, what exactly is this aquarium thing...?"

        "Huh?"

        "?"

        

        I froze at her unexpected question.

        ...I didn't expect her not to know what an aquarium was.

        

        "Ah~ Basically, a place where you look at ornamental fish for fun?"

        "Ornamental fish...?"

        "I'll just show you the ticket. It has pictures too."

        

        I picked up the ticket I had left on the table and handed it to Cecilia.

        She took it and began examining it carefully.

        

        "Wow...!"

        

        And soon her eyes sparkled.

        

        The ticket I gave to Cecilia was quite beautifully and elegantly designed, probably serving as promotional material as well.

        I was honestly a bit worried, but she seemed to like it, which was a relief.

        

        "'Fun for all ages and genders'..."

        "Well, an aquarium is just for viewing fish. Age and gender don't matter for that."

        "'Various courses, diverse attractions'?"

        "Yeah. It seems like a pretty big place. Especially since there are different courses—"

        "...'Comfortable and serene for two. Couple's course'..."

        "..."

        

        Both Cecilia and I awkwardly froze at her words.

        

        One of the many introductory phrases on the ticket, 'Couple's course'.

        ...I deliberately didn't mention it to avoid awkwardness, but she read it anyway.

        

        Cecilia glanced at me shyly, half-covering her mouth with the ticket.

        Looking at her, I carefully opened my mouth.

        

        "...If you don't want to, we don't have to—"

        "I want to go."

        

        A quick response.

        

        Leaving me slightly surprised, she lowered the ticket from her mouth and continued with flushed cheeks.

        

        "...I want to go. Let's go together?"

        

        Cat ears fidgeting anxiously above her head, sky-blue eyes looking up at me expectantly.

        Who could refuse that beautiful face filled with anticipation and nervousness?

        

        Nodding, I gently stroked her head once more.
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        "Ooh...!"

        

        Upon arriving at the aquarium.

        A spacious, slightly dark yet elegant space bathed in a bluish glow.

        

        Having just reached the entrance, Cecilia let out a muffled exclamation of wonder.

        

        "Eunhyuk! Look, look! There's something like a fish statue over there...!"

        

        The way she excitedly tugged at my hand was truly adorable.

        Perhaps because it was her first visit, her excitement seemed noticeably higher than usual.

        

        "Orange and white, it's so pretty..."

        "That's a clownfish. Famous from Nemo... Well, let's check in first."

        "Ah, okay."

        

        Nodding in understanding, Cecilia naturally nestled close beside me.

        Feeling the warmth of our intertwined hands making my heart flutter... I led Cecilia toward the reception desk.

        

        "Welcome to Haru Aquarium. May I help you with check-in?"

        "Yes, please."

        

        After handing our tickets to the receptionist, I took a moment to look around.

        

        A spacious area, but surprisingly not too crowded.

        How should I put it? It wasn't that there weren't many visitors, but somehow a tranquil atmosphere permeated the surroundings.

        Somehow it felt luxurious. It was fascinating.

        

        The entrance to the aquarium was located right next to the reception desk.

        The course apparently branched off inside, as I could glimpse what looked like several pathways just beyond the entrance.

        

        With no partitions blocking the view, even from outside you could catch glimpses of the tanks, which were magnificent enough to spontaneously evoke words of admiration.

        The tanks enveloped the relatively short initial corridor from above, below, and both sides... Small fish swam leisurely in the transparent, softly blue-tinged water.

        

        If it was this impressive from the entrance, I wondered what awaited us inside.

        I was excited.

        

        "Yes, confirmed."

        "Ah, yes."

        

        I nodded in response to the receptionist's words.

        The sensation of Cecilia's hand in mine suddenly made my cheeks flush slightly.

        

        Now, which course should we take?

        According to the tickets, there were four different courses: general, family, couple, and group.

        While the tanks themselves would be the same, the viewing angles and perspectives would differ slightly depending on the corridor positions.

        Apparently, different courses could intersect in the same space.

        Each course also offered unique special experiences, so it would be good to choose carefully...

        

        Hmm.

        The simplest choice would be the general course, right?

        The family and group courses probably required different numbers of people, so we couldn't fully enjoy those.

        

        The only one worth considering was the couple course...

        ...Couple...

        

        I glanced sideways at Cecilia.

        She was peering intently through the open entrance, her mouth agape in wonder and admiration.

        

        She'd probably enjoy anywhere we went.

        Hmm, a couple course...

        

        Just then, I noticed the receptionist smirking.

        Wondering what was up, I looked at her as she spoke with a bright smile.

        

        "Alright, I'll guide you to the couple course!"

        "Pardon?"

        

        ...Huh?

        I hadn't said anything yet.

        

        At the mention of "couple," Cecilia quickly turned her head.

        The redness of her face was definitely not my imagination.

        

        "Um, don't we choose the course ourselves...?"

        "Hmm? No, the course is determined at the time of reservation. If you look at your ticket..."

        

        I examined the corner of the ticket where the receptionist was pointing.

        There, small but clear, were the words "Couple Course."

      

      
        

        "See?"

        "..."

        

        Come to think of it, this ticket was given to me by Hiwon.

        She had originally planned to go with Jaesub, but they both couldn't make it, so she gave it to me.

        

        No wonder she was smirking when she handed it over...

        She probably knew and deliberately didn't tell me.

        

        "I'm okay with it."

        

        A voice suddenly reached my ears.

        Turning my head, I saw Cecilia looking up at me with blushing cheeks.

        

        "...Please guide us."

        "Of course~"

        

        There was no way I could refuse.

        Following the still-smirking receptionist's guidance, we proceeded to the couple course.

        

        ***

        

        "Have a wonderful time~"

        

        After passing through a common area near the entrance, we arrived at the beginning of the couple course.

        

        Beyond the partition, a dimmer space revealed itself.

        There, the receptionist who had guided us smiled sweetly and exited through the partition.

        

        "There's... no one here?"

        "Y-yeah."

        

        A soft voice reached my ears.

        Suddenly overcome with shyness, I couldn't look directly at Cecilia and just stared straight ahead.

        

        A brief silence fell.

        During that time, feeling Cecilia's fingers fidgeting with my hand... I blushed with a tingling sensation.

        

        "...Let's go! We should move on, Eunhyuk?"

        "Ah, yes. Let's go!"

        

        And soon, we both spoke a bit louder to dispel the awkward atmosphere.

        

        I could feel our clasped hands growing slightly warmer.

        With mutually flushed cheeks, we proceeded along the course.

        

        Was it just to build anticipation? After walking through a dim corridor with nothing in it, we saw another curtain.

        Pushing it aside and stepping through, what we saw was...

        ...Wow.

        WOW!

        

        "Wooow...!"

        

        With wide, sparkling eyes, Cecilia beamed with a radiant expression.

        I too was filled with deep admiration as I looked around at the crystal-like sparkling tanks surrounding us.

        

        Beyond the curtain was a perfect corridor completely surrounded by tanks.

        Similar to what we glimpsed at the entrance, but the quality and scale were on a completely different level.

        

        Looking down, we could see sky-blue waves rippling under the lights, and deep within, white sand and rocks, with a few fish hiding between them.

        

        On both sides were large rocks and enormous tanks that seemed to extend endlessly.

        Palm-sized fish swam in schools, and occasionally a rainbow-colored fish would display its majestic form as it moved across the tank.

        

        Above us... sharks?

        Massive fish, easily twice my size, were majestically swimming about.

        And not just one or two, but several.

        It was spectacular.

        

        The ends of the tanks weren't visible.

        Front, sides—everywhere up to the edge of our vision was filled with bright, transparent tanks, creating an overwhelming sense of grandeur and beauty.

        

        "Look, Eunhyuk! A stingray!"

        

        In this place, Cecilia excitedly pulled me along with sparkling eyes.

        Lost in admiration, I followed her tugging hand with hurried steps.

        

        "Whoa."

      

      
        "It's so big... I've seen it in guidebooks but never in real life. Oh, the underside... Hehe, it looks funny!"

        

        Cecilia chattered with high energy, smiling brightly.

        The awkwardness from earlier had completely vanished; she was thoroughly enjoying herself.

        

        "Do you like it?"

        "Yes!"

        

        The light rippling through the water fell on her face, making her already beautiful features even more stunning.

        

        "Ah, hehe♪"

        

        When I unconsciously reached out my other hand to stroke her hair, she smiled back with an honest and adorable expression of joy.

        Beaming. Seeing that expression, a smile formed on my face too.

        

        "What kind of fish is that, Eunhyuk? It's really big..."

        "Probably a shark? I don't know the exact species though."

        

        Cecilia pointed at a fish and asked, and I tried to explain based on what I remembered.

        We repeated this kind of conversation several times, all while continuing to hold hands.

        

        "Shall we move on?"

        "Yes~!"

        

        After chatting for quite a while, we slowly proceeded to the next area.

        If it was this impressive from the start, what would come next?

        

        Even as I wanted to stay and keep looking, I was also curious about what lay ahead.

        Feeling these conflicting desires with a flutter in my heart, we walked slowly forward.

        

        ***

        

        To cut to the chase, it exceeded all expectations.

        

        A dimly lit room with several small tanks for viewing tiny fish.

        A jellyfish viewing course with impressive column-like tanks.

        A turtle viewing course.

        Penguins that could be seen from a slight distance!

        A doctor fish experience zone.

        

        Laughing and chattering as we went along, we soon found ourselves approaching the final space.

        Though sad that it was coming to an end, we also held expectations that the final area would be spectacular as we pushed aside another curtain and moved forward.

        

        "Ugh, hehe, my hand still feels tingly..."

        "You must have sensitive skin?"

        "Yeah..."

        

        Cecilia was still twitching from the lingering sensation of the doctor fish.

        But seeing her continue to smile despite this, I too smiled contentedly.

        

        I'm glad we came.

        Just seeing her laugh so brightly made me completely satisfied.

        I made a mental note to thank Hiwon when I saw her next.

        

        "This is... Oh! It's beautiful!"

        

        The final space we arrived at was the aquarium's signature course, a standard aquarium display.

        

        In a dimly lit space, one entire wall was made of glass, beyond which was a massive tank.

        On the opposite side of the tank were several decorative items, including fish character models.

        

        "This is nice..."

        

        The atmosphere was calming.

        As we were taking it all in, Cecilia suddenly spoke.

        

        "Hey... Eunhyuk, there's something like a sign over there?"

        "Hmm?"

        

        Looking where Cecilia was pointing, I indeed saw what appeared to be a sign.

        

        I approached and read it.

        

        "'This is the final space of the couple course'..."

        

        'Take the most beautiful kiss photo of your life with your loved one!'

        

        ...it said, with a stand camera positioned facing the tank.
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        "Oh."

        

        A startled syllable escaped my lips as soon as I read the sign.

        

        Thinking I might have misread it, I rubbed my eyes and read it again.

        

        "...'This is the final space of the couple's course'..."

        

        'Take the most beautiful kiss photo of your life with your loved one!'

        

        "..."

        

        But no matter how much I rubbed my eyes and looked again, the words didn't change.

        

        'Kiss'.

        The affectionate meeting of lips commonly shared between couples.

        

        I felt my body stiffen.

        ...Right, I had forgotten.

        Since there were hardly any obvious romantic elements, I hadn't been paying attention, but this place we were walking through was actually a "couple's course."

        

        Damn, was this what they meant by special experiences prepared for each course...?!

        I mean, certainly, a kiss zone at the end of a couple's course is a universally good idea!

        

        A beautiful aquarium glowing blue in the dimly lit space.

        Colorful corals and rocks delicately arranged to decorate the two people who would stand in the center, beautiful fish...

        

        The scenery is nice and the atmosphere is good.

        Certainly, taking a kiss photo here would make for a lifelong memory.

        

        Except.

        

        "What does it say?"

        

        The problem is that this kid and I aren't lovers...

        

        Cecilia, who had approached without my noticing, suddenly poked her head next to mine.

        It would have been most sensible to pretend there was nothing there and just look at the aquarium before leaving, but...

        

        "Um. This is the final space of the couple's course? W-with your loved one... take the most beautiful kiss photo of your—?!"

        

        It seemed it was already too late for that.

        

        Like a burst, Cecilia's face turned bright red, visible even in this dim space.

        Seeing her flustered, opening and closing her mouth with that reddened face, I felt my heart pounding.

        

        "...Um..."

        

        Slowly, Cecilia turned toward me.

        

        I could see her reddened cheeks and her sky-blue eyes timidly looking up.

        Her ears were drooped and her tail was curled in.

        

        ...She was completely different from how excited she had been just moments ago. Quiet to the point of awkwardness.

        

        "..."

        "..."

        

        I needed to say something.

        But in this situation... I had no idea what words to use.

        

        Cecilia looked up at me, and I looked down at her.

        It was as if time had stopped.

        I felt my fingertips trembling. The silence was so complete that even my ears felt muffled, unable to hear even our breathing.

        

        ...She's pretty.

        In the silence where time seemed to have stopped, that single thought suddenly filled my mind.

        

        Her bright red face, her shyly upturned eyes.

        The silver-white hair flowing behind her head and the blue light flickering across her profile.

        

        Her soft ears drooping and trembling faintly.

        Her tail swaying irregularly, unable to decide what to do.

        

        ...Her small, soft pink lips.

        

        What would it be like to kiss her there?

        How would it feel to gently cover Cecilia's soft lips with mine?

        

        It would be a lie to say I wasn't curious.

        But I just couldn't find the courage.

        

        "...Uwu."

        

        Watching Cecilia slightly bow her head, I thought with my pounding heart.

        

        Let's leave it to her choice.

        If she asks for it, without hesitation...

        

        Something I'd barely allowed myself to think about normally had suddenly become a reality right before me due to the atmosphere.

        The sound of my heart pounding echoed in my ears.

        

        After that long yet brief silence passed,

        Cecilia looked up at me and...

        

        "...Eunhyuk."

        

        She opened her mouth.

        

        "...There's a stingray over there."

        "..."

        "..."

        "...Want to go see it...?"

        

        Cecilia, you...

        

        ....

        

        Well, I mean, stingrays are nice too...

        

        Cecilia still looked up at me with a slightly anxious expression.

        It wasn't much different from before, but for some reason, I suddenly found myself smiling.

        

        "...Yeah. Sure, stingrays are great!"

        

        I let the tension flow out of my body.

      

      
        Then I casually reached out my hand and patted Cecilia.

        

        "Uwang."

        

        Cecilia made her usual cute sound.

        At that, I smiled again and moved my hand vigorously, gently stroking her beautiful hair.

        

        "Oh my, our Cecilia... do you like stingrays that much?"

        "Th-they look interesting! Don't treat me like a child..."

        "Okay, okay."

        

        Even her typical sulking was incredibly cute.

        

        I stroked her head as she pushed out her lips in a pout.

        Then Cecilia naturally grabbed my hand tightly.

        As I felt an indescribable affection at the sight, she led me toward the aquarium.

        

        "Stingray... huh, where is it? It was definitely here earlier."

        "Maybe it moved? Stingrays can be pretty fast... Ah, there it is."

        "Where?"

        "There. Near the ceiling of the tank."

        

        I inwardly accepted that changing the subject meant she wanted to postpone the kiss.

        

        Following my pointing finger, Cecilia slightly raised her head.

        When she spotted the stingray swimming near the top of the tank, her eyes lit up like a child finding a toy.

        

        "Wow! Big! It's big, Eunhyuk!"

        "Yeah...? That one's especially large? Wow. 4 meters? 5 meters...?!"

        "That's so big I couldn't eat it all before it spoiled."

        "...You were thinking about eating it?"

        "I-I was just saying!"

        

        Well, I guess a kiss is still too early.

        

        When I caught her slip of the tongue, she frantically waved her hands in embarrassment.

        Seeing her like that, I chuckled playfully, which made her pout again with her lips pushed out as if offended.

        

        "...You're making fun of me!"

        "Ah, you caught me?"

        "Of course! Eunhyuk, you've gotten mischievous lately...!"

        "Haha. Yeah, sorry sorry~. Here, let me pat you to make up for it?"

        "...Hmph."

        

        Let's save kisses for after we become lovers.

        

        I reached out to stroke her hair as she sulked.

        As if trying to show she wasn't so easy to appease, Cecilia maintained her pouting expression for a while, but...

        

        "Mmm..."

        

        ...After I continued stroking for a while, she finally couldn't resist and slowly relaxed her expression.

        

        "Eunhyuk, you're too good at petting..."

        

        She muttered quietly.

        The hint of frustration mixed with her happy smile was impressive.

        

        "Yeah. I'll take that as a compliment. Now~ let's look at more fish! Isn't that fish over there pretty?"

        "Which fi— Ooh... it's pretty. The white scales seem to shine like a rainbow?"

        "Yeah. Some tropical fish? It looks nice but I don't know what kind it is. It would have been fun if I knew."

        "I don't know much about fish types either~... Especially flashy ones like that, I hardly know any of them."

        "They're probably tropical fish. The ones that live in warm seas."

        "Aha."

        

        Isn't it enough to just enjoy today like this?

        Thinking that, I continued chatting with Cecilia.

        

        "Is that big one over there a shark?"

        "Ah, yes. Probably... Whoa, it's big. Is it this big up close...?"

        "Oh, wow. Yeah. But look, all the other fish are running away as it comes. Are they scared?"

        "Yeah. Ah, but there's one hiding at the bottom."

        "At the bottom? Ah, there it is. Orange and white... um, was it called Nemo?"

        "...Not Nemo, but a clownfish?"

        "Clownfish? That's a nice name. Yeah, hehe... It's pretty♪"

        

        We're in a relationship that's more than friends but less than lovers.

        Definitely not just ordinary friends, but not lovers either.

        So this kind of date is enough.

        

        As for kissing—

        

        "Aren't you going to do it?"

        "Hm?"

        

        Suddenly Cecilia muttered as if in passing.

        At this somewhat out-of-context remark, I carefully retraced my memory to see if I had missed something she said.

        

        ...I didn't miss anything.

        Huh?

        

        "I'm waiting, you know."

        "..."

        

        Her tone was utterly ordinary.

        

        An ordinary voice.

        Ordinary pitch.

        Ordinary speed with ordinary pronunciation.

        

        Cecilia speaking as normally as ever.

        

        But because she was watching fish on the opposite side, I couldn't see her expression clearly.

        

        "Cecilia."

        

        And soon I realized.

        There weren't really any interesting fish in the direction she was looking.

        

        "Look over here?"

        "..."

        

        Slowly, she turned her head toward me.

        

        ...The first thing I noticed was her reddened cheeks.

        Her shy downcast gaze, the light falling on her face...

      

      
        

        "..."

        "..."

        

        I felt a sense of déjà vu.

        The pounding heartbeats, the tiny sounds of two hearts seemed to fill the room.

        

        The difference from before was that we weren't in the middle of the room but in front of the aquarium.

        

        And then I realized.

        

        "...We're in front of the camera."

        

        That this position where we were standing was exactly the best kissing spot intended by the room's designer.

        

        When I spoke, I saw Cecilia flinch.

        Looking down at her... I felt an irresistible affection.

        

        ...She had said she was "waiting."

        And also, it was Cecilia who had brought me to this exact position.

        

        ...Had she lured me to this kissing spot, playing along with my fish talk...

        Waiting for me as I obliviously circled around, unable to properly read her intentions?

        Ah, how...

        

        "...Cute."

        

        At my words, Cecilia flinched again, her body trembling.

        I reached out to her, gently placing my hand on her hot pink cheek.

        

        "Cecilia."

        "..."

        "Can you lift your head?"

        "...Okay."

        

        Cecilia's eyes, shining mysteriously and beautifully with the rippling waves.

        She looked back at me with a dazed smile, entranced by the sensation of my hand caressing her cheek.

        

        The cutest and most lovable version of her today.

        

        While feeling indescribable happiness at being able to see this expression of hers—

        I spoke to her with a troubled expression.

        

        "But I'm really sorry, I'm actually quite shy... So for the kiss, let's do it after we become lovers?"

        "...? Ah, eh...? U-Eunhyuk!! After a girl finally gathered her courage—!"

        

        Cecilia began to speak with a mix of confusion and anger.

        

        "So."

        

        Speaking calmly to her, I slowly leaned in.

        

        Slowly, slowly.

        With movements that seemed to blend into the gentle atmosphere, slowly.

        

        "—For now... please be satisfied with this?"

        

        Gathering a small bit of courage, gently.

        

        ....

        

        The soft sensation touching her forehead.

        A small sound, like a soft "chu," echoed.

        

        Slowly, I pulled my head back.

        Right before my eyes was Cecilia with a blank expression, as if her soul had left her body.

        

        "Eh...?"

        

        Soon I saw Cecilia's hand slowly rise.

        Then, she began to touch her forehead as if feeling for something.

        

        "Uh, um...?"

        

        As if tracing the lingering sensation there.

        —As if recalling the faint feeling of the kiss I had given her.

        

        Not long after, Cecilia's face flushed bright red again.

        Feeling a surging affection at that sight, I calmly spoke.

        

        "A forehead kiss... I hope you liked it."

        "Hoe...?"

        "I can give you that much, anytime."

        "...? ...?!"

        

        Cecilia showed a broken, dazed reaction.

        It was endlessly amusing to see this side of her that she rarely showed.

        

        Well, if I left her like that, she might soon jump back.

        That would be a shame...

        

        "Mm..."

        "Hieh...?"

        

        To prevent her from escaping, I gently embraced her.

        And whispered in a small voice near her ear.

        

        "...I like you, Cecilia."

        "...!!"

        

        'More than friends but less than lovers'?

        ...No? Not 'less than lovers' but 'approaching lovers.'

        

        Vaguely redefining our relationship, I simply held her gently as she trembled.

        

        "Haah...♥"

        

        Closer than the word "friends."

        Step by step, let's move toward the word "lovers."

        

        Thank you to her for having the courage.

        In return, I hope today becomes her most precious memory.

        

        Wishing only that sincerely, I just held her for a long time.

        On and on...
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        For students, mornings are surprisingly leisurely times, aren't they?

        With that thought in mind, I rested my chin on my hand as I sat in my classroom chair.

        

        "Good morning~"

        "Hey, your hair's a mess!"

        "Did you do the homework?"

        "As if."

        "Anyone willing to let me copy their homework~"

        "There's a new café that just opened up front..."

        "Have you tried the new ice cream?"

        "Yesterday, my boyfriend was like—"

        "Oh right, I saw a harpy flying around yesterday."

        "Huh? Why?"

        "Rumor has it she works part-time at the post office or something..."

        "Wow."

        "And you know that part-timer at the library near our school? The elf."

        "There are so many these days."

        "What about the protests?"

        "Still going on."

        "Anyway, ah~ I want a girlfriend too..."

        "Yeah, when will we ever get girlfriends..."

        "Just study, you idiots."

        

        Trivial conversations, gentle atmosphere.

        Soft sunlight filtering through the window gently warms the classroom.

        

        It's warm and drowsy, making me sleepy.

        Even in such an atmosphere, students continued chatting without pause.

        

        Soon, the first class of the day would begin.

        Looking at the clock, there wasn't much time left, but the students kept chattering away as if it didn't matter.

        

        Murmuring, whispering, buzzing, clamoring.

        Each with different topics, peacefully...

        

        "...Heheh—"

        

        Well, I wasn't much different either.

        

        Enjoying the sunlight pouring in from the side, with my chin resting on the desk, I quietly gazed at the ceiling, feeling my expression becoming increasingly relaxed.

        

        Like bubbles rising, happy memories from yesterday began filling my mind one by one.

        

        The excitement and joy of visiting a new place.

        

        The satisfaction of being with someone I like.

        

        The tingling tension that gently tickled my chest.

        The anticipation that built up, wondering if something might happen.

        

        Happiness that seemed to blur my vision.

        The natural smile that formed as my cheeks relaxed.

        

        And—

        

        "Eheh..."

        

        A soft "chu" sound echoed in the quiet space.

        The pounding heartbeat, the unfamiliar yet deeply affectionate touch.

        

        Those thick arms embracing me.

        And that voice whispering in my ear was so...

        

        "Uhehehe..."

        

        Suddenly, a strange sound escaped my lips.

        Even as I felt the gazes around me shift slightly, I couldn't compose my increasingly relaxed expression.

        

        [I like you, Cecilia.]

        

        "Auuu~~♥"

        

        I covered my face with both hands and frantically kicked my legs back and forth under the chair.

        Still unable to calm down, I slightly moved my hands away and let out a hot sigh, "Haah..."

        

        My breath is hot.

        My face is hot.

        My chest was so full of something warm that I couldn't come to my senses at all.

        

        Is this love...?

        Well, it's been love all along~ but lately, it's been so intense that it's hard to bear.

        

        ...Still, I'm happy.

      

      
        

        Just like yesterday, today the world seemed to sparkle beautifully.

        The sunlight is pretty, the lamp light is pretty.

        The classmates chatting here and there, and these two girls looking down at me—

        

        "You're even more dreamy today, aren't you, our Cecilia?"

        "...Are you okay?"

        "Hoe?"

        

        And hearing those familiar voices, I let another dazed sound escape my lips.

        

        Light blonde hair with green eyes.

        Slightly shorter than me. The distinctive elongated ears of an elf.

        

        Tall with black hair and black eyes.

        A troubled expression that didn't match her sturdy build.

        

        With my mind foggy and dazed, I stared at the two of them for a moment, then somewhat regained my senses and greeted them.

        

        "Ah, good morming. Phil, Hyerim..."

        "...She's in pretty bad shape, isn't she?"

        "Yeah. Today seems particularly severe."

        

        How rude, both of you.

        I'm perfectly normal.

        ...Probably.

        

        "So... our dear Cecilia~. Did you have a good weekend? What did you do~?"

        

        As I was thinking that, Phil plopped down in front of me.

        Looking into my eyes with a gentle voice, I briefly recalled my memories from the weekend.

        

        "Well, first~. Um... it wasn't the weekend, but I met his mother briefly on Friday..."

        "His mother? Oh, that Eunhyuk person's mother?"

        "Yes~"

        "You call her 'mother'..."

        

        Hyerim, standing beside Phil, mumbled something quietly, but it was too soft to hear properly.

        

        I continued recalling my memories.

        On Friday, after school...

        

        "And then Eunhyuk~... suddenly said he liked me and then, then~..."

        "Huh?!"

        "Oh?"

        

        The two people in front of me let out surprised voices in unison.

        Regardless, I smiled dreamily as I recalled the memory of that day.

        

        "Hehe..."

        "Don't just laugh, tell us! Cecilia~!"

        "He said he liked you and then? Maybe...?"

        

        Phil shook my shoulders vigorously.

        Beside her, Hyerim just covered her mouth with both hands, staring at me with surprised eyes.

        

        ...Somehow I feel like we're drawing attention?

        Hmm~...?

        

        "He hugged me tightly~ and whispered in my ear, 'I like you, I like you'♥..."

        "Kyaaa—!"

        "B-bold. Mmm."

        "And theen..."

        "And then?"

        "In the dark night, on the bed, holding each other tightly—"

        "W-w-w-wait a minute, Cecilia, isn't that a bit?!"

        

        Phil suddenly lunged forward and covered my mouth with her hand.

        I made a muffled "Ubup" sound and mentally raised a question mark.

        

        "Ahoo. Wha's wong?"

        "The level of your story suddenly got a bit...?! F-first of all, we're in the classroom!"

        "? We jus' slep' togetha..."

        "...Huh? What did you say?"

        "Phew. We just slept together. Really..."

        

        Phil and Hyerim looked at each other in front of me.

        As I wondered why they were acting like that with my foggy mind, Hyerim looked at me and spoke.

        

        "So, you really just slept together? Sleep?"

        

        Her black ponytail swayed lightly.

        Looking at my seemingly confused friend, I nodded lightly.

      

      
        

        "Yes. Sleep."

        "Th-that's... impressive. Him too."

        "Yeah..."

        

        Hyerim made a subtle expression, and Phil nodded in agreement.

        

        Regardless of their reactions, I continued speaking, surrendering to the warmth welling up from deep in my chest.

        

        "And then the day before yesterday..."

        "There's more?"

        

        I recalled what happened the day before yesterday.

        

        The aquarium.

        The first place I'd ever visited purely for enjoyment and sightseeing.

        

        Beautiful tanks, spaces and decorations, small fish swimming and opening their mouths, large fish showing off their grandeur as they glided around.

        Eunhyuk's excited expression... something I don't often get to see.

        

        Learning things I didn't know, talking and chattering, looking at each other and smiling, having new experiences.

        And then...

        

        "...chu♥ and..."

        ""...!!""

        

        I saw the two in front of me freeze up.

        Not only that, but somehow the classroom seemed to go quiet for a moment.

        

        "On my forehead..."

        "Ah, aah. Yes, right. Um..."

        "You've lost your vocabulary, Phil. Yes. I understand..."

        

        As if time had stopped and started flowing again, sounds filled the classroom once more.

        As I tilted my head in confusion, Hyerim reached out from the side and began gently stroking my head.

        

        "Still, well. Even a kiss on the forehead is something. Congratulations, Cecilia."

        "Eheheh..."

        "...Cute."

        "C-Cecilia has always been cute, but. Yes... today she's especially cute."

        

        Hyerim's palm, a bit large and firm for a girl.

        As she patted my head, I unconsciously purred.

        

        "...! Ph-Phil! Cecilia is purring...!"

        "Like a cat..."

        

        Being petted felt good.

        Still, I carefully adjusted my head to make sure my right ear couldn't be touched.

        

        "After that, I don't remember well... After coming back from the aquarium~. Coming home and having dinner~..."

        "Oh. So you kissed at the aquarium?"

        "How romantic."

        "After washing up, we slept together in the same bed..."

        ""....""

        "Hmm?"

        "...Lewd."

        "Hey now."

        

        Phil muttered, while Hyerim gently rolled her eyes in restraint.

        Then Hyerim turned her eyes back to me and smoothly removed her hand from my head.

        

        "Hmm..."

        "Well. Congratulations again, Cecilia. It's been... a little over a month since you two started living together? It took a while for a relationship that started with cohabitation."

        "Hueh?"

        "Yeah, seriously. Honestly, I've been anxiously waiting for this since you first consulted us."

        "Hmm?"

        "Should we have a celebration party later?"

        "A party calls for alcohol."

        "...Give me a break, Phil. I'm still a minor."

        

        I was confused as the conversation seemed to progress on its own between the two.

        As I tilted my head, Hyerim, who also seemed to sense something odd, tilted her head and spoke.

        

        "Hm? You two finally started dating, right? At last."

        

        A casual remark that flew in.

        And with those words, I finally came to my senses with a burning shock.

        

        D-dating, huh?

        Wha...?!
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        "D-d-dating? Me and Eunhyuk?!"

        "...Huh?"

        "What?!"

        

        I felt a hot sensation rushing from the top of my head to the tips of my toes.

        Unable to find words, I stammered and wrapped my arms tightly around myself.

        

        "...No!"

        

        And I shouted loudly!

        

        D-dating!

        Lovers? Me and Eunhyuk...?!

        That...!

        ....

        W-well, I do want to be, but....

        

        "N-not yet. Yeah...."

        

        Not yet.

        Of course, I definitely want to become lovers with Eunhyuk, but still, not yet....

        

        "...Why?"

        "Huh...?"

        

        Hearing a voice full of confusion, I slowly raised my head.

        

        I saw Phil and Hyerim with extremely puzzled expressions.

        As I tilted my head in confusion, they continued.

        

        "You're not dating? Even though you're close enough to kiss? Though not on the lips."

        "You live together and sleep together. In the same bed.... Wait. Didn't he say he liked you in the first place! And you're still not dating??"

        

        Phil with his puzzled expression, and Hyerim, unusually passionate, thrusting her face forward.

        Feeling the pressure and somehow sensing gazes starting to fly in from around us, I carefully opened my mouth.

        

        "But we're not dating...."

        "Why not? Is there some special reason?"

        "N-not really."

        

        Leaning my body back little by little to avoid Hyerim who kept thrusting her face forward, I pondered their question.

        

        'Why aren't we dating,' they ask.

        Well, that's because....

        

        "Because he never asked me out?"

        ""....""

        "No, that's not quite it. Umm...."

        "Even though you live and sleep together? You're already doing everything couples do, but just because he hasn't officially asked you out?"

        "Ah, yes! That's it. That's the reason."

        ""?""

        

        Like clockwork, Phil and Hyerim tilted their heads in unison, displaying question marks above their heads.

        Feeling frustrated at their apparent lack of understanding, I waved my arms around as I continued my explanation.

        

        "Because we live together! And the petting and hugging, when I think about it, we've been doing that since not long after we met...."

        "...He hugs you too?"

        "At first, we were just living together. He protected me, and I was protected. In exchange for some housework...."

        

        I continued speaking, half-ignoring Phil's interjection.

        

        My relationship with Eunhyuk.

        At first, I was just being protected, but now our relationship has changed so much....

        

        We were housemates then and we're housemates now.

        It was always ambiguous to call us just friends.

        

        Before, I was simply being protected.

        

        And now?

        

        "...I don't know. Maybe because we live together. Seeing each other constantly, meeting constantly, our relationship changed slowly, very slowly...."

        

        Where does 'lovers' begin?

        How close do we need to be before we can proudly call ourselves lovers?

        

        "...Ugh."

        

        Since I couldn't figure it out, I just kept waiting.

        Waiting for Eunhyuk to someday tell me, 'Let's be lovers.'

        To officially attach the name 'lovers' to our incredibly ambiguous relationship....

        

        "...Above all! Actually, I'm satisfied with how things are now! Even if we're not officially lovers, we get along super well, and being together makes me happy and my heart race—!"

        "Silly cat."

        "Auwa?"

        

        Phil, who had somehow moved very close, grabbed both my cheeks and pulled them outward.

        It wasn't hard enough to hurt, but as I tilted my head with my pronunciation slipping, Phil burst into laughter and spoke.

        

        "Hya~. So soft...."

        "Ph-Phil...?"

        "Soft and squishy, and cute too. A man who gets to live with a girl like this is really lucky~. Right?"

        

        Leaving me dumbfounded, I saw Hyerim standing next to Phil nodding her head.

        Gently pulling my cheeks again, Phil continued.

        

        "He hugs you and pets you, right?"

        "Uh, y-yeah."

        "Obviously with your personality, Cecilia, you wouldn't let someone touch you if you didn't like it~?"

        "...Yeah."

        

        With my cheeks still in her grip, I nodded.

        

        Of course, I wouldn't let someone touch me if I didn't like it.

        Even now, if a stranger asked to pet me, I'd flatly refuse. I only allow Phil and Hyerim.

        At first, I even rejected Eunhyuk's touch....

        

        Though after realizing how good it felt, I started asking for it myself.

        

        "We already know he likes you. And you, Cecilia, you've lowered your guard enough to let him hug you and pet you~. ...You like him, right?"

        "Huh?"

        "You like him, don't you? Well? You love him~?"

        "U-ugh...."

        

        ...Wh-why is Phil being so mischievous today?

        Well, if you ask if I like him or not, of course....

        

        "...I like him...."

        "Yes, yes! You're honest and good, our Cecilia~."

        

        Phil's small hand patted my head.

        As I shyly averted my gaze, she soon returned her hand to my cheek and continued.

        

        "A man and woman who like each other. Already living together with a deep relationship."

      

      
        "...."

        "What I'm trying to say is~ you two are meant for each other. To put it another way...."

        

        With a bright, incredibly deep and beautiful smile, Phil looked at me.

        

        "The sooner you start dating, the more~ more good memories you can make~?♪"

        "!"

        "...I wondered what you were going to say. You just wanted to encourage her, Phil."

        "It's such a waste~. These two are dying for each other!"

        

        Phil's small hand, which had been caressing my cheek, finally fell away.

        Then, mixing in various gestures, she continued.

        

        "Listen, Cecilia. You shouldn't be satisfied with things as they are! You say you get along well and your heart races even though you're not lovers? If you become lovers, there will be many more things to make your heart race even more!"

        "...More things to make my heart race?"

        "Are you satisfied with forehead kisses? Don't you want to try kissing on the lips?"

        "...!"

        "Being petted and hugged? Don't you want to be touched even more~?"

        "Phil... isn't that a bit too much?"

        "It's fine. Look."

        

        I felt a slight dizziness at Phil's words.

        

        K-kissing on the lips?

        If I were touched more by Eunhyuk's hands, those large and gentle hands, I would....

        I, I would....

        

        "Auugh......"

        "See? She's dying for it."

        "...."

        

        My face was burning hot, unbearably so.

        Covering my face with both hands, I groaned with my head lowered.

        

        "Huaaa...."

        "You could do all of it if you became lovers~? Everything you've wanted to do but couldn't. All of it."

        

        Phil's soft whisper sweetly seeped into my ears.

        

        Everything I've wanted to do but couldn't. All of it....

        Those words echoed in my mind.

        

        "I understand why you're not lovers yet. You've lived together from the beginning, so it makes sense that your relationship is ambiguous."

        "Yeah...."

        "But! That's why, think about it, Cecilia! When your ambiguous relationship becomes an official one, what changes will happen! What will occur!"

        "...!"

        

        Phil spoke with exaggerated gestures and dramatic flair.

        Hyerim watched her with a subtle expression.

        

        ...But I was so preoccupied that I didn't even notice their expressions, as my mind was recalling one particular scene.

        

        [Can I... do this...?]

        

        A dark room.

        The soft bed behind my back.

        —Eunhyuk on top of me, looking down with a sticky gaze.

        My hand held tight.

        The tender heat spreading from my kissed neck.

        

        An experience when we almost crossed the line.

        

        In my alcohol-clouded memory, I refused, and so that night's experience ended as just an attempt.

        

        ...What if.

        What if we had been lovers that night...?

        

        "You should confess, Cecilia...!"

        "Eh...?"

        

        I asked back in surprise.

        Phil clenched her fist and continued.

        

        "Confess! Love is something you seize. Confess and conquer!"

        "C-confess! Me?!"

        "Of course!"

        

        Me, confess...?

        I've always thought about receiving confessions, but never about making one....

        

        "Honestly, from what you've told me, it sounds like there won't be any progress even after a long time! Two cowardly people in an ambiguous relationship? ...Normally I'd just say figure it out yourselves, but it's different when it's a friend. Listen, Cecilia. When you get home and see him, immediately throw yourself into his arms, press your chest against him, and say 'I like you, please be my lover'—"

        "The bell rang a while ago, chatty elf."

        "Gack?!"

        

        A loud THWACK! echoed from Phil's head.

        ...It was the sound of an attendance book striking her head.

        

        "What were you talking about that got you so excited, huh? So excited you couldn't even hear the bell?"

        "Hueh...? Ah, Mr. Meteor...."

        "Do you want to die?"

        

        Someone's laughter burst out nearby.

        Looking around, I realized most students were already seated.

        

        "Sit down, sit. Save the chatting for break time. Open your books. Now, today's page is—...."

        

        Mr. Hwang Woonseok—...Meteor, mercilessly announcing the start of class.

        Phil, hit by the teacher, made a tearful face but retreated to her seat with a regretful expression.

        

        The classroom suddenly quieted down, with only the teacher's soft lecture voice spreading.

        In that classroom, I kept recalling what Phil had told me earlier.

        

        [You should confess, Cecilia...!]

        

        Confession.

        I kept repeating that one word.

        

        ***

        

        ...And it didn't stop even when school ended.

        

        "A confession..."

        

        A sigh-like word escaped my lips.

        Looking up at the bare branches and cloudy sky, I walked home with heavy steps.

        

        Confession....

        Me, making a confession...?

        

        "Hmm...."

        

        I'd never thought about it.

        Until now, I'd always thought confessions were something men did.

        ...Actually, that's my romantic ideal too....

      

      
        

        But at the same time, certain words kept circling in my mind.

        

        [You shouldn't be satisfied with things as they are!]

        

        And.

        

        [You say you get along well and your heart races even though you're not lovers? If you become lovers, there will be many more things to make your heart race even more!]

        

        "Uwaaa...."

        

        She was right.

        ...If we become lovers, I could do things I haven't been able to do until now.

        Literally everything....

        

        "...Aah!"

        

        Whatever, I don't care anymore.

        ...I'll confess!!

        

        Don't think about the consequences!

        H-honestly, he won't reject me, right?!

        

        I'll throw myself into his arms as soon as I get home!

        Just like Phil taught me, throw myself into his arms, press my chest...against him! And then...!

        

        "...Phew."

        

        If he accepts....

        Then....

        

        "...."

        

        My face grew hot again.

        Usually, I would just feel embarrassed by that heat, but not now.

        

        ...I'll confess.

        I'll show him I can confess!

        I will do it!

        

        Because I know what lies beyond the confession...!

        So, let's do this!!

        

        "Uwaah!"

        

        I shouted to psych myself up, not caring about the stares around me.

        It's embarrassing, but I won't stop for something like this.

        

        ...Let's go!

        

        —That's what I thought.

        At that moment.

        

        "...Oh my?"

        

        Someone's voice.

        

        Just one phrase.

        A voice containing just one simple phrase.

        

        A girl's voice.

        

        At the voice that came from beside me,

        

        —I felt a chill, as if my bones, my entire body, was freezing.

        

        "Oh my? Who do we have here."

        

        The excitement from just a moment ago vanished like a lie.

        This can't be happening, my inner voice muttered.

        

        "...."

        

        Feeling my heart seemingly stop, I slowly turned around.

        

        "Cecilia? It really is you. Wow...?"

        

        Gray fur.

        Fluffy, waist-length curly hair.

        Large wolf ears.

        

        "12...no, 13 years? It's been a while?"

        

        A familiar face.

        A familiar face unchanged despite so much time passing.

        

        Long ago.

        In distant memories.

        

        Something I could never forget—.

        

        "—So why are you still alive?"

        

        The "end" of my happy childhood.

        

        The gatekeeper of nightmares.

        The horn-blower who gave me hell, looking exactly the same as back then.

        

        The nightmare giggles.

        So amusingly, so darkly.

        

        "I didn't expect to see you again. Fufu...."

        "...."

        

        My mouth wouldn't move.

        My feet wouldn't budge.

        

        My right ear throbbed with pain.

        

        I just stared at the girl before me.

        Just quietly, as if looking at a nightmare I believed I would never dream again.

        

        "How interesting. Yes. See you again, Cecilia♪"

        

        The nightmare departs.

        With light footsteps, but leaving heavy traces.

        

        "...."

        

        I just stood there.

        Unable to say anything, just frozen stiff.

        

        The burning determination had vanished without a trace.
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        It's a nightmare.

        

        [Hello, nice to meet you. What's your name?]

        

        It's a nightmare.

        

        [Cecilia? What a pretty name, just like your appearance~... I'm Prodiet... Yes, it's hard to remember? Still, please take care of me?]

        

        It's a nightmare.

        

        [Over here, Cecilia. This way!]

        

        It's a nightmare.

        

        [Haha! Yes, you're pretty. It suits you well.]

        [Hmm~ But don't you think you could be a bit thinner? Well, yes. It's a matter of preference. I wasn't planning to force you.]

        

        It's a nightmare.

        

        [It's good to dress up a little. Yes. You never know who you might meet later, right?]

        [You're already pretty~. Or would you like to put a flower here? On your right ear... There!]

        [Your fur is so soft~. I'm a wolf breed, so my fur is rather rough. ...May I touch it?]

        

        It's a night—

        

        [I brought some makeup~. Let's dress you up?]

        [Yes! You look like a bride, Cecilia. So pretty.]

        

        [...When you're a bit older, you'll be able to seduce men as much as you want, right?]

        

        A night—

        

        —...

        

        [Visitors have come to the village! Let's go see, let's go!]

        [What? That much is fine~.]

        [Come on, shall we go?]

        

        [...Here. Just in case, put a flower in your ear like I showed you before.]

        

        [Yes, pretty.]

        [Really pretty, I mean it. Hehe.]

        

        ...

        

        —A dark, dark night where even the moonlight had disappeared.

        

        Blocked escape routes. A closed space.

        Sharp blades of grass rustling beneath my feet.

        There was never any way to escape from the beginning.

        

        The approaching giants.

        

        A large net for catching people.

        A cold, sharp blade.

        Eerie implements of unknown purpose.

        

        I could feel my heart pounding as if it were being crushed.

        

        I shouldn't remember this.

        I had finally forgotten.

        

        The end of a happy childhood.

        

        [Why that expression? Is there a problem?]

        

        The nightmare laughs.

        Giggling, cackling.

        So amusingly, so darkly...

        

        [Did you think we were friends?]

        

        Everything started from that day.

        Running away, running away.

        Just, just running away and running away and running away to run away by running away and running away...

        

        Running away.

        Running away.

        

        Running away.

        

        "Ugh, ack..."

        

        Suddenly something welled up from inside my throat.

        With trembling legs, unable to support even my own weight, I collapsed against a nearby wall.

        

        My right ear hurts.

        Throbbing, complaining with sharp pain.

        

        —I raised my trembling hand to touch my right ear.

        Just, out of habit.

        

        "Haa, haa..."

        

        I gasped for breath while leaning against the wall.

        My vision was blurry, and I couldn't see properly.

        

        "Prodi...et..."

        

        The child I 'thought' was a friend.

        The devil who twisted my life.

        

        I thought I would never meet them again.

        

        "...Ugh."

        

        A light dizziness shook my head.

        ...I should walk for now. I can't just stay here.

        I need to move.

        

        And, I should ask for help.

        Ask someone to help me. Anyone. Anyone at all...

      

      
        ...

        

        —Who?

        

        "Ah..."

        

        Through my hazy vision, I could see the cloudy sky.

        

        Plop.

        I felt like a raindrop had fallen on my nose.

        

        ***

        

        "What kind of miserable situation is this...!"

        

        The sound of rushing water engulfed the entire ground.

        Raindrops poured down madly as if a hole had been punched in the sky.

        

        On my way home after finishing my part-time job.

        I ran at full speed toward home, cutting through the pouring rain.

        

        It would have been nice if there were umbrellas left at the convenience store, but of course they sold out during the busy period...

        

        "This feels like déjà vu!"

        

        ...I definitely felt like something similar had happened before.

        When was it? I think there was a day when it rained tremendously like today.

        

        I wonder if I ran like crazy without an umbrella back then too.

        And because lightning was striking constantly, Cecilia, who was terrified, greeted me as soon as I got home.

        

        But today was a bit different from that day.

        Because instead of an umbrella, I bought a large paper plate!

        With the plastic packaging, it wouldn't get wet, and it was surprisingly large enough to cover my body.

        With this, I could run without getting rained on even without an umbrella!

        

        "Achoo!!"

        

        ...Well, not completely dry!

        

        At least there was no lightning today, which was fortunate.

        Thinking that, I continued running toward home.

        

        "Phew..."

        

        And this is something I've thought about several times before, but I'm really fortunate that the convenience store is close to home.

        

        Ta-da! I jumped and slipped into the building.

        

        I lowered the paper plate while catching my breath.

        Checking myself, my clothes were less wet than I had expected.

        No, in this downpour, this level of dryness was practically bone-dry.

        I was satisfied.

        

        "...I wonder if Cecilia is already home."

        

        Through the cloudy sky outside the window, I could faintly see the sunset light.

        

        It's evening, not night.

        It was quite early compared to my usual quitting time.

        Thanks to switching shifts with Jaeseop hyung.

        

        Now my quitting time is almost the same as Cecilia's school dismissal time.

        I was just grateful to hyung for switching with me without making a fuss.

        

        "Still, I'm about 20-30 minutes later than her dismissal time. So we can't come home completely together."

        

        But the time we could spend together had increased significantly.

        That's something.

        

        "Well..."

        

        I stopped catching my breath and started moving my legs again.

        Climbing the stairs, standing in front of the door.

        I entered the code and flung the door open.

        

        "I'm home~... Huh?"

        

        The house was dark.

        With the lights off, only the sound of rain was flowing in from outside the window.

        

        "She's not home yet?"

        

        As I tilted my head and entered the room...

        

        "Ugh. ...Hm?"

        

        I stepped on something cold.

        It seemed like... water droplets.

        

        "What?"

        

        I raised my head.

        In the dim room, water droplets extended from the entrance into the room and...

        

        "Cecilia?"

        "..."

        

        They led all the way to Cecilia, who was curled up in the corner of the room.

        It was so dark I hadn't noticed she was there. Seems she arrived before me.

        But her condition seemed strange.

        

        "...Cecilia?"

        "Hng, ugh..."

        

        Soaking wet uniform.

        Soaking wet hair.

        Without even attempting to dry or wipe herself, she was just curled up pitifully, dripping water onto the floor.

        

        She didn't even respond when I called her name.

        She just hugged herself tightly, trembling and occasionally letting out small moans.

        

      

      
        "..."

        "Ah, hng..."

        

        Her condition was clearly abnormal.

        

        Afraid I might startle her, I approached her slowly without turning on the lights.

        

        Taking off my shoes and going inside.

        Arriving right in front of Cecilia, I lowered myself to meet her eye level.

        

        "Cecilia...?"

        

        Still no response.

        It seemed like she hadn't even noticed I was there.

        

        Having been soaked like this for who knows how long, her skin looked somewhat pale up close.

        Her wet hair was stuck mercilessly to her face, ruining her pretty features.

        

        Her tail was stiff, and her ears were also shrunk and motionless.

        They looked like mere decorations. Cold, hard decorations.

        ...It was hard to believe they were usually so lively.

        

        Drip, a water droplet fell to the floor.

        The trembling of her body showed no signs of stopping.

        

        "Have to... run away..."

        "..."

        

        I silently reached out toward Cecilia.

        

        I extended my hand and placed it gently on her shoulder.

        

        "Cecili—"

        "Hik?!"

        "Ugh!"

        

        The moment I touched her, her body jumped as if having a seizure.

        

        "Haa! Hic, keu—!"

        "...!"

        

        As if in a panic, she suddenly reached out and frantically tried to push me away.

        It was a very strong force.

        Even though she sometimes playfully hit me, this was nothing like those times.

        

        "Hng, hnng! Haa...! Ugh, kuh...!"

        "Ce, cil...!"

        

        Where did such strength come from in these small arms?

        Usually she has such a delicate impression, but why is she so strong now?

        No, what happened in the first place?

        

        All those questions disappeared the moment I saw her expression.

        

        Cecilia, terrified and dripping tears.

        

        At that moment, I felt something snap in my mind.

        

        "—Cecilia!"

        

        I pushed aside her hands that were shoving me and dove into her arms.

        Then I tightly embraced her small body with both hands.

        

        "Ugh...!"

        

        Flinch!! Cecilia's body jumped again.

        Ignoring the coldness covering her body and the wetness seeping into my clothes, I held her strongly, very strongly.

        

        "It's okay, it's okay..."

        "Ha, aah..."

        "It's okay. Yes. It's okay. Everything will be fine, Cecilia..."

        

        I could feel her struggling movements gradually weakening.

        I could feel her rough, violent breathing slowly, slowly stabilizing.

        

        "I'm here."

        

        Still holding her tightly, I reached out my hand.

        I reached out and gently stroked her ears.

        

        "I'm here, Cecilia. It's okay. You're not alone. It's okay."

        "Haa, haa..."

        "You're not alone. I'll stay with you. It's okay, Cecilia. You don't need to be afraid of anything. It's okay..."

        "...Uh."

        "Hm?"

        "Eun, hyuk...?"

        

        Still trembling, but gathering her strength, Cecilia slowly began to raise her head.

        When our eyes met, I felt like a little light returned to those tearful eyes.

        

        "Eun, hyuk? Eunhyuk...?"

        "Yes. It's me, Cecilia. It's Eunhyuk. The one who lives with you. ...The person who likes you the most in the world, Eunhyuk."

        "Eunhyuk..."

        "...What happened, Cecilia?"

        

        I could see her trembling lips.

        After repeatedly opening and closing her mouth for a while, she finally lowered her head and rested it against my chest.

        

        —At the same time, her tail slowly wrapped around my arm that was stroking her.

        As if clinging, as if pleading.

        

        "...Help me."

        

        A tiny voice.

        A voice so small it could have been drowned out by the sound of rain.

        

        Hearing that voice, I answered immediately.

        

        "—Of course. I'll help you with anything."

        

        What wouldn't I do when you're suffering?

        Embracing her trembling body with mine, I nodded with all my sincerity.
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        Now, what should I do?

        

        "Ugh..."

        "...Are you cold, Cecilia?"

        

        I should probably start by warming her up.

        Thinking that, I carefully examined Cecilia's body once more.

        

        Her uniform soaked with moisture, her hair equally wet and heavy-looking.

        Water droplets were dripping from her head and arms, forming small puddles on the floor.

        

        ...Did she come all the way here in the rain?

        

        It's already early winter outside.

        Sometimes it's cold even with a coat on, but being this wet... of course she'd be cold.

        

        Cecilia's body trembled as she clung tightly to me.

        I nodded once, and while still embracing her, I lifted my head slightly to look at her.

        

        "First, let's get these wet clothes off. Can you move?"

        "...No..."

        

        Still clutching my shirt, Cecilia shook her head.

        Judging by her trembling, her hands seemed too stiff to move properly.

        ...Though there were probably other reasons mixed in as well.

        

        But this was troublesome.

        I couldn't leave her soaking wet like this.

        Her skin was already pale, and keeping wet clothes on would only steal more of her body heat.

        

        I needed to get them off somehow.

        

        "..."

        

        After a few seconds of contemplation.

        

        Exhaling softly, I reluctantly leaned toward Cecilia again.

        

        "...Excuse me for a moment..."

        "Hmm...? Ah..."

        

        I reached toward her stomach.

        Then, I gently grasped the hem of her damp school vest.

        

        ...I had to get it off anyway.

        If she couldn't do it herself, I'd have to do it for her.

        

        I held the edge of her vest and slowly lifted it upward.

        With Cecilia clinging to me like her life depended on it, one of my arms was essentially unusable, but... I still managed to remove the vest with my remaining arm.

        

        "Almost done... There. Cecilia, could you lift your arms for a moment?"

        "Mm..."

        

        I pulled the vest over her head and arms, removing it completely.

        

        "...Done."

        

        Cecilia's cold, heavy vest.

        Setting aside the water-soaked garment, I examined her condition again.

        

        Cecilia's shirt that had been hidden under the vest.

        Through the thoroughly soaked shirt, her skin and underwear were clearly visible.

        But seeing her shivering so pitifully, I didn't feel any strange emotions.

        

        "...Excuse me again, Cecilia. Just stay still..."

        "Ah..."

        

        I reached out to her again while staying close, embracing her.

        I needed to remove her shirt too.

        

        Click, click.

        Against the background of rain pattering outside the window, the sound of buttons being undone echoed softly in the room.

        

        Being so close made it difficult to see the buttons I needed to undo.

        But I couldn't move away, as Cecilia would become anxious if I did.

        

        With no other choice, I relied solely on the sensation in my fingertips to undo her buttons without being able to see them properly. One, two...

        

        "...All done."

        

        I managed to undo them all after some time.

        

        Click, as I undid the last button, I saw the front of her shirt begin to part.

        Careful not to look directly at the exposed skin, I removed the damp shirt from Cecilia's arms.

        

        "...Cold..."

        "Just wait a little longer, Cecilia. Okay?"

        "...Okay..."

        "Good girl."

        

        Cecilia continued to tremble while embracing me.

        Stroking her to comfort her, I moved my other hand to her skirt.

        

        Next was the skirt.

        

        Click, I undid the button.

        Fortunately, the skirt had a simple structure, so removing it wasn't difficult.

        

        "...Lift your legs for a moment. If it's hard, you can wrap them around me."

        "Mm..."

        "That's right..."

        

        As Cecilia lifted her legs, I smoothly removed her skirt as well.

        Setting it aside with the other clothes, all that remained was a cold, wet, trembling girl in her underwear.

        

        "Uuu..."

        "...Let's go to the bathroom. Hold onto me. Oof, there..."

        

        ...As for the underwear, it would probably be better to remove it after entering the bathroom.

        With that judgment, I supported Cecilia and got up.

        

        "...Eunhyuk."

        "Yes?"

        "...Thank you..."

        "...I haven't done much yet."

        

        Creaking open the door, I entered the bathroom.

        

        I sat Cecilia, cold and stiff, on the bathroom floor.

        After stroking her once to reassure her, I picked up the shower head and turned on the water.

        

        "Mm..."

        

        I adjusted the temperature until there was a slight steam.

        Then I carefully sprayed some water near her feet.

        

      

      
        "Is the temperature okay? Not too hot?"

        "It seems fine..."

        "Okay... It's not as good as a proper shower, but please bear with this for now."

        

        I slowly raised the shower head and sprayed warm water around her collarbone above her chest.

        Only then did her chill seem to subside a bit, and Cecilia's soft sighs began to echo in the bathroom.

        

        "...It's warm."

        "Let's stay like this for a while. Should I do your face too? Or would you rather do it yourself?"

        "...Do it for me."

        

        Suddenly, Cecilia's hand reached out and firmly grasped mine.

        Then she pulled it to her cheek.

        

        "Touch me, all over..."

        "..."

        

        I moved the shower head slightly to wet my hand.

        With my hand wet with warm water, I gently rubbed Cecilia's face.

        

        "Mmm..."

        

        Her cheek.

        Soft lips, nose.

        Forehead and eyelids.

        Then lowering my hand to caress her neck area...

        

        "Haah..."

        

        This time, I cupped my hand to hold some water.

        Then I sprinkled warm water on her hair and ears, above her face.

        Carefully, little by little, so as not to startle her.

        

        "...Mm."

        

        After wetting her hair with warm water several times, I gently stroked it with my hand as if combing it.

        I repeated this several times, continuously wetting my hand with warm water.

        

        Then I touched her ears in a similar manner.

        Left ear, right ear...

        I didn't forget to occasionally wet her face to keep her from getting cold.

        

        "...?"

        

        As I was caressing her ears, I felt something strange.

        

        Right ear, at the root.

        A part hidden by hair, not easily visible.

        

        What was this long, rounded protrusion along the outer contour of the ear, slightly jutting out from the skin?

        ...A scar?

        

        "...Mmm!"

        "S-sorry. Did that hurt?"

        "Not really, but..."

        

        Suddenly Cecilia lifted her head and stared into my eyes.

        

        Her sky-blue eyes, much more lively than before.

        After looking at me for a moment, she lowered her head again.

        

        "...With Eunhyuk, it's okay..."

        "..."

        

        I silently looked at her with her head bowed.

        

        Come to think of it, Cecilia... she would sometimes touch her right ear.

        I had thought it was just a habit, but now it seemed there was some reason behind it.

        

        I continued to gently massage her ear.

        

        "Mm..."

        

        Cecilia squirmed as if ticklish.

        Then suddenly, she reached out and lightly embraced me.

        

        "Whoa."

        "...Will you, take the rest off?"

        "Uh, what?"

        

        My clothes getting wet, the soft touch of her skin.

        Cecilia's voice, still weak but more lively than before.

        

        I flinched at her words.

        And glanced at the bra hook behind her back.

        

        "...Is that okay?"

        

        I asked cautiously.

        

        Of course it needed to come off, but... honestly, I was hesitant.

        Clothes and underwear are, well, quite different.

        

        To my question, Cecilia nodded.

        

        "It's not okay."

        "I see... Wait, what?"

        

        I let out a stupid sound at the unexpected answer.

        

        Finding it amusing, Cecilia giggled while still embracing me.

        

        "Pfft, hehe... Whew. Yeah. It's not okay. I am a girl, after all. ...Of course I've never had someone else remove my u-underwear before..."

        "..."

        "...I couldn't ask just anyone for this."

        

        Cecilia put her arms around my neck.

        Then, she whispered into my ear.

        

        "I couldn't ask anyone but you, Eunhyuk."

        "Ugh..."

        

        I felt dizzy.

        It was hard to understand what this emotion was, even for myself.

        

        "My underwear is soaked and uncomfortable. My hands still don't move well... So, will you take the rest off?"

        "...As you wish."

        

        After taking a deep breath, I reached behind Cecilia's back.

        

        ...Click, I undid the hook.

        The bra fell to the floor with a splashing sound, and Cecilia pushed it aside.

        

        "...Panties too."

        "...Legs..."

        "Already lifted them."

      

      
        

        Exhaling the breath I had taken, I reached out again.

        

        Cecilia's tail, swaying lightly, wet from the water.

        Passing by it, I went lower and lightly grasped the edge of Cecilia's panties.

        

        "Mm..."

        

        I closed my eyes tightly and slowly pulled them down.

        When I lowered them to her thighs, Cecilia, like before, took them off herself and set them aside.

        

        I could see Cecilia's bare back.

        Fortunately—or perhaps unfortunately—I couldn't see her front due to our embrace.

        

        ...Well, maybe not so fortunate?

        Something softer than anything I'd ever felt pressed against my stomach.

        The sight of Cecilia's pure white back was... more stimulating than I expected.

        And, without underwear, the curve below her back slightly—

        

        "...It's embarrassing. Don't look."

        "Y-you're the one who asked me to take them off— mmph."

        

        Pulling my head, Cecilia buried my face near her shoulder.

        In her own way, she was trying to prevent me from seeing, but this just made my lips touch something soft...

        ...I'll refrain from mentioning it explicitly.

        

        The sound of water still spraying on Cecilia's body.

        Two people's breathing. Heat transmitted through skin.

        The fragrant scent of flesh and steam enveloping us...

        

        In the hazy vision, precarious posture and situation, a voice suddenly reached me.

        

        "...It's warm♪"

        

        It was Cecilia's voice, no different from usual.

        

        ***

        

        "Whew..."

        

        After the shower that felt both long and short, we returned to the room.

        

        Currently, Cecilia is lying on the bed covered with a blanket.

        Though her body had warmed up, she said she still couldn't muster strength, so I supported her to help her lie down.

        

        ...For reference, she's still naked under that blanket.

        Of course, she was naked when I supported her back, so I struggled with where to look.

        Fortunately, it wasn't too difficult since the blushing Cecilia kept pushing my cheeks, but still.

        

        I really didn't see much.

        Honestly.

        

        "Phew."

        

        After organizing the clothes we had taken off, cleaning the wet floor,

        and changing my own clothes that had gotten wet during the shower, I finished the cleanup.

        

        "Are you sleepy, Cecilia?"

        "A little..."

        

        As I sat heavily on the edge of the bed, Cecilia slowly reached out and firmly held my hand.

        Feeling the softness and warmth in my palm, I gently stroked her.

        

        "Then... let's sleep first. Everything else can wait."

        "...What do you think?"

        "Hm?"

        "What do you think about painful pasts, Eunhyuk?"

        

        It was a somewhat abrupt question.

        But that was probably the cause of Cecilia's distress today.

        

        After thinking for a moment, I spoke.

        

        "The past... isn't something we can change."

        "Mm..."

        "But."

        

        Holding hands, stroking her head.

        I leaned toward Cecilia's face.

        

        "Even if we can't change it, we can overcome it. Painful pasts can be put to rest."

        

        Smooch.

        I kissed Cecilia's forehead.

        

        The subtle fragrance and warmth of her skin.

        The pounding heartbeat and slight sense of relief.

        Cecilia's hand that flinched the moment my lips touched her forehead.

        

        "... ♥"

        

        A beaming expression and a lovely smile.

        

        Suppressing the lingering regret, I slowly pulled my lips away.

        

        "Good night, Cecilia. See you tomorrow."

        "...Prodiet."

        "Hm?"

        "Prodiet. ...The name of a demon."

        

        Touching the forehead I had kissed, Cecilia murmured in an incredibly small voice.

        Then she slowly turned to look at me.

        

        "...Can I overcome it?"

        "You will. I'll help you."

        "Something to believe in..."

        

        Cecilia smiled brightly.

        With that final expression, she slowly closed her eyes.

        

        "Good night, Eunhyuk..."

        "Yeah. Good night."

        

        Slowly, gently, Cecilia exhaled.

        It wasn't long after that her body relaxed completely.

        

        She falls asleep quickly.

        She must have been quite exhausted.

        

        "..."

        

        I could feel the warm temperature of a living being in our joined hands.

        Conscious of this, I slowly picked up my phone from the table.

        

        Who could have made our Cecilia suffer like this?

        Well, let's begin.
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        Prodiet.

        Cecilia had called it the name of a devil.

        

        Though she used the metaphor of a devil, it was likely still a person...

        And judging by the name and the fact that Cecilia knew about it, there was no doubt this person was from another world, not from here.

        

        "First, I need to find out who they are."

        

        Feeling the gentle breathing sound coming from right beside me, I muttered in a small voice.

        

        It would be easier if I could ask Cecilia directly, but I don't want to push her any further right now.

        Leaving her to sleep, I scrolled through my phone looking for someone's contact information.

        

        "...Come to think of it, it's been a while since I contacted them."

        

        Soon finding the contact I was looking for, I muttered again and tapped the call button.

        

        The dial tone rang out.

        After waiting for a moment...

        

        [Ah, hello?]

        

        The other person answered the phone.

        

        "It's been a while, Mr. Unho."

        

        Park Unho.

        Occupation, police officer.

        A person who handles all kinds of matters related to other-worldly species.

        

        When Cecilia first came to our house, I met him as "the police figure who came to take Cecilia away."

        Regardless of personal feelings, he said that from the police's standpoint, he had to take Cecilia away.

        After an intense argument, fortunately, he changed his mind and backed off.

        

        After the foster care system was established—that is, after it became okay for Cecilia to stay at our house—he became a good collaborator.

        He would guide us through various legal procedures or send information about schools for her to transfer to.

        We had the kind of relationship where I could consult him if I needed anything.

        

        As time passed and Cecilia adapted to modern society, the need to contact him naturally disappeared...

        

        "I'm sorry for the sudden call, but could you give me some advice?"

        

        Among my acquaintances, no one knows more about other-world matters than this person.

        If necessary, I had no intention of holding back.

        

        [...Is it related to other-worldly species? Or just legal matters?]

        "It's about other-worldly species."

        [Go ahead.]

        

        Normally, when someone contacts you after a long time and suddenly asks for advice, it would be quite surprising, but on the other end of the phone, Mr. Unho lowered his voice seriously without showing any sign of being flustered.

        

        Was my voice that serious, or is he just that competent?

        Either way, I'm grateful.

        I opened my mouth without hesitation.

        

        "Do you know anything about a name called 'Prodiet'?"

        [Prodiet? Just a moment.]

        

        I heard the sound of papers being flipped as if he was looking something up.

        Then the sound of keyboard typing began, and finally, a voice that seemed apologetic flowed from the phone.

        

        [...It's not on the list. At least not among the names of protected other-worldly species. That includes both police protection and foster care.]

        "It's not there?"

        

        I frowned and asked again.

        

        Not on the list of protected other-worldly species?

        This is a bit strange.

        

        Did I get it wrong?

        Was Prodiet not the name of an other-worldly species to begin with...?

        

        No, wait.

        

        "When you say 'protected other-worldly species,' does that mean there are other-worldly species that aren't protected?"

        [...It's embarrassing as a police officer, but yes, quite a few.]

        "For example?"

        [From what I know... there are cases where they've integrated with thugs in slum areas. They refuse police protection and live as gangsters in back alleys. Naturally, they're a headache for us too.]

        "I see."

        [If Prodiet is a person's name, they might belong to that group.]

        

        Gangsters, thugs.

        If someone like that met Cecilia, I can vaguely guess why she was hurt.

        

        But I still lack a lot of information.

        I continued.

        

        "Then is there any other information I can get about this person?"

        [I'm embarrassed to say, but none at all right now.]

        "I... see..."

        

      

      
        Well, the police aren't omnipotent.

        If they're hiding in slum areas, it wouldn't be easy to track them down...

        

        It's disappointing, but can't be helped.

        I brought up another question.

        

        "Then... um, I need someone's contact information, could you possibly gather it for me?"

        [Contact information? It's difficult to share personal information carelessly. It depends on who it is. Whose contact information do you need?]

        

        At those words, I briefly recalled what Cecilia had occasionally told me about her school life.

        

        'You know what? I made another friend...'

        

        "...Phil, Elya, and a student named Yang Hyerim from the same school..."

        [Ah.]

        

        A voice of immediate understanding came through.

        This person really is competent.

        He seemed to have grasped what I was trying to say just from the few names I mentioned.

        

        "Is it possible?"

        [Those are other-worldly species under police protection, so I can contact them right away. Though in Hyerim's case, it might take a bit longer.]

        "Please do."

        [I'll send it to you by text.]

        

        At Mr. Unho's words, I inwardly rejoiced and clenched my hand holding the phone.

        

        "Mmnya..."

        "..."

        

        At the same time, by coincidence, I felt a slight pressure from Cecilia's hand that was holding mine.

        It must be sleep-talking... as if recalling the sensation of my hand, her small hand fidgeted with mine.

        

        The soft and ticklish sensation of her kneading my hand.

        Then she squeezed my hand a bit more strongly, and only then did she let out a happy breath as if satisfied.

        

        "...♪"

        "...Cute."

        

        I felt warmth from our clasped hands.

        

        Is she looking for me even in her sleep?

        She's incredibly lovable.

        

        [There. I've sent it.]

        "...Ah. Thank you."

        

        I responded a bit late to Mr. Unho's words.

        

        Mr. Unho continued.

        

        [Can I ask you one thing?]

        "Yes? Of course."

        [...Is Cecilia doing well?]

        

        A question filled with genuine curiosity.

        At those words, I turned my head toward Cecilia.

        

        "..."

        

        After looking at her sleeping peacefully for a moment, I opened my mouth.

        

        "At least right now, she looks comfortable. Fortunately."

        

        Not just comfortable, she's even smiling as if having a good dream.

        While firmly holding my hand. She's really cute.

        

        It would be nice if I could show this to others...

        No, no. Cancel that.

        Showing this sight to others would probably make me jealous.

        

        I want to monopolize it.

        I laughed at myself for thinking that.

        

        When did I become so enchanted...?

        I suddenly thought that she might be a fox, not a cat.

        She's so lovable and pretty, she's like a bewitching creature.

        

        "...Yet she's so fragile. I have to protect her."

        [Pardon?]

        "It's nothing. Um, I'll call you again later."

        [Ah, yes.]

        

        With that final response, I hung up the phone.

        

        The next people to call would be Cecilia's friends...

        I steeled myself and gripped the phone.

        

        ***

        

        [Prodiet~. Well, I've never heard of it. Not from Cecilia or anyone else. ...If you need any help regarding our Cecilia, feel free to call anytime, oppa? I'm her friend after all.]

      

      
        

        [I... don't think I've heard of it before. Yes. If my friend is in trouble, I'd like to help... ...By the way, are you really Cecilia's boyfriend?]

        

        [Ah, I think I might have heard of it, but...? Hmm, I'm not sure. Sorry. I'll ask around, oppa. That's what friends are for.]

        

        These were the responses I got from Phil, Hyerim, and Elya in order.

        All of them said they didn't know who Prodiet was, with no helpful information.

        

        "Hmm."

        

        I didn't expect much from Hyerim, but it's a bit surprising that Phil and Elya don't know either.

        I thought the long-lived elf and succubus might have some information.

        Still, Elya's response wasn't completely negative, so I should wait a bit longer.

        

        "...Next is, ah."

        

        As I was looking through my contact list again, I spotted a name and immediately tapped the call button.

        And I was able to get an unexpected answer.

        

        [Hey, Sherry! Give me back my phone—]

        [...I know~. Prodiet. Yes. Famous.]

        

        The combo of Baek Donggeon, the fitness trainer, and Sherry, the demon.

        The two of them were maintaining a foster care relationship just like me and Cecilia.

        

        It seemed like the phone had been snatched away in the middle of the call, as I could hear a small commotion on the other end.

        Like with Mr. Unho, it had been a while since I contacted them, but it was reassuring to see that they hadn't changed at all.

        

        [Sherry...!]

        [Prodiet. ...Beastfolk, wolf clan! A wolf beastman. Age is probably~ mid-30s this year?]

        "So he's beastfolk... What does he do?"

        

        I asked the question while pretending not to hear the commotion on the other end of the phone.

        Beastfolk, huh. What's his relationship with Cecilia?

        

        [Eunhyuk, don't just listen quietly, say something to her—]

        [Human trafficker.]

        "...What?"

        [...What?]

        

        My voice and Mr. Donggeon's voice, both filled with confusion, rang out simultaneously at the answer that followed.

        

        [It's a famous story among those who know. Eastern part of the Liter continent, Forest of Dreams. As the name suggests, it's a deep forest where you can't find your way due to the fog, and many rare species live there in village units...]

        

        I listened to the explanation that followed with bated breath.

        Focusing on Sherry's voice, which was somehow calmer than I remembered...

        

        [In a beastfolk village located deep within—]

        "..."

        [—literally 'sold out' by this devil.]

        "...Even though it was his own village?"

        [Yes. In exchange for vast wealth and not being targeted himself, he lured out children who couldn't resist easily one by one and had outsiders waiting to kidnap them.]

        

        My hand gripping the phone tightened.

        

        I see.

        So that's what happened.

        

        [In the end, he was discovered midway and failed, but there were still over ten children who were directly affected. ...After that, since the Forest of Dreams itself was compromised, some say the total number of victims exceeds a thousand.]

        [...You know a lot about this, Sherry?]

        [I'm from that forest too. Didn't I tell you?]

        

        Donggeon and Sherry conversed on the other end of the phone.

        Listening to their words, I tried to suppress my increasingly agitated breathing.

        

        [...So Cecilia is from that village?]

        "...Judging by what you're saying, probably."

        [...]

        [...]

        "..."

        

        Silence fell.

        Neither I, nor Mr. Donggeon, nor Sherry could say anything.

        

        After a while, it was Sherry who broke the silence.

        

        [I'll help you.]

        "...Huh?"

        [We're friends. Let me help.]

        

        Sherry's solemn voice, which I had rarely heard before.

        At those words, I recalled the few phrases I had heard earlier.

        

        [If you need any help, feel free to call anytime, oppa? I'm her friend after all.]

        [Yes. If my friend is in trouble, I'd like to help...]

        [I'll ask around, oppa. That's what friends are for.]

        

        "Friends."

        ...You have good friends, Cecilia.

        

        Feeling a warmth different from anger heating up a corner of my heart, I continued speaking.
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        Feeling the touch of the blanket covering my face, I slowly woke up from sleep.

        

        "Mmm..."

        

        The chirping of birds echoed peacefully in the blue sky.

        Bright sunlight poured in through the window, warming the bed and my body as it always did.

        

        Morning has come.

        

        Realizing this, I tilted my head with a foggy mind.

        

        "Huh...?"

        

        ...When did I fall asleep?

        

        Yesterday, I was definitely on the phone with Sherry and other acquaintances discussing various things about Prodiet.

        At some point, I must have crashed like someone had cut the power. Good grief.

        I must have been quite exhausted.

        

        "Hmm... Ugh, my back hurts."

        

        My body had stiffened from falling asleep in an awkward position.

        If I had at least lain down on the floor, it might have been better, but I fell asleep sitting on the floor with just my head resting on the bed...

        

        My neck and back ached all over.

        

        "Oof..."

        

        I got up and stretched my back.

        

        The current time was 7 o'clock.

        I woke up early, probably because of my poor sleeping posture.

        

        Meanwhile, Cecilia...

        

        "...Zzz..."

        

        She was still sound asleep.

        

        I could see Cecilia lying properly on the bed, breathing softly.

        Her long eyelashes glistened in the sunlight, and her delicate nose occasionally twitched as if tickled by the warmth.

        Her ears, which were slightly damp yesterday, had dried completely and become fluffy, and her beautiful silver-white hair was scattered softly behind her head as always.

        

        Cecilia looked the same as usual.

        As I sighed with slight relief, her eyelids fluttered in response.

        

        "Mmm..."

        "Oh, sorry. Did I wake you?"

        

        Sky-blue eyes filled with sleepy haziness.

        She's still so pretty... I thought absently, and then our eyes met as Cecilia turned toward me.

        

        "Yaaawn... G'morning~..."

        "...Yeah. Good morning, Cecilia."

        

        Cecilia greeted me with a languid yawn.

        ...Perhaps because I had seen her unstable after so long yesterday, looking at her peaceful expression now, I couldn't suppress the sudden urge that welled up inside me.

        

        "Hmm?"

        

        I quietly reached out my hand.

        And then, I gently placed it on Cecilia's head.

        

        "...♥"

        

        As I slowly moved my hand, Cecilia smiled contentedly just from that.

        Her expression softened, her eyes narrowed.

        She looked pleased.

        

        "What do you want to do about school today? Want to take a day off?"

        "Hmm? ...School?"

        "You didn't look well yesterday. I'm worried about you."

        "Ah. ...Hmm~."

        

        Cecilia rubbed her chin thoughtfully, still looking half-asleep.

        When I removed my hand from stroking her hair, she spoke up as if on cue.

        

        "...I'll take the day off, yeah."

        "Are you still not feeling well?"

        "Ah, that's not it. It's just..."

        

        In response to my concerned question, Cecilia blushed for some reason and pulled the blanket slightly to cover her face.

        Wondering why she was acting that way, I watched as she continued.

        

        "...I want to be with you."

        "..."

        

        It was such a small, adorable statement.

        

        Really, truly...

        Oh my.

        

        ...So cute!

        

        "Aww."

        

        I reached out again to ruffle her beautiful hair, and a small moan escaped from her lips.

        Stimulated once more by that adorable voice, I moved my hand more freely.

        

      

      
        "Oh, our cute little Cecilia~... You wanted to be with me? Hmm~?"

        "Eek! I-it tickles...! Ah?! M-my ears! ...Uwah!"

        

        Under the dual attack of embarrassment and ticklishness, Cecilia's face turned even redder.

        

        But as I continued to stroke her without restraint, she didn't just sit still.

        With a determined expression, she suddenly sat up and lunged at me!

        

        "Revenge!"

        "Whoa!"

        

        ...Under normal circumstances, this would have ended as an ordinary prank, but...

        Unfortunately, there was one fact that both Cecilia and I had forgotten...

        

        "...Huh?"

        

        Cecilia charging toward me.

        Suddenly sensing something odd, I froze and let out a dumbfounded voice.

        

        Yes, that's right. We had forgotten.

        Cecilia's body, which had been hidden under the blanket until now...

        ...was completely naked due to yesterday's shower!

        

        "Ce-Cecilia—!"

        "...—?!"

        

        But there was no way to stop her momentum now.

        Directly witnessing Cecilia's luscious two fruits that I had tried so hard not to look at yesterday, I was tackled by her naked body and fell backward.

        

        ...It was morning.

        

        ***

        

        "..."

        "..."

        "Th-thank you for the meal..."

        "Me too, um, yeah..."

        

        Hmm, how awkward.

        Even after finishing breakfast, the awkwardness continued, and I scratched the back of my head while clearing the dishes.

        

        The impact of the incident was too great.

        The destructive power was immense.

        The lingering sensation was still vaguely present even for me, so there was nothing more to say.

        

        Meanwhile, Cecilia had changed into casual clothes.

        She wore a simple outfit of a short-sleeved shirt, shorts, and a knit sweater.

        

        "..."

        

        Cecilia's cheeks were flushed as she hurriedly cleared the dishes.

        

        She didn't seem to dislike it...? ...At least that's how it appeared.

        Probably.

        

        But if someone asked if she was okay with it, that would be...

        She wasn't even making eye contact.

        Her tail wasn't moving either...

        

        "..."

        "..."

        

        The sound of running water from the sink echoed through the room.

        Listening to the scrubbing of dishes, I wondered.

        

        What should I do about this?

        

        Earlier this morning, I was happy that the energetic Cecilia had finally returned, but how much time had passed before her energy disappeared again?

        We still had a lot to talk about.

        I hadn't even brought up the Prodiet issue yet.

        

        Hmm...

        ...Ah, whatever!

        

        "Ce-Cecilia!"

        "Huh?! Oh, um, yes!"

        

        When I called out loudly, Cecilia abruptly stopped washing dishes and turned toward me.

        Looking at her, I spoke with a straight face.

        

        "Come here for a moment."

        "Eh...? Um, ...okay."

        

        Cecilia glanced at the unfinished dishes, hesitated briefly, then came over and plopped down at the edge of the table where we had eaten earlier.

        

        I also sat down across from her.

        Then, looking at her wavering sky-blue eyes, I spoke.

        

        "I didn't see anything earlier."

        "..."

        

        In response, Cecilia squinted suspiciously and slightly covered her chest.

        Seeing her expression that suggested some misunderstanding, I quickly shook my head.

        

        "No, I'm not trying to make a ridiculous excuse, I'm saying let's both just pretend nothing happened!"

        "Oh."

        "I didn't see anything earlier! Let's agree on that, okay?"

        "Oh, I see..."

        

      

      
        Cecilia nodded stiffly, seeming to understand at last.

        After thinking for a moment, she nodded once more.

        

        "Um, y-yes."

        

        Though her answer wasn't entirely convincing, I'll take it as agreement for now.

        

        Finally, I could get to the main point.

        

        "Phew..."

        "...Eunhyuk, are you okay with missing work?"

        "Ah, I explained the situation and got someone to cover for me. Jaeseop hyung said he'll treat me to a meal later. But anyway, Cecilia."

        "Yes?"

        "This is important."

        

        When I spoke in a serious tone, Cecilia finally straightened her posture.

        

        I had originally intended to discuss this first, but after trying to cheer her up by stroking her hair and whatnot, the incident occurred, causing quite a delay.

        After clearing my throat once, I began.

        

        "First of all, I've figured out who Prodiet is."

        "'Who Prodiet is'? ...Oh! Come to think of it, I only told you the name! I'm sorry, Eunhyuk! I was so sleepy yesterday..."

        "Well, that wasn't really an issue."

        

        Seeing Cecilia flustered made me feel flustered in return.

        It was my decision not to wake her up, after all.

        In any case, I had managed to gather basic information from the name she provided, so there was no need for anyone to apologize.

        

        I continued.

        

        "Prodiet. A wolf beastman who lived in a beastman village deep in the forest called the Dreamlike Forest..."

        "..."

        "...and a kidnapper."

        "Yes... that's accurate."

        

        Cecilia responded with a pained smile.

        Suddenly, she raised one hand as if to touch her ear, but for some reason, she stopped midway and glanced at me.

        

        "...Hold my hand."

        

        She extended the hand she had been raising toward me.

        Without hesitation, I nodded and gently took Cecilia's small hand.

        

        I continued speaking.

        

        "Sherry seems to be from the same forest... so I heard a bit about it."

        "Oh, so they're from the same place. I didn't know."

        "Yeah. Well, the world is vast, so it's understandable you wouldn't know. And from what I've heard, this Prodiet person is..."

        

        Glancing at Cecilia, I said:

        

        "...a demon."

        "Yes..."

        

        I felt Cecilia's hand tighten in mine.

        After waiting silently for a moment, Cecilia spoke up.

        

        "...She was a good older sister. Until she revealed her true nature."

        "Cecilia..."

        "After I managed to escape, I only heard occasional rumors about her~... Yesterday, I happened to run into her on the street. Honestly, I thought I'd never see her again. To be even more honest, her smiling face is traumatic for me. So, well, how should I put it..."

        

        The hand I was holding trembled slightly.

        ...She could just say if it was difficult.

        It was heartbreaking.

        

        I silently rose slightly.

        Then, placing my other hand on Cecilia's cheek...

        

        "...Oh."

        

        I kissed her forehead with a soft peck.

        

        "It was hard, wasn't it?"

        "..."

        "You can lean on me."

        

        I moved my hand to embrace Cecilia's head.

        

        Cecilia's soft, ticklish cat ears brushed against my neck and chin.

        And then, without a word, she rested her head against my chest.

        

        "...What do you want to do?"

        "..."

        "What would you like me to do for you?"

        

        How did she want to deal with the demon rooted in her memories?

        How did she want to face her?

        

        I asked her.

        

        "...—."

        

        And she answered.

        

        "Leave it to me."

        

        I replied confidently.

        After all, that much wasn't a difficult task.
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        # Morning in Prodiet

        

        "...Another filthy day."

        

        A deep alley where even sunlight can't properly enter.

        A space covered in garbage, where ordinary people have no reason to venture.

        

        The back alley commonly referred to as a "slum."

        Or to put it differently, something like a "ghost street occupied by thugs." In such a place, a wolf beastman known by the nickname "Devil" trudged along with heavy steps.

        

        "...Hmph."

        

        Quite some time had passed since she fell into this strange, incomprehensible world.

        At first, she had no idea what to do, but recently she had been getting quite accustomed to it.

        

        You know what they say—back alleys are the same everywhere in the world.

        

        She was simply doing in this world what she had done in her previous one.

        Differences between worlds and countries had always been trivial matters to her.

        

        "Get up, you trash."

        

        She kicked open a rotting door and entered, spitting out her words violently.

        As she stepped on a fallen piece of wood with a crack!, the men collapsed on the floor began to rise one by one.

        

        "G-g-good morning, sis—"

        "Stop staggering. Did you pass out drunk again?"

        "—ugh."

        

        Another crack! echoed as her foot connected, followed by a comparatively small groan from the man.

        Holding his kicked nose, the man staggered briefly before standing straight again.

        

        Despite being suddenly kicked in the nose with considerable force, he didn't let out a single scream.

        Even the most loyal member of a typical gang couldn't manage that.

        Several weeks after Prodiet's arrival, an obviously abnormal loyalty was sprouting in this back alley, along with the stench of decay.

        

        "Hey, don't be so harsh, sis. Yesterday was a rare party, wasn't it?"

        "Hmph."

        

        When another man carefully spoke up, Prodiet snorted with a still-displeased expression.

        Then, after briefly scanning the men who were staggering to their feet one by one, she let out a deep sigh as if resigned.

        

        "...Haah."

        

        Well, as long as they do their jobs properly, it should be fine.

        

        These were her own subordinates, whom she had personally gathered and trained to achieve her goals.

        Ethics or whatever—they had always lived intoxicated by violence and alcohol, and their continued weakness displeased her, but she consoled herself with the thought that they were at least better than others.

        

        "The list?"

        "We have two targets, but both are still in the information gathering stage."

        "Too few."

        

        So what exactly was "her goal"?

        What did this wolf girl want that made her gather these men and train them as subordinates?

        

        "That merchandise we secured the day before yesterday. An elf, was it? How much did it go for?"

        

        Money.

        Just that.

        

        Prodiet the slave trader.

        She sells people.

        

        It had been over 10 years since she started slave trading in pursuit of money and underworld power.

        Beginning by selling out her own homeland, she was notorious in certain circles for using any means necessary, with a deep-rooted infamy.

        

        ...But that was in her original world.

        Having crossed worlds for unknown reasons and lost most of what she had built up, things weren't quite the same now.

        

        "About 50 million. That's... someone offered about this country's average annual salary."

        "Too little. Is that the maximum?"

        "Yes. Sorry."

        "...An elf slave is such a rare commodity. This is why I hate dealing with people who don't understand market value. Tch."

        

        Both money and organizational scale were lacking.

        

        There were many "products" similar to her—people who had crossed worlds for unknown reasons and were confused and easy to capture.

        She had hurriedly expanded her organization to get her hands on as many as possible, but it wasn't as easy as she thought.

        

        There were more law enforcement officers than in her original world.

        Information exchange was insanely fast and disgustingly systematic.

        

        Due to repeated failures in both kidnapping and sales, her sales record remained at zero.

        She had a few products reserved for sale in the basement, but they could be counted on one hand.

        

        "I need to change how we secure merchandise."

        

        Until now, her method had been kidnapping.

        She captured people like herself who had crossed worlds without knowing why, who were confused and didn't know what to do, and stockpiled them as merchandise.

        

        That had been very easy, but as society stabilized, its efficiency rapidly declined.

        Needing another method, she calculated mentally.

        

        "Do you have something in mind?"

        "I need to think. A method that's repeatable, efficient, difficult for the police to prevent... something good for long-term use in the future."

        "...Aren't you being too greedy?"

        "I'll need to repeat it thousands of times over the next several years or decades. It has to be at least that good."

        

        The devil smiles.

        Revealing her determination to never stop after just once or twice, a day or two.

        

      

      
        "Besides, such methods do exist."

        

        She took out her phone.

        An empty phone with no special features, brought from somewhere by a subordinate.

        

        On its screen was a cat girl with silver-white hair.

        

        ***

        

        "Prodiet is a famous slave trader. Of course, being famous in the underworld means that only people from the same circles or those involved like me know about her."

        "Mm-hmm."

        "...Her uniqueness lies in her drive and leadership. She has the ability to handle tasks alone that would normally require a team of six or seven people. Kidnapping, managing, selling, escaping. She repeats this cycle. And she never gets caught."

        "Is that why she's famous?"

        "Yes. She commits many crimes but is impossible to catch. No wonder rumors spread. Even I, while on the run, heard scattered stories about her."

        

        Squeezing my hand, now freely playing with both of hers, Cecilia continued explaining about the devil.

        

        ...Recalling these memories must be difficult for her, but we needed the information regardless.

        There were limits to what I could find on my own, so I had to ask Cecilia for additional explanations.

        I felt genuinely sorry. She had just suffered from trauma yesterday....

        

        "Don't make such a face."

        

        I kept glancing at Cecilia out of guilt.

        Perhaps noticing my gaze, Cecilia smiled awkwardly and squeezed my hand again.

        

        "Just hold my hand well. Then I'll be fine."

        "...Okay."

        

        At those words, I slightly wiggled my hand being touched and slipped my fingers between Cecilia's.

        The common interlocking of fingers.

        Seemingly satisfied with the feeling of my hand between her fingers, Cecilia let out a small "Mmm..." before continuing.

        

        "Although Prodiet's activities as a slave trader were in her original world—"

        "..."

        "...Eight times out of ten, she'll repeat it here too. That's the kind of person she is."

        

        Our interlocked hands on the table.

        Slowly caressing our hands with her other hand, Cecilia spoke in a low voice.

        

        "We need to stop her before the damage grows."

        "Yes."

        "...It won't be easy. She's an experienced villain, and being a beastman, her physical abilities are quite high. She has many subordinates and is good at hiding...."

        

        Cecilia paused there, then asked:

        

        "...Can we do it?"

        

        She looked up at me with an uncertain voice, her silver-white ears drooping again without her noticing.

        I held her hand more firmly, smiled brightly, and answered:

        

        "Of course we can. Do you trust me?"

        "......I'm not sure I can trust someone who casually looks at other people naked~."

        "Ugh."

        

        W-wasn't that issue settled?

        I mean, that was an accident in the first place!

        

        ...I was about to protest, raising my head quickly, but what I saw was Cecilia's mischievous, giggling expression.

        What a prankster.

        

        "Heh, hehe... Yes, sorry~. Just joking."

        "Cecilia...."

        "I do trust you, of course. But it's also true that I'm anxious."

        

        Cecilia smiled brightly at me.

        Her smile conveyed undoubted trust, but at the same time, I could feel a faint trembling in her hand.

        

        Is she anxious?

        Well, who wouldn't be with trauma?

        

        "Can we do it?"

        "Of course we can."

        

        I confidently declared again in response to her question.

        

        This wasn't baseless confidence.

        I had reinforcements prepared while Cecilia was sleeping yesterday.

        

        "Then to ease our Cecilia's anxiety~..."

        "Hmm? Ah...."

        

        Speaking with a drawn-out tone, I stood up.

        Leaving Cecilia looking disappointed as our fingers unlocked, I took a coat from the wardrobe and handed it to her.

        

        "Let's go on a little date?"

        "Huh?"

        

        When I spoke, Cecilia, who had been stroking her own hand regretfully, let out a dumbfounded sound.

        I chuckled and pulled her arm to help her stand up.

        

        It was time to meet the reinforcements.

        

        ***

        

        "This is...."

        "An empty lot near home."

        "...So it seems."

        

        The empty lot we arrived at.

        To be more specific, a three-minute walk from our house.

        

      

      
        This ambiguous space under an elevated road had no particular facilities, but because of that, not many people came here.

        It was the perfect place for a somewhat secretive meeting with others.

        

        "By the way, this is also where we first met...."

        "...Huh? W-what? Really?!"

        "Well, um. It's fine if you don't remember."

        

        Answering casually that it wasn't really important, I quietly observed Cecilia anew.

        

        "...Mmm?"

        

        The Cecilia who had collapsed drunk back then, and the Cecilia now standing before me, flustered and stammering.

        

        How much difference was there between them?

        How much had she changed?

        

        After thinking for a moment, I shook my head.

        

        ...Similarly, it wasn't particularly important.

        I just wanted to work toward ensuring her happiness "from now on."

        

        "They should be arriving soon...."

        "Cecilia—!!"

        "Speak of the devil."

        

        Just then, a cheerful voice called from the distance.

        Both Cecilia and I turned our heads toward it.

        

        A muscular giant with a considerable presence.

        And beside him, a red-skinned girl who, despite her small stature, had an even greater presence.

        

        "Sherry?!"

        "Hello~."

        "What about school?!"

        "I skipped it, obviously!"

        

        The red-skinned girl, the demon Sherry, stopped in front of us with a thud and smiled cheerfully.

        She responded nonchalantly to the surprised Cecilia.

        

        "Sorry for troubling you when you must be busy, Mr. Donggeon."

        "We're in similar situations. We should help each other in difficult times."

        

        When I spoke, the muscular man who came with Sherry replied.

        Despite his words, it couldn't have been easy to come on a weekday morning, showing what a good person he truly was.

        

        I felt I had made the right call inviting him.

        

        "Sherry... I appreciate you coming, but skipping school isn't—"

        "I'm not the only one who skipped, you know?"

        "—...Huh?"

        

        And as soon as those words ended,

        

        "...Wah!"

        "Eek?!"

        

        An elf who had somehow approached right behind Cecilia startled her.

        

        Cecilia jumped in surprise, while the small elf chuckled at her reaction.

        Phil.

        He was an elf from Cecilia's class.

        

        "P-Phil too?"

        "Hello~."

        "I came too, Cecilia."

        "Even Hyerim...."

        

        And then a black-haired female student who approached slowly.

        The previously deserted empty lot now had six people gathered.

        

        The student Hyerim awkwardly lowered her head when our eyes met.

        As I returned her greeting, the sound of a car could be heard approaching.

        

        "Is everyone here? Am I the last one?"

        

        Black gloss, luxurious appearance.

        Surprisingly, it was a high-end foreign car known for its durability.

        

        A woman who had never shown any sign of owning such a vehicle normally, but today had spared no expense in arriving in this luxury car, spoke as she got out.

        

        "Long time no see, Cecilia~!"

        "H-Heewon unnie?"

        

        Ms. Heewon.

        She was Jaeseop hyung's girlfriend (to-be).

        

        "W-why are so many of you here...?"

        "We all came to help you~."

        

        Approaching and hugging Cecilia tightly, Ms. Heewon answered in a voice mixed with happiness and affection.

        

        Friends and acquaintances of mine and Cecilia who had thankfully gathered at once when asked for help.

        After looking around at them all introducing themselves to each other, I declared:

        

        "Ah~... Well, no need for many words, right? ...Let's go."

        """""Yes~!"""""

        

        A satisfying chorus filled the surroundings.

        

        With this many people gathered, there shouldn't be anything we couldn't handle.

        Thinking this, I continued speaking step by step.
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        Back alleys are, by nature, always quiet.

        The daily life of a back alley consists of nothing but the sounds of insects and faint violence—at least, that's what Prodiet thought.

        

        It's not that back alleys lack people. Quite the opposite.

        Back alleys are back alleys precisely because people don't pass through them.

        

        That's why it's rare for people to gather in back alleys, and even rarer for them to cause a commotion.

        But now...

        

        "...It's noisy."

        

        Someone had entered this area.

        And not just one or two, but many.

        

        Footsteps, breathing.

        The traces were small but undeniable.

        And she never missed such small traces.

        

        "Change of plans."

        "Ah, eh? We're changing?"

        "Gather the merchandise and follow me. We're changing locations."

        "Yes..."

        

        Eight subordinates, three pieces of merchandise. Plus a few other important items.

        Moving all of that to a new location was troublesome, but it had to be done.

        

        Commotion in the back alley meant someone had entered, which meant there was a possibility her business would be discovered.

        Whether it was an ordinary person, an officer, or a private detective, it didn't matter to her who had entered.

        

        If there was a risk of discovery, she would leave first.

        That was all.

        It was that swiftness and caution that had allowed her to avoid paying for her crimes until now.

        

        "—Huh?"

        

        But now.

        

        "...Oh my."

        

        The situation seemed a bit different, she thought.

        

        She gestured to her subordinates trudging behind her to stop for a moment.

        Then she alone moved forward, taking steps one by one toward the unexpected guest who had appeared before her.

        

        Truly, this was a guest she hadn't expected to see here again.

        Licking her lips to savor the taste, the demon spoke.

        

        "Hello, Cecilia? What brings you all the way here?"

        "..."

        "Fufu... Did you suddenly miss your big sister? Hmm~?"

        

        Silver-white hair.

        Soft, fluffy ears and tail. Beautiful appearance.

        A cat beastkin.

        

        A "merchandise" that could be priced higher than any slave she had sold in her lifetime.

        

        Cecilia—a long-standing connection and a precious merchandise she hadn't been able to get her hands on for over a decade.

        Thinking how convenient it was since she had been planning to go look for her anyway, she walked toward Cecilia one step, two steps, with a smile full of hypocrisy.

        —Of course, not forgetting to signal her subordinates behind her to stand by.

        

        "Come here? Should I trim your hair for old times' sake?"

        "..."

        

        With pattering footsteps, two quick-witted subordinates ran down the side street.

        They would soon ambush Cecilia from behind, as instructed.

        

        The moment she came here alone, her fate was already sealed.

        

        "By the way, Cecilia~."

        "...?"

        "You've become even prettier since I last saw you. Your hair is so flowing, your complexion is good~. You've developed well too. Did you find someone you like?"

        "..."

        

        Step, step.

        Cecilia backing away, Prodiet approaching.

        She didn't know why Cecilia had come here, but in any case, her role was to buy time until they could pounce. However, seeing how little sense of crisis Cecilia showed, she thought there wasn't even a need to deliberately stall for time.

        

        Letting her guard down slightly, she continued speaking in an even friendlier tone.

        

        "I hear beastkin here live with officers? Did you fall in love with one of the officers you live with? You?"

        "..."

        "That might be worth seeing? Fufu, an officer. That's so like you but also amusing, hmm."

        "..."

        "...Well, Cecilia?"

        "..."

        "—Thanks to your careless attitude, you'll soon be a slave. How does that make you feel—"

        "Prodiet."

        "Ah, yes?"

        

        Cecilia stopped walking, and Prodiet matched her by stopping as well.

        It was somewhat unexpected. That timid cat calling her name.

        She had spoken half to herself, not expecting an answer.

        Nevertheless, since Cecilia had called her name, she decided to listen, standing in place with her arms crossed.

        

        "...It's been a while."

        

        Meanwhile, Cecilia felt her entire body trembling.

        How could she not?

        The demon who had ruined her life was right in front of her.

        

        [Haha. Where will you run to? Hmm~? You have nowhere to go!]

        

        Because this woman had set her sights on her, she had to live a life of running away for many long years.

        

        [You! Stay still, uh...!]

      

      
        [Ah! Hey! She's running away! Catch her!]

        

        As the price for escaping the worst fate, she was left with an indelible scar on her right ear.

        

        "I didn't want to see you again, but here we are..."

        

        Even now, remembering that time makes her body tremble.

        

        Afraid it might happen again.

        Afraid she might not be able to escape this time.

        

        She's terrified.

        

        ...But.

        

        "So."

        

        Despite her fear, she stood before the demon, suppressing her terror.

        To end the nightmare.

        

        ...With what confidence?

        

        "—Let's end this between us, here."

        

        With the confidence of having "comrades."

        

        "Hmm? ...—?!"

        

        The next moment, a massive net shot up from beneath Prodiet's feet, completely enveloping her body and lifting her into the air.

        

        ***

        

        "The signal's come!"

        "Charge, charge!!"

        

        Shouting at the top of my lungs, I sprang from my position and dashed into the alley.

        

        The signal meant that phase one of the operation was successful!

        I was somewhat worried about assigning Cecilia the role of bait, but...!

        

        [I'll do it.]

        

        Cecilia's voice had come after we had almost finished planning the operation and were assigning roles.

        

        [Let me do it.]

        

        After hearing that voice full of determination, who could have objected?

        

        Carrying the unspoken concerns of everyone, Cecilia had admirably fulfilled her role.

        She was truly commendable!

        

        "...When this is over, I'll pet her to her heart's content!"

        "Two up ahead! Mr. Eunhyuk!"

        "Let's go, Mr. Donggeon...!!"

        

        At the words of the giant running beside me, I raised my head to look ahead.

        

        "M-Miss?! What is this—"

        "Who are you people?!"

        

        The thugs working for Prodiet, whom we had confirmed hours earlier by flying numerous drones.

        They were definitely bad guys, so there was no need to hold back!

        

        "Ugh, hyah...!!"

        "Wh-what—?!"

        

        Without slowing down, I ran forward and shoved with all my weight.

        With a heavy sound, thug #1 flew slightly, crashed into the wall with a thud, and collapsed to the ground.

        After confirming that Mr. Donggeon had dealt with thug #2 in the same way, we increased our running speed again.

        

        "Cecilia—!!"

        "Eunhyuk!"

        

        And finally, we were able to reach where Cecilia was.

        

        Cecilia, who broke into a bright smile as soon as she saw me, rushed toward me.

        Behind her, I could see six thugs in confusion, not knowing what to do, and a female beastkin struggling in a large net.

        

        So that's Prodiet.

        I had seen her through drone camera footage, but this was my first time seeing her in person.

        

        "Damn it...!"

        

        The wolf beastkin, Prodiet, struggling and tearing at the net with her hands.

        Soon she noticed the two of us approaching and shouted at the thugs who were also struggling nearby.

        

        "—Kill them all!!"

        "Y-yes, ma'am!"

        

        Though flustered, the thugs seemed well-trained to follow their boss's orders, as they immediately began charging at us.

        

        Six burly men charging at us, and I...

        

        "May I ask for your help?"

        "Of course."

        

        I only said one word to my reliable ally with his bulging muscles.

        

        "Hnngh...!"

        "B-block them!!"

        

        With a sound that seemed impossible to have come from a human, Mr. Donggeon and the thugs clashed in the middle.

        Mr. Donggeon pushing forward, the thugs blocking.

        It was an even fight, but it seemed even Mr. Donggeon couldn't handle all six at once. After incapacitating the two at the front, he jumped back briefly to create space.

        

        "Huff...!"

      

      
        "G-good! Go! Catch them! Now, in this gap—"

        

        And through that gap...

        

        "Hi~!"

        

        Sherry, who had been waiting on the second floor of the adjacent ruins, dropped down with a thud.

        

        "Did you miss me?"

        "Yeah, I missed you. Let's go...!"

        "Okay!"

        

        The Donggeon-Sherry combo began charging at the thugs again as they hesitated in confusion.

        

        "Wh-who is she?!"

        "Gak?!"

        "Ugh, argh...!!"

        

        Before Cecilia's eyes, as she clung tightly to me, they amazingly overwhelmed the four thugs and took down three more.

        

        It was truly impressive strength, even seeing it again.

        Cecilia's mouth was hanging open in shock.

        

        "Th-this is... I can't deal with this!!"

        "Hey, hey! Where are you going! Hey!!"

        

        And finally seeming to realize the difference in power, the last thug began to flee, abandoning both comrades and boss.

        It was obvious that things would get troublesome if we let him go, but...

        

        "Should we chase him?"

        "Let's leave him be."

        

        Neither I, nor Mr. Donggeon, nor Sherry bothered to chase after the fleeing thug, just watching him run.

        

        Why, you ask?

        

        "...Gak?!"

        

        Because he couldn't escape anyway.

        

        Hit in the back of the head by something that flew down rapidly from above, the thug tripped and fell face-first onto the ground.

        

        The thug stopped moving, seemingly unconscious.

        Taking my eyes off him for a moment, I turned my head toward the ceiling of the ruins on the upper right.

        

        "V~."

        "..."

        

        The elf Phil, in charge of the net device, showing a V-sign with his fingers and smiling.

        Hyerim, the black-haired schoolgirl, calmly bouncing a volleyball in her hand and giving me a slight bow in response to my gaze.

        

        I also bowed my head in greeting to the two who had worked hard from their high positions, then turned my attention back to the demon in the net.

        

        "Damn it...!"

        

        The wolf beastkin trapped in the net, struggling.

        She seemed to be trying to tear the net that imprisoned her by using her hands, but there was no way a special net stronger than steel could be torn by mere human hands.

        

        Or so we thought.

        

        "Phew—"

        "Ah, finally—"

        "Whew. We spent hours preparing for this—"

        "Good job everyone—"

        

        That's why everyone let their guard down, about to sigh in relief that it was finally over.

        

        "Ugh, aaaahh!!"

        

        The demon tore through the net and sprang out.

        

        "—! U-Eunhyuk!"

        

        Mr. Donggeon shouted in panic.

        Sherry, Phil, and Hyerim widened their eyes in great surprise.

        

        "E-Eunhyuk...!"

        

        Feeling Cecilia grab my arm in similar shock, I stepped forward in a half-trance.

        

        "Ceciliaaaa—!!"

        

        The demon's target was Cecilia.

        Sharp claws flying toward us.

        

        I probably couldn't win in terms of strength.

        If I blocked from the front, I'd end up with a hole in my stomach instead of Cecilia, and that would be the end.

        

        So what then?

        

        "Hiyah...!!"

        "—?!"

        

        Waiting half-turned from the front, the moment Prodiet rushed in, just before her claws touched my body, I grabbed her wrist with all my might.

        Using her momentum, I tucked her arm under my armpit and...!

        

        "Ugh...!!"

        

        Prodiet's body rose into the air for an instant.

        In what seemed like slowed-down time, I briefly saw Cecilia's surprised expression...

        

        "Hyah!!!"

        

        And with that, using the technique of a throw, I slammed Prodiet's body hard onto the ground.
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        "Kuhak?!"

        

        With a heavy thud, Prodiet's body slammed into the ground.

        Dust that had settled on the floor rose slightly, and a few pieces of scattered trash toppled over.

        Immediately afterward, I watched with a dazed mind as she collapsed powerlessly.

        

        I never thought it would actually work.

        I only learned judo briefly when I was very young, but it turned out surprisingly clean.

        

        Honestly, I was in such a trance when I grabbed and threw her that I couldn't even remember how I did it.

        I just had one thought: I needed to protect Cecilia.

        

        "Uh..."

        "Ugh, ack. Urgh..."

        

        When I released my grip, Prodiet remained collapsed on the ground, unable to get up, just whimpering.

        Of course, the impact must have been severe since I threw her onto the bare ground.

        

        Anyway, thinking it was fortunate that things ended well, I stretched my body—

        

        "Eunhyuk, are you okay?!"

        "Gack."

        

        —only to be tackled by Cecilia who rushed over from the side, causing me to stumble halfway.

        

        "Are you hurt?! The, the claws! Wolf-kin claws are especially sharp!! And you faced them head-on...!"

        "I'm, I'm fine, stop shaking me... I'm not hurt. I threw her cleanly, ugh."

        "Your hands, arms, or stomach?! Look carefully, sometimes you don't even realize you've been badly wounded!"

        

        Cecilia showed such a sensitive reaction, clearly worried about me, examining various parts of my body.

        Watching her scurry around like a small animal, I barely managed to hold back the laughter that threatened to escape at this inappropriate time.

        

        I really wasn't hurt at all.

        Her anxious attitude was both touching and adorable.

        How happy it made me to have someone who cared about me this much.

        I felt blessed.

        

        "Hehe... Yes, I'm fine. Really fine, Cecilia. Not hurt anywhere."

        "Really...?"

        

        Cecilia clung to me, looking up with a mixture of worry and doubt.

        I reached out and gently stroked her cheek, answering in a bright voice.

        

        "Yes, really. I'm not hurt at all. Don't you trust me?"

        "...I do."

        

        Seeming relieved by my words, Cecilia let out a deep breath.

        As I finally let my laughter escape, Cecilia snuggled into my arms and mumbled in a small voice.

        

        "...That was reckless."

        "My body moved before I could think. Couldn't help it."

        

        I hugged Cecilia tightly as she burrowed into my chest, giving a soft reply.

        Her small hands embracing me, the soft sensation of our bodies touching.

        Maybe it was because we'd just been through something intense, but she felt especially lovable right now, unbearably so.

        

        "...Thank you for protecting me."

        

        Suddenly, Cecilia spoke in an even smaller voice.

        I smiled broadly and placed a hand on her head.

        

        Oh, how cute and precious she is.

        

        My only regret was that I couldn't see her expression since her face was buried in my chest.

        She must be making an incredibly adorable face right now.

        

        "...Won't you show me your face?"

        "Mmm..."

        

        Even when I asked, just in case, the answer was exactly what I expected.

        Hmm, what a shame.

        

      

      
        But well, I'll let it go for now.

        I understand why Cecilia doesn't want to show her face.

        

        Because right now we're...

        

        "Are you two finished?"

        

        ...in public, after all.

        

        Mr. Donggeon, who had been far away until just now, had somehow approached and asked in a light voice.

        Prodiet was firmly secured under his large crouched body, which was incredibly reassuring.

        

        "I want to see more~. No kiss, kiss?"

        

        Sherry was the next to speak.

        She seemed to have entered full spectator mode, coming right up next to us with a grin, trying to poke her head in.

        

        "N-No way!"

        

        At Sherry's words, Cecilia pushed me away forcefully and exclaimed.

        

        "Oof, ouch."

        

        Apparently embarrassed by Sherry's kissing sounds, she pushed with considerable strength.

        I stumbled backward with the force of her push, nearly losing my balance several times before somehow managing to steady myself.

        

        While being suddenly pushed away was regrettable, well...

        

        "...Uugh."

        

        Cecilia's face, which had turned bright red as if suddenly becoming self-conscious at Sherry's words, was quite a sight to behold.

        I decided to let it slide. Yes.

        

        "Looks fun~. Can I join in?"

        

        Right after, with a rustling sound, Phil climbed down the net with his hands and landed on the ground...

        

        "...Is he light because he's an elf? How does that even work...?"

        

        Hyerim, a female student who seemed to have come down the stairs, opened the door with a bang and came out of the building, her voice filled with disbelief, a beat late.

        

        These kind friends and acquaintances who had all gathered with just one phone call to help Cecilia.

        As a representative gesture of gratitude, I approached Cecilia, who was still covering her face in embarrassment, and tapped her shoulder.

        

        "Come on, Cecilia. You should thank them."

        "Ah, um? ...Ah..."

        

        The fitness trainer, Mr. Donggeon.

        The red-skinned demon, Sherry.

        The small half-elf, Phil.

        The mature female student, Hyerim.

        

        All four pairs of eyes focused on Cecilia.

        In the quiet atmosphere, Cecilia slowly opened her mouth, though still shy.

        

        "First, um, thank you all so much for coming to help..."

        "Yes, yes."

        "I'm really, really grateful that you all helped despite being busy. Especially Sherry, Phil, Hyerim. Your school..."

        "I skipped!"

        "We skipped, yeah?"

        "This much is nothing."

        "...Thank you, really. And also... ...ugh."

        

        Seemingly unaccustomed to this kind of atmosphere, Cecilia couldn't finish her words and lowered her head shyly again.

        As everyone smiled at her adorable behavior, I patted Cecilia's shoulder and continued speaking on her behalf.

        

        "Thank you all for coming. Thanks to you, we managed to pull this off."

        "We didn't do much. Eunhyuk, you did all the hard work until the end. Honestly, I was shocked."

        "Honestly, me too. But since the result was good, all's well that ends well. ...Now then, everyone! Thank you all for your hard—"

        

        We had successfully captured Prodiet, the infamous criminal and slave trader from another world, with our own strength.

        Feeling a strange sense of accomplishment from this rare experience, I was about to declare the end when...

      

      
        

        "...You bastards. You think this is the end?"

        

        Ironically, the one who interrupted my declaration was Prodiet herself.

        

        "You think this is the first time I've been caught? You think I've never escaped after being captured...?"

        "..."

        "Just wait. All of you. All of you...! Especially you there! I don't know what relationship you have with Cecilia, but next time I won't let you—"

        

        Prodiet's ranting was cut off mid-sentence, and a light metallic click echoed around us.

        I had been watching to see what she would say, but was slightly startled by the sound and looked up to find its source.

        

        "There won't be a next time, Miss Criminal."

        "Mmph, mmph—?!"

        

        ...I saw Ms. Heewon gently stroking Prodiet's wolf ears while giving a sweet yet terrifying smile.

        

        At the same time, she subtly reached out—

        ...and began adjusting the human muzzle she had just put on Prodiet, fitting it perfectly to her size. I had no idea where she'd gotten it from.

        

        "You wouldn't know since you've only lived in another world, right? How strict the security is in correctional facilities here."

        "Mmph! Mmph!!"

        "You don't know about drones, and living in a place like that means you have no connection to electronic devices~... Fufu."

        

        After finishing the adjustment, Ms. Heewon continued to smile terrifyingly as she looked directly into Prodiet's eyes.

        Behind her, I could see several people who appeared to be police officers approaching with heavy footsteps.

        

        "But don't worry. You won't have any connection to them in the future either."

        "Mmph, mmph...?"

        "Actually, I asked my father about this earlier. Fufu... ...You're going to prison for life, Miss Criminal♪"

        "Mmph?! Mmph, mmph...!"

        "If you dare touch our Cecilia, you must pay the proper price for your crimes, right?"

        

        Prodiet struggled, her eyes wide.

        Leaving her behind, Ms. Heewon stood up.

        

        "Yes! Good job, everyone. Is anyone hurt?"

        "Um... No, nobody."

        "That's good. If you feel uncomfortable anywhere, please let me know. I can at least introduce you to a doctor. ...Ah."

        

        Then she noticed the two police officers who had approached from behind.

        

        "Will you take her away now?"

        "Yes, miss."

        "Thank you."

        

        That's what she said.

        

        Prodiet, who had been our nightmare, was dragged away by the police while making muffled sounds.

        As everyone silently watched the scene, Ms. Heewon spoke again.

        

        "...Come on! Don't look so serious, everyone!"

        "Ha, haha..."

        

        Ms. Heewon.

        ...The identity of the woman I met just yesterday evening was, in fact, the only daughter of a powerful judge with extensive connections in the legal world.

        

        Drones, equipment, strategy.

        The greatest contributor to this operation, who spared no support in all aspects, declared loudly:

        

        "Well then, everyone! Thank you for your hard work—!"

        """"""Thank you for your hard work!!""""""

        

        In any case, the nightmare was over.

        Now only smiles remained.

        

        Reflecting on this fact, Cecilia and I looked at each other and smiled brightly.

        

        It's all over.

        Let's go home, Cecilia!
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        "...Phew."

        

        A deep bird call announcing the end of the day echoed powerfully across the distant sky.

        The fading sunset light streamed through the window, filling the narrow studio apartment with a cozy atmosphere.

        

        A familiar space, the home I've always lived in.

        Feeling as if I'd returned after a long absence, I took off my coat and casually hung it on a nearby chair.

        

        "You worked hard, Cecilia."

        "Mmm~."

        

        When I turned my head, I saw Cecilia flopped face-down on the bed.

        Seeing her lying there still wearing her coat, clearly exhausted, I smiled wryly as I walked over to the bed and gently stroked her soft silver hair.

        

        "You really did work hard."

        "...♪"

        

        A purring sound reached my ears.

        Enjoying the texture of her hair against my palm along with that soothing sound, I plopped down on the edge of the bed beside her.

        

        Finally back home.

        Honestly, I wanted to rush straight home right after the operation ended, around lunchtime...

        I chuckled at the reality that I only made it home by evening, continuing to stroke Cecilia's hair while briefly recalling what had happened earlier.

        

        "I'm glad everyone's safe..."

        "Mmm."

        "Both us and the victims."

        "...Yeah."

        

        Even after Prodiet and some other thugs were taken away by the police, there were various matters to handle afterward.

        

        One of those was dealing with the victims who had suffered at Prodiet's hands.

        Going into the underground storage, wrapping them in blankets, giving them drinks and food...

        Well, to be precise, we just watched the police officers work from a distance.

        

        But we weren't completely passive observers either.

        Since we were the main actors in the operation rather than the police, several people came to thank us after being rescued.

        

        [Thank you, thank you so much. Really...] they said.

        With tears in their eyes, repeatedly bowing their heads.

        

        "So. How does it feel to be treated like a hero, Cecilia?"

        "Ugh."

        

        What was also amusing was that in their eyes, Cecilia, being the same non-human race who had saved them, was seen as a hero.

        

        The victims offering thanks repeatedly while Cecilia became embarrassed and didn't know how to react.

        It was truly a heartwarming sight.

        

        "W-well... it was embarrassing, but, honestly, it felt good too. Yeah..."

        "Hehe..."

        

        Cecilia speaking so adorably.

        I slightly moved my hand from stroking her hair to gently caress her fluffy cat ears instead.

        

        "Mmm..."

        "Does that feel good?"

        "Mmm... Ah, there. The tip, gently with your fingers..."

        "Like this?"

        "Yeah. Ah, haaa...♥"

        

        When I softly rubbed the upper tip of her ear with my thumb and index finger, Cecilia trembled with pleasure and let out a hot sigh.

        

        Lifting her hair slightly with my other hand, I could see Cecilia's face melting with pleasure.

        She looked like she was feeling good.

        

        "...Eunhyuk, you've gotten skilled."

        "I've stroked them plenty. Of course I'd get better at it."

        

        Cecilia glanced at me, her face flushing as if embarrassment had suddenly caught up with her.

        After my nonchalant response, she puffed her cheeks for a moment before suddenly sitting up.

        

        "...It's hot."

        

        Saying that, she finally began to take off the coat she'd been wearing.

        

        Cecilia unfastened the front and wiggled her body from side to side.

        Soon her arms slipped out of the sleeves, and the coat fell to the floor with a soft thud.

        

      

      
        Her simple shirt that she usually wore underneath was revealed.

        Now in lighter attire, Cecilia let out a small "Phew" while sitting up.

        

        I thought she might flop back down on the bed, but contrary to my expectations, she gave me a coy sideways glance and—

        

        "...Hmph."

        "Whoa."

        

        She plopped down sideways instead of forward.

        

        Where?

        Oh, on my lap.

        

        The classic lap pillow.

        

        Cecilia's flowing silver-white hair cascaded down my knees.

        The weight on my thighs, the subtle sweet scent wafting up.

        Finally, as she lay on my lap looking up at me with those sky-blue eyes, I couldn't help but smile as I reached for her head.

        

        "How cute. Hehe... Yes, good job. You really worked hard, Cecilia."

        "..."

        "Now, let's help you relax~. I'll stroke your head lots, okay?"

        "...Yeah."

        

        I gently placed my hand on her head and began to stroke it softly.

        The warmth transmitted to my palm and the soft pressure on my thighs made it impossible for me to stop smiling.

        

        Not long after I started petting her, Cecilia began to purr contentedly.

        Apparently unable to control the sound, she blushed and slightly averted her gaze as if embarrassed by her own purring.

        It was cute. Yes, truly.

        

        "Hehe..."

        "..."

        "..."

        

        ...In truth, there was no real need for us to take part in this operation.

        

        Why not?

        Because there's the police.

        

        Police, private detectives, private security guards, and so on...

        With Ms. Heewon's support, money was no object, so there were many options available.

        There were countless ways to put Prodiet behind bars without lifting a finger.

        

        Yet we didn't choose those options because Cecilia wished otherwise.

        She said that since Prodiet was her own personal trauma, it would be meaningless if she couldn't overcome it herself...

        

        At first, I thought it was reckless.

        But in the end, she didn't cower and fulfilled her role admirably.

        

        Some might say she was just bait, but is it really so easy to act as bait in front of "the worst nightmare of your life" without being afraid?

        

        With the help of willing comrades, and above all, by squeezing out every ounce of her own courage...

        Cecilia overcame it.

        Her trauma, magnificently.

        

        "...Mmm."

        

        How admirable.

        How praiseworthy.

        

        She was lovely, truly.

        

        "...Hehe."

        

        So it should be fine to give her a little reward now.

        

        "Cecilia."

        "Hmm?"

        "Just a moment, lift your head slightly."

        "...? Okay."

        

        Cecilia was lying sideways on the bed with her head on my lap.

        As she slightly lifted her head, I took the opportunity to slip my hand under it.

        

        "What are you doing..."

        "Shh."

        

        While slowly lifting her head, I leaned forward.

      

      
        

        "—Ah."

        

        Cecilia stiffened as she finally realized my intention.

        Regardless, I slowly brought my lips to her pale forehead.

        

        "...Ah!♥"

        

        A small kissing sound echoed.

        Having received a kiss on her forehead, Cecilia looked up at me with an expression that clearly conveyed her joy, but...

        

        "Mmm... Huh?"

        

        This much was similar to usual, and if it's similar to usual, it's not much of a reward, is it?

        

        "Eh, hyaah♥?! Mm, ah, haaa...♥"

        "Mm..."

        

        The sound of kisses—chu, chu♥—echoed several times.

        Her forehead, her hair, her fluffy cat ears.

        Her cute nose bridge and soft cheeks...

        

        Each time the kissing sound echoed, she twitched in my arms, and I couldn't stop because she was so adorable.

        

        Only after showering her with kisses while practically cradling her head did I finally feel satisfied and slowly laid her back down on my lap.

        

        "Haa, hueh...?♥"

        

        Like dripping honey, Cecilia was melting in happiness, not knowing how to react.

        Though stiff with surprise, she timidly clasped her hands together and looked up at me as if expecting something more than kisses.

        ...I was probably wearing a very similar expression myself.

        

        Cecilia lying on my lap, looking up at me.

        Me looking down at her.

        

        Almost unconsciously, I reached out and caressed her soft cheek, causing Cecilia to twitch sensitively and let out a hot sigh.

        

        "Mm, ah...♥"

        "...I like you, Cecilia."

        "Hii♥?!"

        

        When I whispered today's "I like you," Cecilia clasped her hands in front of her chest and breathed in small gasps.

        

        ...The sound of my own heart pounding was deafening.

        I had only intended to give her some skinship as a reward, but things seemed to be going in a very different direction than I'd planned.

        

        Yet somehow, I didn't think it was bad.

        The thought that continuing straight ahead wouldn't be bad at all...

        

        "...Cecilia."

        "Yeah... ...Ah♥"

        

        I placed my hand on Cecilia's head as she lay on my lap.

        While gently stroking it, I softly placed my other hand on her stomach.

        

        "...Cecilia."

        "Um, yeah..."

        

        My heart was pounding as if it might burst.

        

        It was a fateful moment.

        Feeling a burning tension, just as I was about to speak again—

        

        "W-w-wait a minute!!"

        

        Whoosh!! Cecilia suddenly sat up.

        

        She placed her trembling hands on her chest and took a deep breath.

        I could only stare at her, dumbfounded.

        

        "Phew..."

        

        Seeming somewhat calmer now, Cecilia turned back to me.

        Then, she spoke.

        

        "...I have something to say first."

        

        With a very serious expression, that's what she said.
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        "...I have something to say first."

        

        Finally, this moment has come.

        Finally, the day I can convey these feelings to Eunhyuk...

        

        The sound of my pounding heart was incredibly noisy.

        For some reason, sitting cross-legged on the bed, I briefly met Eunhyuk's gentle gaze before...

        

        "...Ugh."

        

        ...I couldn't bear it and lowered my eyes again.

        

        Em-em-embarrassing! I'm so nervous!

        My body is trembling so much I can't speak properly...!

        

        A confession!

        Me confessing to Eunhyuk... I-I've never done anything like this before!!

        

        My face burned so hot it felt like it might explode at any moment.

        Feeling my heated cheeks and the slight sweat trickling down, I glanced up at Eunhyuk's face once more.

        

        "Take it easy. You can go slowly, Cecilia."

        "...Mmm."

        

        ...He's so kind.

        

        Eunhyuk's fingers approached gently, softly tickling my cheek from bottom to top.

        With the warmth spreading from my cheek, I dreamily placed my hand over his as he caressed my face, intoxicated with happiness.

        

        "...Hehe."

        

        Even though I suddenly grabbed his hand, Eunhyuk didn't particularly react.

        He just looked at me with gentle eyes, continuing to knead my cheek with his hand beneath mine.

        

        "Haah...♥"

        

        A hot sigh escaped my lips, brushing against them as it flowed out.

        

        I could feel my expression melting into something mushy.

        Strength gradually drained from both my face and body, and I suddenly worried that saliva might drip from my half-open mouth.

        

        "Feeling a bit calmer now?"

        "..."

        

        Eunhyuk spoke again in his gentle voice.

        I stared at him blankly with softened eyes, not answering for a moment, just quietly enjoying the warmth transmitted through his hand on my cheek.

        

        "Yes. Let's stay like this a little longer."

        

        By now he should have been urging me on with confusion, but there was no sign of that.

        Eunhyuk just quietly looked at me, occasionally moving his hand to stroke my cheek.

        

        Every small movement overflowed with consideration.

        ...He was kind.

        

        Come to think of it, he had been that way since we first met.

        From the beginning, Eunhyuk was kind.

        

        A species he'd never seen before, a strange appearance, a suspicious woman collapsed on the street, too drunk to even hold herself up.

        When I think about it, there was really no reason Eunhyuk should have helped me.

        

        Yet he brought a strange person he'd never met before to his home.

        He calmed me down when I was acting wild, gave me food and clothes...

        ...and gave me a place to stay.

        He told me "let's live together" as if it were the most natural thing.

        

        Do you know how much comfort that gave me?

        Do you truly understand how much I was saved by that, by those few words?

        

        "...♥"

        

        You know, Eunhyuk.

        Actually, when I first came to my senses, I was planning to run away from here right away?

        

        Life as a different species being openly hunted by slave traders isn't easy in the slightest.

        Just the rumor of 'being hunted' makes everyone avoid and reject me...

        That time when no one would accept me was so, so difficult and painful.

        It hurt.

        

        The experience of being betrayed and rejected so many times ran deep, and I vaguely thought it couldn't be healed by any words.

        

        But you know, Eunhyuk.

        ...Hehe♥

        

        [Can I stay here...? I, I...]

        

        On that first day, when I made a small mistake and was feeling anxious.

        When I was trembling, consumed by distrust, do you remember what you did?

        

        Mmm, even with your good memory, you might not remember something so trivial.

        ...But I remember.

        Even though I was drunk at the time, that memory is so vivid.

        

        [Cecilia.]

        [Come here?]

        

        Just two phrases.

        Not a long persuasion, but just two short phrases.

      

      
        

        I remember the warmth transmitted to my embraced body.

        I remember the moonlight-like scent that wafted through my nose.

        ...I remember the sweet comforting voice whispered in my ear.

        

        It's quite amazing.

        I, who had lived only with caution toward the world and people, melted at just one hug and became like a cat...

        

        ...Ah, but I don't mean any hug would have been good?

        It's because it was your hug that I could become like that, Eunhyuk...

        

        Because you embraced me then.

        Thanks to that, I'm here now.

        Sitting in front of you, Eunhyuk.

        

        "...Mnyah♥"

        "Yes, Cecilia."

        

        A kind person, a gentle person.

        A person sweet as candy, a person who pleasantly strokes me.

        

        A person who hugs me.

        A person who whispers to me.

        

        A person who comforts and embraces me.

        A person who generously compliments me, saying I'm cute and pretty.

        

        A th-thankful person who didn't pounce on me during my heat.

        ...A person who, even I think is selfish, but whom I hope will pounce on me someday.

        

        A person who introduced me to various foods.

        A person who taught me household chores.

        A person who showed me what dating is.

        

        A person who made me realize the joy of being with others.

        A person who introduced me to alcohol.

        

        A person who taught me love.

        

        ...I love you, Eunhyuk.

        

        A single phrase muttered in my heart.

        Though just one phrase, I struggled internally, feeling as if my breath was caught, unable to move one way or the other.

        

        "...Ugh...!"

        

        I firmly closed my lips that had been hanging open.

        Withdrawing my hand that had been covering Eunhyuk's, I clasped both hands tightly in front of my chest again.

        

        I need to convey it.

        I need to tell Eunhyuk.

        

        It's time to say out loud that 'I love you.'

        That 'I want to be lovers.'

        

        This is what I thought when he protected me from Prodiet's final attack.

        I can no longer hold back these feelings that keep swelling up.

        

        I will confess.

        Today, I will confess my love to Eunhyuk.

        

        "E-Eunhyuk!"

        "Yes."

        

        Hesitantly, I barely managed to part my stiffened lips that wouldn't move well.

        

        My heartbeat was tremendous.

        Thump-thump, the massive sound of my heart beating as if right next to my ear drowned out all other sounds.

        

        "Eunhyuk...!"

        "Yes, Cecilia."

        

        Amidst all that, only Eunhyuk's voice was perfectly clear.

        Clearly and gently, the voice of the person I love knocked on my ears.

        

        "I, you know...?"

        

        I was short of breath.

        With the tender pain that felt like it was squeezing me tight, I clutched my chest firmly with my hand.

        

        "I, I..."

        "...Cecilia?"

        

        I have to say it.

        I have to speak.

        

        If I confess, I can finally become the lover I've been dreaming of.

        I can live proudly and happily with Eunhyuk, sharing affection like lovers.

        

        First, we'll go on dates.

        I want to leisurely walk the same date courses we've been on before, comparing how it feels now that we're lovers.

        

        I want to eat together.

        ...Though it's embarrassing, I want to try feeding each other once.

        

        I want to sleep together.

        Because we're lovers. There's nothing strange about it now.

        

      

      
        "I..."

        "Ce-Cecilia..."

        

        I need to

        say

        it.

        

        "Huh, uh... ...?"

        

        A tear fell with a plop, wetting the sheet.

        Not knowing why I was crying even myself, I carefully wiped away the tears that continued to fall with trembling hands.

        

        "U-Eunhyuk. I...? I... uh, huh..."

        

        My vision suddenly blurred, and I couldn't see what expression Eunhyuk was making.

        I-I hope he doesn't think I'm weird for suddenly starting to cry...

        

        Numerous emotions tangled wildly in my head, seeming to cause a glitch.

        I couldn't resist the hot something welling up from deep in my chest, and just kept dropping tears helplessly.

        

        "Eun-hyuk..."

        

        I need to say it.

        But the words keep getting further away.

        

        "Hi-hiccup..."

        

        F-first I need to stop crying.

        So I can confess.

        

        Qu-quickly.

        I need to stop crying—

        

        —Ah.

        

        "Cecilia."

        

        Eunhyuk's voice, which had been in front of me, now came from right beside me.

        

        A comfortable scent like moonlight wafted from very close by.

        My body trembled at the sweet voice whispered in my ear.

        ...And I felt the touch of Eunhyuk's two arms firmly embracing my body.

        

        "Eun-hyuk..."

        "Yes, it's me. It's Eunhyuk, Cecilia."

        

        The moonlight-like fragrance intertwined with my trembling breath.

        Eunhyuk, who had been gently, just gently holding my body, soon pulled back slightly and softly wiped my tear-stained eyes with his fingers.

        

        "Ah..."

        

        The blurriness from tears cleared, and I could see Eunhyuk's expression as he looked at me up close.

        He was smiling.

        With a faint smile, Eunhyuk looked at my face right in front of me with a very charming expression.

        

        "Cecilia."

        

        Eunhyuk said, slowly extending his hand.

        

        "I was going to wait, but I'm sorry. I just can't hold back... ...Can I speak first?"

        "Eh...?"

        

        Eunhyuk's outstretched hand touched my cheek.

        

        Then, he suddenly brought his face close to mine and—

        

        "—I love you, Cecilia."

        

        There was no sound.

        With the incredibly happy sensation touching my lips, I just opened my eyes wide, forgetting both trembling and crying.

        

        In slowed time, a dreamlike moment passes.

        

        Sweet heat filling my head.

        ...The shy sound of a kiss echoing with a 'chu.'

        

        Parting his lips,

        Eunhyuk, unusually flushed, said:

        

        "...Will you be my lover?"

        

        I felt another tear roll down with a plop.

        

        I nodded.

        Nodding, sobbing, jumping up from my seat and rushing to Eunhyuk—

        

        "—Yes!"

        "...!"

        

        I pressed my lips to his again.

        

        My head felt like it was ringing with excessive happiness.

        Embracing even that as joy, I frantically fell into Eunhyuk's arms and kissed him repeatedly.

        

        "...♥"

        

        —The taste of our first kiss was happiness.
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        "I like you, I love you, Eunhyuk...♥ Yes, chu.... Haah...♥ Chu♥ Mm, mmm...♥"

        "Mmph, mmm. ...Mmm."

        

        I felt like I might lose my mind from the intense pleasure and happiness that seemed to envelop my entire body.

        

        Cecilia's arms desperately clinging to me without holding back, as if demanding me, were endlessly adorable.

        As she pounced on me from above while I was lying back, covering me like she was pressing down on me, my mind grew hazy with the feeling of being devoured.

        

        "Slurp, haah♥ Mmph, chu♥ Mmm...♥"

        

        Chu, chu♥ The small sounds of kisses spread throughout the room without pause.

        Frantically pressing her lips against mine, licking, occasionally nibbling gently with her teeth, Cecilia continued to cling to me while breathing heavily.

        

        "I like it♥ I like it...♥ Haah, mmm."

        "Ngh, mmph. Ce, Cecil..., mmph!"

        

        ...Ah, this is dangerous.

        I felt dizzy.

        Maybe it was because of this position where she was pouncing on me, but it really felt like I was being devoured.

        

        "Haah...♥ Mmm...!♥"

        "Mmph...!"

        

        Cecilia's body pressed completely against mine, the soft sensation felt all over my body, and her voluptuous breasts firmly pressed against my chest...

        My head spun from the sound of her heart beating fiercely deep inside her.

        

        "...Chu♥"

        

        ...Even though neither of us had used our tongues.

        

        Cecilia definitely hadn't used her tongue.

        She was just frantically licking and sucking my lips with her own lips and tongue, as if exploring my very existence.

        

        I thought perhaps it was because she had little knowledge about kissing.

        Lip-to-lip kisses are commonly seen in various media, but deep kisses where tongues intertwine aren't something she would have had many chances to encounter.

        ...Yet she was already this sensual—I wondered what would happen after she gained more knowledge.

        

        Such thoughts floated dreamily through my mind as I continued kissing Cecilia.

        

        "...―Puha♥"

        "Hoo, huah...."

        

        After what felt like an eternal kiss.

        Finally, Cecilia pulled her lips away.

        

        With her arms firmly wrapped around my neck, she looked down at me with a melting, wet expression.

        In response, I felt the heat burning in my face as if about to burst, and quietly gazed up at her with hazy eyes.

        

        "...."

        "...."

        

        A brief silence filled the space between Cecilia and me.

        When I suddenly smiled faintly, Cecilia, who had been looking at me, grinned broadly and returned a happy smile.

        

        I was happy.

        There was nothing else to say.

        

        I kissed someone I liked.

        I pressed against the girl I loved most in the world, held her tight, and frantically kissed her lips while sharing our heartbeats and body heat.

        

        The image of Cecilia exploring my lips, that sensation, was still vivid.

        The sound of our mucous membranes rubbing together in desire for each other's affection and love, that heat, that maddening joy and happiness—it all still lingered in my mind.

        

        ...So this is what a kiss is.

        There was no other way to express it.

        I felt like I would never forget it for the rest of my life.

        

        "......Ugh."

        

        By the way, I never expected Cecilia to throw herself at me so passionately.

        I really thought I was going to be eaten alive.

        

        At some point, our positions had completely reversed, with me being the one pinned down...

        I'd rarely seen Cecilia this aggressive except during her heat or when she was drunk.

        

        Though she could be bold at times, Cecilia was basically quite timid.

        And quite fearful too.

        Until now, I had been the one initiating skinship most of the time.

        

        "...Uugh."

        

        Had her feelings changed after our exchange of confessions?

        Did becoming lovers mean she would now be proactive without hesitation?

        

        Well, that's good news in a way, but honestly, I felt somewhat conflicted.

        

        Being pinned down wasn't bad either, surprisingly.

        To be honest, I preferred being the one on top, that is...

        ...I wanted to leisurely watch Cecilia panting and disheveled beneath my hands.

        I wanted her to cling to me with teary eyes, to beg desperately...

        Honestly, yes. That was my preference.

        

        "...Uuugh......"

        

        Again, today's Cecilia wasn't bad either.

        If she had overcome her timidity, that was honestly nothing but good news.

        

        But, how should I put it?

        How should I put it....

        

        "Uuuugh...!"

        "Hm?"

        

        As I was thinking that, I suddenly heard something like a groan.

        Instinctively, I released my arms that had been embracing Cecilia, rubbed my blurry eyes briefly, and then looked straight at her again.

      

      
        

        "Cecil―...."

        

        And I was left speechless.

        

        It seemed my earlier concerns were unnecessary.

        

        "...."

        

        I saw Cecilia's face, bright red as if about to burst.

        If earlier it was like a peach, now it was absolutely like a tomato.

        

        Sweat dripping, her gaze darting around.

        When our eyes met for a moment, Cecilia flinched! She trembled and smiled awkwardly, then immediately averted her gaze to the side with an embarrassed "Ahaha...."

        

        ...Let me describe it precisely.

        That was the expression of 'someone who doesn't know what to do with the embarrassment that has belatedly hit them.'

        

        Had she come to her senses after being carried away by the mood and showering me with kisses?

        Yes. That's exactly what it felt like.

        

        "...Cecilia."

        "Don't look..."

        

        When I tried to turn my head slightly to see her eyes, Cecilia turned her head even more, avoiding my gaze.

        

        I caught a glimpse of her nape, which had turned bright red.

        Her cheeks, her nape, even the cat ears on top of her head were slightly red. ...I didn't know those could turn red too.

        

        "Uuugh...!"

        

        Hm?

        

        "W-why did I...?!"

        

        ...Yes, yes.

        

        "Why did I act like a cat in heat, just, just...!"

        

        Yes, it seemed she was aware of it.

        

        Cecilia was squirming and explaining without me even having to prod her.

        ...Honestly, I had no composure until just now, but seeing her squirm like that made me feel relaxed again.

        

        But watching her squirm without being teased made mischief well up inside me.

        

        I put it into action right away.

        

        "Did the kiss feel good? Cecilia~?"

        "Hiyaak...!!"

        

        When I teased her slightly, she let out a sound close to a scream and twisted her body.

        

        "Uugh...!! I-I couldn't help it!!"

        

        Then she shouted and finally fixed her gaze on me, which had been avoiding me until now.

        With eyes wavering in embarrassment, she continued speaking as if shouting.

        

        "Y-you're always the one kissing me! Eunhyuk always chu, chu to me...."

        "Always? Ah~ forehead kisses?"

        "Yes! I always just receive them, so I wanted to get revenge at least once, wan, ted, to...."

        

        She couldn't finish her sentence, her mouth just opening and closing like she was malfunctioning.

        She looked like steam was about to rise from the top of her head with a hiss.

        

        Despite having boldly climbed on top of me, she was about to collapse in a way that didn't match her position.

        Looking at her, who seemed to be reaching her limit, I chuckled and slowly reached out to gently embrace her head.

        

        "Huu...."

        "Yes, yes. So? You wanted revenge? Revenge for the kisses~?"

        "...Eunhyuk is being very mischievous today."

        "But I want to hear it."

        

        Chu, I kissed her hair in front of me again.

        At that touch, Cecilia flinched again, then as if giving up, she relaxed her body and continued speaking softly.

        

        "...Yeah. It's like revenge, since I received so many kisses. I wanted to return as many as I received..."

        "And?"

        "......I just wanted to try kissing itself too...."

        "Oho oho. Since when?"

        "Ever since we started sleeping in the same bed, for a lo, long time...."

        "That's quite a while."

        "Uugh...."

        "So... you've been holding back all this time and today you couldn't hold back anymore? Hmm~?"

        

        Cecilia's body, sprawled on top of mine, began to tremble.

        She seemed about to burst.

        I decided to tease her a little more.

        

        "So? ...How did it feel, the kiss you've been wanting so much?"

        "...It felt goo-d."

        "You're honest. Hehe. But did you really build it up so much that you couldn't hold back? To the point of losing your mind and showering me with kisses?"

        "...I did build it up."

        "Oh?"

        "It kept, kept building up.... Every time I saw Eunhyuk's sleeping face. I want to kiss him, I wish he would kiss me. Not on the forehead but on the lips.... S-sometimes I spent a long time just blankly thinking about that...."

        

        It seemed she had dreamed about it more than I thought.

        To spend so much time just thinking about kissing me, it might be a bit embarrassing....

        

        "I'm such a pervert...."

        

        Cecilia muttered.

        To that, I replied with a smile.

        

        "Is it wrong to be a pervert?"

      

      
        "...Huh?"

        "Oof, cha!"

        "Kyah?!"

        

        Then I firmly grabbed both her shoulders and flipped our positions in one go.

        

        "Hueh. Wh-what?!"

        

        With our positions completely reversed from before, Cecilia, now beneath me, let out a surprised voice.

        Deliberately ignoring the soft sensation of her skin against my legs, I smiled and pointed at myself with my finger.

        

        "Now, Cecilia."

        "U-um...?"

        "Who am I?"

        "...? Eunhyuk?"

        

        Yes. The standard answer.

        But that's not what I wanted.

        

        "Not that. 'Your' who?"

        "My...? ......Boyfriend."

        "Yes."

        

        Smiling, I extended the finger that had been pointing at myself and used that hand to caress Cecilia's cheek.

        

        "Ah...."

        

        A pleased-sounding voice escaped her.

        In that state, I asked the next question.

        

        "Next question. ...Who are you?"

        "I, I am...."

        

        It was an easy question.

        To my question with a predetermined answer, Cecilia hesitated for a moment, then placed her hand over mine and answered in a voice tinged with heat.

        

        "...Eunhyuk's girlfriend."

        "Yes. Boyfriend and girlfriend. In other words?"

        "Lo, vers...."

        "Right. Lovers."

        

        Lying beneath me, having her cheek caressed, Cecilia nodded obediently.

        She was cute.

        

        "Is there a problem with lovers kissing?"

        "Uugh...."

        "So what if it seems perverted? We're human, it's natural to build up desires."

        

        I meant it.

        ...Women have sexual desires too.

        Unless it was a stranger, there was no need to forcibly hold back while calling yourself too perverted when it came to your lover.

        

        "...You can do it whenever you want. Lips or anywhere, anytime. As much as you want."

        "A-as much as I want is a bit..."

        "Really? I'm going to."

        "...?!"

        

        A small chu sound echoed.

        It was the sound of me kissing Cecilia's lips again.

        

        "...Mmm, how sweet."

        "U-Eunhyuk...!"

        "No need to hold back, Cecilia."

        

        I could feel the heat rising in my face from the sudden kiss.

        Cecilia's, of course, but mine too.

        

        "We've finally become lovers, right?"

        "Y-yes...."

        "So, here."

        

        Saying that, I closed my eyes for a moment.

        Seeing me close my eyes without explanation, Cecilia fidgeted with my hand for a while, looking puzzled....

        

        "...Ah."

        

        Then, as if understanding my intention, she let out a small voice.

        

        "...."

        

        Cecilia's hand gently reached out and touched the back of my head.

        And following her hand pulling my head, I obediently tilted my head toward her.

        

        "...Chu."

        

        Our lips met.

        With a small kissing sound, we separated slightly, and I opened my eyes.

        

        "...Yes. Well done."

        "Ehehe...."

        

        Cecilia grinned, unable to hide her joy.

        Seeing that expression, I smiled again and hugged her small body tightly, whispering in her ear.

        

        "...Looking forward to our future together, my lover♪"

        

        Cecilia's body trembled.

        Finding her reaction so cute, I gave another quick kiss, chu, to her fluffy ear.

        

        "...♥"

        "Hehe...."

        

        Lee Eunhyuk, 24 years old, male.

        For the first time in his life, he has a girlfriend.
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        "Thank you for the meal."

        

        Two voices rang out in unison, filling the small room.

        As we were about to get up from our seats, our eyes met by chance, and we smiled at each other warmly.

        

        "Hehe..."

        "Cute."

        "♥"

        

        That brief exchange was just a bonus.

        

        It had been about three hours since the confession.

        Not months or days, but just a few hours. The reason I'm mentioning this specifically is because the changes I felt during these three hours were greater than I expected.

        

        "Want me to take your bowl?"

        "Yeah. Here."

        "Thanks~."

        

        Cecilia cheerfully took the bowl from me and walked to the sink with a skip in her step.

        Not only did she look visibly more excited than usual, but her tail behind her kept swaying prettily without any sign of stopping.

        

        Her ears were fluffy and occasionally perked up.

        Somehow her complexion looked better, and the happy humming that occasionally escaped her was incredibly lovely.

        

        'Excited' was the perfect word to describe her appearance.

        Beaming, swaying, perking up, smiling~... That's about how I'd express it in onomatopoeia.

        She was adorable.

        

        "There. I've wiped the table, should I help with the dishes?"

        "Hmm~ There's not much, so you don't need to help. ...Ah!"

        

        When I asked, Cecilia suddenly made a short sound as if a good idea had just occurred to her.

        Then, grinning, she beckoned me to come closer with her soapy hands.

        

        "Come here, Eunhyuk."

        "Huh? What, okay."

        "Here. Stand behind me..."

        "...Ah~."

        

        I had a feeling I knew what she wanted.

        

        When I stood behind Cecilia, she glanced back at me with an expression mixing anticipation and playfulness.

        I smiled back at her and... wrapped my arms around her waist, hugging her small body tightly.

        

        "Mmm♪ Hehe♬"

        

        It was a back hug.

        My heart pounded at the sound of Cecilia's purring laughter and the warmth of her body against mine.

        

        "...Phew."

        

        Still embracing her, I let out a small sigh.

        Perhaps because of the rushing water sound, Cecilia didn't seem to notice.

        

        "...Hmm."

        

        My heart was racing.

        The soft feeling of her stomach and the subtle pleasant scent.

        Above all, the sight of her contentedly purring while diligently moving her hands while being held by me was incredibly endearing.

        

        ...This adorable girl is my girlfriend starting today.

        

        With that thought, my heart thumped loudly again, and my head buzzed with renewed happiness and joy.

        

        Ah... this feels so good.

        A back hug while doing dishes after a meal. I was happy.

        

        Truly, being lovers is—

        

        "Being lovers is really nice..."

        "...Oh, huh?"

        

        Just then, as if reading my thoughts, Cecilia spoke up, and I responded with a startled voice.

        Perhaps finding my surprised reaction amusing, Cecilia chuckled softly and continued.

        

        "Just~. Like this, being hugged while doing dishes was my dream~."

        "Was it?"

        "Maybe 'dream' is too grand. How should I put it, a romantic fantasy?"

        

        A romantic fantasy. I could relate.

        In my case, hugging Cecilia while she did the dishes was my romantic fantasy.

        I was happy that our thoughts aligned so well.

        

      

      
        Scrub, scrub, Cecilia moved her hands.

        

        "It's autumn, so it's quite cold. Not often, but sometimes the wind comes in."

        "...That's the downside of a studio apartment. It's a bit old in places. Especially that window, something seems slightly misaligned..."

        "Yeah. So when the wind blows, it gets a bit cold. At times like that, I sometimes think to myself, 'I wish someone would hug me~', but now that I'm actually being hugged..."

        

        Saying that, Cecilia briefly paused her hands and turned her head slightly to look at me.

        

        "...It's the best♪"

        "You like it?"

        "Yes♪ Even better than I imagined! Being able to ask for things like this without hesitation, I just thought for a moment how wonderful it is to be lovers~ ...Yeah!"

        

        After saying that, as if suddenly overcome with embarrassment, she blushed and turned her head back to continue washing the dishes.

        Watching her, I couldn't stop the corners of my mouth from rising.

        

        Ah, really.

        Seriously. How can this cat be so...—!

        

        "...So cute!"

        "Eek!"

        

        Overcome with excitement, I tightly hugged Cecilia's small body again.

        Her body wobbled slightly from the unexpected strong hug, and seizing the opportunity, I gently nuzzled my cheek against her fluffy cat ears.

        

        "How can you say such adorable things~. Do you like it that much? Hmm~?"

        "Hiee, w-wait a minute! Let me just finish the dishes...! ...Ugh, Eunhyuk!"

        

        And then I got scolded.

        

        A little while later, after finishing the dishes, Cecilia sat me down on the bed and gave me a bit of a lecture.

        Apparently, strong hugs are forbidden while doing dishes because if a dish falls and breaks, someone could get hurt.

        ...She concluded by adding that the problem wasn't her wobbling, but her heart racing.

        The way she blushed after saying all that was cute.

        

        Still, breaking dishes is definitely dangerous.

        I promised to restrain myself in the future, and that settled the matter.

        

        ...And well, as a side note, there was no way I could resist when Cecilia made such cute sounds...

        I rushed to her again, and this time, embracing a non-resistant Cecilia, we spent some time sharing body heat.

        

        It was about 30 minutes later when we were both satisfied and finally broke the hug.

        Well, that's how it went.

        

        ***

        

        "I'm done with my shower~."

        "Yeah. Good job... Huh? ...Is that the right greeting?"

        "Who cares. As long as the meaning gets across. What are you reading~?"

        

        Cecilia, with steam rising from her, came over to me and plopped down on the bed beside me.

        We clearly use the same soap and shampoo, but somehow she smelled incredibly good, which was fascinating.

        

        "Hmm~... Just a novel. The one I was reading before."

        "I see."

        "I thought I'd read a bit while waiting for you. It's been a while, but it's not bad."

        

        Saying that, I closed the book.

        Since I had only taken it out to read while waiting for Cecilia to finish her shower, there was no need to continue now that she was here.

        

        "So, what do you want to do? Go to sleep right away? Or is there something else you want to do?"

        "Hmm~ I'd like to stay up and have more fun, but~... ...Yaaawn...."

        

        No sooner had she said she wanted to have more fun than she opened her mouth wide in a long yawn.

        With a visibly tired expression, she wiped away the tears that had formed in the corners of her eyes.

        

        "...I guess I'm too tired."

        "You look it. Well, we did a lot today. Caught a producer, made a confession..."

        "...Ehehe. Eunhyuk and I are lovers now♥"

        

        Despite her tired expression, Cecilia smiled happily as if suddenly reminded of her joy.

        She was cute.

        

        I smiled at her, got up from the bed, and walked over to the light switch.

        

        "Then shall I turn off the lights now? Is that okay?"

        "Ah~. Wait, wait! ...There."

        

        Cecilia hurriedly moved to the bed and threw herself onto it.

        Then she wriggled under the covers and finally laid her head straight on the pillow, occupying only half of the bed.

        

        "...Ready!"

        "Turning off the lights~."

        

      

      
        I smiled gently at her childlike, energetic voice and flipped the light switch.

        

        With a click, the room instantly darkened.

        Guided by the faint silhouettes in the moonlight and the feel of the floor under my feet, I carefully made my way toward the bed.

        

        "Over here, Eunhyuk~."

        "Whoa."

        

        Suddenly I felt someone grab my hand.

        Needless to say, it was Cecilia.

        

        "Yep~."

        

        Cecilia pulled me along.

        I followed her guidance and eventually found the bed, comfortably settling my body onto it.

        

        "Got you~."

        "Hehe. I've been caught."

        

        As soon as I got on the bed, Cecilia reached out and gently embraced me.

        I playfully responded and hugged her small body tightly.

        

        "...So warm♪"

        "Yeah. It is warm..."

        

        I could feel drowsiness coming over me even though we had just lain down.

        Trying to stay awake a little longer, I looked at Cecilia's face, softened in the dimness as my eyes adjusted to the dark, and spoke.

        

        "...How does it feel to be lovers, Cecilia?"

        "Hmm? I told you earlier... it's the best♪"

        "Besides that. Anything else specific...?"

        "Hmm~... Being able to actually do all these things I've only imagined before, it's so goood♥"

        

        I shuddered at Cecilia's words as she grinned.

        Hmm, maybe because she was right in front of me, but the impact of her saying "so goood" was tremendous.

        

        "...What about you~?"

        "Huh?"

        "I've been the only one talking, it's unfair... How do you feel? About becoming lovers with me~?"

        

        At Cecilia's question, I tilted my head for a moment.

        

        How do I feel? Of course I'm extremely happy too.

        Hmm, how should I express this in words...

        

        After pondering for a moment, an idea suddenly came to me.

        Right.

        I don't necessarily need to use words.

        

        "..."

        "—...?!"

        

        A familiar sound—smooch♥—echoed.

        Cecilia, surprised by the sudden kiss on her lips, blushed bright red and stared at me with her sleepy eyes now wide open.

        

        "E-Eunhyuk..."

        "I like it this much. Yeah."

        "...That's unfair."

        

        Saying that, Cecilia hugged me even tighter.

        

        Cecilia snuggled completely into my arms.

        Then, rubbing her cheek against my chest, she murmured in a small voice.

        

        "...Good night, Eunhyuk."

        "Yeah. Good night, Cecilia."

        

        I responded while stroking her head.

        

        From tomorrow, I'll go back to my part-time job, and Cecilia will go back to school.

        One big event has ended, and we're returning to our normal lives.

        

        But just because it's our normal life doesn't mean it's the same as before.

        Because now, we're lovers.

        

        "...♥"

        

        The feeling of Cecilia rubbing her cheek against me tickled.

        I smiled again and, with my eyes closed, slowly began to regulate my breathing.

        

        What will we do tomorrow?

        Thinking only of that, I slowly drifted off to sleep.
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        "Did you pack your bag well? Pencil case and such things?"

        "Yes. I checked everything."

        "What about clothes? You're going to school for two days in your uniform. Is there anything missing... Ah. Your tie is crooked, Cecilia."

        "Eh? Where?"

        "Hold still for a moment."

        

        Bright sunlight streamed through the window, along with a clear blue sky and fresh air.

        Whether for school or work, it felt like a perfect day to go outside.

        

        Cecilia stood at the entrance, dressed in her school uniform.

        Her white shirt, vest, and the fluffy blazer covering them gleamed in a soft beige color as they caught the sunlight.

        

        She looked up at me with an innocent expression.

        I slowly reached out my hand toward her.

        

        "...♪"

        

        When I gently fixed her crooked tie, Cecilia made a small nasal sound.

        It seemed unconscious. Cute, though.

        

        "If I do this like this... There. All fixed. I did a pretty neat job, if I say so myself."

        "Thanks, Eun-hyuk~. Hehe. ...Hmm...."

        "?"

        

        Cecilia thanked me with a bright smile for fixing her tie.

        But as if something was suddenly bothering her, she quickly glanced down at her outfit before looking back up at me.

        

        With a playful smile on her face and a voice full of aegyo, she asked:

        

        "...Do I look cute in my uniform, Eun-hyuk~?"

        

        Well~ she was cute.

        Of course, the uniform was nice, but the way she asked was what was cute.

        I wondered what she was going to say, but it seemed she just wanted to be playful.

        

        I could see her tail wagging cheerfully behind her back.

        Her expression was playful yet expectant, like a kitten wanting a reward for being adorable.

        

        I couldn't help but smile.

        Facing Cecilia's energetic expression, I leisurely reached out my hand toward her head.

        

        "You're cute!"

        "Hehe♥"

        

        When I patted her head with my compliment, Cecilia beamed brightly as if she had been waiting for it.

        

        I could hear a purring sound.

        After enjoying the soft, twitching sensation under my hand for a moment, I withdrew it.

        

        "Have a good day, Cecilia."

        "Yes~! I'll be back, ah."

        

        With a clatter, Cecilia opened the front door.

        I thought she would leave right away, but she paused briefly before rushing back toward me.

        

        I wondered if she had forgotten something, but...

        

        "...Chu♥"

        "?!"

        

        I flinched at Cecilia's surprise kiss.

        

        The soft sensation on my lips, the pleasant scent that brushed my nose.

        I could feel my face heating up first thing in the morning.

        

        Cecilia looked at me with a satisfied expression.

        With a face as red as mine, she nodded energetically and said,

        

        "I'm off!"

        

        Then she quickly dashed out the door.

        

        A few seconds later, the door closed with a squeak and a click.

        All that remained was my heated face and a faint lingering presence of Cecilia.

        

        After staring at the closed door for a moment, I muttered,

        

        "...Where did you learn that, Cecilia...!"

        

        She's become quite mischievous since we started dating.

        Overwhelmed with joy and embarrassment, I spent some time writhing on the bed.

        

        "Uwaaa...."

        

        It was truly a morning when emotions couldn't stay still.

        

        ***

        

        "...I'm here~."

        

        Still, I couldn't spend the whole day just writhing around.

        As always, I headed to the convenience store where I worked to earn money.

        

      

      
        Thanks to switching shifts with my senior, I now work from 9 AM to 5 PM.

        This meant I had much more time to spend with Cecilia than before.

        The slight increase in my paycheck due to longer working hours was just a bonus.

        

        "Welcome, senior~...."

        "Hey. Good work."

        

        Anyway, it's time to change shifts.

        

        My junior, Oh Eun-hwan, greeted me with a big yawn.

        Even though it had only been two days, it somehow felt like I hadn't seen him in a long time.

        

        I went to the storage room to quickly change into my uniform.

        Then I helped my drowsy junior with the handover.

        

        "Nothing's missing, right."

        "Thanks for your help.... *yawn*~...."

        "This isn't even difficult. But you seem especially out of it today? I know night shifts are perfect for ruining your condition... Did something happen?"

        "Mmm, there's this really good drama these days...."

        "Geez."

        

        The reason was simpler than I expected.

        I worried for nothing.

        

        "Anyway, good job. Go home and get some rest."

        "Yes sir~.... *yawn*...."

        

        Eun-hwan walked sluggishly toward the storage room, yawning repeatedly.

        It was amazing how he managed to work his shift in that state.

        

        "...Oh, right. Can I ask you something, senior?"

        

        I tilted my head at his sudden question.

        A question?

        Looking back at Eun-hwan, I replied curiously.

        

        "I don't mind, but what is it?"

        "Did something happen yesterday...? Senior Jae-seop was covering your shift...."

        "Ah~ that? Didn't he explain?"

        "He just said with a tired face, 'Tell him he owes me a big meal later.' Nothing else."

        

        I smiled wryly at Eun-hwan's words.

        

        'A big meal,' huh.

        Yeah, I should treat him.

        I've received so much help from him that it's about time I paid him back with interest.

        

        While thinking about what to treat him to, I opened my mouth to answer Eun-hwan's question.

        

        "It was because of some... personal matters related to Cecilia."

        "Ah~ Cecilia! Come to think of it, it's been quite a while since I've seen her. Can I ask what happened?"

        

        As soon as Cecilia's name came up, Eun-hwan's eyes regained some life as he looked straight at me.

        

        Now that I think about it, this guy used to like Cecilia quite a bit.

        But despite that, he never really had the chance to meet her more than a few times....

        Since the topic came up, it's natural he'd be curious.

        

        "It's a bit of a long story, is that okay? What about your sleep?"

        "I can still hold out a little longer~. I want to hear it!"

        "Well, alright. Let's see...."

        

        Looking at Eun-hwan nodding enthusiastically, I slowly began to speak.

        

        ***

        

        Fortunately, the story didn't take as long as I thought it would.

        

        Since telling everything would make it too long, I cut out some parts appropriately...

        ...and also, I started feeling uncomfortable about freely sharing Cecilia's personal information, so I omitted all of that from the middle.

        

        So it was inevitable that the story ended up much shorter than planned.

        Of course, I conveyed all the context, so there was no problem.

        Besides, listening to a story for too long wouldn't be good for him either.

        

        Anyway, after explaining what happened from the day before yesterday to yesterday, our junior's reaction was....

        

        "Why didn't you call me!!"

        

        ...a childish tantrum.

        

        "Hey."

        "I wanted to see Cecilia after so long...! I may not look it, but I'm athletic! I could have been a great help if you'd called me!"

        "And what about your job? Would you have made your senior work a 24-hour shift?"

        "...Oh."

        "Besides, we decided to gather people the night before, and actually met in the morning. What could you have done coming straight from a night shift all groggy?"

        "That's... a fair point."

        

        Eun-hwan lowered his head, seemingly frustrated.

        Seeing that, I nodded slightly.

        

        Well, it's not like I didn't want to call him.

        As he said himself, he would have been a great help.

      

      
        

        But... the timing just didn't work out.

        

        "I wanted to see her...."

        "...I'll bring her around sometime. You can talk all you want then."

        "Really?!"

        

        My junior's eyes sparkled at my words.

        Hmm, he's simple.

        

        "Do you promise, senior?!"

        "Yes, yes...! Now back off, will you...!"

        

        Geez.

        Don't get in the face of a man with a girlfriend....

        

        Well, I didn't tell him we started dating, so he probably doesn't know whether I have a girlfriend or not.

        Though honestly, even if he knew, he's not the type to keep his distance anyway....

        

        As we were having this small quarrel, suddenly the bell rang with a ding~.

        

        "Welcome― Oh."

        "Hello~. We meet again so soon."

        

        It was Ms. Hwi-won.

        Dressed in her usual, ordinary office suit, Ms. Hwi-won walked into our convenience store with a smile.

        

        "...Welcome."

        

        Seeing her, I couldn't help but stiffen a little.

        

        The only daughter of a prominent judge.

        ...who hides that fact and works as an ordinary office worker.

        

        She wouldn't need money, so is she working to train her independence?

        

        It felt strangely fascinating.

        And a bit nerve-wracking at the same time.

        

        "Don't be so stiff, Eun-hyuk~. Just treat me like usual."

        "I-I'll try."

        "? ...?"

        

        Ms. Hwi-won smiling brightly, me responding stiffly.

        And Eun-hwan caught in between, tilting his head in confusion, unable to grasp the situation.

        A strange atmosphere that was both confusing yet peaceful filled the convenience store.

        

        "I'd like to pay for these, please."

        "...Yes."

        

        I scanned the few items Ms. Hwi-won brought with beep beep sounds.

        Then, as I took her card and processed the payment, she suddenly spoke up.

        

        "How has it been since then?"

        "Ah~... You mean Cecilia? She's doing well. She went to school today."

        

        In truth, she was more than just doing well—she seemed like she could fly away with happiness, but I didn't need to go into that much detail.

        I just gave a casual answer.

        

        "That's good~.... By the way, things are going smoothly on our end too. We might see Prodiete in court soon~."

        "Already? That's fast."

        "It's the first major non-human crime case, after all. Everyone's working hard to set a good precedent."

        

        It was truly good news.

        As I was feeling satisfied inside, Ms. Hwi-won showed a somewhat darker smile in front of me.

        

        "Fufu.... How dare they mess with our Cecilia.... They must pay for their crimes. Yes."

        "..."

        

        Yeah, that was scary.

        Pretending not to notice, I finished the transaction.

        

        "Here you go."

        "Thank you~. Oh, by the way, how are things between you and Cecilia?"

        "Between us...what do you mean?"

        "You two were already very close. Living together, so it's natural. But after going through something big like this, I wonder if there's been any progress? For example...."

        

        Taking the plastic bag I handed her, Ms. Hwi-won continued lightly, as if making a playful joke.

        

        "Have you two, perhaps, officially started dating~?"

        "Urk."

        "...Oh my."

        

        At my reaction, Ms. Hwi-won's expression froze.

        Not just her, but Eun-hwan, who had been listening blankly beside us, also widened his eyes and turned sharply toward me.

        

        "Oh my, really...?"

        "...Senior??"

        

        The two women leaned in toward me.

        ...It seemed I wouldn't be able to finish my shift peacefully after all.
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        "Well, shall we continue our conversation?"

        

        ...Is this what being interrogated feels like?

        

        The ceiling light that usually seemed so bright now felt strangely dim.

        

        Me, backed into a corner of the convenience store, with two women closing in as if to strangle me.

        Determined to find out about my relationship with Cecilia... they were slowly tightening their circle around me, giving me chills.

        

        Is there no way to escape...?

        Clinging to a sliver of hope, I opened my mouth to address the two people blocking my path.

        

        "Um, I need to work my shift..."

        "I'll take care of any customers~ I'm wide awake now, so it's no problem."

        "...Hiwon, don't you have work...?"

        "Oh, didn't I mention? I was tired from handling various things yesterday, so I took the morning off today. I was planning to buy some food and rest at home for a bit... Hehe, what a coincidence this is♪"

        

        Damn, I'm cornered.

        There was no escape. Neither physically nor situationally.

        

        Well, honestly, I could just come clean about Cecilia and me, and that would be the end of it.

        "Cecilia and I started dating yesterday."

        "It was thanks to everyone's help," "Please congratulate us," and so on.

        If I said that, at least this pressuring atmosphere would ease up a bit.

        

        But the problem was...

        

        "So, so? You're dating now, right? Did you finally confess? Who made the first move?"

        "How far have you gone...? Of course! I know you haven't been dating long, but you're living together! ...Could it be?"

        "I plead the fifth—"

        "Eunhyuk!!"

        "Senior!!"

        "Gack."

        

        The chorus of the two urging me on hit my ears with surprising force.

        Physically cornered in a tight space, standing on my tiptoes, I let out a very small sigh.

        

        ...Yeah. This is the problem.

        One wrong word, and I'd be subjected to hours of questioning...

        

        These information-hungry wild animals clearly wouldn't be satisfied with just hearing "we started dating."

        They'd want to know everything—how far our relationship had progressed, how the confession went... they'd probably pry into every detail.

        

        Why are people so interested in others' love lives...

        Especially Hiwon, shouldn't you be focusing on your own love life instead of bothering me?!

        

        "A man should be decisive! Either you're dating or you're not, just say it clearly!"

        "And why are you so interested...?"

        "Because I'm curious, that's why!"

        "Well, judging by Eunhyuk's reaction, it seems pretty certain that you are dating."

        "Urgh."

        "You really can't lie, can you?"

        

        ...She hit the nail on the head.

        Being bad at lying was something I'd heard about myself before.

        

        "Just close your eyes and say it. Or you can just nod if that's easier."

        

        Hiwon said, surrounding me at close range with a confident expression tinged with excitement and strong curiosity.

        

        "You're dating, right?"

        "..."

        

        There seemed to be no point in trying to evade any further.

        Swallowing another sigh that was threatening to rise, I tiredly opened my mouth.

        

        "...Yes, we are..."

        "Kyaaa—!"

        "Hmm, as I thought."

        

        At my words, Eunhwan let out an unexpectedly girlish squeal, while Hiwon nodded with a satisfied expression.

        Their reactions were quite different.

        

        "Who confessed? Was it you, Eunhyuk?"

        "I did. Yes..."

        

        Right. Since it's come to this, I might as well tell them everything...

        One way or another, I was going to be forced to spill it all, so it seemed less damaging to just say it myself.

        

        As I was thinking this with my head hanging low,

        

        "Are you thinking about marriage?"

        

        At Hiwon's next question, I flinched and quickly raised my head.

        

        I saw Hiwon with a calm expression.

        Beside her, Eunhwan was staring with her mouth wide open and a bright red face.

        

        "M-marriage...? Isn't that too fast? We just started dating yesterday...?!"

        

        My tongue got tied as I spoke.

        I could feel the heat rising to my face.

        

        M-marriage, she says.

        Well, it's not like I've never thought about it, but isn't it a bit too early to discuss it now...?

        I haven't even told my parents yet, and Cecilia and I haven't talked about anything like that.

      

      
        

        Of course, I'm not against it at all, but...

        ....

        

        "Senior, your face is bright red."

        "Indeed. But I didn't mean to surprise you."

        

        Hiwon continued.

        Looking up, I saw her surprisingly serious face.

        

        "Seriously speaking."

        "...?"

        "Like Cecilia, other species don't have anything to prove their identity, right? Like a resident registration card."

        "...Ah~... No, they don't."

        "We've registered who's who with photos of basic information we've collected, but it's not complete. Cecilia doesn't have a photo either, right?"

        "Ah, yes. She filled out personal information at first, but we never took a photo."

        

        As expected of a judge's daughter, she knew a lot.

        I nodded, and Hiwon continued.

        

        "The system is still incomplete, so things are a bit chaotic... but after recent events, there's a movement to change that. Proper verification, investigation, creating ID cards~ treating them systematically. They're essentially being treated as quasi-citizens."

        "I see. That's good news, yes. ...But how does this connect to marriage...?"

        

        I tilted my head in confusion, and Eunhwan did the same.

        Casually brushing off our gazes, Hiwon said:

        

        "There are some things in this world that are difficult without identity verification, right? Like traveling abroad, getting jobs in public enterprises, civil service, and other administrative matters."

        "Y-yes?"

        "And in a similar vein~ marriage is one of those things."

        "Oh."

        "Hehe."

        

        Hiwon laughed as if amused.

        With Eunhwan now fully in spectator mode, she continued.

        

        "It is too early to talk about it, I suppose. I'm not particularly suggesting you get married right away, and even if you wanted to, you couldn't right now. Because there's no identity verification. Since it's a low priority, even if they reform the system, it will take time."

        "I see..."

        

        I nodded heavily.

        

        Hmm, unexpected but important information.

        Even if we wanted to, we couldn't. It would take time.

        I understood that with crime prevention and other immediate needs, marriage would be a lower priority.

        

        But still, hmm.

        It might be a bit disappointing...?

        

        I wonder how long it would take.

        From what Hiwon was saying, it seemed the legal sector was planning to make major moves, but if it took years, that would be problematic...

        

        As I was lost in these thoughts,

        

        "So~."

        

        Looking at me, Hiwon giggled and gave me a wink.

        

        "If you want to get married, let me know~. I'll help you."

        "...Ah, what?"

        "Yes~! Anytime, even tomorrow if you want."

        

        Hiwon said with a confident voice.

        Beside her, Eunhwan was staring at her with wide, surprised eyes.

        

        "You're going to get married, right?"

        "..."

        "It would be sad if you wanted to but couldn't, right~?"

        

        As if reading my mind, Hiwon smiled brightly.

        

        "Leave it to me. Who am I? Something like identity verification is nothing."

        

        And then.

        

        "What are friends for?"

        

        "Friends..."

        

        I felt a strange and complex emotion.

        But definitely not a bad one.

        It was a kind of proud, tingling feeling.

        

        ...I really do have good acquaintances, good friends.

        That's what I thought.

        

        "Alright, serious talk over! Eunhwan, grab him!"

        "Yes—!"

        "Urgh."

        

        And suddenly Eunhwan lunged at me and put me in a chokehold.

        Seeing me unable to move... Hiwon completely changed her expression and smiled wickedly.

        

        "Hehe... Now let's talk about your love life, Eunhyuk~?"

        "Ah, hahaha..."

        "There's no use running away, Senior!"

        

        ...Scary women.

      

      
        

        "I'm looking forward to your lovey-dovey story♪"

        

        ...It seemed I really wouldn't be able to work my shift properly.

        With a sigh, I slowly began to continue my story.

        

        ***

        

        "Ugh..."

        

        My legs felt heavy climbing the stairs.

        It was because my energy had been completely drained from talking about romance with two women.

        

        Why were they both so curious about everything...

        

        [Have you kissed, have you kissed?!]

        [Ooh, petting, huh. How nice. Cecilia's cat ears and tail~ I want to stroke them too~....]

        

        Only after talking like that for a long time was I finally released.

        They were truly terrifying people.

        

        "I'm home..."

        

        I finally managed to drag my feet and flung the door open.

        

        "Welcome back..."

        

        I saw Cecilia sprawled face down on the bed.

        She hadn't even changed her clothes, making me wonder if she too had run out of energy.

        

        "Oof..."

        "Eunhyuk..."

        "Yes?"

        

        As I was taking off my coat while looking at Cecilia, she suddenly called out to me.

        Hearing her voice that seemed to be asking me to listen, I paused changing my clothes and looked at her.

        

        "...They found out we're dating."

        "Ah..."

        

        With that one sentence, I immediately understood her situation.

        

        Well, yes.

        ...It seems she was in the exact same boat as me.

        

        "Phil, Hyerim, and even Sherry came, and the three of them..."

        

        She had to deal with three people, even.

        No wonder she was exhausted.

        

        "Hmm, I got found out too. By Hiwon and Eunhwan."

        "Hehe, we're the same..."

        

        Cecilia murmured weakly.

        Seeing her like that made me smile wryly.

        

        I stopped changing clothes and plopped down next to her.

        

        "...Mmm."

        "Oops."

        

        Cecilia immediately rested her head on my lap.

        The moderate weight and the sensation of her rubbing her head against my thigh tickled.

        

        "Hehe. Yes. Good job."

        "...♥"

        

        I reached out and stroked Cecilia's head and ears, which were in just the right position.

        As soon as my hand touched her, Cecilia smiled comfortably and let out a small purring sound.

        

        Silver hair, delicate, youthful features.

        Cat ears and tail.

        Pink lips.

        

        "...Hey, Cecilia."

        "Mmm...?"

        

        The word "marriage" lingered in my mouth.

        After briefly gazing at her light blue eyes that had slightly opened, I smiled and changed what I was going to say.

        

        "Nothing, it's nothing."

        "Mmm? What is it?"

        "...If I say it's nothing, then it's nothing!"

        "Kyah! Mmm, hehe♥"

        

        I shouted evasively and playfully ruffled her hair.

        Cecilia let out a surprised yelp, but soon her face was filled with a happy, beaming smile.

        She was cute. As always.

        

        "Just. I love you. That's what I was going to say, yeah."

        "Yes~♬ I love you too, Eunhyuk♥"

        

        Cecilia smiled brightly with an expression full of affection.

        Looking at her, I too smiled happily.

        

        A proposal was still something for much later.
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        "Mmm, it's getting chilly."

        

        The breath I exhaled became a distinct white mist that scattered in the air.

        The sky was white, and the autumn leaves were no longer visible.

        The cold air caressing my hands and face clearly signaled winter's approach.

        

        "Even puddles are freezing over frequently... Though not solidly yet."

        

        Days with temperatures dropping below freezing had become more common.

        

        It wasn't just happening on those days when the weather suddenly turned cold like before.

        Rather, these days, temperatures just cold enough to form a thin layer of ice were considered relatively warm.

        

        Winter had almost arrived... or rather, before I knew it, early winter was already here.

        Soon, I thought, winter's flowers might fall from the sky.

        That is, snow.

        

        "I wonder how she'll react."

        

        After finishing my part-time job, walking along my usual route, I smiled faintly.

        

        Cecilia, a cat-person whose ears and tail seemed to have gotten a bit fluffier lately.

        My roommate... my lover.

        My first cute girlfriend.

        

        If I remember correctly, she said she had never seen snow before.

        She mentioned she had only lived in warm regions.

        Just imagining how she would react seeing white flowers falling from the sky for the first time made me grin uncontrollably.

        

        As I walked lost in these thoughts, I suddenly found myself right in front of my home.

        

        I climbed the stairs with steady steps and placed my hand on the front door.

        After entering the passcode and swinging the door open, I saw Cecilia changing clothes in our narrow studio apartment, just like any other day.

        

        "I'm home, Cecilia."

        "Oh. Welcome back, Eunhyuk!"

        

        She must have just arrived, as she was in the middle of loosening her tie when she spotted me and smiled brightly.

        Seeing her warm smile spread across her face made me smile too.

        

        "Ugh..."

        

        Having finished removing her tie, Cecilia then pulled off her beige vest.

        As her white shirt was revealed, that, um... voluptuous something bounced noticeably.

        

        As I flinched and turned my head away, Cecilia spoke up.

        

        "Hey, Eunhyuk. Do you have anything planned for dinner tonight?"

        "Oh, huh? No, not really...?"

        "Then, you know~."

        

        Hearing her voice trail off, I glanced back at her.

        Our eyes met as she was also peeking at me.

        

        Maintaining eye contact, Cecilia gave me a sweet smile.

        Clasping her hands together over her white shirt, she spoke in a cute voice.

        

        "Teach me how to cook~."

        "Huh?"

        "Yes!"

        

        It was a somewhat unexpected request.

        

        ***

        

        "But why cooking all of a sudden...? Not that I mind teaching you, of course..."

        

        A little while later, back at our home.

        Setting down the grocery bags on the floor, I asked Cecilia, who was taking off her shoes beside me.

        

        Why did she suddenly want to learn cooking?

        I mean, it was admirable, but...

        It was so sudden that I couldn't help but wonder.

        

        Was my cooking not good?

        ...That couldn't be it. She ate breakfast heartily this morning too.

        Or did she just randomly want to learn? Or had she been planning this for a while but never found the right opportunity?

        The latter seemed somewhat plausible.

        

        As I was pondering these possibilities, Cecilia spoke up.

        

        "Well... at school, they said we have a cooking practical next week..."

        "Ah, I see."

        

        The reason was simpler than I thought.

        

        There was a cooking practical at school, and she wasn't confident, so she wanted to practice beforehand.

        Hmm, youth indeed.

      

      
        

        "But if it's a school practical, isn't it usually just basics? Simple cutting and grilling, that sort of thing."

        "...I can't even do that much..."

        "Eh?"

        

        This was quite unexpected.

        

        As I paused unpacking the groceries and turned around, I saw Cecilia shrinking back, fidgeting nervously.

        Her cat tail curling under her legs was quite a sight.

        

        Cecilia can't cook?

        I'd never actually seen her cook, but somehow I had the impression she would be good at it.

        Was that just my bias?

        

        "You can't cook at all?"

        "...I can manage something like fish grilled over an open fire, to some extent..."

        "Ah, okay. Got it."

        

        That one sentence gave me a pretty good idea.

        

        Well, she did say she'd been on the run for several years.

        It made sense that she wouldn't know how to cook if she never had the chance to learn.

        

        ...Still, the only thing she knew how to make was fish grilled over an open fire.

        That's pretty wild, Cecilia.

        

        "I see... So I just need to teach you the basics? How does the practical work? Do you form groups and make assigned dishes?"

        "Mmm, we form groups and make whatever we want. The minimum requirement is one dish per person."

        "That's tough... Do you have any menu in mind?"

        "Oh, yes."

        

        Having removed her coat and outer clothes, a much lighter-dressed Cecilia rushed over to me.

        She stuck close to my side and whispered something in a small voice.

        

        "Do you think it's possible...?"

        

        Cecilia looked up at me and asked cautiously.

        I nodded lightly in response, while also tilting my head slightly.

        

        "It's not difficult, so of course it's possible, but... why are you whispering?"

        "I'm... embarrassed..."

        "...? Why...?"

        

        Embarrassed?

        

        ...Why?

        

        I couldn't think of any reason.

        It wasn't like it was a strange dish or anything.

        It was a common dish that many people eat...

        

        Why would she be embarrassed about it?

        

        "If I'm embarrassed, I'm embarrassed! Let's start!"

        "Oh, okay."

        

        I was genuinely puzzled, but seeing Cecilia's bright red face as she desperately flapped her hands, I didn't feel the need to press further.

        ...Well, she must have her reasons.

        

        After enjoying the sight of her flapping her hands like a little chick for a moment, I slowly began the cooking lesson.

        

        ***

        

        "Never let your hand be in the path of the knife. Always hold the ingredient from the side—... Yes, like that. That's right. You're doing well."

        "So I cut like this?"

        "Yes. Just push forward and slice."

        "...Hiyah!"

        

        A satisfying thunk sound of the knife cutting echoed softly around us.

        Seemingly moved by her first successful knife cut in her life, Cecilia turned to me with sparkling eyes.

        

        "I, I did it, Eunhyuk...!"

        "Yes, yes! Well done, well done~!"

        

        When I reached out to pat her head, Cecilia immediately beamed with a happy smile.

        The tail wagging behind her back was a pleasant sight.

        

        "Now, let's continue cutting."

        "Yes!"

        "Radish is a hard ingredient. Be careful not to slip by applying too much force, slide the knife smoothly from back to front."

        "Like... this..."

        "Yes. You're doing great."

        

        With slow, rhythmic thunks, the large white radish was gradually sliced.

        Though much clumsier and slower than if I were doing it, her focused and earnest effort was nice to see.

        

        "Okay. That's enough. We don't need to slice it all."

        "Okay."

      

      
        "Next, shall we move on to using the stove? Come on, turn it on~."

        "Y-yes!"

        

        She put down the knife, transferred the sliced radish to another container.

        After washing her hands properly, Cecilia placed a pot on the induction stove.

        I stepped back to watch her from behind.

        

        "Now, add the meat we bought earlier!"

        "Y-yes!"

        "Add a little sesame oil and grab the spatula!"

        "Grabbing the spatula...!"

        

        Cecilia put the meat and sesame oil into the pot and firmly gripped the spatula.

        As a light smoke and sizzling sound began to rise, I continued.

        

        "Stir~ it while sautéing."

        "Um... just stir?"

        "Yes. If you leave it in one place, it'll burn, so just mix it around to cook it evenly."

        "I see..."

        "Sautéing isn't that difficult. Surprisingly."

        

        Cecilia carefully and slowly stirred the contents of the pot with the spatula in her hand.

        After watching her for a moment, I spoke again.

        

        "Next, add a bit of soup soy sauce~."

        "Uh, soup soy sauce, um..."

        "Over there. In the cupboard."

        "Hmm... ah!"

        "Measure with a spoon. Roughly two spoonfuls?"

        

        Cecilia put down the spatula for a moment to get the soup soy sauce.

        She carefully added one spoonful, then another, and naturally, a pleasant aroma began to waft from the pot.

        

        "It smells delicious...!"

        "Your first dish always tastes good, but... this might actually be worth looking forward to? You're doing well, Cecilia."

        

        When I gave her an honest compliment, Cecilia shrank back shyly and smiled faintly.

        Her flushed cheeks and shrinking ears were adorable.

        

        "Now, next. Stir again~."

        "Okay."

        "Once it's cooked, add the sliced radish!"

        "Adding...!"

        

        When she put the pre-sliced radish into the pot, the sizzling sound grew louder throughout the room.

        Though slightly startled by the sound, Cecilia showed no signs of being overwhelmed and bravely picked up the spatula to stir the pot again.

        

        "This process brings out the umami, so just sauté it a little. Stir until the radish becomes slightly translucent."

        "Yes!"

        

        As the pleasant aroma began to spread, Cecilia seemed to be getting excited, responding energetically and moving her hands.

        

        "Oh~ It's becoming slightly translucent, Eunhyuk!"

        "Then it's time to add water~. About two-thirds of the pot. You can use a cup to transfer it."

        "Okay~!"

        

        Following my instructions, Cecilia grabbed a cup and busily went back and forth between the water purifier and the pot.

        Soon, as I confirmed the water was boiling, I continued.

        

        "Now it's time to add seasonings. First, anchovy stock powder!"

        "Yes!"

        "Then the soup soy sauce we used earlier!"

        "Yes! Oh, how much?"

        "As you see fit."

        "Eh?"

        "Cooking is mainly about adjusting the seasoning. Taste it and add as much as you think is appropriate."

        

        Perhaps because I had been giving precise instructions from start to finish, Cecilia's eyes seemed to waver a bit when suddenly given freedom to decide.

        But after a moment, she closed her eyes once, opened them, and continued cooking with renewed vigor.

        

        "Hmm..."

        

        The dish she was making was radish soup.

        Specifically, beef radish soup.

        A very simple and easy dish with few components that could go wrong.

        

        Adding soy sauce little by little, Cecilia repeatedly tasted the soup with a very serious expression.

        

        It's a dish that tastes good even if made roughly, so she didn't really need to be that meticulous.

        I thought so, but didn't say it out loud.

        

        "...I think it's done."

        "Okay. Let's eat then!"

        

        Finally, a satisfied Cecilia nodded, and I spoke cheerfully.

        The timing was just right for dinner.

        It was time to taste.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.99Delicious Dinner

      
        "Let's see. I've put out the rice bowl... Ah, Cecilia, could you bring the utensils?"

        "Sure."

        

        The metal spoons and chopsticks clinked together with a light rattling sound.

        Freshly cooked rice, various side dishes taken from the refrigerator, and soup that Cecilia had made herself were placed one by one on the table, filling the surroundings with gentle clinking sounds.

        

        "There. All done."

        

        Looking at the fully set table, I spoke softly.

        

        It was an ordinary meal.

        White rice, the usual side dishes.

        And beef and radish soup that didn't look bad at all.

        Except for the fact that Cecilia had helped, it was just the usual everyday meal with nothing particularly special about it.

        

        But that was only from my perspective.

        

        "...Mmm."

        

        Glancing to the side, I saw Cecilia with a tense expression.

        Her ears were half-folded, and her body was stiff.

        Her pretty face, which kept stealing glances at the soup, clearly revealed a faint anxiety.

        

        A wry smile escaped my lips.

        

        She didn't need to be that nervous.

        Whether it tasted good or not, the very fact that she had done something for me was endearing.

        Besides, it was such a simple dish that it would be hard to mess up....

        

        Still, saying that probably wouldn't help.

        

        I quietly reached out my hand and gently stroked Cecilia's stiff head.

        

        "Eep!"

        "Let's eat, Cecilia."

        

        Though startled by the sudden pat, she nodded obediently at my words.

        

        I seated her at one side of the table and sat down across from her.

        

        "Well then..."

        

        Steam rose from the rice and soup.

        The subtle, appetizing aroma tickled my nose and stimulated my appetite.

        

        The first thing to try would naturally be the soup.

        As I picked up my spoon, Cecilia visibly tensed up, her body stiffening.

        

        "..."

        "—Nom."

        "Ah!"

        

        And before she could worry any further, I quickly scooped up a spoonful of soup and put it in my mouth.

        

        A subtle, savory taste spread in my mouth.

        Cecilia flinched nervously.

        

        After savoring the taste for a moment, I swallowed.

        

        "How is it...?"

        

        Cecilia asked in a careful voice.

        

        Of course, I knew exactly what to say.

        

        "It's delicious, Cecilia!"

        

        It wasn't just flattery—it really was delicious.

        The flavors had infused well, and the seasoning was perfect.

        

        I meant it sincerely and spoke lightly, mainly to ease Cecilia's excessive tension, but...

        

        "Hueeee..."

        "Cecilia?!"

        

        I was startled to see Cecilia slump weakly to the floor right after I spoke, and I quickly rushed to her side.

        

        "Are you okay?"

        "Ueh, hehe... Sorry, all the tension just drained out of me..."

        

        She answered like that when I asked while supporting her weakened body.

        Seeing her relieved expression, I felt reassured that it wasn't anything serious.

        

        But wait, while I understand that serving someone your first cooking attempt can be nerve-wracking...

        Is this normally something to be so extremely nervous about?

        Getting increasingly confused, I decided to ask her directly.

        

        "...But why were you so nervous, Cecilia?"

        "Hmm?"

        "Being shy, anxious... Did you think I would judge you harshly?"

        "Ah, ahaha. Was it that obvious on my face? How embarrassing..."

        

        Cecilia blushed shyly in my arms.

      

      
        Soon after, she straightened herself up and continued hesitantly.

        

        "No, it's not that I thought you'd be harsh or anything."

        "Okay."

        "...Eunhyuk, you're good at cooking."

        "Huh?"

        "You're good at cooking, Eunhyuk! It's, it's embarrassing to show my poor skills in front of someone who's good! It makes me nervous!!"

        

        Cecilia insisted energetically, stomping her feet.

        I just stared at her with a blank expression.

        

        That's the reason...?

        Somehow, it felt like such a trivial reason that I felt deflated.

        

        "And also..."

        "Also?"

        "...This was the first dish you ever made for me. Do you remember?"

        

        The first dish I made for her?

        I don't remember clearly, but it might have been...?

        

        "Back then. I was so moved when I ate it."

        "Were you?"

        "I was still awkward then so I couldn't express it properly... but yes."

        

        Cecilia's expression softened.

        It was a gentle look, as if reminiscing about a fond memory.

        

        "It was warm and delicious. It had a taste that made my heart feel at ease. I couldn't forget that taste even as time passed..."

        "So you wanted to try making it yourself?"

        "Hehe. Yes, that's right~. To be more precise... I wanted to give back what I received! Now, Eunhyuk! Say aah~."

        "Eh, what?"

        

        Before I knew it, Cecilia had picked up a spoon, scooped some soup, and held it out to my mouth.

        Looking awkwardly back and forth between Cecilia's smiling face and the warm soup in the spoon, I opened my mouth after a moment of bewilderment.

        

        "Ah, aah..."

        "Utcha~. Hehe, is it yummy~?"

        "...It's yummy. Mmm..."

        

        I was, I was really embarrassed.

        Never in my life did I imagine I'd be on the receiving end of an "aah~" at my age...

        ...But it really did taste good.

        

        "I'm so glad♥"

        

        Cecilia said in a voice filled with affection.

        

        "I'm going to learn other dishes too. The ones you made for me, the ones your mother made..."

        "..."

        "'To captivate a man, you must first win his stomach,' that's what Elya told me. I'll work hard. ...Fall for me all over again, Eunhyuk...♥"

        

        A voice full of affection.

        An expression full of affection.

        

        Faced with Cecilia's love dripping like honey, I could only stand there frozen, unable to say anything.

        

        "Come on, let's eat! The food will get cold if we keep standing here."

        "Ah, y-yeah."

        

        Only after Cecilia said that was I able to return to my seat and continue the meal.

        

        I was supposed to be the one teaching her...

        Somehow our positions seemed to have reversed, and while I tilted my head in confusion, I could only chew silently, unable to resist that happiness and warmth.

        

        ...The meal was delicious.

        It really was delicious.

        

        That's all there was to it.

        

        ***

        

        "Thank you for the meal~!"

        "Thank you for the meal."

        

        Time passed, and dinner came to an end.

        

        We cleared the dishes and wiped the table.

        Then, as Cecilia naturally headed toward the sink, I gently tapped her shoulder.

        

        "Hmm?"

        "I'll do it today. Since you made the food."

        "But I only made the soup?"

        "Still, I want to return the favor, even if it's small. Do you mind?"

        

        When I asked somewhat firmly, Cecilia's eyes widened slightly before she broke into a chuckle.

        

        "Hehe. Not at all~! Then I'll leave it to you today, Eunhyuk♪"

        "Okay."

        

        We switched places, and I stood in front of the sink.

        I turned on the faucet with a tap, and the sound of rushing water filled the room.

        

      

      
        "...♥"

        "You know, you can go rest on the bed, Cecilia?"

        "Mm~. But I want to watch. I want to see you♪"

        

        While scrubbing the dishes, I noticed Cecilia's presence still beside me, so I spoke up, only to receive such a response.

        

        When I turned my head, I saw Cecilia smiling playfully.

        Looking at her, I also chuckled and, since my hands were wet, used my chin to gently stroke her cat ears on top of her head.

        

        "Mmm. Hehe♬"

        

        A bright voice, a fluffy tail swaying gently.

        I was glad she seemed happy.

        

        As always, we don't have many dishes to wash.

        We don't accumulate them, and we don't use many dishes to begin with, so it didn't take long to finish washing up.

        

        "...Done!"

        "Good job, Eunhyuk~."

        

        Receiving Cecilia's warm words, I wiped my wet hands on the towel.

        After rubbing my hands together to make sure they were dry, I placed them on Cecilia's head as she wagged her tail in front of me.

        

        "—!"

        "You kept purring beside me... I've been holding back from petting you, Cecilia~."

        "Hueh, hmm. Mmm...♥"

        

        As I gently fondled her ears, Cecilia let out a sweet moan with an ecstatic expression.

        Her reaction was completely different from when I had casually stroked her with my chin earlier.

        Hands were truly the best for petting.

        

        "Mm. Utcha..."

        

        I removed my hand and walked over to the bed.

        As I plopped down, Cecilia followed and sat down beside me.

        

        "...Tomorrow starts the weekend."

        

        Leaning her head against me, Cecilia murmured.

        

        At the same time, I noticed her hand sneaking toward mine, so I gently took it and interlaced our fingers.

        It was warm and soft.

        

        "It's our first weekend since we, um... became a couple, Eunhyuk~."

        "That's right... What should we do? What do you want to do, Cecilia?"

        "Hmm, I wonder. What would be good..."

        

        Cecilia spoke in a murmur while playing with my hand.

        The touch of her hair against my shoulder tickled.

        

        In that position, we spent a moment quietly enjoying each other's presence.

        The warmth transmitted between us, the sound of each other's breathing.

        It was very comfortable despite the silence and lack of words.

        

        "...Hm?"

        

        Just then, Cecilia suddenly spoke up.

        When I turned my head, I saw her looking toward the window.

        

        "Cecil—"

        "Ah, Eunhyuk! Eunhyuk! Look outside!"

        "Huh, what?"

        

        And as she pulled my hand, I also looked out the window.

        

        "Oh."

        

        The quiet night city.

        The clean, pitch-black winter sky.

        

        In place of the invisible stars, white crystals descended from the sky.

        

        Snow.

        The first snow of the year.

        

        "Wow...!"

        

        Glancing to the side, I saw Cecilia with her mouth wide open, her eyes sparkling like a child's.

        Seeing her tail swaying excitedly, I chuckled and opened my mouth.

        

        "Hehe. Do you like it? Then tomorrow we could play in the snow—"

        "Eunhyuk!"

        "Ah, yes?"

        "Let's go outside!"

        "...Now?"

        "Now!"

        

        Well, this is a bit unexpected...

        

        Whether she knew what I was thinking or not, Cecilia dashed to the wardrobe with sparkling eyes.

        After watching her rummage around for her coat for a moment, I chuckled softly again and got up from my seat.

        

        Really, what an impossible cat she was.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.100A Winter Day's Outing

      
        "Wow...! Snow! Snow! White stuff is falling from the sky, Eunhyuk!"

        

        Like a child, Cecilia laughed brightly as she excitedly ran around on the snow-covered ground.

        Wearing only a thin coat, Cecilia walking through the snow with her radiant expression was a sight worthy of being called a perfect painting.

        

        She kicked off the ground, jumped, and almost slipped but maintained her balance with her reflexes, then laughed awkwardly.

        As expected of a beast-person, her physical abilities were impressive.

        

        But the problem was...

        

        "Ah, wait, Cecilia, wait for me...!"

        

        As expected of a beast-person, her running speed was also remarkably fast.

        

        Cecilia was frolicking outside at full beast-person speed, thoroughly enjoying herself.

        When I shouted while barely keeping up with her, she turned to look at me with a sheepish expression.

        

        "Huff! Hah...!"

        "Ah, ahaha... Sorry, Eunhyuk. Are you okay?"

        "Hah, *cough*. Ugh, the air is so cold..."

        

        With each rough breath, beautiful white vapor scattered in all directions.

        

        The clean, pitch-black winter sky.

        Against that backdrop, pure white ice crystals fell gently.

        

        In the midst of it all, Cecilia looked at me with concern, releasing white breaths.

        

        All the things I had planned to say—about running off suddenly or the dangers of slipping—seemed to melt away the moment I saw her face.

        

        "...Mischievous cat."

        "Ah. Huh?"

        

        I gently reached out and pinched her soft cheek.

        It was soft and warm. The gentle touch made me smile involuntarily.

        

        She looked puzzled, not understanding why she was suddenly pinched.

        It was cute how she tilted her head while sandwiched between my hands.

        

        "You should at least wear a hood when you're out. Aren't your ears cold? With snow falling on them?"

        

        I asked, looking at her silver-white ears on top of her head after removing my hands.

        

        Cecilia's cat ears with their fluffy fur.

        They looked warm, and they actually felt warm and fluffy when touched, but I was a bit worried if they would be fine in this severe cold and snow.

        Especially since snow was now accumulating on that fluffy fur.

        No matter how fluffy they were, they would get cold if they kept getting chilled and wet like that.

        

        Whether she read my concern or not, Cecilia shook the snow off her ears and answered lightly.

        

        "This much is fine! The fur isn't just for show~. Well, I might get cold if I stay like this for too long, but I'm still okay."

        "Really? That's good."

        "Hmm~. ...But you know, conversely, the parts without fur might be a little cold...maybe?"

        

        Suddenly saying that, Cecilia fidgeted as if expecting something from me.

        I didn't miss how her glancing eyes were directed at my hands.

        

        Chuckling, I extended my hand.

        

        "Yes, yes! I can't let our Cecilia be cold. Here!"

        "...♬ Yes! Hehe♬"

        

        Cecilia eagerly grabbed my outstretched hand.

        She immediately interlocked our fingers and kneaded my hand as if checking the texture.

        

        "Hmm♪ Hmm~♬ ...♥"

        

        Her humming and purring lovely smile tickled my ears.

        The feeling of Cecilia's hand kneading mine, the warmth and softness transmitted, was indescribably happy.

        

        I suddenly turned my head to look at Cecilia's face.

        Our eyes met as she happened to turn toward me at the same moment, and we both flinched in surprise before breaking into smiles.

        

        "Hehe, yes! Great―! Where should we go now, Eunhyuk~?"

        "Hmm~. Good question, we don't have any specific plans..."

        

        I muttered quietly as I walked.

        The crunching sensation of snow compacting under my feet felt pleasant.

        

        "Want to go to a clothing store?"

        "A clothing store?"

        "Yeah. For things like gloves or hats. You might be fine now, but you'll need them eventually, right?"

        "Hmm~ I wonder~..."

        

        A white crystal gently floated down and landed on Cecilia's nose bridge, melting away instantly.

        Exhaling a gem-like white breath with a "haah," Cecilia tilted her head.

        

        "Hmm~... I don't think I really need them?"

        "You don't need them?"

        "Yeah. I mean, gloves are for keeping hands warm, right? But I can just~..."

        

        Suddenly, Cecilia squeezed my hand again and started kneading it.

        The unexpected ticklish sensation made me involuntarily let out a strange "haht" sound.

        

        "If I hold Eunhyuk's hand tightly like this, that's warm enough, isn't it?"

        "...Mmm, how cute. That's very sweet of you, Cecilia."

        "Hmm?"

        "But you'll probably need them to play in the snow, right? It's hard to handle snow with bare hands after all."

        "Nah~. How cold could it possibly be?"

        

        With a confident smile, Cecilia lowered her posture.

        Then she scooped up a handful of snow from the ground and started kneading it in her hands—

        

        "See, it's fine— Ah, cold!?!"

        

        —and promptly threw the lump of snow far away.

        

      

      
        Cecilia wiggled her reddened hands.

        With her ears twitching in surprise, she continued with a flustered look.

        

        "S-snow is naturally this cold...?"

        "Well, it's ice. Of course it's cold."

        "I heard it was cold, but I didn't think it would be THIS cold..."

        

        Ah, come to think of it, she mentioned this was practically her first time seeing snow.

        So that's why she didn't expect it to be so cold.

        She was so confident, but got caught off guard in a strange way. How cute.

        

        "Uuu..."

        

        Cecilia blew on her bright red hands as if they were freezing.

        I reached out to her and firmly held her reddened hands in mine.

        

        "Hueh?!"

        

        Startled by the sudden hand-holding, Cecilia flinched and let out a strange sound.

        Looking at her reddening face, I spoke.

        

        "This way you'll warm up faster, right?"

        "H-huu, um, yes..."

        

        Now it was my turn to knead her hands, and she lowered her head, unable to overcome her embarrassment.

        

        Her twitching ears and bright red cheeks were adorable.

        Chuckling, I whispered into her cat ear right in front of me.

        

        "...Cute."

        "Uuu...!!"

        

        Her tail fluttered behind her back.

        With a tearful expression of embarrassment, Cecilia pulled her hand away and started lightly pounding on my chest.

        

        "Ow, ow, ow! Haha, sorry Cecilia. Sorry... Ouch."

        "Uuu...! D-doing that outside is cheating! What if someone hears..."

        "If someone hears? I don't particularly mind."

        "I'm saying I'm embarrassed...!"

        "Ow, ow. Okay, okay. I got it. I'll restrain myself outside. Yes, hehe..."

        

        I couldn't help but smile at the gentle pounding.

        Soon, I opened my arms and tightly embraced Cecilia, who was still moving her hands.

        

        "Eep...?!"

        

        Cecilia flinched at the sudden hug.

        After confirming she had calmed down, I whispered softly to her in my arms.

        

        "Shall we go?"

        "...Mm..."

        

        She's strong when attacking but relatively weak when being attacked.

        She gets especially embarrassed in public.

        

        Recalling these newly discovered traits of my lover, I led her toward the clothing store with a smile.

        

        I had released the hug, but we were still holding hands.

        

        ***

        

        "Hmm hmm~♬"

        

        A little while later, after finishing our simple shopping, Cecilia had a fluffy scarf wrapped around her neck.

        A simple cold-weather accessory.

        Since her clothes were thin, I bought it as a supplement.

        The fluffy knit material matched Cecilia's impression well, and she seemed to like it too, so it was worth buying.

        

        "...Warm♪"

        

        Cecilia walked ahead with excited steps.

        

        By the way, she wasn't wearing gloves.

        She said she'd start wearing them tomorrow, not today, so they were currently sleeping in my pocket.

        

        As for a hat... we didn't buy one. She said she didn't need one.

        When I asked why, Cecilia said:

        

        [I have the one you bought me before, remember? I can just wear that~.]

        [I didn't forget! It's true I haven't been wearing it much lately, but I'm keeping it safely in my closet!]

        

        ...she said.

        

        The cat-shaped hat I had bought her when she was struggling to adapt to society, to help her hide being a beast-person.

        I thought it had become unnecessary as she adapted to society, but apparently she had been keeping it preciously, thinking she might wear it someday.

        It was somewhat touching.

        

        "~♬"

        

        Humming, Cecilia twirled on the snowy path as if sliding.

        Under the gentle streetlights, dancing beautifully amidst the white ice crystals, she looked like a fairy.

        ...As an aside, it was impressive how she didn't fall despite doing that—her athletic abilities were truly remarkable.

        

        "...Wow!"

        "Oh, ohh."

        

        As we walked through the park, both Cecilia and I simultaneously discovered something and stopped in our tracks.

        

        That something was a tree.

        Just a simple tree, one of the many street trees in the park.

        

        If we had seen it normally, we would have passed by without much interest.

        But right now—

        

        "...It's beautiful."

        "Yes. It's gorgeous."

        "Mm..."

      

      
        

        It was astonishingly beautiful.

        

        The white crystals gently falling from the sky sparkled like diamonds in the streetlight.

        Against the dark sky, the ordinary street tree shone brilliantly amidst countless fluttering diamonds.

        This mystical scene was a kind of hidden beauty that we wouldn't have had the chance to see except on a day like this.

        

        "It's so pretty..."

        "Yes."

        

        I approached Cecilia, who was staring at the scene with her mouth open in delight, and gently took her hand.

        

        "...So this is how beautiful snow can be..."

        "Yes."

        

        Cecilia's warmth and softness transmitted through our hands.

        Standing side by side, we quietly exhaled white breaths while being showered by the snow falling from the pitch-black sky.

        

        "It's kind of sad that it will melt when spring comes."

        "Yes."

        "Or rather, it's sad that we won't be able to see the same scene even by tomorrow."

        "You're quite greedy, Cecilia."

        "W-well, that's because!"

        

        Cecilia flinched.

        She looked at me with slight panic and continued speaking like a machine gun.

        

        "Such beautiful scenes aren't easy to come by! We might see it again if it snows tomorrow or the day after, but it will be somewhat different from what we're seeing now! So, that's, well..."

        "'This scene has meaning because it's now, not any other time'?"

        "Ah, yes, yes! That's it!"

        

        Cecilia nodded her head enthusiastically.

        Looking at her and smiling, I quietly took out my phone from my pocket.

        

        "Then, shall we take a picture?"

        "Ah."

        

        Cecilia opened her mouth in surprise.

        Her startled face seemed to say, "Oh right, that's an option."

        

        "Modern civilization is amazing. Come on, strike a pose?"

        "U-um. But what kind of pose? How?"

        "Hmm~. Let's see. A simple V-sign? No, since it's so beautiful, I'd like a pose that's more memorable..."

        

        At that moment, a thought occurred to me.

        

        A photo.

        A memorable pose.

        

        "Cecilia."

        "Yes?"

        "...Do you remember when we went on a date to the aquarium before?"

        "Huh?"

        

        A blank voice responded.

        After a moment, Cecilia's face suddenly turned bright red.

        

        "U-um, yes. I remember. Of course..."

        

        The aquarium date we went on by chance.

        At the end of it, we had our first kiss (albeit on the forehead), but due to excessive nervousness, we left without taking a picture.

        

        This was revenge for that time.

        

        "Come here, Cecilia?"

        "...? Okay."

        "Face me, come closer... That's right."

        

        With the tree as our backdrop, Cecilia and I stood facing each other at close distance.

        

        Whether from the cold or something else, Cecilia's face was bright red.

        As she looked up at me looking down at her, Cecilia suddenly realized what I was about to do and her face flushed even more intensely.

        

        "U-Eun—"

        "Shh."

        

        With my phone in one hand, I reached out.

        

        "Eep."

        

        My outstretched hand touched her soft cheek.

        Feeling that warmth and softness, I slowly tilted my head.

        

        "...Close your eyes."

        "..."

        "Yes, like that. Cute. Hehe..."

        

        Just before our lips met, I whispered.

        

        "...Come to think of it, this is our first kiss outside."

        

        A soft *chu♥* sound echoed.

        The pounding of our hearts was so loud that I could barely hear the camera shutter.

        

        "Haah...♥"

        

        After our lips parted, Cecilia exhaled a hot breath with a dreamy face.

        Feeling the heat in our breaths that froze white in the air, I whispered to her.

        

        "...I love you, Cecilia."

        "...Me too♥"

        

        Warmth spread and the snow melted.

        Though the weather was cold, our body temperatures were hotter than ever.

        

        With happiness circulating throughout our bodies, Cecilia and I smiled at each other for a moment.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.101Shining River

      
        "Eunhyuk, Eunhyuk! It's morning! Wake up!"

        "Mmm...?"

        

        Along with the sunlight shining on my eyes, I felt the touch of small hands shaking me awake.

        

        When I opened my eyes, Cecilia's sky-blue eyes peering down at me were the first thing I saw.

        

        "Hehe. Good morning, Eunhyuk!"

        

        Cecilia was smiling energetically, half-straddling me.

        Somewhat unconsciously, I gently fiddled with her arms as I opened my mouth with my still drowsy mind.

        

        "...Good morning, Cecilia."

        "Hihi~. Did you sleep well?"

        

        Cecilia squirmed slightly as if the touch tickled her.

        I stared blankly at her tail swishing behind her back for a moment before speaking again.

        

        "Yeah... I slept well. ...Hwaaam~."

        "Eek."

        

        I let out a long yawn and struggled to sit up.

        And naturally, Cecilia, who had been straddling me, lost her balance with a small shriek as I rose.

        

        "Eek, whoa."

        

        After wobbling for a moment with cute exclamations, she fell forward and snuggled into my arms.

        

        "...Mmm..."

        "—?!"

        

        Still in a drowsy state not fully awake, I embraced the cute creature in my arms tightly with both hands.

        

        She smelled nice.

        The faint trembling transmitted from her body was unbearably lovable.

        

        "...Warm, and soft..."

        "Uh, heh. Eh...?"

        

        When I unconsciously muttered those words, the small body in my arms trembled again with a start!

        

        She wriggled around in my arms for a while, then relaxed completely, seeming to entrust herself more deeply and comfortably to me, when suddenly...

        

        "...Ugh, this isn't right!"

        "Whoa."

        

        She abruptly broke free from my arms, escaping the hug.

        

        I saw Cecilia sitting in front of me with a bright red face.

        With a "Hmph!" and a prim expression, she exhaled and continued with a dignified attitude.

        

        "C-come on! How long are you going to stay drunk with sleep, Eunhyuk! Th-though the hug felt nice..."

        "..."

        "Ugh. ...Yes! We were supposed to play in the snow today, Eunhyuk!"

        "...Ah."

        

        Ah, that's right. We did plan that.

        Memories from yesterday vaguely seeped into my foggy mind.

        

        We bought gloves and got scarves as a bonus.

        Then, we took a short walk in the park and kissed, I think.

        ...I stayed up late secretly admiring the photos we took then.

        No wonder I felt sleepy.

        

        "Hmm, but I wonder if enough snow has accumulated to play with... Depending on the temperature, it might have already melted..."

        "Hmph~. I don't think that's a concern? Look outside the window!"

        "Huh...?"

        

        Shaking my sleepy head from side to side to wake up a bit, I turned my gaze toward the window as Cecilia suggested.

        

        "Oh."

        "I've never seen anything like this before!"

        

        And I could understand the reason for Cecilia's unusually high tension this morning.

        

        What was outside the window was a pure white snowfield, sparkling with everything covered in pristine snow.

        

        ***

        

        "Ooh, surprisingly fluffy."

        

        With each step Cecilia took, a pleasant crunching sound of snow echoed.

        

        Cecilia was fully equipped with a thick coat, hat, scarf, and gloves.

        Watching her pick up snow from the ground, touching it with eyes sparkling like a child, I smiled contentedly.

        

        "Aren't you cold, Cecilia?"

        "Nope! It's warmer than I expected. Maybe because I'm dressed so warmly?"

        

        Cecilia turned to look at me as I approached stealthily and answered cheerfully.

        

        I could see her cat ears hidden under her hat twitching slightly.

        Her silver-white tail, somehow pulled out between her coat and clothes, swished happily.

        

        Suddenly, she let out an "Ah" and looked alternately at the snow in her hand and at me.

        As I tilted my head in confusion, she packed the snow in her hand into a ball and...

        

        "...Hya!"

        "Phuek."

        

        She threw it right at me!

        

        With a "pak!" sound, the snowball broke apart and scattered.

        Through the snow powder splashing on my face, I could see Cecilia laughing brightly.

        

      

      
        "Hihi♬"

        

        Cecilia grinned with her face full of mischief.

        I responded to her with a fierce smile of my own.

        

        "Youuu~?"

        "Kyaa~. Run away~."

        

        As Cecilia immediately turned and started running, I grabbed a handful of snow.

        I packed it tightly and began chasing after her.

        

        "Over there~!"

        "Kyaaa~!"

        

        The crunching sound echoed with each step on the ground.

        A pure white snowfield under the deep blue sky.

        With a smile that kept escaping my lips, I threw snowballs at Cecilia, one after another.

        

        "Ah, missed."

        "Hehe! My turn now~!"

        "Whoa. Run, puhek!"

        

        Whisk! I got hit on the side of my head by a snowball flying in the opposite direction.

        Looking at the snow scattering against my hood, I quickly scraped up more snow from the ground.

        

        "Ce~ci~li~a~?"

        "Kyaaa~~!"

        

        Throwing snow, snow flying in.

        The sounds of "crunch," "whisk," "pak!" echoed in the clear sky many times.

        

        How would two grown adults having a snowball fight in the morning look to others?

        

        "Take this!"

        "Aaack!"

        

        ...We probably looked like a silly couple.

        Well, I didn't mind.

        

        "Cecilia~! I'll get my revenge!"

        "Ehehe~. Try to catch me, oh, hueek?!"

        

        Cecilia's feet suddenly slipped as she was running around on the snowy path.

        With a "poof!" she was buried in the snow, and I ran over in a hurry, startled.

        

        "Cecilia! Are you okay—."

        "Ahaha! This is really fluffy, Eunhyuk!"

        

        What I found was Cecilia buried in the snow, moving her arms and legs as if swimming.

        

        "It's not even that cold. Do you want to try too, Eunhyuk?"

        

        Seeing her energetically encouraging me, I chuckled.

        She was so healthy.

        

        "Ugh, cha!"

        "Hihi♬"

        

        Following Cecilia's suggestion, I also flopped down spread-eagle on the snow beside her.

        It was cool, fluffy, and surprisingly not as cold as I thought, which felt quite nice.

        

        "Hmm, this is good."

        "Right~?"

        

        Looking at me and smiling brightly, Cecilia answered with a confident voice.

        Then she suddenly reached out and gently placed her hand on my gloved hand.

        

        "...Hands with gloves don't feel much, it's kind of bland~..."

        "Yeah..."

        

        Despite saying that, we didn't let go of each other's hands for a while.

        

        After enjoying the clear air for a moment, around the time we thought we should get up, Cecilia spoke first.

        

        "So what should we play next, Eunhyuk?"

        "Hmm~. How about making a snowman?"

        "A snowman?"

        "You pack snow like this, into a bi~g ball and stack them. Like a person."

        "Wow! Let's do it! I want to try!"

        

        Cecilia, the cat whose eyes started sparkling again at my words.

        Watching her jump up and tug at me insistently, I grinned.

        

        She was just too cute.

        

        ***

        

        "Ugh... so, heavy...!"

        "Urgh, nnngh...!"

        

        The sounds of two people straining echoed through the quiet park.

        Of course, the man was me and the woman was Cecilia.

        It was the sound of us joining forces to lift a huge snowball.

        

        "Like, this?! Did we do it, Eunhyuk?!"

        "Just a moment, the balance just a little...!"

        

        The snowball we were moving was about 80cm in diameter. It came up just below the chest.

        

        Was it because I was making a snowman after a long time, and Cecilia for the first time?

        Two adults getting excited and packing snow wildly somehow resulted in this absurdly large creation.

        

        "Ugh... hur, ry...!"

        

        Not only was it large, but it was also heavy.

      

      
        Stacking it was a task.

        Especially the bottom snowball, which was over 1m in size... balancing it was hell.

        

        "Just a bit, push it a little more...!"

        "Uueh...!"

        "A little... got... it! Let go, Cecilia!"

        "Uhya...!!"

        

        With a heavy "gung" sound, the head was placed on the body.

        Wiping away sweat and stepping back a bit, we could see a large, sturdy, pure white snowman standing proudly in a corner of the park.

        

        The balance was good, and it didn't look unstable.

        

        The moment the thought "it's complete" crossed my mind, I exchanged enthusiastic high-fives with Cecilia standing next to me.

        

        "We did it! We did it, Eunhyuk!!"

        "Haha...! This actually worked?! Wow!"

        

        A few onlookers who had gathered at some point gave us a round of applause from a distance.

        Bowing our heads shyly in response, we looked at each other's flushed faces and laughed brightly.

        

        "Whew~ My hands are cold! My face is cold too!"

        "Yeah. We've been out for quite a while now... an hour? Two hours? I can't even tell anymore."

        

        Judging by how high the sun had risen, quite some time must have passed.

        Standing side by side and tilting our heads, we once again gazed at the snowman we had made.

        

        "...Hehe♪"

        "Feeling good?"

        "Yes~! I feel accomplished!"

        

        Cecilia grinned broadly.

        Looking at her, I chuckled and took off my gloves to gently stroke her bright red cheeks.

        

        "~♬ Warm!"

        

        Cecilia smiled happily and nuzzled her cheek against my hand in return.

        She was just like a real cat.

        

        "Then shall we... head back now? We need to eat too."

        

        While stroking her, I took a photo of the snowman with my other hand and spoke.

        Cecilia nodded simply in response.

        

        "Yes~. Oh, let's come out again after eating, Eunhyuk!"

        "Again?"

        "Yes! ...Is that not okay?"

        "Huhu. No, it's fine, Cecilia. Let's play again after eating."

        "♥ ...Chu♪"

        

        After giving a quick kiss to my fingers that were stroking her cheek, Cecilia grinned again and started walking.

        

        Startled by the sudden kiss, I stood still for a moment, watching her glide away.

        

        "Eunhyuk, Eunhyuk! Come over here for a second."

        "Ah, uh, yes?"

        "I found something interesting earlier~."

        

        Rubbing my fingers together and tilting my head in confusion, I followed her footsteps.

        

        "Here, here!"

        

        Past the street trees, cutting across the park on an unmarked path.

        The place we arrived at was a lakeside located in the center of the park.

        The temperature must have been quite low, as the sight of the entire large lake frozen solid was truly spectacular.

        

        "Ta-da~. A frozen river!"

        "Ooh. Is this what you wanted to show me?"

        "Yes! I caught a glimpse of it earlier while making the snowman~."

        

        Then Cecilia fearlessly stepped onto the lake and slid across the ice.

        I was worried it might crack, but it seemed to be frozen solid enough that there was no such concern.

        

        "Hehe. So rivers can freeze like this too. Amazing!"

        

        Technically it's a pond, not a river.

        Well, since it's a pond that stretches along the path, it might look like a river at a glance, and I didn't want to dampen Cecilia's excitement, so I didn't say it out loud.

        

        "Do you like it?"

        "Yes! It's very pretty~. It seems to shine because of the sunlight. ...Ah!"

        

        Following Cecilia, who was having fun sliding around, I also stepped onto the lake.

        Looking at me, Cecilia smiled brightly and said,

        

        "It's a 'shining river,' Eunhyuk!"

        "..."

        "I love it so much!"

        

        Seeing Cecilia looking so happy made my heart feel warm.

        Feeling my own face relaxing into a smile, I looked up at the sky and exhaled a white breath.

        

        "...Winter is really nice."

        

        Because I can see Cecilia like this.

        Until now, I hadn't particularly liked or disliked it, but from now on, I think I'll like it.

        

        "Great. After we eat, let's go sledding, Cecilia!"

        "Sledding? How do you do that?"

        "We'll find a suitable box, then one person sits on it, and then..."

        

        Thinking about having a really fun day today, I called out to Cecilia.

        

        After all, we still had plenty of time left before the weekend was over.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.102It's our first time drinking as lovers.

      
        "I'm back."

        "Huah, it's cold..."

        

        As I flung open the front door, Cecilia rushed into the room, rubbing her reddened hands together.

        

        "Brr, cold, so cold... It's really freezing outside, Eunhyuk. It definitely wasn't this bad this morning..."

        "I know. The temperature difference is bigger than I expected... Hey, you might catch a cold, so do you want to shower before dinner?"

        "Mmm, that sounds good... I'll use the bathroom first, Eunhyuk."

        "Take your time warming up."

        

        Cecilia, her nose bright red from the cold, nodded obediently at my words.

        

        She took off her coat and outer clothes, then quickly headed to the bathroom in her undergarments.

        Taking my eyes off her, I looked out the window, which had already grown dark.

        

        It was already evening.

        Even though winter evenings come early, we'd been out having fun until this hour—both Cecilia and I had impressive stamina.

        

        "...I hope she doesn't catch a cold."

        "Hmm?"

        "It's nothing!"

        

        I called out in response to Cecilia, who had peeked her head out from the bathroom.

        

        Fortunately, seeing how energetic she still was, I wasn't too worried about her catching a cold, but...

        ...the glimpse of her collarbone peeking out below her head was rather breathtaking.

        

        She could at least be a bit more careful when showering in a house she shares with a man.

        

        "Never mind, just take your shower, Cecilia... And your collarbone is showing."

        "...! Pervert!"

        

        Cecilia shouted.

        From her reaction, it seemed she hadn't realized it was visible.

        

        With a bright red face, she quickly ducked back into the bathroom.

        As I heard the door slam shut, I slowly covered my face with my palm.

        

        "Haah..."

        

        Then I exhaled slowly.

        

        Pervert, she said.

        What a sad word... because I couldn't exactly deny it.

        

        "...But it's not like I can help where my eyes go. She's pretty, honestly."

        

        I muttered excuses to myself.

        

        And honestly! In this case, Cecilia was the one who showed it to me!

        I just happened to stare at my girlfriend's body that came into view...!

        ...Damn, saying it like that makes me sound like a pervert too, which is a bit depressing.

        

        "...Let's stop here."

        

        I shook my head to clear away the distracting thoughts.

        Even if I did see something, it was just a glimpse of her collarbone, and even that was just a small mishap.

        No need to dwell on it too much. Right.

        

        "Time to prepare dinner~..."

        

        I muttered to myself as I moved toward the kitchen.

        Then I started rummaging through the large shopping bags we'd brought home earlier.

        

        "Since it's gotten so cold, let's have hot pot after a long time~. Luckily the meat was on sale so I got the good stuff, and plenty of vegetables too. Bought lots of mushrooms and other things. And..."

        

        As I was taking out ingredients one by one and placing them on the table, I suddenly froze.

        Then I carefully began to take out the last items remaining in the bag.

        

        "...Soju, beer..."

        

        Alcohol I'd bought after a long time.

        I'd picked them up casually, thinking we hadn't had any in a while, but...

        

        "Hmm."

        

        The distracting thoughts I'd just cleared away began to seep back from the depths of my mind.

        The word 'possibility' flashed through my head, and my heart pounded so hard it made me dizzy.

        

        Come to think of it, this would be our first time drinking since becoming a couple.

        

        Honestly, I had no idea what might happen.

        

        "..."

      

      
        

        It had been about a week since we started dating.

        Due to our unusual circumstances of living together before dating, I was aware that we were moving faster than typical couples, but...

        

        "I really don't know."

        

        I muttered quietly with a sigh.

        

        ...The ABCs of romance, was it?

        I'm an adult too. Of course I know.

        

        Kissing.

        Touching.

        ...Bodies intertwining.

        

        To be honest, these were things I'd been conscious of since we started dating.

        I just hadn't shown it outwardly.

        

        Cecilia nuzzling her face against my chest in her sleepy morning state.

        Naturally holding hands, and occasionally kissing my neck, fingers, or lips—my lovely girlfriend.

        

        Her bright smile is like that of a fairy.

        Though her oversized clothes often hide it, the occasional glimpses of her attractive silhouette drive me crazy.

        

        We live together, we sleep together.

        How could I not be conscious of that?

        

        Until now, I'd been covering up the sexual desire occasionally stirring deep inside me with pure affection.

        But I couldn't predict how that might change under the influence of alcohol.

        

        "...Being drunk would be, well, not ideal."

        

        My quiet mutter lacked conviction.

        

        In my opinion, the first time should be done sober.

        I've always thought that, and that hasn't changed.

        

        But now that we're already a couple and the resistance has faded considerably, what if we get drunk on top of that?

        Would I be able to resist getting carried away?

        

        "..."

        

        I kept my mouth shut.

        

        I didn't know.

        I truly couldn't tell.

        

        "...But, well."

        

        After a not-so-short time, I opened my mouth.

        

        As I slowly moved, my eyes fell on a box that had been tucked away in a corner since my mother had given it to me.

        

        "...It's good to be prepared, I guess."

        

        A box of condoms.

        And a box of tissues.

        

        I could feel my heart pounding so hard it might burst.

        I picked up the two boxes and, after a moment's hesitation, gently placed them on the table near the bed.

        

        "...This should be enough—"

        "Eunhyuk~! Could you bring me some clothes, plea..."

        

        I jumped at the voice behind me.

        

        Turning around, I saw Cecilia peeking out from the bathroom, just her face showing, like before.

        Talk about bad timing.

        

        A few strands of wet hair clung to her cheeks, shining with an alluring color.

        Conscious of what I'd said earlier, she was careful to show only her face, not her collarbone, but she didn't seem to realize that her face, flushed from the warm water, was also stimulating to a man.

        

        "Got it! Just wait a moment, Cecilia..."

        "..."

        

        Stumble, stagger.

        Nearly tripping over something strange, I somehow managed to make my way to the closet.

        

        I took out a shirt and pants that Cecilia often wore, then carefully pulled out underwear and hid it between the shirt and pants.

        

        I turned just my head and handed them to Cecilia, who took them from my hand with a purring laugh.

        

        "...Thanks, Eunhyuk♪"

        

      

      
        Click. I heard the door close.

        After turning my head to confirm that Cecilia had gone back in, I leaned halfway against the wall and let out a deep, deep sigh.

        

        "Phew...!"

        

        Thinking about it, Cecilia probably wouldn't even know what a condom is, so maybe I was being too nervous.

        When she saw one before, her reaction was "What's this?" so it probably wouldn't have been an issue even if I'd been more obvious.

        

        "But still, well."

        

        At least I was minimally prepared.

        

        I clutched my still-pounding chest and slowly made my way to prepare dinner.

        

        ***

        

        "~♬"

        

        I heard humming from behind me.

        Unusually, instead of watching beside me, Cecilia was sitting at the table, waiting patiently and humming.

        

        "How much longer, Eunhyuk~?"

        "Almost done. Here we go."

        

        I answered lightly as I picked up two bowls and turned around.

        Each bowl was filled with prepared vegetables and meat.

        

        "Here, you've waited long enough. Let's eat to our heart's content!"

        "Yay!"

        

        Cecilia smiled brightly in her usual thin shirt.

        Was it because of the "just-in-case preparations" I'd made earlier? Her usual outfit somehow seemed particularly stimulating right now.

        

        "...Ahem."

        "What's wrong?"

        "Nothing, it's nothing."

        

        I brushed it off as I set the bowls down on one side of the table.

        

        In the center of the table, a portable gas burner was already heating a pot of broth, ready for us to add ingredients and start cooking.

        

        "Hehe, today feels luxurious somehow!"

        "You think? The menu is ordinary, but somehow we ended up with a lot of food. Anyway, I'll add the ingredients now."

        "Okay!"

        

        Watching Cecilia nod energetically, I smiled faintly as I picked up the tongs.

        First, I poured all the vegetables into the pot.

        

        "Wow."

        "Um... that's more than I thought. I might have gotten too excited because of the sale and bought too much...?"

        "Can we eat all this?"

        "If we take our time, we should manage somehow. Probably."

        

        Slightly taken aback by the amount of vegetables threatening to overflow from the pot, I stirred them around a bit with the tongs.

        Well... once the vegetables wilted down, it should be fine.

        If not, we could eat the vegetables first and then add the meat. No problem.

        

        After stirring adequately, I put down the tongs.

        

        "While the broth simmers, shall I prepare the drinks? Would you prefer soju or beer?"

        "Hmm~."

        

        I asked, pointing to the glasses, alcohol, and orange juice (Cecilia's favorite) that I had prepared.

        

        I wondered which one Cecilia would choose.

        Since there was juice available, I thought she might go for her usual juice + soju, but...

        

        "...I'll have beer, please, Eunhyuk."

        "Ah, okay."

        

        Contrary to my expectation, she chose beer.

        Tilting my head in confusion, I poured beer into her pre-chilled glass.

        

        "...♪"

        

        Suddenly, I noticed Cecilia wearing a strangely mysterious smile.

        Still confused, I offered her the glass, and she took it energetically with her usual smile, as if nothing had happened.

        

        "Ah, thank you~!"

        "Y-yeah."

        

        Outside the window it was dark, with plenty of night still ahead of us.

        Feeling a tingling atmosphere, we began our dinner.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.103The Beginning of a Night I'll Never Forget

      
        "~~♬ Delicious!"

        

        Cecilia's adorable voice spread through the air around us.

        

        Her expression remained consistently happy, smiling from ear to ear.

        Her chopsticks moved like they were dancing, bouncing up and down.

        

        Seeing her hurriedly moving her chopsticks, as if she had been quite hungry, I simply smiled contentedly.

        

        "...Hmm? Isn't Eunhyuk eating?"

        

        Cecilia suddenly asked with chopsticks in her mouth, as if she'd just noticed.

        I chuckled at her appearance and answered with delight.

        

        "No, I'll eat. I was just thinking how heartily you eat. You're so cute that I was just watching for a moment."

        "!"

        

        At my words, Cecilia flinched and gave a big shudder.

        Her face turned bright red as she froze in place.

        She fumbled with her chopsticks, not knowing what to do, then bowed her head shyly and muttered.

        

        "...Ugh. Suddenly saying things like that is cheating, Eunhyuk..."

        

        Hearing her voice that seemed to shrink away, I chuckled again.

        

        Oh, she's so cute.

        This is why I can't stop teasing her.

        

        "Hehe. But I mean it? You look good eating, Cecilia. Nom nom, munch munch~."

        "Ugh, Eunhyuk...!"

        "Cutie♥"

        "Uh... Cheers!"

        

        With a voice mixing anger and embarrassment, Cecilia picked up a large beer mug and thrust it toward me.

        

        Is she trying to change the subject with a toast?

        Even that was adorable.

        

        "Alright, alright. Cheers~."

        

        In response, I picked up my glass with a bright smile and lightly clinked it against hers.

        I was satisfied with her embarrassed expression from earlier, so there was no need to tease her further.

        

        The clear, crisp sound of glass rang out around us.

        

        "...Ahm!"

        "Mmm."

        

        Followed by the refreshing gulping sounds of two people.

        

        "Phew...."

        

        We both exhaled with satisfaction.

        The taste of alcohol, neither too strong nor too weak, felt good.

        

        Immediately, Cecilia picked up her chopsticks and began speaking while picking up vegetables and meat in a balanced way.

        

        "Eunhyuk, eat too! ...Stop just watching!"

        "Haha.... Well, okay."

        

        It seems I've been properly warned.

        I shrugged and picked up my chopsticks.

        

        "~♪"

        

        From the bubbling pot, I took a piece of meat and a chopstick-full of vegetables.

        I moved them to my plate, dipped them in sauce, blew on them gently, and put them in my mouth.

        

        "Whoa, hah. Mmm."

        "Hot hot... Mm, yum!"

        

        I endured the heat after putting food in my mouth, while Cecilia carefully cooled hers before cautiously eating.

        Though our eating styles were opposite, the smiles that escaped afterward were not much different between us.

        

        "Mmm~."

        "~♬"

        

        A gently swaying tail, a brightly relaxed expression.

        Her munching, beaming face seemed to express "delicious" with all her might without needing to say the word.

        

        "♪♬"

        

        After all, Cecilia loves eating.

        I didn't say it out loud since I'd get scolded again, but watching her heartily enjoying her meal with her nom-nom munching was truly adorable beyond words.

        

        And today she must have been especially hungry after playing outside all day.

        After playing in the cold, coming in for a warm shower, and then eating steaming hot food while feeling all cozy—it was natural to feel good.

        

        "Cecilia."

        "Hmm?"

        "Cheers?"

        "Ah, yes! Cheers~♬"

        

        The clear sound of clinking glass echoed through the room again.

        

        The gulping sounds and satisfied breathing of two people followed the toast, just like before.

        

        "Phew—...."

        

        This is fun.

        I was glad Cecilia seemed to be enjoying herself too.

        

        "Oh right, Eunhyuk. Yesterday at school, you know~."

        "Yeah, yeah."

        

        I listened attentively with a happy smile to Cecilia's chattering.

        

        Yes, this is enjoyable.

        But, hmm.

        It would be nice if it was just purely enjoyable...

        There was one tiny—really tiny—thing bothering me.

        

        I glanced at my beer mug, which was gradually emptying.

        Then I turned my head and glanced at Cecilia's mug.

        

        ...It hadn't decreased much.

        

        After looking several times, I naturally noticed.

        Cecilia's mug had barely decreased in volume since earlier.

        

        It's not that she wasn't touching it at all.

        She was normally toasting and tilting her glass occasionally.

        

        But what was puzzling was that while she often pretended to drink, she wasn't actually drinking properly.

        

        "Hmm."

        

      

      
        Is she not in the mood for alcohol today?

        Maybe the hot pot & beer combination wasn't to her liking?

        She didn't seem to be feeling unwell or anything.

        Perhaps she didn't want either soju or beer today, but was just pretending to drink to keep me company?

        

        Various reasons appeared and disappeared in my mind.

        ...Or maybe...

        

        "..."

        

        Glance.

        I turned my gaze to the table at the head of the bed.

        

        A box of tissues.

        ...A box of condoms.

        

        The moment I saw the two conspicuously prepared boxes, my heart leaped with a thump!

        

        "Cough! Ugh, ahem."

        

        An involuntary cough escaped me at the thrilling sensation.

        My fingertips tingled and a weight settled in my stomach.

        

        I had prepared them just in case.

        It was our first time drinking together in a while, and our first time since becoming a couple, so I was just preparing for any possibility...

        

        ....

        But what if—

        

        "—hyuk. Eunhyuk!"

        "Ah, uh, yes?"

        "Were you daydreaming~?"

        

        I suddenly came to my senses at the sound of Cecilia calling me.

        Looking up, I saw Cecilia's face smiling mischievously at me.

        

        "You shouldn't think about other things while eating~. Or maybe..."

        

        Cecilia gave me a seductive smile while holding her chopsticks.

        As I stiffened, she continued.

        

        "...is something bothering you~?"

        "......"

        

        I felt my breath catch.

        

        Does she know?

        Could she know?

        ...Is she... provoking me...?

        

        For the first time in a long while, I felt tension rising.

        Anxiety, impatience, trembling, heart pounding.

        

        —And a slight excitement and anticipation.

        

        "...Yes♪ Let's eat!"

        

        Cecilia spoke cheerfully in front of me as I remained speechless.

        

        On her face was the same mysterious smile I had seen before we started eating.

        

        ***

        

        In the end, she only drank one glass of beer throughout dinner.

        

        "Thank you for the meal~."

        

        "Should I do the dishes today?"

        "Hmm~.... Yes! Please do, Eunhyuk."

        

        We finished our meal and began cleaning up as usual.

        

        I took the dishes from Cecilia and put them in the sink.

        Watching her take a dishcloth from the corner of my eye, I turned on the water with a whoosh— and started washing.

        

        "Hmm, hmm~."

        

        The sound of wiping the table, the clattering and scrubbing of dishes.

        Between these sounds, Cecilia's humming gently filled the room.

        

        "Hmm... Yes! All clean~."

        "Good job, Cecilia."

        

        I gave a light greeting to Cecilia who had finished her task.

        As I focused on washing the dishes... suddenly something soft touched my back and stomach.

        

        "Hiya♪"

        "Whoa."

        

        It was Cecilia.

        With her arms loosely wrapped around my waist, she rested her chin on my shoulder and whispered.

        

        "Hehe. This feels nice♥"

        "Uh. ...What feels nice...?"

        

        My body trembled at the hot breath on my ear.

        Trying to endure the softness pressing against me, I asked, and after a moment's thought, Cecilia answered.

        

        "...I like Eunhyuk♥"

        "?! Hey, wait...!"

        

        And suddenly Cecilia began rubbing her cheek against my neck like a cat.

        

        The sensation of skin as soft as silk.

        Body heat warmer than usual.

        

        My body swayed for a moment at the ticklish sensation spreading from my neck.

        

        Before I could steady myself or come to my senses—

        

        "...Hya!♥"

        "Ugh?!"

        

        She hugged me with all her might with a squeeze♥.

        

        Her luscious, large fruits crushed mercilessly against my back.

        An indescribable softness pressed against my back, making my consciousness go blank for a moment.

        

        "Ce-Cecili—"

        "...Haah—♥"

        

        While holding me tightly, Cecilia suddenly exhaled a hot sigh into my ear.

        With the intense heat and sensuality transmitted, I gasped slightly and just grabbed the edge of the sink to avoid falling.

        

        There was no chance to speak.

        

        My mind, my heart, felt like they would burst.

      

      
        

        "Eunhyuk..."

        

        A yearning voice reached my ears.

        Her hands gripping my body as if not to let go, her breasts pressing firmly against my back, heated my mind to the point where I couldn't possibly resist.

        

        Her breath on my ear was hot.

        

        The sound of running water echoed.

        

        "I'm... about to enter my heat."

        "..."

        "And I know I definitely won't be able to control myself then..."

        

        What came to my mind was the sight of Cecilia during her previous heat that I had experienced.

        

        Clothes scattered around the room.

        Cecilia panting on the bed, half-naked after throwing off her clothes.

        

        Her body fully exposed.

        Her expression melting stickily, her moans.

        ...The female scent filling the room.

        

        Cecilia endlessly licking and sucking my fingers with a seductive look.

        

        Back then, we weren't even lovers, just roommates.

        We were able to get through it without incident because we shared a sense of crisis that 'this can't go further.'

        

        But now?

        

        "...It's my body. I can tell. This heat is... strong. Stronger than before."

        "..."

        "I definitely won't be able to control myself, Eunhyuk. I'll definitely lose my reason and crave sex wildly..."

        

        The hands embracing me trembled faintly.

        

        What expression was Cecilia making now?

        I couldn't see because she was hugging me from behind.

        

        "...—I don't want that kind of first experience."

        

        Cecilia said.

        Trembling but firmly.

        

        "Eunhyuk, will you hold me...?"

        "..."

        "Give me a night I'll never forget. Fill me, your lover, with you, Eunhyuk..."

        

        The whispers continued.

        

        "...Haaah—..."

        

        After taking several deep breaths against my neck, Cecilia separated from my back and—

        

        "—Dye me with your color."

        

        She took my hand and placed it on her breast.

        

        "Whoa..."

        "Ugh, haah...♥"

        

        I heard a moan.

        Forgetting even to open my mouth, I was momentarily lost in that soft sensation.

        

        ...So soft.

        Soft and squishy, and so large they overflowed from my hand.

        

        Cecilia's enchanting fruits that don't stand out much over clothes.

        Her breasts so large that one hand couldn't hold them all.

        

        With my hand gently placed on them, I held my breath and savored the surface texture.

        ...Soft.

        There were no other words to describe it.

        

        "...Eunhyuk..."

        

        Suddenly Cecilia spoke anxiously.

        Looking up, I saw Cecilia's expression as she looked at me restlessly.

        

        "...Do you dislike it...?"

        

        It was a single phrase containing many things.

        

        To that phrase, I smiled slightly and gave an answer that wasn't really an answer.

        

        "That's unfair..."

        "...?"

        

        It wasn't that I disliked it.

        I wasn't hesitating either.

        I had just lost myself for a moment.

        

        When a girl,

        ...a beloved girl who is now my lover, seduces me like this.

        How could I not respond?

        How could I refuse?

        

        There was no way I could dislike it.

        

        "Eek?!"

        

        A smooching sound♥ echoed.

        It was the sound of me kissing Cecilia's nape.

        

        "Haah...!?♥ Wai, ugh♥ Hya, ah, ah...♥"

        

        The kissing sounds filled the room again and again.

        Intoxicated by her lovely gasps, I hugged her tightly and showered her neck with relentless kisses.

        

        "...!♥ Ugh, ngh...♥ Ha♥ Aah...♥♥"

        

        Feeling her trembling in my arms, I moved one hand behind my back.

        

        —And turned off the sink water that had been running with a whoosh.

        

        "Haah...♥ Uh, Eun-hyuk—?!♥"

        "Chu♥ Haah...!"

        

        There was nothing to hold back.

        I silenced her lips with mine as she tried to say something.

        

        "Haah♥ Eunhyuk♥ Eunhyuk...♥"

        

        Cecilia calling my name repeatedly.

        Kissing my lovely girl, I slowly, slowly led her to the bed.
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        It felt like it took an eternity to reach the bed.

        

        "Kyaah?!"

        

        When I laid Cecilia down on the bed I'd finally reached, the mattress bounced dramatically from the impact.

        

        Glancing sideways at Cecilia, who let out a startled cry, I stood briefly in front of the bed and casually tossed off my cumbersome upper garment.

        

        "Wow, w-wow..."

        "Hmm?"

        

        Cecilia's sudden reaction caught me by surprise.

        When I glanced at her, she was looking at me with a bright red face, her hands neatly folded over her chest.

        

        "I-I've never seen you without clothes before..."

        "...Really?"

        

        I tilted my head at her words.

        

        Had I never shown Cecilia my bare upper body before?

        While I wasn't exactly muscular, I considered my physique decent enough that I hadn't deliberately hidden it.

        

        It seemed I was showing her for the first time by chance today, but the result wasn't bad at all.

        I was quite satisfied seeing Cecilia staring intently at my body with her face flushed crimson.

        

        "...What do you think?"

        

        I asked casually as I placed my foot on the edge of the bed and slowly climbed up.

        

        "Eh?! Um, well, that is..."

        

        Cecilia flinched in surprise, then began looking around nervously with those sky-blue eyes of hers, flustered—

        

        "Y-you're very manly! Your chest and arms are so firm. I think it would feel really nice to be held tightly in those arms..."

        "..."

        "..."

        

        ...She unintentionally ignited my passion.

        

        Now fully on the bed, I placed my hands on either side of her head in a position that looked like I was pouncing on her.

        Trapped in my embrace with nowhere to escape, Cecilia looked up at me with a tense expression, her earlier seductive confidence nowhere to be found.

        

        "...Are you scared?"

        "M-my heart is pounding..."

        

        Cecilia nodded stiffly.

        Looking at her, I asked curiously:

        

        "After all that seduction?"

        "Th-that was that. This is this! Honestly, I used up all my courage back then! And I didn't imagine what would happen after we got to this point..."

        

        As I listened to her continued response, I lowered my posture and gently embraced her small body.

        

        "...Mmm...♥"

        

        I heard a comfortable sigh.

        

        Starting gently, I gradually increased the strength of my embrace, holding her tightly as she had hoped.

        As my hug grew stronger, she occasionally trembled between my arms, but she clung to my back as if telling me not to stop, continuously breathing hot breaths into my ear.

        

        "Haah...♥"

        "Do you like it?"

        "...I'm happy...♥"

        

        I could feel her racing heartbeat and warm body temperature through our pressed bodies.

        

        The sensation of her shirt against my bare skin was ticklish.

        Our chests touched, and the fragrant scent of Cecilia's skin filled my nostrils.

        

        Her snow-white nape filled my vision.

        As I struggled to suppress the sudden desire to gently bite that pale neck, Cecilia spoke up.

        

        "...Aren't you nervous?"

        "Huh?"

        "My heart is still pounding... Earlier, you also..."

        

        She trailed off, squeezing my back more tightly with her hands.

        Concerned, I raised my head to look at her, but Cecilia turned her face away, avoiding my gaze.

        

        "You know, that..."

        

        Then she continued.

        

        "...condom..."

        "Ah."

        "Even during dinner, you kept glancing around awkwardly... Back then I was the one teasing you, but now why..."

        

        She asked if I wasn't nervous, still avoiding my gaze.

        

        I gave a wry smile in response.

        The condom—so she had noticed after all.

        

        "How should I put this~..."

        

        I lowered myself again and embraced Cecilia tightly. She flinched but soon gently placed her hands on my back.

        Feeling her racing heartbeat, I continued:

        

        "Of course I'm nervous, but... hmm... should I say that the moment I was seduced, it all just flew away? Yeah, something like that."

        "What's that supposed to mean..."

        

        Cecilia muttered as if dumbfounded, then chuckled softly.

        The ticklish laughter I felt in my arms made me chuckle quietly too.

        

        "Hehe, hmm..."

        "Hehe... Mmm..."

        

        The laughter soon subsided.

        

        Still embracing each other, Cecilia spoke first.

        

        "...We're going to do it, right?"

        "Yeah..."

        

        I raised my head slightly to look at Cecilia's face.

        This time she didn't avoid my gaze, staring directly at me.

        

        Suddenly, with a faint smile on her face, she asked:

        

        "...What are you going to do~?"

        

        It seemed she wanted to maintain her playfulness even in this atmosphere.

        Playing along, I lowered my voice and stroked her lips with my finger, both giggling yet sensually.

        

        "First~ a kiss, of course. Pressing our lips together, entwining our tongues stickily and wetly until our minds become hazy~..."

        "U-um, okay."

        

        Cecilia nodded, slightly flustered but agreeable.

        Smiling gently at her, I moved my finger.

        

      

      
        "Your nape, your collarbone. Caressing and licking until you're ticklish and yearning..."

        

        I moved my finger lower.

        Lower and lower, stroking across her gently swelling breasts with my finger.

        

        "Mmph..."

        "...Your breasts."

        

        I moved my finger down again.

        

        "Your stomach and navel. Your slender waist and hips..."

        "..."

        

        I heard her breathing become slightly rougher.

        Watching Cecilia stare intently at my finger, I chuckled softly and played with my finger along her hips.

        

        "...Your thighs♪"

        "Mmph..."

        "Going all the way down. Your calves, feet, toes..."

        

        I removed my finger there.

        At my action, Cecilia, who had been breathing heavily, tilted her head in confusion—

        

        "...And then, here."

        "...!!"

        "A girl's precious place... Do you know what it's called?"

        "Haah, mmph...♥"

        

        When I gently tapped, tap, tap♥ between her thighs, she curled up with a gasp and let out a moan.

        

        "...Fe."

        "Fe?"

        "Fe-female organ..."

        

        Not wrong, but a somewhat disappointing answer in this case.

        I stroked between her legs in circular motions with my finger and whispered in her ear:

        

        "Not 'female organ,' Cecilia..."

        "Haah...♥ U-um...?"

        "...Pussy♪ Come on, say it?"

        

        When I said this, Cecilia instantly turned bright red and shook her head.

        Contrary to my expectations, her reaction showed she already knew the meaning.

        

        I suspected Elya was probably responsible for her sex education.

        Between this and the condom, it had to be that succubus who taught her.

        

        "Th-that... Mmph, haa...♥"

        "Hmm~? Won't you say it? Come on, what's this called? Come on~?"

        "Nngh...!♥"

        

        Tap, tap♥

        With each tap, Cecilia trembled and let out sweet moans.

        

        Eventually, she looked at me with teary eyes, then lowered her head and said in a tiny voice:

        

        "...P-pussy..."

        "~~~!"

        

        A surge of forbidden excitement boiled up inside me.

        The thrill of hearing my cute lover say something naughty, and the taboo feeling of coloring an innocent girl with my own hues.

        

        Whether it's her first time, whether she's awkward or inexperienced—none of that matters anymore.

        

        Feeling an irresistible desire as I looked at Cecilia's crimson face, I embraced her tightly.

        

        "Uwah!"

        "Let's kiss, Cecilia♥"

        "Eh, ah... Okay♥"

        

        Chu♥

        Our lips met lightly and parted, and Cecilia's eyes narrowed contentedly.

        

        A kiss like usual.

        Normally, this would have been enough to make me happy, but...

        

        Today, at least right now, this wasn't enough.

        

        "Not like that, Cecilia."

        "Hmm...?"

        "Will you open your mouth? Lightly, just a little."

        "...? Ahe... Like thish?"

        "Yes, like that. Just like that..."

        

        I caressed her cheek and brought my face close again.

        Like before, I pressed my lips against hers, and then—

        

        "—?!♥"

        

        I inserted my tongue, wrapping it around Cecilia's soft tongue.

        

        "Mmph...?!♥ Mmph, slurp, haa♥ Mmph!?♥ Slurp, chu♥ Mmm, mm, mmph...!♥"

        "Haah.... Chu, slurp, chu...."

        

        Our first deep kiss, with our tongues entwined.

        

        Cecilia's body jumped in surprise, and her trembling hands wandered aimlessly, not knowing where to go.

        

        Holding her trembling body tightly, I explored her lips and tongue more intensely, moving my tongue frantically.

        

        "Mmph...!♥ Chu, haah...!♥ W-wait, mmph?!♥ Mmph, mmm...!♥"

        

        I licked her soft tongue over and over, exchanging burning sighs countless times.

        Eventually, when my mind had melted into a sticky haze and I could hear nothing but Cecilia's moans, I entwined our tongues one last time and slowly pulled away.

        

        "Mm, chu.... Phew...."

        "Chu, puha...!♥ Haa, haa...!♥ Mmph, haaah...♥"

        

        Eyes full of moisture.

        A dazed gaze.

        

        Cecilia, breathing heavily with a face melted in passion.

        

        "Haah...♥ Huu, huu...♥"

        

        Ah, she's cute. She's lovely.

        So dizzyingly erotic and enchanting that I felt my head might go crazy with excitement.

        

        "Phew.... I'm going to undress you, Cecilia...?"

        "...! Mmph, mm...♥"

        

        When I grabbed the hem of her shirt and asked, Cecilia seemed flustered but soon nodded.

        

        Without hesitation, yet gently, I slipped my hands between Cecilia's body and her clothes, slowly pulling up her simple t-shirt.

        

        "Ah, aah...♥"

        

        A voice of anticipation and joy struck my ears.

        

      

      
        Soon after completely removing her shirt, I involuntarily held my breath at the sight of Cecilia's exposed body.

        

        Her soft belly, slender waist.

        Her fair arms and shoulders.

        Even her underarms.

        Everything was in plain view.

        

        Her once snow-white skin had turned a rosy pink, clearly showing how aroused she was.

        

        "Mmm...♥"

        

        However, not absolutely "everything" was fully exposed.

        

        I reached out and caressed her soft belly.

        

        "Mmph!♥"

        

        Stroking her heated skin as if soothing it, I slowly moved my hand upward.

        

        "...♥"

        

        Above her soft belly.

        There was a large fruit, seemingly out of place on her small frame.

        

        A gray bra made of soft silk.

        The undergarment hiding Cecilia's soft breasts.

        

        I played with my hand, briefly caressing her skin just below the bra in a teasing manner.

        

        "Haah...♥ Haah...♥"

        

        I could feel her breathing growing more intense with excitement.

        Feeling her heated gaze on me, I also let out a hot sigh and firmly♥ grasped her breast.

        

        "Mmph—!♥ Uu, haah!♥ Haah, haah...!♥ Huu...!♥♥"

        

        The softness that engulfed my fingers even through the underwear made me involuntarily swallow.

        

        Cecilia's excited breaths, the hot air that had filled the room.

        As I was about to grasp her breast with my other hand too, something caught my eye.

        

        "Haah♥ Haah...?♥ ...!!♥"

        

        Cecilia, whose eyes had been following my gaze, seemed to have noticed it too.

        

        The bra containing Cecilia's voluptuous breasts.

        In the middle of that soft silk, 'something protruding'.

        

        "...Hmm~?"

        "Uu, uuu...!♥"

        

        Faced with my playful smile, Cecilia shook her head helplessly.

        In front of her, I slowly reached out my hand....

        

        "...—?!♥"

        

        And flicked♥ her hardened nipple.

        

        "Haah?!♥ Ha, ah♥ Hih, haah...!♥"

        

        Cecilia jerked her waist violently and moaned.

        Seeing me grinning, she shook her head vigorously while breathing heavily, but I ignored her and slowly reached out my hand again.

        This time, both hands.

        

        "Ah, Cecilia.... Are you that excited? Hmm...?"

        "Haah♥ There♥ Ungh♥ Unghh...♥ ...Mmph!♥"

        

        First, as a greeting, I firmly grasped her entire breast....

        

        "Huu♥ Huu—...♥ Haah—♥ Haah—...♥"

        

        Then slowly ran my hands upward, stroking the whole area once....

        

        "Ungh♥ Unghhh...♥"

        "...Your nipples have gotten so hard they're visible through your underwear~...?"

        "...!♥"

        

        Watching her writhe at my dirty talk, I reached out my fingers,

        

        "...Cute♥"

        

        And flicked♥ them.

        

        "—!♥♥ Kuh♥ Haah♥ Mmph, uu, haah...!♥♥"

        

        Cecilia writhed and panted without pause.

        But unlike before, this time I didn't give her a break.

        

        "We're not done yet~?"

        "?!♥ U-ungh!♥ Ungh!!♥ Mmph, mmph...?!♥"

        

        I silenced Cecilia's desperate calls with my lips.

        While inserting my tongue and entwining it stickily, I stimulated her nipples with both hands, pressing them firmly.

        

        "Mm, mmph.... Slurp, mmm...."

        "—!!♥ Mmph, hih!♥ Mmm?!♥ Mmph, mmph!♥ —!♥♥"

        

        It was incredibly effective.

        

        Cecilia's body wouldn't stop trembling.

        Her excitement grew uncontrollably, and the moans flowing into my mouth through our connected lips made even my head feel strange.

        

        "...Puha!♥"

        "Mmph, haah?!♥ Haah—!♥ Haah—...!♥"

        

        I pulled my lips away.

        Then I pounced on Cecilia and undid her bra hook from behind.

        

        "?!♥"

        

        Cecilia flinched, but her resistance was minimal, almost nonexistent.

        

        I slipped the bra straps off her arms.

        Then, feeling Cecilia's gaze full of excitement and anticipation....

        

        I removed the bra.

        

        "Haah...♥ Aaah...—!♥"

        

        Pure white breasts.

        Beautiful skin, feminine curves.

        Two enchanting fruits that could drive a man crazy.

        

        In the center, two pink protrusions hardened as if to tempt me.

        

        Seeing them directly, I couldn't hold back anymore.

        

        Swallowing hard, I rushed to her and gently took her breast and nipple into my mouth.
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        "Ahh?!♥ Hm, nngh?!♥ Haah...!♥ Haah, mmh...♥♥"

        

        Cecilia's sensitive reactions were adorable as she jumped at my touch.

        

        Her body trembled in my embrace, hot sighs and lewd moans continuously flowing from her lips.

        

        Feeling the room filled with the scent of maddening excitement, I used my tongue to lick her soft yet firm nipple that I held in my mouth.

        

        "Hnn, ngh―♥♥ ...―!!♥ Haah!♥ Mmh♥ Nyah♥ Nyaaah♥♥♥"

        "―!"

        

        While greedily exploring her erogenous zone, Cecilia, who had been twisting her body in my embrace, suddenly hugged my head tightly as if she couldn't bear it anymore.

        

        With the added soft pressure, the softness filling my mouth, and the alluring scent filling my nose, I moved my tongue more sensually while pursing my lips to suck on her nipple with a "chu, chu♥" sound, intensifying the stimulation.

        

        "Hyuk!?♥ Mmh!♥ Haah...!!♥ Nn, nyah!♥ Nyah!!♥♥"

        "Mmph...."

        

        With both arms tightly wrapped around my head, Cecilia called my name desperately.

        

        Glancing up, I saw Cecilia's face, melting with pleasure and panting.

        

        "There♥ More...!♥ Suck it, nyah...!♥"

        "Fufu...♥"

        

        Her voice, dripping with desire, seeped into my head.

        

        So incredibly lewd.

        Her mouth, breasts, nipples, all extremely sensitive.

        And on top of that, so greedy.

        

        Chu!♥

        As I strongly sucked on her slick nipple in my mouth, Cecilia arched her back dramatically at the sudden pleasure and began to tremble violently.

        

        "――!!♥♥ ―!?♥"

        

        She twisted her body wildly, letting out moans that couldn't form into words.

        

        As I continued moving my tongue, I prepared another stimulation for my greedy lover.

        ―With my free hand, I firmly grasped her other breast and pressed♥ her nipple with my finger, stimulating the reddened bud that seemed to beg for attention.

        

        "―Hik!!?♥♥ Nyah!♥ That♥ No♥ Nooo...!♥♥"

        

        Her reaction was intense.

        Despite her protests, I didn't reduce the intensity of my caresses, and Cecilia shook her head from side to side, overwhelmed by the overflowing pleasure.

        

        "Nngh―...!♥ ...?!♥ Wai♥ Wait♥ Nyaaah!♥ Wai, no?!♥"

        

        Suddenly, urgency mixed into her voice.

        

        Cecilia suddenly tried to push me away.

        But her strength was much weaker than usual, and I wasn't moved.

        Rather, my sadistic side ignited, and I clung to her even more, greedily sucking and stimulating her soft breasts.

        

        "Chu! Haah...!♥"

        

        And soon the limit approached.

        

        "Hnng!♥ Aah♥ ……―!!!♥ Ah♥ Ah♥ Ah♥♥ Nyah!♥ Nyaaah!!♥ I, I'm!♥ Cum♥ Mmh, cum, cummi――♥!!♥♥"

        "―! Mmph...!"

        

        At the final moment of her urgent voice, Cecilia's hips rose dramatically.

        

        Her toes curled, her trembling waist lifted off the mattress.

        Startled, I removed my mouth, and before my eyes, Cecilia stiffened her entire body and let out a soundless moan.

        

        "―!!♥ ―!!♥♥♥"

        

        She tightly gripped the blanket with her trembling hands, then collapsed back onto the bed, gasping for air with her mouth open.

        

        "…―haah―!♥ Haah, haah―...!!♥"

        

        Her body was still convulsing.

        Between her soft breasts that rose and fell violently, her pink nipples glistened wet with saliva.

        

        "Mmh...!♥ Huu―...!♥ Huu―...!♥"

        "...Cecilia...."

        

        Seeing my lover panting lewdly, numerous emotions welled up inside me.

        

        Pure sexual desire and affection.

        

        The desire to protect, and sadistic impulses.

        

        And something overwhelming that I couldn't express in words.

        

        "Hnn...♥ Haah...♥ Aah, haah...."

        

        She came.

        She climaxed.

        I made Cecilia climax with my own hands.

        

        It felt like my pants would burst.

        

        My mind was dizzy with the conflicting desires to hold her tight and to pounce on her immediately.

        

        "Mm, huu...."

        

        The scent of a female.

        

        The room was filled with the rich scent of excitement and lust that drives both men and women crazy.

        

        "Ha, aah...."

        

        After catching her breath for a while, Cecilia finally calmed down and suddenly raised her hand to cover her face.

        

        Then she muttered:

        

        "...Don't look at me...."

        "Huh."

        

        ...Don't look?

        Where, her face?

        

        But, well, I won't say it out loud, but covering her face with her hands doesn't hide the fact that her breasts are completely exposed....

        

        Her smooth skin rising and falling with her breath and the protruding pink nipples were incredibly erotic.

        

        Hmm, looking at them made me want to lick and rub them again.

        I wondered what reaction she would show if I stimulated her again after she'd already become sensitive from climaxing once.

        

        "I'm not usually like this...."

        

        Cecilia slightly moved her hands away.

        Through the gap, I could see her bright red face and teary eyes.

        

        "C-cumming just from my b-breasts...! I, I don't even do this when I'm, alone...."

        "...You did it alone too?"

        "―!!!"

        

        At my casually uttered words, Cecilia's body jerked!! dramatically.

        

        In contrast to her lying weakly and turning her head slightly away, I approached her with a hot smile on my face.

        

        "You did it alone too~...? Hmm~?"

        "Uu, uuu...."

        "When? Here? Alone when I wasn't around~?"

        "Uuu...!"

        

        As I approached her teasingly, Cecilia curled up defensively and covered her face more thoroughly with her hands.

        But, well, that still doesn't hide her breasts.

        

        "Fufu...."

        

        I stopped teasing her and returned to my position.

        

        Ah~... It's really tough having a girlfriend who's so erotic and cute.

        I was so happy. So much that my enthusiasm was surging...―

        

        "...Oh."

        "Hmm?"

        

        Cecilia suddenly spoke.

        As I listened and asked back, she continued:

        

        "...I did it, alone."

        "...."

        "I couldn't stand it anymore, so I hugged Eunhyuk's blanket and pillow, smelling them while I used my fingers...."

        

        Saying this, Cecilia removed the hands covering her face.

        

        "...Huu...♥"

        

        And our eyes met with her gaze full of desire.

        Sticky, wet. It was the face of a greedy person craving more pleasure.

        

        "...."

        

        Ah, really.

        ...It's tough having a girlfriend who's so erotic and cute.

        

        "...Cecilia!"

        "―!"

        

        I embraced her small body again, covering her from above.

        Facing her cute startled face, I smiled and whispered:

        

        "...Open your mouth, stick out your tongue?♥"

        "Mmh...."

        

        Cecilia stiffened at my words.

        

        "...Ehehe......?"

        

        But soon she obediently opened her mouth and slightly stuck out her tongue.

        Her expression, seemingly nervous yet full of expectation, made me feel like my pants would burst again.

        

        "Haah...."

        "Heah, mmh...."

        

        I slowly pressed my lips against hers.

        

        As I inserted my tongue into Cecilia's mouth, she also put her tongue into mine and began to move it awkwardly.

        

        "Mmh, mmh.... Slurp, haap.... ...Chu."

        "Haah...♥ Haap, chu♥ Mmnh...!♥ Slurp, haah♥ Mm, mph!♥ Slurp!♥ Haah...!♥ ...Puha♥♥"

        

        The sound of tongues licking tongues.

        The sound of saliva mixing and exchanging hot sighs.

        

        After entwining our tongues stickily, we separated our lips without anyone taking the lead.

        

        Cecilia looked up at me with a melted expression.

        I looked back at her lovingly, stroking her cheek for a moment before lowering my posture to kiss her collarbone.

        

        "...Chu."

        "Mmh...♥"

        

        Enjoying her startled reaction, I kissed her and slowly moved my lips to her neck.

        

        As I leisurely licked her pink-tinged neck, Cecilia trembled again and carefully placed her hands on my back in response to the tender stimulation.

        

        "Haah...♥ Mmh...♥"

        "Chu, chu.... Hamm...."

        

        I hugged her back and enjoyed the soft sensation of her neck for a moment.

      

      
        

        But a moment is just a moment.

        I removed my lips and moved my position again.

        

        Downward.

        Further downward....

        

        "Ah...♥ Mmh!♥"

        

        I kissed her collarbone again with a smack.

        

        "Haah...!♥ Mmh?!♥ Haah!♥ Ha, ah...!♥"

        

        Continuing downward, I planted several kisses on the upper part of her chest.

        

        Soon, the cute pink protrusion that stood out temptingly caught my eye.

        Feeling her rough breathing and expectant gaze, I unhesitatingly took it into my mouth.

        

        "Ahh?!♥ Haah!♥ Ah, ha, mmh?!♥ Ngh―!♥"

        

        Her voice, struggling with pleasure, grew stronger as I licked it sensually.

        I also teased the other side with my hand, tapping it gently, before removing both my hand and mouth to move further down.

        

        "Haah―...♥ Haah.... Hnn?!♥"

        

        I kissed her stomach, navel, and waist in order.

        Stroking her protruding tail on the side was a bonus.

        

        The reaction that jumped at each kissing sound was incredibly lovable.

        

        "...♥"

        

        My head, which had moved all the way down, finally arrived in front of her lower body.

        

        No longer able to embrace me, her hands were gripping the blanket instead, and her gaze was incredibly hot, mixed with tension and expectation.

        

        I gently stroked her slender waist with my hand.

        Feeling Cecilia's reaction as she twisted her body slightly as if ticklish, I slowly inserted my fingers between her pants and pelvis.

        

        "...I'll take them off."

        "...Okay...."

        

        When I spoke, Cecilia nodded.

        

        With that, I slowly lowered her pants.

        

        "Ah...♥"

        

        There was a rustling sound as the fabric brushed against her skin.

        

        I pulled the pants all the way down and removed them completely from her legs.

        Setting aside the cloth that no longer covered Cecilia's body, I raised my head.

        

        "......♥♥"

        "Mmh...."

        

        Soft and plump skin.

        Thin calves, thighs.

        

        Above them, the last remaining piece of cloth covering Cecilia's private parts.

        

        Looking at the gray silk material that matched her bra, I suddenly swallowed.

        

        ―It was wet.

        The part touching Cecilia's most precious place was undeniably wet.

        

        I gulped and carefully extended my finger.

        

        "...Haah―.... ...!♥ Mmh...♥"

        

        Tok♥

        As my finger touched her private parts, Cecilia's body jerked♥ in response.

        

        "Mmh...."

        

        I also jerked my body in response, but couldn't stop an exclamation from escaping.

        

        It was soft.

        Very hot and sticky.

        

        It felt like it would swallow my finger if I pressed down.

        ...The thought that it might actually do so made my heart pound violently.

        

        I removed my finger.

        Transparent liquid clung to it, forming a sticky thread between my finger and her private parts.

        

        "So lewd...."

        "...!♥"

        

        At my muttered words, Cecilia trembled again.

        

        Glancing at her, I carefully hooked my fingers on both sides of her underwear.

        

        "...I'll take them off...?"

        "...Okay......"

        

        We exchanged words and permission as before.

        Unlike her trembling voice, Cecilia slightly raised her hips to make it easier for me to remove her underwear.

        

        "...Uuu...."

        

        A shy voice was heard.

        

        Slowly, slowly. I held her underwear and pulled it down.

        

        "Mmh...♥"

        

        The sound of fabric brushing mixed with moans, and a faint liquid sound echoed between them.

        

        As I carefully lowered her underwear, the liquid that had leaked from Cecilia stretched into a sticky♥ thread.

        

        I completely removed her underwear with a rustle.

        

        I raised my head.

        

        "...."

        "...Um, what...?"

        

        Cecilia's naked body revealed before me was indescribably alluring and beautiful.

        

        Enchanting large breasts with shyly protruding pink nipples in the center.

        

        A smooth stomach without any fat, a slender waist.

        

        The soft curves of her incredibly feminine body line.

        

        Flawless legs.

        

        And....

        

        "...Beautiful."

        "Mmh...."

        "Really. Truly, ...truly beautiful, Cecilia...."

        "......♥"

        

        Between her legs, Cecilia's precious flower exposed without a single thread.

        Her intimate and sensitive private parts.

        

        Under the light pubic hair, Cecilia's pink flesh was clearly visible.

        

        The pink labia peeking between the protruding mound like flower petals.

        Above it, Cecilia's small clitoris shyly protruding♥.

        

        And as expected....

        

        "...You're wet♥"

        "Mmnh...!♥"

        

        The sticky love juice had already soaked Cecilia's entire private area, making it glisten with an alluring light.

        I was happy and excited by the fact that she had responded to me, to my caresses, with such arousal.

        

        "Haah...♥"

        

        Looking at it for a while made me feel like my head was going strange from the erotic sight.

        My fully erect penis ached as if it would burst.

        

        "...!"

        

        Suddenly, Cecilia stiffened as she glanced at my crotch.

        Noticing her gaze, I exhaled hotly and chuckled.

        

        "...Want to see?"

        "Eh?! Um, that...?!"

        

        Without waiting for an answer, I took off my pants.

        

        With a thud, my pants fell to the floor, and only then did Cecilia continue:

        

        "...............I want to see."

        

        Her voice was so small it was barely audible.

        Yet her gaze remained fixed on my underwear, which was amusing.

        

        I pulled down my underwear with a rustle.

        At that moment, my penis sprang out, and Cecilia froze with wide eyes.

        

        "Wo, was it always this big...?!"

        "...Men naturally get bigger when excited...."

        "But it's too big! Eh, um...?!"

        

        Cecilia fidgeted with her hands slightly as if trying to estimate the size.

        Satisfied with her reaction, I smiled and to save her the trouble of estimating....

        

        ...I rubbed my penis against her flower and placed it♥ on her lower abdomen with a thud.

        

        "...―?!♥ Hyuk, mmh?!♥"

        "...Can you see?"

        "―?! ――?!!"

        "This will go inside you, all of it."

        "Hm, haah...!♥ Aah, ah...♥♥"

        

        Cecilia's breathing became intense and strangely disheveled.

        Watching her chest rise and fall rapidly, I slightly lowered my penis.

        

        "I-it won't all fit in...!♥"

        "It'll be... fine. Yeah...."

        

        Even as I answered, I was honestly a bit anxious too.

        

        It's her first experience after all.

        Even though she's already this wet, and Cecilia is sensitive, what if she gets hurt....

        

        After pondering for a moment, I made a decision.

        

        "...Cecilia."

        "U, yes...?"

        "Could you spread your legs a little?"

        "...?"

        

        Following my words, Cecilia tilted her head but obediently spread her legs to both sides.

        

        Love juice flowed down to her thighs, stretching into threads.

        Hearing a faint squelching sound, I grabbed both her legs, brought my head closer, and―

        

        "...―?!!♥♥ Hyuk?!♥ Haah, aah?!♥♥ Wai, wai...?!♥♥♥ Eun, hyuk...?!♥♥ Haah?!♥ Ahng!♥♥"

        "Haap, slurp. Mmm...♥ Chu.... Haak...! Slurp!♥"

      

      
        

        I took her private parts into my mouth and licked her entire pussy and clitoris with my tongue in a sticky and gentle upward motion―♥.

        

        "Ngh, ngh―!♥♥ Haah?!♥ Ah♥ Ah♥♥"

        

        Each time I licked upward, sticky liquid gushed out, gush, gush♥.

        

        I reached out to firmly grasp her soft buttocks, preventing her from struggling, and continued to move my tongue.

        

        "Not that!♥ Nooo♥♥ Strange!♥ I'm going crazy!♥ Ny, ah!♥ Nyah, nyaaah!!♥♥"

        "Slurp, chu! Haah...!♥"

        "Aaaah♥♥♥ Cu, cumming!♥ Cumming again♥ I, I♥ Nyah♥ Nyah!♥ Nyaaah!♥♥ Mmh, ngh―♥?!♥♥♥"

        "Slurp.... ...!"

        

        Gush, gush♥

        Once again, sticky liquid overflowed in my mouth.

        

        "...Puha...♥"

        

        As I removed my mouth, love juice formed a sticky thread between my mouth and Cecilia's pussy.

        

        I wiped my mouth with my arm and lowered my posture to cover Cecilia from above again.

        

        "...Cecilia."

        "Haah―...!♥ Haah―...!♥ Haah...♥ Ah, eh...?♥ ...?!!"

        

        I gently pressed down on Cecilia's shoulders, who was still trembling.

        

        As I rubbed the tip of my erect penis against Cecilia's slit, faint squelching sounds echoed in the room.

        

        "Haah...♥ Haaah...♥♥"

        

        Cecilia didn't answer.

        She just looked up at me with a melted expression, breathing heavily.

        

        "...."

        "...♥"

        

        Our gazes intertwined.

        Feeling the warmth transmitted, I slowly reached for the condom I had prepared by the bedside―

        

        "...."

        "Ah, yes...?"

        

        ―In the middle of reaching, Cecilia firmly grabbed my wrist.

        

        Looking down, I saw Cecilia slightly averting her gaze as if embarrassed.

        

        With her face bright red for reasons other than excitement, she said:

        

        "...It's okay, without it...."

        "...."

        "It's safe. Like this, inside...♥"

        

        ...Is there a man who wouldn't nod at such words?

        

        I returned my hand and placed it gently on Cecilia's soft cheek.

        

        "Yes...♥ Come to me...♥"

        

        While stroking her cheek, our gazes intertwined.

        Feeling the soft and hot sensation at the tip of my glans....

        

        I slowly pushed my hips forward.

        

        "Haah...♥♥♥"

        "Mmh...!♥"

        

        It's tight. Extremely small and narrow.

        And... hot enough to burn.

        

        "Cecil―"

        "Like, this. Just like this...!♥"

        

        Cecilia interrupted my concerned voice.

        She wrapped her arms around my neck and hugged me tightly.

        

        "Hyuk!♥ Ha, ah...!♥"

        "...!♥"

        

        As she said, I continued the insertion without stopping.

        

        Squelch♥ squelch♥ sounds.

        With the tight pressure and the sensation of wrinkles wrapping around me, I unconsciously moaned and gritted my teeth.

        

        "Haah♥ Ah, aah♥♥"

        

        But even if I gritted my teeth, it didn't matter much as Cecilia moaned in my ear.

        

        Sweet moans continued.

        She hugged me tightly, and I hugged her tightly, with only sticky liquid sounds and the moans of the two people filling the room.

        

        Eventually, I felt I had inserted it all the way.

        Cecilia's swollen clitoris touched my pubic bone, and I involuntarily trembled at the soft yet firm sensation.

        

        "Haah―...!♥♥ Hm♥ ...―!!♥♥"

        "All in, side. Cecilia...!"

        "Mmgh...♥♥ Mmh, haah!♥ Haah, haah...♥ Too, big...♥♥"

        

        Cecilia breathed heavily.

        

        Though she occasionally let out strained voices as if the pressure in her stomach was painful, she clung to me pitifully and slowly caught her breath.

        

        But rather, I felt tight.

        

        "Mmh, ngh...!"

        

        It's extremely small, narrow.

        Hot wrinkles wrapped around my glans and shaft one by one, making my hips feel like they would fall off from the maddening pleasure.

        

        Thanks to being thoroughly wet with love juice all the way to the inside, there was no problem with insertion.

        But at this rate, I wondered how many thrusts would be possible....

        

        "Haah♥ Ah?!♥ Ah, ah♥ Ah♥♥"

        

        As I stayed still for a moment with it inserted all the way, Cecilia suddenly let out an urgent voice.

        

        This was the third time. Already familiar, Cecilia's voice right before climax.

        

        "Just, just from putting it in?!♥♥ I♥ Nyah♥ I'm♥♥"

        "It's okay, Cecilia...! You can come like―"

        "Mmnh!♥ No♥ That's not it...!♥"

        

        Right before climax, the sensation of her vagina wriggling♥ as if trying to extract semen was maddening.

        As I somehow endured while embracing Cecilia, she shook her head and spoke into my ear:

        

        "Move♥ Make it squelch squelch♥ I want to come together, nyaaah...!♥♥"

        "―Ngh...!"

        

        In this situation, hearing such words,

        there's no way I could hold back.

        

        "Haaah―...!!♥♥♥ Mmh! Ngah?!♥♥ Ha, aah♥ Aaaah!♥♥"

        "...!!"

        

        I gritted my teeth and started thrusting.

        

        Each time I pulled out, there was a squelch, squelch!♥ sound as love juice overflowed, and when I thrust inside, Cecilia's moan of "Haaang!♥♥" lewdly pounded my ears.

        

        "Ny, ah!♥ Nyah!♥ Nyaaah!♥♥♥ Mmnh―!!♥♥"

        

        With splashing liquid sounds, Cecilia tensed her fingertips and toes as if trying to hold back her climax.

        

        After some time, feeling the limit approaching, I hugged her tightly again and whispered in her ear:

        

        "I'm going to cum, Cecilia...!"

        "―!♥ Yes♥ Yes!♥ Cum for me, nyah♥ Inside me♥ Mmh, hngh?!♥♥ I, I too♥♥ Cum, ming......――!!♥♥♥♥"

        

        Twitch twitch twitch twitch!!♥♥

        Cecilia's body trembled violently.

        

        In sync with her, I thrust my penis deep into her private parts, ejaculating forcefully towards her swollen womb.

        

        "Kuk...!!♥"

        "――!!♥♥♥ Ngh...―!!♥♥"

        

        Gulp, gulp.

        Again and again, I poured my desire into her deepest part.

        

        The longest and most intense ejaculation of my life, never to be experienced twice.

        

        "Hak...―!♥!♥♥ Ngh, ngh...?!♥♥"

        

        It seemed the same for Cecilia, as her trembling body showed no signs of stopping even as time passed.

        

        Feeling her vagina tightly―!♥ squeezing my penis as it contracted in simultaneous climax, I held her firmly and trembled, gasping at the pleasure that made my head go blank.

        

        "―...♥♥♥"

        "Ha, aaah...."

        

        How much time passed like that?

        

        After the long, long climax of the two people ended, I felt strength rapidly leaving my body.

        

        I collapsed weakly on top of Cecilia, breathing heavily.

        

        "―...♥ Ha, ah...♥ Aah...♥ Mm, nyah...♥"

        "Huu.... Huah...."

        

        Cecilia hugging me tightly.

        Me hugging Cecilia tightly.

        

        Feeling the transmitted warmth and each other's sticky bodies, we caught our breath for a while, sensing each other's presence with our entire bodies.

        

        "...Mm, nyah...."

        "Yes...?"

        

        Suddenly Cecilia called me.

        Her voice was hoarse from moaning and panting.

        

        "...Kiss me...♥"

        "...Yes...."

        

        I raised my body with strength in my arms.

        Still deeply connected, I pressed my lips against Cecilia's and entwined our tongues.

        

        "Haap, chu...♥ Mmnh♥ ...♥"

        "Haah...♥ Slurp, mm...."

        

        A long, leisurely kiss with our tongues entwined, as if marking the end of the act.

        

        After time passed and the kiss ended, we both spoke to each other:

        

        "...I love you, Cecilia."

        "I love you, Eunhyuk...♥"

        

        After looking at each other for a moment, unable to resist the affection in our words, we pressed our lips together again.

        

        "Chu...♥"

        "Hamm♥ Haah...♥"

        

        Liquid sounds echoed and affection and happiness spread.

        And so we continued to press our lips together for a while, craving love for each other with our bodies overlapping.

        

        Just savoring the unparalleled happiness and ecstasy, continuing.

        Continuing....

      

    

  
    
      Ch.106After a long and intense night

      
        The cheerful chirping of sparrows outside the window tickled my ears.

        

        Sunlight pouring in.

        The soft touch of the blanket.

        

        "Mmm..."

        

        As always weak in the morning, I curled up under the covers, struggling not to wake up.

        

        "Mmm..."

        "...Hehe♬"

        "Hm...?"

        

        Suddenly, a clear laughter reached my ears.

        

        At the same time, feeling something incredibly soft and warm against my arm, I rustled my hand out from under the blanket and rubbed my eyes.

        

        "...Good morning, Eunhyuk...♪"

        "Ah..."

        

        When I opened my eyes, I saw Cecilia's beautiful face peering at me from up close.

        

        Her silver-white hair, scattered across the bed, sparkled beautifully in the sunlight.

        With her head resting comfortably on the pillow, she looked at me with a languid yet affectionate expression, softly giggling.

        

        "Hehe... Did you sleep well~...?"

        "Yeah... Good morning, Cecilia..."

        

        I responded just as languidly.

        

        For some reason, I felt unusually sleepy today.

        My head wasn't working properly, and I felt a bit cold too.

        

        I curled up slightly to endure the cold.

        Then, noticing the warm and soft sensation against my arm, I tilted my head in confusion.

        

        "...Hm...?"

        "Oh."

        

        It was that same sensation I felt earlier.

        

        Smooth like silk, soft like marshmallow...

        And very warm.

        

        Even the slightest touch felt warm and pleasant.

        

        I want to touch more.

        My sleep-addled mind filled with that thought, and guided by it, I reached out as if entranced...

        

        "...Hyaahn♥"

        "?!"

        

        I quickly pulled my hand away, startled by the moan that escaped Cecilia's lips.

        

        When I raised my head abruptly, I saw Cecilia chuckling with an enchanting sensuality.

        

        A face that could only be described as beautiful.

        And below that.

        

        Through the slightly lifted blanket, I could clearly see her fair skin without a single thread covering it.

        

        "Ah...!"

        

        She was naked.

        

        As I quickly averted my gaze, memories of last night flooded into my mind like a tide.

        

        [Haah—...!♥ Haah—...!♥ Haah...♥]

        

        Cecilia panting in my arms.

        

        [Uh, nyeok!♥ Unyeok!♥ Unyeoook!♥♥]

        

        Cecilia urgently calling my name with a desperate expression.

        

        [Too, big...♥♥]

        

        And, that...

        

        [Move♥]

        

        ....

        

        [...U, nyeok. ...Kiss me...♥]

        

        .........

        

        I felt the blood rushing to my head, now fully awake.

        Along with embarrassment, satisfaction and happiness welled up inside me, and I covered my face with my hands, letting out a hot sigh.

        

        So I did it. With Cecilia...

        It wasn't a dream or anything. It really happened.

        

        Fulfillment.

      

      
        Led by that overwhelming emotion, a seemingly trivial yet significant fact suddenly dawned on me.

        

        Right now, I'm lying in bed with Cecilia, under the same blanket...

        ...and not just Cecilia, but I was naked too.

        

        "Did you remember~?"

        

        Cecilia suddenly asked teasingly.

        Peeking through my fingers, I saw her notice me looking and chuckle playfully again.

        

        I heard a purring sound.

        

        "...Did you enjoy last night~?"

        "...Isn't that something an innkeeper would say?"

        "Hehe...♪"

        

        I could see her tail swishing behind her.

        

        Suddenly, Cecilia shifted slightly and brought her face even closer to mine.

        Then, in a voice close to a whisper, she continued softly.

        

        "...At least I enjoyed it♥"

        "Ugh."

        "♥"

        

        Cecilia smiled lovingly, filling my entire field of vision.

        

        Seeing her like that, without even thinking, I instinctively reached out and gently stroked her fluffy ears.

        

        "Mmm...♥"

        "...How should I put this..."

        

        I couldn't think of what to say in this situation.

        

        After pondering for a moment, I opened my mouth.

        

        "...Are you hurting anywhere, Cecilia?"

        "Yes."

        "Oh."

        "First, my throat..."

        "Ah."

        

        I was startled by Cecilia's declaration that she was in pain, but I nodded in understanding at her subsequent words.

        

        Right, her throat.

        Yes.

        ...After moaning and crying out so much, of course it would hurt.

        

        Her hoarse voice wasn't because she was still half-asleep, but because her throat was strained.

        Along with tenderness, something like a protective instinct welled up inside me.

        

        I should bring her some warm water in a bit.

        As I was thinking that, Cecilia continued.

        

        "And..."

        "Yes?"

        "...I can't feel my lower body, Eunhyuk...♪"

        "!"

        

        I flinched at her words and seductive smile.

        

        As I instinctively tried to back away, Cecilia wrapped her arms around my neck to prevent me from escaping and whispered.

        

        "My throat is gone. My waist has no strength, and the muscle pain is no joke..."

        "..."

        "Hehe... I can't do a~nything today, right~?"

        

        In the end, she was asking me to take care of her all day.

        

        With a relieved smile, I reached out and embraced Cecilia tightly.

        

        "Eek!"

        "Of course! I'll do everything for you today, Cecilia. Lots of petting, hugging, and, um..."

        

        I hugged her without thinking, but the vivid sensation of her naked body against mine was overwhelming.

        

        Especially the soft pressure against my chest was incredible. My head was spinning.

        

        "Whoa. And...?"

        "Hmm~..."

        

        Squeezing my eyes shut to somehow maintain my sanity, I continued.

        

        While tightly embracing her soft body, I gently nuzzled her fair nape and continued speaking.

        

        "...I'll make you something delicious. Is there anything you want to eat?"

        "Hmm... Oh! Then, Eunhyuk~."

        

        Cecilia immediately perked up at the mention of 'something delicious'.

        With sparkling eyes, she enthusiastically spoke.

        

        "I want to try delivery food!"

        "De-delivery food?"

        "Yeah! Like pizza... Phil told me it's 'occasionally worth eating,' but I've never tried it myself."

      

      
        

        Pizza. It was an unexpected request.

        But then again, it made sense she'd be curious since she'd never had it before.

        

        As I nodded, Cecilia smiled happily and continued.

        

        "And also~..."

        "There's more?"

        "Yes! Pickles, hot sauce, cola... Oh! And I want sushi for dinner too."

        

        She must have really liked what Phil told her about pizza.

        With a wry smile, I said.

        

        "Yes, yes. I'll get you everything. Anything else you want to eat? Nothing more?"

        "Hmm~? Anything else I want to eat? Let's see... Oh! There is one more thing♪"

        "What is it?"

        

        At my question, Cecilia suddenly squirmed.

        Then she moved slightly away from me, stared at my face, and let out a playful "Hehe♪" laugh.

        

        "...I want to eat Eunhyuk♪"

        "Huh?"

        "Haum!♥ ...Chu♥"

        "...!?"

        

        Cecilia's soft lips sealed mine.

        

        Despite flinching at the sudden kiss, I soon regained my composure and gently placed my hand on her head to support her.

        

        "Chu♥ Haah...♥ Mmm♥"

        "Mm, chup. ...Puhaa..."

        

        A kiss that felt both long and short, ambiguous yet tantalizing.

        

        When our lips finally parted, Cecilia looked at me with a honey-dripping expression and spoke.

        

        "...Delicious♥"

        "Haha..."

        

        It was really embarrassing.

        To be "eaten" (even jokingly) by a girl. Honestly, I never imagined this would happen to me.

        It was a strange feeling.

        

        "Ehehe♥"

        "Uh, uhh..."

        

        Cecilia snuggled back into my arms.

        After a moment of confusion, I hugged her back, and she began rubbing her cheek against my chest with a contented purr.

        

        "Ack. Ugh, hehe... That tickles, Cecilia~."

        "~♥"

        

        Despite my protest, Cecilia continued to rub her cheek against me.

        The ticklish sensation kept making me laugh.

        

        "Haha. Hehe. Mm..."

        

        I gently stroked the silver-white hair before me.

        The long hair I brushed aside sparkled beautifully in the sunlight.

        

        "Hmm. When do you want to have breakfast, Cecilia?"

        "...In a little while..."

        "Mm, how's your throat? Should I get you some water?"

        "...Mmm, a bit more..."

        "Cecilia?"

        "...Nyaa~n..."

        

        She really didn't want to let go.

        I chuckled and patted her head.

        

        "Hyaan..."

        "...Spoiled little cat."

        

        Well, if not any other day, today she deserves to be spoiled a bit.

        After some thought, I whispered in her ear.

        

        "...Cecilia?"

        "Nyaa~n...?"

        

        Imitating a cat's meow, Cecilia glanced up at my face.

        Looking back at her, I whispered with a warm smile.

        

        "...I'm looking forward to our future together♪"

        "...Yes♥"

        

        A smile full of happiness came back as her answer.

        A perfect smile filled with comfort and joy.

        

        Leaning in again, Cecilia began rubbing her cheek against my chest.

        Without saying anything, I gently stroked her.

        

        Until we were both satisfied, we stayed like that.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.107Chatting while eating pizza

      
        "Oh!"

        

        A joyful and surprised exclamation echoed brightly throughout the room.

        Separately, the warm aroma of fresh pizza was already gently spreading in the room.

        

        "That came faster than I expected. Warm pizza from delivery, that's a first."

        

        A leisurely Sunday.

        Around 11 AM.

        

        Though it was a much later breakfast (lunch?) than usual, I still nodded my head up and down with satisfaction.

        

        Yes, this is what pizza should be.

        Generous cheese and sauce with plenty of toppings.

        Above all, it's warm. It was practically the same as eating at a pizza restaurant.

        

        I ordered from a slightly more expensive place specifically for Cecilia's first time... and it seems that was the right choice.

        

        "Can I try it?"

        

        Cecilia asked with sparkling eyes.

        Her childlike excitement was unbearably cute.

        

        "Of course. Go ahead and try it."

        "Okay! Thank you for the—! Ah, um. How do I eat it?"

        

        Cecilia eagerly reached out at my words.

        But just before grabbing the pizza, she suddenly froze, then glanced back at me with a slightly confused expression.

        

        "Chopsticks, fork? Probably not a spoon..."

        

        ...Sometimes I almost forget, but moments like these remind me that she really is from another world.

        Utensils for pizza? Well, not that some people don't use them.

        

        I smiled gently and picked up a slice of pizza with my hand to demonstrate for her.

        

        "Just like this, you eat it with your hands."

        "Oh."

        

        Her reaction of opening her mouth in surprise was both amusing and refreshing.

        

        I put the pizza in my mouth while Cecilia hesitated for a moment, watching me.

        But soon after, she carefully reached out and picked up a slice of pizza.

        

        "Ohhh...!"

        

        She let out an exclamation of wonder at the sight of the stretching cheese.

        

        With an anticipatory expression, Cecilia put the slice into her small mouth with a "nom" and—

        

        "...——!!"

        

        Her sky-blue eyes widened dramatically, sparkling like jewels.

        It was the kind of expression that made asking if it was delicious unnecessary.

        

        "Do you like it?"

        "Mmhmm!"

        

        Cecilia nodded vigorously while chewing.

        The white t-shirt she had put on for modesty's sake over her bare body bounced with her enthusiastic movement.

        ...Honestly, my eyes kept wandering there. Though I tried not to show it.

        

        "Mmm. How should I describe it? It's soft and savory..."

        "The cheese is rich and the sauce is fragrant?"

        "Yes, yes! Exactly! Mmm, nom... ...♬"

        

        Cecilia smiled brightly, fascinated by the taste of pizza as she chewed.

        Enjoying her expression, I also chewed my pizza with a satisfied smile.

        

        "~~♬"

        

        It was definitely worth ordering from the more expensive place.

        

        Cecilia sat on the edge of the bed, happily swinging her feet.

        Suddenly, her gently swaying tail and twitching ears caught my eye.

        

        With one hand still holding pizza, I absentmindedly placed my other hand on her ear.

        

        "Hmm?"

        "Nothing, just because."

        

        I answered her questioning voice casually while slowly stroking her soft ear.

        

        "Mmm..." Cecilia's voice, along with a pleasant purring sound.

        After enjoying the soft sensation against my palm for a moment, I spoke.

        

        "...You seem fluffier than before, don't you?"

        "Ah. That's because I'm shedding. My fur gets a bit fuller around this time every year."

        "You shed too?"

        "Mmhmm."

        

        That was unexpected. A beastkin shedding.

        But wait, hmm. Thinking about it, I guess it makes sense...

        

        "Hehe. Do you like the texture? Here, tickle tickle~♪"

        "Hehe."

        

        Cecilia playfully raised her voice and rubbed her ear against my hand.

        The ticklish sensation made me involuntarily let out a strange sound.

        

        "Heehee~♪"

        

        When I finally couldn't take it anymore and removed my hand, Cecilia puffed out her chest proudly with a snort, as if she'd won.

        

        Well... how should I put it.

      

      
        She was like a child. Yes.

        

        "..."

        "Ah. Mmm... ...♥"

        

        I placed my hand on her ear again.

        This time, Cecilia didn't play any tricks and simply enjoyed being petted while taking another bite of pizza.

        

        "~♪"

        "Mmm, mm..."

        

        Time passed leisurely.

        

        When about two-thirds of the pizza had disappeared into our stomachs, I suddenly became curious and spoke up.

        

        "Cecilia."

        "Hmm?"

        

        She turned her head, and I saw her youthful face looking up at me.

        

        Looking at that face, I was about to ask my question directly, but then I wondered if this might be a sensitive topic and if I should just ask outright. As Cecilia tilted her head curiously, I stroked her ear, hesitating for a moment, and then...

        

        "...When does your mating season start?"

        "!"

        

        In the end, unable to think of a better way to phrase it, I asked straightforwardly.

        

        Four times a year. The beastkin mating season that comes with each season.

        Unlike last time, she had said she "definitely wouldn't be able to control herself this time," so I thought it would be good to know in advance...

        

        "Ah, well. That's, roughly..."

        "Um, yeah."

        

        ...It was more embarrassing than I expected.

        

        With a bright red face, Cecilia said:

        

        "About a month from now... So, it will last for a few days around the end of the year and beginning of the new year."

        "...It 'will' last?"

        "Ah, well. Actually, my last mating season was stronger than what I've experienced before. I thought something was strange, so I recently consulted with Elya..."

        

        Oh, so that was stronger than usual?

        No wonder she couldn't control herself.

        

        Speaking of consulting with Elya. That succubus seems to be helpful in many ways.

        

        "It, it seems to vary depending on the climate."

        "Climate?"

        "...Generally, mating season is weakest in summer and strongest in winter..."

        "Ah, I see..."

        

        That made sense. Cecilia had mentioned she'd hardly ever properly experienced winter before.

        

        But, wait, hold on.

        'Strongest' in winter?

        

        ...Even stronger than in autumn?

        

        "So probably, um..."

        

        Cecilia's face turned bright red.

        Even as I continued petting her, I could feel myself getting hot too.

        

        "...Probably for 2 or 3 days. Continuously..."

        "..."

        

        ...I wonder if I can get time off work.

        As that thought crept into my mind, I quickly shook my head from side to side.

        Let's think about that later.

        

        "So, well... Honestly, I'm a bit scared too."

        "Scared?"

        

        At my question, Cecilia nodded and put the small piece of pizza remaining in her hand into her mouth with a nom.

        

        "Yeah. Munch, ...gulp. It's because this is the first time I'll be with someone during mating season. I'm a little anxious since I don't know what will happen."

        "Ah. Because it's your first time..."

        "Yeah. Because it's my first time..."

        "..."

        "..."

        

        Suddenly, an awkward silence fell.

        

        I stopped petting her and awkwardly scratched the back of my head when Cecilia suddenly spoke.

        

        "...Can I ask you something that might be unpleasant to hear?"

        "Ah, sure? What is it?"

        "You know. What we did yesterday..."

        

        Hugging herself, she continued in an increasingly smaller voice.

        

        "...Did you have experience before?"

        "Huh?"

        

        Her follow-up question was something I hadn't expected at all.

        

        Experience?

        You mean, that kind of experience?

        

        ...Why??

        

        Of course, our adorable Cecilia is my first lover, my first woman...

        

        Perhaps because I was tilting my head in such confusion and bewilderment, Cecilia puffed her cheeks and said:

        

      

      
        "B-but! You were too skilled...!"

        "Eh."

        

        That was the reason...?

        Somehow, the suspicion arising from such a simple reason made me feel deflated.

        

        It might have seemed that way to Cecilia, but in reality, I was struggling quite a bit too, having no composure.

        

        But more importantly...

        

        "Touching and licking all over! And, and..."

        "...Are you jealous, Cecilia?"

        "――!!!"

        

        Her startled jump confirmed that I was right.

        

        Cecilia being jealous over experience I don't even have.

        Ah, really, truly...

        

        "...You're so cute!"

        "Eep...?!"

        

        I spread my arms and tightly embraced her small body.

        Gently rubbing my cheek against her soft hair, I whispered to her.

        

        "...You're my first, Cecilia, without a doubt."

        "...!"

        "Hehe. Did it feel so good that you had such suspicions? Hmm~...?"

        

        I felt a surge of confidence as a man.

        Yes, yes. So that's it. It felt so good that you had such suspicions, my dear Cecilia♪

        Despite the unfounded suspicion, I wasn't upset at all.

        

        "I-I don't know!"

        

        At my words, Cecilia seemed to be hit with a delayed wave of embarrassment and turned her head away sharply.

        But she was still in my arms, so it didn't make much difference.

        Chuckling, I continued.

        

        "Then, on the other hand, what about our Cecilia~?"

        "Um, yes?"

        "...Was I your first?"

        "...!!"

        

        Cecilia jumped again in my arms.

        

        Of course, judging by her reaction and the way she spoke, the answer was already clear, but I deliberately asked out loud because I wanted to see her embarrassed reaction.

        

        "Um, umm...!"

        

        She squirmed in my arms trying to escape, then looked up at me with teary eyes, silently pleading for something...

        Finally, as if giving up, she lowered her head and spoke.

        

        "...You're my first, Eunhyuk..."

        

        The moment I heard those words, I could feel the corners of my mouth automatically lifting.

        

        I never knew there would be such a difference between just assuming something and actually hearing it.

        Unable to contain the tingling feeling, I hugged Cecilia's small body even more tightly.

        

        "~♪ Oh, you're so cute!"

        "Eek!"

        

        A small scream echoed through the room.

        Cecilia hesitated for a moment with her bright red face, then slowly reached out and hugged me back.

        

        "...Mmm..."

        

        I felt a soft sensation.

        After enjoying the purring sound that accompanied it for a moment, I spoke.

        

        "I'll take proper responsibility, Cecilia♪"

        "...?! I-I don't know!"

        

        This girl is really fun to tease.

        With that thought, I continued to hug her while chuckling.

        

        Being in a relationship is really nice~.

        Cute, adorable, and lovable.

        

        But at the same time, I suddenly thought that what happened yesterday should absolutely not be discovered by anyone else.

        

        Like Eunhwan, and especially Jaeseop hyung.

        If they found out, I'd be bombarded with questions...

        

        I'll try to hide it well.

        I should be able to hide it, probably.

        

        No matter how perceptive those people are, they won't notice that!

        Of course, they are suspiciously perceptive individuals, but...!

        

        ...Is it possible...?

        

        "Mmm..."

        

        With a stiff smile at the rising thoughts, I patted Cecilia's back.

        

        It-it's okay!

        I can hide it!

        I can do it!

        I can do it!!

        

        ...My determination was lightly shattered less than 24 hours later.

        Damn it all...

      

    

  
    
      Ch.108Why are you all doing this to me...?

      
        "Well, so..."

        

        Somehow, this Monday feels like I'm returning after a very long time.

        

        I would have been seeing Cecilia off as usual, changing clothes, finishing preparations, and starting my convenience store shift...

        ...or at least, that was the plan.

        

        "Did you do it?"

        "Did ya do it, sir?"

        "...I really don't understand what you two are talking about so early in the morning—"

        "Don't change the subject, man."

        

        ...Is this what being interrogated feels like?

        

        The ceiling light that's usually bright somehow seems dimmer right now.

        

        Me, backed into a corner of the convenience store.

        A woman and a man closing in on me like they're tightening a noose...

        

        ...Wait, déjà vu?

        Haven't I been through something similar before...?

        

        "It's better not to think about escaping~. Oh, but don't worry, we won't pry into anything too personal!"

        "Yeah, yeah. Hey. Don't you trust us?"

        "...Not at all."

        

        My junior coworker, Eun-hwan, snickering as she slowly cuts off my escape route.

        And my senior, Jaeseop, standing a bit further away to make sure I don't run.

        

        Half-surrounded by these two, all I could do was let out a hollow laugh into the air.

        

        "Haha..."

        

        ...Now, how did things end up like this?

        

        ***

        

        The incident traces back to this morning.

        

        "Are you feeling better today, Cecilia?"

        "Yes! I think I'm almost fully recovered. The muscle pain is gone and my waist is... well, umm."

        

        She answered energetically at first, but then suddenly tilted her head and started feeling her waist with her hand.

        

        Her gray skirt swaying gently.

        Her beige vest gleaming in the sunlight.

        She was in her school uniform.

        

        "Hmm, well, I think I can move around without any problems."

        "Really? Will you be able to go to school alright?"

        

        Seeing that Cecilia didn't seem completely recovered, I asked again with concern.

        

        Due to our intense "exercise" the night before yesterday, her waist had given out yesterday.

        She couldn't put strength in her lower body and was wobbling around until she finally became able to move properly in the evening.

        It wasn't unreasonable for me to be worried.

        

        "I think I'll be fine... Hmm~ Well, I'll call you if there's a problem!"

        "Okay. Don't push yourself."

        "I won't. ...Ah, hehe♥"

        

        I approached the smiling Cecilia and gently patted her head.

        

        With a purring sound, her expression relaxed even more.

        She was cute this morning too, as always.

        

        "Heehee♥ ...Hey!"

        "Hm?"

        

        While I was patting her, she suddenly spread both arms wide.

        

        Confused by her sudden movement, I looked at her questioningly...

        

        "Hug!"

        "Ah, I see."

        

        She exclaimed with expectant eyes.

        Seems like she wanted a hug before leaving.

        

        "Come here..."

        "...♥"

        

        I bent down slightly and embraced her small body tightly.

        I could feel her soft touch.

        

        With one hand patting her head and the other her back, I spoke.

        

        "Have a good day, Cecilia."

        "Yes♬ ...chu♥"

        "Whoa."

        

        Suddenly, I felt something soft touch my cheek.

        It was the sensation of a kiss that had become quite familiar these past few days.

        

        Leaving me flustered, Cecilia, the culprit of the cheek kiss, quickly pulled away from me and...

      

      
        

        "I'm off~!"

        

        She called out cheerfully with a bright smile on her face.

        

        Click.

        The front door opened, followed by the sound of rapid footsteps. It was Cecilia running outside.

        

        As she ran out, silence filled the room, and when the door closed with another click, it became completely quiet.

        

        "...Well, well."

        

        In the quiet room, I muttered absentmindedly.

        

        It seemed that Cecilia had really taken a liking to giving me a kiss before leaving.

        My heart won't survive at this rate. Even now, it was pounding quite hard.

        

        "...Though I can't say I dislike it either..."

        

        At the same time, I could feel the corners of my mouth rising.

        

        Well, whatever.

        What man wouldn't like his girlfriend's affection?

        

        I'm a man too.

        It's natural to smile when kissed.

        

        "Hmm."

        

        And somehow, I felt like Cecilia's displays of affection had suddenly increased since yesterday.

        

        She would suddenly rest her head against my body as if she just thought of it.

        Ask for hugs or pats, and sometimes when she was feeling bold, beg for kisses.

        It felt like these things had become a bit more frequent than before.

        

        "Rather than 'before,' I guess it changed starting from the night before last."

        

        The night before last.

        A night of pleasure that neither of us would probably ever forget.

        

        It felt like the barely noticeable boundary between us had melted away a bit more since that night.

        

        It was embarrassing and tingling. But not bad at all.

        A strange sensation.

        

        Would we experience more such changes in the future?

        Would we gradually, imperceptibly grow closer each time our bodies intertwined?

        

        "...I'm not sure."

        

        But I was looking forward to it.

        There was that subtle feeling that was difficult to put into words.

        

        "...Well! I should get ready for work now~...!"

        

        I shook my head vigorously to clear my thoughts.

        

        There wasn't much time left until my shift change.

        It was time to get ready.

        

        I brushed my teeth and changed clothes.

        After checking if I had forgotten anything and looking at the clock, it was exactly time to leave.

        

        "Good."

        

        Just as I was about to open the door energetically—

        

        "Hey—. Are you in there?"

        

        Along with a knock, a familiar voice was heard.

        It was Jaeseop.

        

        "Huh, yes?"

        "Open the door for a sec~."

        

        Why is he suddenly at our house?

        ...That thought didn't cross my mind.

        

        Almost instinctively, I turned around and scanned our home with my eyes.

        

        Was there any tissue fallen on the floor?

        Any underwear or clothes that had fallen and not been picked up?

        Was the bedding excessively disheveled? And so on.

        

        Only one thought crossed my mind:

        'I can't let him find out about what happened the night before last.'

        

        Filled with a sense of crisis, I frantically rolled my eyes around.

        

        "Hey~."

        "Yes, yes. I'm coming."

        

        After quickly finishing my scan, I approached the door with my heart pounding.

        

        It, it should be fine.

      

      
        I already cleaned up everything yesterday. The house is tidy now.

        As long as I don't do anything stupid, there's no way he'll find out.

        

        Thinking that, I slowly opened the door.

        

        "Well. It's nothing special. I was just bored this morning, so I thought I'd come chat with you during your shift..."

        

        His dedication to come see me before work just to chat was truly remarkable.

        He should just sleep in...

        

        And just as I was thinking that.

        

        "...They did it. They totally did it."

        "What?!"

        

        I shouted in shock at his sudden statement.

        

        How?!

        What gave it away?

        Did I make some stupid mistake...? But wait, it's only been 10 seconds since I opened the door...

        

        As I was panicking, he gave me an incredulous look and pointed a finger towards the inside of the room.

        "There. That."

        "Huh?"

        

        I turned my head towards where he was pointing.

        And what I saw was—

        

        "Were you even planning to hide it?"

        "...Ah."

        

        A box of condoms placed by the bedside.

        

        Ah, right.

        That was there, wasn't it?

        

        I had received it but never used it, so I completely forgot about its existence.

        Haha...

        

        ...So there was a stupid mistake after all.

        

        "No, it's not what you think."

        "Now, from this point on, you have no right to remain silent, cannot appoint a lawyer~."

        "Eek, w-wait a moment!"

        "Be aware that the interrogation will take place at the convenience store with your junior—"

        "Just wait a second?!"

        

        And so I was promptly grabbed by the wrist and dragged to the convenience store.

        And there, I was subjected to a barrage of questions from him and Eun-hwan...

        Well, that's how it went.

        

        ***

        

        "So, to give a short and simple impression?"

        "Well, um..."

        "Was the fur-folk's skin soft, sir? Or surprisingly rough perhaps?"

        "It, it was soft, but..."

        "How long did you last?"

        "Ah, what?!"

        "Who took the lead, sir?"

        "Initially, I did... No, wait a minute!"

        "If you were to do it again—"

        "Both of you, wait a second!!"

        

        The price for my stupid mistake was indeed harsh.

        

        I couldn't gather my thoughts amidst the storm of questions.

        When I finally managed to squeeze in and buy some time, the two in front of me, watching me pant, smiled as if they were thoroughly enjoying themselves.

        

        "Why are you two so interested in other people's relationships...?"

        

        I asked, giving them a sidelong glance.

        

        They looked at each other for a moment, then nodded in unison as if they had planned it.

        

        "Honestly, it's fascinating, senior. It feels like just yesterday when we first met Cecilia as 'the girl senior has a crush on,' and now you've already gone that far? Honestly, how can we not be curious!"

        "When you put it that way, I can't argue... ...What about you, hyung?"

        "Me? I'm just doing this to tease you?"

        "You jerk...!"

        

        When I responded coldly, he chuckled.

        

        Then... he firmly grabbed my shoulder.

        

        "Well, had enough rest? Let's continue?"

        "Time to answer more questions!"

        "What...?"

        "I'll squeeze everything out of you, within reasonable limits."

        

        The price for failing to avoid what I had already anticipated was severe.

        Held captive by these two, I was about to be subjected to a barrage of precarious questions for quite some time...

        

        ...Cecilia...

        Make sure you don't get caught, and don't end up like me...!

        That's what I prayed for.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.109Tumultuous Morning

      
        Mmm.

        ...My back hurts....

        

        "Ugh, cha..."

        

        I climbed the stairs with careful, slow steps.

        

        Morning time, when friends would be heading to school.

        Watching other students hurriedly climbing the stairs with different bags on their backs, I absentmindedly muttered to myself.

        

        Monday has arrived~....

        

        Really, why are weekends so short?

        I wanted to stick close to Eunhyuk and spend more lovey-dovey time with him! School, seriously...!

        

        Of course, I know I can't skip school. But still, it's disappointing....

        

        "...Yaaawn~..."

        "Good morning, Cecilia."

        "G'morning~..."

        

        With a long, drawn-out yawn, I greeted a classmate who was climbing the stairs ahead of me.

        

        And as I continued up the stairs... I slightly misstepped, causing a sharp pain to shoot through my back and hips.

        

        "Eek?!"

        

        Ow~. That hurts.

        

        It was a dull, heavy pain.

        What people commonly call muscle soreness.

        

        The night before last, I was a little, um... doing this and that with Eunhyuk, working hard together, which shocked the muscles all over my body....

        Now I was in a state where I was whimpering from muscle pain in various parts of my body.

        

        To be precise, most places had almost healed, but my back still hurt a little.

        

        "Mmm."

        

        Still, since I could walk and move around, I told Eunhyuk this morning that I was fine before leaving~.

        Hmm~. Was that a mistake~...?

        It didn't hurt much in the morning, but it seems to get more painful with every movement....

        

        But then again, it's not painful enough to skip school, and that's the problem.

        

        If it had hurt really badly, I would have just rested at home and acted spoiled with Eunhyuk...!

        Like yesterday!

        

        When I said I wanted something to eat, he'd buy it for me, and when I said I was cold, he'd hug me~.

        When I'd suddenly feel lonely and peek my head out, he'd smile and pat my ears too....

        Yesterday really felt like heaven.

        

        "But there's no use regretting it now...."

        

        I was already at school, and while walking lost in thought, I suddenly found myself right in front of the classroom door.

        

        I guess it would be awkward to turn back home after coming all this way.

        With a small sigh, I opened the classroom door with a clatter.

        

        "Ah. Cecilia! Good morning~."

        "Hi, Cecilia. Did you have a good weekend?"

        "Yeah. Good morning, Phil, Hyerim."

        

        Seeing my friends' faces after a while made the pain subside a little.

        

        Phil, the half-elf with a small frame.

        Hyerim, characterized by her tall stature and firm arms.

        

        Greeting my two brightly smiling friends, I walked steadily toward my seat.

        

        I put down my bag and pulled out the chair.

        As I carefully sat down slowly to avoid straining my back... I suddenly felt eyes on me.

        

        "...What's wrong, you two?"

        "Hmm~? Nothing? Nothing at all~."

        "Well.... Yeah. Nothing really, Cecilia."

        

        Phil grinning and Hyerim smiling awkwardly.

        Wondering what was going on, I asked, but both of them trailed off without giving a proper answer.

        

        ...I have a bad feeling about this.

        

        "Hey, hey! Cecilia~."

        

      

      
        As if to confirm my bad feeling, Phil rested her chin on both hands and opened her mouth.

        When Hyerim and I turned our attention to her, she let out a small "Heheh" laugh and then....

        

        "...What did you do over the weekend~?"

        "Eh, huh?!"

        

        ...She suddenly threw out a very difficult question to answer.

        

        "Uh, umm. Well...."

        

        What should I say?

        What should I answer?!

        

        Half-panicked, I frantically rolled my eyes around.

        

        'What we did on the weekend' was of course 'that'...! But I obviously can't say it honestly!!

        

        I don't know why such a question suddenly came up, but for now!

        

        "I, I played in the snow with Eunhyuk! Yeah!"

        

        That's how I answered.

        We actually did play in the snow, so it wasn't a lie, but....

        

        "Snow play~? Eunhyuk is that person you live with, right~?"

        "Y-yeah."

        

        ...Phil's penetrating gaze was somehow creepy.

        Even Hyerim beside her was glancing back and forth between Phil and me with an intrigued expression.

        

        "Hmph. But Cecilia. You've only just started dating, but how 'intensely' did you play in the snow~...."

        

        Emphasizing only the word 'intensely' for some reason, Phil stood up from her seat.

        

        Noticing my tension, she smiled and slowly approached me....

        

        "...For your back to be so sore? Hmm~?"

        "Hyaang?!"

        

        ...She traced her finger up my back from bottom to top.

        

        That stimulating sensation, both ticklish and sharp, made me involuntarily let out a scream that was close to a moan.

        As I looked at her with a flushed face, Phil giggled and backed away from me.

        

        "Ph-Phil!"

        "'Hyaang,' she says. Pfft, hahaha...!"

        

        Phil burst into laughter, holding her stomach.

        Just as I was about to speak to her again—

        

        "Ah~. Hehe. I'm so envious of that Eunhyuk person~. To be able to hear such pretty moans freely...."

        "Wh-what...!"

        

        Wh-why is Eunhyuk being mentioned here?!

        And f-freely hearing moans...!

        

        I froze in embarrassment, unable to speak.

        And then, a new figure approached us....

        

        "What are you talking about? Something naughty~?"

        

        ...This is what you'd call adding insult to injury.

        The newcomer was Elya, a succubus.

        

        "Ah. Good morning, Elya~."

        "Yeah. Good morning. So? What were you talking about?"

        "Hehe. You see~, our Cecilia here~."

        

        Phil paused there, looking at me with a teasing gaze.

        

        As I squirmed, unable to deny or change the subject, Elya spoke up.

        

        "Hmm, Cecilia."

        "Y-yes, Elya...?"

        

        Elya, probably the oldest in our class.

        Hoping that her years of experience would help her rescue me from this situation smoothly, I waited for her next words.

        

        "There's something here, on your neck."

        

        Tapping her own nape with her finger, she continued.

        

        "You have a kiss mark."

        "Huh?!"

      

      
        

        Wh-what, really?!

        Did Eunhyuk leave a mark?!

        When?! In such a visible place...?!

        

        ...I panicked and hurriedly started feeling my neck.

        

        And watching me, three hyenas smiled contentedly.

        

        "Hehe."

        "Cecilia is so cute♬"

        "My, my."

        "...........Ah."

        

        It took less than five seconds to realize I'd been tricked.

        

        There was no kiss mark to begin with.

        

        "'Beast-folk can't get pregnant outside of their heat cycle. In other words, it's safe'..."

        

        Elya muttered quietly while staring at me, who had frozen in shock.

        Having trapped me decisively, she nodded with satisfaction and continued.

        

        "I'm glad to see you put what I taught you to use so quickly♪"

        "Ah, haha...."

        

        I laughed hollowly in defeat.

        

        But that didn't last long.

        

        "Spill the details! Cecilia~!"

        

        Phil rushed toward me with sparkling eyes.

        

        "Safe...? So, you mean, without a condom...?!"

        

        Hyerim muttered in a small voice, her face bright red.

        

        "I'll cast a spell so sound won't leak out. I've been avoiding magic here, but this time is special.... Talk freely without worrying about others♪"

        

        And finally, Elya providing a not-at-all reassuring guarantee....

        

        "Ha, haha...."

        

        The hyenas approaching stealthily.

        Looking at the three of them with a stiff smile, I suddenly turned my head toward the window and shouted.

        

        "Help me! Eunhyuk―!!"

        

        My scream echoed across the schoolyard.

        Of course, there was no response, and overwhelmed by the hyenas in despair, I was bombarded with questions without a moment's rest....

        

        ...

        

        About 20 minutes later.

        

        "E-Elya. Can I have a tissue? My nose is bleeding...."

        "Sure. Here."

        "I-is it really that big...?"

        

        Satisfied and retreated, the hyenas stood before me as I slumped weakly against my chair.

        

        F-finally over.

        Looking at the two blushing, flustered girls and Elya, I said in a weak voice.

        

        "...When you guys get boyfriends, I'm going to interrogate you mercilessly too...."

        "Ah, ahaha. Sorry, Cecilia. Was that too much? Hmm. Want some candy?"

        

        With one hand holding a tissue pressed against her nose, Phil laughed awkwardly and reached into her bag.

        Looking at her blankly, I said:

        

        "...I like lemon flavor."

        "Okay! Just a moment~."

        

        At that, Phil hurriedly rummaged through her bag, while beside her, Hyerim remained lost in thought with her bright red face.

        Only Elya wasn't blushing as much... but her expression of interest and enjoyment was not much different from the other two.

        

        "Lemon flavor... found it! Here, say ah~."

        "...Ah~...."

        

        As I rolled the candy Phil gave me around with my tongue, I finally felt some energy returning.

        Savoring that sweet and sour taste, I let out a small, blank sigh.

        

        Really, what a noisy morning it had been.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.110Things I Want to Do If I Get a New Bed

      
        Is there a saying that time flows faster when you're happy?

        I don't know who said it, but these days I'm feeling the truth of those words deep in my bones.

        

        About two weeks have passed since I started dating Cecilia.

        

        If I had to summarize my life lately in one phrase, it would probably be something like "a couple's daily routine."

        

        Waking up in the same bed, eating breakfast at the same table.

        I head to the convenience store, Cecilia goes to school. After finishing our respective days, we come home and lounge around comfortably...

        After enjoying dinner together, we fall asleep in bed, tightly embracing each other.

        That's been our routine.

        

        It's relaxed and peaceful, but never boring. Each day feels new.

        

        If I had to name one complaint recently, it might be that the bed is a bit narrow.

        ...Not for any impure reasons, mind you, just simply that there's not enough space for cuddling.

        

        Both Cecilia and I love the bed, but the one in my apartment is designed for just one person.

        It's fine when we sleep since we hold each other close, but there's not quite enough space for playing around in the evening.

        

        So lately, I've been occasionally browsing on my laptop for a slightly larger bed at a reasonable price....

        

        "...Hmm...."

        

        ...Nothing particularly good.

        

        "If the price is reasonable, the size is too big for a studio apartment, and if the size is appropriate, then the price is..."

        

        It's not just for me to sleep on—Cecilia will be sleeping on it too, so I can't compromise on quality.

        

        After staring at my laptop screen for a while, I finally gave up and tilted my head back with a sigh.

        

        "Haaa...."

        

        The softness of the mattress supporting my back feels nice.

        Leaning against the bed, I turned my head to look at the clock on the wall.

        

        "5:30...."

        

        It was about time to start preparing dinner.

        

        Getting up, I looked around the unusually empty apartment and muttered:

        

        "She's late, Cecilia..."

        

        Normally, Cecilia would arrive home before me.

        For some reason, she contacted me earlier saying she'd be coming home a bit late today.

        

        From what I heard, she had something to do with her friends after school.

        Since I heard her voice on the voice chat, I'm not particularly worried that she might be in any danger, but...

        

        "Hmm."

        

        Still, I couldn't help but wonder.

        

        Something to do with friends after school—what could it be?

        Are they preparing for some event?

        What school events are there in mid-December...?

        

        "Hmmmm...."

        

        With these thoughts floating around in my head, I slowly began preparing tonight's dinner.

        The menu: braised mackerel.

        I bought mackerel because it was on sale.

        

        I took out a pot and placed it on the induction stove.

        Then, as I was taking out another bowl to prepare the seasoning...

        

        The front door swung open with a thud.

        

        "I'm home~~..."

        "Welcome back, Cecilia."

        

        Her voice sounded tired.

        

        When I turned my head, I saw Cecilia with her ears drooping more than usual.

        

        "Did something happen?"

        "Mmm...."

        

        She trudged over and flopped face-down onto the bed.

        Looking at her, I tilted my head in concern.

        

        What did she do that made her like this?

        Did something bad happen? But when she contacted me earlier, she seemed energetic...

        

        While I was lost in thought, Cecilia spoke in a muffled voice.

        

        "Eunhyeok..."

        "Yes?"

        "...Did Eunhyeok have a good time in school...?"

        

        It was a somewhat unexpected question.

        

        Did she suddenly develop concerns about school life?

        Maybe she had a fight with a friend?

        

        "Well, I wouldn't say my school days were particularly great... but I guess so, yes."

        

        Though questions were swirling in my mind, I held back and gave her an answer.

        

        She turned her head slightly while still lying face-down on the bed.

      

      
        

        With her sky-blue eyes gazing steadily at me, she opened her mouth.

        

        "...So, um..."

        

        I gulped.

        What would she say next? What made her so tired today?

        What was troubling her?

        

        ...How could I help my lovely girlfriend?

        

        As I seriously waited for her next words, she continued:

        

        "Can you teach me how to study...?"

        "...Huh?"

        

        ...And what came back was an answer I hadn't expected at all.

        My single-syllable question echoed stupidly around the room.

        

        ***

        

        "Ah, it's final exam season."

        "Yes, yes! That's right! I had no idea there would be exams...!"

        

        Cecilia nodded her head vigorously while chewing on mackerel.

        

        It seems I was right to make the seasoning a bit stronger since she looked tired.

        After wolfing down one bowl of rice, Cecilia was now energetically talking while working on her second serving.

        

        "So you were studying with your friends and that's why you were late?"

        "Yeah... Me, Phil, and Elya. None of us really understand the studies here. Hyerim said she'd explain the basics to us..."

        

        When I asked, Cecilia nodded dejectedly.

        

        Phil, Elya, Hyerim.

        I'd met each of them once, and had heard a lot about them recently, so I was familiar with Cecilia's friends.

        

        "...I couldn't understand even half of it..."

        "I see..."

        

        So this is what happened:

        

        1. As final exam season approached, all the students began preparing for tests.

        2. Naturally, the non-humans thought they wouldn't have exams, but contrary to expectations, a late notice came out that separate exams were prepared for them too...

        3. They tried to cram for it, resulting in today's situation.

        

        How should I put this?

        ...It was a very student-like predicament. Yes.

        

        "When is the exam?"

        "Next Wednesday... A little over a week away."

        "Hmm."

        

        One week. That's definitely tight.

        Of course, it depends on the scope and difficulty, but still.

        

        "But how have you been handling classes in the first place? Weren't you just taking social studies classes?"

        "Ah~. Well, there are several subjects. For quite some time, we've been alternating between common sense subjects and regular subjects. What did they call it, curriculum? They said they've adjusted it in detail so that both regular students and non-humans can receive sufficient education. But..."

        

        "Nom," she popped a piece of braised radish into her mouth.

        After chewing for a bit, she sighed and hung her head.

        

        "...It's hard."

        "Ahaha... I see."

        

        Her drooping ears and tail were quite expressive.

        

        Leaving her be for a moment, I got up with my finished dishes.

        

        After putting the dishes in the sink, I rummaged through her bag that was placed nearby.

        

        "Let's see..."

        

        I pulled out a textbook from among several books inside.

        

        Opening the first page, I saw a neat handwritten note.

        On what appeared to be Cecilia's memo, the exam scope was detailed meticulously.

        

        "Hmm."

        

        I flipped through the pages.

        Cecilia watched me quietly while continuing her meal.

        

        Of course, I'm not particularly good at studying either.

        After all, I failed the entrance exams twice, including my retake year. I can't even pretend I was good at it.

        

        But I can at least gauge what level this is.

        From my perspective, this was...

        

        "About early to mid-middle school level?"

        

        That's about right.

        

        Honestly, I was surprised. Making non-humans who haven't been in this world for long do this.

        What's more surprising is that Cecilia had correctly answered more than half of the problems in the textbook.

        

        "Quadratic functions are difficult."

        "..."

        

        Cecilia casually dropped a very surprising statement.

        I clicked my tongue in amazement and closed the textbook with a thud.

        

      

      
        In less than a few months, she's learning remarkably fast.

        ...At this rate, it seemed teachable.

        

        "Hmm~... Well, alright! It doesn't seem too difficult, so I'll teach you, Cecilia."

        "Really?! Wow!"

        

        When I confidently said that, Cecilia's face brightened with a radiant smile, and she cheered as if excited.

        Seeing her like that made me feel good too.

        

        "Yes, yes! And also... effort deserves a reward."

        "A reward?"

        "Yes. That's how motivation works. Let's see. Cecilia, if you score above average on the next exam..."

        

        People work harder when there's a reward. That's an unchanging truth.

        

        Thinking about what would be an appropriate reward for her, I soon raised the corners of my mouth into a grin.

        I had just the perfect thing.

        

        "...I'll buy you a new bed. A big, soft one."

        

        A bed with perfect size and excellent quality, but one I'd been hesitating on due to its high price.

        It wasn't cheap, but it was perfect as a reward.

        

        With a bigger bed, we could cuddle more freely.

        We could both lie on the bed and roll around, roll around, roll around...

        ...Roll around!

        

        Though I said it like that, it was actually important.

        A bed where you can roll around freely improves your quality of life just by existing.

        

        Cecilia must also feel that the current bed is a bit small.

        After all, she enjoys rolling around and cuddling even more than I do.

        Given that, I thought she would be thrilled with this reward, but...

        

        "Eh."

        "...?"

        "N-new bed?"

        "Y-yes."

        

        Cecilia froze with chopsticks in hand.

        Her eyes were wide open, and a faint blush settled on her cheeks.

        

        Her reaction was a bit strange.

        

        It wasn't quite an expression of great joy.

        But it didn't seem like she disliked it either.

        

        How should I put it—

        

        "...Are we going to do 'that' again on it...?"

        

        —...It was the expression of a "woman" with a mix of anticipation and tension.

        

        What did she mean by doing "that" "again"?

        The moment I realized, my heart leaped with a thump!

        

        "J-just because the current bed is narrow! That's all!"

        "Ah, y-yes!"

        

        My pulse raced loudly with a pounding heart.

        

        What did she imagine?

        What was Cecilia thinking?

        And what was I thinking?

        

        "...Ugh... P-please forget what I just said, Eunhyeok!"

        

        With cheeks as red as tomatoes, she exclaimed.

        Before I could respond, she abruptly stood up.

        

        "...Thanks for the meal!"

        

        Cecilia walked to the sink without a word and began washing dishes.

        Watching her blankly, I thought:

        

        I would teach Cecilia.

        If Cecilia scored above average.

        As promised, a big, soft bed would be newly placed in the room...

        

        ....

        

        ......And then, on top of it...?

        

        "Ugh..."

        

        Suddenly, my face flushed hot.

        

        ...I had only been thinking about simple cuddling.

        Apparently, Cecilia had something else in mind.

        

        The exam is next week.

        If we order after seeing the results, the bed would probably arrive the week after that.

        

        What will we do on that bed when it arrives?

        

        The condoms and tissue box that I had tucked away in the corner briefly flashed at the edge of my vision before disappearing.

        

        ...Well, that's still somewhat in the future.

        

        With that thought, I moved to help clean up after dinner.

        ...My face felt hot.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.111The Reason She Studies

      
        "...So, factoring is actually not that difficult once you get the hang of it. The ones that appear on tests usually follow similar patterns. It gets easier once you're familiar with it."

        "Mm-hmm."

        "For the discriminant, the standard approach is to just memorize it, but if you have time, it's not a bad idea to memorize the process of deriving the formula itself. You can apply it elsewhere."

        "Mm-hmm, mm-hmm."

        "Shall we try some practice problems? Now, here. Since this is a quadratic equation, first we—..."

        

        Studying after such a long time was surprisingly fun.

        ...Though if I said that out loud, people would probably think I was weird.

        

        It had been a few days since I started helping Cecilia with her studies.

        

        Today was Saturday, a weekend.

        With no part-time job or school, I was taking my time teaching her various subjects without worrying about the clock.

        

        "Hmm, so x equals 4 here..."

        

        Though to be honest, I don't feel like I'm doing much to help.

        

        I could hear the scratching sound of her pencil.

        Cecilia, the source of that sound, occasionally touched her lips thoughtfully as she methodically built up the equations, step by step, working toward the answer.

        

        "Y equals 7! ...Is that right?"

        

        In contrast to the large "y=7" she had written, she cautiously turned her head and glanced at me.

        

        If she's confident enough to write the answer that boldly, she could stand to have a bit more self-confidence.

        Our Cecilia had a peculiar streak of shyness.

        

        I answered with a wry smile.

        

        "Yes. That's correct."

        "Yay!"

        

        She clapped her hands in celebration, which was adorable.

        I gently patted her head to praise her, and Cecilia contentedly purred and leaned against my hand.

        

        "Hehe...♥"

        

        Mmm, she's cute. I want to nibble her cheeks.

        A smile naturally spread across my face.

        

        I'd like to keep patting her head, but we'd only just started studying today, so I couldn't let us get distracted already.

        

        "...Alright, let's focus again! Shall we try a more difficult problem?"

        "Yes!"

        

        When I removed my hand and spoke, she responded energetically.

        Feeling a bit of regret, I turned the page and assigned a problem of appropriate difficulty.

        

        "Try the problems on this page. Think you can handle them?"

        "Yes~!"

        

        At my words, Cecilia picked up her pencil, and the scratching sound once again softly echoed throughout the room.

        

        "...Hmm."

        

        I murmured as I quietly watched Cecilia concentrating.

        

        ...I don't really have much to do.

        

        I've been explaining concepts before we start and helping with parts where she gets stuck, but that's about it.

        Honestly, I was starting to think she could probably do fine without my help.

        

        "Hmm."

        

        She learns quickly. More precisely, she's good at picking things up.

        Even I'm impressed by how she absorbs new knowledge like a sponge.

        And with her excellent memory, once she starts solving problems, there's not much for me to do.

        

        Above all, she's full of enthusiasm.

        That's the biggest factor.

        

        She doesn't enjoy studying, but she works hard at it.

        Sometimes she makes a face, but she keeps going, clenching her fists with determination. It's impressive.

        

        "..."

        "Mmm~..."

        

        A cute sound escaped her lips as she concentrated on her calculations.

        Her ears twitched, and her gently swaying tail brushed against my leg.

        The soft sensation made me smile.

        

        And then I suddenly wondered: why does she study so hard?

        

        I studied hard because people around me pushed me to.

        Teachers, classmates, all saying I needed to get into a good university, get a good job...

        I worked hard without any real motivation or will of my own, just going with the flow. Looking back, it's not a particularly fond memory.

      

      
        

        But Cecilia must be different.

        There's no one around her pressuring her to study recklessly.

        I know from our frequent conversations. Her friends and teachers are all good people.

        

        So why does she study?

        It's probably not fun, and she won't use much of this academic knowledge in daily life, so why bother...

        

        ...After pondering this for about ten minutes or so,

        I snapped back to reality to find Cecilia staring up at me, having already finished the problems.

        

        "Are you worried about something~?"

        

        Cecilia asked, resting her chin on her hand and mumbling.

        I flinched in surprise and cleared my throat.

        

        "Ahem, hmm. No, it's not really something worth worrying about..."

        "...?"

        "...I'll tell you when we take a break later."

        

        I gave a noncommittal answer and picked up a red pencil.

        Taking the book from the puzzled Cecilia, I began grading each problem she had solved.

        

        "Hmm, hmm..."

        

        Her correct answer ratio would be about 80 out of 100 points.

        Excellent as usual.

        

        ***

        

        "You're asking if your teaching is actually helping?"

        "Yeah. I just suddenly thought, aren't you doing fine on your own~..."

        

        About two hours later.

        During a short break after finishing a round of problem-solving.

        

        I was sitting on the edge of the bed.

        Usually when I sit like this, Cecilia often comes to sit beside me, but for some reason today, she chose to sit not beside me but in my lap.

        

        She plopped down between my slightly parted legs.

        The sensation of her tail against my stomach tickled.

        

        My field of vision was filled with the lovely back view of my girlfriend.

        I gently ran my fingers through her beautiful silver-white hair that cascaded before my eyes, and I chuckled softly at the ticklish yet soft sensation.

        

        I wasn't sure what prompted this show of affection, but I was enjoying it.

        

        "Of course I'm... helping, aren't I?"

        "Really?"

        "Really, I am!"

        

        Pat, pat.

        Cecilia lightly tapped my thighs with her palms.

        

        As I flinched slightly at the warm sensation, she continued speaking.

        

        "Being good at memorizing and understanding. It's all~ because you teach me so well! You explain everything so thoroughly, from start to finish!"

        "...Is that so?"

        "It is!"

        

        The patting hands stopped, and Cecilia changed her motion to gently stroke my thighs.

        The sudden shift from being patted to receiving such a gentle touch was, well... ticklish.

        

        As I twitched for a different reason now, I heard a "Hmph" snort.

        

        The source of this indignant sound was obviously Cecilia, but...

        Hmm, I was curious about what expression she was making, though I couldn't see her face in this position, which was a bit disappointing.

        

        "You were worrying about something so trivial, Eunhyuk? When I'm receiving so much help from you, both usually and now—"

        "Huh? Well, that wasn't really the main question I had."

        "Eh? Y-you should have said that sooner!"

        "Ow."

        

        A slightly louder slap echoed.

        

        Then, snorting again, she silently urged me to continue.

        

        "Well, this isn't really something to worry about either."

        "Mm-hmm, mm-hmm."

        "I just~... suddenly became curious about your reason for studying."

        "My reason for studying?"

        "Yeah."

        "...Hmm~..."

        

        Suddenly, Cecilia leaned back against me.

        

        Though momentarily surprised by the soft sensation and weight pressing against me, I slowly wrapped my arms around her waist, gently embracing her small body.

      

      
        

        "Recently, you know. Hyerim, Phil, and Sherry. We all gathered and talked."

        

        A purring sound softly echoed in my ear.

        With comfortable breathing, she continued.

        

        "About what we want to do in the future~."

        "...In the future?"

        "Yeah. Hyerim said she wants to be a volleyball player. Apparently her dream is to be on the national team."

        

        The national team, huh.

        That's quite ambitious. Honestly, I think it's impressive.

        She could probably make it if she tries hard enough. I haven't met her many times, but I feel like she could do it.

        

        "But actually, Phil, Sherry, and I hadn't really thought about our futures..."

        "..."

        "Especially me, I've just been running away all this time. I never properly thought about things like the future."

        

        Her voice sounded contemplative.

        

        Suddenly, Cecilia reached out and firmly held my hand.

        I held hers back just as firmly, feeling the warm sensation transmitted through our palms.

        

        She continued.

        

        "I want to live with you, Eunhyuk."

        "..."

        "Not just receiving and depending on you, but living 'together' with you."

        "...So that's why you started focusing on studying?"

        "Mm-hmm."

        

        Cecilia nodded.

        I could see her fluffy ears twitching along with her movement.

        

        "There's this thing called university here, right? A big school where you can choose what you want to learn."

        "There... is. Yeah."

        "I want to go there."

        

        While leaning against me, Cecilia suddenly turned her head slightly.

        

        Her sparkling blue eyes looked at me.

        After gazing at me calmly for a moment, she suddenly smiled with her eyes and continued in a whisper.

        

        "I don't know what I want to study there yet..."

        "..."

        "...But I want to learn something. Learn, work hard, keep growing, and someday earn my own money—"

        

        As she spoke, Cecilia suddenly began to squirm.

        Kneeling on the edge of the bed, she wriggled around, completely turning her body 180 degrees.

        

        I could now see Cecilia facing me directly.

        With a warm smile, she placed both hands on my shoulders and looked down at me as she spoke.

        

        "...I want to live happily with you for a long, long time♪ That's my recent dream."

        "Cecil, ...mmph."

        "Chu...♥"

        

        The soft sound of a kiss echoed in the room.

        

        A gentle warmth and the sound of a racing heart.

        After enjoying the sweet atmosphere filling the room for a moment, Cecilia reluctantly pulled her lips away.

        

        "...Fufu♥"

        

        A seductive laugh tickled my ear.

        ...Unable to respond due to the overwhelming charm, I just looked at her with a reddened face.

        

        "I'm going to work hard, you know..."

        

        Then, leaning in and snuggling into my arms, Cecilia whispered to me as I flinched.

        

        "...So cheer me on♥"

        

        ...The word "happiness" naturally came to mind.

        Hugging the small body in my arms tightly, I whispered back.

        

        "Yes. Of course, as much as you need..."

        "...♥"

        

        I heard a cute purring sound.

        

        She's lovely and adorable.

        And how can she be so precious?

        

        I enjoyed our hug for a while, savoring the happy fact that this girl was my girlfriend.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.112Wait, what? What did you say??

      
        The day of the exam had finally arrived.

        

        "Hi, Cecilia."

        "Good morning."

        "Mmm. Good morning, Phil, Hyerim..."

        

        A typical morning, in the usual classroom.

        I plopped down in my usual seat and exchanged greetings with my friends.

        

        The place and people were certainly the same as always.

        Yet strangely, the atmosphere felt completely different from usual.

        

        "Did you both study well?"

        "I did~"

        "Me too. At least, I think so..."

        

        Hyerim nodded calmly at Phil's and my responses.

        Even her normally composed profile seemed to show a hint of tension today.

        

        The classroom was unnervingly quiet.

        The heavy atmosphere made me unconsciously hunch my shoulders.

        

        As I closed my mouth and fell silent, Hyerim suddenly spoke to me.

        

        "Don't be too nervous."

        "Uh, what?"

        

        It was a rather abrupt comment.

        When I flinched, Hyerim gave me a small smile.

        

        Then she reached out... and gently patted my head.

        

        "Mmm..."

        "An exam is no big deal. Just do as much as you can. Well, our school does have quite a few students who are obsessed with grades..."

        

        Hyerim gave a bitter smile.

        ...Beyond her, Phil was looking back and forth between us with what seemed like an envious expression.

        

        I felt strangely comfortable.

        

        After patting my head for a moment, Hyerim withdrew her hand and continued speaking leisurely.

        

        "Cecilia, didn't you say your boyfriend helped you study?"

        "Ah, yes."

        "And Phil, you studied on your own, right?"

        "Yeah. I worked hard despite how I look, you know?"

        "Yes, yes. That's good enough. It would be a waste if you're too nervous to solve problems you know, right? Just relax and do exactly as much as you prepared for."

        

        Both Phil and I nodded at her words.

        

        Relax, and just do as much as I prepared for.

        For someone taking this kind of exam for the first time, no advice could be more helpful.

        

        "...Well, it's starting."

        

        The bell rang and the teacher entered.

        As everyone returned to their seats and sat up straight, I muttered to myself.

        

        I can do this.

        To become someone worthy of Eunhyuk.

        

        ***

        

        "Hey."

        "Thank you, come again~... What is it, hyung?"

        "High school kids, you know. They must be taking their final exams right about now."

        "Yeah, I guess so. Cecilia too, her exams start today."

        "Oh right. She's in high school too, isn't she?"

        "Technically, yes. But why bring that up suddenly?"

        "Just, you know. It occurred to me..."

        

        The same convenience store as always.

        The morning shift when the sunlight was still mild.

        

        With neither too few nor too many customers—rather leisurely, if anything—Jaeseop hyung and I were having a casual conversation.

        

        "...Made me feel nostalgic, I guess."

        

        Perched on a chair next to the counter, Jaeseop hyung spoke as if yawning.

        This guy had shown up around when I started working here and had been hanging around making idle chat ever since, claiming he was bored.

        

        He really had nothing better to do.

      

      
        

        "...What are you thinking about?"

        "Nothing, really. Nothing at all."

        

        Geez, he's scary.

        He's so perceptive...

        

        As I tried to brush it off, he looked at me suspiciously with his flounder-like eyes before eventually losing interest and looking away.

        Then, resting his chin on the counter, he let out another big yawn.

        

        "...Haaaam..."

        

        Well, I understand he's bored since Hiwon, his close companion, would be at work right now.

        But I couldn't figure out why he chose to hang out here of all places.

        

        ...Could it be that this guy actually doesn't have any friends?

        

        "Hey."

        "I wasn't thinking anything..."

        

        I trembled as I responded to his sudden intimidating remark.

        He really was incredibly perceptive, seriously.

        

        "...Hmm."

        

        After glaring at me for a moment, Jaeseop hyung exhaled through his nose.

        Resting his chin again, he spoke quietly.

        

        "Anyway, since we brought it up, let's talk about that."

        "About what?"

        "You and Cecilia. How are things going?"

        

        Ah, so that's what he wanted to talk about.

        Though the topic change was abrupt, I nodded.

        

        "Well, yes. We're doing fine as a couple. I've been helping her study for her exams lately."

        "I figured you'd be good at that sort of thing."

        "You think so?"

        

        I tilted my head at his comment.

        

        Good at teaching, huh.

        ...Is that so?

        I don't have much experience teaching others, so I'm not sure myself.

        

        "Just a feeling I have. ...Hmm. So do you guys do that kind of thing too?"

        "What kind of thing?"

        "You know, like 'If you get 100 points on this test, I'll give you a present!' and then giving accessories or something."

        

        My body tensed at his casual remark.

        

        We did make that kind of promise...

        Though it wasn't about getting 100 points or accessories...

        

        "Well, I did promise to buy her a new bed if she scores above average on this exam..."

        "That's a pretty generous condition. But wait, a bed?"

        "Well, her current bed is a bit small, so I thought we might as well upgrade to something better..."

        "Ohoho."

        

        Hyung nodded and his eyes lit up.

        

        Ugh, I really hope he doesn't catch on to the hidden meaning behind that promise...

        

        "Well, anyway."

        

        Thankfully, my prayers were answered, and he didn't probe any further.

        

        As I was secretly sighing in relief, he continued.

        

        "What about Christmas?"

        "Huh?"

        

        I froze at his words.

        

        ....

        ......

        ...........Christmas?

        Wait, what's today's date...?

        

        "Christmas is next week? What, haven't you prepared anything?"

        

        I felt dizzy hearing those words.

      

      
        

        Christmas is next week.

        Christmas is next week.

        Christmas is next week...

        

        ...I haven't prepared anything at all!?!

        

        It's because I've been single for too long!

        How could this happen? I completely forgot about the major event that is Christmas! Damn it...!

        

        "Uh, let's see. I need to order a cake. What should we have for dinner? Maybe some alcohol would be good? And for a gift, ugh..."

        "You idiot."

        

        Jaeseop hyung clicked his tongue.

        I turned my head, slightly annoyed, when suddenly he pulled something out of his pocket and thrust it toward me.

        

        "Take it."

        "Whoa. What is this?"

        "Something I meant to give you but forgot. Just remembered it now."

        

        Though confused, I obediently accepted what he handed me.

        

        It was some kind of letter.

        Opening the envelope slightly, I could see an elegant black paper inside.

        

        "...An invitation?? Let me see..."

        

        Rustle, rustle.

        I took out the contents and unfolded it.

        

        An elegant black paper with borders decorated in what looked like gold leaf.

        At the top of the hand-sized paper was written "Invitation" in large letters, and...

        

        "'We are hosting a Christmas party combined with a year-end celebration. Delicious food, drinks, and several events to entertain guests will be provided, and we also have an important announcement to make, so we kindly ask for your attendance. Host: Jang Inhyuk'... Who is this Jang Inhyuk person sending me an invitation—"

        "Read the rest of it."

        

        Hyung's slightly suspicious smile made me uneasy.

        Still, I didn't mention it and turned my attention back to the content below.

        

        "'Main guests: Our lovely daughter Jang Hiwon & Dependable young man Nam Jae, seop'...??"

        "Want me to spoil what the big announcement will be? I'm getting engaged."

        "...To whom?"

        "Who do you think?"

        "...Why??"

        "What do you mean 'why,' you punk."

        

        I was at a loss for words.

        

        Our esteemed convenience store senior?

        With our regular customer Ms. Jang Hiwon?

        ...Doing what??

        

        "We went to meet the parents quite a while ago. Barely avoided getting beaten up on sight... and when I came to my senses, a party was already being prepared."

        "...?"

        "Both Hiwon and I have a lot of connections. We're combining the engagement announcement with returning favors. Preparing food~ Setting up some simple entertainment programs~. Man, money really is great. Things progress smoothly when you throw capital at them."

        "...??"

        

        I couldn't process what he was saying.

        

        Wait, so what?

        You're getting engaged??

        

        "Despite how it sounds, it's just a casual party. Attendance is optional. Leaving early is fine. Even stepping out and coming back later is completely fine. Most of the invited people are acquaintances of mine and Hiwon's, so there will be many familiar faces."

        

        Saying that, he smoothly took the invitation from my frozen hand.

        Then he stuffed it into my pants pocket and patted it down to secure it.

        

        "It'll be fun. It's also an experience you don't get often. Just come and enjoy yourself casually."

        

        Humming a tune, he tapped my pocket, this Jaeseop hyung.

        

        Then, lifting his head and looking straight into my eyes, he—

        

        "...Of course, as a couple♪"

        

        Said with an extremely pleased smile.

        

        I felt him patting my shoulder.

        

        ...My mind went blank.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.113The Precious Invitation

      
        "Engagement...? You and Hee-won? No way...."

        

        On my way home after finishing my part-time job.

        Trudging along the familiar concrete ground, I muttered quietly to myself, still trying to process the unbelievable news.

        

        Hyung Jae-seob and Hee-won getting engaged.

        And not just a normal relationship announcement, but suddenly an engagement....

        

        ...Weren't those two not even officially dating yet?

        I'm pretty sure the last time I heard about it, Hyung himself said they were "just having a thing" between them....

        

        "Ugh, my head."

        

        My head hurt. I didn't have enough information.

        It was even worse because Hyung, who handed me the invitation, immediately went back home afterward.

        

        I wonder if this might be some kind of hidden camera prank?

        I'm pretty sure I've seen something similar on TV before.

        But then again, they've put so much effort into this that it seems unlikely to be a joke, though with that hyung, you never know....

        

        "...Haah."

        

        I don't know. I'll look it up later.

        

        The person listed as the host on the invitation, Jang In-hyuk, who I assume is Hee-won's father based on context.

        I should be able to find something if I search his name. Yeah.

        

        With that thought, I climbed the familiar stairs.

        

        "I'm home~~."

        

        Click.

        As I opened the door and entered, the first thing I saw was Cecilia lying on the bed reading a book.

        

        She must have arrived home quite a while ago, lazily reading with half-closed eyes.

        While she had been sprawled out with just her tail swishing gently, the moment I opened the door, she perked up! Her ears twitched as she quickly turned toward me—

        

        "Eun-hyuk! Welcome home~!"

        

        With sparkling eyes, she hopped off the bed and came running toward me with cute little steps.

        

        "I've been waiting~!"

        "Whoa."

        

        Cecilia rushed into my arms and snuggled tightly against me.

        Caught off guard by her sudden hug, I stumbled slightly but instinctively wrapped my arms around her small frame.

        

        "~♥"

        

        I could hear her purring.

        With a happy smile, she nuzzled her soft cheeks against my stomach.

        

        "Hehe~♪"

        "Wow. Hmm. Your welcome greeting is especially lavish today, Cecilia?"

        

        The ticklish sensation naturally brought a smile to my face.

        

        As I stroked her fluffy cat ears, Cecilia looked up at me with an affectionate smile and spoke.

        

        "You know what~. I just found out today that school ends early on exam days..."

        "Ah..."

        

        Oh, right. That's how it was.

        School ended early on exam days.

        It's been so long since I graduated that I'd completely forgotten.

        

        "The weather was cold~. You weren't home~. When I arrived, I had nothing to do so I read a book, but being alone at home after so long felt lonely too~..."

        "...So you were lonely?"

        "Mmm~, ...a little?"

        

        Contradicting her "a little," Cecilia hugged me tightly with both arms.

        

        Seeming to notice this herself, she looked up at me and laughed awkwardly, "Haha...."

        

        "But well~."

        

        After a moment, she buried her face in my chest again and continued.

        

        "...it feels good to be in your arms again...♥"

        "That much?"

        "Mm-hmm. Fufu♥ Eun-hyuk, you're warm♪"

      

      
        "The weather outside is cold, so my body should have cooled down by now...."

        "And you smell nice too."

        "...Nice smell? What kind of smell?"

        "Like the moon, Eun-hyuk's smell♪ Mmm~...."

        

        The sound of Cecilia sniffing reached my ears.

        She seemed to be taking in my scent.

        

        The way she burrowed into my arms and wriggled around like a small animal was incredibly cute.

        Watching her tail swishing before my eyes made me want to playfully bite it.

        

        But, well, it was cute, but...

        

        ...Umm, it was quite ticklish.

        My body kept involuntarily twitching.

        

        Plus, it was more embarrassing than I expected... I could feel my face getting hotter and hotter.

        

        "...By the way, how was your exam, Cecilia?"

        

        I managed to ask while trying to control my twitching facial muscles.

        

        Cecilia quickly lifted her head at my question.

        Looking straight up at my face, she confidently blew out a breath with a "Hmph!" and then spoke.

        

        "Of course, I did well! Just wait a moment~."

        

        Only then did she finally separate from me and dash toward her bag.

        

        Feeling a subtle disappointment at the loss of her warmth, I placed my hand over my pounding heart and took a deep breath.

        Really, this wasn't good for my heart right after getting off work.

        

        "Here~!"

        

        Looking up at the voice, I saw Cecilia holding out a sheet of paper.

        At the top of the paper was simply written 'Non-Human Species Exam Results Table,' and the numbers below were...

        

        "Ohhh."

        "Right, right~?"

        

        They were quite impressive.

        Not just above average, but possibly even in the upper ranks.

        

        "You did well?"

        "It's all thanks to your good teaching!"

        

        Cecilia answered energetically.

        I responded with a satisfied smile and nodded enthusiastically.

        

        Whether it was thanks to me or not, it was truly impressive.

        Of course, the non-human species exam is less difficult. There are fewer subjects, and the scope is much narrower compared to regular high school exams.

        But still, showing this much improvement in such a short time was undeniably remarkable.

        

        Impressed, I reached out to look at the results more closely.

        But as if avoiding my hand, Cecilia suddenly pulled the paper back.

        

        "Huh?"

        

        I tilted my head in confusion.

        Cecilia said to me:

        

        "...Pet me as a reward."

        "Ah, I see."

        

        She wanted me to focus on her rather than her grades.

        What a cutie.

        

        "There! Pat pat pat~~."

        "Nyaah! Mmm, fuun. Mm. Hehe...♥"

        

        As I stroked her ears more gently and tenderly than before, Cecilia let out an embarrassed sound before melting into a blissful smile.

        

        Her twitching ears were cute. Her relaxed expression was lovely.

        A warm atmosphere spread throughout the room.

        

        "Well.... Hmm, you deserve more of a reward than this. Is there anything you'd like to eat?"

        "Hmm~."

        

        By the way, Cecilia's exams are now over.

        Unlike regular high school exams that take place over three days, the non-human species exams with their smaller scope finished today.

        

      

      
        But because Cecilia had said, "I want to try taking the regular exams too, even if I can't finish them!" she'll still be going to school tomorrow and the day after.

        In other words, even though her exams are over, she doesn't get a holiday. Sad news.

        

        "I can't think of anything specific. Oh, didn't you say before that you'd buy me something if I got good grades...?"

        "Y-yeah. A bed...."

        "..."

        "..."

        

        Suddenly, silence fell.

        After staring at each other for a moment, we awkwardly averted our gazes.

        

        'Since you got good grades, I'll buy you a soft bed as a reward!'

        ...That statement itself shouldn't have been this awkward.

        A reward is just a reward. It didn't have any strange implications.

        

        Yet there were four reasons why we felt uncomfortable:

        

        1. We're in a romantic relationship.

        2. We usually sleep in the same bed.

        3. ...We haven't been intimate again since our first time.

        4. When the bed was first mentioned, Cecilia had asked, "[...Are we going to do it again on it...?]"

        

        Yeah. It made sense to feel awkward.

        

        "...A-a bed is just a bed, Cecilia! It's furniture for sleeping, yeah."

        "R-right! We can just sleep together on it again..."

        

        ...Suddenly, I thought that both Cecilia and I were quite cowardly.

        Lovers sleeping in the same bed every night, but actually just sleeping more than 90% of the time....

        

        ...But then again, when we do decide to do it, we don't really know how to initiate it.

        Should I buy a YES or NO pillow or something...?

        

        Well, that's a separate issue.

        

        Ahem, I cleared my throat.

        

        Let's change the subject.

        

        "By the way, Cecilia. Christmas is next week."

        "Christmas? ...Ah! I've heard of it."

        

        So she's heard of it.

        It seems she doesn't know much about it though....

        

        If it weren't for Hyung, I might have completely missed this major event.

        That was dangerous, really dangerous.

        

        "Yeah. Jae-seob hyung and Hee-won are having a party that day."

        "Oppa and unnie? Just the two of them?"

        "Yeah, yeah. I got an invitation, and I was wondering if you'd like to go together, if that's okay."

        

        Saying that, I took the invitation out of my pocket and handed it to Cecilia.

        

        Cecilia took the invitation from me.

        She opened it and carefully read through the contents, when suddenly...

        

        "...Eh."

        

        At some point, she stiffened with a start.

        

        Yeah. I know.

        I understand that feeling too.

        

        "What, engagement? Unnie and oppa??"

        "Surprising, right? I didn't expect it at all—"

        "I want to go."

        "Huh?"

        

        With a snap, the invitation was folded in half again.

        

        Cecilia's eyes were sparkling.

        Holding the invitation tightly in her hand and looking straight at me, Cecilia spoke.

        

        "I want to go see. Take me with you, Eun-hyuk!"

        

        It was a somewhat unexpected reaction.

        

        I tilted my head in confusion, but then gently nodded.
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        And as time flowed on, Sunday arrived.

        

        December 24th.

        Christmas Eve morning.

        

        Clear weather with warm sunshine and a gentle atmosphere.

        The chirping of birds and the soft sound of the breeze.

        

        And then...

        

        "Ce-Cecil...! Just a little more this way...!"

        "Like... this?! Ugh...!"

        

        ...Two people, a man and a woman, struggling to carry a bed into a studio apartment.

        

        My legs trembled and my arms shook.

        

        Gripping the solid base of the bed tightly, lifting it up, moving it, and finally succeeding in bringing it into the apartment, I signaled to Cecilia.

        

        "That's good. Let go...!"

        "Okay...! Ugh, ha!"

        

        With a heavy thud, the bed came down on the floor.

        

        After the unexpected high-intensity labor that began in the morning, both Cecilia and I collapsed on the floor, gasping for breath.

        

        "Huff, huff..."

        "Haah, ah..."

        

        ...This bed is the new one we ordered last week.

        It was exactly what we had discussed as a reward for Cecilia.

        

        We checked the ordering site, placed the order, and paid.

        For some reason, the delivery service was working even on holidays, so I just ordered it and waited comfortably, but...

        

        "Huff..."

        

        ...I didn't know they would literally only 'deliver' without installation.

        Thanks to that, we were sweating since noon. In a way, we brought this upon ourselves.

        

        "...Phew."

        

        Still, now that we've somehow managed to get it inside, the rest should be easier.

        

        Gathering our strength once more, both Cecilia and I got up.

        

        "...Shall we push it?"

        "Yes...!"

        

        Then, placing our hands on the bed, we began pushing it vigorously at the same time.

        

        The sound of our struggling echoed through the room again.

        But soon enough, we positioned the bed where we wanted it, and slowly raised our heads to look at each other.

        

        "...We did it, right? We did, right?"

        "I think so... Yes, it's perfect. Installation complete!"

        "Haaah...!"

        

        As I declared this, Cecilia let out a big, tired sigh and flopped down onto the bed.

        

        Her silver-white tail swayed weakly.

        Rubbing her cheek against the new mattress, she murmured in a low voice.

        

        "...It's soft."

        "We haven't even put the bedding on yet. But anyway, good job, Cecilia. You worked hard."

        "Mmm..."

        

        I quietly approached and gently patted her drooping head.

        

        A small purring sound accompanied the soft, fluffy sensation against my palm.

        Whether it was due to the petting or not, her swaying tail seemed to have a bit more energy mixed in its movement.

        

        "What do you want for lunch?"

        

        I asked casually as I sat down on the edge of the new bed.

        While I was briefly admiring the much more spacious area and softer feel than before, Cecilia, who had rolled onto her side, spoke up.

        

        "Mmm. Something simple... Do we have any toast at home?"

        "Yes, we do. I bought some last time. Is just toast enough? Don't you need anything else?"

        "Hmm~. No. I'll just eat that for now. We're going to the party later, so I should keep some room in my stomach."

        

        Cecilia said with a bright smile.

      

      
        

        With an expression full of anticipation, she smiled cutely, and then, as if suddenly remembering something, she crawled over and plopped her head onto my lap.

        

        "Oh my."

        "Mmm...♪"

        

        The classic lap pillow.

        

        Her silver-white hair scattered across my knees, tickling them gently.

        The humming sound that followed was sweet, and her purring was lovely.

        

        I couldn't help but smile.

        I reached out my hand and lightly combed through her beautiful, scattered hair.

        

        "Are you excited?"

        "Yes...♪"

        

        The big Christmas party starting this afternoon and continuing all the way until tomorrow.

        The host is Mr. Jang In-hyuk, Ms. Jang Hee-won's father. After searching him up, I found he wasn't a fictional character for some hidden camera prank but a proper, real person.

        

        It's a grand party hosted by an impressive person, and the first one that both Cecilia and I will attend.

        Of course we'd be excited.

        

        "...Oh. By the way, what should I wear?"

        

        Suddenly, while touching the ivory cardigan covering her body, Cecilia mumbled.

        

        "Didn't you say it's a really fancy party, Eun-hyuk...? I've heard that at places like that, they won't let you in unless you're wearing nice clothes..."

        "Ah~. That? I had the same thought before and asked my brother about it, and he said they've already prepared a service that lends out clothes."

        "Wow. Really?"

        "Yes. He said they have everything from suits to dresses."

        

        But honestly, at this point, I'm quite nervous because it definitely doesn't sound like the "casual party" my brother described.

        But since we've already decided to go, we might as well enjoy it.

        

        I stroked her fluffy cat ears as if pressing them down gently.

        

        "Mmm..."

        "Let's leave after lunch. It's a bit far, so it's better to go early."

        "Yes~! Oh, that's right. By the way, Eun-hyuk..."

        "Hmm?"

        

        Cecilia suddenly turned her head to look up at me.

        

        With narrowed eyes and a comfortable expression, she said:

        

        "...The new bed is nice♥"

        "...Yes♪"

        

        ...It was worth spending the money on a good bed.

        Thinking that, I gave Cecilia a tight hug.

        

        It was a warm morning.

        

        ***

        

        And time flowed on again... currently around 5 PM.

        It's already evening.

        

        Perhaps because it's winter, the sunset came early.

        The sky was already turning a reddish sunset color.

        

        "Is this... the right place?"

        "Hmm~...? It should be..."

        

        Standing at the entrance of the building we'd arrived at, we both tilted our heads in confusion.

        

        Hmm. This should be the right place.

        But something seemed off.

        

        According to the invitation, this should be the party venue.

        ...The party venues I know are usually a "single floor" rented in a building, like a banquet hall or a large hotel hall...

        

        "What is this? A palace?"

        

        What stood before my eyes was a huge building that didn't look like a skyscraper at all.

        

        First of all, it was wide.

        The building was much larger than any banquet hall or hotel.

        

        And it was somehow... very grand and sparkly.

        It really did look like a palace.

      

      
        

        How much money would it take to rent a building of this scale?

        I've heard that even renting a regular banquet hall is usually expensive enough to make your wallet hurt, but this...

        It was chilling to think about.

        

        "...Shall we go in?"

        "Y-yes."

        

        Still, we couldn't just stand there after coming all this way.

        Clinging tightly to each other with linked arms, we walked carefully, leaning on each other for support.

        

        Ding~.

        A bell sound rang out as we opened the door.

        Even that sound somehow felt luxurious.

        

        "Welcome. Are you Miss Cecilia and Mr. Lee Eun-hyuk?"

        "Y-yes."

        

        As soon as we entered, someone greeted us.

        Startled, I looked up to see several men and women in white clothes bowing politely to us.

        

        "We've been waiting for you. Please come this way."

        "Yes, um..."

        

        Walking stiffly, I looked around again.

        

        A vast indoor space.

        The interior was full of luxury, and the people attending to us exuded an air of 'professionalism.'

        It truly deserved the word "palace" I had thought of earlier.

        

        ...Jae-seop, you liar.

        How is this a "just a casual party" by any stretch of the imagination...!!

        

        Cecilia and I were frozen in bewilderment.

        In that state, we slowly followed the guide inside.

        

        I naturally tightened my grip on the arm linked with mine.

        This was now our only comfort.

        

        As we walked, the man guiding us stopped in front of what appeared to be an entrance and spoke.

        

        "Now, I'm sorry, but you two will need to separate here and reunite a little later."

        "What?"

        "Pardon?"

        "Now. Mr. Eun-hyuk, this way please."

        "Uh, huh?"

        "Miss Cecilia, this way..."

        "Eh, eh...?"

        

        And then something unexpected happened.

        

        The people around us approached swiftly and began naturally guiding Cecilia and me to different rooms.

        Our linked arms easily came apart, and watching Cecilia gradually move away, I anxiously spoke up.

        

        "Excuse me—"

        "The young lady and young master asked us to be thorough with you two..."

        

        One of the people around us cut off my words.

        

        The young lady and young master.

        They must be referring to Hee-won and Jae-seop.

        

        "There's no need to be nervous. By the time you meet again, your lover will have transformed to be even cuter than usual. And of course, Mr. Eun-hyuk, you'll be transformed to match her as well."

        

        ...In other words, they were saying they would properly dress us up to match the caliber of this party.

        

        I was already feeling intimidated by the gap between my surroundings and myself, so honestly, this was quite welcome, but at the same time, being suddenly separated from Cecilia made me quite nervous.

        

        I hope nothing happens to Cecilia...?

        But then again, this is a service prepared by acquaintances, so I should probably trust them...

        

        Both Hee-won and Jae-seop know about Cecilia's fears, after all.

        They must have prepared everything well... that's all I could think.

        

        Anyway, I had already come in so deep that Cecilia was no longer in sight.

        It was too late to turn back now.

        

        Swallowing a sigh, I matched my pace with the people around me and walked deeper inside.

        

        The party was already eventful from the start.
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        After changing clothes and preparing my skin, it took a full 15 minutes before all the preparations were complete.

        

        "If you continue straight ahead, you'll reach the banquet hall. The party officially begins at 6 o'clock, so I recommend greeting your acquaintances now while you still have time."

        "Yes... Oh, where is Cecilia?"

        "Miss Cecilia is still getting ready. It will probably take a bit more time."

        "Ah... I see, alright then."

        

        The staff member bowed politely to me as I responded awkwardly.

        

        I nodded slightly in return, then turned around and walked carefully down the gleaming corridor.

        

        "Phew..."

        

        It struck me again just how luxurious this place was.

        Classical marble columns, transparently polished black and white tiled floors...

        The design seemed like a fusion of medieval and modern aesthetics.

        Yet it wasn't ostentatious—it simply left an impression of pure elegance in my mind.

        

        "Well, I suppose a place that lends out clothes like these would be fancy..."

        

        I muttered quietly, feeling the fabric brush against my skin.

        

        The staff had dressed me in a formal suit.

        Light sky blue in color. I wasn't sure about the material, but it was surprisingly soft for formal wear.

        Easier to move in than I expected.

        

        I feel like some kind of nobleman.

        Snickering at my own thought, I continued walking down the corridor.

        

        Fortunately or not, the corridor wasn't very long.

        

        Beyond it, a brightly lit space came into view.

        As I stepped forward carefully yet confidently, I involuntarily caught my breath at the beautiful scene that filled my vision.

        

        "...Wow."

        

        A soaring ceiling.

        A vast space that could easily accommodate hundreds of people.

        

        Brilliant light poured down from enormous chandeliers, and through the large windows adorning one wall, a single star twinkled shyly in greeting.

        

        It really was like a palace.

        And like a palace, it was filled with people.

        

        Overwhelmed by the sight before me, I muttered to myself in a small voice.

        

        "...I wonder how much all this cost."

        "I heard it was incredibly expensive. I don't know the exact figure either."

        

        Though I was certain I had been talking to myself, someone answered.

        

        I turned to the side with a start.

        When I saw the familiar face, I spoke with delight.

        

        "Hyung!"

        "Hi there. It's been two days?"

        

        It was Jaeseop hyung, my convenience store senior and the main figure of this party.

        The very person who had invited me.

        

        "Where's Cecilia? Don't tell me you came alone?"

        

        He asked, looking around.

        I responded with a deflated smile.

        

        "She's still getting ready... They said it'll take more time, even though it's already been 15 minutes."

        "Ah, I see. She's getting dolled up. That would take a while, naturally."

        

        Jaeseop hyung nodded, saying, "Yeah, yeah."

        

        After a moment, I asked him a question.

        

        "But why are you over here, hyung?"

        "Hm?"

        "Aren't you the guest of honor? Why are you standing in this corner?"

        

        Currently, hyung and I were standing at the edge of the banquet hall, near the entrance.

        The center was naturally where all the impressive-looking people were gathered.

        

        Shouldn't the main figure be in the center?

        When I asked with that implication, hyung chuckled.

        

        "I don't like that kind of excessive attention."

        "But..."

        "This is an official announcement event, so I had to invite various bothersome people. Journalists, businessmen, and such. I'm standing here because I don't want to be bombarded with their questions."

        "There are journalists here too?"

        "A few, for formality's sake."

        

        Hyung answered casually.

        As I stared at him incredulously, he leaned nonchalantly against the wall and continued.

        

        "See that group of people over there?"

        

        I turned my head in the direction he was pointing and saw a crowd gathered in the central area.

        Looking closely, they weren't just gathered but seemed to be engaged in conversation...

        

        "That's our Heewon over there."

      

      
        "...My goodness."

        "The reason I'm relaxed right now is actually because my face isn't well-known yet, but in her case..."

        

        "Ah..." Hyung sighed heavily, not finishing his sentence.

        

        Suddenly concerned about his expression, I glanced at him...

        ...and caught my breath.

        

        "Still, she'll handle it well. She's amazing."

        

        Trust.

        Intimacy.

        

        Overflowing tenderness and affection.

        Subtle joy and pleasure.

        ...Happiness.

        

        Jaeseop hyung was gazing at her with a gentle expression I had never seen before.

        

        It was surprising.

        So this person could make such an expression too.

        

        "...Do you like her?"

        "I love her. Why else would I be engaged to her?"

        

        An immediate answer.

        

        I didn't know what to say.

        As I closed my mouth, hyung suddenly turned to me and said:

        

        "You love Cecilia too, don't you?"

        "..."

        

        I nodded.

        When I looked up, I saw hyung grinning for some reason.

        

        "...What is it?"

        "Nothing~ Just thinking."

        

        ...This feels suspicious somehow.

        

        "Hey, hey. But you're a man too—isn't just nodding your head not enough?"

        "...What are you trying to say?"

        "Shouldn't you say it out loud~? 'I love her'—say it proudly with words~?"

        

        What's he plotting? His expression is really suspicious...

        Hmm?

        

        "Come on, come on."

        "...This is suspicious."

        "Just humor me. Or perhaps you don't like her that much after all~?"

        "Ugh."

        

        That's unfair.

        When he puts it that way, how can I refuse?

        

        I let out a deep sigh.

        

        "...What exactly do you want me to say to satisfy you?"

        "Just whatever you want. Say it however you like, wouldn't that work? Fresh and full of affection, like a love confession."

        "You have terrible hobbies..."

        

        I paused there for a moment.

        

        Then I spoke.

        

        "...I love you, Cecilia."

        

        A brief silence.

        An inexplicably subtle atmosphere.

        

        After a moment, hyung pushed himself off the wall and began walking as he spoke.

        

        "That's what he says, Cecilia."

        "?"

        

        Hyung's grin reached its peak.

        

        He walked steadily behind me.

        I naturally turned around and—

        

        "......"

        "......uh."

        

        The moment I saw the girl standing there, I felt my heart drop.

        

        Low-heeled shoes prioritizing comfort.

        Snow-white skin. Thin stockings.

        

        A skirt that fell just above the knees.

        The top was thin and flowing, with light sky blue and ivory colors that shimmered transparently in the chandelier light.

        

        A small ribbon modestly adorning her chest.

        Beautiful silver-white hair with a flower-shaped hairpin placed on top.

        

        Perky cat ears.

        A soft, swaying tail.

      

      
        

        "I-I'm here, Eunhyuk..."

        

        Cecilia, her face bright red.

        

        Lovingly, meticulously.

        Beautifully adorned from the tips of her fingers to the ends of her hair, she smiled shyly at me and waved her hand gently.

        

        Hyung walked briskly behind her and high-fived someone who appeared to be a stylist.

        With the sound of their hands clapping, he said:

        

        "I'll be going now~"

        "Have a pleasant time."

        

        The two of them left, leaving just the two of us here.

        

        Cecilia fidgeted with her hands clasped together.

        I froze at the sight of her.

        

        ...Truly.

        Truly, she was indescribably cute.

        Maddeningly adorable.

        

        "..."

        "Say something, Eunhyuk..."

        

        Puffing her cheeks as if upset, Cecilia approached me.

        

        Standing before me, she looked up at me with raised eyes...

        

        "...Hey!"

        "?! Ce-Cecilia—"

        

        Suddenly she buried herself in my arms.

        

        A soft sensation pressed firmly against my stomach.

        As she embraced me, I flinched and placed my hands on her shoulders.

        

        "Well, um..."

        "...Say it again."

        

        Cecilia mumbled against my stomach.

        

        When I closed my mouth, she spoke again.

        

        "Say it again, Eunhyuk..."

        

        She didn't specify 'what' she wanted me to say again.

        Perhaps she wanted me to understand without her having to say it.

        

        I reached out.

        And, bending down, I embraced Cecilia's small body tightly.

        

        "...!"

        "...I love you, Cecilia."

        "...♥"

        

        The small, squirming sensation in my arms was so endearing.

        

        Thinking about it, I realized that while I had expressed my feelings so freely before we started dating, I hadn't said it much since we became a couple.

        ...I should change that starting now.

        

        "Your outfit is cute."

        "Mmh..."

        "You look cute all dressed up. It's impressive that you wore shoes too... Your makeup suits you well, you're beautiful."

        "E-Eunhyuk..."

        "You're adorable. ...I love you, Cecilia."

        "Hyaang...♥"

        

        I felt her warm breath against my stomach.

        

        ...I was truly grateful there was no one around.

        Thanks to that, I could hold this small girl in my arms to my heart's content.

        

        "...Me too..."

        "?"

        

        Suddenly Cecilia spoke.

        In a tiny voice, she said:

        

        "I love you too..."

        "..."

        "...unh."

        

        I silently tightened my arms around her.

        

        Buried in my embrace, Cecilia suddenly looked up.

        

        "...Hehe."

        "You're cute."

        "...♥"

        

        Meeting her sky-blue eyes that sparkled like jewels, both Cecilia and I smiled happily.

        

        The party is about to begin.

        And today will surely be an unforgettable day.
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        "Eunhyuk, Eunhyuk! Over here! Look at this!"

        

        Cecilia crosses the banquet hall with bouncy steps, her excitement evident.

        It was heartwarming to see her so childishly enthusiastic.

        

        Feeling the warm touch of her soft hand firmly holding mine, I followed her with steady steps and a smile that couldn't help but escape.

        

        "There are so many paintings hanging here! Apples, fields~... Oh, and flowers too. So pretty~."

        "Yeah, yeah. You're right. They are pretty."

        

        Cecilia gazed at the large paintings hanging on one side of the banquet hall, her voice filled with admiration.

        Instead of looking at the paintings, I leisurely observed her profile as she marveled at them, nodding along with feigned interest and smiling happily.

        

        Truly, she was beautiful.

        The paintings were nice, but Cecilia was incomparably prettier.

        

        Her flowing dress in a combination of light ivory and sky blue.

        

        The ribbon lightly adorning her chest.

        The flower-shaped hairpin adding loveliness to her youthful features.

        

        With light makeup enhancing her face, she looked even more delicate and soft than usual. Despite the crowd around us, I had to fight the urge to kiss her right then and there.

        

        "Oh, it's a painting of the ocean. Hehe, it looks fun♬"

        "..."

        

        She was just too cute.

        I felt like I might go crazy from how adorable she was.

        

        I felt I should regret not having paid much attention to dressing up in the past.

        Honestly, Cecilia was already so cute and pretty naturally. I had thought makeup and fashion weren't really necessary for her.

        ...Or so I had thought.

        

        "Kyaa~! The fish is so cute~!"

        

        Who knew she could become even cuter with just a little styling?

        

        My heart pounded rapidly as I watched her giggle from the side.

        Feeling the gentle curve of my lips, I followed Cecilia's lead with leisurely steps as she pulled me along.

        

        I found myself thinking that when we got home, I should buy her several new outfits.

        How would she look in this kind of outfit?

        How cute would she be in that kind of outfit?...

        

        Perhaps because I was seeing clothes I'd never seen before, ideas were bubbling up one after another.

        

        "Is this... a night sky painting?"

        "Oh? It's a Van Gogh. Famous one."

        "Heeh~..."

        

        As we held hands and appreciated the paintings, I suddenly heard some quiet snickering nearby.

        

        Glancing around, I noticed several people staring intently at Cecilia and me.

        

        Most were simply smiling warmly, as if pleased by the sight of us together, but... there were also a few who were staring fixedly at Cecilia alone, expressing jealousy toward me.

        

        "A beastfolk? Are beastfolk usually like that...?"

        "Ugh, if only that guy wasn't there, I'd go talk to her...!"

        "Should I just go for it...?"

        "Hey, you go. You never know..."

        "If you're going, you go first...!"

        

        ...Well, it was unavoidable since she was so pretty.

        Still, those weren't exactly pleasant stares.

        

        "...Hmph."

        "Hm? ...Eek...?!"

        

        But well, ...hmph.

        Let them look all they want.

        

        No matter what anyone says, this girl is my lover.

        I had no reason to back down in terms of resolve.

        

        I quietly extended my arm and linked it with Cecilia's.

        As I interlaced our fingers to show off, I could hear several faint clicks of tongues from a distance.

        

        "U-Eunhyuk...?"

        

        Cecilia looked up at me with a bright red face.

        Savoring her embarrassed expression and the increased closeness, I whispered to her.

      

      
        

        "Shall we go?"

        "Y-yes."

        

        Cecilia nodded shyly.

        Smiling gently at her, I slowly led her away.

        

        The satisfaction was no joke.

        

        Envious gazes poured down from all around.

        The very fact that I had this adorable girl all to myself, cutting through those jealous stares, brought me immense happiness.

        

        Her hand felt soft as I gently played with it.

        Savoring the sound of each other's quiet breathing, we walked toward the area where display cases were lined up next to the paintings.

        

        "You know, expensive places really do have their reasons for being expensive."

        

        And then we arrived in front of a display case.

        Looking at the clay model inside the glass—well-made but somewhat crude-looking?—I spoke up.

        

        "Marble columns, chandeliers, large windows, famous paintings..."

        "Mm-hmm, the paintings were pretty."

        "Yeah. ...And now all these exhibits? This is almost like a small art gallery. ...But somehow, um..."

        

        'Somehow just this display section seems lower quality?'

        ...I thought, but didn't say it out loud.

        Many people around us were looking with interest, so there was no need to say something like that.

        

        I glanced at Cecilia tilting her head curiously as I bent down to look at the title of the work.

        

        "...Huh?"

        

        And I let out a surprised sound.

        

        The title wasn't the issue.

        The clay model's title was "Shooting Star." A simple and nice title.

        

        The problem? was the creator's name.

        I had expected to see the name of some sculptor I'd never heard of, but what was written there was not such a person's name—...

        

        "Please don't stare so openly. It's embarrassing since I made it when I was young."

        

        Suddenly someone spoke while covering my eyes with their palm.

        

        I turned around, startled.

        

        "It's been a while, both of you. Are you enjoying the party?"

        

        A familiar woman greeted us with a light smile.

        

        Tall for a woman.

        A neat yet gentle posture and way of speaking.

        

        ...A pure white dress that radiated light all around, as if she herself was the "main character."

        

        "...Of course, thanks to you."

        "Unnie!"

        

        The true protagonist of this party.

        Our convenience store regular, Ms. Heewon, was standing there.

        

        "Yes, yes. Wow. You're dressed up so cutely, Cecilia~?"

        "Hehe♪"

        "Fufu. Come here~."

        

        At Ms. Heewon's words, which sounded like she was calling a cat, Cecilia let go of my hand and ran over with quick steps.

        Watching Ms. Heewon embrace her warmly, I spoke with a wry smile.

        

        "It's been a while. Are you done with the reporters' barrage of questions?"

        "Yes~...is what I'd like to say, but not yet. I've just finished the preliminary round and am taking a break now~..."

        "...Oh dear."

        

        She dealt with so many reporters, and yet "just finished the preliminary round"?

        This person really has it tough, I thought.

        With sincere sympathy, I slightly bowed my head.

        

        "Well~. I'm somewhat used to these question barrages, so it's okay. Though this scale is a first for me."

        "Haha..."

        "Fufu. ...It's really big here, isn't it?"

        

        While stroking Cecilia with one hand, Ms. Heewon looked around and spoke.

      

      
        As I also looked around, she continued with a somewhat embarrassed tone.

        

        "I'm the youngest in my family... All my relatives and cousins gathered to congratulate me, and before I knew it, the scale had become like this... Ahaha."

        "Ah, I see..."

        

        No wonder it was incredibly large.

        It seemed it wasn't just her parents' wealth, but the combined effort of all her relatives and cousins.

        

        Well... when the youngest daughter, whose marriageable age was becoming a concern, brings a man she's going to marry, how happy must the family be?

        

        "...Hmm."

        

        That thought suddenly gave me a strange feeling.

        

        Marriage, huh.

        Right. I had been looking around with the feeling of being on a date with Cecilia, but the purpose of this party was an engagement reception.

        

        Engagement.

        And not just any acquaintance's engagement, but the engagement of two people very close to me.

        

        Hyung Jaesub and Ms. Heewon getting engaged.

        Even though I'd heard it several times already, it suddenly felt very strange.

        

        "...Congratulations on your engagement, Ms. Heewon."

        "Ah. Congratulations, unnie!"

        "Fufu. Thank you. Thank you too, Cecilia♪"

        "May I ask how you're feeling right now?"

        "My feelings? Hmm~..."

        

        When I asked, Ms. Heewon let her voice trail off as she touched her chin with her finger.

        

        Looking at us intently, she soon spoke.

        

        "I'm nervous~, and anxious too~."

        "Ah, I see..."

        "Given our positions, I'll probably end up supporting him financially, and I wonder how to handle that~. How much income we'll need to live together, where we should live, things like that~..."

        

        Tap, tap.

        Ms. Heewon tapped her chin with her finger as she spoke.

        

        At first, her expression was troubled, but as she continued speaking, her face seemed to become more and more relaxed.

        

        "We started officially dating and got engaged at the same time, and sometimes I wonder if this is right..."

        "Ahaha..."

        "When should the wedding be, what kind of dress would he like best. ...How many children? What about our retirement? What would it feel like to live together?... That kind of feeling—..."

        

        She stopped there and raised her head.

        Then, looking alternately at me and Cecilia, she smiled brightly.

        

        "When I notice, I find myself thinking only about him."

        "Wow..."

        "That's so romantic, unnie..."

        "Fufu. ...Aren't you the same, Cecilia?"

        

        At those final words, whispered like a secret, both Cecilia and I stiffened.

        

        Ms. Heewon smiled with satisfaction at our reaction.

        After a moment, she released Cecilia from the hug and said:

        

        "The meal time will start soon. The engagement announcement will be in the middle of the meal."

        

        I suddenly noticed Hyung Jaesub approaching from a distance.

        

        Purring softly, Ms. Heewon continued:

        

        "Please congratulate us. If you don't mind."

        "How could we mind!"

        "Of course we'll congratulate you. We've known each other for so long."

        "Fufu♬"

        

        Ms. Heewon laughed happily and began to walk away.

        Then, she turned slightly toward us and gave a bright wink.

        

        "See you later~."

        

        After joining Hyung Jaesub who had approached, Ms. Heewon left, and once again only Cecilia and I remained.

        

        Left behind, we looked at each other for a moment, and then, feeling a sudden warmth welling up, we smiled at each other.

        Then... naturally linking arms again, we began to walk around the banquet hall.

        

        Not much time remained until the main event of the party.
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        As the dining time began, I felt the surroundings suddenly become bustling with activity.

        

        Some people sat leisurely in their seats, savoring their meals slowly as if appreciating the taste.

        Others, seemingly quite hungry, quickly finished a plate and rose from their chairs again.

        

        Glancing sideways at the numerous people coming and going around us, I sat comfortably in my chair and gazed contentedly at Cecilia sitting across from me.

        

        "Is it delicious?"

        "Mmhmm!"

        

        Cecilia nodded vigorously with a happy smile.

        

        After swallowing what was in her mouth, she twirled more pasta onto her fork, put it in her mouth, and began chewing joyfully.

        

        "Mmm♪"

        

        Her puffed-up cheeks made her look like a hamster—so cute.

        Just watching her kept making me smile involuntarily.

        

        "...How adorable."

        "Hmm? Um, *gulp*. Aren't you eating, Eunhyuk?"

        "I'm eating just fine, so don't worry about me~. Here, Cecilia. Say aah~."

        

        Casually deflecting Cecilia's question, I speared a grilled shrimp with my fork and held it out to her mouth.

        

        Surprised by the unexpected "aah~" that I rarely did, Cecilia blushed and trembled slightly. She looked around embarrassedly, then gazed into my eyes with upturned eyes, and then...

        

        "...Aaahm."

        "That's right~."

        

        Unable to resist the fragrant aroma of the shrimp, she quickly took the fork into her mouth.

        

        Cecilia chewed with her head down, face bright red.

        I watched her with satisfaction.

        

        Is this what they mean when they say just watching someone can make you feel full?

        Watching her eat was more enjoyable than eating myself.

        I felt happy.

        

        "Is it tasty~?"

        

        After Cecilia swallowed the shrimp, I asked her with an affectionate tone.

        

        "..."

        

        No answer came.

        

        Instead, Cecilia, her face still flushed with embarrassment, silently and carefully twirled pasta onto her fork and then...

        

        "Here, Eunhyuk! Say aah~!"

        "Huh?"

        

        She triumphantly held it out to me, as if seeking revenge.

        

        Hmm, I didn't expect this.

        Beyond the extended fork, I could see Cecilia wearing a proud expression.

        It seemed like she was doing the "aah~" with a "now it's your turn to be embarrassed!" kind of feeling, but well...

        

        "...Aaahm."

        "...!?"

        

        Unfortunately for Cecilia, I wasn't quite as shy as she was.

        

        I smoothly accepted the offered pasta, and at the same time, gently stroked the back of her hand as a response. Cecilia flinched at the sudden touch and trembled.

        

        "Eep. ...Uuu~!"

        "Hehe."

        

        Cecilia puffed her cheeks, realizing her revenge had failed.

        I chuckled while chewing the pasta.

        

        Watching Cecilia's tail swaying gently, I swallowed the pasta and spoke cheerfully.

        

        "This is fun♪ It's been a long time since I've been to a party like this. I'm glad we came."

        "...Am I the only one who's embarrassed...?"

        "I don't really care about other people's gazes. No matter how others look at us, I just let it slide."

        "Uuu..."

        "But the food is delicious, right? Here, say aah~."

        "......Aaahm."

        

        It was cute how she kept accepting whatever I offered her.

        

        As Cecilia began chewing the mini sausage I had fed her, occasionally glancing around, a question suddenly popped into my mind.

        

        "Come to think of it, Cecilia, why did you agree to come to this party?"

        "Hmm?"

        "You don't really like crowded places."

        

        Cecilia doesn't particularly enjoy being around many people.

        This was something I'd known for quite a long time.

        

        She used to be unable to bear the mere fact of someone looking at her, always wearing her hood pulled up.

        

        Well, as she spent more time with me, that tendency had mostly disappeared... but she was naturally shy, so she still wasn't the type to enjoy being the center of attention.

        

        It was somewhat unexpected to me that someone like her would come to a party like this.

        

        Given the size of the party, she must have known there would be many people.

        

        If Cecilia had said no, I naturally wouldn't have come either.

        If she had refused, we would probably be leisurely enjoying dinner at home right now.

        

      

      
        Without having to worry about others' gazes, freely showing affection to each other and having fun.

        

        "Hmm~. Well, how should I put it~..."

        

        Munch, munch.

        She mumbled while taking a bite of a fried snack with her small mouth.

        

        "First of all, I didn't know it would be such a grand party..."

        "Yeah, yeah."

        

        Yeah. I didn't know either.

        The brilliantly shining chandelier. The brightly gleaming floor, walls, and pillars.

        I expected it to be somewhat large, but not to this extent. She was right.

        

        "And it's an important day for big sis and big bro. I wanted to congratulate them."

        "I see."

        

        I nodded at her words.

        

        That makes sense, since Cecilia is quite fond of them.

        Although we haven't met them many times, both Hiwon and Jaeseop have always taken good care of Cecilia whenever we meet.

        

        And she also owes Hiwon a debt of gratitude...

        I could understand her desire to congratulate them.

        

        "And..."

        

        Tap, Cecilia pondered while touching her chin with her finger.

        After making a "Hmm~" sound for a moment, she spoke in a small voice, as if blurting it out.

        

        "I was just curious."

        "Curious?"

        "Yeah."

        

        'About what?'

        ...Just as I was about to ask, something unexpected happened.

        

        The banquet hall was suddenly plunged into darkness.

        

        "Whoa."

        "Eek...?"

        

        People murmuring, chairs creaking.

        I could feel a small commotion brewing.

        

        Fortunately, the commotion didn't grow too large, and the lights weren't completely out—minimal lighting remained, so no one seemed to be falling or getting hurt.

        

        "Is it a power outage?"

        "Seems like it...? Most chandeliers these days operate on electricity..."

        

        Cecilia and I exchanged words while looking around.

        

        People at nearby tables were generally reacting similarly to us.

        Some looking around, some waiting calmly, some shining their phone lights.

        No particularly unusual reactions.

        

        "Hmm."

        

        Just as I was wondering what was happening, soft music suddenly began to play in the banquet hall.

        

        "Huh?"

        "Oh."

        

        I raised my head, and Cecilia perked up her ears.

        

        It was classical music.

        A gentle, leisurely, warm melody that seemed to wrap up the day caressed our ears.

        

        The murmuring people around us had fallen silent, immersed in the music.

        Through the small silence that formed, someone's voice filtered in.

        

        [Is everyone enjoying the party?]

        

        "Ah, it's big sis."

        

        The voice coming through the speakers belonged to Hiwon.

        

        When I turned my head, I saw Hiwon standing on a stage that had been prepared.

        

        Countless gazes were fixed on her.

        Yet, without showing any signs of nervousness, she continued speaking in her characteristically gentle tone.

        

        [What kind of day has today been for all of you?]

        

        A slight silence.

        

        After a pause, she continued.

        

        [Was it a happy day? A regretful day? An enjoyable day? Perhaps, it might have been a rather busy day. As you all know... the invitations for this party went out quite late, didn't they?]

        

        A small ripple of laughter gently touched the entire banquet hall.

        

        I gave a slightly bitter smile.

        In front of me, Hiwon continued.

        

        [Hehe. I'm sorry the invitations were late. You all must have had your own schedules, so thank you for coming.]

        

        Silence returned.

        

        After glancing sideways at Cecilia's focused profile, I turned my head back toward Hiwon.

        

        The soft music spreading through the hall felt pleasant.

      

      
        

        [Nevertheless, if I may be shameless, today is an incredibly 'good day' for me.]

        

        Step, step.

        With leisurely footsteps, Hiwon began to walk across the stage.

        

        [Christmas Eve. A day that comes every year, but for me, it was always just a lonely day. Cold outside, cold inside. That kind of day. ...But you know what? Not anymore, starting today.]

        

        Suddenly making a [Hmm~.] sound as if pondering, Hiwon continued.

        

        [I really struggled with how to announce this. I'm not used to this kind of thing~. No experience, but such a huge scale! Honestly, I'm just a simple person at heart, you know?]

        

        When Hiwon spoke jokingly and cheerfully, laughter once again echoed through the banquet hall.

        Laughing along with everyone, she then said:

        

        [So I decided to do it our way.]

        

        Step, step.

        

        [Everyone gathered here must have been curious. 'What exactly is being announced?', 'What's the occasion for holding such a big party for an announcement?' ...Some of you already know, of course.]

        

        Silence again.

        Only the sound of clicking heels and gentle music filled the banquet hall.

        

        The sound of a deep breath could be heard faintly.

        At the end of the tense silence, Hiwon spoke again.

        

        [I, Jang Hiwon, pledge my love today.]

        

        Murmurs could be heard.

        Deliberately letting them pass, Hiwon walked forward.

        

        [I've found someone to love. Someone truly wonderful.]

        

        At the end of her walk, Jaeseop was waiting.

        

        Dressed smartly, standing with a proper posture.

        In his hand, a ring case.

        

        [This isn't a wedding reception. It's not a celebrity relationship announcement either. ...I just wanted to show off to all of you, so I invited you here.]

        

        Hiwon, who had walked steadily, stood in front of Jaeseop.

        Looking at each other's faces, they both smiled brightly.

        

        [Today, I, Jang Hiwon.]

        [Today, I, Nam Jaeseop.]

        

        [[Here, promise to marry.]]

        

        Rings were placed on each other's fingers.

        

        Cecilia and I simply watched the scene in silence.

        

        [...May today be a good day for everyone gathered here.]

        

        Hiwon said,

        With a happy expression deeply imbued with affection.

        

        [Please bless us, please congratulate us. If you don't mind.]

        

        Suddenly, the sound of applause began to echo from somewhere.

        That sound, like a ripple, soon became a wave, filling the banquet hall with applause.

        

        [[Thank you!]]

        

        The two bowed their heads.

        

        The dark interior.

        The brilliant night sky visible through the windows.

        

        Gentle music and applause.

        

        And in between.

        

        "...How nice."

        

        I didn't miss the words Cecilia suddenly muttered.

        

        I turned my head.

        And seeing Cecilia staring intently at the couple... I finally realized.

        

        So that's it.

        This is what Cecilia wanted to see.

        

        "...Cecilia."

        "Hmm? ...Ah."

        

        Gently,

        I reached out and took Cecilia's small hand.

        

        It was warm and soft.

        

        "...I love you."

        "...♥"

        

        When I spoke, she smiled.

        Beautifully, lovingly.

        

        Please forgive me for only being able to say this much right now.

        ...Someday, let's stand in a place like this too.

        

        I sincerely thought so.
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        And so, Jaeseop and Hee-won's engagement announcement ended without any issues.

        

        Of course, given the way it was done, some people seemed slightly dissatisfied, but overall it was a minor matter.

        

        Applause filled the banquet hall.

        Countless congratulatory messages echoed throughout.

        

        As I watched the two of them come down from the stage and bow their heads to various people, I whispered to Cecilia.

        

        "Should we get ready to leave?"

        "Eh? Already?"

        "Yeah. Well... I'd actually like to properly congratulate them again, but..."

        

        I glanced up toward Hee-won.

        ...She was surrounded by what appeared to be a large group of friends, looking quite overwhelmed at the moment.

        

        "...She seems busy."

        "Ah..."

        

        I recalled being told that most of the people at this party were acquaintances of the couple.

        With such a huge banquet hall, it was only natural they'd be busy trying to greet all the numerous guests gathered here.

        

        "Besides, we already greeted them earlier, and we can easily meet them again another time."

        "Yeah, yeah."

        "So I think it might be better if we quietly slip away to lighten their burden of having to greet everyone. Did you eat enough?"

        "Yup! It was delicious."

        

        Cecilia nodded with satisfaction, pointing to her completely empty plate.

        I nodded back at her and slowly pulled my chair back.

        

        "Then let's get going. We can greet them properly next time. Let's just quietly sneak—"

        

        We just need to stand up and leave without being noticed.

        ...That's what I was about to say when—

        

        "Where do you think you're going, my dear junior~?"

        "Whoa!"

        "Oh."

        

        Someone grabbed my shoulder from behind with a creepy tone.

        

        When I looked up, I saw Jaeseop grinning.

        I suddenly thought how well the classic black suit suited him.

        

        "...I was going to head home."

        "How cold of you."

        "Well, no. We already greeted you earlier, and I didn't want to make you two any busier... Were you upset?"

        "Not really? It's not like we just met yesterday. No need to worry about something like that."

        

        I was concerned he might be upset that we were trying to sneak out without saying goodbye, but fortunately, that didn't seem to be the case.

        

        As I sighed with relief, I noticed Hee-won had approached and was speaking to Cecilia.

        Before I could eavesdrop on their conversation, Jaeseop spoke above my head.

        

        "I don't mind you leaving early, but aren't you forgetting something?"

        "Forgetting something?"

        "What day is it today?"

        "...? December 24th, ah."

        

        Jaeseop grinned.

        

        In front of us, I couldn't hear what they were discussing, but Hee-won kept whispering something to Cecilia, whose face had turned bright red.

        

        "Right. It's the holy eve."

        "...Technically, it's Christmas Eve."

        "Same thing. Anyway, here. Take this."

        

        With that, he took something out of his pocket and handed it to me.

        

        It was a small gift box.

        Small enough to fit in one hand, and appropriately, not particularly heavy.

        

        "A Christmas present."

        "Oh, wow. Thank you. But I didn't prepare anything..."

        "You came to congratulate us. That's enough."

        

        Just then, I noticed Hee-won also giving something to Cecilia.

        Hers was a fairly large shopping bag... I wonder what they talked about, as Cecilia's face was bright red as she carefully accepted the bag.

        

        Her expression was full of embarrassment.

        ...What could possibly be in there?

        

        "Check the gift when you get home. I think you'll like it."

        "I don't know what it is, but thank you."

        "Well, whatever. Get home safe. See you next time."

        "See you next time, Eunhyuk~"

        

        The Jaeseop & Hee-won couple coolly said their goodbyes after delivering their gifts.

        

        As I quietly watched their retreating backs...

        Suddenly an idea came to mind.

        

        "Just a moment, Hee-won."

        "Yes?"

        

        I called out to Hee-won as she was about to leave.

        

        Cecilia, still with a bright red face, was fidgeting, repeatedly peeking into the shopping bag and then looking away.

        Glancing at her occasionally, I continued in a low voice.

        

        Today is Christmas Eve.

      

      
        Generally, a day when close friends exchange gifts.

        

        What would be a good gift for Cecilia?

        I had thought about various options and made preparations, but...

        

        Still, I suddenly thought 'that' might be the best.

        

        "Yes. Of course."

        

        When I asked her about it, Hee-won nodded readily.

        I was grateful for that.

        

        "Then we'll be going now. Thank you for today."

        "B-bye bye! Unnie, Oppa."

        

        After I said goodbye, Cecilia, finally coming to her senses, followed suit.

        

        The two of them bowed with bright smiles.

        After confirming this, I gently took Cecilia's hand and began to walk away.

        

        "Mmm."

        

        Cecilia, whose hand I was holding, slightly twisted her body as if ticklish.

        

        Feeling the warm sensation transmitted through our touch, I asked her in a whisper-like voice.

        

        "Hey, Cecilia."

        "Hmm?"

        "...Did you enjoy today?"

        

        At my somewhat abrupt question, Cecilia thoughtfully rubbed her chin with her finger.

        

        "Hmm~." After pondering for a moment, she relaxed her expression into a bright smile and—...

        

        "...Yes. I enjoyed it♪"

        

        She said with genuine sincerity.

        

        ***

        

        The journey there had taken quite a while, but the return was quick.

        

        We arrived home shortly after leaving the banquet hall.

        

        Familiar interior, familiar scent.

        Familiar furniture and comfortable atmosphere.

        Except for the new bed, it was our familiar home, no different from before.

        

        I thought that home really is the best.

        

        The space might be a bit small, but I know where everything is.

        There might not be bright lighting like chandeliers, but the soft ceiling light illuminates every corner of the room adequately...

        

        The clothes might not be fancy, but they're comfortable.

        There might not be a luxurious atmosphere, but I was happy.

        

        And above all—...

        

        "...Sigh—..."

        "Mmm. So soft..."

        

        With no one watching, there was no problem with us clinging tightly to each other.

        

        As soon as we got back, I sprawled face down on the bed before anything else.

        And Cecilia pounced on top of me.

        

        A soft sensation pressed firmly against my stomach.

        With the pleasant scent filling my nose, I embraced my lovely partner, savoring her presence.

        

        It had been a while since we hugged like this.

        The weight pressing down on my body was lovely.

        

        "Mmm... Hehe♥"

        

        She's so cute. I couldn't help but smile.

        

        Cecilia wriggled around, wrapping her arms around my back.

        Was it my imagination, or did she seem to be clinging a bit more tightly than usual today?

        

        "...Did you miss me?"

        "Yup!"

        

        She answered immediately when I asked.

        Burying her face in my chest with a wry smile, Cecilia mumbled.

        

        "Mmm~... Well, it's not a lie that the party was fun."

        "Yeah, yeah."

        "Oppa was handsome~ Unnie was pretty! The room was sparkling. The food was delicious too♪"

        "Mm-hmm."

        "But you know..."

        

        Cecilia raised her head, trailing off.

        In her face, in her smile, I could clearly see unparalleled happiness and comfort.

        

        "This is still what I like best♥"

        

        It was a statement dripping with honey-sweet affection.

        Her lovableness made me smile involuntarily.

        

        Cecilia snuggled back into my chest.

        Hugging me tightly, she began to rub her cheek against my chest, and then,

      

      
        

        "...Hehe♥"

        

        She smiled contentedly, twitching her ears as if happy.

        Her tail swishing behind her back was beautiful.

        

        "Mmm. Hehe. Are you being clingy, our Cecilia? Do you like hugs that much?"

        "Yes♬"

        "Then how about this~?"

        "...Ah♥"

        

        I reached out one hand and gently stroked Cecilia's beautiful hair.

        

        The fine texture lightly touching my palm.

        The pleasant purring sound that began to resonate.

        

        Warm body temperature. Soft touch.

        The faint laughter tickling my ears and the lovely weight.

        

        Savoring everything about my lover being transmitted to me, we spent some time like that in silence.

        

        "...♪"

        "♥"

        

        After some time had passed like that.

        Suddenly, Cecilia spoke.

        

        "...Eunhyuk, you know."

        "Hmm?"

        "About that Christmas present..."

        

        I nodded at Cecilia's careful words.

        

        Christmas present.

        The gifts we had received at the party were still unopened, left on the table.

        

        "...Can I show you what I received?"

        "Hmm? Oh, sure. Of course."

        

        I tilted my head at her following words.

        

        Show me?

        Come to think of it, her reaction when receiving it was a bit strange. What could she have received that she wants to show me?

        And why so cautiously?

        

        Setting aside my thoughts, Cecilia slowly got up.

        She approached the table and reached into the shopping bag she had received earlier.

        

        "Ugh, cha..."

        

        And what she pulled out was... a pillow?

        

        It was a large pillow. Pink in color.

        It looked high-quality and fluffy at a glance, the kind that would be really nice to hug while sleeping——...

        

        "...?!"

        "...Ugh."

        

        Soon, Cecilia held the pillow up with both hands to show me.

        Seeing the letters revealed, I froze, and Cecilia blushed and turned her head away.

        

        A soft pink pillow that seemed to stimulate affection.

        In the middle, written in round, cute lettering, I could see 'YES♥'.

        

        A YES or NO pillow.

        The meaning was obvious.

        

        "Ch-Christmas is that kind of day, Unnie explained it to me earlier! So, um...!"

        

        Mumbling and flustering.

        Cecilia couldn't look me straight in the eye.

        

        ...Suddenly the words 'holy night' flashed through my mind.

        

        Christmas Eve.

        ...The 12 hours of sex.

        

        "It's been quite a while since we, you know...? So... though it's a bit awkward to say it like this..."

        

        Slowly, slowly, Cecilia raised her head.

        

        A bright red face.

        Moist eyes.

        

        Looking at me shyly and embarrassedly, she said.

        

        "...I'm your present today."

        "..."

        "P-please... eat me..."

        

        Who could resist after hearing those words?

        

        Driven by the rising heat, I slowly got up.

        And carefully stepped toward Cecilia...

        

        "Ah..."

        "...Yes."

        "......♥"

        

        Slowly, our lips met.
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        "Yes, chu...."

        

        Smack, a light kissing sound echoed through the room.

        The pink pillow I was holding fell to the floor with a thud at the same moment.

        

        Cecilia's face, which I glimpsed briefly, was as red as an apple.

        Her expression was filled with embarrassment, and the way she rubbed her lips against mine was quite awkward, unlike her usual self.

        

        I suspected it was probably the aftermath of that bold seduction from earlier.

        

        'Eat me,' she had said.

        While Cecilia did have a somewhat devilish side to her, such an explicitly sensual invitation was a first.

        

        A single phrase designed solely to seduce a man.

        

        It was only natural that she'd be overwhelmed with embarrassment after mustering the courage to do something she'd never done before.

        

        "Mmm... chu, chup. ...mmm..."

        

        But despite this, Cecilia didn't stop moving.

        Awkwardly, stiffly, yet tenderly, she continued to gently nibble and lick my lips.

        

        The way she pushed through her embarrassment to keep going was incredibly endearing.

        Her kisses were so soft and lovely that I felt a gentle urge deep within me to stay just like this forever.

        

        But today wasn't just about enjoying kisses.

        

        This much teasing was enough.

        

        "...Hehe."

        "Mmm...? ...Eek!?"

        

        I suddenly wrapped my arms around Cecilia's small body, pulling her in tightly.

        

        The tiny trembling in my arms.

        The lovely voice tickling my ear.

        

        Feeling all of this, I firmly held her head in place...

        ...and slid my tongue deep into her mouth.

        

        "...Haup?!"

        

        Her body jerked and trembled greatly in my arms for a moment.

        That small reaction was so adorable that I chuckled softly and began moving my tongue to explore inside her mouth.

        

        "Slurp?! Mmm, mm...! Mm, mm...! Slurp, haah...♥!"

        "Haah.... Chup, slurp...."

        

        From the beginning, without holding back.

        As fiercely as if I were really devouring her.

        

        Cecilia's body trembled, and saliva leaked stickily between our pressed lips.

        Regardless, I held her trembling body tightly and explored her lips and tongue, moving my tongue frantically.

        

        "Chup!♥ Haah...!♥ Slurp, mmm.... ...mmm...!♥"

        "Haah, haah...! Chup...!"

        

        Breath-like moans escaped from both of us.

        The air in the room seemed to be getting hotter and hotter.

        

        "Chup, mmm...."

        "Haah, mm...!♥ Slurp......♥♥"

        

        Perhaps because it had been a while, I couldn't possibly contain the rising excitement.

        My body was hot, and inside my pants felt like it would burst at any moment.

        

        I felt like I was going crazy.

        

        Frantically licking tongues, exchanging sighs.

        Cecilia, who had only been receiving until now, became actively engaged at some point, moving her tongue with a dreamy expression to taste the inside of my mouth.

        

        "Slurp, mmm. Haah...."

        "Chup, slurp!♥ Haah...!♥ Slurp♥ Haah......♥♥"

        

        A sticky, rich lovers' kiss that seemed to last forever.

        

        Scattered sighs, eyes filled with nothing but excitement.

        We exchanged kisses without even giving saliva a chance to drip down.

        

        And then, our lips parted.

        

        "Chup!♥ ...Hwaah...♥"

        "Phwah.... Mm...."

        

        Sky-blue eyes full of affection.

        A seductive expression.

        Two hands firmly holding onto me as if not to let go.

        

        As if a switch had been flipped by the kiss, Cecilia had become quite proactive, unlike earlier.

        

        Chuckling softly, I gently caressed her cheek, and she rubbed her face against my hand like a cat, grinning broadly.

        

        "Hehe...♥"

        "...Cute."

        "...♥"

      

      
        

        She was truly adorable.

        Almost unbelievably so, that she was my lover.

        

        "...Let's go to the bed, Cecilia."

        "Okay...♥"

        

        When I spoke, Cecilia nodded without showing any sign of surprise.

        Leading her, I slowly made my way to the bed.

        

        I sat down on the edge of the large, soft new bed.

        Intending to seat Cecilia as well and then push her down, I reached out to her, but....

        

        "...Ah. Wait a moment, Eunhyuk."

        "Hm?"

        

        For some reason, she shook her head at my gesture.

        

        I sat on the bed, slightly confused.

        Cecilia awkwardly scratched her cheek in front of my gaze.

        

        Is there a problem?

        Perhaps she suddenly felt unwell?

        

        Making my concerns seem unnecessary, she soon nodded once as if she had made up her mind—

        

        "...Chup!"

        "!"

        

        She reached out to hold both my cheeks and suddenly pressed her lips against mine, inserting her tongue.

        

        Cecilia's soft tongue gently swept through my mouth.

        Sweet, seductive, and rich.

        

        Unfortunately, this kiss didn't last very long...

        Just as the sensual sensation was about to overwhelm my mind, Cecilia gently pulled her lips away.

        

        "...Hwaah...♥"

        

        Between our lips, saliva stretched in a sticky thread.

        

        After suddenly gifting me with a kiss, she lowered her head as if embarrassed and continued speaking.

        

        "...Today, since I'm the one being a gift to you...."

        

        And then she lowered her posture.

        

        Slowly kneeling on the floor, below the bed...

        —Sitting between my legs, she brought her trembling hands to the waistband of my pants.

        

        "I'll service you...."

        

        Of course, I couldn't miss her intention after all this.

        

        My heart pounded heavily as my fantasies were stimulated.

        Cecilia kneeling between my legs and the word "service."

        

        With an excitement that felt like it would burst, I silently looked down at Cecilia, unable to say anything meaningful.

        

        "Mmph...."

        

        Cecilia glanced repeatedly at my swollen crotch and swallowed hard.

        After taking a deep breath, she slowly, rustle, rustle, pulled down my pants.

        

        "Ah...."

        "Mmm...."

        

        Thud, my pants fell to the floor along my legs.

        

        Cecilia couldn't take her eyes off my underwear, which more explicitly showed my bulge.

        She just breathed tremblingly, staring intently at my crotch with an expression full of excitement.

        ...It was a bit more embarrassing than I had expected.

        

        "It's gotten big...♥"

        "...Of course it has. Well, you know...."

        "Mm...?♥"

        "...When my cute lover says she'll personally service me."

        "......♥"

        

        Cecilia looked up at my face and grinned happily.

        

        Then she turned her head back and traced the outline of my erection with one finger, as if checking its contours through my underwear.

        

        "Ugh...."

        "It looks uncomfortable...."

        

        A ticklish pleasure spread from my lower body.

        Seeing me twitch my hips, Cecilia smiled slightly again, then slowly reached out to grab both sides of my underwear.

        

        "...I'll take it out now, so...."

        

        Rustle, rustle.

        The tense sound of fabric echoed.

        

        The pounding of our hearts.

      

      
        Hot gazes.

        Our body heat, so intense it could be felt without touching.

        

        Haah, haah....

        Our excited breaths following one after another.

        

        In the midst of this, Cecilia, who had succeeded in removing my underwear with trembling hands....

        

        "........Ah♥"

        

        Let out a short sound and unconsciously fidgeted between her legs.

        

        My erection, fully swollen with nothing to hide it.

        Looking at it with wavering eyes, Cecilia opened her mouth.

        

        "...As expected, it's big...♥"

        "...."

        

        ...It was a comment that boosted my pride.

        While I was chuckling inwardly, Cecilia carefully reached out and gently wrapped her hand around my penis.

        

        "Ugh!"

        

        A voice escaped me at the unexpected stimulation.

        

        "Ah, did that hurt?"

        "No, it's...."

        

        Cecilia immediately removed her hand, startled.

        

        Seeing her cautious reaction, I scratched my cheek awkwardly and...

        

        "...It doesn't hurt, so you can do it harder."

        

        That's how I answered.

        Mmm, it was indeed quite embarrassing.

        

        "U-um, okay."

        

        Nodding at my words, Cecilia reached out again.

        

        Her slender fingers gently wrapped around my penis.

        

        Though the stimulation wasn't particularly strong... I unconsciously held my breath at the soft touch and warm temperature. The subtle pleasure of her small, soft hands tenderly kneading my penis made me feel like I was losing my mind.

        

        "Uah...."

        "S-so what should I do next?"

        

        Still holding my penis with both hands, Cecilia looked up at me.

        

        The sight of my familiar member wrapped in my lover's hands was, in itself, an incredibly erotic and stimulating scene.

        

        "Mmm. Could you try rubbing it up and down a little?"

        "Up and down... like this?"

        "Ugh...."

        

        When I spoke, Cecilia began moving my penis up and down, still holding it preciously.

        

        Along with the faint rustle of skin contact, stimulating pleasure spread throughout my lower body.

        Even though the movement was clearly slower and looser than when I did it myself, it felt incomparably better.

        

        "Ugh, kuk...."

        "Does it feel good, Eunhyuk...?♥"

        

        I had no room to answer Cecilia's question, mixed with anxiety and joy.

        

        Is it always this good when someone else does it...?

        Or is Cecilia particularly skilled with her hands....

        Hmm, either way, it was considerably better than I had expected.

        

        "...♥"

        "Ugh, Ce-Cecilia...."

        

        Suddenly the stimulation seemed to get a bit stronger.

        Looking up, I saw Cecilia smiling dreamily while moving her hands a little faster.

        

        "You look like you're feeling good...♥"

        "Ugh, huah...."

        "Ah, something transparent is coming out from the tip...."

        

        Cecilia tilted her head curiously at the pre-cum that had leaked out.

        And then she suddenly stopped moving her hands.

        

        "...Cecilia, huh?"

        "...."

        "Why suddenly—"

        

        I had no time to speak, no chance to stop her.

        

        Still holding my penis firmly with both hands, she....

        

        "...Haum♥"

        "Ugh!?"

        

        As if licking an ice cream, she took the tip of my glans into her small, soft lips.
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        "Haa, uh, ngh...!"

        "Slurp, suck. ...♥ Mmm♥ Lick, slurp. ...chu♥"

        

        Cecilia holds my glans halfway in her mouth, diligently licking and sucking with her tongue.

        

        My body jerks involuntarily at the hot, moist sensation inside her mouth and the slippery tongue that keeps licking the tip of my glans.

        

        "Haa. Ngh, Cecil...!"

        "Slurp, mmm.... ...hmmm♥ Mmm~♥ Yes, suck♥ Lick...♥"

        

        Perhaps pleased by my reaction, Cecilia looks up at me with seductively upturned eyes and begins moving her tongue more leisurely and stickily.

        It's just like sucking on candy.

        The stimulation is intense, but more than that, the very fact that this small girl has my thing in her mouth drives me crazy with excitement.

        

        Fellatio.

        Cecilia is so diligently... ngh.

        

        "Mmm, slurp♥ ...mmm...♥"

        

        Cecilia suddenly shifts her gaze from me and gently shakes her head from side to side.

        Still holding just the tip of my glans in her mouth, she then opens her small lips wide and....

        

        "...Mmm!♥"

        "Ngh!"

        

        She pushes her head forward and takes my entire glans into her mouth.

        The hot, wet sensation makes my hips jerk upward involuntarily.

        

        "Ngh, hngh...!"

        "...slurp♥ Mmm, mm, slurp...♥ Suck♥ Mmph, mmm...♥♥"

        

        Not stopping there, Cecilia pushes her head further, greedily trying to take my entire cock into her mouth.

        

        The faint sound of squelching echoes through the room.

        To maintain her position, her hands are somehow already tightly wrapped around my waist.

        

        "Mmph...♥ Suck!♥ Slurp...♥ Mmm.... Slurp...!♥"

        

        I hear a voice that sounds slightly pained.

        It was a voice bubbling with sadism along with pleasure.

        

        "Mmph...!♥"

        

        With that tiny mouth that doesn't match my size, Cecilia nevertheless musters her strength and gradually swallows my thing deeper.

        

        My lower body keeps jerking up involuntarily, driven by the increasing urge to ejaculate.

        As I breathe heavily, Cecilia, who had been admirably working her lips, suddenly glances up at me with moist eyes and....

        

        "...Keh-cough, ......puhaaa...♥"

        

        She soon reaches her limit and pulls my cock out completely.

        

        "Cough♥ Ugh, it's too big...♥ I can't take it all in...."

        

        My swollen glans glistens obscenely, wet with her saliva.

        Trailing threads of saliva from her mouth, Cecilia coughs lightly several times and wipes away the tears that had formed in her eyes.

        

        "Cough, ugh...♥"

        "...You don't have to push yourself too hard...."

        

        I reach out my hand and lovingly caress her cheek, wiping away her tears.

        

        This is enough.

        Of course, the sadism boiling inside me was screaming that this wasn't enough yet, but I couldn't force Cecilia any more than this....

        

        "...No."

        "Huh?"

        

        Despite my concern, Cecilia shook her head.

        

        Then she gently grasped the sticky glans with her hand...

        and licked all the way up the sensitive underside of my cock from the base to the tip.

        

        "Ngh...!"

        "Aheh.... I'm not satisfied yet, mmm...."

        

        Cecilia mumbles with an enchanting gaze.

        She then removes her tongue and swallows the mixture of pre-cum and saliva with a gulp.

        

        "I'll play with you until you're satisfied... so you don't need to hold back...♥"

        

        She says with a dreamy smile.

        

        It was a statement full of affection.

        When she put it that way, even I couldn't say anything in response.

        

        I smiled slightly and gently stroked Cecilia's silver-white hair.

        Cecilia smiled thinly as if happy, wagging her tail behind her back, and once again preciously wrapped her hands around my cock.

        

        "...Slurp, ahh~...♥"

        "Ugh."

        

        Her hot, slippery tongue licked up my cock again from the base to the tip.

        

        Upon reaching the tip, Cecilia stared at me with upturned eyes and grinned broadly.

        

        "...Smooch♥"

        "Ngh?!"

        

        She pursed her lips and planted kisses on the tip of my glans.

        

        Smooch, smooch♥ The loving sounds echoed through the room multiple times.

        Each time, I would flinch and tremble, and Cecilia would quietly smile with her eyes at me before pressing her soft lips firmly against my glans and gradually beginning to swallow my cock.

        

        "Mmm...."

        

        The hot, slippery sensation inside her mouth.

        Cecilia's tongue, sticky and persistent, licking my glans over and over.

        

        "Nngh...."

        "Slurp, suck. Ahh♥ Slurp...♥"

        

        She seemed to have become a bit more skilled than before.

        

        She was swallowing faster than before.

        Her mouth felt a bit stickier than before....

        

        And her tongue movements were much more persistent than before.

        

        "Ungh...!"

        "Hmmm♥"

        

        Cecilia licks around the glans as if sucking on candy.

        

        She wraps her tongue around it as if caressing the whole thing, and playfully tickles the veiny underside....

        

        Sometimes she goes down to lick the shaft with quick flicks, then comes back up to suck on the split at the tip with little slurps.

        

        "Slurp♥ Ahh♥ Mmm, slurp♥"

        "Ugh. Ce, cil...!"

        

        Since she couldn't fit it all in her mouth, she seemed to have decided to play with her tongue instead, and honestly, it felt incredibly good.

        

        At the same time, she gently stroked the shaft with one hand while softly fondling my balls with the other....

        

        I gritted my teeth at the increasingly strong urge to ejaculate.

        

        "Cecilia, I'm about to—!"

        "Beh...♥"

        

        Cecilia interrupted my urgent voice.

        Still not removing her mouth, she looked straight up at me with clear sky-blue eyes and smiled brightly.

        

        "Slurp♥ Lick.... Mmm, you can cum♥ Like this, in my mouth...♥"

        "Kuh...!"

        

      

      
        I couldn't hold back any longer against that seductive gaze.

        

        I unconsciously grabbed Cecilia's head firmly and vigorously ejaculated into her tiny mouth.

        

        "—Mmph...!?♥"

        

        Spurt, spurrt!

        

        Cecilia's body jerks at the white fluid filling her mouth.

        Though surprised by the unexpected amount, far from removing her mouth, she rolled the glans around in her sticky mouth, urging me to release more.

        

        "Kuh, ungh...!"

        

        My waist felt like it would give out from the pleasure that didn't end even during ejaculation.

        Feeling the hot sensation of her greedily licking and sucking my glans continuously, I mercilessly poured my seed into her mouth with a long wave of pleasure.

        

        "Mmph!♥ Mm, mmm...♥"

        "Haa, ah...."

        

        After the long ejaculation ended, Cecilia removed her mouth.

        As I hurriedly tried to grab the tissue box with trembling hands, Cecilia closed her eyes and tilted her head back slightly as if to show me.

        

        "Mmm♥ ...gulp, gulp♥"

        

        And just like that, she swallowed what was in her mouth.

        

        The gulping sound echoed several times.

        As I stared blankly at the sight, Cecilia slowly opened her eyes after swallowing everything in her mouth.

        

        "...Thank you for the meal...♥"

        

        That's what she said.

        

        "...Eww. It tastes weird."

        "Y-you swallowed it all? Really?"

        "...Mmhm♥."

        "Where on earth did you learn something like this...."

        "Umm, well...."

        "Hmm?"

        "...Elya said I'd need it someday, so she gave me some books from school...."

        "..."

        

        So she learned it from school.

        My heart pounded at the unexpected sultriness and the rising sense of taboo.

        

        Really, this cat....

        

        "A-anyway!"

        "Hmm?"

        

        Wiping her sticky mouth, Cecilia suddenly asked.

        

        "Did I do well?"

        "..."

        "Did it feel good, Eunhyuk...?"

        

        Cecilia asked with a slightly anxious voice.

        Instead of answering, I silently lowered myself and tightly embraced Cecilia's body.

        

        "Huh?"

        "It felt amazing, really."

        "...♥"

        

        As I stroked her head and whispered, a lovely purring sound came back as a reward.

        

        "...Hya!"

        "Whoa?"

        

        Cecilia suddenly got up and pushed me.

        

        My vision spun, and the mattress bounced softly as it caught my body.

        

        Sprawled face-down on the bed in an instant.

        Then, a large piece of cloth flew at me and covered my face.

        

        "Mmph. ...Hmm?"

        

        When I picked it up to check, it was a shirt.

        It was the white shirt Cecilia had been wearing.

        

        "Ngh, cha...."

        

        I heard rustling sounds belatedly.

        Then came a thud, and I turned my head to finally see what was making the noise.

        

        "...Hehe♥"

        "...You're beautiful, Cecilia."

        "♥"

        

        The source of the sound was Cecilia undressing.

        

        She had removed her shirt and pants, and undone her bra.

        With only her panties left covering her precious place, Cecilia shyly covered her body and let out a small, embarrassed laugh.

        

        "...Ncha!"

        

        And then she climbed onto the bed.

        

        She got on the bed on all fours, passed by my side, and crawled further in....

        

        "...Mmm......♥"

        

        ...She lay face down with her bottom facing me.

        Then, still lying down, she slowly raised her lower body.

        

        "Mmm...♥"

        

        Even without proper foreplay, her underwear was visibly wet just from licking my thing.

        At her small voice that escaped as if embarrassed, I swallowed hard and slowly got up from my spot.

        

        What had slightly shrunk was somehow hard and swollen again.

        

        I took off my cumbersome shirt and approached Cecilia.

        

        "..."

        "Hyaang...♥"

        

        A sweet voice escaped as I caressed her snow-white bottom with my hand.

        Her swaying silver-white cat tail was somehow sensual.

        

        As I grabbed both sides of her underwear, Cecilia's rough breathing tickled my ear with anticipation.

        

        Rustle.

        I pulled down her underwear.

        

        "...♥♥"

        

        Cecilia's exposed sex was already soaking wet.

        Sticky love juices had drenched her entire vulva, and her explicitly revealed petals glistened with an obscene sheen.

        

        Despite the lack of proper foreplay, she was this wet.

        To be this wet just from having my cock in her mouth... my desire to conquer and sadism boiled up again.

        

        "...Perverted cat."

        "Mmm...♥"

        

        When I teased her verbally, Cecilia let out an embarrassed voice and wiggled her bottom slightly.

        

        Was she asking me to stop teasing and start quickly?

        Either way, it was incredibly erotic.

        

        I pressed the swollen tip of my glans against Cecilia's sex.

        A small squelching sound echoed, and simultaneously, Cecilia's body trembled faintly.

        

        "I'm putting it in."

        

      

      
        I whispered, firmly grasping her slender waist.

        

        "Mmm...♥"

        

        Cecilia also answered in a small voice, her face buried in the bed.

        

        There's no need to tease her any further.

        I firmly held Cecilia's soft body and slowly, slowly pushed my hips forward.

        

        "Mmm, hm...!♥ Haah, ngh, kuh...!♥"

        "Ugh...!"

        

        As expected, it's incredibly tight.

        And very hot.

        

        With squelching sounds, her sticky insides mercilessly squeezed my thing.

        Feeling Cecilia's trembling body, I gritted my teeth and continued to push in.

        

        "Ha, aah♥ Hngh, kuh...!♥"

        "Hnngh...!"

        

        Cecilia's hands tightly gripped the bed sheets.

        With the echoing sticky sounds, I slowly continued to insert...

        Finally, the insertion was complete, and Cecilia's soft bottom touched my pubic bone.

        

        "Haah!♥ Haah...!♥ So, big...!♥♥ Kuh, ugh...!♥"

        "Huu, ngh...."

        

        I stayed still for a moment, enjoying the tightness of her squirming insides.

        

        Cecilia's body, which I was holding tightly, was incredibly hot.

        Struggling with the pressure in her stomach, she trembled and breathed heavily.

        

        ...It's still tight.

        Although insertion was somewhat easier than her first experience, Cecilia's inexperienced vagina was still squeezing my thing mercilessly.

        

        "Huu...."

        "Mmm, nngh!♥ Haah...!♥ Haa, ah......♥"

        

        Still, it was more bearable than expected, perhaps because I had already ejaculated once in her mouth.

        

        I remained still, waiting for Cecilia to adjust...

        After a while, she suddenly spoke.

        

        "Haa...♥ Eun, hyuk...♥"

        "...Are you okay, Cecilia?"

        "......Move now♥"

        

        Cecilia said, glancing back at me.

        At the same time, she seductively wiggled her bottom, and I couldn't hold back any longer.

        

        "Ngh...!"

        "...Hnyuk?!♥ Haah, ahng?!♥♥ Haa!♥ Haa, ah...♥♥"

        

        I started moving my hips while firmly grasping her slender waist.

        

        Each time I pulled out my cock against the tight pressure, lewd squelching sounds♥ echoed, and love juices overflowed stickily from Cecilia's pussy.

        

        Each time I thrust back in, Cecilia would moan erotically, and driven by those moans pounding in my ears, I lost my rational thread and began moving my hips more vigorously.

        

        "Hahng!♥ Haa!♥ Ha, ah!♥♥ Ungh!♥ Ungyeok!♥♥"

        

        Flesh slapped against flesh violently, and wet sounds echoed everywhere.

        

        Squelch, squelch!♥

        Slap, slap!♥

        

        The lewd sounds of flesh colliding and fluids splashing filled the room again and again.

        

        The dense scent of a female in heat filling my nostrils.

        Cecilia twisting her body this way and that, not knowing what to do with the echoing moans and sticky pleasure.

        

        How long had I been thrusting into this small bottom...

        

        "Kuh, ugh?!♥ Haa!♥♥ Ungh...!♥♥"

        "Kuh...!"

        

        Led by the squirming insides and intense piston movements, the urge to ejaculate surged up.

        

        At that moment, I lowered my posture and embraced Cecilia's body from behind, whispering with difficulty.

        

        "I'm going to cum, Cecilia...!"

        "Yes!♥ Yess!♥ Me too♥ I'm♥♥ cum, ming...―!!♥!♥♥♥"

        

        Cecilia's body in my arms jerked violently!!♥♥

        In sync with her, I thrust deep into Cecilia's innermost part and ejaculated with all my might.

        

        "Kugh...!"

        "Haah?!♥♥ Ugh, kuh...?!♥♥♥"

        

        Spurt, spurrt!

        Despite it being the second time, I released plenty, again and again into Cecilia's womb.

        

        Trembling bodies.

        Pleasure that makes my mind go blank.

        

        "Ha, aah...♥♥♥"

        "Hu, ugh...."

        

        As time passed and our climax ended, we both collapsed onto the bed almost simultaneously.

        

        With a slippery sensation, my cock pulled out with a squelch♥.

        Feeling each other's sweat-soaked bodies, neither Cecilia nor I dared to move, just breathing heavily.

        

        "Haa......♥"

        "..."

        

        Suddenly, Cecilia turned to look at me.

        From her shy gaze fixed only on my lips, it was easy to understand what she wanted.

        

        "...Want to kiss?"

        "......Mmhm."

        

        I embraced her head and our lips met.

        Without either of us taking the lead, we entwined our tongues, tasting each other's hot sighs in a sweet moment.

        

        "Slurp, mmm...♥ Chu...♥"

        "Mmm, slurp...."

        

        After enjoying the kiss for a while, we separated our lips again.

        And... looking at each other's dreamy faces, we smiled broadly.

        

        "Ehehe.... Eunhyuk, you're all sweaty...♪"

        "...So are you, Cecilia...."

        "Mmm. Yes.... Sticky...."

        

        Mumbling softly, Cecilia suddenly rubbed her face against my chest like a cat.

        The tail gently swaying near my stomach tickled.

        

        "We should wash up...."

        "...I think I'll fall asleep waiting for my turn."

        

        Having the same thought simultaneously, we nodded in agreement, saying, "Mmm, mmm."

        

        We should wash up and sleep... but we're tired.

        It was obvious that while one was washing, the other would fall asleep.

        

        "...Ah!"

        

        Suddenly Cecilia spoke up.

        When I looked at her, she smiled broadly as if she had a good idea....

        

        "Why don't we wash together, Eunhyuk?"

        "...Huh?"

        

        That's what she said.
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        "Ugh, my back..."

        

        After such intense activity, my back was throbbing with pain.

        Well, not exactly painful... but it felt weak and sore, as if all strength had drained from it.

        

        ...Looks like I'll be suffering from muscle pain tomorrow.

        With that thought, I dragged my sweat-covered body to the bathroom and pulled out a folding bathtub from the corner.

        

        I never thought I'd actually use this thing.

        

        When my move to the apartment was confirmed, my father had given it to me saying, "Your apartment won't have a bathtub, so take this at least."

        Though I hadn't used it even once since starting to live alone because setting it up was too much trouble...

        

        [Shall we bathe together, Eunhyuk?]

        

        "..."

        

        Sweat-soaked hair, flushed face.

        Cecilia lying face down on the bed without a stitch of clothing, looking at me with a weak, playful smile as if she'd just had a brilliant idea.

        

        There was no way I could say "no" to that.

        ...Well, we were both too tired to bathe separately anyway.

        

        "Heave-ho..."

        

        I unfolded the portable bathtub and began assembling it.

        It was a slightly large single-person size, which should be spacious enough.

        

        "...Come to think of it, this is our first time bathing together."

        

        Suddenly, I realized I felt a little nervous.

        

        Some might say what's the big deal about bathing together when we're already lovers who've gone all the way...

        But surprisingly, it still made me nervous.

        

        "Hmm."

        

        I wonder how Cecilia bathes.

        

        Now that I think about it, Cecilia has pretty long hair... How do people with long hair usually wash it?

        

        Would my shampoo be suitable for her? Would she like my soap?

        

        I have basic cleansing foam and body wash, but since she's a girl, I wonder if she needs something else...

        

        "Hmm..."

        

        Lost in these thoughts, I finished assembling the tub before I knew it.

        I turned on the water to fill it and stepped out of the bathroom.

        

        "It's ready, Cecilia."

        "Ah, thanks, Eunhyuk~..."

        

        On our newly purchased large bed with disheveled blankets.

        Cecilia was sprawled out comfortably.

        

        Perhaps because we'd already released all our desires earlier, the sight of her with just a towel draped over her naked body seemed more adorable than sensual.

        I couldn't help but smile as she stretched her body like a cat.

        

        "Aren't you cold like that?"

        "Mmm, not really? The room is warm enough..."

        

        Making light conversation, I sat down heavily on the edge of the bed.

        As I stretched my body, Cecilia suddenly approached and rested her head on my lap.

        

        "Hm?"

        "My spot♪"

        "..."

        "Kyah!"

        

        I silently stroked her soft cat ears.

        At my vigorous petting, Cecilia giggled ticklishly and purred contentedly.

        

        "Kyahaha♪ Ah, mmm... hehe♬"

        "Cute."

        "~♥"

        

        A faint humming sound filled the air.

        With the sound of running water from the bathroom as background, I spent a peaceful moment just stroking Cecilia.

        

        "Are you in any pain, Cecilia?"

        "Ah, no. Compared to last time, it's surprisingly okay. Maybe I'm getting used to it?"

        "That could be it... Still, make sure to rest well tomorrow. It's a holiday anyway."

        "Okay~. But what about you, Eunhyuk? Aren't you taking a break?"

        "Oh, I am. Actually, our convenience store is closed until the beginning of next year."

        "Eh, really?"

        "Yeah. Our store doesn't have that many staff. Jaeseop hyung just got engaged, Eunhwan has some competition, and the weekend part-timers all have schedules they can't change... So they decided to just close."

        "I see..."

        

        The gentle sound of running water echoed softly.

        Breathing out comfortably to that calming sound, I reached out and gently brushed Cecilia's sweat-dampened bangs away from her face.

        

        "...Hehe♪"

        "Hehe."

        "Mmm... Oh, right. By the way, Eunhyuk."

        "Yes?"

        "What was that gift your brother gave you earlier? The one from the party."

        

        Cecilia pointed at the small gift box abandoned on the table.

      

      
        

        "...Oh, that?"

        "Yeah."

        

        Come to think of it, I hadn't even opened it yet.

        Actually, I'd completely forgotten about its existence. Probably because Hiwon's gift had been so... intense.

        

        "Should we open it? Let's see..."

        "Kyahung."

        

        As I got up, Cecilia, who had been resting her head on my lap, let out a small sound of surprise.

        I apologized softly to her pouting lips and picked up the gift box.

        

        "It's not very big... Oh."

        "Hmm?"

        "There's a nice scent coming from inside."

        

        Perfume maybe? Or an air freshener?

        Tilting my head curiously, I untied the ribbon.

        

        When I opened the box, what was inside was...

        

        "...What is this?"

        

        Flower buds...? That's what they looked like.

        

        There were what appeared to be rose buds just about to bloom inside the box.

        

        Five in total.

        They were a rich red color, both passionate and soft.

        

        "They can't be real flowers..."

        "What are they?"

        

        They definitely had a nice fragrance, but judging by the texture, they weren't real flowers.

        

        Cecilia walked over and tilted her head curiously at the box contents.

        As we both stood there puzzled, I suddenly noticed a piece of paper attached to the inside of the lid.

        

        "Instructions?"

        "Hmm?"

        

        I picked it up and read it.

        

        "Ah, they're bath bombs."

        

        I nodded in understanding.

        

        The identity of these buds in the box was bath bombs.

        According to the instructions, they were designed to look like real flowers, and when placed in water, they would gradually bloom and release petals.

        

        "What's a bath bomb, Eunhyuk?"

        "It's something you put in bathwater to make it fragrant... Let's see, what are the benefits?"

        

        Helpfully, the benefits were listed in detail at the bottom of the paper.

        I squinted to read the tiny print.

        

        "Let's see. Exfoliates skin, moisturizes, keeps bathwater warm... Oh, it even has this effect?"

        "Ooh."

        "Then, psychological relaxation through subtle fragrance, promotes blood circulation. Relieves fatigue and muscle pain."

        "Wow. So many good effects—"

        "...'P.S.'"

        "Hmm?"

        

        At the very bottom of the instruction sheet, clearly added by hand with a pen, was written:

        

        "...'Especially effective after intense physical activity. (ˆᗜˆ˵)'"

        "..."

        "..."

        

        ...He planned this, that guy.

        And in coordination with Hiwon...

        

        At a loss for words, I sighed softly and picked up one of the bath bombs.

        

        "...Well, a gift is a gift."

        "Y-yeah."

        "Might as well try it."

        

        The tub should be filled enough by now anyway.

        

        Nodding to myself, I led Cecilia to the bathroom.

        

        ***

        

        "Wow, what a lovely fragrance...♪"

        "This isn't bad at all. Definitely high quality..."

        

        After tossing the bath bomb into the tub and washing our bodies first, a subtle, pleasant fragrance began to emanate from the dissolved bath bomb.

        Just as the instructions had said, red petals floated gently on the surface, creating a very elegant and pleasant atmosphere.

        

        I confirmed the tub was filled enough and turned off the faucet.

        Dipping my finger in to check, I found the temperature was just right.

        

        "Shall I get in first?"

        "Yeah."

        "Okay..."

        

        Carefully, to avoid slipping on the foam created by the bath bomb, I slowly put my foot in.

      

      
        

        After putting both feet in, I sat down, and the warm bathwater pleasantly heated my body along with the subtle, nice fragrance.

        

        "Mmm, this is nice... Especially since it's been so long since I've had a proper bath."

        "Then I'll get in too?"

        "Ah, yes. Be careful not to slip."

        "Yeah. Oof..."

        

        At my words, Cecilia also carefully put her feet into the tub.

        Feeling the ripples spreading with a splashing sound, I gently took her hand to make sure she wouldn't fall.

        

        "Ooh, it's warm..."

        

        With both feet in and a pleased expression, Cecilia murmured.

        Wagging her tail happily, she slowly lowered herself and...

        

        "...—♬"

        "Hmm... Huh? Oh, Cecilia, wait—"

        

        ...sat down right on my thighs.

        It was a position where I was behind Cecilia's back, close enough that I could give her a back hug at any moment.

        

        "Oh, sorry. Am I too heavy...?"

        "No, not at all..."

        

        I had naturally assumed she would sit on the opposite side.

        I hadn't expected her to sit on top of me.

        

        Even though this was a single-person tub, it was long enough that we could have comfortably sat one on each end...

        

        "Really? ...Okay..."

        

        But, well.

        

        "...This feels nice...♪"

        

        I thought this wasn't so bad either.

        

        I could clearly see Cecilia's snow-white back.

        

        Her silver-white hair cascading down her nape, her cat tail swaying gently and tickling my stomach...

        As I absently gazed at my beautiful lover's body, I suddenly reached out and gently embraced her waist.

        

        "Hmm... What is it~?"

        "...Just because."

        "...♥"

        

        The soft sensation felt good.

        Very warm and soft, holding her made me feel happy.

        

        "Cecilia... is there anything uncomfortable about bathing here?"

        "Uncomfortable?"

        "You know, like if you don't like the soap or shampoo. Or if there's something you wish we had..."

        

        Led by the comfortable fragrance, I quietly asked Cecilia about the concerns I'd had earlier.

        At my question, Cecilia made a thoughtful sound, "Hmm~..." and then,

        

        "...Not really?"

        

        She answered lightly.

        

        "Really?"

        "Yeah. That's because..."

        

        Suddenly turning to face me, Cecilia created ripples in the tub, and the rose petals floating on the surface gently swayed with the waves.

        

        "We use the same soap and shampoo, don't we? I've never thought they weren't to my liking, and more than anything..."

        

        With a sweet smile, Cecilia wrapped her arms around my neck.

        Then, in a calm and gentle voice, she continued:

        

        "I like smelling the same as you, Eunhyuk...♥"

        "Cecilia..."

        "...Chu♥"

        "Mmph..."

        

        Cecilia's approaching lips sealed mine.

        

        A short and light kiss, yet filled with nothing but affection and happiness.

        We enjoyed the tranquil atmosphere as our lips met, then parted.

        

        "The date has changed."

        "Hmm...? Oh, you're right."

        

        The clock that suddenly caught my eye was already showing 12:11.

        Confirming this, I looked at Cecilia in front of me and spoke.

        

        "Merry Christmas, Cecilia."

        "Merry Christmas, Eunhyuk...♥"

        

        With a splashing sound, Cecilia snuggled tightly against me.

        Feeling her soft touch, I gently embraced her in return.

        

        "Mmm..."

        "...♥"

        

        I could hear her purring.

        

        Feeling each other's heartbeats, we savored a moment of quiet happiness in the peaceful atmosphere.
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        When I opened my eyes in the morning, I was in bed as always.

        

        "Mmm..."

        

        Bright sunlight streaming through the window dazzlingly settled on my face.

        The new bed was quite spacious and comfortable, and it felt slightly awkward that there was still some space left beside me even while lying comfortably.

        

        "...Yaaawn—..."

        

        I rolled over with a drowsy yawn.

        

        Today was a holiday, and judging by the clock hands I glimpsed, it was still early.

        It wouldn't matter if I continued to laze around and enjoy sleeping in a bit longer.

        

        "Hmm..."

        

        As I was thinking that,

        

        "...Huh?"

        

        Suddenly, hair brushed against my face.

        

        "...Sss—..."

        "Ah..."

        

        The owner of the hair was Cecilia.

        

        With a gentle smile on her face, Cecilia was enjoying a deep sleep accompanied by faint purring sounds.

        Beneath her delicate, lovely features, I caught a glimpse of her snow-white collarbone.

        

        ...Come to think of it, did we fall asleep without properly getting dressed last night?

        Both Cecilia and I were naked. I couldn't help but smile at this belated realization.

        

        "Mmm..."

        "Hm?"

        

        Just then, Cecilia suddenly shifted her body.

        

        ...I wondered if she was really asleep or if this was somehow an unconscious movement.

        

        Squirming and rolling toward me, Cecilia lifted her head slightly and...

        Plop, she placed her cheek on my palm.

        

        It was as if she was acting cute, asking to be petted.

        

        "Mmm...♥"

        "..."

        

        Her fluffy cat ears twitched and perked up, and her small nose sniffled and twitched slightly.

        I could see her tail swaying contentedly behind her back.

        

        I wondered if she was dreaming.

        If so, it must be a pleasant dream.

        

        "Mmm... ...hehe...♥"

        "...Cute."

        

        I whispered while gently stroking Cecilia's soft, warm cheek.

        Really, how could even her sleeping face be so beautiful?

        

        "...Mm..."

        "Hmm...?"

        

        I stretched my arms wide and hugged Cecilia's small body, blanket and all.

        The soft, warm sensation kept making me smile.

        

        "Mmm... Mnyah...?"

        "Yes, sleep. You can sleep more, Cecilia..."

        "Mmnya..."

        

        After gently patting Cecilia, who seemed to have woken slightly, she quickly drifted back to dreamland with soft, steady breathing.

        Listening to her gentle breathing, I extended my head slightly and nuzzled my face against her white shoulder.

        

        "...This is nice..."

        

        It was warm and soft.

        Enjoying Cecilia's reactions as she faintly squirmed as if ticklish, I too began to regulate my breathing leisurely, succumbing to drowsiness.

        

        It was a peaceful morning.

        

        ***

        

        "Yaaaawn~~..."

        "Good morning, Cecilia."

        "Mmm... Good morning..."

        

        We finally woke up around 11 AM.

        

        I brought a glass of water to Cecilia, who was stretching with a long yawn.

        

      

      
        Cecilia took the glass to her lips while nodding drowsily.

        Watching her, I approached and plopped down beside her.

        

        "...Gulp, mmm..."

        "Sleepy?"

        "So sleepy..."

        

        She still looked quite dazed, apparently very tired.

        

        Chuckling at this rare sight of my lover, I reached out and gently fixed her disheveled bangs.

        

        "Well, we did go to sleep late last night."

        "Mmm..."

        "And after that luxurious bath with bath salts, your body and mind must be completely relaxed."

        "Mmm..."

        "...Do you like me, Cecilia?"

        "Mmm... ...Ah, what?"

        

        I couldn't help but laugh at Cecilia's startled reaction.

        

        I couldn't believe she'd fall for such a simple trick.

        She was adorable.

        

        "Heh, hehe..."

        "...Uuu...!"

        "Ow! Sorry, Cecilia, hehe... Ow."

        

        Realizing belatedly that she'd been teased, Cecilia began to pat my shoulders.

        Come to think of it, it had been quite a while since this happened. Even though it wasn't painless, I couldn't stop laughing.

        

        "Really, Eunhyuk..."

        "Hehe. Sorry, Cecilia."

        

        The patting didn't last long, and I gave my pouting lover a playful wink.

        

        I took the empty glass from her hand.

        As I carried it to the sink, I spoke up.

        

        "What should we do about breakfast?"

        "Hm? Hmm~ I don't feel that hungry yet..."

        "Really? Then shall we wait a bit and have lunch instead?"

        "Ah, yes. That sounds good."

        

        I placed the glass in the sink with a clatter.

        

        Suddenly wondering if we had any side dishes left, I flung open the refrigerator door.

        Peering into the ambiguously filled refrigerator, I continued speaking.

        

        "By the way, how are you feeling? Are you in any pain?"

        "No. Surprisingly fine. Just... a little muscle soreness?"

        "You're tough..."

        "Because I'm a beastfolk!"

        

        I smiled faintly at her energetic response.

        

        Beastfolk, huh.

        It's hard to believe that Cecilia and I are different species when we're talking like this.

        

        "Fortunately, we have some side dishes. We can just make a simple soup."

        "Ooh."

        "Is egg soup okay?"

        "I love eggs~."

        

        I nodded and closed the refrigerator.

        

        When I turned around, my eyes suddenly caught the thick coat I had hung over a chair yesterday.

        

        "...Oh, I almost forgot."

        "Hm?"

        

        I picked up the coat with a murmur.

        Then, I took out a box that I had kept in the pocket.

        

        "Well, it's nothing special, but Cecilia."

        "?"

        

        Hmm...

        I had brought it to give to her, but now that I was about to hand it over, I felt a faint nervousness rising.

        

        Will she like it?

        I'd be a bit sad if her reaction was lukewarm.

        

        Consciously pushing those thoughts aside, I approached Cecilia and gently opened the box.

        

        "Stay still for a moment."

        "Eh."

        

        I took out the contents and placed one foot on the edge of the bed.

        Then... I reached out gently to Cecilia who was sitting there.

        

      

      
        "Um, okay..."

        

        Perhaps misunderstanding my intentions, Cecilia closed her eyes softly and slightly pursed her lips.

        Smiling gently at her cute but mistaken expectation, I softly stroked her head.

        

        "Let's see. Surely, like this..."

        "...?"

        

        Cecilia looked at me with half-opened eyes.

        Ignoring her gaze, I nodded with satisfaction after securing the pin and stepped back.

        

        "...Yes! It suits you perfectly."

        "Ah, eh?"

        

        At my words, Cecilia touched her hair with a puzzled expression.

        —There, beautifully pinned, was a sky-blue flower-shaped hairpin that hadn't been there before.

        

        It was the same hairpin Cecilia had worn at the party.

        It looked so cute... I had specially requested one from Ms. Heewon.

        

        "Ah, this..."

        

        Cecilia wagged her tail with a small gasp of surprise as she checked her reflection in the window.

        Then, as she looked back at me, I turned my head shyly and answered.

        

        "Just... a gift?"

        "..."

        "It's Christmas, so... I thought it was pretty, honestly."

        "..."

        "It suited you well, and it's cute too. I hope you like it, Cecilia."

        "..."

        "...Cecilia?"

        

        There was no answer.

        

        When I turned my head to look at her again, there was...

        

        "...Hehe♥"

        

        As if unable to contain a ticklish feeling, a cute cat sat there, wiggling her limbs and smiling adorably.

        

        "Cecili—"

        "...Yap!"

        "Whoa?!"

        

        Before I could say anything, she sprang up from the bed and lunged at me.

        

        I braced myself to avoid falling from her momentum.

        Cecilia wrapped her arms around my neck while smiling.

        

        Without a moment's hesitation, she rushed toward me and sealed my lips with hers.

        

        "Chu...♥"

        "Mm..."

        "Mmm♥ Mmm, chu...♥"

        

        Soft lips met, and her tender tongue lightly licked my lips before pulling away.

        

        As I unconsciously felt disappointed watching my lover's lips move away, Cecilia opened her mouth with the most lovable smile and happily said:

        

        "I love it so much♥"

        "...That much?"

        "Yes~! Thank you for the pretty gift, Eunhyuk♥"

        

        Saying that, she nuzzled her head against my neck.

        

        The ticklish sensation of her cat ears made me laugh.

        Stroking her head, I exhaled with a sweet mixture of relief and happiness.

        

        I was glad she liked it. I hadn't expected her to like it this much.

        ...It might be good to take more interest in accessories like this in the future.

        

        "Ehehe~. A hairpin~♬"

        

        Seeing her so happy made me happy too.

        

        She touched the flower on her head repeatedly and then smiled brightly again.

        Her smile bloomed like a flower. At the same time, I felt a gentle warmth from the small body embracing me.

        

        Led by the rising happiness, I caressed her cheek and was about to impulsively press my lips against hers again when...

        

        "...Ah."

        "Eek...?"

        

        Ding-dong— the doorbell rang.

        

        ...A visitor on Christmas day?

        Who could it be?
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        "...Who is it?"

        

        I muttered, tilting my head at the sudden doorbell sound.

        

        A visitor at this time?

        On Christmas day, and right when we were about to get cozy...

        

        "...Hmm..."

        "..."

        

        Feeling disappointed, I slowly separated from Cecilia.

        

        As Cecilia broke the hug and stepped back a few paces, her expression showed the same regret I was feeling.

        

        "Who could it be—"

        

        Scratching the back of my head, I trudged toward the front door.

        

        Is it my brother? Heewon? Or maybe Eunhwan...?

        Thinking of possible candidates who might suddenly visit, I peered through the door lens.

        

        Whoever it was, they'd interrupted our sweet time, so I was planning to give them a piece of my mind when I saw their face...—

        

        "...Huh?!"

        "?"

        

        ...The moment I saw that face, I froze in shock!

        

        "Ce-Cecilia! Hide the pillow!"

        "Uh, okay?"

        "That! The YES or NO pillow! In the wardrobe or anywhere, just somewhere out of sight...!"

        

        Knock, knock, knock, came the sound at the door.

        This time accompanied by a voice.

        

        "Son~. Are you awake~?"

        "Ah."

        

        At that voice, Cecilia finally seemed to understand the situation.

        

        The identity of our visitor was my mother, who had come to visit after a long time.

        Judging by the cake-like thing in her hand, she probably came to give her son a Christmas present...

        

        "Did you hide it?!"

        "Y-yes!"

        

        There were two problems.

        

        The last time she visited, Cecilia and I weren't a couple.

        And I hadn't reported to my mother that we had become a couple since then.

        

        In other words, Mom doesn't know we've started dating yet.

        Of course, she 'still' doesn't know that we've already gone all the way...

        

        And in this situation, she comes to our house on Christmas Day?

        

        I could already predict what would happen.

        

        "What about the condoms, Eunhyuk...?!"

        "Ah, that... just put them in the drawer for now!"

        

        The knocking continued.

        I could imagine my mother tilting her head, wondering why I wasn't opening the door.

        

        At the very least, we needed to hide the obvious evidence.

        Hide the pillow, hide the (unused) condoms.

        

        Only after frantically tidying up the house and fixing each other's clothes could we finally open the front door with trembling hands.

        

        "Mom's here~~... Why did it take so long? Were you sleeping?"

        "No, the house was a bit messy, so I was quickly cleaning up... Welcome, Mom."

        "H-hello, it's been a while~..."

        

        We awkwardly greeted my mother as she walked in.

        She looked at both of us curiously for a moment but entered the room without saying anything particular.

        

        "Oh my. Did you buy a new bed?"

        "Ah, yes. The previous one was a bit small, so I replaced it recently."

        "I see."

        

        My mother looked at the new bed in our house, pressing it with her hand as if testing its quality.

        Then she sat down on the edge and nodded with satisfaction.

        

        "You bought a good one? As expected of my son."

        "I spent quite a bit on it."

        "Good. How have you been lately? Doing well?"

        "More or less, I guess?"

        "And our Cecilia~? No illness or hardships~?"

        "Not at all! I'm living happily~."

        

        ...Is it just my imagination that her attitude seems softer toward Cecilia than me?

        It must be my imagination, right?

        

        "That's good. It seems our son isn't giving you a hard time~..."

        "Ahaha..."

        

        ...It must be my imagination, right?

        

        "Well, anyway."

      

      
        

        With a thud, Mom put the box she was carrying on the table.

        

        "Merry Christmas, both of you."

        "Ah, thank you."

        "Thank you~."

        "I brought a cake as a gift. Do you like whipped cream, Cecilia? ...Have you tried it before?"

        "Yes! I had a small piece of cake when I went out with—... with Eunhyuk before."

        

        Cecilia hurriedly covered up her slip of the tongue.

        Watching my girlfriend who almost casually used the word 'date,' I felt my heart pounding and tried not to show it.

        

        ...Well, it's not like we had to hide that we're a couple, but...

        It just felt awkward, or maybe scary. That kind of feeling.

        

        "That's good. I didn't buy separate gifts, but I got an expensive cake instead. Enjoy it."

        "Really, thank you. I was actually wondering what to do about cake since it's Christmas..."

        

        Fortunately, it seemed she hadn't caught on yet.

        

        At my words, my mother, who had been staring at Cecilia's face for some reason, turned to me with a puzzled look.

        

        "Didn't you have a party or something? What did you do on Christmas Eve?"

        "Ah~. Jaeseop invited us to a party, so we went there. We didn't have cake separately though."

        "I see... How is he doing these days?"

        "He got engaged."

        "Oh my."

        

        Mom was slightly surprised at my words.

        Yes, this was a good flow.

        

        I hoped we could just keep chatting about topics unrelated to romance until she left...

        

        "Did our baby go with you too?"

        "...? Ah, yes!"

        

        Cecilia, belatedly responding to the word 'baby,' nodded and answered.

        Looking at her fondly, my mother continued.

        

        "...Tell me your impressions? How was it?"

        "Um, well..."

        

        Cecilia turned to look at me.

        '...Is it okay to speak honestly?' was conveyed through her eyes without words.

        

        I nodded to her.

        Her impressions shouldn't be a problem...

        It's not like we did anything that needed to be hidden there.

        

        "Well... First, the sister looked so, so beautiful in her dress..."

        "Mm-hmm, mm-hmm."

        "The venue was sparkling, and the food was delicious! They also dressed me up so~ beautifully, which was really nice too."

        "Mm-hmm, mm-hmm."

        "The sister and brother looked so happy~, and the congratulatory atmosphere was so warm and nice~..."

        "Mm-hmm, mm-hmm."

        

        With each word, a flower-like smile bloomed on Cecilia's face.

        Watching her tail sway gently and her expression become adorably bright, I found myself nodding along with my mother.

        

        Mm-hmm, mm-hmm. Our Cecilia was so cute.

        

        "Looks like you had a good time, our baby?"

        "Yes!"

        "Hoho. I'm glad."

        

        Cecilia nodded at my mother's words.

        Satisfied with her response, Mom turned to me.

        

        "So, son?"

        "Yes?"

        "Can I ask you just one thing?"

        

        ...What kind of question would require permission?

        I suddenly felt uneasy.

        

        When I nodded, Mom...

        

        "When are you planning to get married~?"

        "...?!"

        "Oh, ma'am...?!"

        

        ...She calmly asked us a question that, in hindsight, might have been unavoidable.

        Ah, really...

        

        "We, we never said we were dating?"

        "Y-yes! That's right..."

        "...Were you planning to hide it?"

        

        I tried one last attempt at resistance, but all I got in return was my mother's incredulous expression.

        

        "First of all."

        

        Mom pointed at Cecilia, or more precisely, at Cecilia's head.

        

        "You have a new hairpin I haven't seen before. My son has decent taste after all. A flower-shaped hairpin as a Christmas present."

        "Ah."

        "And secondly."

        

        Next, Mom patted the bed she was sitting on.

      

      
        

        "...You two sleep together. And saying you needed a bigger bed because the old one was too small, well..."

        "Ah, ugh."

        

        ...Perhaps it was my mother's kindness that she didn't finish that sentence.

        

        Or maybe she was being considerate of Cecilia.

        Shocked at having been found out, Cecilia was stammering with a bright red face.

        

        "Lastly, the third point."

        "...There's more?"

        "This is the biggest one, but it's actually simple. Now, Cecilia?"

        "Y-yes?"

        

        Cecilia stiffly responded to my mother's call.

        Mom asked her:

        

        "Are you happy?"

        "...?"

        

        It was a somewhat... unexpected question.

        

        I tilted my head in confusion.

        Beside me, Cecilia's eyes widened, then slowly, slowly narrowed into a comfortable expression. She clasped her hands in front of her chest, her tail swaying leisurely...

        

        "...Yes♪"

        

        She answered with a voice full of happiness.

        

        Just one syllable.

        Just one word, but it made my heart pound heavily.

        ...The impact was no joke.

        

        "Yes, that's right. That's the reason."

        "?"

        "Compared to when I saw you before... you look much happier just by looking at you. No need to deduce the reason."

        

        My mother said, playfully winking.

        In front of her, Cecilia could neither advance nor retreat, just fidgeting and wringing her hands.

        

        "...You're still an esper."

        "You two are just easy to read."

        

        Mom stood up after lightly countering my words.

        

        "Are you leaving already?"

        "If I had known you were dating, I wouldn't have come on the actual day. I came to play Cupid."

        "Ah, hahaha..."

        

        She's saying something scary.

        

        As I laughed stiffly, Mom approached me, looked at my face for a moment, and then—

        

        "...I'm proud of you, my son."

        

        She patted my shoulder and said that.

        

        "Next time I'll bring your father too. It's about time for introductions, isn't it, our baby?"

        "Ah, your husband?"

        "Yes, your father-in-law."

        

        Mom grabbed the doorknob at the front door.

        Then she turned to both of us and said:

        

        "He's not that scary, so don't worry. Well, Mom's going now~~. Now that you've become lovers, be happy together, okay~?"

        "T-take care~..."

        "Get home safely."

        

        Mom smiled contentedly at our words and flung open the front door.

        

        After she left, the door closed with a click.

        Staring at the closed door for a moment, Cecilia murmured quietly:

        

        "...Feels like a storm just passed through."

        "Still, she was more restrained today than usual..."

        "Hey, that was restrained?"

        "Maybe she was being careful with her words because you were here? Usually she's... whew."

        

        I shook my head, remembering what she said during her previous visit.

        

        Saying we should use contraception properly, asking if we needed condoms...

        ...And the next time she visited, she actually brought condoms as a gift.

        

        For someone like that, today was quite restrained.

        

        "Hmm..."

        "Hmm?"

        

        As I was thinking about this, Cecilia suddenly ran over with a pitter-patter and firmly grabbed my hand.

        Looking at me as I tilted my head in confusion, she said:

        

        "But we got her approval before we knew it, didn't we?"

        "...Yeah, we did."

        

        Cecilia smiled brightly.

        Gently stroking her with my free hand, I quietly enjoyed the purring sound she made.

        

        We received approval before we knew it.

        ...It wasn't a bad feeling.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.124Today, Another Peaceful Day at School

      
        The sweet holiday had passed, and weekdays had returned once again.

        

        The familiar feel of the school uniform gently embracing my body.

        The familiar atmosphere of the classroom warmly enveloping everything around me.

        

        Was it because this was the first day back after all the exams were over?

        Today, the school atmosphere felt unusually gentle.

        

        Everything around me seemed as beautiful as blooming flowers. The sunlight filtering through the window felt pleasant.

        

        Feeling a smile naturally forming on my face, I walked into the classroom with light steps.

        

        "Good morning~. Hyerim, Phil."

        "Ah. Welcome, Cecilia."

        "Hello~."

        

        My two friends, Phil and Hyerim, greeted me as always while sitting in their chairs.

        

        Maybe it was because we had three consecutive days off with Christmas added to the weekend, but seeing my friends after what felt like a long time made me incredibly happy.

        

        "Oh right, Hyerim. Did you win your match?"

        

        Suddenly remembering, I asked Hyerim as I put down my bag.

        

        She had mentioned during an exam break that she had a volleyball match scheduled on Christmas Eve.

        I vividly remembered how she had complained about having to play on such a sacred day, yet her expression had been a mix of discontent and excitement.

        

        I wonder if she won?

        Knowing Hyerim, I thought she probably did, but...

        

        "Huh? Oh... that?"

        

        Hyerim scratched the back of her head awkwardly at my question.

        Her response suggested something was bothering her.

        

        When Phil and I gave her puzzled looks at her uncharacteristically hesitant response, Hyerim continued with an awkward smile.

        

        "I should say we lost... or rather, it was a match where losing was expected from the start."

        "Huh?"

        "Our opponents were college students. We were lucky enough to get in touch with a team that recently won a tournament, so we played a friendly match against them... Wow, they were on a completely different level."

        

        Hyerim let out a sigh.

        

        Yet, despite saying they lost, her expression showed no trace of gloom—only pure enjoyment.

        

        "Especially their captain. She was surprisingly short for a volleyball player, but her reflexes were absolutely amazing!"

        "Oh, wow."

        "No matter how or where we hit the ball, she received everything! I bet she could even dodge a car with those reflexes. I wanted to ask about her training routine, but unfortunately, I didn't get a chance to talk to her... I hope I'll get to meet her again. I wonder if she lives around here...?"

        

        It was quite rare to see Hyerim this excited, rather than being dejected.

        

        As I was quietly surprised, Phil spoke to Hyerim beside me.

        

        "...Aren't you frustrated?"

        "I am. But the age gap means there's an inevitable experience gap. I just need to work harder. Hard enough to beat them someday...!"

        

        Hyerim clenched her fist with determination.

        Then, turning her head toward us, she smiled brightly and said:

        

        "That's enough about me. What did you two do for Christmas~?"

        "Um, well."

        

        Somehow, the atmosphere suddenly shifted to where we all needed to share our Christmas experiences?

        

        I glanced at Phil.

        Under my gaze, Phil made an "Hmm~..." sound, thought for a moment, and then...

        

        "...I just studied a lot."

        

        She answered cutely, tilting her head with her finger on her chin.

      

      
        

        Well, how should I put it...

        That was a very Phil-like answer.

        

        "You only studied?"

        "Hmm~ mostly? The police officer unnie who's in charge of me is really good at studying. I followed her example and reviewed parts I didn't understand from the previous exams~ did some preview work~ and on Christmas Day, we ate cake and other delicious things~ That's how I spent my time."

        "Sounds peaceful."

        

        At Hyerim's warm comment, Phil nodded as if to confirm it was indeed peaceful.

        

        "But it was fun. Studying started to feel like solving puzzles. Drawing graphs of rational and irrational functions is both fascinating and fun~."

        "Uh, wh-what? What graphs?"

        "Hehe♪"

        

        Phil responded with a playful smile as I stumbled over my words, not quite understanding.

        Somehow, um...

        ...I felt a little frustrated.

        

        "Looks like you studied hard."

        "Yes, I did! ...Well, I've only skimmed through the basic concepts, so I'm not good at solving problems yet..."

        "Still, that's impressive! You're progressing so quickly. Next year, you might be able to take the regular student exams properly, not just the ones for non-humans?"

        "...Hyerim, you're so kind."

        

        Phil suddenly stood up, took a few steps toward Hyerim, and snuggled into her arms.

        Hyerim was surprised at first but soon smiled gently and kindly patted Phil.

        

        "There, there."

        "Hehehe."

        

        They're still getting along so well.

        It was a heartwarming sight.

        

        As I sat with my chin resting on my hand, quietly watching them...

        

        "Alright, next!"

        "It's Cecilia's turn. What did you do for Christmas?"

        "Huh? Oh, me?"

        

        The baton suddenly passed to me, and I was startled, removing my hand from my chin.

        

        "Honestly, since we started this conversation, I've been most curious about what happened to Cecilia."

        "Yes, yes! Really! You've been smiling so brightly since this morning, like something good happened!"

        "Was I...?"

        

        I raised my hands to touch my face.

        

        Was I smiling that much?

        Hmm, I feel like maybe I was, but also maybe not...

        

        "And I'm also curious about where that hair pin you're wearing came from~?"

        

        At Phil's words, I was startled and hurriedly reached up to touch my hair pin.

        

        Th-that's right. I forgot about this.

        ...I love this hair pin so much that I wear it everywhere these days, but I just realized this is the first time I've worn it to school.

        

        ...No wonder everyone I passed by was smiling warmly at me.

        

        "So, so! What happened?"

        "Ugh."

        "We've already shared our stories, surely you're not thinking of running away, are you, Cecilia?"

        "Ughhh...!"

        

        T-too close!

        Your faces are too close, you two!

        

        Phil and Hyerim kept leaning in with playful expressions.

        Backing away from them, I opened my mouth in a small voice.

        

        "...It's not like anything special happened..."

      

      
        

        But I continued anyway.

        

        First, I got a new fluffy bed as a reward for getting good grades on the exams.

        Then, I was invited to an engagement party for an older friend and her fiancé.

        

        What happened that night... —I definitely omitted that part.

        

        I received a beautiful Christmas gift from Eunhyuk.

        And his mother suddenly visited and found out we were dating...

        

        "That's basically it."

        

        Finishing my story, I nodded lightly to both of them.

        

        My face grew warm as I recalled Eunhyuk stroking my hair and embracing me throughout our time together.

        

        "..."

        "..."

        "...Guys?"

        

        After finishing my story, there was no response.

        

        Phil and Hyerim slowly turned to look at each other.

        They nodded at each other, then turned back to me and spoke.

        

        "You're like newlyweds."

        "Yes, yes."

        "Hueh?!"

        

        N-newlyweds?!

        

        W-well, it's true that we get along well, but I'm not sure if we're lovey-dovey enough to be called a married couple yet...

        

        I suddenly felt my face burning up.

        

        In that moment, Eunhyuk's image flashed through my mind.

        My lover who always holds me gently and warmly...

        

        "...Awuuu..."

        "...She's so cute."

        "Yes, yes. Really. Our Cecilia has always been cute."

        

        My face was burning.

        

        Covering my face with both hands, I peeked through my fingers to see Phil and Hyerim looking at me with warm smiles.

        

        "Sleeping together in a better bed, getting your relationship acknowledged by his parents."

        "Yes, yes."

        "If you're already scheduled to formally meet the family, all that's left is the wedding, right?"

        "Yes, yes."

        "Ughhh..."

        "When you get married, you have to send us invitations, okay, Cecilia?"

        "Yes, yes!"

        "Ughhh...!"

        

        ...Of course I'll send them, I will!

        But it's too early for that talk...!

        

        Besides! This was supposed to be the three of us taking turns sharing our Christmas stories, so why has it turned into a session just about my story!!

        

        "What are you three talking about~?"

        "Ah, welcome, Elya."

        "We're seriously discussing Cecilia's romance and marriage—"

        "Stop it...!"

        

        Despite my protests with my increasingly red face, all I received were warm smiles and gentle gazes.

        Unwillingly basking in their attention, I could only bow my head in embarrassment and let out small groans.

        

        ...Another peaceful day of school life.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.125Better Together Than Alone

      
        "...Mmm."

        

        ...It's so quiet.

        

        Alone in the house, not even the sound of cars passing by in this peaceful afternoon.

        

        Sprawled out on my large bed, I opened my mouth wide and let out a drowsy yawn.

        

        "...Haaahm—..."

        

        It's quiet. Nothing to do.

        

        Normally, I'd be working my part-time job at the convenience store by now.

        Chatting idly with Eunhwan during shift changes, dealing with customers who gradually trickle in, stocking shelves or organizing the storage room....

        

        "Mmm."

        

        ...That would have been the case, but today was an exception.

        To be precise, it was an exception not just today but until the beginning of next year.

        

        Actually, having time off during Christmas or New Year's season wasn't that unusual at our convenience store.

        

        The general perception of convenience stores is that they're "shops that never close"... but given our manager's tendency to run the place purely out of affection rather than for money, we often got generous vacation time during holidays.

        

        It's just that this year it was exceptionally long.

        A good two weeks of vacation, which was quite lengthy.

        ...Well, it's always been a high-paying convenience store, so money isn't really an issue.

        

        "...Haaahm~..."

        

        Still, being idle is being idle.

        I was bored.

        

        I used to immerse myself in novels, but lately, I haven't felt like picking them up.

        What did I usually do in situations like this? How did I pass the time before...?

        

        ...Was this house always this spacious?

        

        "..."

        

        Cecilia.

        It suddenly occurred to me how much my life had changed since meeting her.

        

        At some point, I started considering someone else's preferences when grocery shopping.

        

        When sleeping, I feel strangely anxious without that soft warmth in my arms.

        I'm not fully satisfied unless I'm tightly hugging my small, soft lover as I sleep.

        

        I've come to expect that energetic "Welcome home!" when I return from work.

        "Thanks for the meal" and "Good morning" have somehow become essential parts of my life.

        

        I miss that purring sound.

        That pleasant purring that comes when I stroke her soft hair, or gently embrace her, or when we simply savor quiet moments together—it's now something precious that I'd feel disappointed without.

        

        "..."

        

        ...I hadn't properly thought about things like 'loneliness' in over a decade of living.

        

        I wonder how I managed to live alone in this spacious house until now.

        

        Just a few hours.

        Not even days, but merely a few hours alone at home feels this tedious—how did I manage to live alone in this house for years?

        

        Now I think I can understand how Cecilia felt when she said she was lonely after school ended early on exam day.

        

        So this is what it feels like.

        No wonder she was clingy as soon as I came home.

        

        "Ah~~ I'm so bored~~..."

        

        I can't focus on books, and games don't catch my interest.

        I just lie still, watching time pass by.

        

        I want to see Cecilia again soon... my most lovable partner in the world.

        That's all I can think about right now.

        

        "...Haah...."

        

        ...But no matter what, I can't just keep rolling around like this.

        

        I sat up with a swift motion.

      

      
        

        ...I'll make some calls.

        

        ***

        

        [Hello?]

        "Hi, hyung. It's me."

        [Oh, hey. What's the occasion? Calling on your day off.]

        "Just... feeling bored and thought we could chat for a bit. How have you been lately?"

        [Ah. I'm doing fine. Yeah.]

        

        My first conversation partner was Jaeseop hyung.

        Listening to his healthy voice through my earphones, I continued the small talk.

        

        "By the way, did your engagement party go well last time?"

        [Hm? Ah, that's right, you two left early. It went pretty well. The response was good too. Honestly, I was quite worried during preparations... but seeing everyone enjoying themselves made me feel good.]

        "That's a relief. Have you finished meeting the parents?"

        [Of course I have. We're already engaged, aren't we?]

        "True."

        

        I nodded at hyung's words that suggested I'd asked something obvious.

        

        Indeed... after such a grand engagement announcement, there's no way they wouldn't have met the parents.

        It was a silly question.

        

        [Heewon's family... well, you know. I was nervous after hearing they were strict, but they actually welcomed me warmly when I went to greet them. Why?]

        "You kind of have that image, hyung. What is it? The 'diligent young man' vibe?"

        [Is that so?]

        "A bit, I think. Not too much, though."

        [...Is that a compliment or an insult?]

        "Hmm, half and half?"

        [Hey you.]

        

        I couldn't help but chuckle at his natural retort.

        

        Ignoring hyung's grumbling, I suppressed my laughter for a moment before speaking again.

        

        "Hehe... So, are you and Heewon getting along well? Since you're engaged and officially dating now, and you liked each other from the start, I imagine things are moving quickly."

        [Yep. She's sleeping in my bed right now. Completely knocked out from the party fatigue, took a day off.]

        "...She's in your bed?"

        [Yeah. We're temporarily living together until we find a new place. We're engaged, so we should get used to each other.]

        "How bold of you..."

        [You're one to talk. You two started with living together before anything else.]

        "Ah."

        

        ...Come to think of it, that's true.

        

        Cecilia and I started living together when we were complete strangers, not even dating.

        Looking back now, it's amazing how we fearlessly decided to start with cohabitation.

        

        [Anyway, have you tried out the gift?]

        "Oh, yes. It was quite fancy and nice. Cecilia liked it too, along with me."

        [Ah-ha. Looks like the gift my darling and I planned together was worth it. From what you're saying, Cecilia liked it 'along with' you.]

        "..."

        

        Damn, it was a leading question.

        

        And so they did plan that gift together after all.

        

        [Make good use of it, the YES or NO pillow. It's surprisingly useful, you know.]

        "Yes, yes..."

        [And use the bath salts too. They're good for fatigue recovery. Did you read the instructions?]

        "I read them very well."

        [Good, good. I even gave you special additional notes, so of course you should read them carefully. And make sure to use protection—]

        "I think I'll hang up now, take care~"

        [Hey, wait—]

        

        I hung up with a click.

        Then let out a small sigh.

        

        "...Haah."

        

        Why does that hyung love making sexual jokes so much?

        I should get back at him sometime...

        

        Thinking that, I scrolled through my contacts looking for someone else to call.

        There was still plenty of time left.

        

        ***

        

        "...So, how did the tournament go?"

      

      
        [Of course I did well. We won!]

        "Oh, that's impressive!"

        

        My next conversation partner was Eunhwan.

        

        When I asked about the tournament that had its finals on Christmas Eve, he responded with a confident voice.

        

        [The opposing team was strong too, but not as strong as us!]

        "That's cool. Aren't you tired?"

        [I recovered completely while eating cake after the match that day~. But listen, after the finals that night, we had a friendly match with a high school team that my junior knows....]

        "Yeah?"

        [They were rea~lly good!]

        "Ohhh."

        

        I nodded with interest as Eunhwan continued, unusually excited.

        

        A high school team praised by tournament champions? That's rare.

        

        [Their offense was especially amazing! Tall and strong too. Whew~ We broke quite a sweat trying to receive their attacks!]

        "If you're saying that, they must have been really good."

        [They really were! Ah, I should have gotten their contact information even if it meant going out of my way. If I meet them again, I'd like to share routines or something and properly train them....]

        "Sounds like you were impressed."

        

        Hmm. A tall and strong high school volleyball attacker...?

        It reminds me of someone, but I'm not sure...

        

        [—So! If you happen to get any information about them, please let me know!]

        "Sure, sure. You must be tired, thanks for chatting. Get some rest."

        [Yes~! I'll go now~.]

        

        The call ended with a small sound effect.

        

        Taking the earphones out of my ears, I stared blankly at the clock, whose hands had moved quite a bit, and exhaled slowly.

        

        "...Hmm."

        

        It should be about time she arrives...

        Just as I was thinking that,

        

        The door swung open with a thud, and,

        

        "I'm home~!"

        

        That energetic voice I'd been longing for gently tapped my ears.

        

        I jumped up from my seat and turned my head.

        There was Cecilia, taking off her sneakers with a healthy smile.

        

        "Welcome home, Cecilia."

        "Mm~!"

        

        Holding my pounding heart, I greeted her and received a cute response.

        

        Unable to hold back any longer, I walked over with steady steps and tightly embraced Cecilia's small body.

        

        "Hueh?"

        

        I heard a surprised voice. The warmth squirming in my arms was lovely.

        

        Despite being startled by the sudden hug, Cecilia slowly wrapped her arms around me in return, which was unbearably cute.

        

        "What's wrong, Eunhyuk~?"

        "...Nothing in particular?"

        "...♥"

        

        Soft and warm. Lovely.

        

        Just a hug.

        That's all it was, but I felt like all the loneliness I'd felt today was being washed away.

        

        "Umm. ...That pillow from before. Where did we put it, Eunhyuk?"

        "Hm? Probably still in the wardrobe where we left it.... ...Why?"

        "...Just because♥"

        

        With a purring sound, Cecilia suddenly lifted her head and began nuzzling her soft ears against my neck.

        

        In a dreamy haze from the ticklish sensation and warm happiness, I continued to hold my lover, enjoying her body heat.

        

        It seems I've already become someone who can't live without Cecilia.

        That's what I realized anew today.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.126Two People's Birthday

      
        "...Hey, Cecilia."

        "Yeees?"

        

        A resonant voice, the bathroom filled with milky steam.

        Inside the bathroom, enveloped in cozy warmth.

        

        Soaking absentmindedly in the warm bathtub, I felt a languid fatigue as I called out to Cecilia, who was showering.

        

        "...I hope you won't get mad, but could you listen to something...?"

        "...? Oh, sure."

        

        The gentle sound of the shower—shaaaa—echoed softly throughout the bathroom.

        

        Cecilia turned to look at me with a puzzled expression.

        Staring blankly at my girlfriend's beautiful body, half-obscured by steam, I hesitated to speak and just soaked in the tub, bubbling quietly.

        

        ...There are certain things in this world that should be considered important.

        

        Life is commonly one of them, as are human rights.

        Things like being filial to parents or being considerate of others felt similar.

        

        Like gently embracing your exhausted girlfriend after intense exercise.

        Thinking about what to eat every day, or planning what to do for fun today.

        Taking a moment to check if any part of your body is hurting, and so on.

        

        These may seem trivial, but they are undeniably important things that exist in this world.

        

        "...Cecilia...."

        "?"

        

        Well, I had to admit it.

        I had neglected one of those important things.

        

        Honestly, I couldn't bring myself to look up. I could only vaguely blame myself for being so stupid as to completely forget something so important.

        

        How could you forget this, Eun-hyeok?

        Are you really Cecilia's boyfriend...?

        

        "Eun-hyeok?"

        "Yeah...."

        

        Several months since our first meeting.

        About a month since we started dating.

        

        I felt I should have asked this much earlier.

        

        It was already late, but I couldn't not ask.

        

        "..."

        

        As I slightly raised my head, I saw Cecilia tilting her head, looking at me.

        

        Seeing my lover patiently waiting for me to continue, I spoke with a voice that seemed to shrink with tension, anxiety, and a bit of guilt.

        

        "...When's your birthday?"

        "Oh."

        

        Yes, birthday.

        Birthday!!

        

        My birthday is January 4th. It's only a week and a half away.

        

        Besides gifts, I'm the type who usually hangs out with people on my birthday.

        This year, I actually have a girlfriend, so I've been enjoying the past few days imagining and planning sweet time together...

        

        Then I suddenly realized.

        I still don't know when Cecilia's birthday is.

        

        "..."

        "Hmm~..."

        

        ...Has it already passed, perhaps?

        It couldn't have passed... right?

        

        How many moments this tense have I experienced in my life?

        

        It's entirely my fault, but I shamelessly prayed to the heavens.

        Please let Cecilia's birthday not have passed yet.

        Please don't let me be the pathetic boyfriend who missed his lovely girlfriend's birthday without even knowing when it was...

        

        Perhaps my prayer was answered.

        

        "Let's see, well..."

        

        Cecilia repeatedly folded and unfolded her slender fingers as if counting something.

        Standing under the shower stream, she let out a contemplative sound before speaking.

        

        "Umm, around the beginning of the year!"

        "Phewww..."

      

      
        "Eh, wait, Eun-hyeok, are you okay?!"

        

        At that moment, I felt the tension in my body not just release but completely vanish.

        

        The beginning of the year.

        Meaning the early part of the year...!

        

        Not only has it not passed yet, but she hasn't had a birthday since we met.

        Submerged in the water and bubbling, I let out a huge sigh of relief.

        

        Whew! Thank goodness. Really, thank goodness...!!

        And it was such a close call!

        

        Since it's the end of the year now, the beginning of the year is coming soon.

        What if I had forgotten even longer and only asked much later... I didn't even want to think about it.

        

        "I'm so relieved..."

        "...? Why are you so..."

        "Because it hasn't passed yet. I was so anxious thinking I might have missed celebrating it..."

        "Even so, it's just the day I was born, why go that far...?"

        

        Cecilia murmured, tilting her head.

        Hearing her small voice brush past my ears, I narrowed my eyes slightly.

        

        Well, not everyone cherishes their birthday that much.

        Some people just keep it simple, and others treat it like any other day...

        

        After failing my first entrance exam, I also had a modest birthday due to emotional distress, so I'm not completely unable to understand such people's feelings.

        

        But still.

        

        "That's not right, Cecilia."

        "Huh?"

        

        That's different.

        A lover's birthday is a different matter.

        

        "Of course, saying it's 'just the day you were born' isn't wrong, but..."

        

        I reached out of the bathtub and gently took Cecilia's small hand.

        Caressing her small, soft, fair hand, I continued.

        

        "Thanks to that day, our Cecilia was able to be born."

        "..."

        "Because you were born on that day, you met me, and we can touch each other like this."

        

        As I firmly held her small hand, I felt warm heat from her moist skin.

        Intoxicated by the warmth of the bathtub, I continued in a small voice.

        

        "It's a precious day. It should be celebrated."

        "Eun-hyeok..."

        "At least I want to celebrate it."

        

        I kissed her fair hand with a soft peck.

        Feeling her cute, startled trembling, I nodded absentmindedly.

        

        I wish Cecilia would cherish her own birthday.

        

        It would be sad if the birthday person herself wasn't willing to be celebrated when there's someone here eager to celebrate loudly.

        

        So—

        

        "Hehe♪"

        "...? Cecili—"

        "Yah!"

        "Puhbuh?!"

        

        A loud splash echoed throughout the bathroom in an instant.

        

        Looking at Cecilia who had suddenly jumped into the rippling bathtub, I opened my mouth with a surprised voice.

        Or rather, I tried to.

        

        "Chu♥"

        "Mmph..."

        

        Cecilia's lips quickly approached and sealed mine.

        

        The sensation of soft lips, the soft skin touching various parts of my body.

        The lovely small voice sounded briefly, and then our lips parted with a small smacking sound.

        

        "...Ehehe♥"

        

        I saw Cecilia smiling with a ticklish expression.

        Leaving me slightly surprised, she smiled broadly, wiggled her body here and there, and then rushed over to snuggle tightly against me.

        

        "Eun-hyeok~♥"

        "Whoa...!"

        

        The bathtub rippled again, and Cecilia's two large fruits pressed firmly against my chest.

      

      
        

        Feeling the world's softest sensation and hearing the happy purring sound at the same time, I hugged my soft lover back tightly with luxurious happiness.

        

        "~♥ ......Will you celebrate it?"

        "Of course."

        

        There was no need to specify what "it" was.

        As I nodded without hesitation, Cecilia rubbed her face against my neck and said:

        

        "...I wuv it so much♥"

        

        That small, affectionate phrase was incredibly lovely.

        I felt proud and thought she was adorable.

        

        Her ticklish nuzzling naturally made me smile.

        Gently stroking the cat tail swaying before my eyes, I continued.

        

        "Mmm♥"

        "Then shall we set a date first? When exactly is your birthday, Cecilia?"

        "...Ah, right. There's a tiny problem about that, Eun-hyeok..."

        "Hm?"

        

        A problem? What kind?

        Looking at Cecilia quizzically, she continued while still snuggled against me.

        

        "I'm sure my birthday is at the beginning of the year, you know? When I was young, we had parties shortly after the new year, and even I remember my own birthday..."

        "Mm-hmm."

        "But, um... the calendar here is a bit different from the world I originally lived in..."

        "Ah."

        

        It was a surprisingly practical problem.

        

        Come to think of it, Cecilia is from another world...

        Considering that, different calendars make perfect sense. I hadn't thought of that.

        

        "Hmm, that's tricky. Roughly when would it be by this world's calendar?"

        "After the new year... about a little less than a week? The system is a bit different so it's subtle, but probably around then."

        "A little less than a week. Hmm."

        

        What should we do about this? Should I set a new date?

        But I wonder if it's okay to arbitrarily set a special day like a birthday. Hmm.

        

        Still, within a week after the new year?

        That's pretty similar to mine...

        

        ...Oh.

        

        A good idea came to mind.

        

        "You know, Cecilia, actually my birthday is January 4th..."

        "Eh, really?"

        "Yeah. So I was thinking, if you don't mind..."

        

        I gently detached Cecilia from my embrace.

        

        Looking at her moist skin and flushed face,

        I gazed at that heart-fluttering expression and spoke.

        

        "How about we consider that day as when both of us were born, and celebrate each other?"

        "...Sharing a birthday?"

        "Yes. Sharing a birthday."

        

        I was worried she might not like it, but...

        

        "Wow...!"

        

        The moment I saw those sparkling sky-blue eyes, such worries instantly melted away.

        As expected of my lover. Too cute.

        

        "I love it!"

        "Whoa."

        

        With another splashing sound, Cecilia threw herself into my arms again.

        Feeling her soft, tender touch, I stroked my purring lover affectionately with a warm smile.

        

        I didn't expect her to be this happy about it.

        Her joy made me happy too.

        

        "So, so? What are we going to do on our birthday~?"

        "Ah, I have one plan. It's not confirmed yet, still in the planning stage, but..."

        "Hmm?"

        "You can look forward to it, probably."

        

        Stroking her flowing silver-white hair, I said.

        

        Thinking of the laptop I left on in the living room, the bookmarks list.

        And the "hot spring inn" reservation page I had added a few days ago...
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        I wonder if you truly know.

        How happy I was at those words.

        

        "Ehehe..."

        "Cecilia's all giddy again today, Hyerim~."

        "Must be something good. How cute."

        

        The same school as always.

        The same classroom as always.

        

        Letting the voices around me drift by, I rested my chin on both hands on my desk, lost in a dreamy daze.

        

        "Hehe...♪"

        

        Birthday.

        Birthday!

        

        It had been so long since I'd thought about those two words.

        Of course, I hadn't completely forgotten about it, but for someone like me who had been running away for years, birthdays weren't something particularly important...

        And after learning that the calendars were different between there and here, I'd treated it as a half-nonexistent day.

        

        But then....

        

        [When's your birthday?]

        [It's because you were born on that day that we met, that we can touch each other like this.]

        [It's a precious day. We should celebrate it.]

        [At least I want to celebrate it for you.]

        

        "Ahhh~~―♥♥"

        

        He asked me about it.

        

        He told me it was a precious day.

        

        He said we should celebrate it, that he wanted to celebrate it.

        

        How deeply touching those words were.

        My head was buzzing with happiness.

        Do you know, Eunhyuk?

        

        The warm feelings welling up in my chest were so overwhelming I couldn't help but kiss him.

        I couldn't suppress the urge to snuggle into my lover's big embrace, nuzzle his ear, and shower him with affection.

        

        And then—...

        

        [Why don't we pretend we were both born on that day, and celebrate each other?]

        [Yes. Sharing a birthday.]

        

        "..."

        

        Do you know?

        How happy I was?

        

        Birthday.

        A special day that comes only once a year.

        

        He shared that precious day with me.

        He said we should celebrate each other together.

        

        The same day.

        The same single day.

        

        The most special day of the year, meant only for Eunhyuk and me in this world.

        

        "I'm so excited...♪"

        

        What will we do together on that day?

        

        A feast?

        Cuddling in bed?

        

        Eunhyuk said he had plans, but what could they be?

        

        "Hehe..."

        

        Whatever we did, it would surely be fun.

        

        Though there was still plenty of time left, I could already feel my heart fluttering.

        I was worried about how I'd endure until the actual day.

        

        "~♥"

        

        January 4th is a weekday, so we'll probably spend time together in the evening?

        After school, when I get home, and then, and then...

        

        Mmm, it would be nice if school ended early that day.

        Since it's such a special day, it would be wonderful if I didn't have to go to school at all—

        

        "By the way..."

        "Hm?"

        

        Just then, Hyerim's voice caught my attention.

        As I turned my head, she looked back and forth between Phil and me as Phil continued.

        

        "Winter break is coming up soon, what are you two planning to do during the break?"

        "Huh?"

        "Eh?"

        

      

      
        ...The confused voices of two different species echoed faintly through the classroom.

        

        ***

        

        "...Cecilia's school will be on break soon too. So it shouldn't be a problem if I plan a slightly longer trip..."

        

        Sitting at the table, typing on my laptop, I muttered in a small voice.

        

        Cecilia's school break starts the day after tomorrow, I think.

        I read it on the notice paper Cecilia brought home the other day.

        School resumes at the end of January, making it seem like a rather ordinary break with nothing special.

        

        "Hmm."

        

        With a tap on the keyboard, I continued my train of thought.

        

        Come to think of it, it feels like it's been ages since I've heard the term "school break."

        Specifically, it's been five years since graduation.

        

        When I was in school, well, I'd be so excited and thrilled days before the break started.

        As soon as the bell rang on the last day, I'd rush home to enjoy my freedom.

        

        "...Compared to that, Cecilia is quite composed..."

        

        It was strange how she didn't seem particularly excited despite the break being right around the corner.

        Is it because she's a beastkin, or because she hasn't been attending school for long enough to grasp the concept?

        

        Or could it be that she doesn't realize the break is coming soon...?

        ...No, that can't be.

        Although Cecilia has been a bit spacey since Christmas, surely she couldn't have forgotten about the notice she brought home herself...

        

        "Well, that's that."

        

        With a click of the mouse, I continued.

        

        "Here it is..."

        

        The reservation page for the hot spring inn that I had saved a few days ago while planning.

        

        A Japanese-style inn room.

        A large communal bath shared with other guests.

        

        ...And a private open-air bath attached to the room.

        

        "..."

        

        To be completely honest, my intentions were 200% impure.

        

        'A moonlit open-air bath with just my lovely partner.'

        Honestly, what man wouldn't dream of that?

        

        "So this room will do. Let's see, for the dates~..."

        

        January 1st to January 4th.

        

        That's three nights and four days.

        

        "This should be good for celebrating the new year too."

        

        I figure it's better to make the celebration long and leisurely.

        

        This is a kind of gift for Cecilia who has had a tough life until now.

        I want to show her, over these three nights and four days, that her future will be filled with nothing but good things.

        

        A few days ago, Cecilia hesitantly mentioned, "My winter heat cycle will probably be around January 2nd or 3rd..." which coincides perfectly.

        

        "And~..."

        

        Room decided, dates decided.

        All that's left is to make the reservation and prepare.

        

        "Let's see, make reservation... click."

        

        It was a bit pricey since I was looking for a nice place, but what does that matter?

        It's a small price to pay for our happiness together.

        

        I clicked and completed the payment for the reservation.

        

        After carefully reviewing the reservation confirmation page that appeared with a ding, I exhaled deeply and fell back onto the bed.

        

        "Ahhhh..."

        

        The soft mattress cushioned my back.

        I reached out to grab a pillow from the bed and hugged it tightly with both arms.

        

        ...A hot spring trip.

        A hot spring trip with Cecilia...!

        

        Ah, I could feel my heart starting to race.

        Now that the reservation was complete, it felt so real. My heartbeat was so loud it was almost deafening.

        

        "Ahhhh..."

        

        My face was hot.

        My body was hot too.

        

        I felt excited like a child the night before a field trip.

        

      

      
        A small open-air bath under the gentle moonlight.

        Cecilia sitting naked beside me, savoring the warmth and leisurely enjoying the hot spring.

        

        Just imagining it made me smile uncontrollably.

        

        "...Hehe."

        

        Hmm, even I thought that laugh sounded a bit creepy.

        I closed my mouth.

        

        "..."

        

        ...I wonder if Cecilia will like it.

        

        Almost as soon as the question crossed my mind, I shook my head.

        

        Of course she'll like it.

        After all—...

        

        "...Hmm."

        

        I got up.

        Then I quietly walked over and picked up a piece of paper that was stuck to the refrigerator with a magnet.

        

        Our wish list that we had written down before we even started dating.

        A paper where we had listed things we wanted to do and have.

        Though it wasn't that old, it somehow felt nostalgic.

        

        "'Living together in a better house!'..."

        

        I couldn't help but smile as I read the round, bubbly handwriting at the top.

        

        'Living together in a better house.'

        Well, we've upgraded the bed at least, so in a way, that's a 'better house,' isn't it?

        

        "'Playing in the snow together,' 'Making a snowman'... we've done these."

        

        We really played like children back then.

        I nodded, recalling the fond memory.

        

        "'Watching a play together,' 'Eating at an expensive and fancy place together,' 'Going to a festival together'..."

        

        Reading through it again, how could these wishes be so adorable?

        

        A smile kept creeping onto my face.

        I thought I should look for plays or festivals soon...

        

        "'Finding out your alcohol tolerance,' 'Matching drinks with the right food'... Right. Come to think of it, it's been a while since we drank."

        

        It might be nice to have a drink after arriving at the inn.

        Since it's a high-end hot spring inn, we might be able to try some drinks we don't usually see.

        

        "...'Going on a hot spring trip together.'"

        

        Yes. This is it.

        Having found exactly what I was looking for, I smiled contentedly again.

        

        As written here, Cecilia had been dreaming of a hot spring trip for a while.

        Of course she'll be happy.

        

        In a way, this was a kind of surprise.

        I could already picture Cecilia's face blooming into a bright smile when she finds out that my plan is a hot spring trip.

        

        "Hehe. Ah~ I can't wait~..."

        

        I put the paper back on the table and flopped down onto the bed.

        

        The anticipation floating around in my head was no joke.

        I was worried about how I'd endure until the day with all this excitement.

        

        "Until the new year~... hmm, 3 days? 4 days?"

        

        Roughly about half a week left.

        I rolled around on the bed, filled with overflowing anticipation.

        

        "Haah..."

        

        What should I do during that remaining time?

        

        The trip at the beginning of next year is one thing, but even now, it's the end of the year and winter break, so it's a good time to have fun.

        

        But then again, with the big event of the hot spring trip coming up, it feels odd to do something too elaborate~...

        Is there something, I don't know, moderate we could do~?

        

        As I was thinking and rolling around...

        

        "...Hm?"

        

        And right on cue, my laptop went 'ding.'

        

        I got up from the bed to check the screen.

        Following the notification, I moved the mouse to my inbox and...

        

        "Oh."

        

        Along with the name "Baek Donggeon" that I hadn't seen in a while.

        There was an email saying, "If you're free, would you like to come to a New Year's party?"
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        "...You completely forgot that there was a vacation?"

        "Mmm...."

        

        In the afternoon, as the sun began to peek over the horizon.

        Against the sky dyed with sunset colors, Cecilia, who had just returned from school, nodded with a gloomy expression.

        

        From what I heard, she'd been so excited lately that she completely forgot everything about the upcoming vacation.

        It was exactly as I had expected, which was both amusing and somewhat exasperating.

        

        "Well... Come in first, Cecilia."

        "Mmm."

        

        I let Cecilia into the house and closed the front door.

        

        Hearing a thump behind me, I turned around to see Cecilia flopped face-down on the bed, still in her school uniform, having only put down her bag.

        

        "...The vacation ends in late January."

        "Ah, yeah."

        

        Cecilia spoke weakly.

        Her cat tail swayed listlessly behind her, matching her tone.

        

        'Aren't people usually excited about vacations?' I thought as I responded, but she continued while stomping her feet.

        

        "That means I won't see my friends for almost a month..."

        

        Ah, so that was the problem.

        

        Having finished my school years without any close friends, this wasn't something I had considered.

        ...Wait, why are there tears in my eyes?

        

        "Are you sad about not being able to meet your friends?"

        

        Putting aside the sad memories of my school days, I quietly approached Cecilia and asked while gently stroking her silver-white hair.

        

        Cecilia glanced at me, feeling the gentle pats on her head.

        Looking into those sky-blue eyes, I asked again with a soft "Hmm?" and she slowly moved while continuing to speak.

        

        "...I am sad. And I think I'll be bored too."

        

        Cecilia crawled toward me on all fours and suddenly reached out to firmly grasp my hand.

        

        Feeling that soft, warm touch, I tilted my head wondering 'What signal is this?' when she took my captured hand and placed it on her ear....

        

        "...Mmm."

        "Whoa."

        

        She lowered herself again and flopped down on the bed, using my lap as a pillow.

        The sudden weight on my knee made me involuntarily let out a sound.

        

        It seemed she wanted to use my lap as a pillow.

        And judging by how she had placed my hand, she wanted to be petted too. How cute.

        

        Following her wishes, I gently moved my hand to softly stroke her soft ears.

        

        "...♬"

        

        A purring sound quietly echoed through the room.

        Pleasant smiles spread across both our faces like a gentle wave.

        

        In the peaceful atmosphere, Cecilia closed her eyes comfortably and continued speaking in a soft voice while resting on my lap.

        

        "Mmm. ...And also, I think it'll be lonely during the mornings when Eunhyuk isn't around."

        "Because he's at work?"

        "Yeah. It was like that when school ended early for a few days before, but I'm worried about what to do if it's like that for almost a month straight..."

        

        It was such an adorable concern.

        

        I gently stroked her soft ears and spoke with a small smile.

        

        "Hmm~. You can meet up with other students who are also on vacation and hang out. I was just thinking it might be time to get you a phone of your own, Cecilia."

        "Eh?"

        "You can keep in touch with friends, go out to eat together, play together~. It's about time you experienced these things, our Cecilia."

        

      

      
        Constantly going back and forth between home and school isn't exactly the healthiest lifestyle.

        She's a person, after all. She should know how to enjoy herself outside too.

        

        I felt Cecilia's ear, which I had been stroking, suddenly twitch and perk up.

        Looking at her eyes that sparkled with newfound interest, I smiled again softly.

        

        "And as for a practice run? I just received a good proposal earlier..."

        

        Saying that, I stretched toward the table with some effort.

        I picked up my laptop with trembling hands, opened my email inbox, and showed it to Cecilia.

        

        "Baek Donggeon...? Ah, Sherry's guardian..."

        "He works as a health trainer."

        "Hmm. 'I'm planning to have a New Year's Eve party on the 31st of this month, and if it's okay with you two'... Oh, so?"

        "We've been invited to a party. Like at Christmas."

        

        Of course, it wouldn't be as big as that party; it would probably be more like a small gathering.

        Somehow, it seemed like we were getting invited to places more often these days.

        

        "We'll probably go late at night, stay past midnight, and come back after spending the night. If you think it'll be too tiring, we don't have to go, but..."

        

        Where had her gloominess gone? Cecilia looked up at me with an expression full of anticipation.

        Seeing her face like that, I stopped talking and just continued to stroke her cat ears.

        

        As for the reply to the email, there was nothing to think about.

        

        ***

        

        "Welcome~!"

        "I'm here, Sherry~!"

        

        And so, time passed, and it was December 31st.

        About 4 hours until the new year.

        

        A large moon shone softly with silver light in the pitch-black night sky without a single cloud.

        Feeling the chilly night breeze, we were greeted by two familiar faces in front of a detached house.

        

        "Wow. Your casual clothes are cute, Cecilia!"

        "Hehehe..."

        

        A small girl with bright red skin, yellow eyes, and two horns on her forehead stood out.

        She was Sherry, a devil of the Akuma (Red Devil) race and Cecilia's friend.

        

        "It's been a while, Eunhyuk. Was the journey here okay?"

        "It wasn't difficult at all. But wow... you live in a really nice place."

        "I was just lucky, that's all."

        

        The muscular giant, Mr. Baek Donggeon, Sherry's guardian, scratched his head and smiled modestly.

        He was the host of this party.

        

        "Please come in, both of you. It's nothing special, but I bought some snacks and juice to eat."

        "Ooh!"

        "Wow. Thank you. ...Oh, may I ask who else was invited?"

        

        I suddenly asked as we walked up the small stone steps.

        

        Since it was a 'party,' he obviously wouldn't have invited just me and Cecilia.

        It was a vague question born from the hope that there would be many people Cecilia knew.

        

        "Ah~. Mostly Sherry's acquaintances. School friends or people she knows. I only invited a few close people, but well..."

        

        Mr. Donggeon, who had been speaking fine, suddenly trailed off.

        Tilting my head at his suspicious behavior, he looked around and then gestured for me to come closer.

        

        "?"

        

        Though even more confused, I approached him.

        When I was close enough, he continued in a voice close to a whisper.

        

        "You know those people who gathered during that, um... ProDiet incident?"

        "...Ah, yes."

        

        ProDiet.

        The name of the culprit that had tormented Cecilia, which I hadn't heard in a long time.

      

      
        

        Although it was in the past, it still wasn't a pleasant name to hear, so I understood his intention not to let Cecilia hear it.

        

        I nodded and listened carefully.

        

        "To put it simply, most of the people at today's party are those who gathered then. I didn't specifically aim for that, but somehow it turned out that way as I was inviting people. Besides them... just a few of their acquaintances."

        "Hmm, hmm. I see..."

        

        People who gathered during the ProDiet incident, and some of their acquaintances.

        Hmm. I see.

        

        ....

        ...Wait?

        

        Hold on, if that's the case, then maybe...?

        

        "Oh my? I came thinking I'd be first, but am I late?"

        

        As if to support the thought that had just crossed my mind, a familiar woman's voice came from behind.

        

        "Or were you two particularly early?"

        

        A voice tinged with cheerful laughter.

        When I turned around, I saw a familiar person who seemed to have just gotten out of the passenger seat of a car.

        

        "Ms. Heewon!"

        "Oh, unnie?"

        "Fufu. Hello, Cecilia~!"

        

        Ms. Heewon, dressed in casual clothes, greeted Cecilia brightly.

        It was the first time seeing her face since Christmas. I felt somewhat glad.

        

        But wait, if Ms. Heewon was in the passenger seat, then who was in the driver's seat?

        

        "Oh, hyung?"

        "Hi."

        

        Sure enough.

        The one who greeted me through the lowered window was a familiar face, Jaeseop hyung.

        It seemed he had come as a pair with Ms. Heewon.

        

        "It's been a while, hyung. Have you been well?"

        "Oppa came too?"

        "Just finished some busy work and was relaxing. First, let me park... Um, can I use the parking lot! Sir over there?"

        "Ah! Yes, yes, this way..."

        

        Mr. Donggeon, who had belatedly poked his head out, guided the car to the parking lot, and Jaeseop hyung followed him there.

        

        While I was quietly watching Cecilia, Sherry, and Ms. Heewon greeting each other happily, suddenly another voice came from the entrance.

        

        "Cecilia~ Sherry~!"

        "We're here too."

        "Phil! Hyerim!"

        

        An elf with a small stature and long ears.

        Hyerim, a student characterized by her mature, large build.

        Both were faces I had seen before, though not familiar.

        

        "Eek, is everyone already here?"

        

        Mr. Donggeon, who seemed to have finished guiding, hurried over to greet the guests.

        

        So this is everyone.

        After glancing around, I inwardly thanked Mr. Donggeon for gathering only people we knew and breathed a sigh of relief.

        

        This way, Cecilia wouldn't have to feel awkward.

        It looked like it would be a fun party.

        

        "Let's all go inside! Even though I haven't prepared much, let's have fun~!"

        """""" Yes~! """"""

        

        A chorus-like response echoed.

        

        With excited hearts, we slowly stepped into the house.
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        "Huh, so you two were dating?! Since when...?"

        "Well... we confessed to each other right after the Pro-Diet incident, and since then..."

        "Wow..."

        

        A spacious interior.

        Warm lighting.

        

        Amidst the bustling atmosphere filling the surroundings, I leaned quietly against one wall, making small talk with Dong-geon.

        

        For reference, Cecilia, Sherry, and the other girls + Ms. Hee-won are currently playing with building blocks in the living room.

        

        Occasionally, energetic voices like "The team that builds the highest tower in 10 minutes wins!" could be heard, so it seemed they were having fun, which was good.

        

        "So you're dating while living together? Just you and Cecilia, in your apartment...?"

        "Hmm, it somehow turned out that way. Not that I planned it."

        "I'm envious. Living together as a couple..."

        "...If you think about it, aren't you in a similar situation? You seem very close with that Sherry girl."

        "Ah, hyung."

        "Welcome, Jae-seop."

        

        Jae-seop hyung suddenly wedged himself between Dong-geon and me as we were chatting quietly.

        He must have gotten something to drink from the living room, as the black liquid in the cup he was holding sparkled with carbonation.

        

        "I saw you naturally being physically affectionate with her. Don't you have potential there too? Just like him."

        

        Leaning against the wall like Dong-geon and me, Jae-seop hyung pointed at me with his cola cup.

        To that question, which seemed to be a mix of genuine curiosity and interest, Dong-geon smiled awkwardly but spoke up.

        

        "With Sherry, honestly... she feels more like a daughter now..."

        "...A daughter."

        "Well, yeah. To be honest, since she's a girl, I can't say I never had those thoughts at first. But as we lived together, somehow I ended up feeling more and more like I was playing the role of a father..."

        

        Dong-geon sighed and trailed off.

        ...It seemed he had his own struggles too.

        

        "Speaking of which, Jae-seop, didn't you say you were engaged?"

        "That's right. I was lucky enough to meet a good person, that's all~"

        "Honestly, I still find it puzzling. Someone like Ms. Hee-won who has everything—what could she possibly be lacking to end up with someone like you..."

        "Hey."

        

        I smoothly deflected Jae-seop hyung's sidelong glance.

        Watching us, Dong-geon chuckled, and hyung, seeing that his glare had no effect, let out a small "hmph" and leaned back against the wall.

        

        Suddenly, the colorful block towers in the living room caught my eye.

        Among the several towers, one had already been built up to the chest height of an adult man, and I was impressed by the sight of Phil and Sherry carefully moving blocks.

        

        "Something just occurred to me."

        "Yes?"

        

        Both hyung and I answered simultaneously to Dong-geon's question.

        Slightly taken aback, Dong-geon seemed to decide this was fine and directed his question to both of us.

        

        "Did either of you change how you address each other after you started dating? Like 'honey' or 'noona' or 'oppa' or something like that..."

        "Not at all."

        

        Again, our answers came out simultaneously.

        

        Surprised by the unexpected chorus, hyung and I looked at each other briefly, then I shrugged and spoke first.

        

        "In my case, we were already on comfortable terms before dating... I am technically her oppa by age, but we've never really been conscious of the age difference."

        "I see..."

        "I still use formal speech with 'ssi' attached. It doesn't have any special meaning; I've just been calling her that for years, so it's familiar?"

        "I see..."

        "Hyung, why don't you at least drop the 'ssi'? You're engaged, after all."

        "Shut it. It's suddenly embarrassing."

        

        No, hyung, I don't think that's something to be embarrassed about.

        Even so, calling your fiancée "Hee-won-ssi" seems a bit much...

        Of course, it's between the two of them.

        

        While I was thinking this, suddenly there was a loud crash from the living room.

        An "Ahhh?!" of dismay followed.

        

        "Yikes."

        "...Oh dear."

        

      

      
        The voice belonged to Ms. Hee-won.

        

        From what I could see, they seemed to have been competing in three teams—Cecilia & Phil vs. Sherry & Hye-rim vs. Ms. Hee-won—and only Ms. Hee-won's tower had completely collapsed.

        The amount of blocks scattered on the floor was no joke.

        

        "Ugh..."

        "Too bad, unni..."

        

        Cecilia approached quietly and patted Ms. Hee-won's shoulder.

        

        I was nodding at our kind Cecilia's thoughtfulness when suddenly Jae-seop hyung gulped down his cola in one shot and said:

        

        "Whew. I'll go help clean up for a bit."

        "Ah, okay."

        "See you in a bit, hyung."

        

        Jae-seop hyung walked over and was the first to pat Ms. Hee-won's shoulder.

        Then he gently stroked the head of Ms. Hee-won, who looked back with a sad expression, and together they began cleaning up the ruins of the collapsed block tower.

        

        "...They're practically married already."

        "They get along so well~"

        

        The words came out simultaneously from both Dong-geon and me.

        

        Ms. Hee-won looking unusually childlike and sulky, and Jae-seop hyung being unusually gentle in comforting her.

        It was truly nice to see.

        It was puzzling that they still addressed each other with "ssi" despite being like this.

        

        "Hmm?"

        

        Just then, my eyes met with Cecilia's as she returned to her tower.

        

        Noticing me looking at her, Cecilia tilted her head, looked at the tower she was building, then turned back to glance at me and...

        

        "...Hehe♬"

        

        She smiled with an inexplicably confident expression.

        

        I'm not exactly sure what she meant, but if I had to guess...

        ...'I'll definitely take first place, so look forward to it, Eun-hyeok!' maybe?

        

        Ah, yes. Seeing her clench her fist and continue stacking blocks, that seemed accurate.

        

        "She's like a child..."

        "Well, they are all young. Most of them are students, right?"

        "...Though out of the four students, only Hye-rim is actually a minor. Phil is an elf, and Cecilia and Sherry have been adults for a while."

        "...Now that I think about it, you're right."

        

        It was a rather peculiar fact when I thought about it.

        They've grown up but are still students.

        

        Hmm.

        On the other hand, someday those kids will graduate from school too.

        Somehow, just imagining it made my chest feel tight.

        

        "...Well. That's still a long way off."

        "Oh? Where are you going?"

        "They seem short-handed. I thought I'd help out."

        

        I answered while looking at the Jae-seop & Hee-won couple at the far end of the living room, who had already started rebuilding their tower.

        

        As expected of working adults(?), their building speed was impressive.

        For the sake of my girlfriend who was getting anxious at the sight, I thought I'd go over and lend a hand as reinforcement.

        

        "Shall we go together?"

        "Oh, should we?"

        "Wait, you two! That's cheating...!"

        

        Completely ignoring Ms. Hee-won's belated protest, I went and stood next to Cecilia.

        

        Though Cecilia was surprised by my sudden participation, when I picked up a suitable block and handed it to her, she immediately nodded with a bright smile.

        

        "I'm counting on you."

        "Yes!"

        

        No more words were needed.

      

      
        

        Similarly, Dong-geon moved to Sherry's team and silently began building up their tower.

        

        "You're not going to lose~?"

        "W-we won't either!"

        "When did this competition get so big...?"

        

        What had been a 2 vs 2 vs 1 competition had somehow transformed into a 3 vs 3 vs 2.

        Still, it was fun playing with blocks after so long.

        

        Picking up blocks, stacking them, tapping them from above to make them stable.

        Checking the balance from the side and focusing intently, before I knew it, we had reached the final moments of the time limit.

        

        "...Come to think of it..."

        "Yes?"

        

        As the tower grew taller, requiring more and more concentration,

        I spoke up, sweating slightly, trying to break the other team's focus even a little.

        

        "Dong-geon's house is really big, isn't it? Even with eight people, it still feels spacious..."

        "Ahaha. I got lucky..."

        "Mmm, but actually it wasn't eight people, it was ten."

        "Huh?"

        "What?"

        "Hmm?"

        "What?"

        

        And with Sherry's sudden revelation, everyone on the other teams completely lost their concentration.

        

        Voices of confusion rang out. All eyes turned at once.

        Whether she realized it or not, Sherry stretched her flexible red body to stack blocks and continued innocently:

        

        "One from Cecilia's class~ and Ms. Hee-won's acquaintance! I think they said they might or might not come because they had evening plans..."

        "Ah~. Right. That's true."

        

        It was Jae-seop hyung who answered.

        I hadn't heard about this, but hyung seemed to know who they were.

        

        But, a friend from Cecilia's class and Ms. Hee-won's acquaintance?

        Hmm, who could they be?

        

        "So~... ...Ah?!!"

        

        At that moment, an urgent cry escaped from Sherry's lips, and everyone's attention turned to her again.

        

        A massive tower wobbling.

        Sherry's team frantically trying to support it, while the rest of us watched with expectant eyes.

        

        Despite the efforts of Sherry, Hye-rim, and Dong-geon's team, the tower kept tilting more and more.

        

        Just as everyone except their team was breathing a sigh of relief, thinking 'That's definitely going to fall'—

        

        "Excuse us for the late hour~. Hello, She...?"

        "Hello~! Nice to meet...?!"

        

        The front door swung open.

        Two more women entered.

        

        I thought 'Oh no' to myself.

        Probably everyone else felt the same.

        

        The next moment.

        With a loud crash!!!

        

        "Ahhh?!"

        "Eeeek?!!"

        

        High-pitched screams echoed.

        

        After the sudden collapse, all that remained were colorful blocks scattered across the floor and two women who had fallen down from the unexpected mishap.

        

        Looking alternately at them and at Sherry's team's tower, which had broken in the middle and shortened, I blankly opened my mouth in the sudden silence.

        

        "...First place?"

        

        Immediately after, I got a smack on my back from Eun-hwan who had jumped to her feet.
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        "Is the first thing you say after dumping blocks on a girl really '1st place'? Where did you sell all your kindness, senior?"

        "Ow, ow! ...But I wasn't even the one who spilled them, yet it hurts?!"

        "They say one word can pay off a debt of a thousand nyang. At this point, I'd say this is just your karma, senior."

        

        A crisp slapping sound echoed satisfyingly through the room.

        Despite the anger in her words, Eunhwan seemed content with the two smacks she'd delivered to my back, letting out a huff as she moved slightly away from me.

        

        "Still, I'll forgive you this time~"

        "...How generous of you."

        

        My back was still stinging quite a bit.

        As expected of a volleyball player, she had quite the hand.

        

        "Well then..."

        

        Eunhwan, now separated from me, looked around.

        I also came to my senses and surveyed the surroundings.

        

        People seemed somewhat bewildered by the sudden addition of a new member.

        

        Many were complete strangers to her, plus she'd just been hit by blocks and had performed the spectacle of smacking me.

        It's not strange that there would be awkwardness on both sides.

        

        ...or so I thought.

        

        "Nice to meet you all! I'm Oh Eunhwan, a junior to Jaesub senior and Eunhyuk senior over there! I was invited here, please take care of me!!"

        "Whoa."

        

        That is, until her loud and energetic greeting filled the room.

        

        The awkward silence instantly vanished, replaced by the distinctive friendly atmosphere of athletes.

        At this, Jaesub hyung let out a "pfft" laugh he'd been trying to hold back, and while everyone was chuckling to varying degrees, the host, Donggeon, shrugged his shoulders and stepped forward.

        

        "Welcome, Eunhwan. We've been waiting for you."

        "Thank you~! Ah, this is just a small gift."

        "Oh my. You didn't have to... ...Jenga?"

        "Eunhwan! Long time no see!"

        "Ooh, Cecilia! It's been a while~!"

        

        When Cecilia rushed over and she and Eunhwan hugged each other tightly, a bright atmosphere blossomed in the room like a flower.

        Meanwhile, Donggeon, who had received a shopping bag from her, tilted his head curiously as he examined its contents.

        

        Soon after, Hyerim approached Eunhwan awkwardly to strike up a conversation, and Eunhwan welcomed her warmly with wide eyes...

        

        Bustling, lively.

        

        In the quickly relaxed atmosphere, another woman who had unintentionally been left out pouted her lips and spoke up.

        

        "I'm here too, you know."

        "...Welcome, Elya."

        "...Hehe♪ Thanks for acknowledging me, oppa♬"

        

        Eunhwan and Elya.

        They were the last two members to arrive at the year-end party.

        

        ***

        

        "Well then! Shall we start with self-introductions again?"

        

        A little while later, in the now calmed atmosphere, Elya stood in the middle of the living room.

        With a bright smile, she swished her distinctive devil tail and began to speak.

        

        "I'm Elya. I'm a student. I'm a succubus by race... but that doesn't mean I'll eat you or anything, so don't worry♪ Nice to meet you all♬"

        "I'm Oh Eunhwan! As I said earlier, I'm those two people's junior. Please take care of me!"

        

        The sound of applause echoed throughout the room.

        Mixed with the applause were occasional voices saying "Nice to meet you~" or "Your tail is pretty!" or "Teach me your training methods later!" which suggested the atmosphere wasn't bad at all.

        

        For reference, the last voice belonged to Hyerim.

        I heard they had met before at a competition or something. A curious connection.

        

        "But hey! So what was that block thing earlier?"

        

        Having finished her introduction, Eunhwan asked Sherry with sparkling eyes.

        Sherry, who was gathering the scattered blocks from the floor, tilted her head at Eunhwan's question and answered.

        

        "Hmm~. A tower-building competition? But it was going well until it collapsed in the middle... Are you okay? Did you get hurt?"

      

      
        "I'm fine! I blocked them all before they hit me."

        

        ...Blocked them? Those blocks?

        As expected of our junior. She had monstrous reflexes.

        

        "Anyway, block towers~. Brings back memories. So our senior's team won first place in the end~?"

        "Yeah. Specifically, me, Cecilia, and Phil... the elf. We won as a team of three."

        

        I answered while glancing at the huge block tower still standing proudly in a corner of the living room.

        

        Sherry's team's tower collapsed just before the time limit, and Jaesub hyung's team, who had to restart from the middle, was still far from reaching the required height.

        Only our team's tower was currently displaying its majestic form.

        

        The height was probably just under 2 meters.

        Next to such a massive tower, Cecilia was sitting with Phil, her chest puffed out proudly with a sense of achievement, which was cute.

        

        "Oho. Hmm~! That's impressive. So, what's the prize for first place~?"

        "We didn't really set one?"

        "Eh~? That's no fun!"

        

        I mean, we had fun playing even without setting a prize...

        

        As if reading my thoughts, Eunhwan confidently smiled and picked up the shopping bag she had given to Donggeon earlier.

        

        "Of course, block play is good for stimulating your inner child~ but since we've gathered so many people, shouldn't we try something like this too! I bought it just in case... Ah, here it is. Ta-da!"

        

        Everyone's attention focused on Eunhwan's hand.

        

        What she was holding was... Jenga?

        But for regular Jenga, the packaging seemed unusually cute. Let's see, hmm...?

        

        "Couple Jenga! Has anyone tried it before?"

        

        Couple Jenga?

        I've heard of it but never played it.

        I shook my head.

        

        "Hey, junior. Isn't that usually played one-on-one between couples? There are 10 people here—"

        "Hmph, you lack imagination, Senior Jaesub!"

        "What did you say?"

        

        That was a really natural provocation.

        

        While a few people, including Hiwon, chuckled at Jaesub hyung, whose forehead vein was popping, Donggeon suddenly spoke from the other side.

        

        "What if we form teams of two...?"

        "Ooh, that's exactly what I was thinking! Excellent, muscular host person!"

        "It's Donggeon."

        "Muscular Donggeon person!"

        

        What a bizarre way to address someone.

        But it seemed like he didn't entirely dislike being called "muscular," as he was smiling shyly.

        

        "...It might not be bad, actually?"

        

        Hyerim, who had been stroking her chin as if imagining how the game would proceed, suddenly muttered in a small voice.

        

        "Sounds fun?"

        

        Phil nodded, and Elya nodded along with him.

        

        I noticed Cecilia glancing at me with an intrigued look.

        When I gave her a slight nod as she waited with her tail swishing, Cecilia responded with a bright smile and an enthusiastic nod.

        ...How cute.

        

        "Hmm. It would be nice to have some alcohol."

        

        Soon after, Jaesub hyung, who seemed interested, muttered quietly.

        

        "Oh! I'll bring some~!"

        "Wait, Sherry?!"

        

        Sherry quickly ran toward the refrigerator in response.

        Donggeon looked pitiful as he reacted with surprise but couldn't quite bring himself to stop her.

        

        Suddenly, there was a clattering sound.

        It was the sound of Eunhwan, who was excitedly opening the Jenga box and dumping the pieces onto the floor, almost as if she were about to whistle.

      

      
        

        "I'll set it up! Meanwhile, form your teams~."

        

        At that signal, we started to move from our mixed positions to find our partners.

        

        Three hours until the New Year.

        It seemed like it would be a pretty good entertainment.

        

        ***

        

        "Alright, let's begin!"

        

        Setting up and forming teams didn't take much time.

        Sitting around the Jenga tower placed in the center, we fidgeted with our hands while glancing at each other in an atmosphere full of anticipation.

        

        The rules were simple.

        

        1. All 10 people take turns pulling Jenga blocks.

        2. Each person performs the instruction randomly written on their block with their partner.

        3. If someone topples the tower, that team receives one penalty from each of the other teams... that was it.

        

        For reference, the teams were me & Cecilia, Jaesub & Hiwon, Donggeon & Sherry, first pairing the real couples(?)...

        

        Then the 'Eunhwan & Hyerim' team, connected through their athletic backgrounds.

        And finally, the 'Elya & Phil' team, who were already quite friendly with each other.

        

        Five teams in total.

        

        "...I'm excited♪"

        

        I nodded with a smile at Cecilia's whisper from beside me.

        I could already hear a faint purring sound, which showed just how excited she was without having to ask.

        

        "So who starts?"

        "For things like this, the person who suggested it usually goes first, Senior Eunhyuk!"

        "...Tch."

        

        I regretted speaking up since now I might have to go first.

        But well, going first in this kind of game doesn't really put you at a disadvantage...

        

        Sighing as if I couldn't help it, I reached for the Jenga tower.

        

        """"" .... """""

        "Fighting."

        

        A brief silence and Cecilia's cheer.

        

        Snorting at these conscienceless humans who were already expecting the tower to fall, I defiantly reached out and smoothly pulled out a Jenga block from the bottom.

        

        "There."

        "Let's not play mind games from the start, hyung...?"

        

        I gave him a sharp glare as I said this.

        

        Even though it's been a while since I've played something like this, there's no way I'd make it collapse right from the start.

        And the real fun begins after pulling the block anyway, so there's no point in having it collapse at the beginning.

        

        "Let's see..."

        

        I flipped over the Jenga block I had pulled.

        

        Though I've never played this specific version before, it's a couple's game after all.

        It's probably full of cute, innocent questions.

        

        Like 'Name three good qualities about your partner.'

        Or 'Speak formally/informally for 10 minutes.'

        

        It should be at a level that's easy to enjoy casually.

        

        With that thought, I read aloud the instruction written on the back with a light heart.

        

        "'Kiss'...?"

        

        And then I froze.

        

        Wait a minute.

        ...Huh?
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        I couldn't believe the sound of my own voice.

        

        Did I read it wrong?

        With that thought, I rubbed my eyes and carefully read the letters written on the Jenga block once more.

        

        "...'Kiss.'"

        

        I sensed several people around me flinching.

        The living room was filled with nothing but silence—no words, not even the sound of breathing.

        

        Regardless, I absentmindedly turned the Jenga block over in my hand, examining it.

        

        No text on the opposite side.

        No special markings on the sides either.

        And no tricks in the writing itself... none that I could see.

        

        "Hey, junior."

        "Yes?"

        "What exactly did you buy...?"

        "Just a normal couple's Jenga game. But getting that one right from the start, senior, you've got good luck!"

        

        Is this really what counts as good luck...?

        

        I pressed my palm against my forehead.

        Then, the spectators who had been holding their breath suddenly all began speaking at once—

        

        "So, are you gonna do it or not?"

        "A man who runs away from the start isn't cool~!"

        "You should do it like a man, like a man!"

        "Ohhh...!"

        "R-really...?"

        "This should be good to watch! Fighting, oppa♪"

        

        ...led by Eunhwan and Jaeseop hyung, they all started egging me on in an instant.

        

        "No, wait, hold on!"

        

        Even as I hurriedly raised my voice, the excited atmosphere showed no signs of dying down.

        Most were encouraging me, and even the shy few who weren't directly pushing me were still glancing at me with obvious interest.

        

        Come on, seriously!

        I didn't know something like this would come up!

        

        From what I briefly checked earlier, this was supposed to be a perfectly innocent product, yet the level was this intense.

        A kiss right off the bat...

        

        "Kiss! Kiss!"

        "Shut up, junior...!"

        

        I glared at my junior who was now even clapping along as he encouraged us.

        

        A kiss?! Right from the start?

        Well, of course, since we're a couple, it's not like we can't do it, but...

        

        ...in front of all these people?

        Publicly in front of these 8 people sitting around the living room? A kiss??

        

        Even I couldn't help but hesitate.

        

        "Cecilia! Say something—"

        

        Our shy Cecilia must surely feel the same way.

        I turned my head sharply to seek agreement from Cecilia, who had been quiet all this time...

        

        "...Ah..."

        

        And then, I saw her.

        

        With her small, soft hands neatly folded in front of her chest.

        Fidgeting as she adjusted her posture, looking straight at me.

        

        With a flushed face.

        With sky-blue eyes looking up hesitantly.

        

        With fingers that fidgeted nervously.

        

        —Yet still looking up at me with a somewhat yearning expression.

        

        "Uh..."

        "..."

        

        Silence once again enveloped the room.

        In the living room where everyone had fallen quiet, only the loud thumping of my heart echoed in my ears.

        

        ...How should I interpret this?

        

        Is she too embarrassed to speak?

        Or does she have something she wants to tell me privately?

        

        Or perhaps—

        

        "...Cecilia."

        

        In the silence filled with the sound of my heartbeat, I called her name.

        Then, very slowly, I reached out and gently stroked her hair.

      

      
        

        Her fine silver-white hair scattered softly between my fingers.

        As the fluffy cat ears on her head perked up and the tail behind her back twitched, Cecilia let out a small "Uh..." sound.

        

        Suddenly, she tilted her head slightly and began nuzzling her cheek against my hand.

        

        Even as I flinched at the soft, ticklish sensation, she still didn't speak.

        She just looked at me with moist eyes, as if eagerly waiting for something.

        

        "..."

        

        Isn't she embarrassed?

        Doesn't she mind being seen?

        —Or perhaps, does she even want to be seen?

        

        Either way.

        

        "...Cecilia."

        "...Ah..."

        

        If I don't make a move here, I'd fail as a boyfriend.

        

        Gently caressing her soft cheek, I slowly leaned in.

        Seeing her tightly close her eyes as our noses nearly touched, I found myself smiling as I pressed my lips against hers.

        

        Chu.

        A short, simple sound of lips meeting lips.

        

        The body heat transmitted was incredibly hot.

        Peeking with one eye, I saw Cecilia's face was bright red.

        

        I slowly pulled away.

        And my eyes met directly with Cecilia's, whose face was burning crimson.

        

        Our first public kiss.

        In the quiet living room where I almost forgot that fact, as I gazed at my blushing, fidgeting girlfriend—

        

        "Amazing!!"

        

        ...I felt the atmosphere shatter at someone's voice.

        

        The silence dissipated in an instant.

        The sound of breathing filled the room again, and various voices began to murmur.

        

        I looked around with a slight frown.

        

        "Wow, wow...!"

        "...! ...?!"

        "Cecilia is so cute!"

        "Oh my, oh my."

        

        The student group, whose faces were also turning red as they looked back and forth between us.

        

        "Hmm. Young and fresh, I like it."

        "That's manly~!"

        "You're spending too much time on one Jenga piece. It was nice to watch, though."

        

        The adult group with warm smiles on their faces.

        

        And between them, directly across from me.

        

        "That was amazing...!!"

        

        ...I saw Eunhwan with his hands clasped together, eyes sparkling.

        

        "...Hey, junior."

        "Yesh?"

        "Be honest, you bought this to satisfy your own desires, didn't you?"

        "...Yes! Honestly, seeing cute couples being lovey-dovey is the best!!"

        "You little..."

        

        My face burned with a duet of embarrassment and anger.

        

        So basically, he used me to satisfy his own desires...?

        

        "But honestly, you enjoyed it too! I'm innocent!"

        "You little...!"

        "Cecilia! How was it honestly?"

        "...The best...♥"

        "?!"

        

        I turned to the side in surprise to see Cecilia grinning happily.

        Suddenly noticing me looking at her, she continued with a dreamy smile.

        

        "Ehehe...♥ Honestly, I've kind of wanted to show off our relationship to others for a while now♥"

        "...Really?"

        "Mhm♪ Though I'd be too embarrassed to do it in front of strangers, so I never brought it up.... ...♥"

        

        Cecilia grinned as if her dream had come true.

        Seeing her like that, I couldn't bring myself to complain any further.

        

        Eunhwan giggling with an "I told you so" look. Everyone around watching with warm smiles.

        The students with red faces and Cecilia grinning happily.

        

        ...Somehow I feel like I'm the only one being made fun of.

      

      
        

        Not knowing what to do with the rising embarrassment, I could only touch my heated face and urge the next person to continue the game.

        

        ***

        

        "Let's see. 'Tell the color of my underwear.' Hmm. Got an unpleasant one."

        

        It was Donggeon-ssi's turn next.

        

        After examining the Jenga block he casually pulled out, Donggeon-ssi made a disgusted face at its contents, then proceeded to peek at his waistband while speaking.

        

        "...Blue. No, purple...?"

        "You're wearing something pretty, Donggeon."

        "Shut up, Sherry."

        

        Giggles echoed throughout the room.

        

        Smiling brightly, Phil, who was next, reached for the Jenga tower.

        

        "Hmm~. This one!"

        

        Phil smoothly pulled out an easy block from the upper part of the tower.

        Similarly reading the contents, she laughed lightly.

        

        "'Tell your first impression of the other person.' Got an easy one!"

        "My first impression? What was it, Phil?"

        "Hmm~ Elya's first impression was~.... ...a seductive unni?"

        "My, my, fufu♪"

        

        Everyone, including Elya, nodded at Phil's description of "seductive unni."

        

        Well, she is a succubus after all.

        It might be prejudice, but it would be stranger if she wasn't seductive.

        

        "Next! My turn!"

        

        And next was finally Eunhwan's turn, with Hyerim as his partner.

        

        Secretly hoping he'd get something terrible, I watched quietly as Eunhwan chose a block.

        

        "...Yap! Let's see~. Hmm, 'Choose three most attractive body parts of your partner'!"

        

        Yes, good!

        

        Since it's an answer-type challenge, it might be less powerful than what I got, but still pretty good.

        

        Hehe. They're practically strangers too.

        Now he'll regret using me as entertainment as he awkwardly brings up sensitive topics—

        

        "First, I choose arms! From shoulders to fingertips~ They're firm but flexible. Well-trained!"

        "Th-thank you, unni."

        "And legs! Solid but nimble! Your balance is excellent!"

        "Ah, hehe...."

        "Lastly, height! You're tall with great proportions! Honestly, I'm jealous~."

        "Hmm, thank you♪"

        

        ....

        

        ...These athletic types, I swear.

        

        "It's my turn next, right? Hmm...."

        

        Next was Jaeseop hyung's turn.

        With skilled hands, he pulled out a Jenga block, and after reading its contents, he raised an eyebrow and said:

        

        "...'Blank'. What's this?"

        "It just means skip your turn."

        "Why would a couple's game have something like this...."

        

        Jaeseop hyung put the block down on the floor with a look of incomprehension.

        Beside him, Heewon-ssi had a strangely disappointed expression, which was quite memorable.

        

        "Next, me!"

        

        After all five teams had taken their turns, it was finally our team's turn again.

        This time it was Cecilia's turn.

        

        Cecilia carefully crawled toward the Jenga tower in the center of the living room.

        Her silver-white tail swayed gently near her bottom.

        

        "Hmm~. ...Yes!"

        

        Fortunately, the game was still in its early stages. Pulling out a Jenga block wasn't difficult.

        The question was what would be written on it.

        

        Swishing her tail, Cecilia examined the block she had pulled out.

        Then, after silently reading the text, she...

        

        "...Wow♪"

        

        With an extremely happy smile, she turned to look at me.

        

        ...What did she get this time?
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        "Hehe♪"

        

        Cecilia appeared with an expression full of excitement.

        

        With a Jenga block firmly gripped in one hand, she crawled toward me with a beaming smile...

        ...What kind of instruction did she get to make her act like this without saying anything?

        

        "Cecil—"

        "Shh♪"

        

        Cecilia's finger touched my lips as they were about to open.

        

        Having somehow approached right in front of me, she touched my lips with a silly grin, then raised her hand higher and—

        

        "Pat pat~♬"

        "...?"

        

        She patted me.

        

        Um... yeah.

        She literally just patted my head.

        The sensation of her palm brushing against my hair was ticklish.

        

        "...What's this about?"

        "'Pat the other person's head'! Until now, it's always been Eunhyuk patting me and me being the one getting patted.... ...Ehehe, it feels strange♪"

        

        Cecilia patted me with a dazzling smile.

        Unlike what I had worried about, it was truly an adorable instruction.

        

        The gentle brushing of her palm was soft and ticklish.

        However, separate from that ticklish sensation, the embarrassment welling up in my chest made me fidget with my lips before slightly lowering my head.

        

        "...! Eunhyuk is so cuuute~!"

        "Haha...."

        

        It seems even this behavior of mine appeared favorable in Cecilia's eyes.

        Calling a grown man "cute".... It was embarrassing.

        

        Still, it wasn't all that bad—it felt refreshing.

        A faint smile escaped my lips as her gentle patting continued.

        

        Suddenly, I heard a "tsss" sound from the side.

        

        When I turned my head, I saw Jaeseop hyung who seemed to have just opened a beer can.

        

        "What?"

        "...Nothing. Hmm."

        

        He shook his head lightly and reached for a plate nearby.

        I thought it might be better to get drunk early.

        

        I grabbed two beer cans from beside the snack plate we had prepared before starting....

        

        "Want one, Cecilia?"

        "Ah, yes~!"

        

        I kept one and handed the other to Cecilia.

        

        Seeing us, it was as if a switch had been flipped, and I saw people reaching for cans.

        Meanwhile, Hyerim's pouting expression saying, "I'm the only one who can't drink..." was quite memorable.

        

        The "tsss" sound echoed multiple times.

        

        Cecilia held the can with both hands and gulped down the beer.

        Looking at her with contentment, I glanced at the person whose turn was next.

        

        There were still many blocks left.

        

        ***

        

        "'If the other person asks you out, your answer would be'...? Eh~? Even I get something like this~?"

        

        After about one and a half rounds, it was Eunhwan's turn.

        

        Setting aside the increasingly precarious tower, Eunhwan read the content of the Jenga block he pulled and scratched his head with an awkward laugh.

        

        "Let's see~. Hmm—, well you see~."

        

        His voice was full of alcohol.

        

        Well, that's to be expected. Every time someone completed an instruction, he would happily gulp down his drink....

        

        Even if it's just beer, drinking like that will inevitably lead to intoxication.

        Of course, his low alcohol tolerance is probably another reason.

        

        "Ah, ahaha...."

        

        And in front of that drunk's sticky gaze was student Hyerim, the only one remaining sober.

        

        With this interesting combination of drunk & sober student, not just me and Cecilia but all the other teams were sipping beer and waiting with eager eyes for what would come next.

        

        "Huh~? Well~ Our student Hyerim is cute, has a good style, and is beautiful~. If I were to seriously confess, wouldn't you not be entirely opposed to accepting~?"

        "W-What...?!"

      

      
        "Ooh."

        "Hey, get a grip, junior. She's a minor."

        

        Amid quiet admiration, hyung's sudden remark made everyone burst into laughter.

        

        Some people spat out the beer they were drinking with a "Pffft!" while others collapsed on the ground, trembling with laughter.

        

        "Kuhp...!"

        "Haha! Good for you, Hyerim~!"

        

        And there I was, cleaning up the beer I had spat out, while Cecilia laughed loudly.

        

        Maybe it was because everyone had some alcohol in them, but I could feel the atmosphere starting to liven up.

        

        "Alright. Then is it my turn again?"

        

        Similarly, another person who wasn't drunk but was in high spirits—Jaeseop hyung.

        With a slightly reddened face, humming as he approached the Jenga tower, hyung pulled out a block with surprisingly little difficulty.

        

        "You're good at this...."

        "This is nothing. Let's see."

        

        Hyung scanned the Jenga block with his eyes.

        After a moment, he flinched and then opened his mouth, glancing at Heewon noona sitting next to him.

        

        "...'Give a back hug (as long as the other person wants)'."

        

        At those words, everyone's gaze turned to Heewon noona.

        

        Heewon noona, who was already slightly flushed from drinking, smiled widely like a child at hyung's words and then exclaimed,

        

        "Until the end of this year!"

        

        A back hug until the end of the year. There's still quite a bit of time left.

        Even for hyung, I thought that would be difficult—

        

        "Yay yay. If it's my baby's request, how could I refuse?"

        "Yay!"

        

        —but the response was far from what I expected.

        

        Hyung crept over and sat behind Heewon noona.

        Then he casually reached out and tightly embraced Heewon noona, who had an excited expression.

        

        "~♬"

        "Mmm...."

        

        ...Those people must be drunk too.

        

        Is this beer stronger than I thought?

        I belatedly thought that might be the case.

        

        "Unnie and oppa are so cute~!"

        

        And next was Cecilia's turn.

        Cecilia, who had been occasionally patting me with a smile even after her previous instruction ended, crawled toward the Jenga tower while glancing at the hugging Heewon & Jaeseop couple.

        

        I suddenly noticed that the movement of her tail, swaying above her bottom, seemed a bit faster than before.

        She seemed quite drunk, unexpectedly.

        

        So this beer is indeed stronger than usual....

        Thinking that, I took another sip of beer.

        

        "Let's see~~."

        

        Cecilia pondered.

        

        Due to the nature of couple Jenga where you don't put back the pieces you've pulled, the tower already had many holes.

        The game is nearing its end.

        

        "Hmm~. This one!"

        

        Cecilia pulled out a Jenga block with a nimble movement.

        The tower shook from the impact, making me momentarily anxious, but fortunately, it didn't fall and returned to its place.

        

        As I exhaled in relief, Cecilia read the text written on the Jenga block in front of me.

        

        "Let's see.... 'Ask for my favorite skinship from the person I like the most'...? ...!♥ Eunhyuuuk~!♥"

        

        Cecilia, with a blushing face, rushed toward me.

        

        "~~♥"

        "Eek."

        

        In response, I quickly put down my can and opened my arms, embracing Cecilia as she rushed into them.

        

        The warm sensation along with a subtle alcohol scent tickled my nose.

        

        Ignoring the "Oh my, oh my" sounds from the side, I just lovingly stroked the ears of my lover who had nestled in my arms.

        

        "Hyaang...♥ Mmm♥ ...~!♥"

        "Yes, yes, our Cecilia.... What should I do for you? What kind of skinship do you like the most?"

        

      

      
        I must be drunk too.

        Just hugging her made me feel my own body temperature rising, and I smiled warmly.

        

        "Well~. You know, Eunhyuk?"

        "Yes, yes."

        

        Come to think of it, I've always been curious.

        What kind of skinship does Cecilia like the most?

        

        While Cecilia enjoys being patted, touched, hugged, and back-hugged, she must have preferences....

        

        As I gently rubbed her flushed cheeks, I looked at her grinning face and waited for her next words.

        

        "...Hehe♥ You know~?"

        

        Suddenly, Cecilia extended her small hands and started squeezing my cheeks.

        After just grinning for a while, she looked straight at me and continued.

        

        "...I like kisses the most♥"

        "Cecil, mmph?!"

        "Chu♥ Mmm...♥♥"

        "Oh my."

        "Wow!"

        "How bold."

        

        I think I heard various exclamations from around us, but I didn't have time to respond.

        

        Cecilia suddenly approached and pressed her lips against mine.

        I felt her hot breath mixed with alcohol and her slippery tongue entering my mouth.

        

        "...! Cecil, mm, mmph...!"

        "Slurp♥ Haum, haa...♥ Nyam! ...Chu♥"

        

        It was an intense kiss, as if I was being devoured.

        After a momentary kiss accompanied by intense heat, Cecilia detached her lips, smiling with a melted expression.

        

        "Hehe...♥"

        

        A sticky trail of saliva stretched between us like a white thread.

        Toward me, who was too surprised to say anything, Cecilia nestled back into my arms and whispered.

        

        "I love youuu...♥"

        

        I felt her warmth.

        I felt my heart pounding.

        

        As I sensed the gazes of onlookers with reddened faces staring at us, 1 second passed.

        2 seconds passed.

        3 seconds passed....

        

        "...Cecilia?"

        "......Zzz—...."

        

        Suddenly, I heard steady breathing from within my arms.

        

        I slightly detached her small body to examine her face.

        

        "...She fell asleep."

        "Phew—...."

        

        She was sound asleep.

        Perhaps because it had been a while since she had alcohol, she seemed to have powered off quickly.

        

        "This one's asleep too. That was fast, fufu..."

        

        Turning my head at the voice, I saw Jaeseop hyung slumped over while hugging Heewon noona from behind....

        

        "...This one too."

        

        At another awkward voice, I turned my head again to see Eunhwan sprawled on the floor, mumbling in his sleep.

        

        "Did I bring something too strong...?"

        "Well, what we usually drink is a bit strong."

        

        The Sherry & Donggeon combo, who were contrastingly fine despite drinking quite a bit, said that.

        

        "So... is this it...?"

        "I guess~. Unfortunately, we won't get to see the penalty."

        

        Phil, who was nodding off, and Elya, who was supporting him while finding him cute, also expressed their disappointment.

        

        Sensing the atmosphere winding down, I gave a small sigh and tightly embraced my soundly sleeping lover again.

        ...My face is hot.

        

        "Mmm.... Eunhyuuk...."

        "...Looks like we won't be doing the New Year's countdown, huh."

        

        It was a bit disappointing.

        But well, there's always next year.

        

        Let's celebrate more calmly at the end of next year, Cecilia.

        

        Thinking that, I quietly patted her back.
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        In my half-asleep consciousness, I felt something swaying.

        

        "Mmm... Huh...?"

        

        An inexplicable coziness.

        A warmth and gentleness that softly enveloped my entire body.

        

        ...It feels nice.

        

        With my eyes closed, drunk with sleep, I had no idea where I was and simply nuzzled my face against the warm something in front of me.

        

        "Nyaaa~..."

        

        It's warm.

        It's soft.

        ...I was happy.

        

        A gentle happiness that seemed to caress my exposed heart.

        

        If possible, I'd like to stay like this forever.

        Thinking that, I unconsciously tightened my arms around whatever I was holding.

        

        "...not scared...?"

        "...can carry for you..."

        "Or at least..."

        

        Then suddenly, faint voices brushed past my ears.

        

        Familiar voices.

        

        A gentle voice.

        A reassuring voice.

        A sincere voice.

        

        And...

        

        "No, I still want to carry her on my back."

        

        —Someone's voice that came through particularly clearly.

        A voice that I really love.

        

        "Mmm...♥"

        

        I felt my heart tickle.

        At that strangely pleasant and unbearably happy sensation, I unconsciously smiled and squirmed around.

        

        "Mmm... Hehe...♥"

        "Whoa."

        "Eek?"

        

        Suddenly my body tilted and shook heavily.

        The shock unintentionally made my eyes open.

        

        "Ugh... Mmm...?"

        

        Darkness all around. The sound of footsteps.

        Me tightly hugging something and someone's back of the head in front of me.

        And...

        

        "Oh, you're awake?"

        "Eunhyuk...?"

        

        My lover's voice.

        

        My head was a bit dizzy.

        When I raised my hand to rub my sleepy eyes, the surroundings finally started to come into focus.

        

        We were in a forest with a dirt path.

        The sky was dark, but no stars were visible.

        

        "You could have slept a little longer."

        "Huh...?"

        

        It seemed to still be nighttime.

        As I realized this and rubbed my eyes again, I belatedly became aware of one particular fact.

        

        Right now, I was being carried on Eunhyuk's back.

        

        "Huh?"

        

        A strange sound escaped my lips.

        

        Strong arms supporting me and a warm back.

        The moment I became conscious of that sensation, heat suddenly rushed to my face.

        

        "Hmm? Are you hot? Did I put too thick a blanket on you...?"

        "N-no, it's nothing..."

        "But your body feels really hot—"

        "It's nothing!"

        

        Ugh...!

        So, so embarrassing!

        This is my first time being carried like this, and it's more embarrassing than I thought...!

        

        "Uuu...!"

        

        I wonder if I'm too heavy...? I hope it's not difficult for him.

        

        I'd like to get down and walk on my own right away, but honestly, I still feel the effects of alcohol and probably can't walk properly.

        

        "..."

        

        Sigh. I should have drunk in moderation.

        I never imagined I'd end up being carried on Eunhyuk's back like this.

        

        I didn't know entrusting my weight completely to someone else would be this embarrassing...

        

        ...And he even put a blanket on my back so I wouldn't be cold.

        Eunhyuk is so kind.

        

        "...Hmm."

        

        I let out a small breath and pressed myself against Eunhyuk's back again.

        

      

      
        It's warm and reassuring.

        Embarrassing yet incredibly cozy.

        

        I could hear my own heartbeat pounding in my ears.

        The air was cold, but my face was hot.

        

        "...By the way, where are we going, Eunhyuk...?"

        

        I asked in a mumble, my face half-buried against the nape of his neck.

        

        Honestly, I didn't quite understand what was happening.

        I was sure I had been playing Jenga at Sherry's house...

        

        "Hm? Oh~ The mountain peak?"

        "Mountain peak...?"

        "Yeah. We're hiking to see the sunrise right now."

        

        Eunhyuk said, showing slight signs of being out of breath.

        

        Hiking to see the sunrise? While carrying me?

        Hmm, why...?

        

        "Well, it's the new year after all~. We might have missed the countdown, but shouldn't we at least see the first sunrise of the year, Cecilia?"

        "Eh, um, Eunhwan? You're here...?"

        "Yes indeed~. Not just me, everyone else is here too~."

        

        Startled by those words, I looked around properly.

        

        I saw a group of people watching Eunhyuk and me with warm gazes.

        As always, familiar faces.

        

        "Ah, everyone..."

        "Hehe. You were sleeping so soundly, so we just decided to bring you along~♪ How's the hangover? Are you feeling a bit better, Cecilia?"

        

        Heewon unnie approached and asked me in a gentle tone.

        

        When I dazedly nodded, Heewon unnie smiled kindly.

        Reaching out to lightly fix my hair, she continued.

        

        "Good! I'm glad. You seemed pretty drunk, so I was a bit worried."

        "...Was I that drunk?"

        "Hmm~ Quite? To the point where~"

        "Wait, Heewon—"

        

        Eunhyuk hurriedly tried to interrupt her.

        But unnie was quicker to speak.

        

        "You boldly ran up to your boyfriend and kissed him♪"

        "...?"

        

        ...?

        

        Boyfriend? So, Eunhyuk?

        Boldly? Ran up?

        Kissed...?

        

        "Ah."

        

        Belatedly, memories from before I lost consciousness flashed back.

        

        It was my turn to pull a Jenga piece, and I read what was written on it.

        And then.

        And then...

        

        [Eunhyuuuk~!♥]

        

        I ran up to him.

        

        [I'm right here~? ...I wuv kisses the most♥]

        

        Acting cute.

        

        [Chu♥ Mmm...♥♥]

        

        Pressing my l-lips against his...

        

        [I wuv youuu...♥]

        

        "Uuugh......—?!!"

        "Whoa! Cecilia, wait! You're falling! You're going to fall!"

        

        My face burning hot.

        Trembling hands, darting eyes.

        

        Unconsciously tensing my arms from overwhelming embarrassment—

        

        "Ah."

        "Oh."

        

        The next moment.

        With a brief sensation of 'slip',

        

        "Oof?!"

        "Wah?!"

        

        A clattering sound followed.

        

        ...At least, I seemed to have sobered up completely.

        

        ***

        

        *Glance*

        

        "Huh? Didn't we bring a few more chairs? Why are there only these?"

        "Ah, I have a few more in my bag! Over there, the navy bag!"

        "Does anyone remember which bag we put the table in?"

        

        *Glance*

        

        "Be careful, it's hot~."

        "Yeah... Ooh, it's so dark. But there's a sweet smell..."

        "It's cocoa. Feels like it's been a while since I've had it..."

        

        ...A wide-open view. Cold air.

      

      
        A clear but still pitch-black sky.

        

        Me, sitting slumped in a portable chair, quietly watching the people bustling around.

        

        I was forced to rest because 'you might have hurt yourself when you fell earlier!' despite being perfectly fine, but having absolutely nothing to do was a bit boring.

        

        "Mind if I sit next to you?"

        "Ah, Eunhyuk."

        

        And Eunhyuk, also forced to rest like me.

        He placed the chair he'd been dragging next to mine, plopped down on it, and held something out to me.

        

        "If you'd like some cocoa... Oh, wait. Can cats drink things like cocoa...?"

        "Ah, yes. It's fine for me to drink. I'll take it, thank you."

        

        I accepted the metal cup from Eunhyuk, who was tilting his head curiously.

        

        The sweet aroma rising with the warm white steam made me smile without realizing it.

        

        "Wow. It smells good...♪"

        "It's from Donggeon's house. He and Sherry both like outdoor activities, so they have a lot of this stuff at home."

        "...♬ ...Oh, right. Are you okay, Eunhyuk...?"

        "Hm?"

        "We fell earlier. Because I was thrashing around..."

        

        I lowered my head, unable to meet Eunhyuk's gaze.

        

        Eunhyuk had diligently carried me up the mountain path while I was asleep, and I made him fall by twisting my body unnecessarily...

        I wasn't hurt, but I was worried that Eunhyuk might have been injured.

        

        "Hmm~? Yeah. I'm fine, not hurt at all."

        "Really...?"

        "Really really."

        

        As he said this, Eunhyuk placed his hand on top of my head.

        

        When I looked up at him cautiously at the touch, Eunhyuk smiled gently at me and began to softly stroke my head.

        

        "Our Cecilia, pat pat~"

        "Nyaah. Ah, um..."

        

        My voice kept slipping out as he stroked my sensitive ears.

        

        ...Eunhyuk seemed to have gotten much better at petting recently.

        

        "Hehe. So cute. You were really cute yesterday too~"

        "Uuu..."

        "I didn't know your favorite skinship was kissing. I'll have to do it more often~"

        "W-well, I do like kisses, but!"

        "Hm?"

        

        The words burst out unintentionally.

        Under Eunhyuk's questioning gaze, I couldn't take back my words and continued.

        

        "I-I mean, it doesn't have to be just kisses, anything Eunhyuk does is fine, so... you don't have to hold back, that's, um..."

        "..."

        

        Ugh, how embarrassing...!

        Why am I saying such things!

        

        Maybe I'm still not completely sober?

        Maybe I'm still sleepy—

        

        "—Of course, I know."

        "Huh? ...Oh."

        

        Eunhyuk's gentle touch as he stroked my forehead.

        

        Following that tender sensation, a small kissing sound echoed in the air.

        

        "......♥"

        

        A warm comfort spread from my kissed forehead.

        My mind went blank, and happiness washed over me.

        

        Eunhyuk chuckled softly as he looked at my dazed expression.

        Then, continuing to stroke my head, he spoke in a quiet voice.

        

        "I like kisses too, of course~ But I also know you smile happily when I pat your head~ And you tremble slightly when I stroke your ears~..."

        "...Ugh."

        "When I hug you tight, you make cute little sounds, and your tail twitches even with the lightest touch. Hehe. I already know everything about you, Cecilia."

        

        Eunhyuk listed all my habits that even I wasn't aware of.

        Unable to express the ticklish sensation I felt, I could only fidget awkwardly as I faced him.

        

        "...Ah. Look over there, Cecilia."

        "...?"

        

        I turned my head in the direction Eunhyuk pointed.

        And what I saw was—

        

        "Wow...!"

        

        Absolutely beautiful.

        

        The pitch-black sky was suddenly dyed a vibrant orange.

        Darkness receded as light spread. The green forest in the expansive view sparkled beautifully as if regaining its vitality.

        

        Morning was coming.

        

        At that breathtakingly beautiful sight, I forgot to speak and just sparkled with delight.

        

        "Happy New Year, Cecilia."

        "!"

        

        Suddenly Eunhyuk clinked his cup against mine, making a clear chime sound.

        

        Eunhyuk tilted his cup.

        Following his lead, I slowly sipped the steaming liquid.

        

        "I'm counting on you this year too."

        "...Yes!"

        

        It tasted sweet.
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        Our year-end party had its share of events and small happenings.

        But no matter how enjoyable a time may be, it must eventually come to an end.

        

        "I had fun yesterday and today. If you're okay with it, let's get together and hang out again sometime."

        "Bye-bye~!"

        

        The party hosts, Donggeon and Sherry, were the first to leave after descending the hill, heading back to their homes.

        

        "I'll be taking my leave now! See you all later~."

        "My place is in this direction too... I'll be going now. I had a great time!"

        

        The healthy athletic duo of Eunhwan & Hyerim also parted ways in the middle, disappearing across the street.

        

        "Well, we'll be going too♪"

        "Let's meet up and play again during the break, Cecilia~!"

        

        Next, the student pair of Elya & Phil left as well.

        

        "We're heading out. Enjoy the rest of your vacation."

        "See you next time~. See you later too, Cecilia~♪"

        

        After parting with the engaged couple, Jaeseop hyung and Heewon.

        Finally, only Cecilia and I remained on the street.

        

        "Hmm. The weather is nice..."

        "Yeah. The wind is gentle... and it's not even that cold considering. It's nice."

        

        The sunlight from the recently risen sun illuminated the ordinary concrete ground with a bright color.

        

        Early morning.

        The time when diligent people are just waking up.

        

        Listening to the peaceful chirping of birds, Cecilia and I strolled quietly down the empty streets, chatting softly.

        

        "By the way, are you not feeling tired, Cecilia?"

        "Hmm~? Um... nope! I'm surprisingly fine. Maybe because I slept deeply earlier?"

        

        Cecilia looked up at me and answered brightly.

        Her tail swayed behind her back, and the fluffy cat ears on her head perked up adorably, reflecting her liveliness.

        

        ...She's cute.

        Is it because it's morning? My girlfriend, sparkling in the sunlight, looked especially adorable.

        

        "But you know~. ...Hehe♪ It was fun!"

        

        Suddenly, with a bright smile, Cecilia spoke up.

        Her cheerful giggling echoed lightly through the quiet road.

        

        "Did you like the New Year's party?"

        "Yep! It was nice hanging out with everyone~ and it was fun eating, drinking, and chatting loudly~."

        

        Tap.

        Suddenly, Cecilia's finger lightly tapped the back of my hand.

        

        When I slightly opened my hand in response, she sneakily approached as if she'd been waiting for this moment and firmly grasped my hand.

        

        The warmth transmitted to me.

        Cecilia's purring voice.

        

        An early morning date with my cute girlfriend. If this isn't happiness, what is?

        

        Enjoying the warmth of our joined hands, Cecilia continued speaking.

        

        "Playing various games with Eunhyeok was really fun too♪"

        "Hehe. I enjoyed it too~. Couple Jenga was more fun than I expected."

        "...! Then, Eunhyeok! Next time, let's try something more intense, just the two of us! I think it'll be fun!"

        "Oh? I'm fine with it... but will you be okay?"

        "Hmm?"

        "It might be a lot more intense than you think?"

        "Hmm~. But if it's just the two of us, no one will be watching, right? So it should be fine~."

        "Well, alright. Sounds good... it's a promise then?"

        "Yes~!"

        

        We walked along the road, chatting pleasantly.

        The sensation of Cecilia's hand occasionally kneading mine was ticklish.

        

      

      
        By the way, it's already the new year...

        It's the first time the year has changed since Cecilia, Phil, Elya, and other otherworlders arrived.

        

        Somehow, it didn't quite feel real yet.

        

        "...Is there anything you find uncomfortable in your daily life, Cecilia?"

        "Hmm? Let me see...? Why?"

        "Just... how should I put it. You've been here for quite a while now, but I was wondering if there might be things you still haven't adapted to."

        

        Looking at Cecilia as she tilted her head cutely, I honestly shared the faint worry I had been harboring.

        

        No matter what anyone says, Cecilia is an otherworlder, from a different world.

        Unlike me, she wasn't born and raised here.

        

        Naturally, everything in this society must be unfamiliar and awkward for her.

        She's overcome a lot in her own way while living here so far, but I suddenly wondered if there might still be some discomforts remaining.

        

        "Hmm~..."

        

        Cecilia pondered.

        

        Stroking her chin and swishing her tail, she let out a thoughtful sound for a moment before speaking again.

        

        "There isn't any."

        "None?"

        "Nope. None."

        

        It was a clean answer.

        

        Well, I mean.

        Of course, it's good if there's nothing, but so decisively?

        

        Before I could ask anything more, she continued.

        

        "Common sense and laws were mostly taught at school~ and if there's anything I don't know or am confused about, I can ask my friends, and they all kindly explain~."

        "Ohh."

        

        An excellent function of the school.

        I inadvertently let out an exclamation of admiration.

        

        "And besides, learning new common sense bit by bit is surprisingly fun!"

        

        The pedestrian traffic light glowing red.

        Stopping at the white line drawn on the sidewalk with a tap, Cecilia smiled broadly at me.

        

        "And also..."

        "Yes?"

        "...I have you, Eunhyeok♪"

        

        ...Me?

        Hmm, it seems like a positive meaning, but honestly, I didn't quite understand why my name came up here.

        

        "Hmm...?"

        

        Did I do something?

        Come to think of it, I've hardly taught Cecilia anything about our society's common sense or laws...

        

        "You know, Eunhyeok. You're a ve~ry excellent role model for me."

        "...Role model?"

        "Yes~! Your behavior, the way you speak, how you spend money, your gestures, expressions, even the way you stand, everything!"

        

        Cecilia said so.

        With a sparkling smile on her face, as if she truly meant it.

        

        "A guide for me when I'm lost. My own signpost."

        

        She said there was so much she could learn just by watching me, without me having to say anything.

        She continued with a smile, saying that I had a big part in making her feel so comfortable here.

        

        "So~."

        

        The red light passed, and the green light came on.

        But even so, she didn't cross the crosswalk; instead, she turned around and took steps toward me.

        

        "This year, next year, and the year after that... Please take care of me in the future too, okay?♥"

        "Uh."

      

      
        "Yes♥"

        

        Cecilia snuggled into my arms.

        

        At her aegyo mixed with a bit of sleepiness, I couldn't help but smile and stroked the cat ears in front of me.

        

        "Aww. Mmm, hehe♥"

        

        Cecilia closed her eyes as if ticklish.

        A purring sound resonated.

        

        Looking at her soft tail swaying, unable to hide her feelings, I smiled contentedly.

        

        "Cute."

        "~♬"

        "Well! If you're doing fine, that's all that matters. Let's go home quickly, Cecilia. First, let's have breakfast, rest a bit~ then pack some clothes and things to take with us..."

        "Yes~... ...Huh? 'Clothes to take'? Are we going somewhere, Eunhyeok?"

        "Ah. I guess I didn't tell you yet."

        "?"

        

        I had completely forgotten to tell her about the surprise while enjoying the year-end party.

        

        I answered with an awkward smile to Cecilia, who was looking at me with wide eyes.

        

        "It's almost our birthday, right?"

        "Yep."

        "So, um~ should I say I prepared a surprise gift, or that I prepared a space for us to enjoy together..."

        

        How should I explain this?

        Hmm~. Now that I opened my mouth, I couldn't think of the right words to explain.

        

        Cecilia was still staring up at me, just tilting her head.

        Looking at her, I thought for a moment and then spoke plainly without embellishment.

        

        "Let's go on an overnight date, Cecilia."

        "Huh?"

        "To a hot spring inn, for three nights and four days starting today until our birthday!"

        "...―?!"

        

        I worried she might feel uncomfortable with the suddenly planned trip.

        That she might feel uneasy sleeping somewhere other than our familiar home.

        

        I asked with these small worries suppressed, but...

        

        "―I love it!!"

        

        It seems my worries were unnecessary.

        

        "Whoa."

        "~~!♥"

        

        Cecilia threw herself into my arms again with a tight hug.

        With a strong purring sound, she rubbed her cheek against my chest as if unable to contain her joy.

        

        "Did you prepare this, Eunhyeok? For me~?"

        "Y-yes. I thought you might be happy."

        "♥"

        

        Cecilia's face, lifted up with a snap, shone with happiness.

        Behind her back, her soft silver-white tail swayed rhythmically.

        

        I'm glad I prepared in advance.

        With a sense of satisfaction welling up belatedly, I smiled slightly and patted my lover's head.

        

        "Hehe. Let's go home quickly, Eunhyeok!"

        "Sure, sure. Ah, what would you like for breakfast?"

        "Hmm? Um~. A sandwich?"

        "A sandwich? Will that be enough?"

        "Yep. I already had cocoa earlier, so I'm not that hungry."

        "I see... Then let's buy one on the way. Though I'm not sure if any stores will be open this early..."

        

        The green light returned.

        We crossed the road, which was starting to see some cars, with steady steps.

        

        The risen sun had somehow already illuminated the sky with a beautiful blue color.
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        "Wow...!"

        

        A lively and pretty voice echoed throughout the spacious interior, filled with joy.

        

        The rattling train.

        The scenery outside the window passing by quickly.

        

        Practically glued to the window where the cool breeze was flowing in, Cecilia opened her mouth with a bright, childlike smile and a joyful voice.

        

        "It's fast, so fast! Wow...?! This is really fast, Eunhyuk! The scenery outside is just! Just...!"

        "Is it amazing?"

        "Yeah!!"

        

        The silver-white tail wagging incessantly near her bottom.

        Cat ears and hair fluttering in the wind. A bright and pretty face full of joy.

        

        Cecilia turned to look at me and nodded her head with all her might.

        Looking at those sky-blue eyes that sparkled as they gazed at me, I chuckled and poked her soft cheek with my finger.

        

        "Hmm~? Whyyy~?"

        "...Just because you're cute."

        "Hehe♥"

        

        She began to rub her cheek against my palm like a cat.

        As she grinned with a purring sound, clearly enjoying herself, I too smiled happily and gently caressed her soft cheek.

        

        "...♥"

        "So soft."

        

        I could feel a gentle atmosphere gradually spreading throughout the train.

        The sunlight pouring in from the window was dazzlingly bright.

        

        Our destination was a hot spring inn far from home.

        The purpose was a birthday party.

        

        We were currently traveling by train to the place I had reserved in advance.

        

        Fortunately, the train interior was quite empty.

        Well, it was the beginning of the year after all. I had prepared myself for a crowded train, but what greeted us was this empty one instead.

        

        From what I checked on my phone earlier, there had been some error in the ticket sales process.

        An unexpected but fortunate miscalculation.

        

        "First, we'll arrive and unpack~ Have a late lunch~..."

        "Yeah, yeah!"

        "After that, we can look around the area, then go back to our room and enjoy a leisurely bath in the hot spring. Hmm, what would you like for lunch? They provide three meals a day, and you can choose from several menus. I think there's bulgogi set, wild vegetable set, grilled fish set, and also—"

        "Fish!"

        

        Cecilia's eyes sparkled at the word 'fish' as she answered with an energetic voice.

        

        A cat will be a cat.

        She seemed to like fish.

        

        Was her higher-than-usual tension because her birthday was coming soon?

        Or because we were going on a trip?

        Or perhaps both, which wouldn't be strange either.

        

        Either way, it was nice to see her so excited and thrilled.

        

        "Alright. Then we'll have grilled fish for lunch.... Oh, I found out there are street vendors near the inn too. Not sure how many though."

        "Street vendors? Will they be tasty...?"

        "The reviews are pretty good. And trying food while walking around outside will make for good memories too."

        "Then I want to go~."

        

        Cecilia spoke in a voice that sounded like she was being coquettish.

        Her wagging tail and blooming smile revealed an irrepressible anticipation.

        

        "Sure, sure. Let's go together."

        "Yeah~!"

        

        When I nodded with a smile, Cecilia also nodded her head vigorously in response.

        I guessed that she was probably more excited about going to the street vendors 'with me' rather than just going to the street vendors.

        

        "But still, the highlight is definitely the hot spring. They have two types: a large public bath that everyone uses and private open-air baths attached to each room."

        "Ooh! ...But honestly, I've never been to a place like that before!"

        "Well, come to think of it, this is my first time at a hot spring too."

        "How do you use the public bath? Do you just go in...?"

        "You take off all your clothes in the changing room, then go in and wash your body with the shower first before entering the bath. It's not much different from home."

        "Mmm. ...Can't I go into the public bath with you, Eunhyuk?"

      

      
        "Apparently not. They only have separate men's and women's baths, no mixed bathing."

        

        Suddenly, I noticed that the vigor of Cecilia's wagging tail had diminished slightly.

        As I tilted my head wondering why, she spoke again.

        

        "Will I be able to do it well by myself...?"

        

        It seemed she was a bit anxious about bathing separately.

        Seeing this rare display of her timid side, I let out a small laugh and spoke.

        

        "It's okay, it's no big deal. Just act confidently. ...Though you might attract some attention as a beastkin."

        "Ugh."

        "If it feels too difficult, you don't have to go in at all. We have the open-air bath anyway, so you can bathe there."

        "...Hmm, I'll think about it."

        

        Cecilia pondered while stroking her chin.

        But whichever she chose, she would manage well in the end.

        Believing that, I reached out and patted her soft silver hair.

        

        "Aww."

        

        Her cute voice scattered softly in the breeze.

        Looking into those sky-blue eyes that gazed up at me, I moved my hand to gently stroke her soft cat ears.

        

        We would be arriving soon.

        

        ***

        

        "Wow, woooow...?!"

        "Hmm, this is something."

        

        About an hour later.

        At the entrance of the inn we had arrived at.

        

        Both of us, surprised by the size of the building before our eyes, widened our eyes and let out exclamations.

        

        "It's huuuuge, Eunhyuk...?"

        "..."

        

        This inn was impressively sized.

        It wasn't particularly tall, but it was incredibly wide.

        

        At this scale, it was less of a building and more like a small village.

        

        "It really is big.... And the location is good too. It's in the mountains, but go down a bit and you reach the town, and in the opposite direction is the street vendor area? Wow...."

        

        Honestly, when I was making the reservation after seeing photos online, I thought, "Ah, it's a bit expensive...."

        But seeing it in person, the money I paid then seemed like a bargain.

        

        "...Shall we go in?"

        "Y-yeah."

        

        I half-unconsciously held Cecilia's hand tightly.

        With that, we walked slowly but with firm steps toward the entrance of the inn.

        

        Ding, ding.

        

        "Welcome."

        

        With the clear sound of bells, a young clerk sitting at the counter greeted us.

        There was a slight hint of surprise in her gaze when it fell on Cecilia, but nevertheless, the clerk bowed politely with professional composure.

        

        By the way, the clerk was wearing a kimono.

        It seemed to match the Japanese-style building.

        

        "Um, I made an online reservation under the name Lee Eunhyuk."

        

        Taking steps toward the clerk, I spoke in a light voice.

        Fortunately(?), the interior wasn't as spacious as it appeared from outside, so I didn't feel too nervous.

        

        Meanwhile, Cecilia was looking around the interior of the building while holding my hand.

        She seemed fascinated by the unfamiliar Japanese-style interior.

        

        "Please wait a moment."

        

        Along with those words came the sound of typing.

        

        After waiting quietly for a while, the clerk nodded, took out a key from under the counter, and handed it to us politely.

        

      

      
        "Yes. Welcome, Mr. Lee Eunhyuk. Here is your key. Please go straight down the right corridor... to room 503."

        "Oh. Thank you. Then we'll—"

        "Ah, just a moment."

        "Yes?"

        "Hmm?"

        

        The clerk stopped me and Cecilia with her words as we were about to leave.

        She then stood up from the counter and, looking at us holding hands, spoke.

        

        "Are you two a couple?"

        "Ah, yes."

        "Then we have a service we can prepare for you...."

        

        The clerk approached us stealthily.

        With a small voice saying "Excuse me...," she came closer and began whispering something into Cecilia's ear.

        

        "—..."

        "Yes, yes...."

        "—? ——."

        "Ooh...?"

        

        What were they talking about?

        I was curious about Cecilia's occasional glances at me.

        

        "...so, what would you like to do?"

        "Hmm~~~."

        

        Cecilia was contemplating something I didn't understand.

        

        As she kept looking at me, I nodded my head even though I didn't know what was going on, and she seemed to make up her mind, nodding to the clerk and saying:

        

        "Please do..."

        "Yes. Then please follow me this way."

        

        The clerk responded with a happy, beaming expression.

        

        But... huh?

        That's the opposite direction?

        

        "Um, excuse me?"

        "Please wait in your room first, sir."

        "Cecilia?"

        "I'll be back in a bit, Eunhyuk~...."

        

        With those words, the two of them left me behind and walked toward the opposite corridor.

        All that remained was me, standing alone in the lobby holding the key.

        

        "...Somehow I feel like something similar happened recently."

        

        I had a sense of déjà vu, though it might have been my imagination.

        

        But well, whatever it was, it seemed to be a service Cecilia had chosen....

        

        I simply scratched my head and headed toward the room I had been directed to.

        

        Since she said she'd be back soon, I could ask her what it was about then.

        

        ***

        

        And now.

        

        "Ta-da~! ...What do you think...?"

        

        I stared at Cecilia standing before me, forgetting to say anything as my eyes moved vacantly.

        

        Soft fabric in a light color.

        Two fair and delicate legs slightly visible through the gap in the fabric.

        

        A large obi wrapped around her waist.

        Just slightly above it, two feminine curves, emphasized and fully bloomed.

        

        A flower-shaped pin in her hair.

        

        Cecilia's face was bright red as she looked at me shyly, yet expectantly awaiting my reaction.

        

        "...Does it suit me?"

        

        Cecilia had reappeared wearing a yukata.
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        "So, the clerk mentioned there was a service where they lend pretty clothes, and asked 'Would you like to change first and surprise him?' so I followed her and changed..."

        "..."

        "They said they'd wash and return my original clothes later, so I left them there..."

        "..."

        "Umm... Isn't this outfit really cute, Eunhyuk? The fabric is so flowy, and the color is pretty too~..."

        "..."

        "Say something, anything...!"

        "You look incredibly beautiful."

        "Huh?"

        

        Cecilia's face turned bright red.

        When I spoke, she opened her eyes wide, fumbled with her lips, and lowered her head, not knowing what to do.

        

        "Umm..."

        

        I caught a glimpse of her cheeks, which were bright red.

        Before I could think of anything else, I simply spoke what was welling up from within me, without filtering.

        

        "You're cute."

        "Huh."

        "Really cute. It suits you perfectly. ...You're beautiful!"

        "Ugh...!"

        

        I couldn't help but let out a chuckle.

        

        A yukata.

        A yukata!

        

        It was an unexpected surprise.

        Cecilia in a yukata!

        

        "So cute...!"

        

        I covered my mouth with both hands and genuinely marveled.

        

        I should give that clerk a tip next time I see her.

        Not only for her service spirit in preparing this small surprise but also for her impeccable skill in choosing clothes.

        

        The yukata Cecilia was wearing was a light sky blue, with the obi a cute apricot color with a pink tint.

        

        Despite being a light-colored outfit that would be difficult for most to pull off, when paired with Cecilia's hair color and fair skin, it was indescribably beautiful and cute.

        

        Her presence alone brightened the room's atmosphere like a fairy.

        She was so pretty that I couldn't help but smile just looking at her.

        

        And also, besides the outfit...

        

        "Hehe. ...You're so~ pretty! Our Cecilia is the best! So cute!"

        "W-wait a minute...!"

        

        Not just the clothes, but her thoughts were equally adorable.

        

        The way she must have excitedly followed the clerk after hearing "We have a service that lends pretty clothes~"...

        And how she had worked so hard to put on the yukata, which isn't an easy garment to wear, especially for someone with no experience.

        

        "Did you want to surprise me? Did you want to dress up prettily and get compliments from me~?"

        

        In the end, those two things were probably all Cecilia wanted.

        It was so obvious from her expression and behavior, how could I not find her adorable?

        

        "Ugh...!"

        

        At my teasing tone, Cecilia now completely covered her face with both hands.

        

        She was probably doing that out of embarrassment... but it didn't seem to be very effective.

        After all, her cat tail behind her back was still swaying left and right continuously, unable to hide her joy at all.

        

        Even if embarrassed, she seemed happy about it. How cute.

        

        I chuckled again as I glanced at her cat ears that occasionally twitched and trembled.

        

        "Ah~ so cute. Hehe. ...Come here, Cecilia~?"

        "..."

        

        When I spoke, Cecilia slowly moved her feet while still covering her face.

        

        She took off her shoes, entered the room, stepped on the soft tatami, came in front of me, and then slowly bent down to snuggle right into my arms.

        

        "That's right~."

        "..."

      

      
        

        I felt her warm temperature and soft touch.

        

        Gently stroking the silver-white hair before my eyes, I opened my mouth in a low voice.

        

        "You're really so~ beautiful, Cecilia."

        "Ugh..."

        "Hehe. By the way, about this surprise. Unlike Christmas before, you changed clothes voluntarily because you wanted me to be happy, right? Really, our Cecilia is too cute~."

        "...♬"

        

        Suddenly, a purring sound began to resonate gently throughout the room.

        At the cat's distinctive purr that meant 'I feel good,' I chuckled again with satisfaction and gently stroked her ears.

        

        "...Won't you show me your face, Cecilia?"

        "Huh?"

        "I want to see your embarrassed expression."

        "......"

        

        Slowly, gradually, but surely, Cecilia lifted her head.

        

        With her body still tightly embraced in my arms, she finally lifted her face completely, glanced away, and muttered in a small voice.

        

        "...Pervert."

        "But you're cute."

        

        Squeeze.

        Cecilia gripped my shoulders tightly.

        

        Looking at her embarrassed face up close, I moved my hand again to gently stroke her beautiful hair.

        

        "Mmm..."

        "You're really beautiful, Cecilia."

        "...Is this kind of outfit your preference, Eunhyuk?"

        "Rather than a preference, it's more like a fantasy. It's something I've always wanted to see at least once in my life."

        "What's that supposed to mean..."

        

        Cecilia pouted her lips while fiddling with the hem of her yukata around her ankles.

        

        As I followed her hand and lightly stroked her leg, Cecilia narrowed her eyes as if ticklish and let out a faint sound.

        

        "Mmm..."

        "But are you that embarrassed?"

        "Hmm?"

        "Your body feels hotter than usual. I thought yukatas covered everything that needed to be covered, so I was wondering why you're so embarrassed..."

        

        I gently caressed Cecilia's neck, which was noticeably hotter than usual, as I asked.

        

        To be honest, I was thinking, 'Is this outfit really something to be so embarrassed about?'

        If my memory served me right, yukatas were actually outfits with surprisingly little exposure.

        

        The fabric is thin but not see-through.

        I thought it was more like comfortable indoor wear for lounging around the house.

        

        "..."

        "Hmm?"

        

        Cecilia slowly moved away from me.

        Standing straight in front of me with an embarrassed expression, she lightly grabbed the fabric near her leg and...

        

        Slightly pulled it to the side to show me.

        

        "...Ah, I see."

        

        And only then did I realize the reason for her embarrassment.

        

        There was a side slit.

        

        Not a large one, but through the moderately open fabric, I could glimpse Cecilia's fair leg skin.

        

        It wasn't the type of slit that revealed everything, but it seemed long enough that... when walking, it would naturally expose up to around her knee.

        

        "It's, it's comfortable to walk in, but this, um, my legs show..."

        

        Since Cecilia usually only wears pants or long school skirts, it made sense.

        With little experience showing her legs, that was definitely something to be embarrassed about.

        

        "...To be honest, it looks good."

        "Ugh. And this too! The sleeves!"

        "Hmm?"

        "They're too wide! You can see right through them!"

      

      
        

        Now that she mentioned it, the sleeves did seem quite wide.

        If you looked properly, you could probably see all the way to the inside of her arms.

        

        "And, and it emphasizes the chest a lot, and the neck part is cut low too..."

        "...Come to think of it. Are you cold or uncomfortable or anything?"

        "Not really..."

        

        It was good that she wasn't uncomfortable at least.

        I nodded.

        

        Looking carefully, it seemed more like a modified yukata than a traditional one.

        It had many open parts and was looser than the original. There was more exposure than I had thought.

        

        "Hmm."

        

        Still, at least it looked comfortable to move in.

        

        "Well, if you want, you can just wear your original clothes, Cecilia. That's why I packed several spare outfits."

        "But didn't you say you really liked this outfit, Eunhyuk?"

        "...That's true. Honestly, to a man's eyes, even the glimpses of bare skin that show when you walk are very attractive."

        "Ugh..."

        

        Cecilia lowered her head, seemingly embarrassed.

        

        After briefly lifting her hem to look at it, she spoke with a slightly worried voice.

        

        "...It does show a bit."

        "Then maybe you should change—"

        "No, it's just that. Um, I don't mind if you see, but I don't want other people to see..."

        "..."

        

        ...Is she trying to seduce me?

        Is she unconsciously enticing me with that?

        

        "I don't mind if you see."

        

        Does she know how much that one sentence stimulates a man's heart...

        

        "Eunhyuk?"

        "...No, it's nothing. Yeah."

        

        I shivered and barely managed to hold back the smile that was trying to escape.

        

        Looking up at Cecilia, who was staring at me curiously, I smiled and said:

        

        "Phew. If that's the case, I think it's fine to wear it. From what I briefly saw on our way here, there don't seem to be many people staying here anyway."

        "Really? Then—"

        "And also, you know?"

        

        I sat on the floor and gestured for Cecilia to come closer.

        

        Though tilting her head in confusion, she obediently approached me.

        

        As she sat neatly between my legs, I hugged her tightly and whispered in her soft cat ear:

        

        "You're my lover, so I won't let others look at you carelessly."

        "...!"

        "I'll protect you. So don't worry about that."

        

        This girl is my girlfriend.

        I had no intention of letting others look at her carelessly.

        

        Because she's my lover. I'll proudly claim her exclusively.

        

        "...I'll wear it..."

        "Then I should ask if they have a men's version too~. ...Let's have a fun time, Cecilia."

        

        I lifted my head and lightly kissed the bridge of Cecilia's nose with a soft "chu."

        

        "Mmm..."

        

        A lovely voice softly resonated.

        A gentle atmosphere.

        

        Savoring it all, I looked into Cecilia's eyes and smiled happily.

        

        It seemed like it would be an enjoyable time.
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        "Thank you for the meal~."

        

        The light lunch ended with both of their voices echoing through the room simultaneously.

        

        Rubbing her satisfied stomach, Cecilia leaned back comfortably with a relaxed smile.

        

        "Ahh~. That was delicious~~..."

        "Did you like it?"

        "Yeah! The mackerel was really good."

        

        Cecilia looked up at me with a bright smile.

        I casually moved closer and patted her head a couple of times, then carefully placed our empty trays on the return shelf near the door.

        

        "...Hehe."

        "Hmm?"

        

        Suddenly, I heard a small laugh.

        When I turned around, I saw Cecilia rolling around on the floor, looking at me with delight.

        

        "What is it?"

        "Hmm~? Nothing~"

        

        Cecilia stretched her words playfully, as if being cute.

        

        As I tilted my head at the laughter hidden between her words, Cecilia burst into giggles and spoke cheerfully.

        

        "Just~ you look cool!"

        "Huh?"

        "The yukata. ...It suits you well, Eunhyuk♪"

        "Oh, this?"

        

        In response to her words, I awkwardly smoothed the sleeve of the yukata I was wearing.

        

        It was a men's yukata I had borrowed and changed into before eating.

        Honestly, to me it was just "clothes that let the breeze through," nothing special, but Cecilia seemed to appreciate it quite a bit.

        

        It didn't feel bad at all.

        

        "You look handsome~ and I'm happy we're wearing matching outfits~"

        "Oh right. We're wearing the same clothes now."

        "Yeah~! It feels kind of special."

        

        A faint purring sound emanated from Cecilia's throat as she smiled happily.

        

        ...Cute.

        Well, that's that.

        

        "So what should we do now?"

        "Hmm?"

        "We have some time left. I was thinking we could go outside for a walk and sightseeing..."

        "Let's go!"

        

        Cecilia jumped up and exclaimed with an energetic voice.

        

        Looking at her overflowing energy, I smiled contentedly.

        

        ***

        

        "Ohhh...!"

        "It has a nice atmosphere."

        

        We walked to the outskirts of the inn.

        A charming walking path lined with lush green pine trees.

        

        "Aren't you cold, Cecilia?"

        "Hmm~ surprisingly, I'm fine. It might even be a bit warm?"

        

        The gentle clacking sound of our two pairs of wooden sandals echoed softly on the path.

        

        Perhaps because the sunlight was strong, it wasn't very cold despite still being winter.

        I had brought a light outer garment just in case, but fortunately, it wasn't needed.

        

        "The air is so fresh~!"

        

        Stretching her arms wide, swishing her tail gently, Cecilia exhaled leisurely.

        "Huah~..." As she savored the air, her profile showed a peaceful satisfaction slightly different from her usual self.

        

        "...It feels good♬"

        "Well, we are in the mountains. The weather is especially nice today."

        "It really is. The sky is blue and the trees are green~. ...~♥ Maybe the sky is celebrating our birthday too?"

        

        Making such adorable remarks, Cecilia tightly hugged one of my arms.

        Feeling that soft and squishy sensation through the thin fabric, I half-unconsciously smiled and gently stroked Cecilia's fluffy ears with my palm.

        

        "Haang♥ Mmm, hehe♥"

        

        A purring sound resonated around us.

        The clacking of our wooden sandals added to the peaceful atmosphere.

        

        Cecilia hugging me as we walked, and me stroking her as we walked.

        ...We probably looked like quite the foolish couple from the outside, didn't we?

        Fortunately, there was no one else around.

        

        "...Ah. U-Eunhyuk! There. There...!"

      

      
        "Hmm?"

        "There's a squirrel...!"

        

        Cecilia whispered with an excited expression.

        Following the direction she was pointing—

        

        "Oh, there is."

        "Right? Right...?"

        

        I saw a small animal sitting on a branch, hastily nibbling on something.

        

        Soft, fluffy fur with a large tail.

        It was a squirrel.

        

        "Strange to see one in winter... Maybe it woke up hungry?"

        "C-cute...."

        

        It was definitely cute.

        Of course, Cecilia standing beside me, trembling and not daring to move for fear of scaring the squirrel away, was just as cute.

        

        "How, how can I touch it?"

        "Well... Since it probably woke up hungry, maybe it would come closer if we gave it food..."

        "Food.... ...Ah."

        

        At my words, Cecilia carefully examined the ground, then suddenly bent down.

        She picked up something that looked like an acorn and cautiously held it out toward the squirrel.

        

        "C-come here...?"

        "Oh?"

        

        From a distance, I could see the squirrel's ears twitch once.

        As I watched intently thinking 'No way?', the squirrel fearlessly approached and then...

        

        "...!!"

        

        It briefly touched Cecilia's finger, took the acorn, and scurried away.

        

        Cecilia froze in surprise at the momentary contact.

        After being dazed for a moment, she gently touched the finger that had made contact with the squirrel and murmured in a voice full of happiness.

        

        "...It touched me...!"

        "Haha. Congratulations, Cecilia."

        

        I sincerely congratulated the delighted Cecilia.

        

        I never thought it would actually work.

        It was half a joke...

        

        "Thank you, Eunhyuk!!"

        "Whoa?!"

        

        And then, as Cecilia rushed at me with a "Wham!", I had to firmly plant my feet to avoid falling over.

        

        She must have thrown herself at me without holding back, because the closeness was intense.

        With the soft pressure against my chest and the gentle touch of her ears on my chin, I was momentarily flustered but soon gently embraced my girlfriend.

        

        "~♪ ~♬"

        "Mmm. Really..."

        

        Good deeds do come back to you.

        That's what I thought.

        

        ***

        

        Walking further along the path, we came to a street lined with food stalls.

        The crowd was decent—not packed, but fairly bustling.

        

        "Wow, it smells delicious...!"

        "Want to try a few different places? We can't eat too much since we still have dinner, though."

        

        I said lightly as I looked at the sunset that was beginning to fall.

        

        This too would become a memory.

        While filling up on street food before dinner wasn't ideal, I was willing to buy her anything else she wanted.

        

        "Really? Then I, um, want to try that!"

        "Sure, sure."

        

        I followed Cecilia, who was excited like a child.

        

        Dim red lanterns and chattering people.

        Cecilia walking with her thin yukata fluttering, stepping in her wooden sandals.

        

        It felt like a festival.

        

        "...So pretty."

        "Hm? What did you say?"

        "Nothing, nothing at all."

        "Hmm...? Ah, uwah."

        

        I gently stroked Cecilia's head, which was conveniently positioned, and brushed off the question.

        

        Cecilia looked puzzled as I petted her, but soon resumed swishing her soft tail and walking toward the stall she wanted.

        

      

      
        "I want that! I want to try the candy apple!"

        "Oh. They have candy apples...? Really gives that festival feeling."

        "Welcome!"

        "Two candy apples, please."

        "Yes sir!"

        

        Small candy apples with sweet, transparent coating.

        After admiring their attractive red color for a moment, I handed one of the two I received to Cecilia.

        

        "Here."

        "Thank you~!"

        

        Cecilia took the candy and smiled brightly at me.

        

        Then she opened her small mouth wide with an "Aahn~" and bit into the candy with a 'crunch!'

        

        "Mmm. ...Mmm. Sweet♪"

        

        Cecilia touched her cheek and smiled happily.

        Following her lead, I bit into my candy too, and a gentle sweetness filled my mouth.

        

        "Mmm, this is good."

        "Right~?"

        

        I nodded to Cecilia as she quickly turned to look at me.

        

        It wasn't bad at all.

        Not bad, but, well...

        

        "Cecilia."

        "Yeah?"

        "Come a little closer this way."

        "? Oh, okay."

        

        Perhaps because there were many people around.

        I could feel gazes gradually gathering on us.

        

        To be specific, there were some unpleasant, lewd stares...

        

        "Here, this way."

        "Like this?"

        "A little more... hmm."

        

        I wanted to somehow shield her from those stares...

        

        Should I hold her hand to show she's mine?

        Or have her stay close behind me?

        

        "Hmm~."

        "Eunhyuk―...?!"

        "Ah, whatever."

        

        This seemed like the most definitive approach.

        

        I stuck close to Cecilia's side and gently wrapped my arm around her slender waist.

        

        Her body trembled slightly. I could feel her warmth.

        Sensing Cecilia's glance at my face, I gave a wry smile and took another crunchy bite of my candy apple.

        

        "...I guess I'm more possessive than I thought."

        "Hueh...?"

        "Just. I wanted to show that you're my girlfriend."

        

        I could feel my face getting warmer.

        

        Was it from embarrassment, or because Cecilia's body in my arms was warm?

        Or maybe—whoa?!

        

        "Eep!"

        "?!"

        

        Cecilia suddenly pulled me, causing me to lose my balance.

        After she clung to me, almost hanging off me, I barely regained my balance and looked at her...

        

        "...Just."

        

        Cecilia was looking at me with an expression dripping with affection and joy.

        Happily, ecstatically, she continued.

        

        "I also... just wanted to show that you're my boyfriend~"

        "..."

        "Kyah!"

        

        Without a word, I hugged my cute girlfriend tightly.

        

        After gently nuzzling her neck with my lips, I whispered softly into her ear.

        

        "...Let's go back to our room soon, Cecilia."

        "Hmm?"

        "I want to try the hot spring."

        

        "...Okay♥"
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        I wolfed down dinner without even knowing if it was going into my mouth or nose, then went into the changing room and threw off my clothes.

        

        "Phew..."

        

        As I opened the creaking wooden door, warm steam welcomed me.

        

        The cold outside air caressing my skin and the hot spring's heat tapping my cheeks.

        Trees peeking over the partition and the pitch-black sky clearly visible overhead.

        

        A charming, atmospheric open-air hot spring in the dark night.

        

        Relying on my dim vision, I walked to the small shower area next to the hot spring and plopped down.

        

        "...Phew!"

        

        Finally, this moment has arrived.

        Trying to brush off the faint nervousness, I filled a basin with warm water and splashed it over my body.

        

        Bathing with Cecilia in a hot spring.

        

        Actually, we've shared baths a few times before, but the change in environment made me feel newly tense.

        

        "A hot spring..."

        

        I never thought I'd visit a place I'd never been to alone with my lover.

        Feeling both happy and shy, I lingered for a moment before filling the basin again and splashing water on my face.

        

        "Puha!"

        

        By the way, Cecilia was still in the room.

        

        She said she'd come in slowly, so I should go ahead.

        

        I don't know why, but her bright red face when she said that was so impressive that I didn't bother to ask.

        

        "Hmm."

        

        After finishing lathering up, I rinsed myself lightly and headed to the hot spring.

        

        Warm steam billowed from the hot spring decorated with stones.

        The temperature was slightly hot. The color was a bit cloudy.

        

        "Just right."

        

        I muttered lightly as I dipped my feet into the water.

        After pausing briefly, I exhaled and slipped my entire body into the hot spring.

        

        "Ahhhh..."

        

        A sound escaped my lips involuntarily as the warmth of the hot spring pressed against my entire body.

        

        Cozy and warm.

        It felt like my heart was being healed even though nothing was wrong with it.

        

        "Mmm, this is nice..."

        

        I muttered absently as I poured water over my shoulders.

        The cool breeze and the small splashing sounds tickled my ears.

        

        ...This is good.

        Perfect.

        

        The night sky viewed while immersed in the hot bath held an indescribable emotion.

        

        "And there's a beautiful full moon out... Mmm, the moon is beautiful."

        "Indeed~..."

        "Huh?"

        "Did you wait long, Eunhyuk?"

        

        I turned around with a start at the sudden purring voice.

        

        "...Don't stare too much."

        

        Cecilia was crouching beside the hot spring, looking down at me.

        

        In the dim light, through the steam, her face was full of embarrassment and flush—

        ...and below that, I could see a soft, large bath towel tightly concealing her feminine figure.

        

        "Mmm. Welcome, Cecilia. ...So you brought a towel?"

        "I'm a bit embarrassed..."

        

        Cecilia nodded shyly.

        She carefully got up and walked to the shower area with quick, narrow steps.

        

        "...It's not like anyone would say anything even if you were naked..."

        

        I muttered as I watched her walk away.

        

        We've already seen everything there is to see of each other.

        ...Well, not that much, actually.

        

        Still, I thought we'd passed the point of being embarrassed when seeing each other naked—

        

        ....

        

        "......"

        "The shower...? Ah, here it is."

        

        ...I wonder if she knows.

        

        Of course, the bath towel is quite large, but it's slightly insufficient to completely cover a person's body.

        

        As a result, her milky, soft legs are clearly visible below her carefully wrapped body—

        —and more importantly, her snow-white back is almost completely exposed.

        

      

      
        The silver-white cat tail swaying gently.

        

        Below it, the peach-like, soft curves of her bottom were completely visible without any concealment.

        

        "..."

        "Hmm~♪"

        

        I'll be honest.

        

        It's erotic.

        

        I think I need to correct my earlier thought.

        Even now, my lover's naked body before my eyes was indescribably stimulating and sensual.

        

        With a whooshing sound, water streamed from the shower.

        Removing the towel, wetting her body with warm water, and starting to wash—I quietly smiled as I watched Cecilia's back.

        

        Your back is defenseless, Cecilia.

        

        It looked good.

        Especially knowing that she wouldn't show such a defenseless appearance to anyone but me.

        

        "...♪"

        

        A humming sound escaped me.

        

        Whether she knew about my gaze or not, Cecilia finished washing herself without hesitation, covered her front with the towel again, and walked steadily toward me.

        

        "Sorry for the wait~."

        

        Cecilia's voice pleasantly tapped my ears.

        

        With her fair legs clearly visible, she carefully walked over, bent down to check the water temperature, and spoke in a small voice.

        

        "...Could you turn your head away for a moment?"

        "Ah, sure."

        

        As I turned my head according to her request, I heard the light sound of fabric rustling.

        

        Then a small breath. A tiny splashing sound.

        

        Soon, with another gentle splash, the warm water surged and gently tapped my back.

        

        "Mmm~!"

        

        I heard a sound like someone stretching.

        

        ...Can I turn around now?

        Is it okay to look back now?

        

        The rustling sound I just heard was most likely her removing the towel.

        Which means Cecilia is now naked....

        

        Just imagining Cecilia stretching without a stitch of clothing made my face heat up slightly.

        

        Can I turn around now...?

        

        After hesitating for a moment, I slowly turned my head to the side.

        

        "...Mmm..."

        

        And—

        

        "...This feels so good...♥"

        

        Faced with a sight several times more beautiful than I had expected, I could only stare blankly at my lover's beautiful form, at a loss for words.

        

        The golden full moon floating proudly like a decoration in the pitch-black sky.

        Rising steam, stones and trees blending with nature.

        

        In the midst of it all.

        

        "...♥"

        

        Her, enjoying the warmth as she parts the water with a faint splashing sound.

        

        Soft cat ears and fine hair. Lovely features.

        The cat girl Cecilia, purring happily with her flushed nape and collarbone clearly visible.

        

        No painting could possibly be more beautiful than this.

        

        I truly thought so—she was so lovely.

        

        "...Feels good?"

        "Yes...♥ Ah."

        

        Cecilia glanced in my direction at the sound of my voice.

        

        After briefly glancing back and forth between my eyes and her body, she made a slightly pouty expression and...

        

        "......Pervert."

        "?"

        

        She raised her hands and slightly covered her chest with both hands.

        

        ...Was she embarrassed about being seen?

        I wasn't even looking there.

        Besides, the hot spring water was opaque, so I couldn't see well anyway....

        

        She didn't react much when I was actually looking, but now she's pouting when I'm not.

        

        I couldn't help but laugh at her adorable misunderstanding and that lovable behavior.

        

        "Pfft, hehe..."

        "Uuu. Why, whyyy...!"

      

      
        "Hehehe...!"

        

        Ah, really!

        She's so cute I could die!

        

        Intentionally not answering Cecilia's question, I naturally moved closer to her as if swimming.

        

        "Wuh."

        "Are you embarrassed~?"

        

        I teased her while lightly splashing water on her exposed fair shoulder.

        

        Cecilia immediately turned bright red and lowered her head as I approached.

        I moved close enough to lean on her, and whispered from a distance that was almost touching but not quite, embracing her body.

        

        "...Are you embarrassed? We've done more than this before~"

        "Huuu..."

        "...We'll probably do it again during this trip, so is it okay to be this embarrassed already...?"

        "...—!!"

        

        I've realized recently that I seem to have quite a strong sadistic streak.

        

        Cecilia gasped and trembled at my words.

        Feeling the heat from her body in my embrace, I giggled with satisfaction and gently stroked her back.

        

        Her embarrassed appearance was lovely.

        Am I strange for wanting to tease her more?

        

        "You're cute."

        "Uuh..."

        "Cute and pretty. Your skin is soft and squishy~. Hehe. I wonder how good it would feel to hug you tightly like this♪"

        "Huu...!"

        

        Ah~ how cute.

        

        Honestly, I want to bite that soft nape right in front of me.

        How good would it feel to embrace tightly, skin to skin, and bury my face in her chest, savoring her scent...

        

        Of course, I understand.

        

        Cecilia is probably so embarrassed because she's conscious of "that."

        She's probably more embarrassed about showing her body than usual because she's imagining what will follow after bathing.

        

        But.

        

        "Still, let's hold back today, okay?"

        "Eh...?"

        "It's a long trip. It would be a waste to get lost in it so soon..."

        

        Let's enjoy this peaceful time a little longer.

        

        I loosened my embrace slightly and gently massaged her arms as I continued.

        

        "...Besides, tomorrow starts those days anyway."

        "!"

        "I'll hold you plenty then. Let's enjoy today peacefully."

        "..."

        

        I raised my hand and gently stroked her soft cat ears.

        

        The more you hold back, the better it feels afterward.

        

        So...

        ...—?!

        

        "...Chu!"

        "Mmph?!"

        

        W-what?!

        A surprise ki...?! Mmph...!

        

        "Slurp, haum!♥"

        "Mmph, mm...!"

        

        Cecilia threw herself at me with her whole body and kissed me repeatedly.

        I was so surprised by her sudden boldness and aggressiveness that I couldn't even think of counterattacking, just feeling the sensation of her tongue swirling in my mouth.

        

        "...Puha!♥"

        "Puha. Umm, Cecil...?"

        "...I don't want to always be on the receiving end."

        

        She pressed her chest firmly against mine.

        In Cecilia's eyes looking at me, I suddenly felt something like a hot passion.

        

        "It's your fault for always being so mischievous."

        "..."

        "To-tomorrow! Be prepared!"

        

        The soft sensation pressing against my chest lightly shook my reason.

        Her voice, looking straight at me, resonated with a different kind of loveliness than usual.

        

        ...Can I be honest?

        Aggressive Cecilia was the best.

        

        "...Chu."

        "! Mmm, ...haum..."

        

        I answered her admirably declared counterattack with a kiss.

        Because no more words were necessary.

        

        Not today, but tomorrow.

        

        ...I could feel my heart pounding.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.139Hot Springs Trip (5) - Good Night

      
        A short time had passed since Cecilia's bold kiss and declaration of counterattack.

        The hot spring water rippled gently with every movement, and rising steam lightly blurred my vision.

        

        I had told her to look forward to tomorrow.

        And in response, Cecilia had warned me to be prepared for tomorrow.

        

        Thinking about it now, it was quite a sexually charged topic.

        Perhaps because we were both naked, the conversation had veered into rather sensitive territory.

        

        We were only at the beginning of our trip, and such topics were already coming up. Honestly, I felt a bit disappointed that this hot spring bath would probably end awkwardly.

        

        "...! Eunhyuk, Eunhyuk! Look over there!"

        

        I 'had' felt disappointed, to be precise.

        

        With a splashing sound, Cecilia called out to me in an energetic voice.

        Following her gaze, I spotted a small creature scurrying along the outer wall of the hot spring.

        

        "A squirrel? Again?"

        "Aww~~ It's so tiny and cute~! Do you think it came because the steam is warm? Are there a lot of squirrels around here, Eunhyuk?"

        "I wonder...? Hmm, don't squirrels usually hibernate in winter? Oh, or maybe the inn is keeping it as a pet?"

        "Ah~. That could be it. Oh, it's gone...."

        

        Cecilia hung her head in disappointment as the squirrel scampered away and disappeared beyond the wall.

        

        Her moistened nape, her collarbone.

        Her beautiful body, hazily obscured by the milky hot spring water....

        

        Despite being completely exposed to me without a single thread of clothing, she didn't seem as embarrassed as before.

        

        Perhaps she had relaxed after my suggestion to 'just spend today peacefully'?

        Or maybe the kiss from earlier had satisfied her enough to ease her shyness.

        

        "...I wonder if we'll see it again?"

        "The squirrel?"

        "Yeah. And if possible, I'd like to pet it properly...."

        

        Cecilia kept glancing up at the wall, seemingly still attached to the idea.

        I chuckled at her adorable wish and splashed my way closer to her side.

        

        "We'll be here for a few days. I'm sure you'll get a chance to pet it at some point."

        "Mmm...."

        

        I raised my hand and gently combed through the ends of Cecilia's beautiful silver-white hair with my fingers.

        

        The whitish steam rising around us. The soft texture wrapping around my fingers.

        Humming faintly in the warmth of the hot spring water enveloping my body, I continued to gently arrange Cecilia's wet hair.

        

        ...How peaceful.

        

        The faint purring sound was pleasant to hear.

        As I quietly smiled and moved my hand, Cecilia suddenly spoke up.

        

        "...Do you like my hair, Eunhyuk?"

        "Hm?"

        "Just~ You stroke it often. I suddenly got curious."

        "Well, yes. Of course I like it?"

        "...Whyyy~?"

        

        Cecilia glanced back at me with a playful expression.

        At her sudden question, I pondered internally while gently stroking the hair before me.

        

        Why do I like it?

        Actually, when I think about it, there's no particular reason....

        

        Partly because she's my lover, so I naturally like it.

        The color is also very pretty.... Sometimes when it's disheveled, it's satisfying to see how her beauty shines brightly after just a little tidying up, so I often touch it for that reason too.

        

        Other than that... Ah.

        

        "Because it feels good to touch?"

        "Hmm?"

        "It's soft, fine, and flows so nicely. It feels good every time I touch it. ...And your purring reaction is cute too."

        "Eh."

        

        Yes.

        Thinking about it carefully, the main reason I like stroking it is probably the texture.

        

        Soft and fine.

        And in the case of her ears or tail, they're fluffy and warm.

        

        It's not much different from why people really pet dogs or cats. Because it feels good to touch.

        

        Other than that... well.

        I also like how adorable Cecilia looks when she beams with happiness at just a simple touch.

        

      

      
        "C-cute, you say. E-hehehe...."

        

        See? Isn't she cute?

        

        Cecilia squirmed, rubbing her cheeks with both hands.

        Seeing her increased purring and her cat tail gently tapping the hot spring surface, I smiled softly and embraced her from behind.

        

        "Mmm...."

        "...Now it's your turn, Cecilia."

        "Hmm...?"

        "What do you like most about me?"

        "...Hmm~...."

        

        I could feel the warmth from her body in my embrace.

        ...Though I was starting to have trouble distinguishing whether it was the warmth from the hot spring or her body.

        

        "Hmm~...?"

        

        Cecilia pondered while being held by me from behind.

        

        Then she twirled around in my arms, faced me directly, and with a playful smile, she spoke.

        

        "Everything...♥"

        "...Cheater."

        "Hehe♬ Nyaan~.... ...Chu♥"

        "Mmm...."

        

        Cecilia wrapped her arms around my neck and lightly kissed my lips.

        

        After that brief, soft, and hot kiss, Cecilia buried her reddened face in my neck and murmured in a small voice.

        

        "Mmm, it might be a bit too hot...."

        "Feeling dizzy?"

        "A little...?"

        "Hmm. Then let's get out soon. We've done a lot today, so it's about time our energy is running low."

        "Mmm...."

        "Hm?"

        "...Will you sleep with me...?"

        "Of course."

        "...♥"

        

        I was starting to have trouble distinguishing whether I was embracing Cecilia or she was embracing me.

        

        Cecilia had her arms firmly around my body, stroking my back.

        At that drowsy and ticklish sensation, I chuckled softly and planted a kiss on her forehead.

        

        "Aww...."

        

        Her languid voice was adorable.

        As she started to nod off drowsily, I held her tightly and whispered in a small voice.

        

        "Let's go, Cecilia."

        "Mmm. ...Carry me, Eunhyuk."

        "...Yes, yes."

        

        ...What a spoiled one.

        

        Even as I smiled wryly, I placed my hands under the water to support her legs and back firmly.

        Then, planting my feet firmly and being careful of my center of gravity, I slowly rose...!

        

        "Ugh, cha...!"

        "Eek! ...Ooh!"

        

        Princess carry, easily accomplished.

        

        "A-am I not too heavy, Eunhyuk?"

        "Hmm. Not really?"

        

        I answered lightly to Cecilia, who hurriedly wrapped her arms around my neck.

        

        How should I put it, spending time with her has made me stronger over time.

        It might have been difficult in the past, but now I could easily carry her like this.

        

        "Alright, hold tight. I'm moving...."

        "O-okay."

        

        I firmly supported Cecilia's dripping body and took steps forward.

        

        The full moon adorning the night sky and the sound of Cecilia's heartbeat from within my arms.

        My lover, blushing with an excited expression at her first princess carry experience, was incredibly lovable.

        

        Yes, these kinds of events are what make a trip memorable.

        And she seems to really like this, so I'll do it again when I get the chance.

        

        "You're strong, Eunhyuk...."

        

      

      
        Her satisfied comment made me smile involuntarily.

        The way she kneaded my shoulders was ticklish.

        

        "...At this rate, I might barely lose to you?"

        "Come on. I'm still a man, so 'barely' winning is a bit...."

        "Mmm. But beastfolk naturally have different muscle quality. It's a racial difference, so there's nothing we can do about it."

        "...Should we have an arm wrestling match sometime?"

        "Hmm? I'm up for it~. Come at me anytime, Eunhyuk♪"

        

        ...I will win no matter what.

        With competitive spirit suddenly rising above satisfaction, I inwardly made that vow.

        

        ***

        

        "Haah~♬ So fluffy♪"

        

        And now we were back inside our lodging.

        On the futon laid out on the tatami.

        

        Cecilia was rolling around, almost buried between the white, fluffy futons.

        

        Glancing at the peaceful kitten enjoying the feel of the bedding, I lightly adjusted the hem of my changed yukata.

        

        "Shall I turn off the light?"

        "Mm~."

        

        With a click of the switch, the room instantly darkened.

        However, thanks to the moonlight, it wasn't completely pitch black, but rather had a somewhat cozy level of darkness.

        

        "Mmph...."

        "♥"

        

        As soon as I lay down on the futon, Cecilia, who had been waiting, came over and tightly hugged my arm.

        

        The soft touch and warm body temperature.

        The faint floral scent emanating from her freshly bathed body.

        

        Cecilia looked at me intently, with a sleepy expression but seemingly expecting something.

        

        "...Spoiled kitten."

        "~♥"

        

        As she wished, I reached out and gently stroked those fluffy cat ears.

        

        "Mmm."

        

        The soft fur. The ticklish sensation.

        Perhaps because we had just bathed, the unusually fluffy texture made me smile unconsciously.

        

        "Ehehe...♥ Mmm~♪ ...I wuv it so much...♥"

        "You like it that much?"

        "I wuv anything Eunhyuk touches...."

        

        Her slurring pronunciation, seemingly past the limit of drowsiness, was adorable.

        

        After enjoying the petting for a while, Cecilia suddenly hugged my body tightly.

        Burying her face in my chest, she murmured languidly in a sleepy voice.

        

        "...You smell nice."

        "Well, we just finished bathing."

        "Nuh-uh. Not that. ...Like the moon, Eunhyuk's scent."

        

        My scent.

        And a scent like the moon, at that. It was quite an intriguing description.

        

        "What kind of scent?"

        "...A gentle scent...."

        "A gentle scent? That's hard to imagine—"

        "I love you...."

        

        The words that followed.

        And at the cute, small sign of life squirming in my arms, I smiled and embraced her tightly with both arms.

        

        "Mm...."

        "...I love you too, Cecilia."

        "...♥"

        

        I heard a small laugh.

        

        I could feel drowsiness creeping in.

        Holding my lover's small body tightly, I closed my eyes.

        

        "Good night, Cecilia."

        "Good night, Eunhyuk...."

        

        With those words as our last exchange, we drifted into dreams, preciously holding each other.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.140Heat Cycle (1) - D-day

      
        The chirping sound tickled my ears sweetly.

        

        Warm sunlight illuminating my eyes.

        A soft, fluffy blanket.

        

        It should have been another peaceful morning as usual...

        But suddenly something felt a bit off.

        

        "Hmm...?"

        

        Was this blanket always this heavy?

        And why does it feel so warm?

        

        I raised one hand to rub my still drowsy eyelids.

        

        When I opened my eyes... the first thing I saw was Cecilia lying horizontally on top of my blanket.

        

        "...Sigh—..."

        "..."

        

        ...So she pounced on me while I was sleeping.

        No wonder it felt warm.

        

        Since Cecilia doesn't usually sleepwalk much, this kind of morning felt refreshingly new.

        

        "Wake up, Cecilia..."

        "Mmnya...?"

        

        I reached out and patted the sleepy cat's shoulder, causing her silver-white tail behind her back to twitch upward.

        

        Twitching ears.

        Fluttering eyelids.

        

        After a moment, with a rustling sound, Cecilia opened her eyes. Her dreamy sky-blue eyes focused on me as she spoke languidly.

        

        "...Good mowning...?"

        "Yes. Good morning, Cecilia."

        "Yaaawn—..."

        

        Between her widely opened mouth, I caught a glimpse of her small fangs.

        

        On a sudden impulse, I reached out to stroke her cheek. She tilted her head drowsily with her eyes half-closed, and then...

        

        "...Ehehe...♥"

        

        She nuzzled her cheek against my hand with a broad smile.

        Her honesty was adorable.

        

        "Hehng♬ ...Yaaawn~... I'm sleepy..."

        "Still sleepy? Did you stay up late last night?"

        "Not really, just a little..."

        

        Though she seemed awake enough to act cute, for some reason she kept rolling around on top of me without any intention of getting off.

        

        Is this part of her cuteness act too?

        But something feels different about her today...

        

        As I tilted my head and caressed her cheek, I soon noticed what was causing that strange feeling.

        

        Cecilia's skin felt much hotter than usual under my touch.

        

        "Whoa?!"

        "...Do you have a fever? You feel hot. Are you okay, Cecilia?"

        

        I sat up abruptly and placed my hand on her forehead.

        

        Sure enough, it was hot.

        Not burning hot, but considering the naturally higher body temperature of beastfolk, it was just a mild fever.

        

        Of course, that's still not a good sign.

        

        "A cold? Was the open-air bath not good for you...?"

        "Eh? Um? ......Ah."

        "Hmm?"

        "Ah, it's nothing! I'm perfectly fine!"

        

        Half-cradled in my arms, Cecilia suddenly blushed deeply and waved her arms frantically.

        

        ...Is she still half-asleep? Or is she delirious from the fever?

        Judging by that bright red face, she's definitely not in a normal state.

        

        "Really? You're not hiding that you're sick because you're embarrassed?"

        "N-not at all! I'm super healthy—. Eep?!"

        

        For some reason, Cecilia kept trying to brush off concerns about her condition.

        

        I inserted my fingers into her stammering lips.

        Then crossed my fingers to open her mouth wider and examined inside.

        

        "Wha, whash?"

        "...Your throat isn't swollen. No cough or sore throat?"

        "..."

        "Cecilia?"

        

        From what I could see, the inside of her mouth was a pretty red color with no visible swelling.

        So it probably wasn't a cold.

        

        "...Hueh..."

        

        I withdrew my fingers.

        A thin white line of saliva stretched between us, but it wasn't particularly dirty or problematic.

        

        "Hmm."

        "...Hueh? Ah, umm."

        "But your face is definitely hot..."

        "Mmm. ...Hyaang..."

        "...And your body is even hotter."

      

      
        "?!"

        

        While caressing her cheek with one hand, I felt around her stomach area with the other.

        

        Indeed, it was hot.

        In fact, her body felt even hotter than her face.

        

        Or rather than hot, it was... warm?

        

        Her body was heated up...?

        

        "Th-there. S-stop..."

        "Hmm..."

        "Hnngh, ha, ah!"

        

        Come to think of it, I feel like there was something today.

        What was it?

        ...Hmm, maybe I'm still half-asleep because it's all a bit fuzzy...

        

        "...Haah?! Ah, haaa...!♥"

        

        ...Anyway, Cecilia's stomach feels really nice.

        Soft and warm. So squishy...

        

        If Cecilia were in better condition, I would have just kept stroking her belly like this.

        

        Like this, tickling her slightly.

        

        "Hah?!"

        

        Then gently caressing with my palm.

        

        "Uuu...!"

        

        And then here, pressing down on this soft lower abdomen with my hand—

        

        "Hiyaaahn?!♥"

        "?!"

        

        Startled by the loud cry that followed, I flinched and let go of Cecilia.

        

        She immediately leaped backward as if springing away.

        

        Having instantly put about two meters between us, she covered her body with both hands and stared at me with heated eyes.

        

        "Huu—♥ Huu—♥"

        "......Ah."

        

        I could hear her intense breathing.

        I saw her small body trembling slightly as she hugged herself.

        

        I felt my drowsiness vanish completely.

        

        From each of her actions and the sensuality mixed between them, I finally realized what state she was in.

        

        And sure enough.

        

        "...You did that on purpose, Eunhyuk."

        

        Her voice came out hot and breathy.

        

        Then, relaxing her posture and crawling toward me on all fours...

        

        "Cecil—"

        "Haum!!"

        

        She pounced on me, embracing me tightly and biting my neck with a sharp "chomp!"

        

        ***

        

        "...So, you're still just at the beginning stage?"

        "Uh-huh... The symptoms are generally milder in the morning. Haum, chu-up."

        "Ngh. ...This is mild?"

        "You remember last fall, Eunhyuk... ...Chu."

        

        Her mumbling voice came from right next to my ear.

        

        The hot body temperature tightly embracing me.

        The weight pressing down on my body.

        

        ...Cecilia had buried her face deep into my neck, as if craving my very existence.

        

        The sound of her repeatedly taking deep breaths tickled my ear.

        My body kept flinching at the erotic sensation of her constant kissing, occasional gentle biting, and licking with her tongue.

        

        "Chu-rup, haum...♥"

        "Uah..."

        "Chu, chu♥ ...Paha. It's your fault for teasing me so much. Just let me stay like this for a bit..."

        

        ...She clearly said this was just the "beginning" of her heat cycle?

        

        She said it hadn't properly started yet and these were just precursor symptoms making her body feel hot and sleepy, but looking at the current situation, that didn't seem to be the case at all.

        

        "Suu—♥ Mmm, chu-up."

        "Mmm..."

        

        Even now, she was hugging me tightly with both arms as if afraid I might escape.

        Her intensity was impressive.

        

        "...You should have told me. I thought you might have caught a cold or something... Eek."

        "Puha... Well, it's a bit... embarrassing to say with my own mouth..."

        "Ah~..."

        

        Come to think of it, that made sense.

        

        Of course she'd be embarrassed.

        I finally understood why she had been so desperately evasive about her condition.

      

      
        

        "...Sorry I didn't catch on?"

        "Hmph. ...Haum!"

        "Ngh!"

        "...♪"

        

        My body jerked at the sensation of her biting my neck.

        Perhaps satisfied with my reaction, Cecilia licked the spot she had bitten several times with her sticky tongue, then slowly pulled her face away from my neck with a playful purring sound.

        

        "Uah... ...Satisfied?"

        "Thank you for the meal...♬"

        

        Cecilia grinned with a melting, heated expression.

        

        Before I could say anything in response, she collapsed weakly against my chest and murmured softly.

        

        "So hot..."

        "Eek. Uh, um. So. ......What do you want to do, Cecilia?"

        "Mmm~? ...I'll try my best to hold out until nighttime~~..."

        "Will you be okay?"

        "No, I won't be okay... My body's so hot. But even so..."

        

        I could hear her hot breath from within my embrace.

        

        But even so, she painfully lifted her head to look out the window—

        

        "...It's too bright, I'm embarrassed."

        "I guess so."

        

        She made a very reasonable point as she looked around at the sunlight pouring in and the brightly lit room.

        

        Well, it's morning, not even midday yet.

        Even though this room is well soundproofed and there are hardly any other guests, it's still bright in here...

        

        "...Right. Let's just rest and roll around in the room for now."

        "Mm-hmm."

        "Want some breakfast?"

        "Yes please~..."

        

        Let's just pass the time for now.

        

        Eat some food, chat a bit.

        Get some fresh air outside if possible.

        There are even some board games we can borrow from the lobby. Plenty of things to do.

        

        "Can you get up?"

        "Help me up..."

        

        Cecilia clung to me, acting spoiled.

        At the same time, I couldn't help but smile at the sensation of her rubbing her head against my chest.

        

        She's so adorable.

        If this was just the beginning stage, I felt both nervous and excited about what would happen when it properly kicked in.

        

        "Up we go!"

        "Mmm..."

        

        I put my arms under her armpits and helped her up.

        Supporting her, I slowly made my way toward the bathroom.

        

        "Let's wash your face first, Cecilia~."

        "Mmm~..."

        

        Let's both try to hold out until nighttime.

        The day might feel a bit long, but if we try hard enough, it shouldn't be too difficult to endure.

        

        That's what I thought.

        

        ***

        

        Let me correct myself.

        That's what I had thought.

        

        "Ungh..."

        

        It was still afternoon, before sunset.

        Around 3 o'clock, I'd say.

        

        "Ungh...♥"

        

        The slightly tilting sunlight illuminated Cecilia's disheveled yukata from the side.

        

        A melting expression, a sticky voice.

        Cecilia straddling me, looking down.

        

        "Ce-cil—"

        

        I'm being devoured.

        Instinctively sensing the predatory atmosphere, I hurriedly opened my mouth, but...

        

        "Chu-up...♥♥"

        "Mmph, mmm...!"

        

        All I got in return was a kiss,

        and with the sensation of her hot tongue stickily licking the inside of my mouth, my reason simply continued to melt away bit by bit.

        

        "Chu-rup♥ Haum, ...chu-up♥"

        "Mmm..."

        

        The sound of wet kissing echoed.

        The sound of pounding hearts could be heard.

        

        ...The restraint of reason could no longer be heard.

        

        It was adult time.
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        "Love it♥ Love it♥ I love you, ungh...♥ Haum...♥"

        "Aum, Cecilia..."

        "Haah...♥ Haum!♥ Chu♥ Slurp, haum...!♥"

        "Mmm...!"

        

        Feeling the sensation of her hot tongue filling my mouth, I hazily tried to recall how we ended up in this situation.

        

        There wasn't really any special trigger for this.

        

        [It's so hot...]

        [Don't take your clothes off though.]

        

        Around 11 AM, Cecilia's state had become even more dreamy.

        

        [Mmm, how do you play this...?]

        [I'll explain. First—]

        

        As a countermeasure, after lunch, we started a simple board game.

        It was something I chose thinking it might help distract her mind and make her feel better.

        

        But perhaps it was because we happened to choose the Game of Life...

        

        ['Hired at a mid-sized publishing company, starting salary 2 million won'...? ...! I got a job, Eunhyuk!]

        [Ooh, congratulations.]

        

        That led to...

        

        ['Start dating the closest player. Move to sit next to them'...?]

        [Oh.]

        [...♥]

        

        Which turned into...

        

        ['Marry the player you're dating'... it says, Eunhyuk...♥]

        [You look really happy, Cecilia.]

        [Of course...♥ Ehehe♥ Mmm, ...chu♥]

        [Ah. ...Mmm....]

        

        And then...

        

        [Goal~!]

        [It's over...! Though somehow it turned into a cooperative game halfway through...]

        [Hehe.... But it was fun, right? ...darling~?♥]

        

        Like that.

        

        The game ended with us as a middle-class couple with three children, and by that point, Cecilia was already half-melted, pressing her chest firmly against my arm.

        

        [Eh~...? Don't go...]

        [I'll just put this back and come right back. Just this. Okay?]

        

        Thinking my reason wouldn't hold out much longer, I went to return the board game to the lobby to buy some time.

        

        And then—...

        

        [Haah—...♥ Haah—...♥]

        

        The moment I returned, she pounced on me.

        That's all there was to it.

        

        "Slurp!♥ Haum, mmm...!"

        "Mmph! Mm, yes! Mph...!"

        

        My head was spinning from the wet sounds echoing continuously.

        Her tongue explored my mouth relentlessly, making it hard to breathe as she devoured my lips.

        

        "Puhaa...♥♥"

        

        When she finally pulled away, a sticky thread of saliva stretched between our lips.

        

        Hot breath, wet expression.

        Straddling me, Cecilia looked down at me with eyes drenched in lust.

        

        Her fair skin peeked through her half-disheveled yukata, glistening seductively in the sunlight.

        

        "I, I! My body's so hot♥ Hold me tight, ungh...♥ Huu...!♥"

        "Mmph...!"

        

        With that, she suddenly pulled my head into an embrace, burying my face between her ample breasts.

        

        My head filled with the erotic scent of her skin and the faint smell of sweat.

        The heat radiating from her aroused body and the soft pressure against my face...

        

        "Mph, mph—!"

        "Haah...!♥ Love it, I love you, Eunhyuk♥ Love it...♥♥"

        

        It truly felt like she was in "heat."

        

        She was being so much more aggressive than usual, when she typically just accepted things... ugh.

        ...It felt like I was the one being devoured.

        

        "Ce-Cecilia...?"

        "Haah—! Haah...!♥"

        

      

      
        Suddenly, Cecilia raised her upper body with a swift motion.

        Before I could say anything, she glanced behind her and then...

        

        "Uh?!"

        "...♥♥"

        

        She shifted her position slightly and straddled my half-swollen crotch with her legs spread.

        

        A hot, soft sensation enveloped my lower body stickily.

        

        "Mmm♥"

        "Uwah...!"

        

        She placed her hands on my chest and began grinding her hips back and forth.

        

        Faint squelching sounds accompanied the sticky love juices soaking my crotch.

        The intensely hot and tingling sensation naturally drew blood to my still partially flaccid member.

        

        My head was spinning. The room was filled with the scent of a female in heat.

        ...It felt good.

        

        "Haah...♥ ...Mmm♥"

        "Cecilia...."

        "I'm sorry, Eunhyuk...♥ I don't think I can wait. I don't think I can wait until night...♥ My body's so hot...."

        

        Her hot breath gently touched my face.

        

        Cecilia squirmed her hips, consumed by lust.

        As I racked my dizzy brain trying to figure out what to do, I suddenly noticed something mixed with excitement in her expression.

        

        "I'm sorry♥ I'm sorry for being so lewd.... I, I...."

        

        Guilt?

        Or frustration.

        

        Was she embarrassed about giving in to her instincts, or was she sorry about practically forcing herself on me?

        ...Judging by Cecilia's personality, it was probably more of the latter.

        

        "Cecilia...."

        "Huu♥ Mmm...♥"

        "Cecilia?"

        "Um, yes...?♥"

        "...Do you want to do it?"

        

        I asked directly, not wanting to waste time beating around the bush.

        

        Cecilia nodded her head earnestly, though she seemed conflicted.

        Looking at her admirably trying to maintain her reason despite the difficulty, I smiled vaguely and spoke.

        

        "It's daytime, everything's clearly visible. Are you okay with that?"

        "Mm...."

        "Are you sure you won't regret it later?"

        "...Mm...."

        

        Both questions I asked to confirm were answered affirmatively.

        In that case, there was no reason to hesitate.

        

        "Then it's fine."

        "Eh...?"

        "...You can do as you wish, Cecilia."

        

        She was the one who originally said she would hold back because "it's too bright and embarrassing."

        She probably felt bad about forcing herself on me, but from my perspective, it was a complete misunderstanding.

        

        I had been prepared to be pounced on from the start.

        

        It didn't matter when it happened.

        From the moment I became aware of her heat cycle today, I had simply been waiting for Cecilia to be mentally ready.

        

        After all—

        

        "Didn't you say 'be prepared tomorrow'~?"

        "Huh...?"

        "I've been prepared and waiting, and now you're hesitating after coming this far?"

        

        That one phrase Cecilia had uttered while bathing yesterday.

        The agreement had already been made the moment I took those words to heart.

        

        So...

        

        "I'll accept you, so you can come at me without holding back, Cecilia."

        

        Sometimes I want to experience being on the receiving end too.

        That was my honest feeling.

        

        "......♥"

        "Mm...."

        "Chu...♥♥ Haum.... Chu, mmm......♥"

        

        Cecilia, washing away the anxiety from her expression at my words, slowly pressed her lips against mine.

        

        At first slowly, gently, as if savoring the taste.

        

        "Slurp...♥♥ Slurp, mmm.... Haah...♥ Haum!♥ Slurp!♥ Chu, mmm...!♥ Haum...!"

      

      
        "Mmm.... Chu...."

        

        And gradually.

        

        "Haah...!♥ Chu!♥ Hmm, mmm...!♥ Slurp!♥ Mm, yes!♥ Haah......!♥♥ Chu!♥!"

        "...!"

        

        More and more.

        

        "Sluuurp...!♥♥ Haah!!♥ Haah, haum!♥ Hueh...♥♥ Mmm...! Chu, chu...!!♥"

        "Haum, mm...!"

        

        A primal excitement crept into my mind with each increasingly passionate kiss.

        

        Cecilia held my face firmly with both hands, intertwining her tongue with mine frantically as if determined to explore every part of me.

        

        "...Haaah...♥♥"

        

        The intense kiss, filled with nothing but wet sounds, lasted only a moment.

        Eventually, Cecilia pulled her face away with a regretful expression, then sat up and, while breathing heavily, gently tugged at the sash of her yukata.

        

        "...♥"

        "Wow...."

        

        The sash fell to the floor with a soft rustle, and the yukata, now without its fastening, gently parted on both sides.

        Looking at what was revealed between them, I couldn't help but be speechless.

        

        A face melting with sensuality.

        Snow-white shoulders, an enchanting neckline.

        And below that.

        

        Two large fruits drawing feminine curves, secretly hidden beneath her clothes.

        At their tips, pink nipples shyly protruding as if embarrassed....

        

        A soft, plump lower abdomen that seemed to beg to be touched.

        And even lower. Between her legs.

        

        The secret crevice of a girl, clearly visible between her slightly parted thighs.

        

        Her honey, already trickling stickily down her thighs as if to tempt the viewer, was more than enough to easily shake my reason, like that of a flower.

        

        "...You weren't wearing underwear...?"

        "Mm......♥"

        

        Is it because it's a yukata that she didn't wear underwear?

        ...Before I could voice this question, she slowly lowered her hips in her half-naked state—

        

        "Squish—...♥"

        "Huah...."

        

        She pressed her pussy, already so wet that foreplay was unnecessary, firmly against my crotch again.

        

        Sticky love juices dripping down. Clothes getting soaked.

        I couldn't help but gasp at the kiss between our membranes with only thin fabric between them.

        

        "...Hihi♥"

        "!"

        

        Finding my reaction amusing, Cecilia began to sway her hips back and forth with a playful smile.

        

        The sensation of flower petals stroking my cock from top to bottom was vivid even through my pants.

        Hot and sticky, making blood rush more and more to my already fully erect member.

        

        "Ugh. Cecili, ah...!"

        "...Heheh♥"

        

        Suddenly I heard a satisfied laugh.

        

        Then Cecilia rose up, leaving strings of sticky love juice behind, and stopped me with a gesture when I tried to get up too. She slowly removed my yukata and pulled down my underwear.

        

        "......♥"

        

        Cecilia gazed at my cock that sprang out with an ecstatic expression.

        

        Then, holding the base of my cock with both hands as if it were something precious,

        

        "...Beh—...♥♥"

        "Hik?!"

        

        She stuck out her hot tongue and licked the sensitive underside of my cock from bottom to top with a sticky motion.

        

        My hips jerked up at the intense stimulation!

        Regardless, her sticky caresses continued like she was licking a lollipop, making me breathe hot breaths and tremble.

        

        "Heheh♥ ...Chu♥"

        "Uwah."

        

        Then she kissed the tip of my cock where precum had formed, as if it were a gift.

        

        Seeing me flinch again, she flashed a playful smile and—

        

        "...Haah......♥"

        

        Slowly raised her body and pressed her precious slit firmly against my erect tip.
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        The hot, cracked entrance touched the tip of my glans, causing a small, squelching sound to echo.

        

        Her love juices, overflowing like a hungry beast, coated my cock with a sticky wetness.

        With her hips slightly lowered, ready for insertion, Cecilia looked down at me with passionate eyes and soon spoke with a voice full of excitement.

        

        "Can I put it in...?♥"

        "...Yeah."

        

        This position was a first for both of us.

        

        Cecilia mounting me and moving on her own—the cowgirl position.

        What would it feel like to have her move on her own, when she usually just received my movements? Excitement and anticipation mixed together, making my mind slick with desire.

        

        "...♥"

        

        Cecilia smiled loosely, her face flushed red.

        Though seemingly a bit nervous, a few deep, hot breaths escaped from her lips.

        

        Then, determined, she placed her hands on my chest.

        After gulping, she began to lower her hips—

        

        "Ah, w-wait a second!"

        "Hyaang?!♥"

        

        ...just before she could, I hurriedly reached out and firmly grabbed her buttocks.

        

        As my hands filled with the soft sensation, an erotic moan burst from Cecilia's lips.

        

        But soon realizing that the insertion had been stopped, she looked up at me, panting.

        Without speaking, her teary sky-blue eyes conveyed the message: "...Whyyy...?"

        

        "...We need to put on a condom."

        "Hue...?♥"

        

        Looking at her desperate expression, I still carefully spoke up.

        

        A beast-person's heat is their fertile period.

        In other words, her "dangerous days."

        

        Until now, I'd always finished inside without thinking about it... but I couldn't do that today.

        

        "...We could just do it without..."

        "No."

        

        It wasn't for my sake, but for Cecilia's that we couldn't.

        I understood her frustration at being interrupted, but some things needed to be respected.

        

        "...Mmm...."

        

        Fortunately, my firm tone prevented Cecilia from protesting further.

        

        She shifted her position and crawled toward her bag placed in the corner of the room.

        She unzipped it with a soft sound, took out a box of condoms, removed one, and slunk back toward me.

        

        "...Haum."

        

        She tore open the package with her fangs and took out the soft condom.

        Coming back to my side, she gently wrapped her empty hand around the base of my cock.

        

        "...Ah, by the way, Cecilia—"

        

        Do you know how to put it on?

        ...Before I could even ask, she—

        

        "Umm."

        "?"

        

        Put one side of the condom in her mouth,

        

        "...Chup♥"

        "Ugh!?"

        

        Pressed her lips with the condom against the swollen tip of my glans, and then—

        

        "...Mmm—......♥♥"

        "Huah...?!"

        

        Swallowed my cock whole, putting on the condom with her mouth.

        

        "Kugh!"

        "...Cough♥ ...Puhaa...!♥"

        

        However, her small mouth could only take in about half of it.

        With a small cough, she soon pulled it out and, as if it were an apple, showered the glans with kisses while using her hands to finish rolling down the rest of the condom.

        

        "Chu♥ Chuup...♥"

      

      
        "Ugh. ...Where did you learn to... Woah!?"

        "—♥♥"

        

        Cecilia pounced on me suddenly, as if she'd been patient long enough.

        My heart reflexively leaped at her wild gaze.

        

        "Huu—...♥ Huu—...♥"

        

        I could see Cecilia looking down at me, breathing roughly.

        

        Hmm, this was fresh.

        So this is what it feels like to be pounced on.

        

        ...But even in this situation, I was such a pushover for finding Cecilia nothing but adorable.

        

        Feeling a mix of excitement and affection, I smiled slightly and gently stroked her cheek.

        

        "...You can do whatever you want, Cecilia."

        "Huu.... ...♥"

        

        Cecilia smiled happily and hugged my head tightly.

        Then, nuzzling her face against my neck, she slowly lowered her hips and...

        

        "Uah...."

        "...!♥"

        

        A sticky sound echoed explicitly throughout the room.

        

        The hot sensation of her tightly squeezing my cock.

        The rapidly growing heat.

        

        "Huu!♥ Uuu...! B-big...!♥"

        "Ugh...!"

        

        Her hot breath tickled my ear, and sensual moans echoed directly in my mind.

        Perhaps because she was in heat, her insides were much hotter and stickier than usual, writhing in a way that felt indescribably erotic and good.

        

        If it felt this good with a condom on, what would it feel like without one...?

        

        "Hu, uu...!♥"

        "Kugh...."

        

        Cecilia's moan that escaped then slightly blurred my faint fantasy.

        

        After fully inserting me to the base, she collapsed onto my body.

        As her arms embraced me like she might break and the pleasure tightened around me, I gritted my teeth and strongly hugged her back.

        

        "Haa!♥ Haaa...!♥"

        "Huu...!"

        

        The rough breathing of both of us echoed in the room.

        

        Cecilia trembled in my arms as I held her tightly.

        After a moment, when her trembling had somewhat subsided, she lifted her head slightly, smiled hotly at me, and then...

        

        "...Haum!♥"

        "Mmph?!"

        

        She pressed her lips against mine and began to move her hips.

        

        "Churup!♥ Haum.... Chup♥ Chuup♥"

        "...!"

        

        Erotic kissing sounds filled my mind.

        Lewd wet sounds echoed between our private parts.

        

        "Haa!♥♥ G-good, I love it...♥ Chuup, mmm♥ I love you ungh♥ I love youuu...♥"

        

        Love juices splashed with squelching sounds, and I could feel Cecilia's lower abdomen trembling intensely.

        

        "Feels g-good!♥ Good, g-good...♥ Ku, uh?!♥ ...Haak!♥ Ha, ah...!♥"

        "Cecilia...!"

        

        My head was dizzy, and my body was hot.

        

        Cecilia separated her lips from mine and focused on the pleasure overwhelming her, panting breathlessly.

        Seeing my lover in such a disheveled, erotic state, I felt like I might lose my mind.

        

        "Huu!♥ Haa...!♥ Ha, aah......♥"

        

        After vigorously moving her hips, Cecilia soon collapsed on top of me as if her strength had given out.

        But even then, her hips didn't stop; instead of up-and-down piston movements, she began to rock her hips back and forth.

        

        "Haa...♥♥ This good♥ Good...♥ Huu♥ ...kiss♥ Kiss me, ungh...♥♥"

        

        Cecilia begged with an expression sticky with pleasure.

      

      
        With my mind half-dazed, I reached out, gently held her cheek, and pressed my lips against hers.

        

        "Haum, chup...."

        "Haa...♥ Chuup♥ Haum, mmm.... ...♥ Churup♥ Aeh...♥♥"

        

        A leisurely yet sticky kiss, as if reconfirming our love for each other.

        At the same time, the unceasing squelching sounds of our mating left no room for our excitement and pleasure to stop.

        

        "Mmm, chuup♥ ...puhaa...♥♥"

        "Puha.... ...Does it feel good?"

        "...♥ G-good...♥ Too good♥ Ungh, ungh...!♥ ...I love youuu♥♥"

        "Ugh!"

        

        The slapping, slapping!♥ sounds of piston movements returned.

        

        But it wasn't just simple up-and-down motions; she added a twisting movement of her hips that was incomparably lewd.

        

        "Haa!♥ Aah!♥♥ Good, good...!♥ I love you♥ Ungh, ungh...!♥ Unghhh♥♥"

        "Ku, uh...!"

        

        It was like she was wringing out pleasure.

        Even a succubus couldn't be more erotic than this. It was a movement deliberately designed to milk a man dry.

        

        "Haa! Haa...!♥ ...Chuup!♥ Mmm, haum!♥ Churup, chup...!♥"

        "Ugh, mmph! Haa...!"

        

        Cecilia pounced on me again, sealing my mouth with a sticky kiss.

        

        Her hot tongue frantically licking and sucking inside my mouth. Her hips slapping against me.

        I could feel the urge to ejaculate rising.

        

        "Chuup!♥ Paha...♥ Haa, are you going to cum...?♥"

        

        Somehow knowing this, Cecilia looked at me hotly and asked.

        When I nodded with difficulty, she filled those sky-blue eyes with a mischievous light and—

        

        "...Cum inside me...♥"

        "Kugh!?"

        

        She whispered that in my ear.

        

        My hips jerked up, and pleasure exploded.

        In her depths, as she drove her hips down hard one last time, I released my seed powerfully with a throbbing sensation.

        

        "Ha, ah...! Hik, kuh!"

        "Haa♥♥ H-hot...!♥ Huun, ah♥"

        

        A long, drawn-out ejaculation that seemed to wring everything out of me.

        The semen I released toward her trembling womb was blocked by the condom, and after a moment, leaving me exhausted, Cecilia slowly raised her hips.

        

        "Huaaa...."

        "......"

        "That felt good... ...Cecilia?"

        

        Cecilia smoothly removed the condom.

        Holding the base of my cock, now slick with semen and pre-cum, she took a rough breath and then—

        

        "...Hawup!♥♥"

        "Ugh?!"

        

        She forcefully took my slightly softened cock into her mouth.

        

        "Huu...!♥ Churup♥ ...Uuk...♥♥ Mmm♥ ...Gehok♥"

        "Ku, ah...!"

        

        Her hot tongue licked down my sensitive post-orgasm cock.

        

        Repeating light gags but showing no intention of letting go, she deeply took my cock into her mouth, and only after licking it clean all the way to the base did she finally pull it out.

        

        "...Puhaa—...!♥♥"

        

        A sticky thread of saliva mixed with various fluids stretched between my cock and her mouth.

        

        I was half-dazed by the pleasure of this unexpected cleaning fellatio.

        Glancing at me, she crawled onto the futon and...

        

        "......You can do more, right...?♥"

        

        She lowered her upper body flat and raised her lower half, swaying her buttocks in a cat-like pose to seduce me.

        

        The moment I saw that, I felt blood rushing to my lower body again.

        

        "...Lewd cat."

        "♥"

        

        Throwing off my cumbersome yukata, I moved toward her as she slowly swayed her buttocks.
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        I grasped her snow-white, swaying buttocks firmly with both hands.

        

        "Ahh...♥"

        

        A playful moan echoed in response.

        A glance back at me with eyes full of anticipation.

        

        Cecilia, wagging her tail while completely exposing her most intimate parts.

        

        Her tiny anus twitched shyly, and below it, sticky love juices had dripped down to her thighs.

        

        We had just finished one round, yet she was already begging so lewdly—she was certainly greedy.

        Seeing her like that, ready for a second round without issue, I silently reached for a condom, and

        

        "Mmm...?♥"

        "..."

        

        Suddenly, a mischievous impulse surged within me.

        

        "Kyaah?!♥"

        

        I gently applied pressure with both hands, spreading her secret petals wide open♥.

        

        Her erect clitoris twitched faintly.

        The erotic pink inner flesh, honey overflowing without pause.

        

        "W-wait a moment?!♥ This is too embarrass—"

        "...Slurp."

        "?!♥!♥♥"

        

        Ignoring her rising voice, clearly stimulated by shame, I pressed my lips directly against those soft petals.

        

        "Haah...?!♥♥ W-wait, ngh!?♥ Haa, ah♥ ah♥ hnngh...♥♥"

        "Haah.... Chu."

        "Hnn, ugh...!♥♥"

        

        I gently pressed my lips against her beautifully protruding labia and licked the pink, heated inner flesh with sticky strokes.

        

        The rich female scent filled my nostrils, and an erotic taste filled my mouth.

        I continuously lapped up the endlessly flowing transparent honey, enjoying her moans and the trembling reactions of her body.

        

        "Haah!♥ Ah, aah!♥♥ S-stop, hnngh?!♥♥"

        "Slurp, haah.... Does it feel good?"

        "Uuuh...♥ ...ha, ah...!♥"

        "Don't try to escape."

        "!?♥!♥♥"

        

        I firmly grabbed her snow-white buttocks again as she tried to pull her hips away.

        

        Feeling the soft flesh of her buttocks spring between my fingers, I pressed my face more forcefully between her legs and thrust my tongue deep into her sticky pussy.

        

        "Haah!?♥ Ngh, uuuh......!!♥!♥♥♥"

        

        Cecilia trembled violently, unable to escape or resist as I held her firmly.

        

        Watching her bury her face deep in the blanket while panting violently moments later, I slowly pulled my lips away with a satisfied smile.

        

        "...Phew."

        "Haah―!♥ Haah―!♥♥ Hnn, aaah...♥"

        "Good reaction. Did it feel good?"

        "Ha, aaaah...."

        "Hmm. ...Chu."

        "...Hnngh?!♥ Ah, ah♥ ah♥♥"

        

        Feeling it would be a shame to end just like this, after a moment's thought, I bestowed a few kisses on her soft, protruding clitoris as a gift.

        

        Cecilia's body jumped violently with each wet kissing sound.

        

        Similarly holding her buttocks tightly so she couldn't escape, I finished with about 10 kisses, then finally licked her entire sex from bottom to top in one long stroke.

        

        "Hnn, ugh...!♥♥"

        

        Her firm yet soft clitoris brushed against my tongue, and the sticky overflowing juices lightly moistened my mouth.

        

        Soft labia minora, smooth perineum.

        Finally, after giving her shyly closed anus one sticky lick as well, I was completely satisfied and slowly pulled my mouth away.

        

        "Puhaa...."

        "Ha, nngh♥ Ngh...♥ Haah...♥ Huuuh......♥"

        "...Was I too rough?"

        

        I awkwardly muttered, looking down at Cecilia who was still trembling even after I'd pulled away.

        

        Cecilia had been biting the blanket for some time now.

        Her face was already wet with drool and tears, her eyes unfocused, and her soft naked body sticky with sweat all over.

        

        "...You..."

        "Hmm?"

        "...win...♥"

        

        Cecilia looked back at me with tearful eyes, still biting the blanket.

        At those words that escaped through her teeth, I smiled awkwardly again and gently stroked her back.

        

        "...We're both the same."

        "Ngh...♥"

        "You were the one who tempted me saying you could go more, right...? And well, maybe because I was just on the receiving end until now...."

        "...?"

        

        My sadism and sexual desire were boiling over like never before.

        

        I wanted to tease her cutely, make her pant with lewd sounds beneath me.

        ...I wanted to make her feel good.

        

        Such thoughts filled my head.

        

        "...Cecilia."

        "Mmm...?"

        "Can you, go more?"

        

        I asked lightly as I picked up the condom box I had set aside.

        

        Quickly grasping my intention, she slowly steadied her panting breath, then raised her lower body up again....

        

        "...Yes♥"

        

        She answered while swaying her juice-soaked buttocks from side to side.

        

        ...It seems we're both beasts in equal measure.

        Exhaling my heated breath with a "phew," I put another condom on my already hardened cock.

        

        ***

        

        How many hours had passed like that?

        

      

      
        "Haah!♥♥ Ah!♥ Mmm...!♥♥ Hngh♥ Kiss me...♥ Kiss♥♥"

        "Ngh...! Mmm! Chu...."

        "Haah...♥♥ Slurp, mmm♥ Lick, mm, chu...♥"

        

        The setting sun cast a dim twilight glow into the inn room.

        

        Cecilia and I were entangled, completely naked in an almost wild state, having thrown off all our clothes.

        Despite the sweat running down our bodies, we embraced each other and kissed frantically, exploring each other amid the splashing sounds.

        

        "Good♥ I love it hngh♥♥ Hah, ngh...!♥♥"

        "Haah...! I'm coming, Cecilia...!"

        "Come♥ Inside me...!♥ ...Ngh―!!♥♥"

        

        I had lost count of how many times I had ejaculated.

        

        With a throbbing sensation, I forcefully released hot white fluid inside Cecilia.

        

        The small body of my lover trembling in my arms.

        The pleasure approaching the limit where my mind went blank.

        

        After the long ejaculation, exhausted, Cecilia and I collapsed side by side on the floor, catching our breath.

        

        "Haah―!♥ Haah―♥ Haah, ah―...♥"

        "Phew.... Haah...."

        

        The fatigue was no joke.

        

        It was all Cecilia's fault for being so lewd. Even when I collapsed from exhaustion, I couldn't resist her diligent cleaning fellatio followed by seductive temptation....

        ...Her heat cycle seemed to have a strong influence.

        

        "Haaah.... ...Hngh, I need some water...."

        "Yeah.... I need to drink too...."

        

        I found a half-full bottle among several empty ones rolling on the floor.

        

        Opening the cap and putting it to my lips, the lukewarm water seeped into my body.

        

        "...Puhaa."

        "Me too...."

        "Ah, sure. Here."

        "Mmm.... Gulp."

        

        Cecilia cutely gulped down water with the bottle to her lips.

        Soon the bottle was empty, and after casually setting it down on the floor, Cecilia climbed on top of me and slumped her body again.

        

        "Huaah...."

        "...Tired?"

        "I'm dazed...."

        

        It seemed she was reaching her limit.

        

        I pulled my cock out of her sticky hole and removed the condom full of white fluid with trembling hands.

        

        I tied the opening and tossed it aside.

        Just as I was about to rest for a moment—

        

        "......Haum♥"

        "Whoa?!"

        

        Without fail, Cecilia turned her body and took my cock, sticky with semen and pre-cum, directly into her mouth.

        

        "Slurp...♥ Mm, mmm...♥"

        "Haah, ngh, kuh...!"

        

        It felt like she was sucking out even the remaining semen in my urethra.

        

        The glans, the shaft. Even the split between the glans and shaft....

        After thoroughly licking every part with her tongue, Cecilia pulled away with a pop♥ sound.

        

        She then slithered to my side, turned her body, and lay flat on her back with her front facing upward.

        

        "One more...?"

        "...♥"

        

        What an unreasonable glutton.

        Of course, I was in no position to talk as my groin swelled at the sight.

        

        "Alright.... But this is the last one, okay?"

        "Mm...♥"

        

        Nodding, she picked up the condom box.

        Then, from what had already become quite light, she was about to take out one condom—

        

        "...Oh."

        "?"

        

        —or should have.

        

        "...It's empty."

        "Eh...?"

        

        The box was completely empty.

        There weren't any lying around either.

        

        It seemed we had used up everything that was in there.

        ...Good heavens.

        

        "Ah, um. What should we—"

        "......Hngh."

        

        Cecilia's voice reached my ears as I was flustered.

        As I slowly turned toward where she was, what I saw was....

        

        "...Let's do it...?♥♥"

        

        Cecilia spreading her legs wide, looking at me while spreading her sticky pussy with both hands with a squelching―♥ sound.

        

        My head spun for a moment at the obscene sight of her openly begging.

        

        "My pussy.... It's so~ sticky and hot right now...♥ If you put it in without a condom, it would feel really good...♥♥"

        "..."

        "Please hngh.... Today, I haven't received it inside even once, ...my womb keeps squirming like it's missing something...♥"

        "..."

        "......I'd be happy, if it were Eunhyuk's child...."

        "Ngh...."

        "...♥"

        

        Seeing me flinch, Cecilia licked her lips as if she had won.

        Watching her pitifully wiggling her hips as if asking me to come quickly, I exhaled a long, hot breath and slowly approached her.

        

        "...Cecilia."

        "Mm...? ...Ah♥"

        

        I wrapped my arms around her small, sweat-soaked body.

      

      
        Taking position between her legs, I moved my hips to gently rub the tip of my glans against her pussy.

        

        "Hah♥ Ah...♥ ...Ngh♥ ...Don't tease me...♥♥"

        "Cecilia."

        "...Whaaat~...?♥"

        

        Her hot breath touched my ear.

        Conscious of my pounding heartbeat, I opened my mouth.

        

        "If you get pregnant, I'll take responsibility."

        "...♥"

        

        With that, I slowly pushed my hips forward.

        

        "Haah?!♥ Ah, ngh...!?♥ Mmm!♥ Ngh♥ Ah, aah...♥ Aaaah... ♥♥"

        "Haah, ngh, ngh...!!"

        

        Hot.

        Tight.

        

        Each sticky fold, full of juices and heat, squeezed my entire cock as if craving semen.

        

        It felt incomparably better than earlier with the condom.

        It was on a different level from our usual sex.

        

        "Hngh♥ Ha...♥ ...Fufu♥ Hngh, does it feel good...?♥"

        "It feels like my hips are going to break...."

        "♥♥♥"

        

        It wasn't an exaggeration—it felt so good my head was going crazy.

        

        After inserting to the base, I panted while holding Cecilia's body tightly, catching my breath for a moment.

        

        "Fufu♥ ...Haah♥ Mmm, ...ngh♥♥ Haah♥ Ngh, mm...!♥"

        

        But it seemed Cecilia was also close to her limit.

        

        As if experiencing shallow climaxes repeatedly, her already tight vagina occasionally trembled and squeezed my cock even more.

        

        "Haah―...♥♥ Hngh♥ I want, your hand...."

        "Hmm...?"

        "Hold my hand...♥♥"

        

        Her words, like a child seeking comfort, made me chuckle.

        

        I released the hug and raised my head.

        Then I firmly interlocked fingers with Cecilia, who was making a yearning expression.

        

        "Ehehe...♥♥"

        

        Cecilia smiled happily with both hands firmly held.

        Feeling the warmth transmitted from palm to palm, I whispered softly to her.

        

        "...Shall I move?"

        "Yes...♥♥ ...Haah!?♥ Ngh, ugh...♥♥"

        

        With a squelching sound, I pulled my cock out to the tip, then thrust it back into her with a slap!♥

        

        Love juices overflowed and her body jerked upward.

        I gritted my teeth at the pleasure that felt like my lower body was melting.

        

        "Haah, haah...!!"

        "Hngh...!♥♥ Come♥ More, intensely.... ...Aahn?!♥♥ Ah, ah♥ Aaaah♥?!♥♥"

        

        Slap! Slap! Slap! Slap!♥

        Rough piston movements with no technique, just weight behind them.

        

        The rich female scent filled the room and intense cries of pleasure echoed beyond the walls.

        

        Lewd sounds of fluids rubbing, the violent sound of flesh hitting flesh.

        

        "Kuh, ngh...!!"

        

        Suddenly, I noticed Cecilia not taking her eyes off me despite her panting.

        

        With eyes full of moisture and the utmost affection, calling my name with her lips even as she gasped for breath.

        Squeezing my hands tightly, she whispered:

        

        "...I love youuu...♥♥♥♥"

        

        With those words, I instantly reached my limit.

        

        "Kuh...!"

        "―♥♥♥"

        

        Throb-throb-throb-throb―!!

        ...Throb, throb...―!!!

        

        An intense, long ejaculation—I don't even know how I had any left.

        

        Unable to even moan, Cecilia reached her climax, trembling violently and squeezing my hands tightly.

        

        Her, gasping at the pleasure beyond her limits. Her tightly closed mouth.

        

        After the wave of intense pleasure that left us both unable to speak passed....

        

        "...―Haah!!♥!♥♥♥ Ngh, ugh?!♥!♥♥ Hnngh!♥♥ Ugh, haah...!!♥♥♥"

        "Haah?! Haah, haah...!!"

        

        Finally, we collapsed on top of each other, panting beyond measure.

        

        I could hear our pounding hearts.

        A melting pleasure enveloped my entire body.

        

        Suddenly, I saw Cecilia looking at me right in front of me.

        Without thinking, on impulse, I pressed my lips against hers.

        

        "Mmm... Chu, mm...."

        "Haah...♥♥ Chu...♥ Slurp, mm...♥"

        

        The kiss continued.

        

        Eventually, I slowly pulled out my cock....

        Glancing at her pussy spilling white fluid, I whispered sweetly to my lovely lover before me.

        

        "...I love you, Cecilia."

        "I love you too...♥♥"

        

        We pressed our lips together again, exchanging our heat.

        

        Amid the faint sounds of wetness and exhausted moans.

        Between them, we simply continued kissing until we both calmed down.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.144The Warmest Morning in the World

      
        "Kuul—..."

        "...mmm......"

        

        The clear chirping of birds and fresh morning air greeted me warmly as I lay intoxicated with sleep.

        

        Curling sunlight, the soft fluffy touch of the blanket.

        The sensation of my tail brushing against the blanket feels nice.

        

        Feeling the fatigue throughout my body, I slowly lifted my eyelids.

        

        "Kuul—..."

        "..."

        

        And sure enough, the first thing I saw upon opening my eyes was Eunhyuk, still deep in sleep.

        

        His straight nose. His neat eyelashes.

        Those lips that had gently pressed against mine, and the firm chest slightly visible beneath.

        

        Eunhyuk sleeping with such a peaceful expression, unaware that day had broken...

        

        "This is unusual."

        

        I reached out to tap his cheek and muttered in a small voice.

        

        "I've seen him drowsy in the morning plenty of times, but rarely unable to get up..."

        

        Eunhyuk is usually a morning person.

        Normally when I wake up first, he follows shortly after, but today there was no sign of that happening.

        

        "Is he tired...?"

        

        Has travel fatigue built up?

        Or, hmm, did we stay up particularly late yesterday?

        

        ...Wait.

        What did we do yesterday...?

        

        "...hmm?"

        

        My memory feels hazy.

        It's foggy, like there's mist... Is it because I'm not fully awake yet?

        

        "Yesterday I definitely woke up in the morning, talked with Eunhyuk..."

        

        We ate breakfast. We didn't go out but just lounged around in the room together.

        

        Around lunch? Eunhyuk brought out a board game and we played it together...

        

        And then.

        After that—

        

        [I like you, I like you, Eunhyuk♥ I like you...♥♥]

        

        Ah.

        

        [Chu♥ Chuup...♥ ...—♥♥]

        

        Ah—!

        

        [......We can do more...?♥]

        

        ......!!!

        

        "Huah...?!!"

        

        I-I remember,

        I remember...?! W-wait! ...Huuuuh......!!!

        

        "...—!!"

        "Mmm...?"

        

        ...Memories flooding back.

        Yesterday's sensations feeding back to me.

        

        Unable to contain my overwhelming embarrassment, I buried my face in Eunhyuk's chest and fidgeted restlessly.

        

        Y-yesterday I!

        I...!

        I was in heat! And with Eunhyuk, I, I...!!

        

        "Huuuuh...!!"

        "...?"

        

        I must have been crazy, must have been crazy...!!

        

        Pouncing on him and seducing him when it would have been embarrassing enough just doing it normally...!?

        Why, why was yesterday's me so bold...!!

        

        "Hiyaaaa......"

        "?"

        

        ...My face is hot.

        My body is hot too. And I can barely muster any strength...

        

        Now that I notice, my voice is quite hoarse.

        My waist hurts. ...And between my legs is also a bit, well...

        

        "...Hmm."

        

        We really did it a lot, didn't we.

        Winter heat is truly frightening... I never knew since I always spent it alone before.

        

        It felt like my brakes were broken.

        ...I'm really glad it was Eunhyuk who was with me.

        

        It felt good.

        From daytime until sunset, embracing each other naked, kissing, joining our bodies.

        Whispering love and craving affection. It felt indescribably good.

        

        The feeling of loving.

        

        The feeling of being loved.

      

      
        

        The faint desire sleeping deep in my heart, being filled warmly and gently...

        

        ...But it was just as embarrassing!

        At the time I was half out of my mind so I didn't realize, but looking back now, I really did so many embarrassing things.

        

        ...Though it felt good.

        

        "Mmm..."

        "..."

        

        ......My body feels heavy.

        My waist hurts.

        

        But thinking about it, from the middle it wasn't so much me pouncing on Eunhyuk as him pouncing on me...?

        

        Of course, I was the one who seduced him, but how should I put it.

        ...Like the roles got reversed?

        

        Like I tried to tease him but ended up being teased instead.

        To begin with, it was rare for me to be the aggressor. It was a strange feeling.

        

        "Still, mmm..."

        "?"

        "...it was good..."

        "..."

        

        I snuggled deeply into Eunhyuk's warm embrace and murmured quietly.

        

        Despite the embarrassment, the physical discomfort, in the end only one conclusion remained.

        

        'I was happy.'

        

        Indescribably happy. That's all there was to it.

        

        "Someday again, umm..."

        "...You want to do it again?"

        "?!!"

        

        At the sudden voice, I jumped with a start!!

        

        I pulled back almost leaping and raised my head.

        There I saw Eunhyuk's face looking at me with a chuckling laugh.

        

        "I was wondering when you'd notice~ I've been waiting curiously."

        "...You were awake...?"

        "Yes."

        "Since when...?"

        "Since you started writhing around?"

        

        That's almost from the beginning.

        You mean you were just quietly watching me talking to myself and squirming around all this time?

        ...The whole time?

        

        "Uugh...!"

        

        I could feel the heat rushing to my face.

        

        My shoulders trembled, my lips quivered with embarrassment beyond my limit.

        

        My clenched fists tightened.

        

        Really...

        Really...!

        

        I stared at the chest in front of me with intense eyes.

        I'll give him a punch in return...!

        

        As I clenched my fist with that thought—

        

        "...Huhu♪"

        

        A loving laugh, as if he couldn't help finding me adorable, reached my ears.

        

        "...Good morning, Cecilia."

        "Hueh?"

        

        Then, with a small "chu" sound, a warm sensation spread across my forehead.

        

        Eunhyuk smiling gently as he looked down at me after removing his lips.

        With that gentle touch stroking my head and ears as if I were precious, I had no way to resist...

        

        "......Good mowning..."

        

        I unclenched my fist and snuggled back into my lover's embrace.

        

        It was warm and cozy.

        ...It felt like happiness.

        

        ***

        

        "Here? Does it hurt most here?"

        "Mmm, just a little lower... ...Ah♪ There, theere...♬ Mmm...!♥"

        

        A sensual voice escaped from my lips without my control.

        

        Me, naked and flopped face-down on the blanket.

        Eunhyuk, mounted on top of me.

        

        ...It's not anything weird, okay?

        He was just giving me a massage.

        

        "Huaaa...♬"

        

        I couldn't help but let out sounds as he pressed firmly on my lower back.

        Even trying to hold back was useless. With each press of his fingers, my voice kept leaking out in various ways.

        

        That's because Eunhyuk was really skilled at this... mmm♬

        The way he pressed and released the knotted muscles felt indescribably good.

        

        "...~♬"

        "Alright... Want me to do your legs too?"

      

      
        "Yes pleease..."

        

        I spoke to Eunhyuk in a voice that sounded relaxed even to my own ears.

        Then as I felt him smoothly move down to my legs, I stretched out with an ecstatic sigh.

        

        "Mmmmm~~!♥"

        "Wow, these are really tight."

        "Hehe. Well of course, after doing it so much yesterday~... Is your body okay, Eunhyuk?"

        "Hmm, better than I expected. Thanks for worrying, Cecilia. ...Though I never expected we'd use up all the condoms I brought."

        "How many were in the pack?"

        "I think 6? 8? 10 maybe...?"

        "Oh come on, no way~."

        

        There's no way we did it ten times, right~?

        Even I don't remember the middle parts clearly, but surely we couldn't have done it that much...

        ......Right?

        

        "By the way~ After all that, we still managed to wash up and go to bed properly."

        "Ah~. Right, washing was tough too~. You carried and washed me when I couldn't move because my waist gave out~..."

        "And we changed to fresh bedding while groaning?"

        "Yeah, yeah! ...Ah, that spot feels goood...♬"

        

        Mmm, leg massages feel nice too~♥

        It was absolute heaven. Really.

        

        "...So how are you feeling overall, Cecilia?"

        "Hmm? Well~ Just as you see? Apart from my limbs feeling heavy and my waist being weak, not much..."

        "No, not that."

        "Huh?"

        

        What is he trying to ask?

        As I tilted my head in confusion, Eunhyuk continued in a somewhat cautious tone.

        

        "Like, your stomach. Or if you're feeling strange in any way..."

        "Hmm...?"

        "...Never mind, it's noth—"

        "Aha."

        

        And then I suddenly realized.

        What Eunhyuk was concerned about.

        

        "...Are you worried about that one time you finished inside at the end~?"

        

        At my direct question, Eunhyuk's body immediately flinched!

        He's so easy to read.

        

        "We did run out of condoms~... But I was the one who begged for it, so you don't need to worry, Eunhyuk?"

        "...Still, it's my lover's body. Of course I'm concerned."

        "...♥"

        "If something happens, I'm prepared to take responsibility. But still, if I think about you possibly suffering because of it, my heart feels a bit...—Whoa?!"

        "Yah~!"

        

        I flipped our positions, pushing aside Eunhyuk who had stopped massaging.

        

        Now the opposite of before—Eunhyuk on the bottom and me on top.

        Looking down at Eunhyuk who was staring up at me in surprise, I smiled and spoke.

        

        "Why would I suffer~?"

        "Well. ...You might think later, even if it's a remote possibility, 'I should have been more careful, I should have held back'..."

        "You don't understand, Eunhyuk~."

        

        So basically he's saying:

        

        Aren't I worried I might regret what I did during heat, when my reason was clouded~?

        And similarly, he doesn't feel completely at ease for giving in to temptation and enabling it...

        

        He's so kind, really.

        But that worry was meaningless from the start.

        

        "If I got pregnant, I'd be happy."

        "...!"

        "And while it's true my reason gets clouded during heat, it doesn't disappear completely~? Actually, my frenzy yesterday was less because of the heat and more because—"

        

        I reached out.

        Gently caressing Eunhyuk's thick fingers, I continued.

        

        "—...it was you, no one else but you, right in front of me."

        "..."

        "Because I like you, because I love you. I couldn't resist."

        

        If I had disliked it even a little, I wouldn't have begged.

        

        From the depths of my heart I thought it was good, I wanted it.

        I willingly gave myself to Eunhyuk.

        

        "I won't regret it."

        "Cecilia..."

        "...And you'll take responsibility, right~?"

        

        When I asked playfully at the end, a smile bloomed on Eunhyuk's face too.

        Yes. That looked nice.

        

        "Of course."

        "♥"

        

        Because you're the kind of person who says that without hesitation.

        That's why I liked it too, Eunhyuk.

        

        "Well, the chances of pregnancy between different species are suuuper low anyway..."

        "Eh."

        "Heehee, now!"

        

        Cutting off the topic, I smiled and casually extended one arm to Eunhyuk.

        

        "Next, please massage my arm, Eunhyuk!"

        "Yes, yes."

        

        I could feel his thick fingers kneading and caressing my arm.

        Listening to the purring sounds unconsciously escaping me, I smiled contentedly.

        

        I'm happy.

        That's all there was to it.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.145One way or another, lovey-dovey

      
        The setting sun cast a soft orange glow into the room.

        

        "...It's already dusk."

        

        Having stayed indoors due to muscle pain, I hadn't noticed the time passing. Gazing quietly at Cecilia's silver-white ears twitching before me, I murmured in a low voice.

        

        "Our trip is coming to an end~... Feels like it was both long and short."

        "Mmm..."

        "We check out after lunch tomorrow. Then back on the train to home~. Oh, I saw earlier that my mom texted about all of us meeting sometime."

        "...Mmm..."

        "When do you want to meet~? She said we could meet as early as the day after tomorrow—"

        "E-Eunhyuk."

        "Yes~?"

        "...S-stop the sabotage...!"

        

        Cecilia trembled as she concentrated, her hands shaking.

        ...Below her were numerous Jenga blocks neatly arranged.

        

        I grinned again as I watched Cecilia nervously touch the precarious Jenga tower.

        

        Since I couldn't properly go outside due to muscle pain, I had come up with the idea of board games earlier to avoid getting bored just lounging around in the room.

        

        The game of choice was, as you can see, Jenga.

        Unlike the New Year's party, this wasn't couple's Jenga, just regular Jenga.

        

        In a way, this could be considered a revenge match for the unresolved Jenga game from the New Year's party, but...

        

        "...Ah?!"

        "Yay~."

        

        Well, yeah.

        That was easy.

        

        The Jenga tower collapsed with a crash under Cecilia's fingertips.

        

        Looking at her as she hung her head in defeat, I spoke cheerfully, my voice still carrying traces of laughter.

        

        "Three wins in a row~!"

        "Uuugh...!"

        

        Cecilia thumped the floor with her tail and trembled all over.

        She seemed quite frustrated about losing all three matches.

        

        A moment later, she jerked her head up, her pretty face flushed bright red, and cried out with teary eyes.

        

        "One more game!"

        "I'm fine with that, but you have to take the penalty, you know?"

        "...Haah."

        

        After all, playing games without stakes would lack excitement.

        We had set a penalty before starting: "The loser must grant one wish to the winner."

        

        There weren't any particular restrictions on the wishes, so technically anything could be requested...

        

        "Come~ here?"

        "...Mm."

        "~♬"

        

        But I had no intention of doing anything strange—it was just for fun.

        

        As Cecilia crept closer, I gently patted her cheek a couple of times.

        She closed her eyes at the touch. A soft purring sound filled the air.

        

        I gazed quietly at her lovely features with her eyes closed right in front of me.

        Then, tilting my head slightly, I softly pressed my lips against her straight, delicate nose bridge.

        

        "...Chu."

        "Mmm...."

        

        Her body trembled slightly.

        A faint voice.

        

        After my lips parted from her, she opened her eyes and, blushing for a different reason than before, murmured in a shy voice.

        

        "...Isn't that too mild for a wish, Eunhyuk?"

        "Why? Would you like me to do more?"

        "Th-that's not what I meant!"

        

        Cecilia flailed her arms in surprise and embarrassment.

        Her innocent reaction was incredibly cute.

        

        "Uuu...! I mean you could kiss me without using a wish! Isn't it a waste to use a wish for something like that?"

        "True. There's no difference in a kiss whether it's done normally or as a wish."

        "Exactly!"

        "But I wanted to do it that way. Your reaction is cute."

        "Eh. Um. ...Auuu...."

        

        Flustered by the sudden attack, Cecilia hung her head again.

        

        While her ears drooped in embarrassment, her cat tail swayed happily—a striking contrast.

        

        She was cute. Really cute.

        

        "...Uuu, let's play one more round!"

      

      
        "Of course."

        

        I nodded with a smile as she raised her head and shouted.

        

        As much as you want.

        Murmuring that inwardly, Cecilia and I began rebuilding the collapsed Jenga tower together.

        

        ***

        

        Time passed, and evening arrived.

        

        "It's frustrating...."

        "Hehe."

        

        Cecilia, who had finished dinner early, lay across my lap and muttered in a small voice.

        

        In the end, the two additional rounds of Jenga both ended in my victory.

        A total of 5 wins out of 5 games. A perfect victory.

        

        "How are you so good at this, Eunhyuuuk...?"

        "It's just a difference in experience, that's all."

        

        I used to play Jenga occasionally during my school days.

        Plus, I'm relatively good with my hands.

        

        Naturally, I was bound to be better than Cecilia, who had almost no experience.

        

        "But you were doing well toward the end?"

        "...Hmph."

        

        ...Maybe I crushed her too mercilessly.

        

        Still lying across my lap, Cecilia turned her head to the side with a swift motion.

        Seeing her making it obvious that she was sulking, I smiled softly and gently stroked her silver-white hair.

        

        "Mmm...."

        "Is our Cecilia angry~?"

        "..."

        "Frustrated?"

        "..."

        "Annoyed because you kept losing~?"

        "..."

        

        Despite my gentle stroking and questions, no answer came.

        

        She seemed genuinely upset for once, stubbornly avoiding my gaze, but...

        

        "......"

        "Hmm?"

        

        I suppose the body is honest, as they say.

        Suddenly, I noticed her silver-white tail gently swaying whenever I stroked her.

        

        When I ran my fingers through her hair with a rustle, her tail would trace a leisurely arc from side to side.

        

        When I gently kneaded her soft ears, the tip of her tail would quiver slightly as if in pleasure.

        

        The soft purring sound that filled the quiet room was an added bonus.

        

        "..."

        "..."

        

        A cat.

        There's a cat right here.

        

        "...Pfft. Hehehe...."

        "Wh-why are you laughing?!"

        

        Laughter suddenly burst out of me.

        

        Cecilia turned to look at me with a bright red face and raised her voice sharply.

        With my hand still on her head, I trembled with suppressed laughter, making choked sounds.

        

        "Kuk, khehe...!"

        "...Uuuu...."

        

        Ahh~~ really.

        

        Is it because she's a beastkin that she finds it difficult to hide her emotions?

        But for someone supposedly trying to hide her feelings, she was so obviously showing her pleasure that I couldn't tell if she was actually trying to conceal anything at all.

        

        Suddenly, I felt like a switch flipped inside me.

        

        "...So cute!!"

        "Hueh?!"

        

        I bent down and wrapped my arms tightly around Cecilia's small body.

        

        Her tiny body jumped in surprise.

        Baby-soft skin, warm body temperature.

        

        As she began to struggle in my embrace, I smiled at the warmth from the hug.

        

        "Let go! Let me gooo...!"

      

      
        "...Chu."

        "Hiyat!?"

        

        Then, on impulse, I pressed my lips against the glimpse of her snow-white nape.

        

        Cecilia's body jerked again.

        A sweet voice escaped her lips.

        

        "W-wait...! That feels, strange.... ...Hiiit...!?"

        

        Cute. Adorable.

        Surrendering to the warm feeling welling up from deep within me, I ignored her continued protests and kept kissing her nape.

        

        "Ha, ugh! Haa, ah...."

        

        How much time passed like that?

        Suddenly, I noticed that Cecilia's struggling seemed to have weakened.

        

        After one final kiss♥, I slowly pulled my lips away.

        Then I saw Cecilia trembling slightly in my arms.

        

        "Eun-hyuk...!"

        

        Cecilia looked at me with a flushed face, breathing heavily.

        

        I gave a wry smile, wondering if I'd gone too far. But regardless of that thought, the switch that had been flipped showed no signs of turning off...

        

        "...Hmm."

        

        I reached out and patted Cecilia's silver-white hair again.

        

        At the same time, I lowered my head and brought my mouth close to her ear.

        And then, I whispered.

        

        "...I love you."

        "Mmh!"

        "I love you, Cecilia. I like you so much♪ You're cute. ...I love you~."

        "Haah...!♥"

        

        'I can't bear how adorable the girl before me is.'

        That was exactly how it felt.

        

        I gently embraced her small body and continued to whisper words of love into her ear.

        

        In response, Cecilia swayed her tail softly~ and gasped with sweet sounds.

        

        And then...

        

        "I get, it alreadyyy...♥"

        

        How much more time passed in that state?

        

        "I, understand already. ...Eunhyuk......"

        

        Cecilia pushed my face away slightly with her trembling hand.

        

        Then, squirming, she turned around to face me directly—

        

        "...♥"

        

        —and in her revealed expression, not a single trace remained of the hostility that had been in her voice earlier.

        

        There was only a pitiful cat looking up at me with a yearning expression... opening and closing her mouth as if wanting something.

        

        "...Cute."

        "♥"

        "Close your eyes?"

        

        At my words, Cecilia slowly closed her eyelids.

        Looking at her neatly closed silver-white eyelashes, I slowly lowered my head toward her.

        

        ...A small sound of a kiss.

        Soft warmth and hot sensation.

        

        When we opened our eyes, we gazed at each other and murmured with affection.

        

        "...I love you, Eunhyuk."

        "I love you, Cecilia."

        

        Although we hadn't done much... days like this weren't bad sometimes.

        That's what I thought about this day.

        

        And as a side note.

        

        "But why suddenly like this...?"

        "It's just, how do I put it, that feeling when the person in front of you suddenly becomes so~ adorable that you can't stand it? ...Haven't you experienced that?"

        "...Ah~~."

        

        It seemed Cecilia had similar experiences to mine, so forming a mutual understanding wasn't difficult.

        

        Her sulking was resolved. My sudden actions were forgiven.

        All in all, it felt like a happy ending kind of day.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.146A Once-in-a-Lifetime Birthday Gift

      
        And then the last day of our journey approached.

        

        "Did you pack everything?"

        "Yeah."

        "You didn't forget anything, right?"

        "I packed everything~."

        

        It was early morning, with birds still chirping outside the window.

        

        Under the warm sunlight pouring in, we had already finished packing and stretched out while looking at our neatly stacked bags.

        

        "Huaaah~..."

        "Mmm~~~."

        

        I caught sight of her adorable silver-white ears twitching and perking up.

        Feeling playful, I reached out to stroke them. Cecilia flinched! Though she trembled slightly, she soon turned to me with a mischievous smile.

        

        "Whaat~?"

        "Oh, nothing?"

        "~♥"

        

        Cecilia smiled seductively with a small purring sound.

        

        She took a step closer to me, interlocked her fingers with mine, and nuzzled her face against my shoulder like a cat.

        

        "Hehe♥"

        "Mmm..."

        

        It was warm and slightly ticklish.

        As she rubbed her face against me, occasionally making playful eye contact, I couldn't help but find her absolutely adorable.

        

        "You seem to be in a good mood today, Cecilia?"

        

        I asked while gently stroking her head in return.

        

        "Nyaah... Hehe. Yes~♪ Of course I'm in a good mood~."

        

        She narrowed her eyes contentedly and purred.

        With her beautiful silver-white hair flowing, Cecilia opened her mouth cheerfully, her bright blue eyes reflecting my image.

        

        "Well, it's my birthday! A day that only comes once a year! Though, to be honest, I didn't really care much about it until last year. But this year..."

        "Because I'm here with you?"

        "......♥"

        

        When I asked, a shy nuzzle came as her answer instead. How cute.

        

        While fondling her soft hand intertwined with mine, I gently stroked her as she leaned against me and asked in a light voice.

        

        "So, birthday girl Cecilia~. We still have quite some time before check-out. Is there anything you want to do before we head home?"

        "Hm? Hmm~.... Ah, the hot spring! Let's go to the open-air bath together, Eunhyuk!"

        "Ah~. Because we didn't get to enjoy it as much as we wanted?"

        "Yes!"

        

        That makes sense. We came all this way for a hot spring trip but didn't actually soak in it much.

        

        A hot spring bath in the early morning.

        It was a good idea.

        

        "Sounds good. Let's go!"

        "Yay~!"

        "I'll check if we've forgotten anything, so go ahead and wash up first."

        "Okay~!"

        

        At my words, Cecilia ran off with excited, childlike steps.

        As I watched her back disappear through the wooden door with a clack...

        

        ...I suddenly swallowed the tension rising within me.

        

        January 4th.

        My birthday, and Cecilia's birthday.

        

        A special day.

        

        "Well... when should I give this to her?"

        

        I murmured in a low voice, feeling the shape hidden in my pocket.

        

        It felt like quite some time had passed since Cecilia and I started living together.

        

        It had been months since I first developed feelings for her lovely smile.

        About a month and a half since we started dating.

        

        Perhaps it was time. Perhaps I could say it now.

        Simultaneously, the desire to get it off my chest as soon as possible mixed with the echoing thought in the back of my mind: "Isn't it still too early?"

        

        "Haah..."

        

        I sighed. My mind was complicated.

        

        This trip I had planned with great determination. Three nights and four days of paradise.

        And separately, the "special gift" I had secretly prepared for her, who had lived such a precious life.

        

        All I had to do was give it to her.

        Give it to her and deliver the lines I had prepared.

        

        However...

        

        "...I'm nervous."

        

        I had been perfectly fine until yesterday.

        Perhaps because it was her actual birthday, a tension that seemed to squeeze my heart enveloped my entire body.

        

        Maybe it was still too early.

        Wouldn't it be better to give it to her at night, when the mood was more appropriate?

        What if I stumbled over my words?

        What if, by some remote chance, Cecilia didn't like it?

        Was the gift I prepared too cheap?... and so on.

        

        I was worried.

        I was anxious.

        

        ...But I couldn't keep hesitating forever.

        

        With a small exhale, I slowly moved toward the door leading to the hot spring.

        —Holding the small box I had taken from my pocket, preciously clutched in my hand.

        

        ***

      

      
        

        "Welcome, Eunhyuk~."

        "Oh? Were you waiting for me? You could have gone in first."

        

        After changing, I opened the door to find Cecilia sitting on a chair, her tail swaying gently as she greeted me warmly.

        

        She was sitting by the shower, swinging her legs, without even entering the hot spring.

        With a mix of curiosity and concern about whether she was cold, I spoke, and she nodded her head as if to say it was fine.

        

        "This much is okay~. And also, I thought it might be nice to try this once..."

        "Hm?"

        "...Hehe. I'll scrub your back, Eunhyuk!"

        

        Her words made me freeze.

        

        My back?

        ...My back?

        

        Belatedly, I noticed the shower towel in her hand.

        

        Wait, really?

        

        "Come on, come on! Don't be shy~!"

        "Whoa!?"

        

        Her sudden tug on my arm threw me off balance.

        I quickly regained my grip on the "bath towel wrapping something inside" that I almost dropped, and sat down on the chair in front of the shower as she guided me.

        

        "I'll spray some water~."

        "O-okay."

        

        I set down the towel I was holding beside me.

        Immediately after, a warm stream of water gently wet my back with a shhh sound.

        

        "Mmm..."

        "~♪"

        

        Back, shoulders.

        Arms, chest, legs, and so on...

        

        Humming a tune, Cecilia lightly wet my body with the shower, then put it down and lathered soap onto the shower towel with a squeaky sound.

        

        "Here we go~."

        "I'll be in your care, then?"

        "♥"

        

        I could see Cecilia smiling brightly through the mirror in front of me.

        

        Being washed by someone else was a first for me since childhood, so I sat awkwardly, not knowing how to position myself...

        

        "...Ooh."

        

        But as soon as her hands touched me, I felt the tension naturally drain from my body.

        

        Cecilia rubbed the shower towel with gentle movements.

        Soon, she moved her other hand as well, carefully caressing my soapy back as if afraid of hurting me.

        

        "How is it? Is the pressure okay? Should I be gentler?"

        "No, it's perfect right now. Mmm..."

        

        A sound escaped my lips at the sensation of her soft hands rubbing my back.

        

        The fragrant soap scent mixed with the hot spring aroma.

        The warm sensation transmitted from her palms to my back.

        

        After sufficiently lathering me up, Cecilia set the towel down.

        Not stopping there, with a playful smile on her face, she began massaging my slippery back, pressing it firmly with both hands.

        

        "Now~ Are there any ticklish spots~?"

        "Ahh... This feels nice..."

        

        It felt like ten years of fatigue was being swept away.

        

        Her hand movements, seemingly imitating the massages I had given her before, weren't particularly skilled, but the sincere intention to relieve my fatigue was so touching that I couldn't bear it.

        

        "...Mmm..."

        

        It feels good.

        If this isn't heaven, what is?

        

        "...I can't give you gifts like you do, Eunhyuk."

        "Hm?"

        

        I suddenly heard Cecilia's murmur.

        

        Before I could ask, she pressed her wet, soft naked body against my back and squeezed tightly.

        

        "...!"

        "I thought hard about what to give you for your birthday? But I couldn't think of anything good. What should I do, what should I do~ Then I thought of..."

        "...This?"

        "Yeah. I wondered if you'd be happy if I served you diligently..."

        

        Cecilia, who had murmured softly, hugged me tightly from behind.

        

        I could feel something soft and squishy pressing against my back.

        A fragrant scent tickled my nose, and the unique warmth of a therianthrope gently enveloped my body.

        

        I heard a purring sound.

        

        "The hot spring trip was really nice."

        "..."

        "I'm satisfied, so I don't need any other elaborate gifts! Just promise me one thing, Eunhyuk! I'll take that as my gift."

        "...You have a specific request?"

        

        Her confident attitude made me chuckle.

        A birthday gift request. How refreshing.

        

        "Despite appearances, I'm greedy. Or rather, you've made me greedy."

        

        Saying that, Cecilia buried her face in the nape of my neck.

        

        With her eyes slowly closing in that position...

        ...after a moment, she spoke in a calm voice.

        

        "Stay with me forever."

        "..."

        "Stay by my side until we become grandparents, Eunhyuk. That's all I need to be happy..."

      

      
        

        A small voice resonating with sincere tone.

        Her hands holding me tight. Quiet breathing.

        

        Cecilia silently waiting for my answer.

        Looking at her reflection in the mirror, I...

        

        "You beat me to it."

        "...Huh??"

        

        Looking at her as she slightly raised her head, I smiled and picked up a basin of water, pouring it between us with a splash.

        

        "Blub―?!"

        "Ugh, splash!"

        "Puha... ...Eh, huh?!"

        

        Quickly wiping off the remaining foam, I picked up the bath towel I had set down earlier.

        In that state, I lifted Cecilia, who had been clinging to me, in a princess carry.

        

        "Eek!?"

        

        Cecilia squirmed slightly in surprise.

        Holding her firmly, I slowly, slowly walked into the steaming hot spring.

        

        "Hueh...?"

        "Upsah..."

        

        Warm heat permeated my entire body.

        After carefully seating her at the edge of the hot spring, she looked at me with round eyes, as if not understanding the situation.

        

        "Eun-h―"

        "Honestly, I don't know if this is right or not! There are things that are firsts for me too."

        

        I spoke first, cutting off Cecilia's words.

        Releasing all my pent-up worries at once, honestly.

        

        "I don't know if it's okay to say this here. I don't know if it's too early to say such things."

        

        Wouldn't a better atmosphere be needed?

        Wouldn't more time be needed?

        

        "After thinking and thinking... I couldn't hold back anymore."

        

        I wanted to tell her as soon as possible.

        I wanted to make her mine even more than she already was.

        

        "...Because it's your birthday."

        

        Because it's a special day.

        Because I felt I wouldn't have the courage if not today.

        

        Vaguely feeling that it had to be now or never.

        

        "So―"

        

        I carefully unrolled the bath towel.

        ―From inside, I took out a small box that glimmered faintly.

        

        "...'Stay with me forever' was actually what I was going to say first, Cecilia."

        

        I heard the sound of her holding her breath.

        

        I set down the towel.

        I carefully held the small box that fit in one hand with both hands, afraid of dropping it.

        

        At a distance where I could reach out and touch her,

        Looking directly at Cecilia's face as she held her breath and widened her eyes.

        

        I,

        

        opened the box.

        

        "―Marry me, Cecilia."

        

        Inside the opened small box, a silver ring sparkled beautifully.

        

        The bright sunlight shining down.

        Beneath it, Cecilia's lips trembled softly.

        

        Her eyes growing moist and her cheeks reddening.

        Her small mouth opening and closing repeatedly, as if not knowing what to say.

        

        The tense moment floated in the air, mixing with the steam.

        Standing between bursting tension and excitement, I quietly waited for her answer.

        

        Plop.

        A single tear fell from her crystal-clear blue eyes.

        

        "...Yes."

        

        And then came that short word.

        A single word filled with countless meanings and emotions.

        

        "...―Yes. Gladly."

        

        What more could I need?

        

        With that one word, that expression.

        I felt as if everything I had was rewarded.

        

        I walked forward through the warm hot spring water.

        Then, I gently embraced Cecilia, who was looking at me tenderly.

        

        "...♬"

        "♥"

        

        I saw her tail swaying gently.

        A beat later, a small purring sound resonated from her throat.

        

        "...I love you, Cecilia."

        "I love you, Eunhyuk. ...From now on, always...♥"

        

        I will love this girl for my entire life.

        

        Holding my purring lover tightly, I made that vow with all my heart.
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        "Mmm~♪ Hmm♬ Ah~ Hehe...♥♥"

        

        Cecilia's blissfully happy laughter echoed lightly through the steam-filled air.

        

        She examined her left hand from different angles, creating gentle splashing sounds in the water. The silver ring on her ring finger gleamed brilliantly in the sunlight.

        

        "~~♪ Ahh~♥"

        "Are you that happy?"

        "I'm so happy!♥"

        

        Cecilia turned toward me with a swift motion, exclaiming in a bright voice. Her expression was so incredibly radiant and filled with happiness—more than I'd ever seen before—that I couldn't help but smile too.

        

        "Of course I am! It's a ring! And not just any ring, but one that Eunhyuk gave to me, to me...!"

        "Because I proposed with it?"

        "~~~♥"

        "Hehe."

        

        At my words, as if she couldn't contain herself any longer, Cecilia rushed over and snuggled tightly into my arms.

        

        With a smile that could melt her cheeks, she nuzzled her face against my chest. Unable to resist her cuteness, I gently stroked her, which made her nuzzle even more happily while purring energetically.

        

        "Hehe. Couple rings with Eunhyuk...♥"

        

        Suddenly noticing my hand stroking her, Cecilia murmured in a happy voice. I also glanced down at my own hand.

        

        My left hand that was stroking Cecilia.

        The beautiful silver ring that sparkled on my ring finger.

        

        It was a matching set with Cecilia's.

        That was natural for engagement rings.

        

        "You're so cute."

        "~♥"

        "Do you like how the ring looks? It's not super expensive, but I did carefully pick it out."

        "Of course! It's so pretty! The craftsmanship is beautiful~ and the color is so pretty too~."

        

        At my words, she looked at the ring finger on her left hand again, then blushed and smiled sweetly.

        

        As I lightly splashed water on her white shoulders peeking above the water, I savored the pleasant purring sound from within my arms and spoke softly.

        

        "It's a silver ring. To be honest, until just now I was a bit nervous and anxious, but seeing how much you like it puts my mind at ease..."

        "How could I not like something you gave me? Something you prepared yourself and gave while proposing~? There's no way I wouldn't love it!"

        

        With a splash, Cecilia looked up at me, sending water droplets flying. I gently stroked her wet silver-white hair, and she gazed up at me with an enraptured expression before snuggling tightly into my arms again.

        

        "Mmm...♥"

        "...You're adorable."

        "Hehe... But when did you prepare the ring? I didn't notice at all."

        "Ah. I prepared it when I booked this inn. I wanted to surprise you on your birthday, secretly."

        "Aha~? So you planned this surprise from the beginning?"

        "Huh?"

        "No, I mean... how should I put it... I thought this was what you meant yesterday by your 'responsibility.'"

        

        Her words made me flinch.

        

        Well, I suppose that's also true in a way.

        It wasn't my intention, but I can't say the thought never crossed my mind...

        

        "Hmm~?"

        "...No, I just thought that might be true too..."

        "~♥"

        

        I awkwardly smiled and averted my gaze slightly.

        Finding even that amusing, Cecilia smiled brightly and splashed the water playfully.

        

        The warmth from her body in my arms felt comforting.

        

        "So, Eunhyuk..."

        "Yes?"

      

      
        "...When will we get married...?"

        

        Suddenly Cecilia asked in an anxious voice.

        When I turned my head back to her, I could see her face clearly saying 'I hope it's soon' without her having to speak the words.

        

        I couldn't help but smile.

        My earlier worries about 'Isn't it too early to talk about marriage when we haven't been dating that long?' suddenly seemed foolish.

        

        With her being this happy, how could it be too early?

        

        Come to think of it, since we started our relationship by living together, there was no real reason to hesitate.

        

        "Well..."

        

        Of course, I want to get married too.

        Looking at the rings on both our left ring fingers, I nodded lightly.

        

        But how should I put it...

        ...Society is crawling with those pathetic things called "adult circumstances"...

        

        "It will still take some time... Maybe a few months?"

        "Eh~?"

        "Administrative procedures and various things... The laws related to therianthropes aren't perfectly established yet."

        

        Even with Ms. Heewon's help, there would be limitations.

        As much as I regretted it, we'd need more time before we could reach the goal of marriage.

        

        "And well, we should meet my parents at least once before the wedding."

        "Oh? ...Ah~. Come to think of it, we did talk about your father yesterday, didn't we?"

        "Yes. I got a text yesterday saying he wants to meet seriously, possibly as soon as tomorrow."

        

        I said while lightly splashing the warm hot spring water with my hand.

        

        My mother, who has met Cecilia a few times but doesn't know about our marriage plans yet.

        And then there's my father, who hasn't even met Cecilia once.

        

        What kind of conversation will unfold when they meet?

        I felt a complex mix of anticipation and slight anxiety.

        

        "What kind of person is your father?"

        "Hmm~. How should I describe him? He seems a bit gruff, but he's actually quite attentive and caring."

        "I see...?"

        "When I started living on my own, he handed me a folding bathtub saying I should take it with me. And other household appliances too..."

        "He sounds like a good father."

        "Yes, he is."

        

        I nodded while giving a somewhat ambiguous answer.

        

        Of course he's a good father, but hearing someone else say it made me feel a bit itchy inside.

        It was embarrassing.

        

        "I can't wait to meet him~."

        

        Whether she knew my feelings or not, Cecilia murmured while gazing up at the sky.

        ...It was embarrassing.

        

        "By the way, Eunhyuk. I'll probably still be a student when we get married, right?"

        "Huh? Ah~ Probably? I won't make you wait for years, after all. ...But now that I think about it, that's true. Is it okay for a student to get married...?"

        "Is it not allowed?"

        "I don't think it's prohibited..."

        "Then it's fine! Let's invite my classmates to the wedding too!"

        "...You're so innocent. Sure, why not! In that case, we should set the date on a school holiday, right? Would Saturday be good?"

        

        Plans for our future wedding blossomed as a new topic of conversation.

        

        In the warm hot spring, holding each other lightly, we chattered face to face, sharing our thoughts.

        

        "Who should we ask to officiate? Among people I know, hmm, Jaeseop hyung...?"

        "I think Eunhwan would be good too."

      

      
        "Eunhwan... wouldn't be bad either. He's energetic. And his weird speech pattern, well, it's unique in its own way."

        "Or what about Heewon unni? I think she'd be really good at it! She'd probably gladly accept if we asked."

        "...I'm afraid she might get excited and go overboard in the middle of the ceremony."

        

        We talked about the officiant.

        

        "Who should we invite to the ceremony?"

        "Hmm~ I don't think we need to invite too many people? For sure Phil and Hyerim, and Sherry~."

        "And the people from our convenience store."

        "Hehe. It feels like we'll end up with similar members as the year-end party~?"

        

        We discussed who to invite to the wedding.

        

        "We'll need to move to a new place eventually..."

        "I like our current place though?"

        "It's still small. It's fine for just the two of us, but..."

        "Hmm?"

        "...Thinking about having children someday, you know."

        "Oh! ...Yes...♥"

        

        We talked about our home.

        

        "What do you want to do after you graduate, Cecilia?"

        "Hmm~. I wonder? I haven't really thought about it yet..."

        "Personally, I think you'd do well in humanities."

        "Humanities? Liberal arts?"

        "Yes."

        "Hmm... You think so...?"

        

        We discussed future aspirations.

        

        "...If we have children someday, it will get bustling, won't it~?"

        "It will. Do you prefer a boy or a girl, Cecilia?"

        "I'd love either one! If it's your child, I'll love them equally regardless of gender."

        "Hehe. You'll be a wonderful mother~?"

        "Hmm~♪ ...."

        

        We talked about children and family.

        

        And then...

        

        "Cecilia?"

        "Ah, yes?"

        

        I called out to Cecilia, who suddenly had a blank expression.

        She shook her head once, then looked at my face with a clear smile as if nothing had happened.

        

        "What is it?"

        "Are you dizzy? Maybe we've been in the hot spring too long?"

        "Ah~. Yes. Maybe a little."

        "Should we get out now?"

        "Yes~! Ah, yes...♥"

        

        Before getting up, I lightly pressed my lips against the soft ones in front of me with a 'chu'.

        

        A spreading smile. A ticklish purring sound.

        As if once wasn't enough, this time she kissed me back with a chu♥, and with that signal, we both stood up.

        

        "Well... Let's go home!"

        "Yay~."

        

        The trip was ending.

        My long vacation was also gradually coming to an end.

        

        Let's return home and resume our daily lives.

        An ordinary and happy daily life, slightly different from before, with silver rings on our ring fingers.

        

        With that thought, Cecilia and I slowly walked toward the wooden door in front of us.
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        "Hmm-nya hmm-nya..."

        

        I guess there's really nothing like the comfort of your own home after all.

        

        Looking at Cecilia sleeping peacefully on the familiar bed, not even aware that day had broken, I quietly smiled.

        

        "Mmng..."

        "...How cute."

        

        Those pink lips breathing evenly.

        Soft cheeks and long eyelashes. Delicate, pretty features.

        

        Suddenly, I noticed a small hand peeking out from beneath the fluffy white blanket.

        Seeing the silver ring on those slightly wiggling fingers made me feel refreshed with a sense of contentment.

        

        She probably wasn't even used to wearing it yet.

        Seeing her preciously wearing it while sleeping, despite the discomfort, a mixture of joy and tingling kept making me smile uncontrollably.

        

        "Hehe..."

        

        Such a cutie.

        

        I reached out and gently stroked the hair of my lover traveling through dreamland.

        

        "Mmng...♥"

        

        A soft purring sound echoed.

        Her cat ears twitching and trembling in pleasure were absolutely adorable.

        

        "...Mmph."

        "Mmm...?"

        

        After savoring that sound and sensation for a moment, I slowly got up.

        Shaking my foggy head, I looked around.

        

        Familiar walls, familiar furniture.

        Though not as spacious as the inn, it was still sufficiently cozy and comfortable inside.

        

        The apartment I'd been living in for years.

        

        This was my—no, our—familiar home.

        

        "Yaaawn—... Mmm. ...Nngh—..."

        

        I got out of bed and stretched thoroughly.

        

        Come to think of it, it had been quite a while since I'd slept in our bed at home.

        We went on a trip right after the new year began, so... about 5 days?

        

        "Still, home is best... ah, achoo!"

        

        A sneeze burst out as the cold air suddenly tickled my nose.

        Even with the windows closed, the room felt a bit chilly.

        

        "...Now that I think about it, I think I heard it might snow soon, or maybe not..."

        

        Well, it's still early in the year. It wouldn't be strange for it to snow...

        Hmm, snow aside, I don't like it when the weather gets too cold.

        

        I glanced back and pulled the blanket up to the neck of Cecilia, who was still sound asleep.

        While at it, I also slightly raised the boiler temperature using the controller on the wall.

        

        Glancing back to check, the current time was about 7:30.

        Since our long vacation ended yesterday, it was time to eat breakfast, get ready at a leisurely pace, and head to my part-time job after a long break.

        

        "...Yaaawn—... ...Hm?"

        

        As I got up and rubbed my cold calves with my feet, suddenly a phone ringtone echoed through the room.

        I could see 'Mom' displayed on the vibrating phone screen on the table.

        

        "Why a call?"

        

        They did say they'd visit us around this evening, could it be related to that?

        

        Tilting my head curiously, I picked up the phone.

        

        "Hello? ...Ah. Belated happy new year."

        [Oh, son~. Happy new year to you too~. Did I wake you up?]

        "No, not at all. I just happened to wake up a moment ago."

        

        Since the call came right after I woke up, there was no problem.

        I was just wondering why she called so early in the morning.

        If it was about their visit, she could have called around noon without any issue...

        

        [You know how Mom and Dad said we'd stop by your place today?]

      

      
        "Yes, that's right? That—"

        [We might have to postpone that.]

        "Huh."

        

        Oh my.

        I wonder what happened.

        

        Suddenly, I heard rustling behind me.

        Assuming it was Cecilia stirring, I ignored it for now and continued the conversation over the phone.

        

        "Did something happen?"

        [Well~ it's not a big deal exactly...]

        "Yes, yes."

        [...Your dad caught a bad cold...]

        "Ah..."

        

        It wasn't as complicated a reason as I thought.

        A cold, huh. Well, the weather has been quite chilly lately.

        

        [They say there's a nasty cold going around these days...]

        "Ah yes. Nothing's as annoying as winter colds making the rounds."

        [You can say that again. Anyway, he's taken medicine now and we're getting ready to go to the hospital when it opens, but I thought I should call first before going.]

        "Yes, yes... Please tell him to rest well, even if it means delaying the visit. Since it's Dad's first meeting with Cecilia, it's better to meet when he's healthy, right?"

        [Look at you with your sweet words~. Alright, I'll tell him~.]

        "Yes, rest well."

        

        With a click, the call ended.

        Staring at the phone screen indicating the end of the call, I worriedly rubbed my chin.

        

        A cold in this freezing winter.

        I felt sorry knowing he would probably suffer a bit.

        

        Still, he's a healthy person, and Mom will be by his side, so it shouldn't get too serious...

        

        "...Hope he gets better soon."

        

        So we can share the engagement news and have the family meeting.

        

        ...Hmm, a family meeting.

        Since it's essentially a meeting between the families of an engaged couple, it is indeed a family meeting, but hmm...

        

        "..."

        

        Something felt slightly off.

        It was a feeling I had briefly yesterday too, while bathing.

        

        Like having a tiny fish bone stuck between your teeth while enjoying a delicious fish.

        

        The cause was probably, I'm guessing—

        

        "Who was on the phone~...?"

        "Eek!"

        

        Just then, someone approached from behind and gently wrapped their arms around my neck.

        

        I turned around with a start.

        There was Cecilia, still looking half-asleep, hugging me with her eyes only half-open.

        

        "You startled me..."

        "Ehehe...♪"

        "Well, good morning Cecilia. I just got a call from my mom."

        "From your mother...?"

        "Yeah. Dad caught a cold, so they'll come visit another time, not today."

        "Oh, dear..."

        

        Cecilia frowned slightly with concern while nuzzling her face against my neck.

        The ticklish sensation of her hair brushing my nape made my body shiver lightly.

        

        "Mmm..."

        "Hmm?"

        "...Good morning, Eunhyuk...♥"

        

        Then she raised her head, looked at my face, and smiled brightly.

        

        She greeted me with a whisper at a distance where our lips would touch if I tilted my head.

        A faint sweet scent reached my nose, and her warm breath tickled my face.

        

        "...Yeah. Good morning~."

        "Hehehe...♥"

        

        When I turned my body to properly embrace her small frame, she wagged her tail gently and let out a happy laugh.

        

        The warm body temperature and soft sensation against my entire body.

        Savoring the purring sound, I gently brushed my lips against my lover's soft nape.

        

      

      
        "Mmm..."

        "...♥"

        

        The small worry from earlier had already sunk to the bottom of my thoughts.

        

        ***

        

        "Ah, you're starting your part-time job again from today...?"

        "Yeah. It's about time to go. ...Will you be okay at home without me?"

        "Of course~. Oh, but Eunhyuk."

        "Yes?"

        

        Time passed and the sun had fully risen on an ordinary morning.

        It was a little past 8:30.

        

        Having finished breakfast, Cecilia and I were cleaning up together while chatting lightly.

        

        "Later today... around lunchtime, can I come visit you at the convenience store where you work?"

        "Hm? Ah, sure. Of course. Do you know the way?"

        "Yep."

        "Then no problem, of course. But why so suddenly?"

        "Just~ because I'll be bored without you."

        "...I see."

        

        Indeed, being alone at home with nothing to do can be quite boring.

        Understanding her reason, I nodded.

        

        "Then since you're coming, should I call Eunhwan and Jaeseop hyung too? The more people to chat with, the better. Though I'm not sure if they can both make it."

        "That sounds great~."

        "Alright... Hmm."

        

        As we talked while working, the dishes were finished before I knew it.

        

        I lightly dried my hands and turned off the faucet.

        

        "Good job, Cecilia."

        "It was nothing~."

        

        I gave a light high-five to Cecilia, who had just finished wiping the table.

        

        Seeing the silver rings on both our left ring fingers side by side made my heart leap and race anew.

        

        "Ahem, ahem. Well then..."

        "Oh. Are you leaving already?"

        "Since it's opening after a long break, I think there'll be quite a bit to do."

        

        Cleaning, stocking shelves, and such.

        Eunhwan, who works the early morning shift, probably handled things lightly, but it wouldn't hurt to go early.

        

        I picked up my coat that was hanging on the chair and put it on.

        As I went to the entrance and put on my shoes, Cecilia followed with a pitter-patter and gazed at me intently, sending a wordless message.

        

        "Hmm?"

        "Mmm!"

        "...Yes?"

        "Mmm!"

        

        Cecilia leaned her face forward with her arms behind her back.

        Judging by her expression and wagging tail, she seemed to want something...

        

        "...Ah."

        

        I see.

        

        Finally realizing her intention, I awkwardly smiled and gently cupped Cecilia's cheeks with both hands.

        

        Cecilia looked up at me with an expectant expression.

        Feeling the soft, warm sensation of her cheeks, I slowly leaned toward her.

        

        "...Chu."

        "Mmm...♥ Hehe♥"

        

        Our lips met with a light smack.

        When I pulled away, I saw Cecilia beaming happily.

        

        "Alright. I'll be back, Cecilia."

        "Have a good day~."

        

        Smiling slightly at the soft sensation lingering on my lips, I slowly reached out and opened the front door.

        As soon as I did, a cold wind hit my face, and... I suddenly noticed something.

        

        "Oh?"

        

        It was snowing for the first time in a while.
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        "...Ah. Long time no see, senior~. Did you enjoy your vacation~~?"

        "Yeah, it's been a while. I had a good rest during my break... ugh, it's cold."

        

        Our beloved convenience store that I've returned to after quite some time.

        Stomping the snow off my shoes as I entered, I shivered slightly and rubbed my arms briskly.

        

        "Is it very cold outside?"

        "I'm freezing to death, absolutely freezing. The snow isn't falling that heavily, surprisingly, but the temperature is no joke."

        "There was a cold wave advisory earlier~."

        "Still, by the time the sun rises and I head back, it should warm up a bit. What about you when you go home?"

        "I'll endure with sheer willpower."

        "...Fair enough."

        

        Fair enough. He was undoubtedly the number one in physical strength among our convenience store staff, so worrying about him would be pointless.

        

        I quickly went to the storage room to change clothes and came back out.

        Then, as I approached Eunhwan, who was guarding the counter like a sentinel to proceed with the handover...

        

        "...Hmm??"

        "Huh, what's wrong?"

        

        I was startled and stopped in my tracks when she suddenly stared at me with wide eyes.

        

        "Ohhh. ...Wow~~. Senior~~."

        "...What. What's with that reaction."

        

        I took a step back at her creepy response.

        

        What's wrong with her...?

        

        Did I do something strange?

        I just came to work normally and changed clothes normally, just like before my vacation.

        

        It hasn't been that long since we met at the beginning of the year, and there's nothing particularly different between then and now—...

        

        ...Ah~.

        

        "Is the ring pretty~~?"

        "...Ah~..."

        

        There was something different between then and now.

        

        Right. That's it.

        I'm wearing a ring now....

        And quite obviously on the ring finger of my left hand.

        

        I can't believe I didn't realize this sooner. Really.

        I must have been quite elated without even noticing it myself.

        

        While finding it ridiculous, I was also secretly a bit embarrassed by my careless mistake.

        

        "Hmm~? What is it~? Is it a wedding ring? Are you finally getting married~~?"

        "...Not yet."

        "Not yet~? So it's an engagement ring~~? I heard you two went on a trip together, did you propose there? Since yesterday was your birthday, did you say something like 'Would you let me take responsibility for your life as my birthday present?' or something like that~?"

        

        Oh, that snarky mouth...

        I've never hated her motor-like running tongue as much as I do now.

        

        But I couldn't really say anything since she was pretty much on the mark.

        Of course, the proposal line wasn't exactly that... but anyway.

        

        "...Aah! Shut up! Just do the handover, the handover!"

        "Eh~? Are you embarrassed~? ...Shy senior?"

        

        Oh, come on.

        

        "...Just work, work!"

        "Hehe. Then I'll let it slide for now. Look forward to later, senior~."

        

        Now I'm dreading what's to come...

        

        I hung my head dejectedly while Eunhwan cheerfully tapped on the register.

        In the convenience store where joy and sorrow intersected, we both nevertheless started moving sluggishly to begin today's work.

        

        Looks like I'm going to suffer a lot more teasing later.

        Thinking about that made me feel extremely tired, even though I had just started working.

        

        ***

        

        "—So, if you could just focus on the inventory, everything else should be pretty much the same as usual. I've already done a quick cleaning, so you don't need to worry about that."

        "I see... Okay. I was a bit nervous coming back after so long, but it's not as bad as I thought. Thanks for handling things, junior."

        "If you're grateful, you can repay me later with the story of your proposal. With emotion, like a dramatic performance."

        "..."

        

        The handover, which was a bit longer than usual, finally ended.

      

      
        

        Ignoring the ridiculous comment that suddenly came from beside me, I sat down in the counter chair and leaned back.

        

        "Whew. I'm tired..."

        "Now you're pretending not to hear me. Well, that's fine. Let's change the subject a bit."

        "Huh?"

        "I won't ask embarrassing questions, just tell me your impressions~. I'm genuinely curious now."

        

        Eunhwan pulled up a chair and plopped down next to me.

        As she leaned in slightly to listen, she seemed less playful than before.

        

        "...Well, it was nice."

        

        Led by the change in atmosphere, I hesitated but slowly began to speak.

        Reassured by the still serious mood, I continued.

        

        "I prepared the ring beforehand~. It was a surprise, so I had to hide it deep in my bag so it wouldn't be discovered..."

        "Ohhh. That must have been tough. How did you get her finger size?"

        "Well, I had a rough idea from before. But just in case it was off, I secretly measured her ring finger while she was sleeping..."

        "Ohhh."

        

        The feeling from that moment is still vivid.

        

        The slight tension of wondering what excuse I'd make if she woke up.

        The mild anxiety of whether she'd be happy or if I was doing something unnecessary.

        

        And in contrast, the bubbling anticipation.

        

        In the end, I succeeded in making the most important confession of my life, and Cecilia cried tears of joy.

        I'll probably never forget that lovely face, clinging to me and whimpering with happiness.

        

        Now we need to meet each other's parents, get married.

        And walk happily together down the flower path that lies ahead...

        

        "..."

        

        ...or so I thought.

        

        But something has been bothering me since yesterday.

        

        "Hmm? What's wrong?"

        "...Hmm."

        

        Would it help to ask someone else directly?

        Conveniently, there's an audience member beside me who's dying to know about my relationship with Cecilia, and the atmosphere isn't bad right now.

        

        After organizing my thoughts briefly, I casually asked Eunhwan a question.

        

        "Hey, Eunhwan."

        "Yes?"

        "...What do you think is the most important thing when meeting the parents?"

        

        A somewhat out-of-context, sudden question.

        Though it might seem strange, this junior fortunately didn't express any doubts and seriously tilted his head to think.

        

        "Hmm~~~. I think the location is important. For example, if you meet at some cheap café, it would look really bad. A home would be better."

        "That's right. That's obvious."

        

        Of course I know that much.

        I was already thinking that if we were to meet the parents, we'd first have a simple greeting and conversation at home... and then go to a nice restaurant nearby for a meal.

        

        "The food is also important. That's almost the same as the location."

        "Yeah."

        

        I nodded.

        

        Neither Cecilia nor I, nor our parents, are picky eaters, but everyone has their preferences.

        I know to consider that much. No problem there.

        

        "Besides that, the atmosphere~ and the condition of the participants are important too~."

        "Anything else? Something more, fundamental and important."

        "Hmm? Fundamental and important...? Ah, there is one thing."

        "What is it?"

        

        In response to my question, Eunhwan spoke in much the same tone as before,

        

        "Both sets of parents should be present."

        "..."

        

        I nodded.

        

        "That's probably the most important thing~. I've rarely seen cases where this isn't observed."

        "...That's right."

        

        That's correct.

      

      
        There was nothing to argue against; it was absolutely right.

        

        "I need to prepare well..."

        

        Glance.

        I quietly looked at the silver ring on my left hand.

        

        The ring finger of the left hand, symbolizing love between a man and a woman.

        Although it varies slightly depending on the culture, both engagement and wedding rings are often worn on this finger in most cases.

        

        With a small sigh, I gently stroked the silver ring on that finger.

        

        "...I hate to say this, but..."

        "Yes?"

        

        Maybe it's fortunate the meeting with the parents has been postponed.

        

        "It's nothing."

        "?"

        

        I need more preparation.

        What wouldn't I do to make our lovely darling happy?

        

        Leaving Eunhwan tilting his head in confusion, I nodded slightly to myself.

        

        ***

        

        And as time passed, around lunchtime.

        

        "I'm here, Eunhyeok~~."

        "Welcome, Cecilia."

        

        As promised, Cecilia came into the convenience store.

        

        A fluffy knit sweater with an outer coat, and additionally a warm fur hat on her head.

        She was unusually bundled up. It must be really cold outside.

        

        "Hmm? Where is everyone else?"

        

        She asked, looking around the convenience store after shaking off the snow from her clothes.

        

        "Ah~ They couldn't make it after all. Eunhwan chatted with me for a while but then went home saying she was tired..."

        

        When I called Jaeseop hyung's phone, Heewon answered instead, so I just made some small talk without asking anything specific and hung up.

        

        There were also fewer customers than usual today, so currently there was no one in the convenience store except me and Cecilia.

        

        "Hmm~? ...Ehehe."

        "Huh? What is it?"

        "Just~ how should I put it..."

        

        Cecilia glanced around the empty convenience store once more, then suddenly approached me with a mischievous smile on her face.

        

        "Since we're alone in this empty convenience store~. ...I feel a bit happy that I have Eunhyeok all to myself♥"

        "You're such a spoiled one... Whoa?"

        

        She walked stealthily all the way into the counter area and then smoothly sat down on my lap as I was sitting in the chair.

        

        Looking straight at me with a plaintive expression, she continued.

        

        "You know, Eunhyeok. I felt a little lonely waiting at home today..."

        "Yeah, yeah."

        "...Will you comfort me? Just until a customer comes, that's fine."

        

        Cecilia pleaded with me, slowly wagging her tail and drooping her ears.

        While I felt sorry for her waiting alone at home for hours, I couldn't resist how adorable she looked begging like this.

        

        "Of course, absolutely!"

        "Kyah! Mmm, mmm...!♥"

        

        I tightly embraced her small body sitting on top of me and kissed her neck.

        Her body trembled lightly, which was so lovable.

        

        There is a CCTV of course, but the manager is on vacation until today, and our convenience store counter isn't easily visible from outside.

        I know there's a risk in doing this in a public place, but I wanted to do this right now.

        

        "Mmm, you're warm..."

        "Ahnn. Mm... Fufu♪ Eunhyeok, that tickles~."

        

        I hope that happy times in this child's life will last as long as possible.

        

        But despite my wish, I could see dark clouds gathering in the sky outside the convenience store.

        The snowfall was intensifying.
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        For some reason, Eunhyuk seems a bit off today...?

        Hmm?

        

        ....

        

        "...so, yeah. Both of you get home safely. It's snowing a lot outside."

        "Yes. I'll head in first, hyung."

        "Thank you for having us~~."

        

        At 5 PM as the sun was gradually setting.

        The time when Eunhyuk's part-time job ends.

        

        After happily spending time with Eunhyuk in the nearly empty convenience store, I held his large hand tightly as we slowly made our way outside.

        

        "Whew~. That was fun~...."

        "We didn't really do much though. Weren't you bored?"

        "Not at all! I had fun~."

        

        Eunhyuk asked with furrowed brows, seemingly regretful that he couldn't entertain me more because of work.

        When I answered cheerfully, he nodded with a satisfied smile on his face.

        

        "Really?"

        "Yep~! It was a fresh experience! I got to explore every corner of the convenience store~. Tried the food you recommended~. ...And I got to watch you working♪"

        "Ah, that's a bit embarrassing...."

        "You looked cool♪"

        

        Eunhyuk scratching his cheek shyly is so cute.

        Grinning at my cool yet adorable boyfriend, I held his hand and opened the convenience store door—

        

        "Pffft!?"

        "Gah...!?"

        

        C-cold!

        And what's with this snow?!

        

        This is a complete blizzard! It wasn't this bad until just a while ago!

        

        "Pfft! Snow got in my mouth...—!"

        "H-hood! Put your hood up, Cecilia...!"

        "...Get home safely, you two."

        

        I didn't even have time to respond to Jaesub oppa's voice from behind.

        

        We clung tightly to each other and struggled to step into the white world outside the convenience store.

        

        "Huaaa...! Cold!!"

        "What kind of weather is this...! Hold onto me tight and follow, Cecilia!"

        "Yes, y-yes!"

        

        As expected, Eunhyuk is so reliable....

        ...But it's cold! My lungs feel like they're freezing!

        

        "Hoo. Achoo!"

        

        The weather was so nice just yesterday!

        Even though I generally like snow, there should be a limit...!

        

        "Should we run a bit?"

        "Ugh. Yeah, that would be good...."

        "Okay. Hold tight. One, two!"

        

        We started running together, tightly gripping each other's clothes.

        

        The ground was unstable due to the thick snow, but this was much better than walking leisurely in this freezing weather.

        

        "Haa, haa! ...Ah, huh?"

        

        While running, I suddenly felt warmth tickling my body.

        The source was Eunhyuk's body heat. Thanks to him skillfully embracing me as we ran, I felt a bit less cold than before.

        

        "Haa.... Isn't this hard for you, Eunhyuk?"

        "This much is nothing...!"

        

        Eunhyuk smiled brightly, showing his teeth as if telling me not to worry.

        However, contrary to his words, I could faintly see his fatigue, and even though this wasn't the time, a thought crossed my mind.

        

        Eunhyuk seems a bit strange today.

        

        It's not like there's anything specifically wrong.

        It's just... compared to usual, he's being excessively kind? That's how I'd put it.

        He's been particularly attentive to me today.

        

        Of course, I don't dislike it.

        I mean, how could I dislike my beloved boyfriend treating me like a precious treasure!

        Far from disliking it, I was so happy all day I could collapse. There's no way I could dislike it.

        

        I just find it curious.

        

        Is he excited because of the recent proposal?

        Or, hmm, is there another reason?

        

        Come to think of it, Eunhyuk was making phone calls several times while working earlier.

        I wonder what that was about?

        

        "Huff, huff.... ...Hey, Eunhyuk?"

        "Haa! Yes?"

        

        Giving in to my curiosity, I casually opened my mouth.

        Through the dispersing white breath, I could see Eunhyuk's face looking at me.

        

        "Hmm~~."

        "?"

        

        I tilted my head for a moment, thinking, then shook it.

        

        "...It's nothing~."

        "Huh? Oh, okay."

        

        Well, it would be weird to ask, "Why are you being so nice today?"

        I'll just assume he's excited and let it go.

        

        More importantly, it's cold!

        Ugh.... Is home still far away?

        My limbs are starting to feel stiff....

        

        "Huff, haa. ...Umm. How much further, Eunhyuk...?"

        "Probably soon...? We should be more than halfway there by now."

        

        Only halfway~.

        I want to bury myself in a warm blanket and spend the day~.

        

        In that familiar house. In that familiar bed.

        In our newly found sanctuary.

        In the sanctuary we finally found in this strange world, with my only family whom I'll marry soon~....

        

        "...Hmm."

        

        Only, family.

        

        The one who proposed to me, who loves me and whom I love, the only one....

        

        Suddenly a thought crossed my mind.

        ...A not-so-pleasant thought that made a corner of my heart ache.

        

        Here I go again.

        Yesterday and today too. Even though it's supposed to be a happy day.

        

        I've already decided long ago that there's no point in worrying about it, so I won't think about it~....

        

        "...Hey hey, Eunhyuk~."

        

        To push away that sudden thought, I twisted my body slightly in Eunhyuk's arms as if acting cute.

        

        His gaze returned to me, his embrace loosening slightly.

        

        As I smiled back at him,

        

      

      
        "Wah?"

        "Huh?"

        

        With really bad timing, I slipped....

        

        "Eek?!! C-cold!?"

        "Cecilia?!"

        

        And ended up buried in the thick snow....

        

        "Pfuha!?"

        "Are you okay? Huh?"

        

        Ugh, so cold...!!

        Even though I got up quickly, my body was shivering, my clothes damp....

        

        "Haah, ugh...."

        

        The wind was howling.

        The snow was blowing fiercely....

        

        "A-achoo!"

        

        ...Oh.

        This might be a bit dangerous?

        

        ***

        

        "Achoo! ...Ugh...."

        "Are you okay...?"

        

        A little while later, we finally arrived at our home.

        Inside the blanket Eunhyuk had warmed up, even bringing out the heating pad.

        

        However, unlike what I had expected before arriving, the reality wasn't so comfortable.

        

        "Ugh, so cold...."

        "Of all days to fall in the snow on such a cold day.... Ah, geez."

        

        Even after a warm shower and being covered with blankets, I couldn't stop shivering from the cold.

        It's hard to believe Eunhyuk's words that my forehead feels like a fireball.

        

        "Haaugh...."

        "I'll get some medicine. Let's have you take that first."

        

        A cold....

        Just my luck.

        

        I turned my head to watch Eunhyuk's back as he walked away with heavy footsteps.

        

        The sound of a drawer opening and Eunhyuk rummaging through it.

        Perhaps because the house was so quiet, I felt my head becoming increasingly foggy.

        

        "Found it. Here, Cecilia. Take one. I'll give you water."

        "Mmm......"

        

        I struggled to sit up and took the pill Eunhyuk handed me.

        

        "...Ugh."

        

        Just sitting up slightly made my muscles ache and my body feel feverish.

        

        "Here you go."

        "...Mm...."

        

        I took the water cup and put the pill in my mouth. I swallowed it with the water.

        

        The slippery pill went down my throat, and after handing the half-empty cup back to Eunhyuk, I flopped back down on the bed.

        

        "Huaah......"

        "Are you okay?"

        "...Cold, hurts...."

        

        When I lifted my eyelids after saying that, I saw Eunhyuk's face with a sad expression.

        

        ...Oops. I didn't mean to make him look like that.

        

        I belatedly waved my hands and opened my mouth.

        

        "...It's okay~. I'll get better soon.... It was my fault for falling anyway...."

        "Don't say that and just rest. I'll bring you a wet towel."

        "Mm~...."

        

        I saw Eunhyuk's back moving away again.

        Watching him turn on the sink and wet a towel, I just exhaled a hot, weak breath.

        

        "...Haah...."

        

        I'm cold.

        But, I'm hot.

        

        My body aches.

        

        ...I'm dizzy.

        

        "Here you go."

        "Mm.... ...Hiiit!!"

        

        C-cold...!

        Haah. Ugggh...!!

        

        "Ugh, kk.... ...Huah, ah...."

        "......"

        

        Eunhyuk silently reached out toward me as I writhed slightly.

        Then, he gently wiped away the tears that had somehow leaked from my eyes.

        

        "Ha, ah...."

        "...Rest."

        "...Mm......"

        

        I could feel Eunhyuk stroking me.

        

        I couldn't even attempt to respond due to the increasing pain, just breathing hotly.

        

        "Ugh...."

        

        Cold. Painful. Dizzy.

        I could feel my vision blurring slightly.

        

        "Haah...."

        

        How long has it been since I felt this sick?

        Beastmen don't usually catch colds....

        

        "Mmm...."

        "Uncomfortable? Want me to get you another pillow?"

        "...I'm, fine...."

        

        The last time I was sick was... hmm....

        Ah.... It was when I was little....

        

        "Haah.... Ugh...."

        

        When I was a tiny child.

        In that village with the lush forest.

        

        In that house.

        In that bed.

        

        "Cecilia?"

        [Are you okay, Cecilia?]

        

        The voices overlap.

        The phantom of old memories overlaps with Eunhyuk's figure.

        

        "Ah...."

      

      
        

        A small bed sized for my little body.

        That time when I didn't know suffering yet.

        

        [I made some porridge, can you eat?]

        [Oh dear. Our daughter. Are you in a lot of pain?]

        

        "...Ah........"

        

        Mom who fed me carefully cooked porridge, blowing on it to cool it.

        Dad who gently stroked my head.

        

        "......"

        

        —Two people I haven't seen in years.

        

        Mom.

        Dad.

        

        "...Ah."

        

        This isn't good.

        I shouldn't cry.

        

        I decided not to think about it.

        I already prepared myself for not being able to see them.

        

        "...Hic...."

        

        Don't cry.

        Don't cry, Cecilia.

        

        I can't see them.

        There's no way to meet them. Not anymore.

        

        What's the point of missing them?

        I don't even know where they are. Even if I did, what could I do?

        The worlds are different....

        

        "Kk...."

        

        Don't think about it.

        Don't be sad.

        

        There's happiness right in front of me.

        I found someone I love. We became lovers.

        I received a proposal.

        

        "......"

        

        I'll meet Eunhyuk's parents and greet them.

        And, and....

        

        "Cecilia."

        "...!"

        "Cecilia?"

        

        —Suddenly, I saw Eunhyuk looking at me.

        

        "...hyuk...."

        

        Ah.

        

        No.

        

        Don't say it, Cecilia.

        

        Don't make things difficult.

        There's no way, I'm telling you.

        

        "Eun, hyuk.... I...."

        "Yes."

        

        I can't.

        

        Saying it out loud will only make us both sad.

        It's not like Eunhyuk can do anything about it either.

        

        "I...."

        "Yes. Cecilia."

        

        Please.

        

        "I, ah...."

        "Yes."

        

        I don't want to make him any sadder.

        So—

        

        "I'll help you with everything, Cecilia."

        

        —Ah.

        

        "...I miss my mom and dad so much.........."

        

        Tears flow down.

        Helplessly, endlessly.

        

        Breaking the dam and revealing the loneliness I had hidden inside, continuously.

        

        "Hic, ugh.... Hic......"

        "......"

        "Eun, hyu—"

        

        Suddenly I felt him embracing me tightly.

        

        So warmly. Carefully.

        I felt him holding me preciously, like a treasure.

        

        "I'll help you meet them."

        "...!"

        "I will help you meet them."

        

        My head rang at his whispered words.

        

        Is it because of the cold?

        I don't even know anymore.

        

        "So don't worry and rest."

        "......"

        "It's okay, Cecilia. Everything will be fine by morning."

        

        But one thing was certain.

        

        "Sleep well, Cecilia."

        

        ...I'm glad I fell in love with this person.

        

        "Mm...."

        

        I could feel the strength leaving my body.

        At the same time, I felt the warmth of his hand holding mine tightly.

        

        My eyes close.

        My breathing slows.

        

        My consciousness fades.

        

        "Good night, Cecilia."

        "...Mm...."

        "I'll see you tomorrow morning."

        

        Sleep comes.

        

        My exhausted consciousness couldn't resist the drowsiness and slowly darkened.
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        Suddenly, a strangely familiar wooden house interior caught my eye.

        

        Warm walls with gentle curves.

        Chairs and tables with delicately carved edges, and various wooden furniture.

        

        Large windows embracing abundant sunlight.

        An adorable little flower garden.

        

        The weather was mild and the air refreshing.

        The fluffy clouds and trees visible in the distance beyond the window were indescribably beautiful.

        

        A pretty house in harmony with nature.

        

        A scene hidden distantly in the recesses of my memory.

        

        Faced with this familiar and longed-for sight, I couldn't say anything and just blankly looked around until—

        

        [Mom!]

        [Hehe. Welcome home, my daughter~.]

        

        —I soon realized this was a dream.

        

        Through the suddenly opened door, a small child came running in with quick steps.

        

        A swaying tail and perked-up ears.

        Silver-white hair fluttering in the breeze.

        

        Bright and energetic, smiling cheerfully without any worries or concerns...

        

        ...me as a child.

        

        [Did school go well? Nothing unusual happened?]

        [Yep~! Hehe♪]

        

        Ah, how I miss this.

        

        With the sound of pattering footsteps, I maintained my running momentum and soon nestled into my mother's outstretched arms, hugging her tightly.

        

        [Mmm~~♬ Hehe!]

        [Hehe, how cute.]

        

        A childlike smile spreading across my younger self's face.

        My mother's gentle hand caressing me with unchanging tenderness.

        

        I noticed the warm smile on my mother's face.

        That expression, full of affection and love, made my chest feel tight.

        

        Mom.

        My mom.

        

        My kind mother who always warmly embraced me when I was being clingy.

        

        [Oh, right! Hey, Mom? Today when I was outside, I saw a re~ally big tree!]

        [Oh my, really~?]

        [Yeah! It had lo~ts of red berries on its branches~. Oh, let's go together later, Mom! I'll pick them for you!]

        [Hehe♪ Yes, let's do that~. Shall we go after lunch?]

        [Yeah, yeah!]

        

        I felt like I might cry.

        

        Why am I having this dream at a time like this?

        

        I could see myself nodding vigorously, as if overjoyed.

        Unlike those sparkling eyes filled with happiness, for some reason, my adult eyes were growing increasingly moist.

        

        "...Mom."

        [Alright then, my daughter~ Let's wash our hands first! Time for lunch?]

        [Okay~!]

        [Today's lunch is chicken stew, your favorite~!]

        [Yay!]

        

        Mom, Mom.

        Mom....

        

        Even if it's just a dream, how long has it been since I've seen that face?

        How long since I've heard that voice?

        

        [I'll go wash my hands~. ...Ah!?]

        [Whoa? Oops~... My daughter~ I know you're excited, but you need to watch where you're going, okay?]

        [Hehe. Sorry, Dad!]

        

        And my kind father, who came out of his workshop and affectionately patted me.

        

        [Welcome home, dear. Are you done with work?]

        [Mm~ Almost. I think I'll finish after lunch.]

        

        And my gentle mother, smiling lovingly at my father.

        

        I missed them so much.

        I wanted to see them so badly.

        

        [Alright~. I'll be there soon, so wait with our daughter at the table.]

        [Okay~~.]

        "..."

        

        I can see the two of them smiling happily.

        Warmly in their peaceful daily life, without hardship, serenely.

        The sight of them smiling, more precious than anything in the world, reflects in my eyes.

        

        [I washed my hands!]

        [Oh~ What a good girl, our daughter? Come on, let's go to the table with Dad~!]

        [Okay!]

        "......"

        

        Is this proof that childhood memories aren't easily forgotten?

        Or was I simply desperately longing for them?

        

        ...Either way, it doesn't matter.

        

        "Mom, Dad......"

        

        I could vividly see them walking with steady steps.

        Their footsteps, their voices, the refreshing sound of the wind outside, and even the faint sound of their breathing. Every sound was clear.

        

        I slowly moved my feet as if entranced, following myself and my father to the table.

        

      

      
        [Up we go!]

        [Up we... ...Excited, my daughter?]

        [Yeah! So~ excited!]

        [Haha. Well, Mom's cooking is delicious, isn't it~?]

        [Yeah!]

        

        A large round table that Dad had carved from a big tree.

        Following the two people sitting around it, I also plopped down on one of the surrounding chairs.

        

        [Here~ comes the food~.]

        [Yay~!]

        

        Soon, Mom walked in from the kitchen carrying a large tray.

        

        Warm chicken stew and appetizing bread.

        A colorful, visually appealing salad.

        

        One by one, the food was taken from the tray and slowly set on the table—three portions in total.

        One for Mom, one for Dad, and one for my younger self—three portions in total.

        

        There was none for me.

        

        [Thank you for the meal~~!]

        [Hehe. Enjoy your meal, Cecilia.]

        [Remember not to eat too quickly just because it's good, okay?]

        [Yeah!]

        "..."

        [Mmm, nom... Mmm~♬]

        [Is it good?]

        [Mhm♪ It's delicious!♬]

        

        What did that taste like again?

        It was definitely a food I loved as a child, but now I could barely recall what it tasted like.

        

        I remember Mom would make it when I was sick or upset after fighting with a friend, but...

        

        [Mmm! Mmm, ...nom!]

        [That's our daughter. Such a good appetite~.]

        [Looks like she likes it. Hehe♪]

        "..."

        

        I want to eat too.

        I want to remember what Mom's cooking tasted like.

        

        Without thinking, I reached for one of the dishes on the table.

        My absentmindedly extended hand lightly touched the edge of the dish and—

        

        "...Ah."

        

        It passed right through.

        Like a transparent ghost unable to touch objects, I couldn't touch it either.

        

        "...In this dream, am I just a mere observer...?"

        [Mom is the best~!]

        [Right? Mom's the best, isn't she~?]

        [Oh my, you're embarrassing me....]

        

        Is the message that I should be content with just watching and listening?

        Is this punishment for selfishly whining to Eunhyuk about something impossible?

        

        "Eunhyuk...."

        

        I blurted out that I "wanted to see them."

        Even knowing it was impossible, I said it out loud.

        

        My parents, whose whereabouts I don't even know.

        Whether they're safe. Where they fled after the village disappeared.

        Whether they're together or not, I couldn't find out.

        

        I gave up.

        Everyone has to grow up eventually. I just had to do it a little earlier.

        ...That's what I kept telling myself, choking back overflowing tears.

        

        Still.

        

        [Thank you for the meal~!]

        [Did you enjoy it?]

        [Yeah! It was delicious~. Hehe.]

        

        This isn't so bad in its own way.

        

        I rested my chin on my hand and quietly watched the three of them as they finished their meal and began chatting.

        

        When I say something, Mom responds with exaggerated enthusiasm.

        That makes me even more excited to speak, and in between, Dad's kind advice slips in.

        

        [—so. When you find someone you like, treat them preciously, Cecilia, okay?]

        [Yeah~!]

        [...But isn't that conversation a bit early, dear?]

        [Well, we have to prepare ourselves someday.]

        "They look so happy..."

        

        Chattering, babbling.

        Bustling, whispering.

        

        Suddenly, I felt my eyes growing hot.

        

        "Ugh. This is..."

        

        I hurriedly raised my hands to cover my face.

        I took several deep breaths.

        

        ...Why am I about to cry?

        I finally get to see Mom and Dad's faces after so long. This is a good thing.

        

        I should be grateful to see them even like this.

        To hear their voices even like this.

        

        Even if it's just a dream.

        Even if it's just an old memory.

        

        With no photos or anything else, being able to trace their echoes even like this—isn't that something?

        

        I'll hold back my tears.

        I can do that much, can't I?

        

      

      
        Hold back—

        

        [But you know what? Still~.]

        [Hmm?]

        [What~?]

        [Hehe. You know? ...I love Mom and Dad the mo~st in the whole world!]

        "......Ah."

        

        My younger self suddenly stands up and hugs Mom and Dad tightly.

        Though the force couldn't have been strong, the two of them went along with it, briefly exchanged glances, nodded, and then...

        

        [...Yes. Mom loves our Cecilia the mo~st in the whole world too~.]

        [Dad too, of course. Our Cecilia is the best.]

        [Hehe....]

        "......"

        

        They embraced me tightly and...

        

        [[We love you, Cecilia.]]

        

        "...Ah......"

        

        .............

        

        "D-Dad... M-Mom..."

        

        ...The truth is, just watching and listening isn't enough.

        

        I want to talk to them, to have a conversation.

        I want them to see me.

        I want them to tell me they love me.

        

        "Mom, Dad.... I'm right here..."

        

        Please stroke my head.

        

        Tell me I've done well despite everything. That I've worked hard.

        ...Just say once, "It's okay now because Mom and Dad are here," please...

        

        "Hic, ugh..."

        

        I want to be held.

        I want to be spoiled.

        

        I want to be embraced in their arms, crying loudly, rubbing my tear-stained face against them.

        

        I missed you.

        I've been through so much.

        

        I wanted to see you.

        I really, really love you... I want to say.

        

        "I miss you..."

        

        Even when I reach out, I can't touch them.

        My broken voice doesn't reach them either.

        

        Then where does my voice go?

        

        "Hic... ugh... ...?"

        

        Suddenly I felt something warm.

        

        A sensation gently holding my hand.

        A warm touch softly stroking my head.

        

        [It's okay.]

        

        Someone said.

        The voice echoed in my head.

        

        [It's okay, Cecilia. Everything will be alright....]

        "..."

        [You don't have to cry. You'll meet them again. It's okay.]

        

        ...Why?

        Why does such a simple comfort resonate so deeply within me?

        

        A warm feeling gradually spread throughout my body.

        Calmly, gently.

        

        Comfortably, as if erasing my worries.

        

        [It's okay.]

        "......"

        

        Is this also part of the dream?

        Is this an auditory hallucination created by my selfish self to comfort myself?

        

        Or—

        

        [Our Cecilia is so good.]

        "Ah..."

        [But sometimes, it's okay to be spoiled without holding back. ...You don't need to be considerate and hold back.]

        

        ...Is it really okay?

        I don't think it is.

        

        Troubling others with impossible wishes...

        

        [...Do you trust me?]

        "...!"

        [Can you trust me?]

        

        That's unfair.

        When you put it like that, I can't say no.

        

        "I... trust you..."

        [...]

        "Ah..."

        

        Suddenly I felt someone wiping away my tears.

        With that gentle, tender touch, slowly...

        

        —I woke up from my sleep.
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        When I opened my eyes, the first thing I heard was the chirping of birds outside the window.

        

        "...Mmm..."

        

        Bright sunlight illuminated my eyes, and soft blankets brushed against my skin.

        

        The familiar ceiling. The familiar air.

        The house where Eunhyuk and I live.

        

        Feeling both relief and sadness at having awakened from my dream, I turned my head sluggishly to look beside me.

        

        "Good morning."

        "..."

        

        And my eyes met directly with Eunhyuk, who was peeking his head out from the edge of the bed.

        

        Eunhyuk was sitting on the floor with just about half of his upper body resting on the bed.

        Looking at him in a position as if he had fallen asleep at a desk, I opened my mouth drowsily.

        

        "Why are you sitting like that...?"

        "I fell asleep like this. I just woke up too."

        

        Smiling shyly, Eunhyuk slowly got up.

        

        Belatedly, I noticed the faint dark circles under his eyes.

        And realizing that the wet towel he must have placed on me last night was still somewhat cool, I let out a small sigh and opened my eyes wide.

        

        "Ah..."

        "Hmm?"

        "..."

        

        Had he taken care of me all night?

        Had he looked after me without getting proper sleep?

        

        I felt grateful and sorry at the same time.

        

        Lowering my head deeply, I spoke in a small voice.

        

        "...You should have at least gotten on the bed to sleep, Eunhyuk. You must have been uncomfortable."

        "Not really? Besides, this position gave me the best view of your face."

        "What kind of expression was I making...?"

        "...You looked like you were struggling. But even so."

        "?"

        

        I saw Eunhyuk slowly reaching his hand toward me.

        Soon, that large hand rested on my head, and at that warm and comfortable sensation, I unconsciously let out a sound.

        

        "Aww."

        "In the middle of the night, when I patted your head while you were sleeping, you seemed to get better. Oh, by the way, did you dream about me?"

        "Mmm..."

        

        Eunhyuk continued to gently stroke my head while asking in a somewhat excited voice.

        

        In the spreading warmth, I hesitated for a moment before speaking.

        

        "Not really..."

        "Really? That's too bad."

        "...But I did have a dream. Yeah."

        "Oh?"

        

        At his follow-up question, I nodded slightly.

        

        Thinking back, it was a strange dream.

        A dream where I watched myself as a child from a third-person perspective.

        

        Was it nostalgia?

        Hmm, it seemed a bit different from that.

        

        "Hey, Eunhyuk."

        "Yes?"

        "...Mmm, it's nothing."

        

        The last voice I heard before waking from the dream was probably Eunhyuk's.

        

        [It's okay, Cecilia. Everything will be alright...]

        

        That warm voice that comforted me.

        

        [...Do you trust me?]

        

        That reassuring voice that supported my heart.

        

        Helping me even in my dreams. That's Eunhyuk for you.

        My hero. My benefactor.

        

        My beloved partner who always indulges me.

        

        That's why—

        

        [You don't have to cry. We can meet again. It's okay.]

        

        I felt anticipation.

        I felt guilt.

        

        Guilt for my irresponsibility in selfishly wanting to see my parents who could be anywhere.

        And anticipation from the selfish thought that 'maybe if it's Eunhyuk...?'

        

        "..."

        

        Could I ask him?

        

        [I'll let you meet them. I will make it happen.]

        

        Where was that promise now?

        

        Did he really find them?

        Could we really meet them?

        

        "......"

        

      

      
        But knowing that excessive expectations can be poisonous, I couldn't say anything.

        

        Having been awake for this long, I could tell.

        There were only Eunhyuk and me in our house.

        

        Just the two of us.

        As always. Like usual.

        

        "So... do you want to eat first? I got some stew, can you eat it?"

        "...I'll eat."

        

        In other words, even Eunhyuk couldn't find my parents.

        

        It was sad, but not depressing.

        It couldn't be helped. I already knew this.

        

        Eunhyuk probably did his best too.

        He must have used all his connections to search for information.

        Just like he did during Project Diet.

        

        Yet this was the result.

        

        "Can you get up?"

        "Yeah..."

        "Okay. Hold my hand, come down carefully."

        

        I wasn't angry.

        I already knew it was a promise that couldn't be kept, so I wasn't particularly disappointed. Rather, I was just grateful to Eunhyuk for comforting me.

        

        Just a little sad.

        That's all.

        

        ...That's all.

        

        "Wait just a moment~"

        "Okay."

        

        After seating me at the table, Eunhyuk headed to the kitchen with light steps.

        I thought he might make some rice porridge, but to my surprise, he took out an entire pot from the refrigerator, which made me tilt my head in confusion.

        

        Is that a new pot?

        

        "Hmm, hmm."

        

        With a beep, Eunhyuk turned on the induction stove.

        At the same time, I heard a faint humming, which made me even more curious.

        

        Eunhyuk seems strangely excited.

        Despite the dark circles and fatigue on his face, he looked quite happy and pleased.

        

        Did something happen while I was asleep?

        Wondering, I sat and waited.

        

        "..."

        "Hmm, hmm~..."

        

        A moment later, the contents of the pot began to boil with a bubbling sound.

        

        At the familiar scent that tickled my nose, I jumped up in shock.

        

        "Whoa!?"

        "Th-that stew..."

        

        With wide eyes, pointing at the bubbling pot, I opened my mouth.

        

        I could feel my finger trembling as it pointed at the pot.

        I could feel my voice quivering faintly as it left my lips.

        

        That smell, I know this smell.

        A nostalgic smell.

        

        —The smell I longed for in my dream.

        

        "...Hehe."

        

        Seeing me like this, Eunhyuk smiled leisurely as if he had anticipated my reaction.

        

        He took out a ladle and a bowl.

        Then he slowly scooped the stew into the bowl and handed it to me with a spoon.

        

        "Here."

        "............"

        

        I took the bowl.

        

        Colorful small vegetables. Milky broth.

        Abundant chicken pieces.

        

        Holding the steaming bowl in my hands, I carefully smelled it—

        

        "...Ah."

        

        Tears welled up in my eyes.

        

        I know this smell.

        

        "Try it. It's okay."

        "..."

        

        I carefully sat down.

        Placing the bowl on the table, I slowly picked up the spoon.

        

        I scooped up some stew.

        

        After hesitating, I put it in my mouth.

        

        "..."

        "How is it?"

        "......"

        "Cecilia?"

      

      
        "..........."

        "Cecil, whoa!?"

        

        I could feel hot tears streaming down my cheeks.

        

        My nose stung.

        My fingers holding the spoon trembled.

        

        I know this taste.

        A taste I've known.

        

        A nostalgic and gentle taste.

        A taste full of love.

        

        "...Hic, huu..."

        

        The tears that flowed down my cheeks were endless.

        

        Without even paying attention to Eunhyuk, who was panicking and didn't know what to do, I carefully took a second spoonful and put it in my mouth.

        

        "Mmm..."

        "Cecilia..."

        "...Yeah, mmm......"

        

        It's delicious.

        So very delicious.

        

        Tears dripped down, slowly soaking the table.

        I didn't care and scooped up another spoonful, putting it into my mouth.

        

        "It's deli-cious..."

        "..."

        "It's delicious. So delicious..."

        

        I could feel my hand movements getting faster and faster.

        

        Yet I didn't think I should stop.

        I didn't want to stop.

        

        "...You're eating well."

        

        Eunhyuk approached with a warm smile and gently stroked my head.

        I didn't know how to respond to the happiness that softly embraced my entire body.

        

        "I told you, didn't I?"

        "..."

        "To rest without worry. That everything would be fine by morning."

        "..."

        "Have I ever lied to you~?"

        

        The last sentence resonated with quite a playful tone.

        

        Glancing at him, I turned my head toward Eunhyuk.

        Seeing his mischievous smile, I pouted my lips and put another spoonful of stew into my mouth.

        

        "...Mmm."

        

        It tasted like happiness.

        

        "I don't lie. At least not to you, Cecilia."

        "..."

        "If I make a promise, I have to keep it. Right?"

        

        I listened carefully to each word as I swallowed the stew.

        Strangely, with each bite, I felt energy returning to my tired body.

        

        And soon the bowl was empty.

        When I turned my head toward Eunhyuk again, he gently reached out and wiped my tear-stained face.

        

        "Mmm..."

        "Our Cecilia... has become such a crybaby~?"

        

        His playful voice reached my ears again.

        

        Before I could open my mouth to protest, he pressed both my cheeks firmly with his hands.

        

        "Mmph."

        "So cute."

        "Ah, mmph!"

        "...Chu."

        "?!"

        

        Suddenly, a kiss landed on my forehead.

        Startled by the unexpected attack, I froze, and Eunhyuk chuckled cheerfully at my reaction.

        

        He released his hands.

        

        Feeling my freed face with my hands, I slowly put the spoon down on the bowl.

        

        "Eunhyuk."

        "Yes."

        

        My heart was pounding.

        

        Looking at Eunhyuk's gentle expression, I continued.

        

        "Where are my mom and dad now...?"

        

        A question that I myself had considered meaningless until just yesterday, no, until just ten minutes ago.

        I asked him the words I thought would be useless to say.

        

        "Yes. ...Let's go."

        

        He simply answered briefly and reached out his hand to me.

        

        "It's time for a reunion, Cecilia."

        

        He said, just like that.
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        Mmm....

        ...I'm sleepy.

        

        Gentle footsteps tickled my ears, followed by the soft crunching sound of snow spreading faintly around us.

        

        A snow-white path.

        Early morning with few people around.

        

        The breath I exhaled with a "haah—" froze white in the air before dispersing lightly.

        

        "Yaaawn—..."

        

        I was incredibly drowsy.

        The result of staying up almost all night.

        

        It had been about two months since the Prodiet cleanup operation last year... my first all-nighter in that long.

        

        "..."

        

        Wiping away the tears that came with my yawn, I glanced sideways at Cecilia walking silently beside me.

        

        Our Cecilia who had a tough time both physically and mentally after catching a cold yesterday.

        I hadn't gotten much sleep myself, looking after her as she struggled with both a severe cold and an overwhelming homesickness for her parents and homeland.

        

        ["Naa, I miss my mom and dad so much..."]

        

        ...How heartbreaking those words were.

        

        It was something I'd been concerned about for a while.

        

        Cecilia, separated from her parents since childhood due to someone's malice.

        Though she usually carried herself cheerfully and amiably, I'd always worried about the hidden wounds deep in her heart.

        

        ["Ah, Da... Mommy..."]

        

        Watching her cry in her sleep, calling for her parents, I made a decision.

        I would do whatever it took to reunite this child with her parents.

        I would make sure this lovable child would never have to shed sad tears again.

        

        That's why I left home without her knowing.

        

        It was 11 PM. Cecilia was sound asleep.

        

        ["Welcome. I've been waiting for you."]

        

        I'm still grateful to Officer Woonho who told me I could visit anytime.

        

        He printed out documents, shared information freely...

        No words could fully express my gratitude.

        

        ["But will you be alright?"]

        

        About ten minutes after I thanked him and began my work.

        I vividly remember the words Officer Woonho spoke to me.

        

        When he realized what I was trying to do, he looked at me with an incredulous expression.

        I responded with a bitter smile.

        

        ["I have to."]

        

        A brief answer.

        That was all.

        

        ...The feeling of hundreds of papers rustling under my fingers remains deeply rooted in my mind.

        

        "Visual Appearance and Special Characteristics Registry of Non-Human Races Worldwide" extracted from various databases.

        

        Being just a civilian, I naturally couldn't access the databases directly, so examining printed copies one by one with official permission was the best I could do.

        

        Reading.

        Comparing.

        Eliminating candidates, narrowing down possibilities.

        Then reading again.

        

        Thousands upon thousands of candidates.

        An astonishingly brute-force analysis.

        

        Yet strangely, it wasn't tiring.

        While digging through that sea of papers, I didn't feel sleepy or exhausted at all.

        

        I was simply desperate.

        

        ["Hmm...."]

        

        ...How much time had passed like that?

        

        ["Found, it."]

        

        1:43 AM.

        About two and a half hours after beginning the analysis.

        

        Staring at the single sheet of paper in my hand, I muttered blankly.

        

        A beastfolk couple with blue and silver hair.

        Ages 39 and 41 respectively. Not just the hair colors, but assuming they had Cecilia at a young age, the ages matched perfectly too.

        

        The most likely candidates.

        However, along with joy, a worry of "what if I'm wrong?" echoed strongly in a corner of my mind.

        

        The registry only contained written descriptions, no photographs.

        

        Not even knowing their names, I had no objective way to be certain if they were the right people.

        

        ["Hmm....."]

        

        What should I do?

        Well, I actually knew what I should do.

      

      
        

        I could contact them. They would have a police officer assigned to them too.

        Or I could wait until morning and publicly search for them through Officer Woonho with Cecilia's help, which would make verification simple.

        

        But.

        

        ["...."]

        

        I hated the idea of waiting.

        Moreover, I didn't want anyone besides Cecilia and me to play an important role in this matter.

        

        ...I wanted her to be happy immediately upon waking, without any time for sadness.

        I wanted her to meet the parents she'd been longing for without any further delay.

        

        So.

        

        ["I'll be back."]

        ["What?!"]

        

        I went, personally.

        

        One hour and forty minutes one way.

        As if fate was playing a joke, it wasn't that far.

        

        Could I really accomplish my goal by visiting at such an abnormal hour?

        Could I make Cecilia happy?

        

        Had I made some major mistake due to drowsiness?

        Was I wrong about the candidates?

        

        It was around 3:30 AM.

        Fighting against overwhelming sleepiness, worry, and anxiety, I went over various plans in the moving taxi.

        

        And then, so.

        

        And thus——

        

        "...Here, Cecilia."

        

        The result of that effort was now waiting right before us.

        

        It would be a lie to say I wasn't nervous.

        But no matter how nervous I was, it couldn't possibly be more than what Cecilia was feeling.

        

        A hotel of neither expensive nor cheap quality, just middle-range.

        Standing awkwardly in front of a door, Cecilia fidgeted, repeatedly clenching and unclenching her hands.

        

        I could see her cat ears shrinking anxiously.

        Her tail, usually gently swaying, was now tightly wrapped around her thigh, and her side profile visible through her disheveled silver-white hair was filled with tension.

        

        Of course she would be anxious.

        Of course she would be nervous.

        

        This was a reunion after more than a decade.

        A reunion with people she had been separated from as a child and had given up hope of ever seeing again.

        

        How could she not be scared?

        How terrifying must it be to have even the slightest thought of "What if they're not the ones? What if they're different people? What if this is all a mistake?"

        

        However.

        

        "Cecilia."

        "Uh..."

        

        She is not alone.

        By her side, I am here.

        

        I gently approached the hesitating Cecilia and softly caressed her shoulder.

        

        Her body flinched.

        Sky-blue eyes carefully turned toward me.

        

        Looking at those moist eyes filled with various emotions, I slowly nodded.

        

        "It's okay."

        "..."

        "It's okay, for sure."

        

        There was no answer.

        She just silently nodded and tightly held my hand.

        

        "Phew..."

        

        A moment of silence.

        A quiet deep breath.

        

        And after preparing herself, she carefully extended one hand toward the door and...

        

        —A soft knock sound echoed faintly in the hotel corridor.

        

        "...—?"

        "—!"

        

        Voices could be heard from beyond the door.

        At the same time, I felt a faint trembling in Cecilia's hand that I was holding.

        

        "It's okay."

        

        Standing behind her, I whispered in her ear.

        

        "...It's okay."

        

        The voices grew closer.

        As the footsteps approached, I could see Cecilia's eyes wavering.

        

        "It's okay, Cecilia."

        "...Uh."

      

      
        "Everything's fine. You don't need to be afraid."

        

        The approaching footsteps stopped right in front of the door.

        

        Someone is beyond that door.

        Someone she has longed for so desperately is right there.

        

        Could there be a more tense moment than this?

        Has there ever been such a quiet moment in my life?

        

        Cecilia's trembling hand gripped mine more tightly.

        In response to her anxiety, I also held her hand more firmly and...

        

        Simultaneously, with a click, the door opened.

        

        "...Ah."

        "..."

        

        Two middle-aged beastfolk emerged from the room.

        

        A petite beastfolk woman with distinctive soft blue hair.

        A similarly not-too-tall beastfolk man with neat silver hair.

        

        I could see the three of them carefully making eye contact.

        At the same time, I noticed three pairs of eyes beginning to tremble faintly.

        

        "...Ah, uh..."

        

        Cecilia opened her mouth as if trying to say something, but closed it again without speaking.

        Her eyes were filled with tears, as if her throat was choked.

        

        The blue-haired beastfolk woman responded.

        

        With a faint smile on her wrinkled face, her eyes moistening, she slowly spread her arms and addressed the girl before her.

        

        "...Cecilia."

        "Uh—!"

        

        With a start, Cecilia let go of my hand and quickly rushed toward the woman.

        

        She embraced her tightly.

        The middle-aged woman hugged her back with trembling hands.

        

        "...Mo, ther...?"

        

        Embraced in her arms, Cecilia asked in a shaking voice, as if she couldn't believe it.

        

        "Cecilia..."

        

        The middle-aged man who had been watching from the side answered.

        As Cecilia's eyes widened, he stroked her head with trembling hands and continued in a small voice.

        

        "Our daughter..."

        "..."

        "...You've grown so much?"

        

        One sentence delivered with tears flowing down his cheeks and a smile.

        At that one sentence.

        

        "...Dad."

        

        The dam broke.

        

        "Da, ddy. Mommy..."

        "Yes. Cecilia."

        "It's Mom and Dad. ...Do you recognize us...?"

        "Ah, aah...! Mommy, Daddy...!! Me, me!"

        

        A sound close to wailing was heard.

        

        At the sight, both parents couldn't hold back their tears either, tightly embracing Cecilia and raising their voices.

        

        "Cecilia!"

        "Our daughter...!"

        "Me, me! It was so hard, I missed you so much!! I missed you...!! Mom, Dad...!!"

        "Daughter. Our precious daughter...!!"

        "Huu, uu...!!"

        

        The sight of the family embracing and weeping together made my eyes burn with tears as well.

        

        Cecilia, calling out "Mom" and "Dad" over and over as if making up for all the times she couldn't.

        Looking at her with tears streaming down their faces, the two suddenly looked at me and mouthed the words.

        

        '...Thank you so much.'

        

        "Mommy!! Daddy...!! Hic, kuh...!!"

        "Cecilia. Our daughter, our daughter...!!"

        "Mom and Dad are here...! We're here, Cecilia...!!"

        "Huuu, hiccup! ...Uu, uwaaa...!!!"

        

        Wiping my flowing tears with the back of my hand, I stepped forward.

        Then I placed my hand gently on the sobbing Cecilia's head.

        

        "Huuu...!! Uuu...?"

        "...I'm glad, Cecilia."

        "Th, thank youuu...."

        "..."

        "Thank you Eun-hyuk...! Thank you, thank you!! Thank you so, so much...!!"

        

        Cecilia, her face covered in tears, kept expressing her gratitude.

        In response, I simply continued to gently stroke her soft hair.

        

        Until she calmed down, continuously.

        

        Continuously...

      

    

  
    
      Ch.154Beloved Girlfriend's Parents

      
        "I don't know how to properly express my gratitude...."

        

        Inside the spacious hotel room, sunlight poured in through the window from the blue sky outside, brightening the room with a warm glow.

        

        On the bed sat two beastkin, with Cecilia nestled snugly between them.

        

        Sitting on the opposite bed, I smiled gently at the heartwarming scene before me and spoke.

        

        "It's nothing. I did it because I wanted to."

        "Still, thank you.... I never imagined I'd be able to reunite with my daughter here...."

        

        The woman lowered her head, her eyes reddening again.

        Cecilia's mother, Amanda.

        

        "...I'm so relieved...."

        

        The man beside her spoke while looking at Cecilia, who was tightly embraced in her mother's arms like a small child.

        

        He was Cecilia's father, Dabi.

        

        Her father, who shared the same silver hair as Cecilia, gently stroked her head with a complex mix of emotions on his face.

        

        "Mmm...."

        "Oh my."

        

        In response, Cecilia began nuzzling her head against his hand.

        Her adorable, spoiled gesture brought smiles to everyone's faces.

        

        "Hehe. Are you happy, Cecilia?"

        "Mhmm. Very happy...."

        "Oh my sweet daughter~. Still as clingy as ever~...?"

        "Ehehe...♬"

        

        I was glad she looked so happy.

        

        As I wiped away a tear that had escaped with the back of my hand, I noticed her father looking at me with cautious eyes before speaking.

        

        "By the way, um... Eunhyuk, was it?"

        "Ah, yes, that's me."

        "What exactly is your relationship with our daughter...?"

        "...Ah~."

        

        Come to think of it, we had briefly introduced ourselves when we first met at dawn, but both of them had been sleeping on the way here, so I hadn't properly explained who I was.

        

        It was natural for them to wonder about the relationship when a young man suddenly appeared at dawn, mentioned their daughter whom they had been separated from for over a decade, and asked them to follow him.

        

        "Well, about that... Umm~...."

        

        But how should I answer this question?

        

        I'm your daughter's boyfriend.

        We're living together with a promise of marriage~.

        

        ...Such statements would be difficult to make under normal circumstances, but especially now when they had just reunited with their daughter.

        I was worried that bringing it up hastily might shock them.

        

        "Oh, dear, why are you asking something so obvious~?"

        "Hm? Is it?"

        "?"

        "...?"

        

        Her mother's response caused question marks to appear above the heads of her father, myself, and Cecilia.

        Gently patting Cecilia's back as she held her, her mother confidently spoke as if stating the obvious.

        

        "You're a police officer, aren't you?"

        "..."

        "Ah~ That's right. Now that I think about it, we were able to communicate with our assigned officer very quickly."

        

        ...No, the reason communication with your officer went smoothly was because I had already contacted them through Woonho before we even went there.

        I'm just an ordinary convenience store part-timer....

        

      

      
        What should I do? The misunderstanding seemed to have deepened.

        It appeared that her father had assumed, 'Oh, so he must be the officer assigned to our daughter's case~?' His grateful gaze, different from before, was somewhat burdensome.

        

        What am I supposed to do?

        

        As I sat there struggling to find the right words, Cecilia suddenly loosened her embrace and spoke.

        

        "...Can I introduce him?"

        "Oh, would you?"

        "Please do, sweetheart."

        

        Cecilia nodded and rose from her seat. She walked steadily toward me.

        

        "How should I introduce you? Should I be vague about it?"

        

        I asked in a low voice, feeling the expectant gazes of her parents.

        

        "Hmm, I did consider that...."

        

        Cecilia looked down at me with a troubled expression, whispering back.

        Though her eyes were still red from crying earlier, her overall complexion looked good, which was reassuring.

        

        "But I think it might be better to just be straightforward."

        "Straightforward?"

        "...Here goes!"

        "!?"

        

        Cecilia leaned down slightly and suddenly embraced my head.

        At the same time, I felt the soft, gentle touch of her against my head... but honestly, I had no time to focus on that.

        

        I heard her parents gasp in surprise.

        Facing them with wide eyes, Cecilia spoke with a reddened face while still holding me.

        

        "W-we're dating. The two of us."

        "Y-yes. I'm Eunhyuk, who is in a relationship with your daughter... Nice to meet you...?"

        

        I went along with the flow and came out with it, though I wasn't sure if this was the right approach.

        

        Her parents continued to stare at us with wide eyes.

        Time passed in silence, and just as our prolonged embrace was starting to feel awkward, her mother, seemingly recovering from the shock, spoke first.

        

        "...You're not a police officer?"

        "...I'm a civilian."

        "Oh my...."

        

        It seemed neither of them had anticipated that we might be in a romantic relationship.

        Both Cecilia and I were still wearing our rings, but they apparently hadn't noticed that either.

        

        ...I should find another time to talk with them again after the shock wears off a bit.

        Looking at the two of them, still half-frozen, I made that mental note.

        

        ***

        

        A little while later.

        On the way home from the hotel. The snow beneath my feet crunched and scattered with each step.

        

        Cecilia wasn't beside me as I walked.

        Since it was her first day reuniting with her parents, I had suggested that she spend the entire day with them, and so she decided to stay there for the night.

        

        She had asked, [Won't you be lonely sleeping alone without me...?], but what was one night of loneliness for me compared to time with family she hadn't seen in so long?

        

        When I patted her head and told her I'd be fine and that she should enjoy her time with them, she nodded with a grateful yet apologetic expression that was incredibly cute.

        

        ...Though I did notice her father's expression stiffen slightly when he overheard that conversation.

        He probably realized we were living together, but I could only hope that Cecilia would explain things well during their time together today.

        

        "...Yawn."

        

        A yawn suddenly escaped me.

        I had been holding it back during our conversation, but my sleepiness was reaching its limit.

        

      

      
        I should take a nap when I get home.

        Fortunately, it was Saturday, so I didn't have to worry about my part-time job.

        

        "By the way... hmm."

        

        As I trudged along, I found myself recalling the family scene I had witnessed earlier.

        

        The parents embracing their daughter tightly with tears in their eyes.

        Cecilia, sobbing and clinging to her parents.

        

        Despite having lived together for quite some time, I had never seen Cecilia cry so intensely before.

        Her longing must have been much greater than I had imagined, which honestly made me feel a bit emotional.

        

        I'm glad they reunited.

        All that effort was worth it.

        

        It was deeply satisfying to see one night's effort rewarded in the best possible way.

        

        "Actually, they could have met much sooner if they had just tried...."

        

        I muttered softly with a bitter smile.

        

        I never expected that Cecilia's parents would be living so close to our home.

        

        I had assumed we'd need to go abroad at the very least, and in the worst case, I was prepared for the possibility that they might not even be in this world.

        After all, both Cecilia and her parents were from another world....

        

        It seemed that both sides had assumed, 'Surely Cecilia/my parents wouldn't have been transported to this world like me...?' and due to that assumption plus years of resignation, neither had attempted to find the other....

        When in reality, they could have met immediately if they had just tried. It was a bittersweet ending.

        

        "Well, all's well that ends well."

        

        Still, I was glad they had met now, at least.

        That's how I decided to look at it.

        

        "...Hmm."

        

        Having sorted through those thoughts, I moved on to another topic in my mind.

        ...How should we handle the meeting between our families?

        

        "According to the original plan, I was thinking of scheduling it in the not-too-distant future...."

        

        But seeing how surprised they were today, that seemed difficult now.

        Perhaps it would be better to give it some time, let them get accustomed to reuniting with their daughter, and then proceed gradually?

        

        "I wonder how long it will take...."

        

        From what I saw today, they clearly cherished their daughter immensely, so I understood why such topics might shock them.

        But considering that, I thought I had done quite well not to hear something like 'We won't give up our daughter!' today.

        

        "I don't want to drag it out too long though. Oh, hm?"

        

        As I was muttering to myself while walking, I suddenly stopped when I saw someone emerge from an alley ahead.

        

        "Hmm. Do you have a moment? There are some things I'd like to discuss."

        "...Of course."

        

        The person who appeared was Cecilia's father, Dabi.

        Judging by how naturally he approached me, he must have been following me for quite some time.

        

        "Thank you. Then... shall we go to a nearby café?"

        "...As it happens, I know a good place nearby. Shall I guide you?"

        "Oh. That would be great."

        

        I hadn't expected to meet like this, but it might actually be a good opportunity.

        There's nothing better than being alone for having certain conversations.

        

        I slowly turned my steps, and her father followed.

        

        It was time for a talk.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.155My Girlfriend's Father, One-on-One

      
        A café located near my house.

        With its diverse menu and delicious food, it was a place I occasionally visited for dates with Cecilia, though not too frequently.

        

        The coffee is good, the desserts are excellent.

        And while it's called a café, it's practically half restaurant with a nice, clean selection of meal options...

        

        "Oh, this is a nice place. It might be good to come here with the family sometime..."

        

        ...and it has private rooms too.

        There was no better place for discussing potentially sensitive matters.

        

        "Do you like coffee?"

        "I'm quite fond of it. I actually tried coffee for the first time after coming here, and it wasn't bad at all."

        

        Sitting across the table, nodding gently, was a silver-haired beastman.

        

        Cecilia's father, Davi.

        

        In other words, my girlfriend's father.

        

        "Shall we order first? Choose whatever you want. I'll take care of the bill."

        "What? No, I should at least pay for my own..."

        "No, no. Just think of it as repaying a favor. I owe you far too much for something this small to even begin to cover it."

        

        Her father continued with a gentle smile.

        However, despite his kind expression, I couldn't help but feel tense as I laughed softly, "Haha..." The sharp observational gaze hidden in his eyes kept me on edge.

        

        From his perspective, I was probably both "the grateful young man who reunited him with his daughter" and "the thief who stole his precious daughter without him knowing."

        

        I was already nervous about meeting my girlfriend's father for the first time, and our unusual relationship made it impossible to predict how the conversation would unfold.

        

        "...I'll have an Americano, please."

        "Then I'll take a latte."

        

        We decided on our orders quickly and placed them.

        After the server left, leaving just the two of us in the room, her father opened the conversation with a faint smile.

        

        "First, I want to express my gratitude once again."

        "Ah..."

        "Thanks to you, light has returned to our lives. It's been so long since I've seen her mother smile so genuinely and brightly..."

        

        Her father continued, running his finger along the smooth edge of the table.

        With a smile on his lips and slightly moist eyes, he bowed his head slightly, his voice filled with sincerity.

        

        "...Thank you. Truly, from the bottom of my heart."

        "It, it wasn't anything difficult."

        "Even so, I want to express my gratitude. If it weren't for you, the two of us would have continued living our lives without light."

        

        ...I didn't know how to respond.

        I hadn't expected to receive such a solemn expression of gratitude...

        

        "Thank you... for bringing light into our lives."

        

        After saying those final words, he raised his head again.

        

        Looking at his faint smile, I hesitated briefly before speaking.

        

        "...It's not like..."

        "Hmm?"

        "I just wanted Cecilia to not be sad anymore... I'm not some great person or anything."

        

        I didn't deserve such grand expressions of gratitude.

        I had simply acted for the sake of my partner.

        

        I meant to convey this sense of embarrassment and humility, but...

        

        "My, saying such things in front of her parents. You've got some nerve, haven't you?"

        "Ah!? No, that's not what I—!"

        

        In response to his playful remark, I belatedly realized how my words might have sounded and hurriedly waved my hands.

        

        "That's not what I meant to say...!"

        "Hehe. Yes, yes. Well then, shall we get to the main point?"

        

        I was breaking out in a cold sweat while he laughed with composure.

        Hmm, quite the contrast.

        

        "I heard a brief explanation from my daughter. You two are in a relationship, I hear?"

        "Yes, yes."

        "She was too shy to tell me directly, but seeing the ring on her ring finger, it seems like you're not just simply dating."

        "...Yes..."

        

        His tone and expression were incredibly gentle, but his gaze remained piercingly sharp.

        The tension was building, but I couldn't lie, so I nodded.

        

        "Hmm. First, let me say that I have no intention of opposing your relationship."

        "Ah."

        "You must have been the one protecting and supporting my daughter in this strange world. I can tell just by looking at her face that she truly loves you. ...She's an adult now, so I won't oppose your relationship, but..."

      

      
        

        I had been feeling relieved by his words until that point, but at that final "but," my body tensed up.

        

        He won't oppose 'but'?

        

        "Still, I wanted to see for myself what kind of person my daughter's boyfriend is."

        "Ah, I see. That's completely understandable."

        

        I suppose it was natural when I thought about it.

        Any parent would want to know what kind of person was dating their precious daughter.

        

        "Then, forgive me for being so direct, but what made you start dating our daughter?"

        "Excuse me...?"

        

        Wow, that's quite a strong question right off the bat, sir...

        

        What made me like her?

        Hmm...

        

        "...Because she's cute..."

        "Hmm?"

        "No, I mean! How should I put this..."

        

        Cold sweat trickled down my back.

        Though he hadn't said anything, I strongly felt that citing her appearance would be the wrong answer.

        

        "...Hmm."

        

        I rubbed my chin thoughtfully.

        What made me start dating her?

        

        There were many reasons, but at that time, probably—

        

        "...Because I couldn't leave her alone?"

        "Hmm?"

        "Cecilia is energetic and lively now, but back then, she was... mentally in a precarious state..."

        "..."

        

        Though she's bright and energetic now, just a few months ago, she struggled with such things.

        

        She would wear her hood pulled low whenever she went outside.

        She was uncomfortable with others' gazes and avoided going out.

        

        ...She would cry, wondering if she deserved to be happy, saying she was afraid of happiness, shedding tears over the unfamiliar emotions welling up inside her.

        

        Seeing her like that, I thought:

        

        "I need to be there for her."

        "..."

        "I want to stay by her side. I don't want to leave her alone... that's what I thought."

        

        It would be a lie to say I wasn't attracted to her appearance.

        It would be a lie to say I didn't come to like her because she was cute and her mannerisms were lovable.

        

        But even more than that.

        

        "I wanted to be with her. ...That's all."

        

        That was simply it.

        

        After finishing, I carefully raised my head.

        Her father, who had been deep in thought with his hands clasped, glanced at me and spoke softly.

        

        "...It seems our daughter has found a good man."

        "Haha..."

        "Thank you for thinking that way. Yes, it's thanks to you that she could become so bright. Thank you, truly."

        "No, it's nothing..."

        

        I scratched the back of my head, feeling a wave of embarrassment.

        

        I hadn't said it to receive thanks.

        It felt ticklish.

        

        "Indeed. No wonder Cecilia likes you."

        

        After nodding his head with what seemed like deep emotion, her father...

        

        "—Then, would you grant me one request?"

        

        Suddenly lowered his voice and said that.

        

        My back automatically straightened at the sudden serious tone.

        Amidst the rising tension, her father opened his mouth with a heavy voice.

        

        "This isn't for me. It's a request for Cecilia's sake."

        "...What is it?"

        "I don't know if you're aware... but there's a demon sleeping in that child's memories."

        

      

      
        A demon...?

        

        As I tilted my head in confusion, her father continued seriously.

        

        "He's the worst traitor who destroyed the village where our family lived. He's also the terrible man who inflicted trauma and wounds on Cecilia."

        "...Huh?"

        "He's so elusive that until now, we couldn't find out where he was or what he was doing. ...But recently, the situation has changed. I've received information that he might be nearby."

        

        Wait a minute. This sounds familiar.

        

        "Would you catch him for me?"

        

        Ignoring my increasingly confused expression, her father continued.

        With a voice and expression so serious it could have been from a movie.

        

        "Our daughter may seem bright on the outside, but I worry that the trauma might still remain. It was such a significant event..."

        "..."

        "Of course, I'll help too. It won't be easy, but if we can eliminate our daughter's trauma by catching that demon—"

        "Um, excuse me."

        "?"

        

        I took out my phone and said:

        

        "...Is the demon's name Prodiet?"

        "That's right— Wait, did Cecilia tell you?"

        "I'm not sure if 'told' is the right word..."

        

        I tapped on my phone.

        Then, showing the screen to her father, I continued with an ambiguous voice:

        

        "We've already caught him."

        "..."

        "...Cecilia, me, and our acquaintances all worked together to catch him."

        

        Not only that, but his trial was about to begin.

        The day he would go to prison after his sentence was confirmed wasn't far off.

        

        "...The trauma..."

        "She's already overcome it."

        

        It seemed there was a misunderstanding due to the vague information he had received.

        

        Upon hearing my words, her father bowed his head deeply.

        As I watched him start to tremble with concern, he suddenly raised his head and...

        

        "Hehe. Ha, haha!"

        

        Burst into loud laughter.

        

        While I looked on in surprise, her father laughed heartily, his shoulders shaking.

        

        "Haha! Yes, yes! Already caught, you say! And you led the effort?"

        "Well, yes. Similar to this situation..."

        "I see, I see! So that's what happened! Hehe, haha!"

        

        Suddenly, with a scraping sound, her father stood up from his seat.

        Before I could react, he embraced me tightly and patted my back.

        

        "Thank you for loving our daughter, Eunhyuk."

        "...!"

        "Thank you for being with her. ...I mean it."

        

        His voice was light with laughter.

        At the same time, it carried the weight of sincerity.

        

        "Well then! Let's have a chat now, shall we?"

        

        Her father released the hug and said cheerfully.

        Taking a sip of the coffee that had just arrived, he continued:

        

        "Honestly, I've always dreamed of chatting with my son-in-law about my daughter's charms."

        "!"

        "Would you indulge me?"

        "...Yes!"

        

        I nodded vigorously in response.

        Then, picking up my cup, I clinked it lightly against his in a toast-like gesture.

        

        "My daughter's greatest charm has to be that beautiful hair! That silvery-white with a hint of blue has been so stunning since she was little..."

        "Ah~ Yes, absolutely!"

        "Right?"

        

        A bright atmosphere filled the room.

        Savoring the mood, I enthusiastically discussed her charms with someone who knew Cecilia even better than I did.

        

        It was enjoyable.

        A truly happy time that made me feel that way from the bottom of my heart.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.156Unexpected Encounter

      
        The chirping of birds accompanied the bright sunlight streaming through the window.

        

        On this unusually early morning, I sat alone on the edge of the bed and let out a long yawn.

        

        "...Haaah—..."

        

        Is this what people mean by feeling empty on one side? Hmm, no. That's a bit different.

        

        Sleeping alone without Cecilia for the first time in a while left me feeling incredibly lonely.

        

        Having the wide bed all to myself was physically comfortable, I suppose...

        ...but without that soft, warm cat in my arms, I felt cold and lonely during the night, leaving me emotionally unsatisfied.

        

        "I've really gotten used to her, haven't I?"

        

        I muttered with a bitter smile as I got out of bed.

        I stretched thoroughly and took a quick sip of water to prepare for the morning.

        

        "Phew."

        

        I wonder what Cecilia is doing right now. Is she still sleeping?

        Or maybe she's already up, enjoying a lively conversation with her family.

        

        Either way, she must be spending time with the family she's been desperately missing.

        Though it's a bit lonely not having her by my side, I'm not selfish enough to interfere with her family happiness.

        

        "Maybe I'll visit around lunchtime..."

        

        She needs time to spend just with her family.

        

        I thought I'd give her plenty of time before dropping by to see her face, but...

        

        "Hm?"

        

        I turned my head at the sudden ping of my phone notification.

        There was a message.

        

        "Who... Oh, it's Father?"

        

        The message was from Cecilia's father, with whom I had exchanged contact information just yesterday.

        We had spent quite some time talking about Cecilia yesterday, and since he happened to have a phone, we exchanged numbers...

        

        I wondered what he needed so early in the morning.

        Tilting my head curiously, I picked up my phone.

        

        [Are yuo awake]

        [Are you awake?]

        

        The first thing I noticed was the typo.

        It seemed he wasn't completely used to using a phone yet, which made me smile a little.

        

        I typed a quick reply: [Yes, I just woke up.]

        Shortly after, another ping brought his next message.

        

        [Could you come to the station in front of the hotel?]

        

        This message was also brief and direct like the previous one.

        I couldn't tell what he wanted.

        

        But well, I had plenty of time.

        After a moment's consideration, I moved my fingers to reply: [I'll be right there.]

        

        It was time to head out.

        

        ***

        

        And so I arrived at the station.

        It was a fairly busy area.

        

        True to a Sunday morning, I stood in a corner amidst the bustling crowd, waiting for Cecilia's father to appear.

        

        "Hmm."

        

        We hadn't specified an exact time or meeting spot, but it probably wouldn't be a problem.

        The station wasn't particularly large, so we'd surely find each other if we looked around.

        

        More than that, I was curious about why he had called me here.

        

        We had parted on good terms after an enjoyable conversation yesterday, so I wondered what he wanted today.

        And why he wanted to meet in person rather than just calling. Was there something important he needed to say face-to-face?

        

        For example, hmm...

      

      
        

        "...Could Cecilia have said she wants to live with her family instead of me?"

        

        It seemed unlikely, but not impossible.

        No matter how important a lover is, family might still come first.

        

        After reuniting with them after so long, she might want to stay with them for a while... that possibility couldn't be ruled out.

        

        "Hmm."

        

        Of course, I wouldn't object if that were the case...

        ...but, well, it would be quite lonely.

        

        Even just this morning felt so empty.

        A day or two would be fine, but if it stretched into several days, that would be a bit~ difficult.

        

        "...I prefer sleeping while holding each other tight."

        "Wow. What a coincidence? I like the same thing~."

        "!"

        "Hehehe♪"

        "Cecil, whoa?"

        

        Before I could react to the voice, someone rushed up from behind and wrapped their arms tightly around my torso.

        

        The soft sensation through my clothes. Those slender yet firm arms embracing my waist.

        A pleasant purring sound and a faint floral scent.

        

        When I turned around, I saw an adorable cat rubbing her ear against my waist.

        

        "Cecilia!"

        "Good morning, Eunhyuk~! Did you miss me?"

        

        Cecilia looked up with a sparkling smile.

        Responding to the playfulness in her expression and voice with a smile of my own, I turned around and properly embraced her small body.

        

        "Whoa."

        "I missed you~. Did you sleep well? Did you have a good talk with your family?"

        "Mmm... Heheh♥ Yes~! I had fun and slept well~."

        

        After being momentarily surprised by my sudden hug, Cecilia hugged me back tightly and began swishing her tail happily.

        

        While delighted by my cute lover's unexpected appearance, I tilted my head in sudden confusion.

        

        Come to think of it, why was Cecilia here?

        The one who contacted me wasn't Cecilia but—

        

        "My, my♬"

        "Looks good. Yes."

        "...!!"

        

        I froze in place, still embracing Cecilia, when I heard two voices.

        

        I saw two beastfolk walking toward us from across the station.

        Silver hair and blue hair. Long cat tails and perky ears.

        

        It was Cecilia's parents.

        

        "Ah, um, well."

        "It's fine, it's fine. It's good to see lovers getting along so well."

        "Ha, haha..."

        

        I had hugged her without thinking, not realizing they were watching...

        It was quite embarrassing.

        

        Feeling my face heat up, I awkwardly broke the hug with Cecilia.

        The way she looked up at me with pouting lips, seemingly disappointed, was bad for my heart.

        

        Ugh, sorry, Cecilia. I'm just a bit embarrassed right now...

        ...I'll hug you all you want later. Promise.

        

        Whether they understood my inner thoughts or not.

        The two of them, still grinning, addressed me one after another.

        

        "So. Did you sleep well? No trouble falling asleep?"

        "Yes, er. Of course..."

        "Weren't you lonely without our daughter~?"

        "!"

        "Oh, Mom!"

        

        I froze again, hit right on target, while Cecilia's face turned bright red as she exclaimed in embarrassment toward her mother.

        They really were quite playful.

        

      

      
        "Hoho. Just joking?"

        "Haha, ha..."

        "Yes. There's no special reason we called you today~. Just thought we'd have a meal together before parting with our daughter again. You haven't had breakfast yet, right?"

        "Ah, I see. No, I haven't."

        "Good. That police officer we stayed with before happened to be from around here, so he recommended a restaurant. I'll lead the way, so follow along, both of you."

        

        I let out a small sigh of relief as the teasing ended and the conversation finally progressed.

        As her parents started walking, Cecilia and I followed behind them, and I nodded.

        

        So they just called me to have a meal together?

        

        And judging by the comment about "before parting with our daughter again," it seemed Cecilia had decided to stay at my place.

        

        "...Will you be okay?"

        "Hmm?"

        

        Suddenly concerned, I asked Cecilia beside me in a low voice.

        

        Asking if she'd be okay being apart from her parents whom she'd just reunited with.

        That was the implied meaning behind my brief question.

        

        "Mm~ Yes. I'll be fine."

        

        Cecilia nodded lightly and answered softly to my question.

        

        "I know where they are~ It's not that far~... We can meet whenever we want. No problem at all~."

        "Really?"

        "Yes~! Yesterday and today, the three of us talked a lot. About memories~ About the future~. About how we'll live from now on~."

        

        As she spoke, Cecilia sidled up closer to me.

        She intertwined her fingers with mine, purring contentedly as she continued.

        

        "We talked a lot~ about where I should stay too."

        "...And you concluded that you'd stay at my place?"

        "Mm-hmm. Dad said he could trust you with me. What did you two talk about?"

        "Haha..."

        

        We talked a lot about you, Cecilia.

        ...But that seemed a bit awkward to say directly, so I avoided her innocent gaze and gave a vague answer.

        

        "We, we had a good talk. Yeah."

        "Hmm~?"

        

        Cecilia narrowed her eyes.

        But fortunately, she seemed to decide it wasn't worth pursuing, and soon relaxed her expression and continued speaking softly.

        

        "...They said they'd approve of our relationship without any objections."

        "Really?"

        "Yes. Marriage too. They said, 'You're already so in love that you've exchanged rings, what can we do about it~?' They actually seemed happy about it. ...They said they want grandchildren too."

        "...I'll have to work on that."

        

        When I nodded, Cecilia let out a happy laugh and began playing with our intertwined fingers.

        The ticklish yet warm sensation made me smile a little.

        It felt nice.

        

        "Ah. But they did say they want to meet your parents."

        "Of course. I was already planning to arrange a meeting between our families soon."

        

        I nodded as I spoke.

        

        We definitely needed to have that meeting.

        My dad's cold should be better by now... it would be perfect to contact them after our meal today.

        

        "Alright, we're here~."

        "Ah, yes."

        

        I paused my thoughts when I heard her father's voice.

        

        We had arrived at a restaurant specializing in traditional fish set meals.

        It might be prejudiced of me, but I wondered if they preferred fish because they were cats.

        

        We opened the door and took off our shoes.

        As we passed through the second door, warm air welcomed us inside.

        

        "Mmm, smells good♬"

        "Yeah, it smells really nice, ...huh?"

        

        And then I froze in shock when I spotted a certain couple sitting in one corner of the restaurant.

        

        ...Wait?

        Why are they here...??
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        "Honey, how long has it been since we've seen our son?"

        "Let me think... The last time was about half a year ago, wasn't it?"

        "Has it really been that long already?"

        "Well, these days we have phones and all that, so it's easy to stay in touch. And since you visit often, we get updates regularly."

        "But still, you thought you should meet your son's girlfriend at least once, so you came in person~?"

        "Something like that. Yeah."

        

        The corners of my mouth twitched awkwardly as I overheard the conversation from a corner.

        

        A traditional fish set meal restaurant filled with a homey atmosphere.

        And sitting in one corner, a couple of customers.

        

        ...My mom and dad.

        

        As I stopped in my tracks, startled, my father turned around and looked at me with a puzzled expression.

        

        "What's wrong? Don't you like fish?"

        "No, it's just, well..."

        

        This is dangerous.

        I don't know why they're here, but this situation is definitely precarious.

        

        Cecilia glanced repeatedly in the direction I was staring, curious about my sudden awkwardness.

        

        Then she let out a small "Eek." Watching her from the corner of my eye, I shook my head while breaking into a cold sweat.

        

        "I actually do like fish, but..."

        

        How should I explain this?

        We can't exactly change restaurants now that we're here...

        

        Just a few seconds after I started panicking—

        

        "Ah."

        "Oh my."

        

        Was it bad luck? My eyes met directly with one of the happily dining couple.

        

        Before I could say anything, their face instantly lit up with joy, breaking into a bright smile—

        

        "Son—!!"

        

        They called out to me loudly enough for the whole restaurant to hear.

        

        I saw my mother and father turning around in surprise.

        I saw Cecilia bowing her head with an awkward smile and blushing cheeks.

        

        I saw my mom's eyes widening as she belatedly noticed the people around me.

        I saw my dad turning around with a "What's going on?" expression, mackerel still in his mouth.

        

        "Huh?"

        "Oh my..."

        

        My mother's eyes met my mom's, and my father's eyes met my dad's.

        The four of them exchanged polite bows while floating question marks above their heads, and I could only smile awkwardly.

        

        "...Son."

        "Son-in-law."

        

        "Are those people possibly..."

        

        ...Yes.

        Your guess is absolutely correct...

        

        I nodded.

        Beside me, Cecilia couldn't hide her awkward smile.

        

        It seemed we were about to have an unplanned family meeting.

        

        ***

        

        "Ah... Well, let's start with introductions..."

        

        How did things end up like this?

        

        Five people seated around a large table.

        And in the middle, me, standing alone and continuing to speak.

        

        Though it might not look like it, this was the beginning of a family meeting.

        

        I wasn't sure if I was the right person to lead this, but since I was the only one who knew everyone here... I had no choice.

        

        "First, um, I'm Lee Eun-hyuk. ...Please take care of me?"

        

        The sound of clapping hands echoed around.

        Particularly impressive was my mother, who was applauding with great enthusiasm.

      

      
        

        "Then shall I introduce my family first? Starting with my mother—"

        "Yes~!"

        

        Before I could finish speaking, my mother stood up with a bright voice.

        

        "I'm Lee Yeon-hwa, Eun-hyuk's mom~. Please take good care of us~."

        

        Once again, enthusiastic applause filled the air.

        

        ...The glance she gave me before sitting down was quite meaningful.

        

        "Am I next? Hmm..."

        

        My father was next.

        Meeting everyone here for the first time, he stood up somewhat awkwardly and began to speak.

        

        "I'm Lee Eun-myung, Eun-hyuk's father. Um, well. Please take care of us."

        

        Despite the awkwardness, his introduction went smoothly amid the applause.

        Though he kept glancing at me with eyes that said, "Is this right, Eun-hyuk?"

        

        That's my dad for you.

        We're quite alike in our thinking.

        

        "Then next..."

        "...Alright."

        

        After my dad sat down, Cecilia stood up in response to my cue.

        

        Unusually nervous, Cecilia placed her hand on her chest and took a couple of deep breaths.

        With her proud cat tail half-stiffened, but still in a relatively bright voice, she began to speak.

        

        "I'm Cecilia! Eun-hyuk's girlfriend. Please take care of me!"

        

        The applause was even more enthusiastic than before.

        

        Surprised by the stronger-than-expected reaction, she let out a cute "Whoa" of embarrassment, but then bowed politely to my dad before calmly sitting back down.

        

        "Were you nervous?"

        "A little... Hehe."

        

        The small exchange, accompanied by a shy laugh, was a bonus.

        

        Next came Cecilia's family's turn.

        Cecilia's father stood up lightly, looked around once, and opened his mouth with a faint smile.

        

        "I'm Davi, Cecilia's father. Please take care of us."

        "And I'm Amanda, Cecilia's mother~. Please take care of us~."

        

        The father's introduction was neat and proper, while the mother's had a touch of cheerfulness.

        

        With applause, everyone's introductions were complete.

        

        As I stood there contemplating how to proceed, looking at the three beast-people and two humans seated around the table...

        

        "So are we having a family meeting now~?"

        

        My mother's voice, mixed with expectation and joy, reached my ears.

        

        That was the beginning.

        

        "...Are you getting married, son??"

        "No, I, well."

        "Oh my, you didn't know?"

        "No... He never talks about himself, oh? I just noticed you're wearing a ring?"

        "Haha..."

        "...Are you Cecilia?"

        "Ah, yes! Nice to meet you, father-in-law!"

        "My husband isn't that scary, so don't be nervous, dear~. Or should I say, daughter-in-law?"

        "Wow. To think our little daughter is now someone's wife~..."

        "Haha. It's quite moving, isn't it? Were you also here for a meal?"

        "Yes. I came with my wife to see our son's face after a long time, but I never expected to run into you like this..."

        

        Bustling.

        Lively.

        

        Our parents and Cecilia's parents began greeting each other.

        Cecilia and I answered and responded to questions that occasionally flew our way.

        

        Though no one was particularly talkative, the large number of people made it quite chaotic.

        

        Still, feeling relieved by the not-so-bad atmosphere, I took advantage of a moment when I wasn't the center of attention to speak quietly to Cecilia sitting next to me.

        

        "...Are you okay? Not too overwhelmed?"

        "Um, yeah. I'm fine. It's manageable."

      

      
        

        Cecilia said, tapping the floor behind her with her tail.

        Her expression, though a bit overwhelmed, also seemed to be enjoying it somewhat, which was both curious and quite impressive.

        

        "It's kind of strange."

        "Strange?"

        "Mm-hmm."

        

        Noticing my gaze, Cecilia suddenly spoke up.

        

        Looking at me with those beautiful sky-blue eyes, she smiled brightly and continued.

        

        "Just thinking... we're really getting married soon."

        "..."

        "♬"

        

        Cecilia's hand slowly reached over and gently wrapped around mine.

        Glancing at the silver ring sparkling on her ring finger, I also gently wrapped my hand around her small one.

        

        "It's nice. Even if it's noisy."

        

        Cecilia said in a small voice amid the bustling atmosphere.

        

        Seeing her smiling face, I nodded, and she nodded back.

        

        "~♪"

        "Hehe..."

        "Son~! Tell us about your romance~. How did you two first meet?"

        "Ah, yes~. Let's see. I think we first met..."

        

        Still holding hands lightly, I began to speak in response to my mom's request.

        

        How we first met, how we opened up to each other, how we confessed...

        

        Omitting the episodes that were a bit embarrassing to share and occasionally seeking permission from Cecilia with my eyes, I continued speaking calmly among the now-quiet group.

        

        "...You raised your son well."

        

        Suddenly, those words slipped from Cecilia's father's mouth.

        

        His voice was louder than he intended, and as he covered his mouth in embarrassment, my mom chuckled and spoke to him.

        

        "He did grow up well, didn't he~?"

        "...Haha."

        "I was so worried about when he'd ever find a girlfriend, and then one day he suddenly brought home such a cute one~."

        "M-Mom..."

        "Uuu."

        

        Me, blushing at the embarrassing comment.

        Cecilia, also lowering her head in embarrassment.

        

        Hmm, hearing such words from someone else's mouth felt quite new.

        It was strange and embarrassing. A ticklish feeling.

        

        "Your daughter is also very well-raised. She's so kind, cute, and proper~..."

        "...We didn't do much, really."

        "Come now. You must have given her lots of love for her to grow up so beautifully~? She's so adorable~."

        "...Hehe."

        

        I could see smiles spreading across Cecilia's parents' faces at my mom's friendly words.

        Of course, my mom didn't know the hidden circumstances of Cecilia's family... but still, I was proud of her for speaking so kindly today.

        

        "...But marriage, huh. It's quite moving."

        

        At my dad's sudden comment, everyone nodded.

        Both sets of parents, as well as Cecilia and me.

        

        "We'll be in your care from now on."

        "Ah. Us too~."

        

        Our parents and Cecilia's parents exchanged handshakes.

        As I quietly watched the scene... suddenly, I felt Cecilia resting her head on my shoulder.

        

        "...♥"

        

        I heard a purring sound.

        Even without words, I knew it was an expression of affection, sharing joy.

        

        I gently squeezed our lightly touching hands once more.

        Feeling the warm temperature transmitted, I smiled softly again.

        

        Sticking close to each other, we quietly watched our parents from both families conversing.

        Sharing warmth and affection through our touching skin, continuously.

        Continuously...
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        "I'm exhausted..."

        "I'm home~."

        

        Finally, the meeting with both families was over.

        

        After being bombarded with questions for three to four hours, I was completely drained. As soon as I opened the door and entered the house, I slumped my body.

        Cecilia looked at me with sympathy.

        

        "Hehe. Good job. You worked hard, Eun-hyuk."

        "Yeah..."

        

        Pat, pat.

        Perhaps feeling sorry for my exhausted state, I felt Cecilia's hand gently patting my shoulder.

        She really was kind-hearted.

        

        Somewhat energized by that gentle touch, I diligently took off my shoes and tossed them aside...

        ...put down the bags I was carrying, and then trudged straight to the bed, collapsing face-down.

        

        "Haaah..."

        "Are you very tired?"

        

        Cecilia asked, looking at me lying face-down on the bed.

        In response, I briefly recounted the day's events, almost mumbling.

        

        "...I had no idea we'd go for a second round of lunch after finishing breakfast and chatting for so long..."

        "Ahaha..."

        

        We clearly left home in the morning, but it's already afternoon.

        The family meeting alone took over four hours. No wonder I was tired.

        

        "And everyone kept asking me questions..."

        "Ah~ right. That's true. I guess everyone was curious about you."

        

        Cecilia said as she smoothly put away her coat in the wardrobe.

        With her tail gently swaying beneath her beige sweater, she continued in a relatively lively voice.

        

        "But I still had fun~."

        "Really?"

        "Yes~! It was fun listening to the four of you talking together~ And it was fun getting closer to your father~."

        "Oh, with my dad?"

        "Yes. He resembles you a lot."

        

        ...Is that so?

        Me resembling my dad. Come to think of it, maybe that's true.

        

        "And you resemble your mother, Cecilia."

        "Ah~. You're right, maybe?"

        "Yeah. The way you talk, your personality..."

        

        And your cute features.

        

        Muttering the last part to myself, I slowly turned to my side.

        In front of me, Cecilia, now in lighter clothes, came trotting over and flopped down.

        

        "♥"

        "Hmm..."

        "Aww. Hehe♬"

        

        I gently stroked the head of the cat smiling brightly before me.

        I kneaded her soft cheeks and stroked her soft ears, enjoying the adorable sensation for a while as purring sounds began to emerge.

        

        "...Do you like me?"

        "I like you, of course."

        

        As soon as I answered casually, Cecilia's tail shot up with joy.

        

        I could see Cecilia smiling happily.

        At that sight, I also smiled contentedly and slowly extended both hands to pull her head into my embrace.

        

        "Wah? ...Mmm..."

        "Of course I like you~. How could I not like our cute Cecilia~."

        "...♥"

        

        Cecilia clutched my clothes tightly and nuzzled her face against my chest.

        Embracing her and patting her gently, I watched her swaying tail and whispered.

        

        "...We're getting married soon."

        "!"

        

        I felt her small body jolt up with a start!

        

        After a brief pause, Cecilia slowly raised her head.

        Looking at me with ecstatic eyes, she smiled happily and swayed her tail behind her back more vigorously than before.

        

        "~♥"

      

      
        "Happy?"

        "Yes!"

        "...Whoa!?"

        

        With that bright answer, she suddenly twisted her posture.

        

        My view rotated about 90 degrees, and I felt the soft mattress against the back of my head.

        

        I was lying flat on my back, looking at the ceiling.

        Cecilia quickly climbed on top of my stomach, as if pouncing on me, and looked down at me with a happy smile.

        

        "I'm so happy!♥"

        "Whoa..."

        

        Saying that, Cecilia hugged me tightly with all her might.

        

        As she nuzzled her soft face against my neck, I couldn't even think of resisting and just twitched, fully accepting her affection.

        

        "Mmm. ...Hmm♥"

        "Geez..."

        

        She was truly like a cat. Literally.

        

        Happy purring sounds quietly echoed in my ears.

        Groaning slightly under her weight pressing down on my body, I still reached out my arms and gently embraced her slender waist.

        

        "Kyah♪"

        "Hehe... ...I wonder what it will feel like to be married?"

        "Hm? Umm, hmm?"

        

        I could feel Cecilia tilting her head in my arms.

        Holding her tight, I briefly pondered about our future.

        

        What will marriage feel like?

        

        It's obvious, but both Cecilia and I are getting married for the first time.

        Although I've seen others get married (or more precisely, get engaged), I've never experienced it myself, so I couldn't imagine what it would feel like.

        

        What kind of feeling would it be? A warm feeling?

        Getting married means becoming a real "family" both legally and socially.

        

        Becoming a family with Cecilia.

        It's easy to say, but as a concept, it's unfamiliar, so I couldn't predict what it would feel like.

        

        Hmm. But if I really think about it, maybe—

        

        "Maybe, you know~..."

        "Hmm?"

        

        At that moment, Cecilia spoke from within my embrace.

        

        Leaning back slightly, she looked directly at my face and continued with a smile.

        

        "When we're married, maybe we'll spend a lot of time hugging each other tightly?"

        "I, guess so."

        "Living in the same house~ sleeping in the same bed~ eating together and living together."

        

        I nodded.

        

        That would certainly be the case for us.

        

        "When one of us has a hard time, we'll comfort each other~ and when something good happens, we'll celebrate together."

        "Yeah."

        "We'll kiss, and hug~. ...And at night, sometimes we'll, you know, overlap our naked bodies..."

        "..."

        

        Suddenly, the conversation turned lewd.

        

        But well, it's true... I nodded again.

        

        "We'll drink together~ go on dates~. Hang out with friends, and your sister and brother."

        "That's not much different from now?"

        "Right. That's the point."

        

        Cecilia tilted her head slightly and gave me a light kiss on the bridge of my nose.

        

        Then, pulling her lips away, she smiled brightly at me and continued in a happy voice.

        

        "Things won't change much from now, for sure."

        "..."

        "Playing together, living together, sleeping together. Living together won't be different from now."

        "I guess..."

        "So you don't need to be too nervous, Eun-hyuk."

        

        Nervous.

      

      
        Was I nervous?

        

        ...I might have been, a little bit. Yeah.

        

        "Let's live happily and peacefully. Just like we have been."

        "...Yeah."

        "Hehee♪ ......Chu♥"

        "Ah, mmm..."

        

        Once again, Cecilia cupped my face with her palms and pressed her lips against mine.

        

        But this time, longer than before.

        Deeper, more intense.

        

        "...Mmm, haum...♥"

        "Mmm, chu..."

        

        Cecilia looked at me with a melting expression as she lightly entwined her tongue with mine.

        I quietly embraced her and accepted her advances.

        

        After a hot and tender moment that felt like eternity...

        With a soft sound of regret, our lips gently parted.

        

        "..."

        

        I could see Cecilia still looking at me, her face close enough that our noses would touch if she lowered her head.

        

        Sky-blue eyes moist with emotion. Soft cheeks flushed red.

        A silver ring glittering on her ring finger.

        

        After a brief silence, she spoke in a low voice.

        

        "I love you...♥"

        "I love you too, Cecilia."

        "Hehe..."

        

        Having reaffirmed our feelings, we looked at each other and smiled for a while.

        

        How much time passed like that?

        

        "...Yes!"

        

        Finally, Cecilia nodded with a satisfied expression and an energetic voice.

        

        With a soft "Mmph..." she slowly got off me.

        Then she got off the bed, stood on her feet, and stretched while lightly fluttering her distinctive silver-white ears and tail.

        

        "Mmm~~!"

        "Satisfied?"

        "Very satisfied~! After all, cuddling together at home is the best... Hehe♬"

        

        Her face, as she turned to look at me, had the same cheerfulness as always.

        

        Smiling gently at her, I also got up from the bed with a light voice.

        

        "Oof..."

        "What should we do for dinner, Eun-hyuk? Do we have any side dishes left?"

        "Almost none. Let's go grocery shopping together later. We'll buy some ingredients for side dishes... Oh, right."

        

        Taking off the coat I'd been wearing and hanging it on a chair, I walked over.

        Then I gently picked up a box I had put down when we came in earlier.

        

        "Ah, what your father gave earlier?"

        "Yeah. What he gave us when we were parting. ...Whew, it's heavy."

        

        This fairly large box was a gift my dad had given us as the family meeting was ending.

        Given that he whispered "Enjoy it" when he gave it to us, the contents were most likely...

        

        "Hmm. As expected."

        "Wow!"

        

        It was alcohol.

        

        Not just one bottle, but several bottles of what looked like expensive liquor.

        

        "Great. Let's buy ingredients that go well with drinks, Cecilia."

        

        I said lightly, looking at Cecilia whose eyes were sparkling.

        

        "It's been a while since we had a drink, right?"

        "I'm so excited!"

        

        Seeing her joy made me happy too.

        

        Responding to her bright smile with a smile of my own, I put my coat back on and started preparing to go out.
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        "Hmm, what menu should I prepare..."

        

        The large neighborhood supermarket I always visit for groceries.

        The food section located in the basement.

        

        Under the characteristically ambiguous lighting—neither bright nor dark—I scanned the displayed groceries, contemplating tonight's dinner.

        

        "What would pair well with alcohol... Hmm, I should have thought about this before coming out."

        

        Since I just had fish for breakfast, fish dishes were out.

        Nuts or dried fruits wouldn't be bad, but since it was dinner, I needed something substantial as a main dish.

        

        "Cecilia did say she'd be happy with anything I make, but hmm."

        

        I muttered in a small voice, thinking of Cecilia who wasn't beside me at the moment.

        

        That cat who enjoys eating all sorts of things was currently separated from me, choosing something for dessert.

        She said she'd take care of the sweet and sour dessert, and asked me to handle the main dish.

        

        So unintentionally, it had become a game of guessing each other's tastes... well, not bad.

        Sometimes these things can be fun.

        

        "I guess meat would be the safe choice?"

        

        I mumbled lightly while browsing the meat section.

        

        Basically, alcohol and meat pair well together. Not a bad choice.

        

        "Since dessert will be sweet, the main dish could be a bit spicy... hmm hmm."

        

        I picked up ingredients one by one and placed them in my basket according to the half-decided menu.

        

        After filling the basket with what seemed sufficient, as I was taking one last look around the store...

        

        "Hmm."

        

        Suddenly, a beverage section caught my eye.

        Come to think of it, wasn't there vodka among the alcohol Dad gave me?

        

        I casually reached out and put a few juices I was looking at into my basket.

        

        Now it was time to start cooking.

        

        ***

        

        "Cecilia, could you set the silverware first?"

        "Okay~. Oh, how many side plates do we need?"

        "Hmm... two for now?"

        "Got it~."

        

        With the clinking of metal, the table was being set efficiently.

        

        After glancing at the table now laid with side dishes, rice, bowls, and other items, I picked up the bubbling pot by its handle and placed it on the table.

        

        "Alright~ let's eat!"

        "Yay~!"

        

        As I opened the lid wide, steam rose along with a delicious aroma that spread sweetly throughout the room.

        

        A red meat dish still gently bubbling with a stimulating scent that aroused the appetite.

        Today's menu was kimchi jjim (braised kimchi with meat).

        

        "Mmm~ looks delicious! Let's eat... oh, should we toast first, Eunhyuk?"

        "Oh, shall we? Just a moment..."

        

        Cecilia spoke while wagging her tail with an expression full of anticipation.

        Nodding to her, I briefly stood up from my seat.

        

        I took out a suitable bottle of vodka from the box Dad had given me.

        I also brought a few glass cups from the kitchen and the juices I had bought earlier.

        

        "Oh, ooh. That's quite a lot. What kind of alcohol is it?"

        "I received quite a variety~ but for now, vodka."

        "Vodka? I've heard that somewhere... Ah! That time?"

        "You remember?"

        

        I gave a small bitter smile as I watched Cecilia nodding her head.

        

        It was quite a while ago, shortly after Cecilia had come to live with us, we had tried vodka once.

      

      
        It was a cheap one bought from the supermarket, so it was bitter, strong, and quite unpleasant...

        

        "I recently found out that vodka is characterized by being tasteless and odorless."

        "Tasteless and odorless?"

        "No taste and no smell. They say it's nicknamed 'water that makes you drunk.'"

        "Heeh..."

        

        I poured a small amount of the transparent liquid into a glass and handed it to Cecilia.

        

        Similarly, I poured a little into my glass, put down the bottle, and lightly clinked glasses with Cecilia.

        

        "First, let's try it straight. Cheers!"

        "Cheers~!"

        

        A clear glass sound rang throughout the room.

        

        Then, as if we had planned it, we both sniffed the drinks, and then tilted our glasses to let the transparent liquid flow into our mouths.

        

        "...Hmm."

        "Hmm...?"

        

        It had a strange taste.

        ...Or more accurately, it had no taste?

        

        I wondered if this was what pure alcohol felt like.

        It's hard to explain... the alcohol itself was cold, but after swallowing, there was a warm sensation inside? That kind of feeling.

        

        Yet there was hardly anything that could be called taste or aroma, which made it quite puzzling.

        

        "This is interesting."

        "Mmm..."

        "It really is tasteless and odorless. Hmm."

        

        Though slightly subtle, it was clean overall and not bad at all. A fresh experience.

        

        I put a piece of the prepared dinner menu into my mouth with some rice, chewed it slowly, and prepared the next drink.

        

        "Mmm. But thanks to this characteristic, it's often used in cocktails, they say. Can I have your glass?"

        "Cocktails? Oh, here's my glass."

        "I looked into it a bit recently. Got a little interested..."

        "Hmm...? ...Nom."

        

        Likewise, Cecilia put some meat in her mouth with a nom, and as she chewed, happiness gradually spread across her face.

        Glancing at her fluttering cat ears, I picked up one of the juices.

        

        "This is amateur work without proper glasses or measurements... Oh, right. Ice."

        

        Belatedly, I went to the refrigerator and filled the glasses with ice.

        

        With light clinking sounds, as the coldness began to circulate in the glass, first a little vodka.

        Then adding plenty of the orange juice I had bought...

        The simplest cocktail was complete.

        

        "Here... two Screwdrivers, ready~."

        "Ooh...!"

        "You'll probably like it."

        

        It was like a vodka version of the soju+orange juice that Cecilia usually enjoyed.

        

        I carefully handed the glass with the citrus-colored liquid sloshing inside to Cecilia.

        She took it, looked at it curiously from different angles, and then slightly tilted the glass to take a cute sip of the sloshing liquid.

        

        "...Sweet♪"

        

        Hearing her response, I exhaled in relief.

        

        "...♬"

        

        Cecilia took small sips again and smiled softly.

        A faint blush appeared on her face, and her tail swayed gently behind her in a comfortable trajectory.

        

        I was glad she seemed to like it.

        

        "Mmm. This is my kind of drink~? Did you specifically look up how to make it, Eunhyuk?"

        "It's not that difficult. I just thought it would be nice to make our drinking more enjoyable~."

        "Aww, Eunhyuk is so sweet~♥"

        "Hehe... Cheers?"

        "Cheers~!"

        

      

      
        The clear glass sound rang lightly through the room again.

        

        Cecilia sipped her drink with a happy smile.

        Glancing at her, I also took a light sip of my portion.

        

        "Ahm. ...♪"

        "Mmm. Gulp."

        

        A sweet and fresh taste spread refreshingly in my mouth.

        The cool taste of citrus accompanied by cold ice.

        It tasted closer to juice than I had expected. Not bad at all.

        

        "Puha...♬"

        "How does it compare to mixing with soju?"

        "Mmm~ this tastes better! How should I say it... refreshing, clean? Something like that?"

        

        I nodded lightly as I watched her tilt her head while speaking.

        

        Well, soju does have quite an artificial aftertaste.

        Even if the taste itself was similar, there would be some difference in cleanness.

        

        "I'm glad you like it. I was honestly a bit worried."

        "~♬ Ahm!"

        "...Hmm, but maybe we should drink slowly? This has a higher alcohol content than you might think."

        "Hmm? Puha. Really? It doesn't taste much like alcohol."

        "That's because the base, vodka, has no taste to begin with. But it still has quite a high alcohol content."

        "Ah~."

        

        Cecilia nodded her head while looking at the glass in her hand, as if understanding.

        Looking at her gently swaying tail... I quietly picked a piece of meat off the bone and popped it into her mouth.

        

        "Mmph. ...?"

        "So let's drink slowly while eating. We have plenty of time, and there's no need to get drunk right from the start, right?"

        "Ahm, chew.... Mm. ...Since we still have a lot of night left?"

        "Exactly."

        "♬"

        

        I gently stroked Cecilia's head as she grinned.

        Feeling the soft sensation of her twitching ears in my hand, I also picked a piece of meat and popped it into my mouth.

        

        "Mmm. And I've prepared a few other cocktails too."

        "Chew, gulp. You've prepared more than I expected, Eunhyuk?"

        "Hmm~ I didn't plan to prepare so much, it was just a coincidence. I was browsing the internet, found the content interesting, and memorized it to use later."

        

        While it's true I wanted Cecilia to be happy, I didn't have any grand intentions beyond that.

        

        Alcohol should be enjoyed pleasantly.

        Following my own belief, I had prepared simply for enjoyment.

        

        "Since we happened to get various types of alcohol, I thought it would be perfect. So I bought the ingredients while grocery shopping~..."

        "Mmm?"

        "It was worth buying them. Yes."

        

        Cecilia tilted her head while taking a light sip of the citrus-colored cocktail that sparkled like ice.

        

        Though there was nothing particularly special about her action, with her tail swaying, ears fluttering, and her smile as she tilted her head, it couldn't be more adorable.

        

        "...Ahm!"

        "? What? What was worth it~?"

        "Mm. ...Se~cret."

        "Eh~?"

        

        Cecilia pouting her lips as if asking me to tell her is cute.

        The way her tail flutters is just so lovable. Laughter naturally escaped me.

        

        I might be getting a little tipsy already, though it seems unlikely.

        Feeling my cheeks starting to warm up slightly, I smiled happily.

        

        "Come on, let's eat!"

        "Hmm...?"

        "...Cheers!"

        "! Cheers~!"

        

        Cecilia, who had been pouting at my lack of a straight answer, immediately responded with an excited voice to my toast.

        

        With the clear sound of glass, I took a light sip of the cold, refreshing citrus-colored cocktail.

        

        The night was still young.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.160Cocktail (2) - Dead Drunk

      
        "Eheheheh...♬ ...meat is yummy♥"

        

        How much time had passed since we started dinner?

        In the softly heated atmosphere, I watched Cecilia happily munching away and lightly raised my glass to her.

        

        "Cheers~?"

        "Cheers~!"

        

        The crystal-clear sound of glass rang out with a clink...

        Starlight twinkling in the dark sky and bright lighting.

        The pot and plates now almost empty.

        

        I felt like I'd pretty much filled my stomach.

        

        I could feel the atmosphere growing more mellow.

        

        "~~♥"

        

        At some point, Cecilia had moved to sit beside me and was nuzzling her cheek against my shoulder.

        

        The purring cat-like sound echoed lovingly throughout the room.

        She was smiling dreamily with playful affection, yet her eyes kept glancing at me as if wanting something, which was unbearably cute.

        

        "That's right, that's right~ Our Cecilia is so cute~~!"

        "Kyahang!♥ Haung, mmm~~♥ Hehe!"

        

        I reached out and ruffled her beautiful silver-white hair, messing it up as I stroked it vigorously.

        

        I could see Cecilia twisting her body playfully and bursting into laughter as if she was enjoying it.

        The soft, fluffy texture tangled between my fingers, and her adorable laughter tickled my ears.

        

        "Ogu ogu, so cute~. Huhu. ...Chu♪"

        "Kya♥ Mmm...♥"

        

        Impulsively, I tilted my head and gave her soft, squishy cheek a kiss.

        

        The sound of kisses echoed with smooches.

        Cecilia trembled at the sensation.

        

        I think I'm pretty drunk too.

        That thought came to me a beat late.

        

        But it's fun.

        I thought this must be what happiness in everyday life is like.

        

        "Geez.... You little prankster~!"

        "Hey, we're both equally mischievous, aren't we~?"

        "That's true~. Ah, nyaang!♥"

        "Whoa?"

        

        Suddenly, Cecilia stretched out her arms and hugged me tightly.

        

        "Umm.... Cecilia?"

        "...♪"

        

        Her soft, squishy breasts pressed firmly against my chest.

        While firmly supporting my back with both arms, she briefly exhaled a hot breath against my neck with a "Haaa—..."

        

        "...Awung♥"

        "Huh!?"

        

        Suddenly, she pushed her head closer and gently bit my neck with her small mouth.

        

        A thrilling sensation spread throughout my body in an instant.

        Not stopping there, as she sucked and nibbled with her mouth, I lost my strength and could only twitch my body without being able to resist.

        

        "Hahh?! W-wait, huah! Hik!?"

        "Huhuung♥ ...lick~♥"

        "Huak?!"

        "...Hihi♥"

        

        She seemed quite pleased with my trembling reactions.

        

        I couldn't gather my thoughts with the strange sensation of kisses and gentle bites on my neck.

        She was like a cat playing with its prey. A little devil.

        

        "...Chu♥"

        

        After one final kiss, Cecilia finally seemed satisfied and pulled away.

        The way she licked her lips with a flushed expression was incredibly seductive.

        

        "...Your reactions are so fun♪"

        "Is that so...?"

        "The way you tremble~ And how you let out those little gasps~~... ...Nyak, so cuuute♥"

        

        C-cute, she says.

        It wasn't an unpleasant feeling... but it was embarrassing.

        

        "...♥"

        

        Cecilia gazed at me intently in silence for a moment.

        Hot breath mixed with alcohol kept flowing from those pink lips.

        

        "...Mmm...."

        "Yes~...?"

        "...Pat my head, nyak...♥"

        

        Soon after, as if she couldn't hold back anymore, Cecilia wiggled her limbs and acted spoiled.

        Looking at her moist eyes and flushed skin, I couldn't help but laugh as I quietly reached out my hand.

        

        "That's right, that's right~~."

        "Hyaang♥ Mm, ears too. My eaars...."

        "Here? Like this? Pat pat~."

        "Hauung...♥♥ That's goood♥ More touches? Rub rub...?"

      

      
        

        I thought I was pretty drunk, but Cecilia seemed much more intoxicated than I was.

        

        Cecilia kept breathing hot breaths while fidgeting with my hand.

        When she pleaded "Pleease...?" while tickling my ear with that tender voice, I started using my other hand too, patting her vigorously.

        

        "Here you go, here, here~!"

        "Haaang...♥♥ Huu, mm! There, like that...♥ Feels goood, so goood...."

        "Should I pat your tail too? Here, here~~?"

        "Hiyang?!♥ Haut! H-hut...?!♥"

        

        Noticing her silver-white tail swaying gently, I lightly stroked it with my hand.

        Immediately, Cecilia jumped up with a start!! and began trembling all over.

        

        "Ha, ah...!♥ ...Huaaa...♥♥"

        "Eek."

        

        Soon after, she seemed to lose strength and snuggled tightly into my arms.

        Feeling her increasingly hot breath and faster purring, I removed my hand for a moment to let her calm down.

        

        "Hu, uu...♥"

        "...Are you okay?"

        "...Nyak, you've gotten too good at petting...."

        

        Hmm, I was honored.

        

        "We've pretty much finished eating, right?"

        "All done~...."

        "And we're quite drunk too~?"

        "Mmm, I'm drunk~. ...I'm drunk, nyak♬"

        

        I could tell just from her pronunciation.

        Her slurred speech made me chuckle.

        

        "You know~ nyak? It's been so long since I got drunk so~...."

        "Yes~?"

        "...I feel sooo good...♥"

        "Huhu. Our Cecilia is very drunk, isn't she~?"

        "I'm drunk.... Veery drunk~."

        

        Cecilia mumbled while exhaling hot breaths in my arms.

        She seemed even more intoxicated than before, probably because our heart rates had risen from kissing and playing around, making the alcohol hit harder.

        

        "One last drink?"

        "Mmm~?"

        

        Not quite understanding what I meant, Cecilia lifted her head and tilted it slightly.

        Looking down at her dreamy face, I quietly reached out and picked up my glass.

        

        "For the last time, cheers~?"

        "Ah~! Cheers~!"

        

        Cecilia belatedly raised her glass at my action.

        We lightly clinked our glasses with a ting— and brought them to our lips.

        

        "Aum...♪"

        "Umm, gulp."

        

        ""Puhaa―....""

        

        I could smell the strong alcohol in our exhaled breaths.

        I was quite drunk too. My head was hazy and my body felt hot.

        

        "Umm. Did I drink too much since it's been a while...? Not quite overdrinking, but...."

        "...Feels goood♥"

        

        Cecilia mumbled dreamily and rested her head on my chest again with a thud.

        

        She started rubbing her ears against me.

        At her dreamy, drunken affection, I quietly laughed and gave her small body one last gentle hug.

        

        "Hyaang...♥"

        "Huhu. ...Mmm, shall we go to bed soon? We can clean up the table tomorrow morning...."

        "Eeh...? Already going to sleep~...?"

        "Not right away, we'll wash up and get in bed, then cuddle a bit more—"

        "Ah~. Snuggle snuggle in bed~...?"

        "Well, yeah. That's right?"

        "...♥ Mmm, alright!"

        

        Cecilia smiled with satisfaction at my words and quickly got up.

        

        "I like that~~! Let's go, let's gooo~!"

        "Huh, huh? ...Oh, you meant let's go wash up?"

        

        I couldn't help but smile at her eagerness as she tugged on my arm.

        

        Admiring her silver-white tail swinging from side to side, I followed her into the bathroom.

        Without any trouble, we took turns washing our faces and brushing our teeth, then held hands again as we came out and flopped onto the bed.

        

        "Huah~. It's the bed~~!"

        "Oof, ouch...."

        "Humm, huhung♬ So fluffy~♪"

        

        I could see Cecilia sprawled out in the center of the bed, grinning.

        Almost stumbling due to my hazy consciousness, I somehow managed to climb onto the bed and crawl over to lie down next to Cecilia.

        

        "Usha...."

        "~♥"

        "Cecil, oof!"

        "Nyaang―!♥ ...Huhung♬"

        

        Cecilia quickly pounced on me and put her full weight on my body.

        

        Intertwined legs, interlocked fingers, hot breath on my neck.

      

      
        ...And her two large fruits squishing against me.

        

        The sensual and tender sensation made my mind go blank for a moment.

        

        "...Mmm."

        "Hmm?"

        "...It's hot...."

        

        She suddenly sat up and threw off the knit sweater she was wearing over her shirt.

        

        Her slender figure was momentarily revealed as her shirt rode up, and her large curves bounced softly with the movement.

        

        Her figure was truly beautiful.

        So soft and incredibly feminine.

        

        Such thoughts suddenly came to mind, and I was staring at her in a daze with mild excitement, but....

        

        "...Hmm~...?"

        

        Cecilia noticed me looking and suddenly let out a meaningful sound.

        

        "Kyaak~. Nyak, you pervert~."

        "Ugh. No, that's...."

        "Eheheh. Just kidding~. ...♥"

        

        Though she said it was a joke, there wasn't a hint of playfulness in her eyes.

        

        She suddenly reached out and gently caressed the back of my hand.

        

        "You know, Eunhyuk. Do you remember that time?"

        "Hmm?"

        "Loong ago, when Hiwon unnie brought us alcohol, and we both drank excitedly and got suuper drunk...."

        

        Ah, right. I remember.

        We were so excited about the unexpected premium alcohol that we prepared lots of fancy side dishes.

        

        Then we unintentionally drank too much.

        ...We weren't even dating at the time, and we almost had an accident....

        

        "...Nyak, you were kneading my breasts~♥"

        "Ugh. ...Y-you remembered that? Cecilia...."

        "Of course I remember~.... It was so memorable~."

        

        I nodded glumly at her words.

        

        Well, having your breasts groped by a roommate you're not even dating would certainly be memorable.

        ...That's what I thought, but seeing Cecilia grinning, there seemed to be a different reason.

        

        "You grabbed my breasts tightly, took me to bed, pinned me down, and even kissed my neck with smooch, smooch♥ sounds...."

        "You remember it very vividly...."

        "...You had such a desperate expression then.... ...When I said 'Not today~!' you immediately held back and gave up, which was sooo impressive~...."

        

        ...Did I do that?

        To be honest, my memories of that time are quite vague....

        

        "So, so? You know, nyak~?"

        "Ah, yes?"

        "I have something I want to say, you know~?"

        

        Cecilia grinned as she firmly grasped one of my hands.

        

        Then she slowly lifted it and—

        

        "...Today, you don't have to hold back...?♥"

        

        She pressed my hand firmly against her breast.

        

        I swallowed hard at the sensation of my fingers sinking softly into the softness.

        

        The world's softest, most tender feeling and her seductive gaze.

        The moaning sound of "Haang...♥" and her hot breath mixed with alcohol.

        

        My head started spinning.

        

        "Ce-Cecil—"

        "I'm, my body is so hot...."

        "...."

        "But, I don't want to sleep yet...♥"

        

        Cecilia, still holding my hand to her breast, slowly lowered her body.

        Soon she was practically overlapping me, and whispered in my ear with a hot voice.

        

        "...Hold me, okay?♥ Nyak...?♥ ...Darling~♥♥"

        

        At that voice.

        At that breath.

        

        Who could resist the seduction of such a lovely lover?

        

        "Kyak!♥"

        "...Chu."

        "Hii♥"

        

        I immediately hugged her soft body tightly and passionately kissed her neck.

        With each smooching sound, Cecilia trembled slightly, and my reason gradually melted away.

        

        "Haak, ut...!♥ I love you, I love youu♥ Nyak♥ Nyak...♥♥"

        "Haa, haa...!"

        

        My head is dizzy from the alcohol.

        Breathing alcohol-filled breaths toward each other, we instinctively pressed our bodies together to satisfy our primal desires.

        

        The night was growing deeper.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.161Completely drunk

      
        "Chu, chuup... Haah...!"

        "Hahng!♥ So, good... Haut...♥ Haah, lips. On my lips too...♥"

        "Huu. ...Chup."

        "...! Haum, mmm...♥♥ Churup, haah...♥"

        

        Hot breaths flowed incessantly between the sticky overlapping lips.

        

        "Haum♥ I like it, I like you...♥♥ Chuup, mmm...♥"

        "Mmph, mmm.... Churup...."

        

        Cecilia entangled her tongue with mine passionately while firmly holding my head with both hands.

        Perhaps due to the alcohol filling my mind, I was going crazy over how lewd and cute Cecilia looked as she explored me with that dreamy expression.

        

        "So cute.... Haup, chu...."

        "Huhng♥ Haum.... ...Puhaa―♥"

        

        The short but intense kiss ended, and our lips parted.

        

        As if savoring the lingering sensation, Cecilia seductively licked her lips and spoke with a giddy smile.

        

        "...You smell like alcohol♪"

        "We both do. Don't you like it?"

        "Mm-mm, but it's Eunhyuk's scent. ...I don't dislike it♬"

        

        She planted another quick kiss♥ on my lips and immediately sat up straight as if escaping.

        

        "Ahh. But it's hot~...."

        "...Mmm. That's because we're drunk, both of us."

        "Hmm~? ...Then, undress me♥"

        

        She spoke coquettishly while gently placing the hem of her shirt in my hand.

        

        "Hehe...♥"

        

        Through her mischievous grinning expression, an expectant gaze landed on me intensely.

        

        In response to her seductive aegyo mixed with drunkenness, I firmly gripped her shirt and spoke with a voice tinged with laughter.

        

        "Alright, hands up~."

        "Okay~! ...Mmm~♥"

        

        I pulled her loose shirt up and tossed it aside onto the bed.

        

        And thus revealed was her soft, pink skin.

        A simple bra barely covering her two sensual fruits.

        

        "Huhng~♬ ...Am I pretty?♥"

        

        Cecilia asked playfully as she looked down at me examining her.

        

        Responding lightly to that provocative smile, I flicked her nipple that was shyly protruding♥ through her bra.

        

        "Hiyat―?!♥♥♥"

        "Of course you're pretty~. Hmm~?"

        "Haut...! Ah, ah♥ ah♥♥ I, that spot... ut!♥"

        "Here? You like it here?"

        "Haah!♥ Good...♥♥ Ut...!♥"

        

        Each time I flicked her protruding nipples with both hands, Cecilia's small body twitched and jumped erotically.

        

        Cecilia moaned with a cute voice, whimpering.

        The subtle scent of alcohol mixed in between.

        

        Feeling rising excitement, I firmly grasped her soft breasts with both hands, and then kneaded her hardened nipples between my fingers, squeezing them.

        

        "Hayuk?!♥♥♥ Ha, aah♥ uh, ngh...!♥♥"

        "I've always wanted to tease these big breasts at least once.... Does it feel good? Does it feel good having your nipples squeezed~?"

        "Haeu♥♥ Good♥ It feels good...!♥ Ut!♥♥"

        "Ahh~!"

        

        She's just too cute.

        I want to pounce on her.

        

        Licking my lips in excitement, I surrendered to my boiling desire and quickly twisted my posture―

        

        "Kyak!?"

        

        Our positions changed, and Cecilia, now forcibly laid down on the mattress, let out a short scream in her cute voice.

        

        Unlike before, I was now straddling Cecilia who was lying on the bed.

        Perhaps understanding my sudden intention, Cecilia reached out to me with a melting expression of intoxication, grinning broadly.

        

        "Mmm~♥ Come here...?♥"

        "♪"

        "Kyahang!♥"

        

        I dove right into her embrace and reached behind her back.

        I quickly unhooked her bra, and though struggling a bit, removed the straps and tossed it aside like her shirt.

        

        "E, ehehe♬ I've been undressed, ah?!♥"

        "Chup...!"

        

        Not giving her time to speak, I took her exposed pink nipple into my mouth.

        

        The sensation of the firm yet elastic protrusion.

        The soft skin against my lips and the alcoholic scent filling my nose.

        

        Her whimpering moans made my excitement soar uncontrollably.

        My vision was blurry with excitement and intoxication.

        

        "Haak―!♥ Haah―...!♥ Ngh, uh―!♥♥"

        "Mmm...!"

        

        Suddenly, Cecilia reached out and tightly embraced my head.

        And immediately after―

        

        "Hayuk?!♥♥ Ah, ah♥ ungh!♥ I, I'm♥ cu, cummi―♥!♥♥"

        "...!!"

      

      
        

        With an urgent voice, her waist arched up dramatically.

        

        "――!!♥♥♥"

        

        Cecilia trembled all over as she let out a soundless cry of pleasure.

        

        While strongly pulling my head close, she soon went limp and breathed heavily, her mouth opening and closing.

        

        "Haah―!♥♥ Ha, ah―...!♥ Haah, aah...♥"

        "Chup. ...Did you cum?"

        "I did...♥ I came from my breasts...."

        

        As I pulled away with a wet sound, I saw Cecilia's lewdly disheveled appearance.

        Was it because she was drunk? She was much more sensitive than usual, and much more lewd.

        

        Cecilia gasped for air, her mouth opening and closing, yet still staring at me intently with moist eyes as if still wanting more.

        

        After a moment, we reached for each other simultaneously, tightly embracing and desperately pressing our lips together.

        

        "Chuup, mmm...."

        "Chu♥ Haum...♥ Mmm, churup. ...Haah...♥♥"

        

        I could feel the intoxication.

        I could feel the excitement.

        I could feel the heat.

        

        "Chururup♥♥ Haum!♥ Chup, chuup...!♥ Haah♥♥ Churup!♥ Mmm, mmm...♥♥"

        "Haup, mmm...! Chuup, haah...."

        

        Abandoning reason and entwining our tongues, we simultaneously grabbed each other's pants.

        

        While kissing passionately, we slowly pulled down our pants and underwear.

        Then, we tossed aside the now unnecessary pieces of cloth.

        

        "Haah♥♥ Good♥ I like it...♥♥ Chuup, chup...♥♥"

        "Mmm, chu. I love you, Cecilia. Haah.... Haah...!"

        

        I could feel my penis throbbing with erection.

        At the same time, the hot, sticky sensation brushing against my backside told me that she was already prepared without having to look.

        

        "Chupa...♥ Put it in. Put it in...♥♥ Inside me♥ Bang, bang♥ and squish squish~...♥♥"

        "Kugh...!"

        

        Cecilia wiggled her hips with a seductive tone.

        Gritting my teeth at the sensation of her honey pot greedily dripping, I spread her legs with both hands and....

        

        "Ha, ut...!!♥♥♥"

        "Haah, ah...!"

        

        With that, I pressed my fully erect penis into her prepared pussy.

        

        "Hayuk! Uh...!"

        

        I could feel the hot, sticky folds wrapping mercilessly around my cock.

        I could tell that her juices were overflowing just from insertion, wetting even my stomach.

        

        "Uh...♥ It feels, so good...♥♥"

        

        Cecilia tightly embraced me while moaning in ecstasy, even though I hadn't started moving yet.

        Hugging her back, I slowly began to move my hips.

        

        "Haang...!♥♥"

        "Huu...!"

        

        Slowly at first. As if enjoying the sensation of the sticky folds wrapping around me.

        

        "Haah♥ Ah, aang!♥"

        

        Then gradually.

        

        "Ha, ah!♥♥ Aah...!♥ Haut, uh...♥"

        

        Gradually.

        

        "Ngh, uh...?!♥♥ Haak!♥ Ha, ayuk!?♥♥♥"

        

        Faster.

        

        "Ha!♥♥ Ah, ang!?♥ Haaang!♥♥ Ngh, haut...!!♥♥♥"

        "Haah, haah!"

        

        Bang, bang, bang!!

        The intense wet sounds of my frantically thrusting hips echoed throughout the room.

        

        Two bodies entangled like beasts on the bed.

        The rich scent of instinct, the moans tickling my ears.

        

        "Haah! Huu...!"

        

        I quickly removed my bothersome top and threw it aside.

        

        Feeling myself becoming more beast-like with rising instinct, I firmly grasped Cecilia's breasts that were bouncing intensely before my eyes.

        

        "Haut―!♥ Ha, aah! Touch me, rub me hard...!♥♥ Haah!♥"

        "Huu, huu...!"

        "Mmm♥♥ Hold♥ Hold my hand...!♥"

        "...!"

        

        I firmly grasped her trembling outstretched hand, interlocking our fingers.

        

        With one hand holding hers and the other grasping her breast, I moved my hips violently as if devouring her.

        

        "Haang!♥♥ More, more...!♥♥ Haah♥ I love you♥ I love youuu...♥♥ Ut!!♥♥"

        "Haah, haah...! Ut, kuh...."

        

        The obscene sound of flesh slapping as our waists and buttocks collided with bang, bang!

        The sticky juices spurting between us, the bestial groans and cries of pleasure.

      

      
        

        "Ha, aah...!♥♥ I love you...!♥♥♥"

        

        My lover who only looks at me.

        Cecilia who only calls my name.

        

        "Cecilia!"

        "Hahng...!♥♥"

        

        I suddenly lowered my posture and embraced her body tightly.

        

        The pounding heartbeats. The ceaseless sounds of breathing and moaning.

        The sweet alcoholic fragrance mixed with the scent of flesh.

        

        "Chuup...!"

        "Hu, ut...!!♥♥"

        

        Bang, bang!

        Continuously thrusting my hips, following the instinct that tempted me, I roughly pressed my lips against the soft nape before me.

        

        "Ha, aah...!♥♥ Ut!!♥ Ha, ah♥ Aah♥♥"

        

        Her small trembling body was so lovable.

        Cute and lewd. So beautiful.

        

        "Chup...!"

        "Hut...―!♥♥"

        

        As if wanting to leave my mark on her, I persistently kissed her nape, lightly biting and licking it.

        While deeply thrusting my penis into her sticky honey pot, consistently and persistently.

        

        "Hueu♥ Haeu...♥♥ ...Aum...!♥♥"

        "Yuk...!"

        

        Whether seeking revenge or returning the favor.

        Cecilia slightly extended her head and gently bit my nape.

        

        "Chuup...!♥ Mmm, mmm...!!♥"

        "Hayuk, kut...."

        

        Kissing and being kissed.

        Our fingers, unreservedly embracing each other, dug mercilessly into each other's backs.

        

        And the squish squish squish!♥ wet sounds now accelerated to near their limit....

        

        "Haah...! Yuk! I'm going to cum. I'm cumming, Cecilia...!"

        "Haak...!♥ Mmm♥ Mmm♥♥ Cum♥ Inside, me...!!♥♥"

        

        In the final moment.

        Simultaneously with thrusting my cock into her deepest part with a strong bang!!♥―

        

        "Kuyuk...!!"

        "――!!♥♥♥"

        

        Byururut! Byururut―!!

        

        While tightly embracing her trembling body, I poured my desire into her deepest part with all my might.

        

        "Ha, ut...♥♥♥ ...So hot...♥♥"

        "Haah, haah...."

        

        It feels like my mind is going blank.

        

        As I went limp from the echoing afterglow throughout my body, Cecilia whispered in my ear with hot breath.

        

        "......I love you~...♥♥"

        "Mmm...."

        "Kyaang...♥"

        

        With trembling hands, I once again gently embraced Cecilia's small body.

        

        The sound of our pounding heartbeats jumping.

        Bodies sticky with sweat. Dizzying fatigue and maddening pleasure.

        

        "...That felt good."

        "...Me too~...."

        

        So sex while drunk feels this good.

        ...And it also uses this much energy....

        

        "We should, wash up...."

        "Just a little longer like this. Mmm.... ...Ehehe. I smell like you...♥"

        

        Cecilia smiled contentedly while tightly embracing my body.

        

        Still trembling from the lingering sensations, I stroked her hair and softly said:

        

        "...I love you, Cecilia."

        "I love you too~...♥ Ah, mmm...♥"

        "Chu...."

        "...♥"

        

        I raised my head slightly and lightly kissed her lips.

        Immediately after, we went limp again and tightly embraced each other.

        

        "...Let's rest a bit and then go wash up. Okay?"

        "Mmm...."

        "...Don't fall asleep, okay?"

        "I'll try~...."

        

        Her weak voice wasn't very convincing.

        But she was cute. Yes.

        

        "Ah, ehehe...♥"

        

        Gently stroking her sweat-soaked hair, I exhaled with a sigh.

        

        It was quite a wild night.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.162Kiss Mark and Chocolate

      
        "Ugh, this is going to leave a mark..."

        "Mmm..."

        

        After an intense session of lovemaking had ended...

        Post-shower, back on the bed.

        

        With Cecilia wrapped in a fluffy towel sitting on the bed, I moved her chin this way and that, examining the mark left on her neck.

        

        "Oh my."

        "...How many days do you think it'll last?"

        

        The mark in question was a kiss mark.

        During our entanglement earlier... well, in my excitement, I had somewhat recklessly left it on her neck.

        

        "Does it hurt?"

        "Hmm, just a slight tingling? It doesn't really hurt~. Mm-hmm."

        "Really...? Well, that's a relief at least."

        

        I gently stroked the reddened mark on her neck with my finger and let out a small sigh of relief.

        

        It was fortunate that it wasn't causing her much pain.

        No matter how intoxicated I was, the thought that I might have hurt her made me feel guilty... ugh.

        

        "...You don't need to worry that much~?"

        "Huh?"

        

        Suddenly, Cecilia spoke up in a bright voice while swinging her legs back and forth.

        

        Her voice suggested that, like me, her intoxication had somewhat subsided. I lightly raised my head to meet her sky-blue eyes.

        

        "It's not particularly painful~ and it's not that unsightly either~."

        "...Still, it seems like it would show even if you tried to hide it. Won't you be embarrassed when you go outside?"

        "Hmm~? Well, umm. I might be a little embarrassed, but rather than that, how should I put it, well~..."

        "?"

        

        Cecilia, who had been speaking smoothly, suddenly trailed off.

        

        As if she'd thought of something embarrassing, she laughed awkwardly, "Ah, ahaha..." and her face turned red.

        Then, avoiding my gaze slightly, she glanced at me from the corner of her eye and spoke in a small voice.

        

        "...It's a bit embarrassing, but can I say it?"

        "Ah, sure."

        

        What does she want to say?

        As I tilted my head curiously, she slightly inclined her head, traced the kiss mark with her finger, and—

        

        "You know this? I felt it when I looked in the mirror while washing up..."

        "Yeah."

        "Well. ...Rather than feeling pain or embarrassment, I felt more strongly... 'happy', I guess... Ahaha..."

        

        I saw Cecilia scratching her reddened cheek shyly.

        Her silver-white cat tail tapping the bed caught my eye.

        

        And a beat later, what she said sank into my mind.

        

        ...'Happy'?

        More than pain or embarrassment?

        

        "...When you think about it, this is the first time you've left something like this on my body, right?"

        "Y-yeah."

        

        Of course, I didn't want to carelessly leave marks on her silky smooth skin.

        Though I occasionally had possessive desires to leave a kiss mark, this was the first time I'd actually done it.

        

        "So, how should I put it~... It feels like I've become Eunhyuk's possession. Should I say it makes my heart race...?"

        "..."

        "...J-just saying! Just! I wanted to say you don't need to worry because I don't dislike it!"

        "..."

        

        ...Dominance?

        Or in this case, should it be called submissiveness?

        

        I knew Cecilia had that kind of tendency, but still.

        Hearing it directly like this, how should I put it...

        

        "...You're so cute!"

        "Hauu."

        

        I felt newly delighted.

        A warmth filled my chest from this pure affection untainted by impurity.

        

        "~♪"

      

      
        "Aww..."

        

        I gently placed my hand on Cecilia's head.

        

        Smiling contentedly at her voice, I savored the soft sensation as I patted her head.

        

        "Aww. Mmm..."

        "What a precious thing to say~ our Cecilia. Were you happy? Hmm~?"

        "Awuu..."

        

        She's so lovable.

        

        Her flushed cheeks, her gaze slightly avoiding mine out of embarrassment.

        Yet those sky-blue eyes that occasionally glance up at me.

        

        Could there be a more lovable creature?

        She was just too cute. Really.

        

        "If our Cecilia likes it, then I have nothing else to say~. But if it starts hurting later, you must tell me, okay?"

        "Y-yes. Of course. ...Ah. Do you have any bandages at home, Eunhyuk?"

        "Bandages?"

        "Yeah. I still think it's better to cover it when going outside... Even if it shows, it's better than displaying it openly."

        "Hmm~?"

        "...Ah, again, I'm not hiding it because I dislike it?! It's just, well, showing it to others is embarrassing—"

        "I know, of course!"

        "—?!"

        

        I pushed Cecilia, who was continuing to speak, down onto the bed, and we both flopped onto it.

        

        The mattress bounced softly.

        The newly changed bedding with its cozy scent.

        

        "Mmm. So soft..."

        "Eek!"

        

        Lying on such a bed, I tightly embraced Cecilia's slender waist.

        

        A sweet scent tickled my nose.

        With the warm sensation transmitted from her in my arms, I gently rubbed my lips against her neck and chuckled softly.

        

        "Ha, hahaha...! It tickles, Eunhyuk!"

        

        At the same time, her beautiful fairy-like laughter tickled my ears.

        

        I was happy.

        This was happiness.

        

        "Mmm, I want to sleep just like this..."

        "Hauu♬ Hey~. But we should still use pillows properly, Eunhyuk~... Ah, right!"

        "?"

        "Oof. C-can you let go for a moment, Eunhyuk?"

        

        Though confused by her words, I released the hug.

        Immediately after, she jumped up from the bed, ran over to the table, and reached into a paper bag that was there.

        

        "What is it?"

        "Remember the dessert I bought earlier when we were shopping? I just realized we forgot to eat it..."

        "...Ah~."

        

        Oh, that's right.

        I had forgotten about that.

        

        The sweet dessert Cecilia had personally selected when we were shopping for dinner.

        She hadn't shown it to me except when paying, saying it would be a small surprise.

        

        "Hmm~. Ah, here it is!"

        

        I wondered what she had chosen.

        I remembered the price wasn't particularly expensive—

        

        "Ta-da~!"

        "Oh?"

        

        I raised my eyebrows slightly when I saw what she brought.

        

        Chocolate.

        Not a chocolate bar, but a gift box of chocolates with various bite-sized pieces in compartments.

        

        "That's a somewhat unexpected choice?"

        

        I said as I sat up on the edge of the bed.

        At my words, Cecilia smiled broadly, then opened the box with a click and said:

      

      
        

        "Just? There was something I wanted to try, and I thought this would be perfect~."

        "Something you wanted to try? What—"

        "Here! Ah~ang♪"

        

        Cecilia picked up a chocolate and held it toward my mouth.

        

        Surprised by the unexpected action, I hesitated for a moment but half-unconsciously opened my mouth...

        

        "There, nom~!"

        "Mmm. ...Mmm."

        

        I rolled the chocolate that entered my mouth with my tongue, savoring the taste.

        It was sweet.

        

        "~~♬ So cute~! Is it delicious, Eunhyuk? Hmm~?"

        "C-cute? ...It's delicious, very. ...Yeah."

        

        At my words, Cecilia's eyes sparkled as she smiled happily again.

        

        I see, so she chose chocolate for this purpose.

        It was a cute choice, very much like her.

        

        "I'm glad~~. Hehe♪"

        

        I heard her laughter.

        As she watched me chewing the chocolate, she continued with a smile.

        

        "You know~, I actually put a lot of effort into choosing this?"

        "Really?"

        "Yes~! Eunhyuk, you don't really like things that are too sweet, right? When we go on dates to cafes, you don't order very sweet things~ and you don't add much syrup to your coffee~."

        "Mmm, that's right. I don't dislike it, but I'm a bit averse to things that are too sweet."

        "Right~? In that sense, here. Ah~ang♬"

        

        Cecilia offered me another chocolate, smiling proudly as if pleased to have guessed my preference.

        

        "Mmm."

        "~♥"

        

        This time, I accepted it without hesitation, slowly rolling it with my tongue to savor the taste.

        

        A mild sweetness that wasn't sticky.

        A bitter, savory taste mixed with cocoa.

        And even the crunchy texture of nuts inside.

        

        Indeed, it was definitely a taste I would like.

        

        "It's delicious."

        "Hehe♬"

        

        Cecilia's happy, beaming smile was adorable.

        Watching her wag her tail as she selected the next chocolate, I smiled and spoke.

        

        "But when did you figure out my taste so well? I don't think I ever mentioned it."

        "Hey, isn't it mutual~?"

        

        ...Well.

        I smiled wryly, at a loss for words at her response.

        

        Indeed, I could also list Cecilia's preferences right away if asked.

        As she said, it was mutual.

        

        "When you're always watching, of course you know~."

        "Haha. I'm happy about that. Alright, in that spirit~..."

        "?"

        "Here, ah~ang?"

        "!"

        

        I took a chocolate from the box and, this time, held it out toward Cecilia, opposite to what had been happening until now.

        

        "...Mmm!"

        

        After a moment's hesitation, Cecilia accepted the chocolate.

        Watching her chew, I briefly added:

        

        "This is nice."

        "Mm-hmm!"

        

        I could feel the gentle sweetness of the chocolate seeping into my somewhat tired body.

        

        Sweet and comfortable.

        Sometimes, this kind of thing wasn't bad at all.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.163What Every Citizen of Our Country Should Have

      
        "Are you ready?"

        "Yeah."

        "Did you pack everything?"

        "Hmm... Yes! Got everything."

        "Okay. Shall we head out then?"

        "Yes~!"

        

        A few weeks had passed since the somewhat chaotic proposal -> meeting the parents combo.

        

        After a relatively peaceful time, today was Monday.

        A weekday.

        

        While it might be just an ordinary Monday for others, for us, it was quite a special one.

        

        "Alright, let's go~."

        "Yeaay~~!"

        

        As we opened the front door and stepped outside, the bright morning sunlight greeted me energetically.

        

        Though winter's chill still lingered, the warm sunshine made it not too cold.

        With little wind and clear skies, it was truly wonderful weather.

        

        As we walked side by side along the quiet street, I suddenly heard a small laugh.

        When I turned my head, I saw Cecilia chuckling with a bright smile as she began to speak.

        

        "...Hehe. I'm excited~♪"

        "Are you?"

        "Yes~! I've actually been counting down the days for this."

        

        Counting down the days, huh.

        Well, I suppose it makes sense.

        

        As I nodded, Cecilia looked at me and asked.

        

        "By the way, will it take long, Eunhyuk?"

        "Hmm? When I did it, it didn't take that long... I'm not sure. It might be different for non-humans? Maybe there are more procedures."

        "Hmm~?"

        "Still, it should be done today, right? That's why we took the day off."

        "~♬"

        "Eek."

        

        Cecilia slowly sidled up to me and hugged my arm tightly against her.

        

        She wagged her tail gently and purred, nuzzling her ear against my shoulder with a pleased smile. I stroked her head with a broad grin of my own.

        

        "Aah~♬"

        "Hehe. Come on, come on! Let's hurry. We have a long way to go."

        "Yes!"

        

        Today was a weekday.

        

        It was the day we were going to get Cecilia's ID card made.

        

        ***

        

        "Now, turn your head slightly to the right~~."

        "Uh~..."

        "Could you tilt your head down just a tiny bit~~?"

        "Ah~..."

        "Now give me a slight smile~~? ...That's it~~."

        "Eeh~..."

        "Now I'm taking the picture~~."

        

        Click!

        With a crisp sound, a bright flash of light filled the room.

        

        "Haah."

        "Don't move, let's take one more~~."

        "...Eeh~..."

        

        With more clicking sounds, I could see a cat trembling faintly.

        Standing behind the photographer, I watched Cecilia with fondness as she tried hard not to move.

        

        "...There! We're done~~."

        "Haaah..."

        "Good job~~."

        "Good job, Cecilia."

        

      

      
        As soon as she heard the shooting was over, Cecilia jumped up from her seat.

        I approached her lightly as she wagged her tail and stretched out, and spoke.

        

        "You did well. Really."

        "I'm so tired~... I didn't know taking photos would be this hard, nng."

        "Well, the regulations are strict, in many ways."

        

        This is something all adults in our country have experienced at least once.

        Briefly reminiscing about my own experience—I had a hard time too when I got mine taken—I gently handed her the coat I had been holding.

        

        "Ah. Thanks, Eunhyuk."

        "Don't mention it."

        "Usha..."

        

        Cecilia quickly wrapped the fluffy cardigan around herself.

        Once she finished adjusting her clothes, the photographer, who seemed to have finished checking the photos, spoke up.

        

        "Alright! The shooting is done, and now it'll take some time for the prints... You can come back in about 20 minutes to pick them up. Oh, do you need the digital files?"

        "Yes, please."

        "Sure~~. Then please write your email address here~~."

        

        I scribbled my email address on the order form-like paper that was handed to me.

        After checking the email address, the photographer nodded once and continued.

        

        "Great! That's all set. Thank you~~."

        "Thank you."

        "Thank you for taking the photos~..."

        "Oh no, thank YOU. I never thought I'd have the chance to photograph such a beautiful non-human! It's like a dream come true!"

        

        The photographer's eyes sparkled as she spoke.

        Concerned that Cecilia might feel uncomfortable with such excessive attention, I turned my head, but...

        

        "Ahaha! Oh, you don't need to flatter me like that~."

        

        Seeing Cecilia laugh naturally and take it in stride, I nodded with satisfaction.

        She really has changed a lot, I thought.

        

        "Alright! Please go upstairs to make the payment~~."

        "Yes, thank you!"

        "Thank you~."

        

        After bowing one last time, we headed for the stairs.

        

        We walked up from the basement where the photo studio was located to the ground floor.

        

        "Ah, all done with the photos?"

        

        A friendly voice greeted us warmly.

        

        A young woman with long hair who seemed particularly energetic these days.

        Our guide for the day(?), Ms. Heewon.

        

        "All done~. It was harder than I expected..."

        "Ahaha. Well, taking these kinds of photos can be quite challenging if you don't have experience. Yeah."

        "Hug me, unnie~~..."

        "Oh my, oh my? Huhu♪ Come here~?"

        

        Cecilia trotted over and snuggled into Ms. Heewon's arms.

        Ms. Heewon patted her affectionately, as if finding her adorable.

        

        Glancing at that heartwarming scene from the corner of my eye, I was relieved there were no other customers present as I discreetly handed my card to the employee.

        

        "That'll be 30,000 won."

        "Yes~."

        

        Almost before I could answer, the card was swiped with a beep.

        With that, the photo preparation was complete.

        

        "So now we wait a bit... and then where do we go with the photos? The local office?"

        "No, the district office. It's close by, so we can get there quickly."

        

        Ms. Heewon looked over at me while still patting Cecilia.

        Thinking that she was indeed a judge's daughter, I nodded with a small smile.

        

        "By the way, thank you for coming. You must have been busy."

        "Haha. Do I look it? Actually, I've been quite free lately. I had plenty of time to spare, and when Eunhyuk called for help... how could I refuse?"

        

        Saying that, she finally detached herself from Cecilia and plopped down on a chair.

      

      
        As Cecilia quickly sat down beside her, I sat across from them and nodded again with a faint smile.

        

        Just as she said, I had called her for help yesterday, "just in case."

        

        Well, she is a judge's daughter after all.

        Of course, she couldn't directly use her influence, but I thought she might be knowledgeable about legal and administrative procedures, so I casually sent her a text.

        

        ...I'm not particularly good at these kinds of procedures either. Yeah.

        It's always reassuring to have an expert around for these things.

        

        "By the way, I was a bit hurt, you know? Both of you, not telling me about your engagement..."

        ""Ahaha....""

        

        At her next words, both Cecilia and I laughed awkwardly while scratching our heads.

        

        It's not like we were deliberately hiding it.

        We just somehow never had the chance to mention it...

        

        "When I heard it from Jaeseop, I was so surprised. Really."

        "Oh, so you already heard?"

        "I did hear about it. But this is the first time I'm seeing the rings in person."

        

        She glanced alternately at my and Cecilia's rings as she spoke.

        After looking at our rings a few times, she rested her chin on the table and murmured in a low voice.

        

        "Hmm. But it is pretty cool~."

        "Cool?"

        "...Yes, it's cool, Cecilia. No matter what anyone says, it's the first marriage between an Earthling and an otherworlder."

        

        At her words, Cecilia blushed shyly.

        Watching the cat tail brushing against the back of the chair, I silently wore a contented smile.

        

        The first marriage between an Earthling and an otherworlder.

        Indeed. I wondered if there could be anything cooler than this.

        Even though it was my own situation, I felt deeply moved.

        

        "Make sure to invite me when you have the ceremony. I'll attend even if I have to clear my entire schedule."

        "Of course!"

        "Absolutely."

        

        Come to think of it, getting the ID card today is also a step in preparing for marriage.

        Realizing we were moving step by step toward marriage, my heart tingled with a newfound shyness.

        

        "And also... as I said before, if you need any help, just let me know. I'll come running to help right away."

        "Thank you."

        "Thanks, unnie!"

        "Huhu. Don't mention it. Ah, looks like the photos are ready."

        

        At her words, I belatedly noticed the employee calling for me.

        

        I approached quietly and politely received the photos.

        After carefully tucking them into my inner pocket, I turned back to look at the two.

        

        "Shall we go?"

        "Yes~!"

        

        I saw the two of them also starting to get up.

        As I approached and offered my hand to Cecilia, she took it and stood up, casually asking a question.

        

        "So now we just need to... get fingerprinted? And that's it?"

        "That, and fill out some basic personal information~."

        "Mm-hmm, mm-hmm."

        "Then we'll go to the hospital~."

        "Huh?"

        "Get a comprehensive health checkup~."

        "Uh, huh? That's the first I'm hearing of this..."

        "Well, I just thought of it now. Since we're already out, wouldn't it be good to get everything done at once?"

        "D-do I have to get shots too?"

        "I guess... you do. Yes."

        

        I saw Cecilia's mouth open and her ears droop.

        In stark contrast, Ms. Heewon gave a thumbs up and smiled, as if approving of my plan.

        

        "...Hueng."

        

        Unfortunately for Cecilia, she would have to endure a bit more today.

        With that thought, I started walking outside the photo studio with the two of them.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.164Because we still have so much of our lives ahead of us

      
        "Yes! All done. Thank you for your hard work."

        "Thank you~."

        

        A short while later, we arrived at the district office.

        After quickly completing the fingerprint registration and procedures, Cecilia came out with small, hurried steps toward Ms. Hee-won.

        

        "Good job, Cecilia."

        "Yeah. But it didn't take as much time as I thought? That's a bit surprising."

        "Now that you mention it, you're right. I thought since you're a beastkin, there might be some additional procedures..."

        

        As I gently draped the cardigan I had been holding over her, Cecilia and I tilted our heads in unison.

        

        I had definitely expected there to be at least one annoying additional procedure.

        For example, something related to resident registration numbers. Or laws regarding foreigners residing domestically...? Things like that.

        

        Contrary to those expectations, the actual process was nothing short of seamless.

        

        First, they confirmed that Cecilia was a beastkin.

        Then they checked my ID that I presented afterward.

        

        After that, they handled all the procedures and whatnot completely on their own, making everything incredibly convenient.

        

        "I wonder when they created things like resident registration numbers..."

        "Well, I don't know all the details, but there was a recent administrative process specifically for otherworlders. They probably issued all the numbers then. Haven't you received any text messages?"

        "Ah~. Now that you mention it, Mr. Woon-ho did ask about Cecilia's birthday a few days ago. So that's what it was about? Our country's administrative procedures are surprisingly fast...?"

        

        I let out a voice of mild shock at Ms. Hee-won's explanation.

        Similarly, Cecilia beside me opened her eyes wide and perked up her ears.

        

        I knew that the total number of otherworlders in our country easily exceeded ten thousand, yet all those people already had their numbers issued.

        That's incredibly fast.

        It made me wonder if such efficiency was even possible in our country.

        

        "Ah, but not all otherworlders have received theirs yet."

        "Ah, I see. That makes more sense."

        

        I awkwardly nodded at Ms. Hee-won's comment that interrupted my thoughts.

        

        Of course.

        No matter what, it couldn't possibly be that fast.

        

        "Right. Given the large number of people, they're prioritizing exemplary individuals or those with urgent needs. For both resident registration numbers and ID cards."

        "..."

        "Heeh..."

        

        I could see Cecilia letting out a small sound of admiration.

        Looking at her quietly, I wore a faint smile on my face.

        

        Exemplary individuals, huh.

        Such an evaluation was probably given by Mr. Woon-ho.

        I felt grateful yet somewhat embarrassed that he thought so highly of us.

        

        "By the way~."

        

        At that moment, Ms. Hee-won spoke softly in front of us as we were feeling embarrassed.

        

        Stretching out the end of her words, she looked around the district office.

        ...Meeting the eyes of people who had been glancing at Cecilia and me, she continued with a slightly bitter smile.

        

        "Hmm, it really hits home that you're an otherworlder."

        "Ah~. Well, I guess we do stand out..."

        

        Cecilia agreed with her words.

        

        Glancing behind her, Cecilia gently stroked her swaying cat tail.

        Then, patting her twitching ears, she continued with a smile as if to say it couldn't be helped.

        

        "I suppose beastkin are bound to be rare here. But I don't really mind people staring out of curiosity anymore~."

        "Though I think most people are probably staring in awe of your beauty rather than out of curiosity..."

        

        Belatedly realizing what I had thoughtlessly blurted out, I quickly covered my mouth with my hand.

        

        "Oh my," said Ms. Hee-won with an incredulous smile as she looked at me.

        In contrast, Cecilia was startled, her face flushed as she slightly lowered her head.

        

        "...Idiot."

      

      
        "Ahaha..."

        

        Cecilia looked at me with slightly raised eyes.

        Her gaze silently conveyed, 'Don't say embarrassing things in public, Eun-hyuk...!'

        

        'But it's true...'

        ...I nodded while muttering those words to myself this time, not aloud.

        

        "...What a silly couple."

        

        Ms. Hee-won muttered bluntly.

        At her remark that hit the nail on the head, we could only respond with awkward smiles, unable to say anything back.

        

        ***

        

        "Height and weight... Done! Let's move on to the next station~."

        "Okay~."

        

        "Visual acuity above 2.0. Wow, you have really good eyes. Alright, thank you."

        "Yes! Thank you~."

        

        "Hearing is normal. Hmm, honestly, I'd like to do a more detailed examination. How about it, would you mind coming back another time...?"

        "Ahaha..."

        

        Soon after, we arrived at the basement of the general hospital.

        After completing various tests, we sat in the waiting chairs, chatting to pass the time.

        

        "Good job, Cecilia."

        "You too, Eun-hyuk~. But this is unexpected. I was absolutely certain only I would be getting examined."

        "It's been a while since I had a checkup too. Killing two birds with one stone, you know."

        

        I nodded lightly as I adjusted the patient gown I had changed into for the X-ray.

        

        Although we came to the hospital for a comprehensive physical examination, it wasn't just Cecilia who was being examined.

        I, who hadn't visited a hospital recently, was also subject to examination.

        

        For reference, Ms. Hee-won had another appointment and went home after the ID card procedures were completed.

        Judging by her cheerful expression, I suspected her companion was probably Mr. Jae-seop. Those two were just as much of a silly couple as we were.

        

        "The doctor mentioned X-rays next... What's an X-ray, Eun-hyuk?"

        

        Cecilia suddenly asked.

        After a brief pause, I drew on knowledge from my school days and gave her a concise answer.

        

        "Hmm~. Simply put, it's a light that passes through objects? Think of it as taking a picture of the bones inside your body by passing through your flesh."

        "B-bones? ...Is that possible?"

        "Surprisingly, it is. Röntgen was a great man. Yes."

        "It's like magic..."

        

        Like magic, she says. That's rich coming from someone who appeared like actual magic.

        

        I could see her tail gently swaying.

        As I rested my chin on my hand, watching her fidget with her fingers while sitting in the chair... she suddenly raised her head, looked at me curiously, and spoke.

        

        "...Is there something on my face, Eun-hyuk?"

        

        I could see her sky-blue eyes filled with curiosity and her cute, perked-up silver-white ears.

        She seemed puzzled by my silent staring.

        

        "Aww."

        

        In response, I wordlessly reached out and gently patted her head.

        

        The silky soft touch and the warm sensation that came through.

        I smiled faintly as I savored the subtle purring sound that resonated.

        

        "Really..."

        "Hehe. Sorry, sorry."

        "...Hmph."

        

        Cecilia, who had protested slightly with her gaze, soon nestled into my arms.

        Grateful for the unusually empty hospital today, I gently patted her purring back with one arm.

        

        "Mmm..."

        "Sleepy?"

        "A little...? We've been running around since morning... *yawn*..."

      

      
        

        Cecilia said, letting out a long yawn.

        

        Well, at this time of day, she would normally be half-asleep, rolling around at home.

        It was understandable that she was tired.

        

        "Let's go home and sleep. We're almost done now."

        "Mmm..."

        "Just the X-ray and blood test left, and then we're done~..."

        "Ugh..."

        "Don't like it?"

        "Don't wanna..."

        "But our good Cecilia~ can endure it well, right~?"

        "Uuugh... okay..."

        "That's right, good girl~."

        

        I gently stroked her again as she nodded bravely.

        

        No matter how much she disliked injections, we couldn't skip the blood test in a health checkup.

        Instead, I planned to stay right by her side during the injection, so there shouldn't be any major issues.

        

        "Oh, right, Eun-hyuk. There's something I want to tell you."

        "Hmm?"

        "It's not super important, but then again, it kind of is..."

        "What is it?"

        

        Unusually, Cecilia was mumbling and couldn't speak straight.

        Without rushing her, I waited quietly for a moment, and eventually, she spoke in a low voice.

        

        "When I had my first examination here, I asked the doctor something additional..."

        "Ah, yes."

        

        First examination.

        She probably meant the urine test.

        Due to its nature, we naturally took that test separately.

        

        "...They said I'm not pregnant."

        "...Ah~."

        

        I could see her tail swaying slowly.

        Gently patting her as she buried her face in my chest, I continued in a soft voice.

        

        "You took a pregnancy test, huh?"

        "Yeah. Just in case..."

        "...Are you disappointed?"

        "To be honest, a little...?"

        

        I could see her cat ears drooping slightly.

        Hearing the subtle lack of energy in her voice, I smiled gently and stroked her head.

        

        "Aww..."

        "It's okay, Cecilia. We still have plenty of time, right?"

        "Mmm..."

        "We're not just going to live together for a day or two~ We'll be together for a long, long time. There will be many opportunities in the future, so you don't need to feel disappointed already."

        "...Really?"

        "Absolutely."

        

        I reached out slightly and pushed her shoulders back.

        Then, on her exposed face, I planted a light kiss on the bridge of her nose.

        

        "Huh...?"

        "...Chu. Mmm. Let's not rush, okay? Life is still long."

        "Yeah... Yeah♪"

        

        I could see Cecilia's expression regaining its vitality.

        Looking at her as she touched the bridge of her nose and smiled broadly, I also smiled widely and gently reached out to her.

        

        "Well then. Shall we go? The next examination is waiting."

        "Yes~♬ Let's go!"

        

        We stood up together, holding hands.

        And then, without either of us taking the lead, we headed toward the next examination room.

        

        Her silver-white cat tail was swaying happily, full of health.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.165Gifts and Friends

      
        "...Ooh!"

        "Mmm...?"

        

        A lazy morning with bright sunlight shining on my eyes.

        Buried in the soft blankets, I drowsily lifted my eyelids at the cheerful voice that suddenly reached my ears.

        

        "Hmm...? Did something arrive, Cecilia...?"

        

        As I turned my head, I spotted Cecilia crouching near the front door.

        

        Her silver-white tail was wagging excitedly, glistening in the sunlight.

        When I asked about the delivery box beside her, she turned around with a bright smile and spoke.

        

        "Ah, Eunhyuk. Good morning~."

        "Good morning...."

        "Did I wake you up?"

        "Huh? No.... It's morning, so it's about time I got up anyway. ...Yaaawn—...."

        

        I stretched out a long yawn as I got up.

        Wiping away the tears that leaked from my eyes with the back of my hand, I trudged over to Cecilia, who was still wagging her tail.

        

        "Hmm, so what's this package? Did we order something...?"

        "Hehe. Ta-da~!"

        "?"

        

        With a bright expression, Cecilia showed me some kind of card with an excited exclamation.

        

        A thick plastic card with a glossy, laminated surface.

        At first, I couldn't see it well because of the light reflection, but squinting my eyes to look closer, I could see Cecilia's photo, name, and various other information.

        

        "Oh, ohh. Your ID card?"

        "Yes! It finally arrived! For some reason, I woke up early today~ Then I heard some noise outside~. When I went to check, this had arrived, so I brought it in and was looking at it first!"

        

        Cecilia chattered happily with a big smile.

        She had been looking forward to it since applying, and now she was clearly overjoyed to have finally received it.

        

        "That's great, that's great~!"

        "Hehe! Yes~♪"

        "Now you're officially a citizen of this country, Cecilia? Congratulations~."

        "~~♬"

        

        As I patted her grinning face, her overflowing purrs pleasantly seeped into my foggy mind.

        

        Finally, Cecilia is officially a citizen of our country.

        

        Seeing her so happy made me feel good too.

        

        "Right~. Hmm, should we eat something delicious for dinner? Since it's a special day..."

        

        As I casually mentioned this while reaching out to organize the delivery box, a question suddenly crossed my mind.

        

        Wait, aren't ID cards usually sent by regular mail?

        Then what is this package?

        

        "Ah, right. When I went outside, this was next to it, so I brought it in too, Eunhyuk."

        

        As if supporting my question, Cecilia pointed to the package box.

        In her other hand, she was lightly holding what appeared to be the envelope that had contained her ID card.

        

        "Hmm?"

        "?"

        

        So what is this, really?

        We didn't order anything....

        

        Cecilia and I tilted our heads in unison as we peered at the top of the package.

        

        "...A phone?"

        

        And reading the item description, we tilted our heads again.

        

        A phone? Why?

        Did someone make a delivery mistake?

        

        "Ah. There's some kind of note attached here, Eunhyuk?"

        "Huh?"

        "Here."

        

        Just then, Cecilia found a note on the back of the box and held it out to me.

        

        I took it and read it quietly.

        

        "...'A gift to commemorate Cecilia becoming our neighbor'...."

        

        feat. Judge's daughter & Police officer.

        

        ...Ah?

      

      
        Of course.... I could tell who sent it.

        

        "What does it say?"

        "Hmm. ...It says it's a gift? From Heewon and Unho."

        "Wow, really?!"

        

        Her silver-white cat ears perked up with her surprised voice.

        

        Smiling slightly at her amusing reaction, I opened the package.

        

        "It's a bit too much to just accept...."

        

        But still, it's a precious gift that the two prepared for us.

        It was also something we needed, so let's accept it gratefully.

        

        "...Here you go, Cecilia."

        "Wow~!"

        

        When I handed her the phone I had taken out, she accepted it carefully with an excited expression.

        

        I could see her tail swaying with a mix of joy and anticipation.

        The excitement spreading across her face as she fiddled with the phone was visible.

        

        It was an unexpected and appreciated gift.

        

        ***

        

        And so, time passed.

        

        ""Thank you for the meal~.""

        

        The bright greeting of the two people after breakfast echoed lightly in the sunny apartment.

        The ticking clock was signaling the proper start of the day.

        

        Today was a weekday. Time to go to work.

        

        "Alright...."

        "Dishes over here, Eunhyuk."

        "Ah, here."

        

        We started cleaning up efficiently.

        

        Clearing the dishes, wiping the table.

        

        Soon, amid the swooshing sound from the sink, we moved around and chatted casually.

        

        "That... Was today the day you were going to hang out with your classmates?"

        "Ah, yes. Hyerim, Phil, Elya, and Sheri too. We said we'd all hang out together at least once before the break ends."

        "Yes, yes. That's good. Since you're a student, you should have those kinds of experiences."

        

        I nodded while scrubbing my hands.

        

        By the way, I've been the one relaying communications between the four of them and Cecilia until now.

        Since Cecilia didn't have a phone until yesterday, I'd been answering calls on my phone and passing them to her.

        

        "And now you've got a phone at just the right time. Go have fun to your heart's content, Cecilia."

        "Okay~! Fighting for your day too, Eunhyuk!"

        "Hehe. Right. Call me if anything happens."

        

        I finished washing the dishes with a light laugh.

        

        Drying my hands and shaking off the remaining water, I turned around.

        

        "By the way, what are you planning to do? Do you have anything specific in mind?"

        "Hmm~. Let's... see? We didn't really talk about anything specific."

        

        Cecilia tilted her head while organizing the cleaned table.

        

        As I glanced at her slowly swaying tail, I wiped the moisture on the towel and...

        

        "Ah, right."

        

        I walked over and handed Cecilia a card from the table.

        

        "Here. Pocket money!"

        "Oh, ohh! Can I use it? Really?"

        "There's not a lot in there, but. Do you know how to use it?"

        "Yes. I learned a bit at school before."

        "Ohh, that's good. But remember! Don't spend too much, okay~?"

        "Hehe, of course! Thank you, Eunhyuk~~♬"

        

        Cecilia wagged her tail happily with a bright smile.

        Her innocent, childlike smile made me smile too as I gently stroked her pretty hair.

        

        "Mmm~♥"

        "You're so cute."

        "Hehe♥"

      

      
        

        After enjoying the pleasant purring sound for a moment, I withdrew my hand.

        

        Then I glanced at the clock again, checked the time that was approaching, and moved toward the entrance.

        

        "Alright. Have fun, and I'll see you again in the evening, Cecili—"

        "Mmm!"

        "Huh?"

        

        Cecilia, who had followed me with quick steps, spread her arms wide as if wanting something.

        

        Standing on her tiptoes while maintaining that posture, Cecilia gazed at me intently.

        Seeing her expression filled with anticipation, I smiled and reached out to her.

        

        "...I'll be back, Cecilia?"

        "~♥ Yes~!"

        

        I whispered my farewell as I embraced her soft, small body tightly.

        

        The purring sound and warm body temperature.

        The ticklish sensation of her nuzzling in my arms.

        

        After savoring all of that for a moment, we raised our heads and...

        ...then, without either of us initiating, our lips met with a soft "chu."

        

        "Chu...♥"

        "Mm, chu...."

        

        Soft.

        Tender.

        

        Her small voice that leaked out as if ticklish was lovely.

        

        "Puha♥ Hehe. Have a good day, Eunhyuk~!"

        "Whew. Yes, see you in the evening."

        

        With one last "chu♥" sound, I separated my lips from hers.

        

        Stroking her as she smiled broadly, I gave my final farewell, and only then did I finally turn around and firmly grasp the doorknob.

        Without thinking much, I opened the front door and—

        

        "Um, umm...."

        "Waa...?"

        "Oh my, oh my♪"

        "You two are so close~."

        "..."

        

        ...I froze at the sight of four female students gathered in front of the house.

        

        Hyerim, Phil, Elya, and Sheri.

        They were familiar faces who were supposed to hang out with Cecilia today.

        

        "...Did you hear?"

        "I think the entrance is thinner than we thought, oppa."

        

        Elya answered my quietly asked question indirectly.

        Seeing the other three nodding in unison, I could only maintain an increasingly stiff smile.

        

        "W-welcome, everyone~...."

        

        And then I heard Cecilia's equally stiff voice from behind me.

        Indeed. It seemed Cecilia also hadn't expected them to arrive so early.

        

        "We all gathered earlier than expected, and thought we might as well come pick you up, Cecilia~."

        

        Sheri spoke up, proudly displaying her distinctive red skin without even a hood.

        Her glances between Cecilia and me contained unmistakable cheerfulness.

        

        "...Hehe~. Maybe you should have come a little later~?"

        "Oh, n-no, I think you came at just the right time...."

        "Reaaally? ...Wasn't there not enough lovey-dovey time~?♬"

        "?! Sh-Sheri...!"

        "Ahaha!"

        

        Leaving the girls brightly(?) squealing and greeting each other behind, I slipped away and walked down the stairs.

        

        Well... yes!

        I'm sure they'll have fun on their own.

        

        That's all I could think.

        

        "Eu, Eunhyuuuk―!!"

        

        I let the cat's echoing cry pass through one ear.

        

        It was another peaceful morning today.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.166With Friends

      
        "Everyone's so mischievous..."

        "Ahaha. Sorry, sorry."

        

        The house was unusually bustling with people gathered inside.

        After letting my friends in, I pouted slightly while slipping my arms into my usual coat.

        

        "...You could have at least knocked."

        "But honestly, I've always wanted to eavesdrop at least once in my li—mmph."

        "Phil..."

        

        Hye-rim smiled wryly as she quickly covered the chattering elf's mouth.

        

        Hmm. I was really fortunate to have the relatively mature Hye-rim around.

        Without her, I would have been swept away by the flood of questions by now...—

        

        "It's not good to dig too deeply into other people's private lives."

        "Mmm..."

        "Hm?"

        "...Says the one who was listening most eagerly—"

        "P-Phil!"

        "......"

        

        I take back what I just thought.

        

        They're all pranksters!

        

        "Elya~. They're teasing me~..."

        "Oh my? Fufu♪ There, there, come here~?"

        

        Placing my last hope in Elya, the most mature one here, I ran toddot toward her with open arms and snuggled into her embrace.

        

        "Mmm..."

        

        It was warm and cozy.

        As comfortable and pleasant as lying in bed wrapped in a thick blanket.

        

        ...And they were big.

        

        Hmm, how does one grow to this size?

        Though it's embarrassing to admit, I thought I wasn't inferior to anyone, but this...

        

        "You shouldn't tease the child too much, everyone."

        "Pfft."

        

        Elya gently scolded the others while hugging me tightly.

        

        ...They're huge.

        Like being buried in giant marshmallows.

        

        As expected of a succubus.

        What a terrifyingly perfect figure...

        

        "...Puha!"

        "But Elya, it's fun~!"

        "Yeah, yeah. They're also the only couple among us."

        

        Sherry and Phil spoke in turn as I pulled my face away to breathe.

        Judging by Hye-rim's silence, she seemed to agree.

        

        "Ugh..."

        

        ...But honestly, they were right, so I couldn't really argue with that.

        

        Ugh. But what can I do if I like Eun-hyuk!

        Love is not a crime!

        

        "And also~~."

        "Eek?!"

        "Heehee♪ Look, look at this! Cute Cecilia, it seems you've been having quite a good time behind our backs!♬"

        

        Sherry crept up and firmly grabbed my left hand.

        Almost simultaneously, I could feel four pairs of eyes focusing on my finger without even looking.

        

        "...A ring?"

        "Ooh? When did that happen?"

        "~♬"

        

        Um, well.

        Somehow the situation seems to be taking a dangerous turn...?

        

        "Ah, ahaha..."

        

        Cold sweat and an awkward laugh escaped involuntarily.

        

        Right. I hadn't told them about my marriage to Eun-hyuk, had I?

        

        What should I do?

        Should I run away?

        

        "Um, Elya? Could you let me go for a moment, mmph?"

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

        

        As if reading my thoughts, I felt Elya's hand pressing firmly on the back of my head.

        

        Half-buried in her enormous chest again, I timidly raised my head to look up at her face and...

        

        "I'll protect you from excessive teasing, of course~. But honestly, I'm a bit curious about the ring too...♪"

        "Huh...?"

        "I won't dig too deeply. I'll just ask a little and be done with it, just a little. Okay?"

        

        ...The moment I met those playful eyes, I froze like a frog before a snake.

        Her words and expression didn't match at all.

        

        "Y-you..."

      

      
        

        I immediately sensed hyenas closing in around me.

        Sherry, Phil, and even Hye-rim, all with gleeful expressions...

        

        Just before being swept away by the barrage of questions from the four pairs of sparkling eyes, I cried out with indignation.

        

        "Traitor!"

        

        "When's the wedding, Cecilia?!"

        "When did he propose?"

        "Who brought up marriage first...?"

        "I'll ask my questions a little later~."

        

        "Kyaaaa!"

        

        ***

        

        "Such hyenas..."

        "Ah, ahaha... Sorry."

        

        Time passed, and it was now around lunchtime.

        We were in a quiet café with few people.

        

        I lay slumped on the soft wooden table, sniffling dramatically for everyone to see.

        

        "You said you'd only ask a little..."

        "I got carried away and... Sorry, sorry."

        "...Hmph!"

        

        I deliberately turned my head away, making a show of being upset.

        

        ...You said you'd only ask a little!

        In the end, it wasn't "a little" at all! Do you know how embarrassed I was!

        

        Argh!

        I'll keep pretending to be upset!

        

        "Cecilia~."

        "..."

        "...Cecilia~?"

        "..."

        

        I heard Sherry calling my name gently.

        I glanced briefly at her red face with its troubled smile, then quickly turned away.

        

        ...Sherry was the most excited.

        Getting all worked up and asking all sorts of things!

        

        Don't think I'll forgive you so easil—

        

        "Ceciliaaaa~~."

        "Fueh...!?"

        

        W-wait!? Ear...—!?

        Patting my ears is unfai...! Hauu, ugh...!

        

        "Fuaah...!"

        "Are you very angry? Hmm~?"

        "Auugh..."

        "I'm sorry, I got too excited... I'll pat you, so let's make up? Hmm~?"

        

        Why are you so good at patting...

        

        ...Auugh, it feels so nice and warm...

        But, it feels good, but...!

        

        "...Does it feel good?"

        "Fueh."

        "Not enough yet?"

        

        I could feel my body gradually losing strength under Sherry's hands as she fondled my ears.

        

        And it didn't stop there...

        

        "Hmm, shall I help too?"

        "Then me too..."

        "Then me too♪"

        "Hauaa."

        

        Phil patting my head.

        Hye-rim nuzzling my cheek.

        And Elya patting my back...

        

        "Auwa..."

        

        ...It feels good.

        Unable to resist the luxurious sensations, my face relaxed drowsily.

        

        "Feeling better now~?"

        

        Sherry asked softly, noticing my expression.

        When I raised my head, I saw the four of them, each with a smile on their face.

        

        "You guys..."

        "Hehe."

        "...So mischievous. Even though you're my friends. Mmm."

        

        I sat up reluctantly, feeling a smile escape despite myself.

        

        But even after sitting up, the four of them kept patting and stroking me.

        It felt nice~ but was a bit ticklish.

        

        "Mmm~ how long are you going to keep patting me...?"

        "Sorry, just a bit more. The texture is too nice."

      

      
        "So soft..."

        "Fluffy fluffy...♪"

        "Squishy and warm~..."

        "You're enjoying this, aren't you?"

        

        Another laugh burst out.

        This time not from pleasure but from disbelief.

        

        "Geez..."

        

        Still, it wasn't an unpleasant feeling.

        I closed my eyes for a moment and enjoyed my friends' touch.

        

        After some time had passed...

        

        "Can I ask you one thing, Cecilia?"

        "Hmm~?"

        

        Hye-rim suddenly spoke up.

        

        "You said you're engaged, right? And you've already met each other's parents."

        "That's right~?"

        "So when are you planning to get married? After graduation?"

        "Hmm~. Probably sometime this year, soon~?"

        "While still a student? ...Is that possible?"

        "Eun-hyuk mentioned that too~."

        

        I remembered that Eun-hyuk had said the same thing as Hye-rim on the day he proposed.

        

        I'm old enough so it doesn't matter for me, but apparently it's rare for students to get married.

        

        "We looked into it recently, and it seems there's no problem~. Neither of us wants to postpone the wedding anyway~ And also~..."

        "Also?"

        

        I slowly opened my eyelids amidst the petting sensations.

        Then, facing my friends who were looking at me curiously, I casually said:

        

        "If we get married while still in school, we can receive congratulations for a long, long time~..."

        "...Wow."

        "You'll congratulate me, right?"

        "Of course!"

        "Kyat!"

        

        At those words, Sherry rushed over and hugged me tightly.

        

        "Oof~! Heavy... Your body temperature is high..."

        "Of course we'll congratulate you~! I'll definitely come to the ceremony~~."

        

        Her body temperature was warm, and the gazes from around us were warm too.

        ...It was stifling, but not entirely unpleasant.

        

        "You two get along so well~."

        "Yes, yes!"

        "Indeed."

        

        Elya, Phil, and Hye-rim spoke in turn as they watched us.

        

        "Your order is ready~."

        

        Before the three could say anything more, a waiter approached.

        Then, placing coffee and other drinks from the tray, one for each of us...

        

        "Oh?"

        

        ...Finally, they set down a delicious-looking slice of cake before returning to their station.

        

        But did we order cake...?

        

        "Is this really for us?"

        "Urk."

        

        I asked while firmly pushing away the clinging Sherry.

        

        "Yes. It's a gift, Cecilia."

        

        It was Hye-rim who answered my question.

        Smiling amusedly at Sherry who had been pushed away, she looked at me with a lively expression and continued:

        

        "When you said you were getting married, we secretly prepared it. It's a gift from all of us."

        "Wow, really? When did you order it?"

        "Earlier~ when you were slumped on the table?"

        

        Ah, so that's when they ordered it...

        No wonder. It makes sense that I didn't notice.

        

        I lowered my head slightly to look at the cake.

        

        A sweet-looking creation.

        Fluffy body and fragrant strawberries.

        

        Oh my, it looked too delicious just by looking at it.

        

        "C-can I try it?"

        """"Of course~."""

        

        Startled by the overlapping harmony, I slowly picked up a fork.

        

        A small cake with appealing soft cream.

        I scooped up a small piece with the fork and slowly brought it to my mouth.

        

        "......♬"

        

        It tasted like happiness.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.167At the Convenience Store with Dried Pollack

      
        "Hi."

        "Welcome, senior~."

        "Yeah, Eunhwan... but why is Jaeseop hyung here at this hour?"

        "I was bored."

        

        Morning time, with sunlight streaming through the glass door.

        The same convenience store as always, where I just finished clocking in.

        

        I greeted my two coworkers who welcomed me and made my way inside the store.

        

        "But seriously, why did you come, Senior Jaeseop? Where'd you leave your cute wife?"

        "She said she had something to do outside today. It gets a bit lonely being home alone, you know."

        "Ohhh. You've become such a devoted husband~."

        "Shut up."

        

        I chuckled at their conversation while changing my clothes.

        

        Still, I could relate.

        It definitely gets boring when you're left alone in a house where you're used to being two. Yeah.

        

        I opened the storage room door with a creak and stepped out.

        

        "By the way, Eunhyeok, how's your cat doing these days?"

        "Cecilia?"

        "Yeah. Come to think of it, I haven't heard any updates since I last saw her."

        "Ah, I'm curious too~."

        "Nothing special really..."

        

        I walked over and plopped down on a chair.

        With no customers around and Eunhwan not looking eager to switch shifts yet, it seemed fine to just chat for a while.

        

        "Since you met Cecilia last time... um, I already told you about meeting her parents, right?"

        "Yeah, I heard about that part."

        "I didn't hear about it...? Eh, what's this about? Cecilia's parents...?"

        "Oh, did I not tell you about it?"

        

        Realizing this belatedly, I awkwardly scratched the back of my head.

        Seeing Eunhwan nod at my words, I gathered my thoughts before speaking.

        

        How Cecilia had been acting a bit strange since I proposed.

        

        "Hmm, hmm."

        

        After thinking about it carefully, I concluded it was probably because she missed her parents.

        

        "Ah, you mean what you asked about back then. Oh-ho."

        

        How Cecilia caught a cold after falling in the snow on our way back.

        

        "Ahem."

        

        How her longing burst out when she was physically and mentally weakened.

        

        "Oh dear..."

        

        How I realized something needed to be done, so I got help from the police to find her parents, personally brought them over for a reunion...

        

        "...I apologize for teasing you about being a devoted husband earlier, Senior Jaeseop."

        "Huh?"

        "?"

        "The real devoted husband was right here all along."

        "Hey you."

        "Should I be happy about this or not..."

        

        And finally, how we all met as families and had a pleasant formal meeting.

        

        When I finished my story, I could see Eunhwan looking impressed as if he'd just watched a moving film.

        It felt strange but not unpleasant to receive such a positive reaction.

        

        "That's wonderful, Cecilia. Really wonderful... I'm going to give her a big hug next time I see her."

        "That'd be nice. Give her a biiiig hug sometime."

        

        Cecilia does enjoy physical affection, after all.

        She wouldn't dislike being hugged by a close female friend who dotes on her. Yeah.

        

      

      
        "And then~ Um... Oh, she recently got her ID card too."

        "Ohhh!"

        "Ah, right. I heard about that from my ba—... from Hiwon."

        

        Both Eunhwan and I looked at him when he awkwardly changed how he referred to her mid-sentence.

        

        He tilted his head innocently as if asking what we were looking at.

        ...Looking more closely, his ears were slightly red.

        

        Come to think of it, he seems to have changed how he addresses Hiwon recently.

        It shows occasionally, but he tries desperately to hide it, which is kind of amusing.

        

        "So her ID card arrived today~ I celebrated with her before coming here. Yeah."

        

        Seeing his desperate attempt, I decided not to press the issue and continued with my story.

        

        Eunhwan nodded naturally, seeming to understand my intention.

        It was quite a contrast to see him trying not to show it while hyung was visibly exhaling in relief.

        

        "Wow~. That's great! It's like, it's like!"

        "What is it?"

        "It's like, how should I put it! It feels like Cecilia has finally officially become a citizen! It's so moving!"

        "Ah~ I guess so."

        

        Finding his thought process relatable, I nodded vigorously along with Eunhwan.

        Jaeseop hyung, who had been quietly listening to our conversation, suddenly spoke up as if something had occurred to him.

        

        "By the way, I just got curious. During the family meeting, did your parents say anything special? You know, since your dad and the cat were meeting for the first time."

        "Hmm? No, they didn't say much."

        "Really?"

        "Is there something bothering you...?"

        "Well... This might just be my preconception."

        

        He adjusted his posture as he prefaced his statement.

        

        Raising both hands to his head, making an unnecessary and ill-fitting cat impression, he continued.

        

        "Your cat, Cecilia, is a beastkin, right? And you're an only child."

        "Yes?"

        "When you think about it, their only son saying he wants to marry not just any girl, but a different species with cat ears... I wondered if they had anything to say about that."

        "Ahhh..."

        

        I understood what he meant.

        

        True, while we've gotten used to it now, Cecilia is still a 'different species.'

        Since we still occasionally see people who are uncomfortable with that on the news and such, I could see why he was curious if there had been any issues.

        

        "Now that you mention it, they did say something."

        "Oh? What did they say...?"

        "Oh?"

        "They said her cat ears and tail suited her very well."

        "..."

        "..."

        

        In that sense, my dad was reassuring.

        

        He's always been quite unprejudiced...

        Even after the family meeting, on our way back, he saw a demon race person and commented, "They must take good care of their skin..." So I had no worries in that regard.

        

        "Well, it is your father after all..."

        "...Is that an insult?"

        "It's a compliment, you idiot."

        

        I felt a bit strange about that.

        But since he said it was a compliment, I nodded anyway.

        

        "Haaa~. The world really has changed a lot."

        "You think so?"

        "Yeah. I saw an elf working part-time at the bookstore the other day."

        "Ah~. I saw that too. Sometimes there are even harpies flying in the sky. Very rarely though."

        "Yeah, yeah. Occasionally. It's like, you know."

        

        Jaeseop hyung leaned back in his plastic chair, twirling his fingers.

        As we waited for him to continue, he finally found the words.

        

      

      
        "...We're mixing together. Them and us."

        "I agree~. And when you think about it, the pioneer of that is~."

        

        Suddenly, both of them turned their gazes sharply toward me.

        Or more precisely, toward my left hand.

        

        "Right here with us~?"

        "Well, I wouldn't go so far as to call myself a pioneer..."

        "You are a pioneer. So when's the wedding date?"

        

        Eunhwan's cheerful comment and Jaeseop hyung's genuinely curious question came one after another.

        

        Marriage, this, well...

        

        "...I'll let you know when it's decided! When it's decided."

        "Are you embarrassed~?"

        "He's embarrassed alright."

        "...Shut up!"

        

        This isn't something I can casually talk about as easily as they think...

        To put it simply, it's embarrassing! More than I expected!

        

        "But you're planning to do it within this year, right?"

        "Y-yeah. Well..."

        "So it'll be a student wedding then. ...Ah~ Come to think of it, school's starting soon, isn't it?"

        "Oh, yes. That's right. Actually, Cecilia mentioned going out with her friends. She said they wanted to hang out together before school starts."

        "Ohhh. As expected of fresh young students, they get along well~."

        

        ...Get along well?

        

        Well, I guess they do.

        But considering what happened this morning, I'm not so sure.

        

        Of course they get along well, but, yeah...

        

        "So Cecilia will be a second-year soon~. That'll be fun."

        "You're right, now that I think about it. Second year~."

        

        It feels like she just enrolled not too long ago. Time really flies.

        ...Well, it actually hasn't been that long, but still.

        

        "She should enjoy herself now since she'll get busy in her third year. Though I'm not sure if your cat will go to college."

        

        Both Eunhwan and I nodded at hyung's words.

        It was very true.

        

        "But since she got her phone today, I think she'll be able to hang out with her friends more easily now, right?"

        

        Just as I was saying that, my phone buzzed with a notification.

        

        Under the curious gazes of Eunhwan and Jaeseop hyung, I took out my phone and checked it...

        

        "...Ohhh."

        "Wow."

        "Oh-ho."

        

        There was a clumsy text message with a photo attached.

        

        [A picture with friends at a cafe!]

        

        I could see Cecilia in the center, looking like the main character with a fork in her mouth.

        Around her were her friends, gathered in small groups and smiling brightly.

        

        "They do get along well."

        "They look like they're having fun~."

        "...Her expression is really bright."

        

        The cheerful, radiant smiles were impressive.

        Feeling inexplicably proud, I sent her a message.

        

        [Have fun and enjoy yourself, Cecilia.]

        

        A new semester is coming soon.

        Looking forward to Cecilia's happy future, I smiled softly.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.168Third Semester, Morning of the School Opening Ceremony

      
        I slowly put on the clothes I hadn't worn in a long time, one piece at a time.

        

        A comfortable dress shirt and tie. A distinctive navy vest and a soft beige jacket.

        

        On my feet, I wore the long white socks I personally liked for their prettiness~.

        For my lower half, I fastened a skirt instead of pants for the first time in a while.

        

        "It's been a long time since I've seen you in that outfit."

        "~♬"

        

        In response to Eunhyuk's casual remark, I wagged my tail gently~ to answer him.

        

        A pretty outfit that combined neatness and cuteness.

        As Eunhyuk said, it had been a while since I'd worn this school uniform.

        

        "Does it suit me well~?"

        

        I asked in a bright voice as I twirled around.

        

        "Hmm~. Let me see, let me see~?"

        

        I could see Eunhyuk sitting on the bed with a broad smile.

        Purring with a teasing voice, he soon continued with an affectionate tone.

        

        "Yes! You look pretty and cute today too!"

        "Ehehehe♥"

        

        Mmm~, I like it!

        

        Those were words that always sounded so good to hear.

        Both "pretty" and "cute" never seemed to get old, no matter how many times I heard them.

        

        And I was so grateful and fond of Eunhyuk who always gave such compliments sincerely~.

        

        "~♥"

        

        A small, faint humming naturally escaped from my nose.

        

        I felt so good, like I was floating on clouds.

        I was usually happy, but today I could feel myself being even more excited than usual.

        

        "Hehe...."

        "...I bet there's no other student as happy as you on the first day of school."

        "Hmm? Ah, yes~♬"

        

        Eunhyuk walked over and gently patted my head.

        

        At the warm and ticklish pleasant sensation, a purring sound naturally escaped from my throat.

        

        "Have a good day, Cecilia."

        "Yes! I'll be back~."

        

        I nodded vigorously and moved my feet with light steps.

        

        I grabbed my bag and put on my shoes.

        Finally, just before opening the front door with a greeting—

        

        "Ah, right."

        "?"

        "Come here for a second, Eunhyuk."

        

        Realizing I'd forgotten something, I beckoned to Eunhyuk.

        

        Eunhyuk approached with heavy steps while tilting his head curiously.

        Seeing his defenseless appearance, I giggled inwardly and quietly reached out my hand....

        

        "...Chu♥"

        "!?"

        

        I kissed his lips with a smooch♥.

        

        Eunhyuk flinched in surprise.

        But only for a moment.

        He soon reached out his arms and gently embraced my half-hanging body with a tight hug.

        

        "...♥"

        

        I felt my lover's warm and firm arms.

        Wrapped in that gentle touch, I happily purred and savored his lips to my heart's content with my eyes half-closed.

        

        "Puha...♥"

        "Whoa. ...Hmm. You're such a flirt."

        "...Hihi♬"

        

        I couldn't help but giggle seeing Eunhyuk's reddened face.

        

        But my face was probably just as red as his right now.

        That was obvious even without looking.

        

        "Hmph. I'll be going now~!"

        "...Have a good day~~."

        

        Aware of my heated face, I flung open the door and went outside.

        The gradually warming outside air greeted me kindly.

        

      

      
        Today was the first day of school.

        

        ***

        

        "Ah. Good morning, Cecilia."

        "Hi Cecilia~! Long time no see~."

        "Hi Hyerim, Phil. Long time... no see? Didn't we meet just a few days ago?"

        

        I gave an ambiguous smile to the two who greeted me cheerfully and quietly put my bag down at my seat.

        

        Warm sunlight streaming through the window.

        The bright classroom despite the lights not being turned on yet, and numerous students chatting with each other.

        

        The classroom I hadn't visited in a while.

        

        With an inexplicable feeling of nostalgia, I smiled slightly and plopped down in my chair.

        

        "Oof...."

        "It really feels like it's been ages since we came to school~~. Hehe, even the uniform feels a bit awkward."

        

        Phil, who had also plopped down in her chair, said with a smile.

        Both Hyerim and I nodded at her words.

        

        "It actually has been a while. The vacation was a bit over a month long, so it was quite long."

        "But for how long it was, it feels like it passed really quickly.... Is vacation always like this, Hyerim?"

        "Yes, yes. It's always like that. Perfectly normal, Phil."

        "Hueh...."

        

        And I quietly rested my chin on my hand, watching the two of them talk.

        

        Pretty blonde hair with green eyes.

        Phil with her cute long ears characteristic of elves.

        

        Dignified features and tall stature.

        Hyerim with her impressive toned body and firm arms.

        

        Both of them wearing their school uniforms properly.

        

        Hmm~ it was refreshing.

        Although we met occasionally during the break, it was the first time since before vacation that I'd seen them in their uniforms....

        Just like the classroom scenery, it gave me an inexplicably nostalgic feeling.

        

        "But fortunately? I'm not sure if it's fortunate, but we'll have another vacation soon—"

        ""Huh?""

        

        Phil and I simultaneously let out questioning voices at Hyerim's words.

        

        Huh, what?

        The vacation just ended, but there's going to be another one soon?

        

        "...Really?"

        "Oh, yes. Ah... you didn't know? Well, I guess you're not completely familiar with the school system yet...."

        

        I asked, and Hyerim answered.

        

        She nodded as if understanding and began explaining in a measured tone.

        

        "You know that high school lasts for 3 years, right? And that there are two semesters in each year."

        "Yes."

        "Before we went on break, it was the 2nd semester. And now we're at the end of the school year, just waiting a bit before moving up to the next grade."

        "Oh, ohh."

        

        That's quite systematic, isn't it...?

        

        As I was pondering this with curiosity, Hyerim continued her explanation.

        

        "We come back for about a week to check various things, have the closing ceremony...."

        "Yes, yes."

        "Then another vacation. When that vacation ends, we become—"

        

        Suddenly raising her hand to make a V sign, Hyerim said:

        

        "Second-years. Yes."

        

        I realized only after hearing those words that it wasn't a V sign but the number 2.

        

        "Ohh...."

        "Do you understand?"

        "Teacher, I have a question~."

        

        Phil playfully raised her hand toward Hyerim who was asking kindly.

        As Hyerim turned toward Phil, she asked with a voice tinged with laughter:

        

        "Is it okay for us to become second-years already when we haven't even been in school for half a year, let alone a full year?"

        "Well... now that you mention it, that's true. But I think it's fine? We've all learned various things diligently while attending school. Though the time was short, I think it was sufficient."

        "Ohh~."

        "Hmm.... Ah, then Hyerim, just one more question."

        "Yes?"

        

        Watching the two exchange questions and answers, I suddenly had a question of my own.

        

        After organizing my thoughts briefly, I opened my mouth toward Hyerim.

        

        "You said our grade is changing soon, right?"

        "Yes."

      

      
        "...Does that mean our class will change too?"

        "!!"

        "Ah~."

        

        I saw Phil flinch and Hyerim let out a troubled sound.

        

        After waiting anxiously for a moment, Hyerim finally spoke.

        

        "It does change. Yes."

        "Really!?"

        

        Phil asked in shock.

        Hyerim opened her mouth to say something to her....

        

        "Yes. But actually—"

        "I don't want to be separated~!"

        "Ack."

        

        Phil jumped up and hugged Hyerim tightly.

        

        With a tearful expression, she gestured for me to come over too.

        At her gesture, I also felt sad and rushed over to hug both Hyerim and Phil.

        

        "I don't want to be separated~...."

        "Ugh...."

        "Can't we just not become second-years? Hmm? Hyerim? Let's stay in the same class~...."

        "W-wait. I get it, so let go first, you two...! Ugh, it's hot. Your body temperatures are high...."

        

        Hyerim trembled, sandwiched between the two of us.

        After we let go a moment later, she exhaled deeply and slowly continued.

        

        "...We can't just stay first-years forever. Yes."

        "Hic...."

        "No matter what we do, we'll move up a grade. And the classes will be shuffled."

        ""Hic....""

        

        It felt like tears were about to leak out, just a little.

        

        How could we be separated after becoming such good friends?

        Of course, we could still meet between classes, but still....

        

        "Well, but that's only in normal cases."

        ""?""

        

        At Hyerim's next words, Phil and I looked up.

        In front of us two, Hyerim continued with a wry smile, as if she wasn't entirely certain.

        

        "There's a rumor going around school that they've decided to keep close friends together as much as possible to help non-humans adapt to school life...."

        "...Really?"

        "Is that true, Hyerim...?"

        "It's just a rumor, but for now, yes."

        

        Hyerim's words slowly sank into my mind.

        

        Keeping close friends together as much as possible for adaptation?

        That means, in other words...?

        

        "...Thank goodness!!"

        "Ack."

        

        Before my mind could reach a conclusion, Phil stood up again and hugged Hyerim tightly.

        

        Almost immediately after, having finished processing the information, I also rushed into Hyerim's arms with a joyful smile.

        

        "Thank goodness!!"

        "Ack."

        "I'm so relieved, so relieved...!"

        "We can play together again! Yay~!!"

        "H-heavy.... ...Waaah!?"

        "Eek!?"

        

        Crash!

        

        The chair, unable to withstand our momentum, fell backward with a loud noise.

        

        The three of us fell and scattered.

        In that position, we all simultaneously giggled.

        

        "Fufu...."

        "Hehe."

        "Pfft, haha!"

        

        Both Phil and I laughed, and Hyerim, as if she couldn't hold back anymore, laughed brightly with a raised voice.

        

        We could be in the same class again.

        Even if it was just a rumor, the very existence of such a rumor was a great comfort to us.

        

        "Hello everyone.... Why are you all on the floor?"

        "Ah, welcome Elya! You see~?"

        

        I cheerfully spoke to Elya who had just entered the classroom.

        

        It seemed our happiness showed no signs of subsiding.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.169Film and Magic

      
        "I'm home."

        "Ah, welcome back, Eunhyuk~."

        

        As soon as I opened the door with a click, the cat lying on the bed came running out with a pitter-patter.

        

        "Good work today~."

        "Hehe. Yeah. Ah, whoa?"

        "~~♬"

        

        Without slowing down, Cecilia rushed into my arms and snuggled in.

        As always, she cutely rubbed her head against me, and I smiled contentedly while hugging her small body tightly.

        

        "...Hehe♪ Yes, yes. I'm back~."

        "~♥"

        

        I could see her silver-white cat tail swaying gently.

        Just like a dog excitedly welcoming its owner. I couldn't stop smiling.

        

        "How was school?"

        "Good~. Maybe because the school year is ending soon? We didn't have many classes. Just watched a bunch of movies."

        "Ooh, nice. I'm jealous. What did you watch?"

        "Hmm~. My Neighbor Tot*ro, and Howl's Moving C*stle..."

        

        We chatted casually as we walked into the house together.

        

        I lightly took off my coat and opened the wardrobe.

        Similarly, Cecilia took off her school uniform and neatly folded it on the table.

        

        "Looks like they showed you all the famous ones."

        "The artwork was so pretty~. It was my first time seeing something like that, so it was fascinating."

        "Did you enjoy it?"

        "I did!"

        

        Her bright smile was truly beautiful.

        

        I gently patted Cecilia's head as she grinned.

        

        After changing clothes completely and climbing onto the bed, Cecilia followed me and hopped onto the bed as well.

        

        "So today you just watched old movies?"

        "Huh? Um... Well, I guess...?"

        "Ah~ right. You probably don't know which ones are considered old."

        "Mmm."

        

        I tossed a pillow to Cecilia as she nodded.

        While watching her catch it skillfully from the corner of my eye, I grabbed my own pillow and leaned against one side of the bed, supporting my back.

        

        "From the lineup, it seems they showed you Ghi*li works, hmm..."

        "Mmm~?"

        

        As I picked up my phone to search for movies, Cecilia slithered over and suddenly poked her head in from the side.

        

        "What are you looking at?"

        "Just~ looking up some movies for a change. ...There we go."

        "Hmm."

        

        I naturally put one arm around Cecilia while continuing to move my fingers on the screen.

        

        "There are a lot of new ones... I've seen some trailers though. Come to think of it, it's been quite a while since I watched a movie, hmm."

        "...So warm~..."

        "Do we have any side dishes left, Cecilia?"

        "...Ah, yes?"

        

        I asked Cecilia, who was spacing out while snuggled against me, pointing to the refrigerator.

        

        She swished her tail while thinking for a moment, then looked up at my face and nodded lightly.

        

        "Yes. We still have some left from before."

        "Really? That's perfect."

        "Whyyy?"

        "Just~ um..."

        

        I turned my head to glance at the clock.

        

        Current time, about 5 o'clock.

        It was just the right time.

        

        "I was thinking we could watch a movie together. The two of us."

        "...Ooh! Yes! I'd love to~!"

        

        I nodded with satisfaction at her immediate response.

        

        That was the moment our entertainment for the day was decided.

        

        ***

        

        "There we go..."

        

        After setting everything up, I leaned back against the edge of the bed like before.

        Cecilia followed me, bouncing along, and snuggled into my arms. I lightly embraced her while fiddling with the remote.

        

        "Come to think of it, it's been a long time since I've used the TV... Spent all that money on it and barely use it."

        "Is a TV very expensive?"

        "Hmm~ Even the cheapest ones easily cost hundreds of thousands of won. Some even go over a million."

      

      
        "Eek."

        "I was really nervous when I first bought it~."

        

        I chuckled lightly and rested my chin gently on Cecilia's head.

        

        Then I pointed the remote at the TV and spoke.

        

        "Shall I start it?"

        "Mm-hmm."

        

        I pressed the button with a beep and started the movie.

        

        The beginning appeared on screen without any intro.

        

        A peaceful, warm home.

        A young man, seemingly the protagonist, carefully arranging flowers in a vase under the sunlight.

        

        The graphics were truly excellent.

        As I was quietly focusing, Cecilia's voice suddenly tickled my ear.

        

        "It's beautiful..."

        "..."

        

        Well, it made sense. She had mostly been shown old movies at school.

        Of course, old works have their own beauty, but modern works have their own splendor too.

        It was worth admiring.

        

        "Hmm, I just realized I didn't ask... What movie is this?"

        

        Cecilia asked, wriggling to find a comfortable position.

        

        Feeling her warmth and weight against me, I whispered softly into her ear.

        

        "Hmm. I think it's fantasy? With some action mixed in... Well, I'm not exactly sure."

        "Heeh..."

        "It's a pretty recent movie with great reviews. I hope you'll like it."

        

        After those final words, we both naturally fell silent and became immersed in the movie.

        

        The peaceful atmosphere from the beginning continued for a while.

        There were scenes where the protagonist almost dropped the vase but caught it, or heard some strange voices, but overall it was a calm story that could be described as slice-of-life.

        

        I was starting to wonder if I had misremembered the action genre...

        

        "Ugh."

        "...!"

        

        Suddenly, the atmosphere completely changed.

        

        Rampaging zombies. Unreasonable survival conditions.

        Godlike beings toying with humans, magic...

        

        The protagonist struggling desperately to navigate through it all.

        

        "..."

        

        Hmm.

        

        It wasn't bad at all.

        The setting was decent and the visuals were excellent. The extraordinarily impressive graphics were particularly striking.

        

        However, it seemed to have more action elements than I expected, so I was a bit concerned whether Cecilia would enjoy it...

        

        "It's so realistic..."

        

        Fortunately, she didn't seem to dislike it.

        

        Wait a minute.

        

        Huh?

        Realistic?

        

        That scene was full of magic, swords, and fantasy elements...?

        

        "Some familiar magic appears occasionally..."

        "......"

        

        Oh, right.

        I had forgotten that she's from another world.

        

        I had completely forgotten about magic and such things for a while.

        

        "...Can you use magic, Cecilia?"

        "Of course I can."

        

        I asked out of curiosity and got an immediate answer.

        

        My eyes widened in astonishment, but Cecilia continued in a somewhat smaller voice.

        

        "Well, more accurately, I could..."

        "You can't use it now?"

        "Hmm... I think this world has thinner mana than my original world. I tried before~ but it seems I can't charge enough to cast proper spells."

        "Oh, I see."

        

      

      
        I didn't understand the exact principles, but it seemed she couldn't use magic here.

        I felt a bit disappointed.

        

        "Probably no one except highly skilled mages could use magic here..."

        "Heeh..."

        "For example, Elyra and such."

        "......"

        

        So Elyra can use magic?!

        It was one shock after another.

        

        After our brief conversation, we immersed ourselves in the movie again.

        

        The protagonist struggling against harsh reality.

        But despite his efforts, the situation kept getting worse...

        

        "..."

        "..."

        

        Still, gradually gaining allies.

        Growing stronger.

        

        Overcoming hardships.

        Rebelling against godlike beings.

        

        Comfort.

        Crisis.

        

        A hymn to humanity.

        

        "..."

        "...Sniff."

        

        Ending.

        

        I could feel Cecilia's body temperature rising slightly in my arms.

        The reason was obvious.

        

        "I'm so glad..."

        

        Cecilia sniffled, tears streaming down her face.

        Holding my emotionally sensitive lover tightly, I whispered with a slight bitter smile.

        

        "The movie isn't even over yet..."

        "But, but..."

        

        Watching Cecilia shake her head slightly, I smiled faintly again.

        

        On the TV screen, an epilogue was playing with a calm atmosphere following the ending.

        Perhaps it was particularly moving, as Cecilia's eyes were brimming with rabbit-like tears.

        

        "It's so touching..."

        "Yes, yes."

        "Hmm..."

        

        I patted her gently as she murmured.

        

        The male and female protagonists gathered in the center as the true ending approached.

        They talked for a while, then looked at each other and chuckled...

        

        ""Ah.""

        

        Smooch.

        As their lips met, the movie ended.

        

        The TV went black, leaving behind a warm, cozy atmosphere.

        The lingering impression of that final kiss tickled the space between Cecilia and me.

        

        "..."

        "?"

        

        I noticed Cecilia looking up at me.

        Her eyes were moist, her ears calm.

        

        "Cecil...ia..."

        

        With reddened eyes, she shook her head and slowly reached out to me.

        Her soft hands carefully cupped my cheeks, and after a moment, she leaned in—

        

        "...Thank you for the good movie, Eunhyuk...♥"

        

        She whispered quietly and pressed her lips against mine with a soft kiss.

        

        I could see Cecilia smiling brightly through our gentle kiss.

        Smiling back at her, I tenderly cupped her cheek.

        

        "Ah, mmm...♥"

        "Chu..."

        

        The sound of our emotional kiss echoed in the room.

        Along with a purring sound, I once again wrapped my arms tightly around her slender waist.

        

        Today was another peaceful day.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.170Spring Morning

      
        I could feel the weather gradually getting warmer.

        

        A gentle breeze carrying warmth flowed softly through the half-open window.

        Sunlight pouring from the blue sky illuminated the world beneath the clouds in beautiful colors.

        

        The faint scent of flowers mingled with the spring breeze.

        Signs of life blooming one by one under the gentle sunlight.

        

        I could feel spring approaching.

        

        "Mmnya, mmnya..."

        "...Haaawn—..."

        

        In that peaceful atmosphere, the two of us lay entangled on the bed, mumbling softly and shifting our bodies.

        

        Today was Saturday.

        Cecilia was on spring break.

        

        It was a leisurely holiday.

        

        ***

        

        "...I'm sleepy—..."

        "Sleepy?"

        "Mmm..."

        

        I gently stroked Cecilia's warm back as we talked.

        

        Cecilia was clinging tightly to my side, her eyes half-open in drowsiness.

        And I was holding her close in my arms.

        

        I could feel her slightly higher body temperature squirming in my embrace.

        It was warm. But not unpleasant.

        

        "...What time is it now?"

        

        Cecilia asked in a spoiled voice.

        I glanced over to check the clock and then spoke softly.

        

        "10 o'clock... No, almost 10:30?"

        "Ehh. Already?"

        

        She lifted her head and asked in disbelief.

        Meeting her barely open sky-blue eyes, I quietly nodded.

        

        "Time goes by so fast~..."

        "That's because we've just been lying around... Hmm, should we get up soon?"

        

        I asked in a small voice, feeling the touch of the blanket against my skin.

        Cecilia stared at me blankly for a moment, then slowly shook her head...

        

        "Just a little longer..."

        "Whoa."

        "...♥"

        

        She burrowed deeper into my arms and nuzzled her soft ears against my neck.

        

        "Mmm... so warm...♥"

        

        Cecilia purred contentedly, breathing warm breaths against my chest.

        The ticklish, warm sensation made my body jolt involuntarily.

        

        "Ah."

        "♥"

        "...Mmm."

        

        Still, I understood why she was acting this way.

        

        It was spring, after all.

        Though spring hadn't fully arrived yet, the weather had definitely gotten warmer.

        

        Snow melting, flowers blooming.

        Trees that had been bare were beginning to adorn themselves with green buds.

        

        After the cold winter days, the sudden warmth naturally made one's body feel languid.

        Plus, it was a holiday, and Cecilia, with her naturally higher body temperature, would be more affected by the ambient temperature...

        

        "...You smell nice♬"

        "Ah. That tickles, Cecilia..."

        

        Of course, no matter what, her sniffing around was still quite embarrassing.

        

        It seemed like it was time to get up.

        

        "Alright!"

        

        I made up my mind and suddenly sat up, holding her small body tightly in both hands.

        

        "Nyah!?"

      

      
        

        Cecilia let out a surprised sound at the sudden change in position.

        As I sat up straight, Cecilia, who had been in my arms, now found herself sitting on my lap, blinking and looking up at me.

        

        "Eh?"

        "Lounging around is nice, but we should have breakfast soon~. Don't you think?"

        

        I said, looking at her pretty, delicate face right in front of me.

        

        Instead of answering, Cecilia just pouted her lips.

        Seeing her obvious desire to stay in bed longer... I chuckled and took drastic measures.

        

        "...Chu."

        "Ah?!"

        

        I gently nuzzled into her fair neck and planted a soft kiss.

        

        Her body jolted. Her tail twitched.

        Satisfied with her pleasant high-pitched voice, I continued to shower her with kisses without stopping.

        

        "Chu, chu. Haum. ...Chu♪"

        "Hiyaah!? Ah, w-wait! Hehehe! It, it tickles~!"

        

        Her struggle to escape the kisses was truly amusing.

        

        After her laughter spread through the room, I gave one final big smooch before slowly pulling away.

        

        "Haa, haa.... Ah, really..."

        "Feel like getting up now?"

        

        I smiled mischievously, seeing Cecilia's flushed face.

        

        She was catching her breath, her cheeks slightly reddened.

        Though she pouted her lips as if trying to show she was upset, she couldn't completely hide the smile that kept leaking from the corners of her mouth...

        

        "...Hah!"

        "!"

        "Chu!"

        

        Realizing her pretend anger wasn't working, she suddenly lunged at me and gifted me a kiss on the lips.

        

        The warm sensation and soft touch on my lips.

        The small moan of my lover in my arms.

        

        "...I feel like getting up now!"

        

        After a moment, Cecilia pulled away and exclaimed loudly.

        Seeing her expression mixed with equal parts embarrassment and joy, I quietly reached out and stroked her silver-white hair.

        

        "...Aww."

        "~♬"

        

        The weather was becoming even more bright and sunny.

        

        ***

        

        "Hmm~♪ Hmhmm~♬"

        

        Cecilia's beautiful humming, filled with joy, resonated throughout the room.

        

        She was finely chopping fresh green onions with crisp sounds.

        Seeing how skillfully she now handled the kitchen knife made me feel proud.

        

        "I finished chopping the green onions~."

        "Okay. Then put them in here... Oh, wait. Before that, could you check the seasoning of the soup?"

        "Sure~."

        

        Watching her toddle over made me smile fondly.

        Recently, we'd been preparing breakfast/dinner together often, and it was nice to see her growing more interested in cooking.

        

        Maybe I should buy her an apron soon?

        

        She'd look lovely cooking in an apron, but... hmm.

        Would she wear it willingly...?

        

        "Mmm~~."

        "Oh. How's the soup? Is it too salty?"

        "Hmm... Nope! It's fine, just right."

        

        Cecilia nodded brightly with a ladle in her hand.

        I nodded back and took over the knife she had been using to finely chop a large sausage.

        

        By the way, today's breakfast menu was fried rice and egg soup.

        Since the timing was a bit awkward, we chose something that could be made easily but would still be filling.

        

        "I'll turn on the heat~. Can you give me the sausage?"

        "Ah. Here."

        "O-kay... Hmm, add the rice~ and the chopped pickled radish..."

        "Are you okay? Should I do the stir-frying?"

      

      
        

        I asked Cecilia lightly as she held the spatula.

        

        Stir-frying requires a bit more strength than expected.

        I thought it might be better if I did it instead of delicate Cecilia, so I asked...

        

        "Hmhm~. It's fine, I can handle this much!"

        

        I chuckled as Cecilia tried to flex her arm to show her... non-existent muscles.

        It was reassuring. Despite the lack of actual muscles.

        

        Soon the properly heated pan began to sizzle.

        Cecilia started stirring the various ingredients in the pan with her spatula.

        

        "Heave..."

        "Then I'll finish up the soup."

        

        Leaving Cecilia behind as she worked hard, I moved over to the pot.

        

        The clear egg soup had started to boil beautifully.

        I added the green onions that Cecilia had chopped earlier and covered it with a lid so it could continue to simmer properly.

        

        "Hmm."

        

        After finishing with the soup, I realized I had nothing else to do.

        With no choice but to watch Cecilia working diligently, I spoke softly.

        

        "...Hey, Cecilia."

        "Yes~?"

        

        Our voices mixed lightly amidst the bubbling sounds.

        

        It was time for small talk.

        

        "This might be a bit random, but is there anything you'd like to do in spring?"

        "Something I'd like to do in spring? Hmm~?"

        "I was thinking of planning our date spots~."

        "!"

        

        Cecilia's eyes sparkled at the word 'date.'

        

        While continuing to work with her hands, she wagged her tail happily and spoke in an excited voice.

        

        "First~ flower viewing! Hyerim told me there's a good spot nearby for that!"

        "Ah~ yes. I was actually going to ask about that place later. Hehe. Of course, let's go together."

        "Hehe♬ I'm excited~! Besides that, maybe hiking together, or taking walks?"

        "Do you like going outside?"

        "Yep! Because it's spring. I want to go around looking at all the different flowers~!"

        

        I saw her pretty face beaming with a smile.

        Cecilia showing her cute preferences like a girl in her prime looked especially lovable.

        

        Come to think of it, flower viewing~.

        It wasn't something I'd do alone, but with the two of us, it would definitely be enjoyable.

        I was already looking forward to it.

        

        "And also~~."

        "Yes, yes. ...Ah, Cecilia! Wait...!"

        

        In the middle of our conversation,

        

        "?"

        "It's burning! The fried rice!"

        

        Suddenly, I noticed the fried rice that had been cooking for too long.

        

        "!"

        

        Responding immediately to my words, Cecilia turned off the heat and quickly moved the pan aside.

        

        After carefully checking the condition of the contents, she nodded and said, "...Safe."

        

        "Phew. That was close."

        "Ahaha... Sorry, sorry. I guess I got too excited while talking."

        "It's okay. These things happen."

        

        In any case, it didn't burn, so there was no problem.

        With that thought, I patted Cecilia's shoulders as she smiled awkwardly.

        

        "...Well! Let's eat~!"

        "Ah, yes!"

        "We'll definitely go flower viewing later. Just the two of us."

        "Ooh! Yes!"

        

        We took out the bowls and spoons.

        

        It was time to eat.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.171Mentor

      
        A sweet, gentle spring breeze tickled my nose.

        

        I could feel the excitement in the air against my skin.

        Seeing the shy little flower buds sitting in the flower bed, a contented smile naturally escaped my lips.

        

        It was perfect weather for a stroll.

        Though not all the flowers had bloomed yet, climbing a mountain would surely offer a magnificent view.

        

        Yet, despite walking under this bright sunshine...

        

        "Heeng."

        

        Unfortunately, our destination wasn't a mountain.

        

        A large concrete building appeared before us.

        As we walked in with familiar steps, someone was there to greet us.

        

        "Welcome, you two. I've been waiting. ...Sorry for calling you out on a holiday."

        

        It was Woonho, smiling awkwardly.

        

        This was the police station, which we hadn't visited in a while.

        We came because of Woonho's text asking if we could help him out.

        

        "It's fine. We should help each other when needed, right?"

        

        I gently patted Cecilia's back as she pouted her lips in disappointment, and answered lightly.

        

        Just until brunch earlier, we had been planning to go on an outing together.

        But then we suddenly got a message and ended up taking a "stroll" to the police station... of course she'd be disappointed.

        

        "Then, let's head inside~..."

        "Ah, yes, yes."

        

        But what could we do?

        With Cecilia about to enter her second year, when a heartfelt message arrived saying [Regarding Cecilia, if it's alright with you, could you please stop by as soon as possible...].

        

        Even setting aside what I owed him regarding my parents, it wasn't something I could easily ignore.

        

        "......"

        

        So don't look at me like that, kitty.

        I'm just as disappointed as you are.

        

        I approached Cecilia with her flounder-like eyes and gently stroked her tail with my hand.

        

        Though she was pouting with her lips pursed, her expression softened slightly the moment my hand touched her tail.

        I chuckled softly with relief at the faint purring mixed with her shy tone.

        

        It seemed she wasn't genuinely angry, just throwing a little tantrum.

        It was cute, really.

        

        "Alright!"

        

        I opened the door and entered one of the buildings.

        It was the same building we had visited long ago when filling out Cecilia's personal information.

        

        Woonho sat in a chair, and Cecilia sat on the sofa across from him.

        Sitting next to Cecilia, I asked Woonho:

        

        "So what's this about?"

        

        I had received his text asking for help, but I didn't know exactly what it was about.

        I knew it was related to Cecilia and school... but nothing more specific than that.

        

        "Well, um~ it's something you can freely decline if you don't want to."

        "Yes, yes."

        "As you know, the school admission season is coming up soon, right?"

        

        Both Cecilia and I nodded in unison at Woonho's words.

        

        The spring break would be ending soon.

        

        With Cecilia's return to school, the admission of new first-year students was just around the corner.

        Of course we hadn't forgotten about something so relevant to our lives.

        

        "So, accordingly..."

        "Yes."

        "...We're planning to proceed with the second non-human transfer."

        "Ah."

        "Oh."

        

        Once again, we both exclaimed simultaneously.

        

        Second transfer, huh.

        Right, that's true. Come to think of it, Cecilia's admission was officially the "first non-human transfer," wasn't it?

        

        If there's a first, there's bound to be a second.

        That's only natural.

        

        And unlike the previous first transfer that had to be done in the second semester due to timing issues, this second transfer would happen simultaneously with admission. A truly reasonable decision.

      

      
        

        "You'll have juniors now, our Cecilia?"

        "J-juniors..."

        

        I chuckled softly as I watched Cecilia awkwardly fidgeting with her chin beside me.

        

        The concept of having juniors was probably somewhat unfamiliar to her.

        But knowing Cecilia's personality, she'd likely try to take on the challenge even if she was clumsy at it.

        

        Imagining Cecilia trying hard to play the role of a senior while moving stiffly made me chuckle again.

        

        Yes. I was looking forward to it.

        

        "Honestly, I thought you'd only have human juniors so I didn't say much~ but if there are non-human juniors too, that's different. You've got to take good care of them, senior~?"

        "I-I'll try my best."

        

        I could see her silver-white tail swishing across the sofa.

        Looking at her as she nervously twitched her ears while still clenching her fists with determination, I nodded with satisfaction.

        

        And then, addressing both of us—

        

        "Yes. About that."

        

        Woonho began to speak.

        

        "There were concerns about what would happen if some children had trouble adapting during this second transfer, so we decided to experimentally implement a mentor-mentee system."

        "Mentor-mentee?"

        "Literally, it means someone who gives advice and someone who receives it. Um... think of it as a relationship where one guides and teaches the other about things they don't know."

        

        I briefly explained to Cecilia as she tilted her head in confusion.

        

        Woonho nodded gratefully at me, then pulled out a piece of paper and continued.

        

        "Thank you for the explanation. Yes, it's exactly as you said—a system where mentors provide various advice and guidance to mentees... We were thinking of trying this experimentally with first and second-year non-human students."

        "Oh, ohh?"

        "Hmm. Could you explain it a bit more simply? I don't think she's understanding very well."

        

        I smiled wryly as I glanced at Cecilia, who had question marks floating above her head.

        

        "Ah~ I understand."

        

        Woonho replied with a slight smile.

        

        After clearing his throat with a "Ahem," Woonho looked at Cecilia and continued calmly.

        

        "Miss Cecilia."

        "Ah, yes."

        "...Would you be willing to take on the role of advisor for the incoming first-year students?"

        

        Yes, yes. That's what I thought.

        I nodded to myself at this expected question.

        

        If they called Cecilia here to talk about mentors and mentees, this was obviously the purpose.

        

        In other words, Woonho's request was: "You seem to have adapted to school really well, would you like to pass on your know-how directly to the new students?"

        

        Become a mentor for the first-years.

        That's it in a nutshell.

        

        "Nyeheh?"

        

        But perhaps it was an unexpected question for Cecilia?

        I couldn't help but burst into laughter, bowing my head at her silly response.

        

        "Pfft, haha...!"

        "Advisor role? Me...?"

        "Well, in other words, you could also call it being a teacher."

        "Why me...?"

        "Puhehe...! Haa, haa...."

        

        I raised my head, wiping away the tears that had leaked out.

        

        Cecilia had stopped swishing her tail and was now covered in question marks above her head.

        She slowly opened her mouth toward Woonho, who was awkwardly scratching his cheek.

        

        "First-year advisor.... W-what does this role involve?"

        "Guiding the children to help them adapt well to school, giving advice, basically taking care of them in various ways."

        "Why are you asking me...?"

        "Because I think you'd be good at it, of course."

        

        But honestly, that last comment was somewhat unexpected.

        I thought there might be other students who would be better at taking care of juniors.

        For example, a certain succubus girl, among others.

        

        "Wouldn't someone like Elya be better for this...?"

        "Of course I asked her. I was flatly rejected."

        "Ah."

        

        Ah.

        So he had already approached her.

        Well, then I had nothing more to say.

      

      
        

        "Hmm...."

        "Do you, dislike it?"

        "Do you dislike it, Cecilia?"

        "Hmmmm...."

        

        She slowly swished her tail again, letting out a contemplative sound.

        

        For some reason, she kept stroking my arm with her tail as she opened her mouth after a moment.

        

        "I don't... dislike it."

        "Mm-hmm."

        "...I'm just not sure if I can do it well..."

        "Ah~."

        

        A common concern.

        

        I smiled brightly at the seriously contemplating Cecilia and spoke.

        

        "Why? I think you'll do well."

        "B-but! The new first-years are children I don't know, right?"

        "Yes."

        "I'm not sure if I have the courage yet to give advice to children I'm not even close with..."

        "Then you can become close first. Phil and Hyerim were strangers to you at first too, weren't they?"

        

        Cecilia nodded dazedly at my words, though she flinched slightly.

        

        She probably couldn't argue with that.

        After all, it was true.

        

        "B-but. But still..."

        "You're not confident?"

        "Mm..."

        "Whyyy?"

        "Because I've never taken care of anyone before..."

        

        I nodded at her small voice.

        

        True, Cecilia had been more in the position of being cared for rather than caring for others.

        I understood why she lacked confidence, having never done it before.

        

        However—

        

        "I think you'll do well though?"

        

        That was a separate matter.

        In my opinion, Cecilia would probably do well.

        

        "Whyyy?"

        "Because you're kind, gentle, and energetic. You might be a bit shy with strangers, but you're fundamentally a good person."

        "Ah..."

        "And because I believe in you."

        

        I reached out and placed my hand on Cecilia's head.

        Enjoying the "Uwah..." sound that escaped her, I began to pat her head gently.

        

        "Because I believe in you."

        "..."

        "You can do well. I guarantee it."

        

        If confidence was the issue, I could fill that gap for her.

        Isn't that what being in a relationship is about—filling in what the other lacks?

        

        This would surely be a good experience for Cecilia.

        Thinking this, I continued to stroke her head gently with a kind smile.

        

        "Still not confident?"

        "...That's unfair."

        

        I could see Cecilia pouting her lips.

        But with the purring sound that simultaneously escaped, I continued to stroke her gently with a soft smile, without any particular worry.

        

        "...I'll do it!"

        "Thank you."

        

        Cecilia shouted, and Woonho wrote something down on his document.

        

        "...Yes!"

        

        Cecilia wore a proud expression as if she had made up her mind to give it a try.

        

        She was cute.

        She was gallant.

        She was cool.

        

        "Ah, mm."

        

        I moved my hand to gently knead her soft cheek.

        

        She was growing too.

        With that sudden thought, I could only smile warmly.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.172Congratulations on Becoming a Second-Year!

      
        "Did you pack everything? Your textbooks?"

        "I packed everything! My pencil case too!"

        "Your uniform... looks good."

        "Hehe."

        

        Morning has returned once again.

        The first day of school.

        

        Before I headed out with a fluttering heart, Eunhyuk approached me quietly and carefully checked my preparations for school.

        

        "Hmm. No stains anywhere~."

        "Mm, mm."

        "...All ready?"

        "I think so?"

        

        I smiled slightly as I answered Eunhyuk, who was looking up at me.

        

        Of course, I had already finished preparing, but there's no harm in double-checking.

        Above all, today is the first day of my second year! I was truly grateful for Eunhyuk's attentiveness.

        

        "Hmm."

        "Yes?"

        "...Are you ready to take care of the juniors~?"

        

        Eunhyuk suddenly asked with a playful smile.

        I didn't answer directly, just nodded slightly with a small smile.

        

        Geez, he's such a tease.

        It was so mischievous of him to bring that up at this timing.

        

        The mentor role for first-years that Mr. Gyeongkwan recommended and Eunhyuk encouraged me to take.

        The teachers would handle the fundamentals, so... as a fellow student and senior, my job was to offer various small bits of help to help them adjust to school.

        

        Honestly, I was worried.

        I had almost no experience leading or taking care of others.

        

        Would I be able to get close to them?

        Could I do well?

        

        Still, even with these concerns—

        

        "You can do it, right? Our Cecilia?"

        "...Yes!"

        

        I nodded vigorously toward Eunhyuk as he asked again.

        

        He believes in me.

        I need to live up to his expectations.

        

        "You'll do fine. Call me right away if anything happens."

        "I will!"

        

        Seeing Eunhyuk's smiling face, warmth spread through my heart.

        

        Let's do this, me.

        

        I can do it.

        I can do it!

        

        "I'm off...!"

        

        I lightly slapped both my cheeks with my hands.

        I turned around quickly and grabbed the doorknob.

        

        Just as I was about to open the door and go outside...

        

        "Ah."

        

        Suddenly, I remembered something I'd forgotten.

        

        I spun around once more.

        Then I threw my arms around the neck of a puzzled Eunhyuk.

        

        "?"

        "Hehee♬"

        

        A moment of eye contact.

        After quietly gazing at his handsome face, I leaned forward and pressed my lips against his.

        

        "!"

        "Chu...♥"

        

        It tasted sweet.

        

        "Hehe, confidence fully charged!"

        "Youuu..."

        "I'm off~!"

        

        I called out loudly to Eunhyuk, who was blushing bright red and touching his lips.

        Then I turned around, flung the door open, and went outside.

        

        "...Hehe♬"

        

        I could feel the heat enveloping my face.

        

        With this warmth, I felt like I could do anything.

        

        ***

        

        The closer I got to school, the more I felt eyes on me.

        

        Students who glanced at me, then startled, looking twice.

        Various groups whispering to each other as if seeing something fascinating.

      

      
        

        It felt similar to when I first came to school last year.

        

        The sensation of drawing attention.

        

        It's embarrassing yet ticklish.

        A strange sensation I hadn't felt in a long time.

        

        "Hmm."

        

        Most of those children are probably first-years.

        In reality, it's not that common to meet different species in everyday life~ so of course they'd be curious.

        

        I understood why I was attracting some attention.

        I had somewhat prepared myself for it.

        

        ...But.

        

        "Hmm...?"

        

        Isn't it a bit much...?

        

        With each step I took, I could feel the attention growing stronger.

        

        Who is that person, is she a student at our school?

        Is she a senior or in the same grade, should we play rock-paper-scissors to decide who talks to her first...

        

        I don't exactly dislike it... mm.

        But I was puzzled.

        

        Am I really that unusual?

        There must be many other unique species too.

        Like harpies, or demons. And so on.

        

        Or could there be some other reason?

        Hmm, what could it be?

        

        "Hey, hey. Go talk to her. Quick!"

        "Go!"

        "O-okay. But what should I say?"

        "Well, you know. Ask for her number or whatever..."

        

        Suddenly I heard such a conversation from some distance behind me.

        

        They were speaking in hushed tones, apparently thinking I couldn't hear them...

        ...but being a beastkin, I could hear everything clearly even from this distance.

        

        "Hmm..."

        

        What should I do?

        Setting aside what number they wanted to ask for, how should I respond when they approach?

        I couldn't just openly ignore someone who speaks to me.

        

        Hmm~~.

        

        "I-I'm going?"

        

        While I was lost in thought, I heard a small, determined voice from behind.

        

        Then came the sound of footsteps approaching.

        I slowed my pace naturally, wondering how to respond, and.

        

        At that moment.

        

        "Good morning, Cecilia~."

        "Eep?"

        

        Someone approached silently from behind and hugged me tightly.

        

        I felt something soft pressing against my back.

        When I turned around, I saw a demon tail swaying gently.

        

        "Elya!"

        "Long time no see. Have you been well?"

        "Yes!"

        

        The demoness Elya.

        A precious friend I often played with.

        

        "There seem to be so many people today~. Is it because it's the first day of school?"

        

        After releasing her back-hug, Elya walked alongside me and spoke lightly.

        At the same time, she waved her hand behind us, causing the approaching male student to retreat with a dejected puppy-like expression.

        

        "...Thank you, Elya."

        "Fufu. Don't mention it♪"

        

        A succubus is indeed a succubus.

        She was really good at handling people.

        

        "You're having a hard time, Cecilia."

        "It's not really hard, but... hmm, I'm just surprised that I seem to be attracting more attention than I expected."

        "Really?"

        "Yeah. Beastkin shouldn't be that rare... right?"

        "...Ah~."

        

        Hearing my words, Elya suddenly nodded as if understanding.

        When I looked at her quizzically, she opened her mouth with a slight bitter smile.

        

        "It's probably not because beastkin are rare that you're attracting attention. No."

        "Really? Then why—"

        "It's because you're pretty, of course. Obviously."

        "Huh?"

      

      
        

        Eh?

        

        Oh, um?

        

        W-what...?

        

        "With that beautiful long silver hair that seems to hold the moonlight~."

        "Eek?!"

        "Ears that go twitch-twitch, tail that goes swish-swish~."

        "Hyah!?"

        "When a perfect-score cutie beauty walks down the street in a school uniform, of course everyone, men and women alike, will stare~."

        

        I jumped away from Elya as she spoke while touching me here and there.

        

        Facing my wary stance, Elya chuckled prettily and then...

        

        "Fufu♪ I envy your boyfriend~. Having such a pretty girlfriend. That guy really has some skills, I must say."

        

        She said that while waving her hand gently as if telling me not to be so guarded.

        

        "..."

        

        As expected of a succubus.

        She really knew how to handle people.

        

        How can I respond when she compliments Eunhyuk like that...

        

        I sighed softly and approached Elya again.

        She smiled, took my hand, and continued speaking cheerfully.

        

        "I'll escort you until we reach school. To keep the bad boys away."

        "...Thank youu."

        "Don't mention it~. Consider it payback. I heard you took over the mentor-mentee role instead?"

        "Huh? ...Oh~. Yes."

        

        I nodded belatedly at Elya's following words.

        

        Right. Come to think of it, Elya was also offered the mentor-mentee role, wasn't she?

        She must have heard through Mr. Gyeongkwan that I had taken on that role.

        

        "Thank you~. That puts my mind at ease. Honestly, I was a bit worried about who would take over if I refused."

        "You were?"

        "Yes. It's not an easy task, after all. I was wondering who would be suitable~."

        

        I felt her gaze.

        When I turned my head, I saw Elya looking at me with a subtle smile.

        

        "...With you, Cecilia, I can rest assured, yes♬"

        "Really...?"

        "Yes. Fighting, Cecilia♪"

        

        I responded by making a fist just like Elya, who was showing me her small clenched fist.

        

        She could rest assured if it was me.

        ...It wasn't a bad feeling.

        

        ***

        

        As I opened the classroom door with a clatter, a familiar scene greeted me.

        

        "Ah, Cecilia~! Elya too!"

        "Welcome, both of you."

        "Good morning~. Phil, Hyerim."

        

        Familiar friends.

        Familiar desks, blackboard, and seating arrangement.

        

        The lazy yet cozy morning classroom atmosphere was almost unchanged from when I came to school before the spring break.

        

        Looking around briefly, I first noticed faces that seemed almost unchanged from last year.

        It seems the rumors were true—there were hardly any personnel changes. It was a joy to know I could spend another year with familiar friends.

        

        "Alright~ Time's up. Everyone take your seats."

        "Ah. Long time no see, teacher~."

        "Hello~."

        "Yes, yes."

        

        While I was lost in these thoughts, the school bell rang and the teacher walked in with heavy steps.

        

        Our homeroom teacher is also the same as last year.

        I was newly moved by how thoughtfully the school seemed to have arranged things.

        

        "It's been a while... From today, you're all second-years. Did you all have a good break?"

        """"" Yes~! """""

        "Good. Well, since the class is the same, there's not much new to say... Let's have another good year without any problems."

        """"" Yes~!! """""

        "We're counting on you, Teacher Meteor!!"

        "Get out."

        

        Cheerful laughter rippled through the classroom.

        In that atmosphere, Teacher Hwang Woonseok, scratching his head awkwardly, suddenly looked at me and spoke.

        

        "Ah~ That's right, Cecilia."

        "Yes, yes!"

        "I forgot to tell you in advance. Could you go to the auditorium now?"

        

        The teacher nodded with an apologetic expression and continued.

        

        "The first-years are waiting."

        

        It was time to act as a senior.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.173Senior Pretense

      
        Standing in front of the large auditorium doors, I took a moment to catch my breath.

        

        Finally, this moment has come.

        

        I could feel my heart pounding.

        It was a strange, tingling sensation—I couldn't tell if it was nervousness or excitement.

        

        "Phew..."

        

        I exhaled softly as I placed my hand on the door.

        Mentally reaffirming my resolve, I opened the door with a creaking sound.

        

        "Sorry I'm late~... Whoa."

        

        I flinched as all eyes suddenly turned toward me.

        

        Students of all kinds scrutinizing me with curious expressions.

        

        There are more than last year.

        About 50-60 students, perhaps?

        

        What stood out was that most were already wearing their uniforms despite it being the first day.

        Seems they received them in advance, unlike last year.

        

        "Ah~ Miss Cecilia. We've been waiting for you. Please come this way."

        "Yes, sure."

        

        I walked stiffly toward the front of the auditorium.

        Standing before the new students as the teacher indicated, I felt a fresh wave of tension washing over me.

        

        Hmm. These gazes are quite intense.

        The inexplicably rising heated atmosphere made me feel a bit intimidated.

        

        Fortunately, it seemed I wouldn't be handling all these first-years by myself.

        

        I noticed several people lined up beside me at the front.

        They appeared to be other mentors. I didn't recognize many faces, probably because they were from different classes.

        

        "This is our last mentor, Miss Cecilia~. Please introduce yourself."

        "Um, I'm Cecilia, a second-year beastkin... N-nice to meet you all?"

        

        My tail shot up at the chorus of "Ooooh!" that followed.

        With so many people, it felt more intimidating than I'd expected.

        

        ...Did I agree to be a mentor too hastily...?

        But still, well...

        

        "You're popular, aren't you?"

        "Th-thanks...?"

        "Don't mention it. The first-year explanation finished earlier, and they're about to assign groups now."

        

        I nodded slightly at the information whispered by a girl from another class.

        

        Group assignments.

        I wonder what kind of kids will be assigned to me?

        

        "Now then, students who didn't sign up for mentees can go to their classrooms first~."

        

        At the teacher's words, about half the students dispersed.

        

        Oh, so not everyone is a mentee.

        Maybe this will be manageable after all?

        

        "Now, I'll call names for Group 1. Um... Miel."

        "Here~."

        "Margaret."

        "Here."

        "And—"

        

        Watching the students move one by one, I lightly clutched my chest.

        My heart was racing.

        

        Who will come to me?

        Half nervous, half excited, and with a touch of anxiety, I waited quietly. Then, appearing before me were...

        

        "H-hello..."

        "Hmph."

        "..."

        "Greetings, senior."

        

        A harpy (winged folk) girl with large wings timidly folded.

        

        A high elf (longevity folk, superior species) girl with folded arms and twitching long ears.

        

        A demon folk girl with distinctive black skin, different from Sherry.

        

      

      
        And the only boy, a vampire (blood demon folk) who looked relatively normal except for his slightly pale complexion.

        

        "Ah, hello~..."

        

        Well.

        Of course, one shouldn't judge people by first impressions, but...

        

        ...Teacher, these kids look like nothing but trouble...?

        Why put me through such a trial...?

        

        "As I introduced earlier, I'm Cecilia, a cat-type beastkin... Looking forward to working with you all this year, okay?"

        "..."

        "..."

        "..."

        "I look forward to your guidance, senior."

        

        A 25% response rate.

        ...I felt like crying.

        

        ***

        

        Still, thankfully not all of them were completely strange.

        Deeply appreciating this fact, I led my juniors down a quiet corridor with few people around.

        

        "This is the cafeteria. You'll be coming here often~ It's good to memorize the way. Our school serves meals on a first-come, first-served basis."

        "Ah, I see..."

        "I understand."

        

        Two of the four following me responded to my explanation.

        

        The harpy girl, Tulia, nodded timidly and answered softly.

        She was a pretty girl with a name reminiscent of "tulip" and impressive spring-green wings.

        

        "Ah..."

        

        Though her shy personality meant she rarely showed her wings.

        

        The way she walked hesitantly, all hunched up, reminded me of my past self.

        I felt both sympathy and a bit of fondness for her, though we hadn't talked much yet.

        

        "Then, is it possible to miss meals if we arrive too late, senior?"

        

        The vampire boy, Dian, asked in a measured tone.

        He was quiet in a different way from Tulia.

        

        Would "stoic" be the right description?

        

        He generally didn't talk much, but always responded when addressed.

        And he was extremely polite. "Senior"—I'd never heard such a ticklish word before today.

        

        His only drawback, if any, was his lack of vitality...

        But I just attributed that to him being a vampire in the morning. I simply hoped inwardly that he would adapt well.

        

        "They prepare enough for everyone, so you won't miss out even if you're late~. As long as you arrive during serving hours, you'll get your meal, so don't worry."

        "I understand. Thank you."

        

        I waved lightly to Dian as he bowed his head.

        

        Glancing back further, I saw the two girls who were silently following along.

        

        The high elf, Rinne.

        The demon folk, Dalia.

        

        I still wasn't sure about these two.

        

        Rinne was the strong-willed, silent type.

        I'd never met a high elf before, so I couldn't say much about her based on current information.

        

        Though she occasionally stared at me intently... I wonder why?

        Still, she seemed to listen attentively to my explanations, so she probably wasn't a bad person.

        

        "..."

        

        And finally.

        The black demon species, Dalia, with her distinctive dark skin.

        

        She was the same demon folk as Elya, but a different subspecies.

        

        Just as I'm a cat-type within the beastkin.

        She belonged to the black magic subspecies within the demon folk.

        

        Like high elves, I'd never met a black demon species before, so about her, well...

        Indifferent? Would that be the right word?

        

        She never reacted to anything, whether I was explaining something or doing anything else.

        Even now, she just walked down the corridor with a displeased expression, staring into space.

      

      
        

        Strange, wasn't the mentee program application-based...?

        She must have applied herself, so why such a reaction?

        

        Perhaps she didn't want to apply but was pressured into it by others?

        That would explain her somewhat dissatisfied expression. Hmm...

        

        Each of them had something lacking.

        

        "Next~ Um... let's go to the third floor. I'll show you the library."

        

        Still, I had to do my job.

        

        I should complete the task I volunteered for without being lazy.

        That was the least I could do for those who trusted me.

        

        "Library? ...Does the school have a library, senior?"

        "Yes. It's not large, but it has quite a few books to read and reference materials for studying."

        

        I led my juniors up the stairs with steady steps.

        

        What should I explain at the library?

        And where should I take them after the library?

        

        There was a certain enjoyment in planning each step as we walked.

        The job wasn't particularly difficult, aside from the slightly odd assortment of juniors I'd been assigned—

        

        "May I ask one question, senior?"

        "Hm? Oh, sure."

        

        I turned around at the sudden voice.

        Dian, with his consistently unchanging expression, asked with a somewhat tired look.

        

        "...Why do you attend school, senior?"

        "Huh?"

        "I mean, do you have a specific purpose or reason for attending school?"

        

        I tilted my head at this unexpected question.

        Reason for attending school, purpose?

        

        Well~ At first, I honestly went just because I was told to go...

        After some time passed and I made friends, I enjoyed going to school to hang out with them.

        

        Then I gradually started studying, and school exams—my first experience with them—began approaching...

        So—

        

        "It's probably nothing special."

        

        At that voice, everyone including me turned around.

        

        There stood Dalia with her arms folded.

        Leaning against the wall with a complex, dissatisfied expression, she continued.

        

        "They gather all sorts of people in one place, supposedly to study useless academics or whatever, scribbling with pens morning and night."

        

        Step by step.

        

        She moved slowly forward.

        Her eyebrows furrowed.

        

        "We lived just fine without all that."

        

        'These different species are pitiful guests suddenly dropped into this unfamiliar world.'

        'We must help them adapt well to our society.'

        

        That's what the teacher told the other students late last year, not long after I arrived at school.

        

        As they said, I received help from those around me and successfully adapted to this place.

        

        "Roaming the forests, seeking life, living in our own way."

        

        But what happens to those who fail to adapt?

        

        "Wasn't it the same for everyone? Honestly, I don't understand."

        

        Dalia approached me with a grimace.

        Up close, I noticed how tall she was.

        

        "...Don't you think so? Beastkin?"

        

        She said.

        

        "Isn't there no need to attend a place like this?"

        

        She spoke with an expression mixing dissatisfaction with something else.
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        "Yeah, yeah..."

        "?"

        

        The usual convenience store.

        With my shift almost over.

        

        I nodded while giving a casual response to the person on the other end of the sudden phone call.

        

        "Right, yeah. Thanks for letting me know. Yeah... Okay, see you next time. ...Phew."

        "Girlfriend?"

        

        My coworker, who as always came to hang out before our shift change, asked me.

        I shook my head from side to side as I put my phone back in my pocket.

        

        "No, it's Elya."

        "Elya? ...Oh~. That succubus girl? What's up with her?"

        "Well, apparently something happened at school regarding Cecilia. She was just letting me know..."

        "Ah."

        

        I nodded slightly, recalling the contents of the phone conversation we just had.

        

        It wasn't really anything major that we discussed.

        

        Elya said that 'Cecilia seemed to have had a slightly~ difficult day today.'

        'When you get home, give her a good hug and comfort her,' and so on...

        

        She didn't tell me exactly what happened, but from her tone, it didn't seem too serious.

        However.

        

        "So, I was offered to participate in the interspecies student mentor-mentee program, and I accepted."

        "Mm-hmm."

        "Seems like she got tangled up with a junior student somehow..."

        "I see."

        

        Mentor-mentee.

        The program Mr. Woonho proposed and I recommended.

        

        I recommended it thinking it would definitely be a good experience for Cecilia...

        But to have problems already on the first day? I felt a bit of regret, wondering if I'd been too hasty.

        

        "Is it serious?"

        "No, it doesn't seem that way."

        "Hmm. ...Has she already gone home from school?"

        "Ah, yes. She should be home by now."

        

        I answered while glancing at the clock on the wall.

        

        Cecilia's school dismissal time is slightly earlier than my shift end.

        Since I was about to finish work, that cat would probably have arrived home and be sprawled across the bed by now.

        

        "Really? That's perfect timing."

        "?"

        "Alright! Let's start the handover. Time to change shifts."

        "Huh, already? There's still some time left..."

        

        I asked in confusion as I watched Jaeseop get up from his chair.

        He waved his hand dismissively and continued lightly.

        

        "You should be there when your partner needs you. You're her boyfriend, right? Or fiancé now, I guess."

        "..."

        "Anyway, don't worry about these 10 or 20 minutes, it doesn't make much difference. Go home early. If you feel bad about it, you can treat me next time."

        

        Looking at him speaking so straightforwardly, I hesitated for a moment before bowing my head.

        

        "...Thanks, man."

        "Sure."

        

        I quickly completed the handover and changed my clothes.

        

        It was time to go home, a little earlier than usual.

        

        ***

        

        "Phew..."

        

        Standing in front of my home.

        Feeling a fog-like tension creeping up, I let out a small sigh.

        

        ...This reminds me of when I first learned about Prodiet.

        That time when I walked into the house and found Cecilia terrified, which startled me.

        

        I was really worried back then.

        Desperately trying to soothe and comfort the frozen Cecilia, washing her rain-soaked body with warm water...

        

        It feels exactly like that now.

        Not knowing exactly what happened, I was most concerned about how bad her condition might be.

        

        "...Phew."

        

        But there's no point in hesitating any longer.

        

        I grabbed the door handle and opened it with a click.

        

        "I'm home, Cecilia~..."

        

        The first thing I noticed was the brightly lit interior.

        

        Fresh air greeted me pleasantly, suggesting a window had been slightly opened.

        Neatly arranged shoes, and similarly neatly folded school uniform.

        

        "Ah, welcome home~."

        

        Cecilia greeted me while lying spread-eagle on the bed.

        I stepped into the house, watching her silver-white tail tapping on the bed.

        

        At least she didn't seem to be in bad shape...

        Except for looking a bit languid, she seemed no different than usual. Just like 'a slightly tired Cecilia.'

        

        "You're early today~?"

        "Yeah. My coworker suggested we change shifts early today..."

        "I see~? ...Hup!"

        

        With a cute grunt, Cecilia sat up from her lying position.

        

        Under her slightly loose white t-shirt, her curves showed unabashedly as she stretched her body.

        

        "Yaaawn—..."

        "Tired?"

      

      
        "Hmm... a little, I guess? It's been a while since I went to school..."

        

        As I reached the wardrobe and started changing out of my work clothes, I glanced sideways at Cecilia as she continued speaking.

        

        ...She looked fine.

        I couldn't see anything wrong with her. She really just looked tired, that's all.

        

        Did Elya lie...?

        But she's not the type to do that.

        Maybe she misunderstood something?

        

        Putting aside my confusion, I finished changing into lighter clothes.

        

        "..."

        "?"

        

        Then I noticed Cecilia staring at me intently with her mouth closed.

        

        That's the expression she makes when she wants something from me.

        

        Just like a real cat, Cecilia sometimes stares at me intently when she wants me to do something, and that 'something' is usually some form of physical affection.

        

        "What is it~?"

        

        With a small smile of relief mixed with fondness, I took a light step forward.

        

        Having just returned home, does she want a hug to share body warmth?

        Or maybe some petting?

        

        Wondering what she wanted, I approached the bed...

        

        "Yah!"

        "?"

        

        Cecilia reached out and firmly grabbed both my shoulders,

        

        "...Heya!"

        "Whoa?!"

        

        ...and with that, she pulled me down onto the bed.

        

        I felt the soft bounce of the mattress against my back.

        Before I could process that, Cecilia climbed on top of me and nuzzled her face against my chest.

        

        "Mmm~~..."

        "Ahh."

        

        The ticklish sensation from her sudden affection made me involuntarily let out a sound.

        

        Looking up, I saw Cecilia hugging me tightly and frantically rubbing her face against me.

        

        "Ehehe... Mmm~♬ ...You smell nice...♥"

        "..."

        

        ...Well.

        Something must have happened after all.

        

        With a small sigh, I reached out and gently embraced the small cat who had climbed on top of me.

        

        "!"

        "Cecilia..."

        

        The warmth transmitted through my arms felt comforting.

        The weight of the little creature squirming in my embrace felt good.

        

        "There, there..."

        "Awng..."

        

        I patted her back with one hand while gently stroking her head with the other.

        I also gave her swaying silver-white tail a gentle stroke as a bonus.

        

        "...♥"

        "Was it hard for you...?"

        

        I asked carefully while moving my hands with affection.

        

        I didn't intend to pry into what specifically happened.

        I just wanted to comfort her with all my heart.

        

        "Are you upset, my Cecilia?"

        "..."

        "I'm sorry for suggesting you try it... If it's too difficult, you can quit anytime, okay?"

        

        Suddenly I felt movement in my embrace.

        

        "...Whoa."

        

        When I loosened my hug slightly, Cecilia poked her head through the gap.

        

        Resting her cheek against my chest, she looked up at me with those sky-blue eyes and spoke in a small voice.

        

        "...Sorry, what are you talking about, Eunhyuk?"

        "?"

        

        Her expression suggested she had no idea what I meant.

        

        ***

        

        "Ah~~. That's what you meant? You heard from Elya. Oh, how embarrassing~..."

        "Y-yeah. So I thought you were feeling down."

        "Ahaha.... Well~ yeah."

        

        Cecilia shifted her position slightly to lie on her side on one edge of the bed.

        Looking at me as I lay similarly facing her, she continued with a slightly awkward expression.

        

        "Something did happen."

        "Yeah."

        "One of the juniors I was assigned to apparently had complaints about school from before..."

        "...I see."

        

        I lowered my gaze slightly, not knowing how to respond.

        Seeing this, Cecilia smiled awkwardly and slowly continued her explanation.

        

        "Saying things like school is a place there's no reason to attend in the first place."

        "Mm-hmm."

        "That we lived fine without schools originally, that we used to roam the forests and seek life..."

        "Mm-hmm."

        "Asking me if there's really any need to attend such a place~..."

      

      
        "...Mm-hmm."

        

        Well, how should I put it.

        The child seemed to have a somewhat twisted mindset.

        

        If they disliked school that much, they shouldn't have signed up for mentoring in the first place...

        Why would they deliberately apply only to say such things to a senior?

        

        "So I answered."

        

        She said.

        With a dignified expression.

        

        "'I attend school because I want to become a splendid person worthy of the one I love.'"

        

        Her following words made me start in surprise, my eyes widening.

        

        It was a mature counterattack.

        More than anything, I was amazed that she could calmly say such things in a situation where she was being verbally attacked.

        

        That shy Cecilia.

        Saying such words to a child who was questioning her...

        

        "D-don't stare at me like that, it's embarrassing..."

        

        She mumbled, turning her reddened face slightly away.

        

        Yet feeling my continued gaze, she quickly continued speaking.

        

        "I-I'm actually an honor student, you know? Even today during the mentoring activity, I was praised by the teacher who came to mediate..."

        "..."

        "M-my mental state isn't so fragile that I'd be shaken by something like that! While I appreciate Elya's concern, I wasn't that hurt!"

        

        Looking at Cecilia as she proudly exclaimed, I felt an indescribable emotion welling up inside me.

        

        Cecilia.

        O-our Cecilia...

        

        "Then, um, earlier when you clung to me...?"

        "Hm?"

        "When you suddenly clung to me earlier. You suddenly threw yourself into my arms, so I thought something sad had happened..."

        "Ah~."

        

        Cecilia turned her face back to me and scratched her reddened cheek with her finger.

        Then she continued, seeming somewhat embarrassed.

        

        "Well, even if I wasn't hurt, I did use up some energy. It was my first time back at school in a while, and my first time being a mentor."

        "Yeah."

        "So that... um..."

        "?"

        "...I wanted to be pampered a little!"

        

        Looking at Cecilia as she exclaimed loudly, I tilted my head in confusion.

        

        Pampered?

        

        "I told you earlier. I'm actually an honor student at school..."

        "Yeah."

        "Noble and cool. Standing straight~ with my back, speaking with a loud voice."

        

        Cecilia seemed to be trying to recreate her school persona, taking on a proper posture.

        But soon relaxing her posture with a smile, she lay down comfortably and continued.

        

        "Being like that is actually a bit tiring."

        "...Right."

        "So I was recharging by being pampered. That's all, hey!"

        "!"

        

        With those words, Cecilia came closer and snuggled tightly into my arms.

        

        A faint floral scent and soft warmth.

        Her small purring voice was so lovable it was maddening.

        

        "...Even if I'm a dignified cat Cecilia outside, in front of you, Eunhyuk, I'm just a spoiled kitten."

        

        She said.

        In an almost whispering voice.

        

        "Hey, Eunhyuk...?"

        "What is it~?"

        "...Will you kiss me?"

        

        As she slowly raised her head, her beautiful face came into view right in front of me.

        

        I reached out and gently caressed her soft cheek.

        Looking at her face full of anticipation, I slowly tilted my head and pressed my lips against hers.

        

        "Mmm..."

        "Chu..."

        

        The sound of a kiss.

        

        A ticklish voice filled with affection and happy purring sounds.

        

        "Mmm...♥"

        

        A long few seconds.

        After those short yet blissful seconds of exchanging our love...

        

        "...Ehehe♥"

        

        As our lips parted, Cecilia's expression relaxed into a happy smile.

        

        "...I'll do my best."

        

        Thump.

        Cecilia rested her head against my chest and spoke in a whisper-like voice.

        

        "Fighting, Cecilia."

        

        I replied to her in an equally soft voice.

        

        I felt a warm sensation enveloping my body.

        

        She's growing up too.

        Thinking that made me feel incredibly proud.
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        "I'm sorry, senior."

        "...Huh??"

        

        The next morning, back at school.

        During break time, I tilted my head in confusion at the sudden apology from my junior.

        

        "Why so suddenly, Dian...?"

        

        Dian, a first-year vampire.

        One of the juniors who hung out with me yesterday.

        

        He was the most polite of the four, far from causing any trouble, so I couldn't imagine what he was apologizing for...

        

        "About yesterday. ...My classmate was very rude."

        "Oh, that?"

        

        With his explanation, I finally understood what he was apologizing for.

        

        So he's talking about the incident with Dalia yesterday.

        Coming to apologize for something that wasn't even his fault—this kid really is kind. A warm smile escaped my lips.

        

        "It's okay~. I wasn't that hurt. I was already prepared for some trouble when I took on the mentor role."

        "Still—"

        "Besides, it's not your fault anyway~?"

        "Well, I guess not..."

        "Hehe. You're more honest than you look?"

        

        I laughed pleasantly as I watched my junior awkwardly bow his head.

        I thought he was just the stoic type, but it seems he has a good side to him. It was nice to see.

        

        "Still, thanks for coming to me. Since you're here, can I ask you a few questions?"

        "Ah, yes. Of course."

        "Thanks. ...Is she like that in the classroom too?"

        

        I asked, recalling Dalia who had been throwing remarks at me yesterday.

        

        [Don't you think there's no need to attend a place like this?]

        

        Her, looking straight into my eyes, asking as if seeking my agreement.

        Her strong pride, her resistance to school, and yet strangely, she had applied for the mentee program.

        

        Honestly, I couldn't guess what was going through her mind.

        If she were just a troublemaker, I could ask the teacher to change groups, but...

        

        "Well, um."

        

        I could see Dian hesitating to speak.

        

        As I watched him patiently, wagging my tail as if to show I was waiting, he eventually lowered his head in defeat and continued in a small voice.

        

        "...Surprisingly, she pays attention in class. She's quiet in the classroom, and doesn't respond when spoken to during breaks, but she never leaves her seat or falls asleep during lessons."

        "From what she said yesterday, it wouldn't be strange if she didn't come to school at all, right?"

        "Yes. In fact, compared to other troublemakers in our class who often skip or come late, she's relatively exemplary."

        

        ...There are students who skip or come late even though it's just the beginning of the semester?

        That was impressive in its own way.

        

        Well, anyway.

        

        "That's strange."

        "It is strange."

        

        Leaning against the corridor wall, Dian and I nodded in unison.

        

        She claims school is unnecessary, yet her classroom behavior is exemplary?

        It was extremely strange. A contradiction.

        

        "And then oddly enough, she was nowhere to be seen yesterday afternoon."

        "Dalia?"

        "Yes."

        "...I wonder why...?"

        

        The more I dug, the less I understood.

        

        What does she want...?

        

        "Hmm..."

        

        I suddenly tried to recall yesterday's events in detail.

        

        Dalia asking me if there was "no need to attend a place like this."

        

        [I have someone I like. ...I want to become someone worthy of that person, so even though I'm clumsy, I'm studying and attending school.]

        

        That was my answer to her.

      

      
        

        And after hearing that, Dalia...

        

        "...She cried."

        "Pardon?"

        "It's nothing~."

        

        She had cried.

        

        She didn't make a sound or let tears fall, but I clearly saw the transparent tears pooling in those red eyes.

        

        Why?

        For what reason?

        How...?

        

        "Ugh, my head hurts..."

        

        I stretched and let out a sigh.

        

        I glanced at Dian.

        Seeing him standing stiffly, I smiled and spoke to him.

        

        "So, what do you want to do, Dian?"

        "?"

        "There's no mentor-mentee activity today, but since we've met, want to have lunch together?"

        

        Originally, mentor-mentee groups were only required to meet on Wednesdays.

        However, that was just the mandatory meeting day; there was nothing wrong with hanging out on other days.

        

        "...Who else will be there besides you, senior?"

        "Just me~ and a few friends?"

        "Then I'm afraid I must decline."

        "Well, you don't need to be sorry, but is it too burdensome?"

        "No, that's fine, but..."

        "?"

        "...It's because of what I eat."

        "Ah."

        

        That's right.

        I forgot he's a vampire.

        

        He would be drinking blood, so he was probably worried about making me and my friends uncomfortable.

        

        "You're right. Sorry, I didn't think about that."

        "It's fine."

        "...Now that I think about it, I'm curious. Can I ask you something? Do vampires only drink blood?"

        "Actually, normally a regular meal with a small amount of blood is sufficient. We get anemic if we don't have any at all."

        "Ohh."

        "I only drink blood though. I'm more used to it... Ah, animal blood, that is."

        

        I thought again what a fascinating species they were.

        

        Satisfied with his answer, I nodded and spoke.

        

        "I see... Well, thanks for telling me, Dian."

        "Not at all."

        "Hehe... Right! Enjoy your meal, and see you next time~."

        

        Having satisfied one curiosity, I waved goodbye lightly.

        I watched quietly as he bowed his head and walked away.

        

        Though in the end, I hadn't learned anything new about Dalia.

        It seemed like a long road ahead.

        

        ***

        

        "So, so? Cecilia, how's being a senior going~?"

        "It's not that easy~... Mmm, right there..."

        

        Later, during lunch time.

        On the rooftop under the warm sunshine.

        

        Me, Phil, Hyerim, Sherry, and Elya.

        As the weather had gotten much warmer, the five of us gathered on the rooftop for some sunbathing.

        

        "Hehe~. You're all knotted up, miss~?"

        "Haah~... Yeah, my shoulders have been feeling stiff lately..."

        "..."

        

        More precisely, I was enjoying both sunbathing and a massage.

        

        Sherry, who had brought a mat specifically to hang out properly.

        Under her hands, we took turns lying down enjoying an unexpected luxury, and now it was my turn to receive a massage.

        

        "You look like you're enjoying it~."

      

      
        "Yeah. Such a happy expression."

        "Hmph~! I've been practicing massage lately! Elya's next~."

        "Oh, how delightful♪"

        

        I could feel the peaceful time passing by.

        It was truly peaceful, especially since studying wasn't too difficult at the beginning of the semester.

        

        "...Yawn—... Mmm."

        "Oh right, Cecilia. I was asking earlier, how's the mentoring going these days?"

        "Hmm~?"

        

        At Phil's sudden question, I lifted my eyelids that were about to close.

        

        How's the mentoring going...

        How should I explain this?

        

        "...Like having a fishbone stuck in my teeth?"

        "Huh...?"

        "Overall it's not that difficult~ but there's one student with a not-so-great attitude..."

        "That must be tough. What kind of student? A boy?"

        "A girl. She's a demon like Sherry, but a black magic type..."

        "Ah~."

        

        I heard an understanding voice from behind me.

        Before I could ask anything, Sherry pressed firmly on my back while continuing.

        

        "Oof."

        "A black magic type~~. Well, hmm."

        "...Do they not get along well with red magic types or something?"

        "Hmm~ that's not it. Whether they get along or not is an individual matter. But black magic types do tend to have a bit~ higher pride?"

        "Really?"

        "Yeah. There's a big difference in magic power, basically."

        

        This was new to me. She knows a lot since they're the same species.

        

        Phil, Elya, and I all nodded along with Sherry's words.

        Only Hyerim seemed not to fully understand, wearing a slightly confused expression.

        

        "It's like elves and high elves, if I had to compare?"

        "Oh, I see..."

        "Yeah. Because of that, some black magic types call us inferior species~ but as I said earlier, that's basically an individual matter. I don't particularly care!"

        "Eek?!"

        

        My legs suddenly jerked up as Elya's hands pressed firmly on my lower back.

        

        Mmm, it feels so good.

        It was excellent, almost comparable to Eunhyuk's massages.

        

        "You're really tense here too~."

        "Haaah...!"

        "You've been working hard, so you need to relax your body, our Cecilia! I'll give you an extra thorough massage~."

        "Mmm, hmmm..."

        

        I was about to lose myself in the exquisite pressure control. At the same time, Phil and Hyerim had approached and were patting my head, making me feel like my heart was melting.

        

        "So cute."

        "So cute."

        "So cute~."

        "So cute♪"

        "Haah..."

        

        My head felt fuzzy from their chorus.

        

        Just as I was naturally closing my eyelids, drawn by that dreamy pleasant feeling—

        

        "Um, excuse me..."

        

        Suddenly, a voice called out.

        

        I turned my head slightly.

        Then, I saw green wings behind the door leading to the rooftop, standing there hesitantly.

        

        "Um, well..."

        

        A harpy. And one I knew.

        

        Tulia.

        One of the juniors I was assigned to mentor.

        

        "Well, you see..."

        

        Tulia stammered for a while, fidgeting.

        ...It seemed like there was more than one problem child.
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        "Oof..."

        

        Unable to bear Tulia's seemingly endless hesitation any longer, I slipped away from Sheri's touch. Standing up, I slowly walked toward the small, shrinking harpy.

        

        "You're Tulia, right? What brings you—"

        "Eep!"

        

        But as she flinched at my words, I stopped in my tracks with an awkward smile. She seemed quite timid.

        

        "Hello~?"

        "N-no! Um, well..."

        "Yes?"

        "...uhhh..."

        

        ...She really was extremely timid.

        

        What brought her all the way here? Especially when she's so frightened.

        

        Maybe she came out to enjoy the sunshine on this nice day, like us?

        If that's the case, we'd certainly welcome her...

        

        "Tulia?"

        "Yes, yes! Yesss..."

        "..."

        

        ...I was worried she might explode from tension if she stayed with us in that rigid state.

        First, I needed to help her relax somehow.

        

        What should I do~~?

        Should we just leave the rooftop? But wouldn't that seem inconsiderate in its own way?

        

        Ahh~ This is difficult!

        

        "Elya~..."

        

        Wondering how to proceed, I turned around seeking advice.

        

        Elya is the most mature among us. Surely she'd know how to handle this situation?

        With that thought, I turned around, but—

        

        "Hehe♪ Fighting, 'senior'~."

        

        Seeing her whisper with a smile, I immediately gave up on getting advice.

        

        It felt like she was saying: Now that you're a mentor, take care of your junior yourself.

        

        "...Mmm."

        

        I pouted and turned back around.

        

        Judging by everyone else's similar attitudes, they probably all felt the same way~.

        I couldn't expect help, so I'd have to figure this out myself.

        

        With a small sigh, I steeled my resolve and stepped forward again.

        

        "Tulia~?"

        "...Yes."

        

        The junior responded to my coaxing voice.

        Looking at her fidgeting with her lime-green wings, I quietly recalled a memory that suddenly came to mind.

        

        This child is just like how I used to be.

        

        Guarded, withdrawn, frightened.

        That's exactly how I was before meeting Eunhyuk.

        

        "What brings you here?"

        "Well, um..."

        

        Alright. Let me remember.

        

        How did Eunhyuk approach me back then?

        How did he earn my trust when I was so guarded?

        

        Hmm~~.

        ...Ah. I remember.

        

        "Oof."

        "...?"

        

        I swiftly removed my soft school vest.

        

        Tulia tilted her head, looking at me now in just my shirt.

        I gave her a gentle, bright smile.

        

        I'm not sure if this is the right approach.

        But at least from my experience, nothing calms better than this...

        

        "Coming over, okay?"

        "...Eh?"

        

      

      
        Don't be afraid of failure, me!

        

        Men need aegyo, women need courage!

        Here goes!

        

        "!?"

        

        I quickly stepped forward, slipping through the gap in her lowered defenses.

        

        Tulia flinched when she saw me suddenly right in front of her.

        Before she could react, I stretched out both hands and tightly hugged the small harpy.

        

        "Yap!"

        "Hauu...!?"

        

        The wing feathers brushing against my forearms tickled.

        First, I was surprised by how incredibly slender her frame was, and then secondly by the unexpected heat of her body.

        

        Come to think of it, do harpies naturally have much higher body temperatures?

        I'd heard about it, but experiencing it firsthand was fascinating.

        

        "Ah. S-senior? What are you...?"

        "Hmm~ A hug?"

        "A hug."

        

        Hearing her racing heartbeat and confused voice, I nodded slightly.

        

        "Our junior~ seemed really tense."

        "..."

        "I wanted to help you relax somehow, and this was the only method I could think of... I hope you like it."

        

        Whenever I felt nervous or anxious, Eunhyuk would often hug and stroke me.

        Nothing calms the heart like sharing body heat with someone in an embrace. At least, that was true for me.

        

        Since skin-to-skin contact works best, that's why I took off my vest~.

        Though I worried this might not be to her liking, since the effectiveness of hugs is just my personal standard...

        

        "...Senior is..."

        "!"

        

        I felt something soft and warm wrap around my back.

        

        Glancing over my shoulder, I saw lime-green wings enveloping my body.

        Carefully embracing me, Tulia spoke.

        

        "...a strange person."

        "W-what do you mean!"

        "Hehe..."

        

        A strange person!

        A strange person!

        

        Ugh, I hugged her with such consideration!

        

        "I never expected you to suddenly hug me when we barely know each other... Fufu♪"

        "Why! Hugs are nice!"

        "They are nice, yes. Mmm..."

        

        I felt her gently nuzzling against me.

        

        With a slightly amused, more relaxed voice, Tulia continued.

        

        "Senior..."

        "Yes?"

        "...I don't have any friends..."

        

        To be honest, I had somewhat expected these words.

        I quietly waited for her to continue.

        

        "When I lived in the dormitory, I at least had some people I hung out with, but when I came to school, we all got separated..."

        "Ah~."

        "I'm too timid to approach others first..."

        

        I know that feeling.

        I really do.

        

        I was the same at first.

        How much I worried about having no friends at school.

        

        In the end, I became close with Phil and Hyerim because they approached me first, but without them, I wouldn't be living such a vibrant life now.

        

        Friends are important.

        Without someone to share your joy, it gets lonely.

        

        "So I slipped out of the classroom, thinking maybe there wouldn't be anyone on the rooftop..."

        "But then I was here?"

        "Yes. But since you're a senior I know, I thought maybe we could become friends if I talked to you..."

        "But you ended up too scared, going back and forth, unable to speak properly~?"

        "...Yes."

        "Yes, yes. That's right, that's right!"

        

      

      
        I patted Tulia's head as she adorably finished her explanation, nodding in agreement.

        

        I know that feeling well.

        It was very familiar.

        

        Everyone starts out that way.

        In a strange new world, separated from the few friends you made, arriving in a new space—of course it's scary.

        

        The beginning is scary for everyone.

        Especially for the timid ones.

        

        But still—

        

        "You know what, Tulia? That's only at the beginning."

        "Pardon...?"

        "In two or three months, you'll probably be out here enjoying the sun with your friends too~."

        

        It might sound a bit presumptuous coming from someone who hasn't attended school for long, but I'll dare to say it.

        

        School isn't that big a deal.

        Making friends isn't that difficult.

        

        "Our school has so many events and activities~. You'll definitely become friends with your classmates soon."

        "R-really?"

        "Of course. Everyone's a newcomer and alone at first, so if you just gather the courage to speak up, you'll make friends quickly."

        "But still..."

        "Or you could just wrap someone in these warm wings of yours—that would win anyone over instantly."

        "! T-that's a bit..."

        "Hehe♪"

        

        Enjoying Tulia's flustered reaction to my joke, I gently released the hug.

        Then, patting her timid expression, I continued.

        

        "It'll be alright, everything will work out."

        "Uuu..."

        "Still don't have the courage?"

        "...Yes."

        "Is that so? Then~ hmm~."

        

        I firmly held her warm hand.

        Gently pulling her along, I spoke cheerfully.

        

        "Let's play with the unnies today~!"

        "!"

        "None of us have had much interaction with harpies. It would be fun to talk together~ ask each other questions~ and play. ...Would that be okay?"

        

        I wagged my tail behind my back, asking cutely.

        

        Tulia seemed to be considering it.

        She then looked up at my friends waiting at the edge of the rooftop, and—

        

        "...Yes!"

        

        She answered loudly, spreading her beautiful lime-green wings wide.

        

        Her beautiful appearance, like young leaves fluttering in the wind, made me smile involuntarily.

        Joy filled my heart at Tulia's willingness to play with us.

        

        "Hehe. Let's go~!"

        "Yes...!"

        

        Hearing her determined, high-pitched voice, I walked alongside her.

        My friends, who had been watching us from afar, waved warmly as Tulia and I approached.

        

        "Hello~!"

        "Hi! Oh, so this is what harpy wings feel like... They're beautiful!"

        "Nice to meet you~."

        "What's your name?"

        "Ah."

        "Everyone, one at a time~!"

        "I-it's okay. Yes."

        

        The lime-green winged harpy, Tulia, answered each question calmly despite seeming a bit overwhelmed.

        As I watched her from a step away, Elya suddenly spoke to me in a small voice, almost like a whisper.

        

        "...You've become a proper senior♪"

        "Hehe..."

        

        It was embarrassing yet ticklish.

        Not a bad feeling at all.

        

        "Is it possible for you to fly while carrying us?"

        "Phil..."

        "Ah, I can carry someone light. Um, probably an elf senior..."

        ""Really!?""

        

        Anyway, I'm glad we were able to become a little closer.

        

        Thinking that, I watched my friends chatting with each other and smiled lightly.

        

        The sky was truly blue.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.177Just as weekdays are followed by weekends, difficult times should be balanced with moments of happiness.

      
        "By the way, how's school life going, Cecilia?"

        "Hmm~?"

        

        On a leisurely Sunday morning, warm sunlight soaked the bedspread.

        Looking at Cecilia, who was sprawled comfortably on the bed with her tail swishing gently, I casually opened my mouth.

        

        "Hmm~. Yeah! My friends are still nice~ and the juniors don't seem as bad as I thought~. ...Though classes have gotten a bit harder."

        "Oh dear."

        "But I'm doing pretty well overall. Everything's fine except for the mentoring activities! ...Yup!"

        

        Cecilia suddenly sat up.

        She turned around to sit on the edge of the bed, stretching her slender body as she purred with a satisfied tone.

        

        "Mmm~."

        "Except for mentoring... Is being a mentor difficult?"

        "Hmm. It's not so much difficult as there are still some things I don't know."

        

        When I questioned her with curiosity, she answered simply without showing any particular discomfort.

        

        I watched as Cecilia got off the bed.

        Then she approached me with light footsteps and gently patted my head a couple of times as I sat in the chair.

        

        "?"

        

        I raised a mental question mark at the sudden affection.

        Ignoring my confusion, she moved toward the bookshelf in the corner of the room with a playful expression.

        

        "It's only been a little less than a week since school started~. I've only met with my juniors as a mentor on the first day."

        "Ah, I see..."

        "Yeah. I do talk with Diana and Tulia occasionally, but I haven't quite figured out what the other two are like yet."

        

        Cecilia reached out and pulled a novel from the shelf.

        Watching her patter back and sit on the bed with a little hop, I spoke with a small smile.

        

        "The other two juniors, you mean the elf and the demon?"

        "Yeah. To be precise, a high elf and a black demon."

        "A high elf and a black demon..."

        

        I searched my memory, recalling these two races that were both familiar and unfamiliar at the same time.

        

        Was it the black demon that Cecilia bumped into last week?

        Thankfully, things didn't escalate thanks to my girl's mature handling of the situation, but still...

        I wasn't completely at ease about it.

        

        "At least Linne, that high elf girl, seems approachable."

        "Really?"

        "Yeah. I often see her at the library. She's always focused on something, so I haven't spoken to her yet. She seems to like books, surprisingly."

        

        I watched as Cecilia dragged her book bag from beside the bed and put the novel inside.

        

        So she wasn't planning to read it but to take it with her.

        It seemed like she wanted to use it as a conversation starter with her high elf junior.

        

        "And as for the last one, Dahlia, well..."

        

        With a zipping sound, she closed her bag.

        She put a finger to her lips and spoke with a contemplative voice.

        

        "...I'm not really sure."

        "No?"

        "Yeah. I haven't seen her since then. I've looked, but she's nowhere to be found."

        

        After confirming the zipper was properly closed, Cecilia carefully placed the book bag back beside the bed.

        

        "Haaah~."

        

        She flopped down on the bed with a deep sigh.

        Looking at her apparent struggles, I slowly rose from my chair.

        

        "I'd like to become friends with them quickly if possible~... Hm?"

        "Yeah."

        

        I quietly climbed onto the bed and gathered Cecilia's small body between my arms.

        

        "?"

        

        Cecilia looked up at me with a questioning expression.

        I gazed down at her face from up close.

        

        Then I lowered myself, covering her body with mine as she lay on the bed.

        

        "Whoa?"

        "Mm..."

        

        I heard her voice, startled by the sudden hug.

        I embraced her warmly while carefully adjusting my weight so as not to crush her.

        

        After a few seconds passed like that...

        

        "Mmm, ...hehe♪ Why so suddenlyy~?"

        

        With a sweet purring sound, Cecilia's thin arms wrapped tightly around me.

        

      

      
        Far from resisting the unexpected hug, she naturally surrendered herself to it.

        I smiled and spoke to her.

        

        "Just... you looked a bit tired."

        "Hmm?"

        "I wanted to let you be a little spoiled. Did you dislike it?"

        "Heheh♬ No~? ...I love it♥"

        "Whoa."

        

        As if there was no need for further hesitation, Cecilia hugged me tightly.

        I couldn't help but laugh as she nuzzled her face against my chest.

        

        "Heheh?! T-ticklish...!"

        "Hehe♬ Just so you know, this is you seducing me~? ...Hehe, nyaan―?♥"

        "Ugh..."

        "...You smell nice♥"

        

        It was ticklish and embarrassing.

        I felt my face growing hot as she sniffed at my scent.

        

        Under the warm sunlight, on the soft bed.

        A couple entangled and cuddling.

        

        Amidst the happiness spreading with the spring breeze, Cecilia suddenly spoke.

        

        "Hehe. Eunhyuk is so kind~. Thinking about comforting me and all~."

        "Mmm. ...Well, we can't see each other while you're at school."

        

        Before school started, I had my part-time job too, but at least we could meet occasionally at the convenience store.

        Now that school had started and Cecilia was attending classes, we couldn't even meet that often.

        

        In other words...

        ...It wasn't just comfort; I was also missing our physical contact.

        

        "Hmm~?"

        "We need to make up for the time we can't meet. Sometimes I need to act like a proper boyfriend too."

        "♥"

        

        A peaceful purring sound reached my ears.

        

        The soft tip of her tail gently tapped against my fingers as I held her small body.

        

        "Hey, Cecilia."

        "Yes?"

        

        I spoke to her once more.

        This time slowly, filled with affection.

        

        "...When would you like to get married?"

        "!"

        

        I felt the presence of the silver ring on my left ring finger asserting itself.

        I sensed that the time was approaching.

        

        Marriage.

        The formal union of two people in love.

        

        I'd been looking into various aspects of it, but preparations wouldn't be easy.

        That was natural, considering it's one of the biggest events in a person's life.

        

        Choosing a venue, renting a dress, inviting people...

        It would cost a lot of money, time, and effort.

        

        But still.

        

        "It's about time, yeah..."

        

        The time had come.

        I couldn't remain just a boyfriend forever.

        

        Let's move forward slowly.

        Little by little, but surely.

        

        "―...would be nice."

        "Hm?"

        "When the trees are pretty...that season would be nice..."

        

        I heard her small, mumbling voice.

        Hearing that teary voice, I smiled and held her warmly.

        

        When the trees are pretty.

        It was vague, but a cute answer just like her.

        

        "Yes, yes. Let's get married when the trees are at their prettiest, then."

        "Mm..."

        "Hehe. Are you happy~?"

        "Mm..."

        "...Will you show me your face?"

        "Not right now..."

        

        Cecilia tightly grabbed my back as I tried to lift myself slightly.

        Her desperate appearance made me chuckle.

        

      

      
        "Whyy~?"

        "My face is a mess right now..."

        "But I'd like to see it? ...Won't you show me your pretty face?"

        "Uuu..."

        

        Cecilia tapped my chest with her tiny hands as if protesting.

        

        But soon, as if giving up, she held me tight, let out a hot breath, and said,

        

        "...You're mean."

        

        Then she slowly raised her face.

        

        Sky-blue eyes wet with tears.

        A reddened face, a sniffling nose.

        

        She was sobbing with joy she couldn't contain.

        

        "You're beautiful."

        "Uuu..."

        

        She was beautiful.

        

        Pretty, cute.

        Lovable.

        

        "!"

        

        I gently placed my hand on her cheek as she tried to turn her head away.

        Feeling the soft, warm cheek, I guided her face slightly so she would look only at me.

        

        "You're beautiful, really."

        "Uuu...!"

        "...Cute♪"

        "...!!"

        

        Her cat ears twitched adorably.

        I couldn't stop smiling.

        

        I moved my fingers smoothly to gently caress her cherry-like lips.

        Then her nose, then her forehead.

        

        "Mm..."

        

        Finally, I stroked her soft ears, savoring every inch of my lovely girlfriend's face.

        

        "...Today, Eunhyuk's hands are moving quite persistently."

        "It's because you're pretty, because you're pretty."

        "Ahh. Really..."

        

        I saw Cecilia pouting her lips.

        But I knew from experience that it wasn't out of displeasure but embarrassment.

        

        I moved my hand back to her cheek and chuckled.

        

        I saw Cecilia looking up at me.

        I gazed at the beautiful face of my girlfriend, still teary with emotion.

        

        "...Hey, Cecilia."

        "Yes...?"

        "Will you close your eyes?"

        

        At my rather direct words, Cecilia flinched again.

        But she didn't say anything more and...

        

        "...Okay."

        

        She closed her eyes and puckered her lips.

        

        Chuckling, I gently stroked her soft lips with my finger.

        Then I tilted my head and lightly pressed my lips against hers.

        

        "Chu...♥"

        "Mm..."

        

        The sound of a kiss.

        A pleasant voice and purring.

        

        "Mmm... Chu♥"

        "Chu..."

        

        And then a little deeper.

        

        Heat and saliva mixed, and our tongues briefly touched and parted.

        A thin white thread stretched between our separated lips before breaking.

        

        "...I love you, Eunhyuk♥"

        "I love you, Cecilia..."

        

        Let's live happily from now on.

        Together forever...

      

    

  
    
      Ch.178Lovely Juniors

      
        Great! Let's do this!

        I'll give it my all today!!

        

        I shouted in my heart with a loud voice as I slapped both my cheeks to psych myself up.

        

        I could see numerous students walking briskly around me.

        The large school building rising from the flat ground showed off its majestic appearance under the blue sky, just as it always did.

        

        "Hmm."

        

        Today was Monday.

        A school day.

        

        It was a meaningful day, both ordinary and extraordinary, as I was determined to get closer to my juniors no matter what.

        

        "Hmm~. First, I'll go to the classroom and put down my bag, then head down to the second floor..."

        

        Meet with Diane and Tulia for a chat.

        Then find Linnea, who's probably in the library, and strike up a conversation.

        

        ...And finally, find Dahlia wherever she might be and at least listen to what she has to say.

        That was my goal for today.

        

        "It probably won't be easy though."

        

        Hmph, I exhaled through my nose and confidently walked into the school.

        The shining sunlight and the scent of flowers felt pleasant.

        

        To be honest, until yesterday, I had been quite anxious.

        

        Could I really do well?

        Would I end up failing to have a proper conversation again?

        

        To me who was thinking like that—

        

        [When would you like to get married?]

        "......♥"

        

        Those words echoed in my ears like a gift.

        

        Eunhyuk taught me that happiness isn't far away.

        My head was floating with happiness, and the ring on my fourth finger radiated warm energy.

        

        Marriage.

        The ultimate happiness I had only dreamed of, and now approaching as reality.

        

        I could feel a smile creeping across my face as I walked.

        

        ...With such a happy future right in front of me, what was there to be afraid of anymore!

        

        "Alright...!"

        

        I slapped both my cheeks again with determination.

        

        My tail swished happily and my back straightened.

        It was time to do my best as a senior.

        

        ***

        

        After exchanging morning greetings with my familiar classmates, I left the classroom.

        With my bag put down, my body felt lighter as I tapped my feet on the floor.

        

        "Let's see~...."

        

        My classroom was on the third floor.

        In contrast, both Diane and Tulia's classrooms were on the second floor.

        

        I walked down the stairs with steady steps.

        Following my memory, I lightly headed toward Tulia's classroom first.

        

        "I wonder how Tulia is doing?"

        

        I muttered quietly, thinking of the timid and shy harpy.

        

        She had been worried about not having friends.

        I did give her some advice and counseling when we met on the rooftop last time, but honestly, I couldn't guarantee it would be effective.

        

        I did tell her that 'Friends will come naturally!' but to be reeeally honest, there's still a non-zero chance they won't come naturally....

        

        At least if she approached someone herself, the chances of not making friends would decrease significantly.

        But, hmm, could I expect that from her...?

        

        "Hmm."

        

        Lost in these thoughts, I soon arrived near my destination.

        

        I could hear bustling voices.

        The topics varied, but I mostly heard questions from students interested in different species.

        

        How long elves actually live.

        Whether vampires only drink blood.

        If beastfolk find their tails uncomfortable in school uniforms....

        

        Mmm~ how nostalgic.

        It reminded me of the old days.

        

      

      
        For reference, beastfolk uniforms are specially made. They're excellent garments with smooth and thorough tail holes after several improvements.

        

        "Excuse me, hello! Is this your first day at school?"

        "Nyaa...? Huh? ...Ah. Ahaha! No, no. I'm a second-year. I just came here because I had something to do."

        "Oh, I see! I'm sorry~...."

        

        I gently brushed off the junior boy who had mistaken my grade.

        It was impressive to see him scratching his head awkwardly as he trudged away.

        

        Well, our school uniforms don't distinguish between grades.

        It's understandable to be confused when meeting someone for the first time.

        

        "Now, where's Tulia...? Oh?"

        

        I thought it might be better to just quickly say hello and leave.

        With that in mind, I looked around, and suddenly caught a glimpse of pretty light green wings at the edge of my vision.

        

        Harpies really do stand out.

        I smiled slightly and walked over.

        

        "Tulia~. Good morning~? ...Huh?"

        

        What I found was indeed Tulia.

        

        She was leaning against the wall by the window, seemingly enjoying the sunlight.

        However, contrary to my expectations, there was another familiar face beside her.

        

        "Ah. G-good morning, senior~...."

        "Good morning, senior."

        

        The harpy greeted me brightly, though slightly flustered.

        In contrast, the vampire greeted me somewhat bluntly but politely.

        It was Diane.

        

        "Good morning, Diane? ...Hmm, was your class here too?"

        "No, I'm in the next class."

        "I called her over. I thought, since she's someone I know, it might be nice to chat a little~...."

        

        Oho.

        

        Oh, ohhh...!

        

        Tulia? That timid harpy?

        She approached Diane first...?!

        

        "...Last Friday, when I was struggling with the morning sun, she came over and covered me with her wings. She said you taught her that—"

        "D-Diane!!"

        "Ohhh...!"

        

        Tulia's face turned bright red as she flapped her wings.

        Diane chuckled while looking at her.

        

        I was surprised.

        So people can change this much.

        

        "...It's nice to see."

        

        I couldn't help but smile at the words that suddenly slipped out.

        

        Yes.

        It was very nice to see.

        

        "But senior, what brings you here? Do you have business?"

        "Ah~ Not really. I just came to check if you two were doing well~. Hehe. I'm glad to see you're doing fine!"

        "Hmm, thank you."

        "Thank you~...."

        

        The two bowed their heads in unison as they greeted me.

        

        But, hmm?

        Somehow the atmosphere between them seems a bit subtle~?

        

        "♪"

        

        ...Yes♪

        It seemed like I should make an early exit.

        

        "Sorry for dropping by in the morning~. See you on Wednesday~!"

        "Ah, yes. Take care!"

        "See you next time~...."

        

        I turned around and walked away from their greetings.

        The grin wouldn't leave my face.

        

        "...Hehe♬"

        

        I noticed several male students staring at me as I chuckled.

        Among those indifferent faces, I briefly thought I saw a flash of black appear and disappear.

        

        "...Hm?"

        

        Was someone there?

        Was it my imagination?

        

        "Ah."

        

      

      
        Before I could think about it further, the bell rang loudly throughout the corridor.

        It was time to return to the classroom.

        

        ***

        

        Time flies, and lunch break had already arrived.

        

        After finishing another satisfying meal and returning to the classroom—

        

        "Fluffy fluffy~♬"

        "Mmm, so soft."

        "Hauuu...."

        

        ...I found myself with Phil and Hyerim on either side, vigorously petting my cheeks and ears.

        

        Wow.

        How did it end up like this again?

        

        "Uuuu.... Aren't you two... touching too much...?"

        "But we couldn't pet you this morning!"

        

        Phil answered my confused question.

        Her voice was healthy and full of energy today too.

        

        "Morning time is usually for chatting and petting~ but Cecilia, you went to see your juniors today!"

        "Well, that's true, but...."

        "Of course, I don't mean to criticize you for taking care of your juniors, but we also need to replenish our squishiness. Yes."

        "What on earth does 'replenishing squishiness' even mean...."

        

        I couldn't help but laugh at Hyerim's strange words delivered in her cool, elegant tone.

        Contrary to my protest, I was already sprawled across the desk, purring as they petted me with surprising skill.

        

        Mmm.

        ...It feels nice.

        

        No, wait! It does feel nice, but!

        I can't just keep doing this...!

        

        "Ugh. Enough, enough!"

        "Ehhh~?"

        

        I raised myself up, gently pushing away the two who looked disappointed.

        

        "If we keep this up, lunch break will be over...! I need to check on my juniors before then...."

        "Mmm. I guess it can't be helped."

        

        Fortunately, they both backed off cleanly.

        I sighed in relief as I watched Phil and Hyerim nodding their heads despite their disappointment.

        

        "...Alright! I'll be back—"

        "But Cecilia, you seem super~ motivated today?"

        "?"

        "Ah~. I thought so too. You're always energetic, but today you seem especially cheerful."

        "...?"

        

        More cheerful than usual?

        Was I?

        

        Phil looked at me with a mischievous smile as I tilted my head in confusion.

        Soon, she continued speaking while nodding with Hyerim.

        

        "Cecilia~."

        "Um, yes?"

        "...Did something good happen over the weekend~?"

        "?!"

        

        Eh?

        Wait, they found out!?

        

        "When Cecilia is this happy, it's usually related to that person."

        "Yes, yes."

        "So what happened this time? What happened to make you grinning like that~?"

        "Yes, yes!"

        

        Am I that easy to read...?!

        

        I could see the two approaching me as I panicked.

        I also noticed Elya watching us from a distance, chuckling.

        

        "Uu~uu~!"

        

        Of course, I was planning to tell my friends about the marriage news eventually....

        ...But! Not yet!

        

        "I'll be going now!!"

        "Ah!"

        "Oh."

        

        I slipped through the gap between the two like the wind and quickly walked away.

        

        Destination: the library!

        Target: Linnea!!

        

        Fighting, me!

      

    

  
    
      Ch.179The Quiet Bookworm High Elf

      
        "Hmm..."

        

        Upon arriving at the library.

        As I opened the transparent glass door and entered, the student at the counter silently bowed in greeting.

        

        "Hello~..."

        

        Overwhelmed by the quiet indoor atmosphere, I returned the greeting in a shrinking voice.

        

        It's still such a quiet place.

        I thought to myself as I glanced around the interior filled with the scent of paper.

        

        The first thing that caught my eye were the wooden bookshelves filling the vast interior.

        

        Large tables placed here and there, stacks of books.

        Not many students, each sitting and enjoying their reading.

        

        "..."

        

        Although I'd been here a few times before, it was still a space I hadn't quite gotten used to.

        

        Especially the scale is impressive.

        Hundreds of books on each shelf, and dozens of such shelves in this space...

        

        No matter how much cheaper books might be compared to my home world, I still wonder how they managed to gather this many.

        It never ceased to amaze me whenever I visited.

        

        "It's a blessing for a book lover like me, though."

        

        I muttered as I walked lightly across the floor.

        

        At a desk in the back of the library, I spotted the person I expected to see.

        

        "~♪"

        

        A radiant face with a cheerful smile.

        Soft blonde hair, distinctively long ears.

        

        Linne, a high elf.

        One of my mentees.

        

        Her beautiful smile, so different from how she treats me, was still impressive.

        

        "If only she'd treat me like that too..."

        

        Recalling her pouty expression from a few days ago, I muttered with a bitter smile.

        

        Last Wednesday, the first day of school.

        Throughout the school tour, she followed me with her mouth shut and a sulky expression.

        From what I heard from other juniors, she treats quite a few others the same way.

        

        A child awkward with people, though in a different way than Tulia.

        Yet she loves books.

        It was certain, given that nine times out of ten, she could be found here at the library.

        

        "...Alright."

        

        I clenched my fist and took a few more steps forward.

        

        The novel I brought as a conversation starter swayed heavily in my hand.

        

        "Excuse me~..."

        "...Huh?"

        

        When I called out softly, her long elf ears perked up with a start.

        

        Her pretty face turned toward me.

        After briefly admiring her appearance, she soon furrowed her brows and spoke in a slightly low voice.

        

        "...What?"

        

        Hmm...

        As expected, a pouty voice. It was a shame her beauty was hidden behind that frown.

        

        I wonder why she's in such a bad mood.

        How sad...

        

        ...But I can't give up here!

        I didn't back down and approached her with conversation.

        

        "Just thought we might chat for a bit~."

        "...Why should I?"

        "Well, you know. ...For starters, we're mentor and mentee...?"

        "Hmm..."

        

        ...This is difficult! She's so cold!

        

        Wow, it's my first time trying to talk with someone of this type.

        This really... isn't easy.

        

        "...Do you like books?"

        

        With no other choice, I brought up the topic I'd been saving earlier than planned.

        

        I originally wanted to build rapport with other subjects first, but I have no choice.

        I hope this works.

        

        "Books?"

        "Yes."

        

        Linne pointed at the book she was reading and asked back.

      

      
        I nodded enthusiastically in response.

        

        "Um, well..."

        

        I could see her eyes wavering as if slightly flustered.

        Her ears twitched and a hesitant voice emerged.

        

        After a moment, Linne seemed to decide what to say and carefully opened her mouth,

        

        "Not... particularly? Just so-so...?"

        

        At her answer, I narrowed my brows and looked up at the sky.

        

        That's ambiguous~~.

        Judging by her expression, she definitely likes books. Her face even seems a bit brighter than before I asked.

        But her answer is ambiguous, which makes this quite subtle. Hmm.

        

        "Umm, can I sit next to you for a bit~?"

        "...As you wish."

        

        Thinking I should try to get closer, I pulled up a chair and sat beside her.

        

        Linne glanced at me occasionally but started flipping through her book again.

        Suddenly curious about what she was reading, I leaned in to look at the cover and...

        

        "...Oh!!"

        

        I raised my voice in surprise at the unexpected title I saw.

        

        "Ah, s-sorry~..."

        

        I apologized in a shrinking voice to the people around who looked up startled.

        I also bowed apologetically to Linne, who looked equally surprised, and then looked at her book again in an even smaller voice than before.

        

        ...Yes. It's a book I know.

        What a coincidence.

        

        "...You know this book?"

        "Of course...!"

        

        I answered excitedly to Linne's quiet question.

        Then I placed the book I'd been holding on the table to show her.

        

        "This one!"

        "Huh? ...Oh."

        

        Was it coincidence or divine mischief?

        The book Linne was reading was from the same series as the one I brought.

        

        Mine was volume 2, Linne's was volume 6.

        I never expected we'd be reading the same book, so my heart was racing quite a bit.

        

        "It's a good book~. It has mystery and emotion~..."

        

        I chattered away, recalling the contents of the book I'd read not long ago.

        

        Having finished the fantasy novel I was originally reading, this was the book Eun-hyuk had personally selected and bought for me next.

        

        It was a mystery novel, apparently famous in certain circles.

        True to its reputation, it was a beautiful book with charming mystery elements that weren't too difficult.

        

        "First of all, the detective protagonist is so cool~."

        "!"

        "The opening case is so captivating~. And the locked room episode in the latter half of volume 1 is so interesting..."

        "Y-yes."

        

        Am I rambling too much on my own?

        As I was suddenly startled by my own outburst, Linne glanced at me and nodded in agreement.

        

        "...It was good, the locked room episode."

        "!"

        

        And at her words, I felt my tail twitch upward.

        

        Linne actually agreed...!?

        Really? I didn't mishear, did I?

        

        "The early episodes were definitely good too."

        "Y-yes!"

        

        I hadn't misheard.

        

        I nodded enthusiastically at Linne's casually continuing words, forgetting my original purpose for coming here.

        

        "The detective is good too... There's something really appealing about his coolness."

        "Yes!"

        "The structure is clean too. A structure that neatly divides each page, I wonder who came up with it."

        "I know right~. I find it amazing every time I look at it."

        "The trick that's revealed when you read it backwards is also good~..."

        "...!? Th-there was such a trick...?"

        

        I gaped in shock at this unexpected fact.

        Perhaps finding my expression amusing, Linne glanced at me again and let out a small laugh.

        

        "Pfft, hehehe..."

        "Ugh..."

        "Hehe... Yes, yes! There is such a trick. Try reading it backwards from the end when you have time. I won't spoil it. It'll definitely be fun."

        

        I nodded at her articulate words.

        

        It seems she wasn't as difficult to talk to as I thought.

      

      
        I felt a little embarrassed for being so intimidated beforehand.

        

        "By the way, did you borrow that from the library, Linne?"

        "No? It's mine. I brought it from home. It's too noisy to read in the classroom..."

        "Really? I'm jealous~."

        "?"

        "Well, I only have up to volume 2..."

        

        Including the one I'm holding now and the one at home, I only have 2 volumes in total.

        Eun-hyuk did buy the rest for me, but due to shipping delays, I haven't received them yet—a regrettable situation.

        

        "They're all sold out at the nearby bookstore, so I'm just waiting patiently... I'm so jealous."

        "..."

        

        Suddenly Linne started rummaging through her bag with a rustling sound.

        Oh, is she tired of my chatter? Is she leaving already? As I was thinking this—

        

        "...Here."

        "?"

        

        She thrust two books toward me.

        

        Volumes 3 and 4.

        The two volumes I was missing.

        

        "Read them and return them."

        "Eh, what? Really...?"

        "Yes. I've already read these books several times. It's a waste to just leave them sitting around."

        

        I carefully accepted the offered books.

        Looking at me impassively, Linne received my words of gratitude once more.

        

        "Thank you..."

        "It's, it's fine. There's no point in just keeping books I've already read, they take up space on the shelf and are heavy to carry around... And, I have many other books at home too. And also..."

        "...?"

        

        Suddenly I noticed Linne's words getting faster and faster.

        

        Looking at her unusually rapid chatter, I raised my head, and,

        

        "...It's, it's my first time discussing books with someone."

        

        I saw her green eyes spinning around.

        Her elf ears were bright red, in contrast to her composed face.

        

        "Linne..."

        "Just to be clear, I'm not giving them to you? I'm just lending them!"

        "..."

        "And I'm not giving you special treatment because you're a senior...!"

        

        What do they call this again?

        ...Tsundere?

        

        Wow..., what should I do?

        Suddenly this high elf is starting to look too cute~?

        

        "...Thank you Linne~~!♬"

        "Eek!?"

        

        Unable to resist the tingling feeling, I tightly hugged Linne's slender body.

        

        A fresh, forest-like scent tickled my nose faintly.

        As I rubbed my cheek against her silky skin, Linne suddenly spoke to me.

        

        "...Sorry for being so cold."

        "Hehehe♬"

        

        This child isn't much different from Tulia after all.

        In the end, she's just a child who's awkward with others.

        

        "It's okay~♪ Thanks for the books, I'll enjoy them!"

        "...Yeah."

        

        I released the hug and sat back in the chair.

        Worried that my voice might have been too loud again, I looked around.

        

        "Huh?"

        

        And suddenly my eyes caught a glimpse of something black that quickly disappeared.

        

        Someone standing at the library entrance.

        Like earlier when I was with Dian & Tulia, but this time I saw properly. It was a person.

        

        And it was someone I knew.

        

        "Sorry Linne! I need to go first?"

        "Oh, okay?"

        "Something urgent came up."

        

        I stood up without waiting for a reply.

        Holding the three thick books carefully in my hands, I said goodbye to Linne.

        

        "See you next time!"

        "U-um. ...See you next time."

        

        After hearing her farewell, I walked away lightly.

        

        I chatted with Dian and Tulia, and spoke to Linne.

        Now there was only one person left.
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        "Wait!"

        

        The sound of hurried footsteps echoed through the hallway.

        

        I could see students who had been chatting quietly giving me puzzled looks as I ran past.

        Regardless, I pushed off the floor with all my might and dashed in the direction where my junior had disappeared.

        

        "Wa-it...!"

        

        She was fast. I had started chasing her immediately, but she was nowhere to be seen.

        This should be the right direction...!

        

        "Haa, haa..."

        

        But soon I reached a fork in the path, and I had no choice but to stop running.

        

        I bent over, hands on my knees, panting for breath.

        Even though I had held back somewhat since we were on school grounds... it was somewhat shocking that I couldn't catch up to her.

        

        "...Phew."

        

        I leaned against the wall and exhaled.

        I caught my breath against the cool wall, irritably swishing my tail.

        

        "Hoo."

        

        ...Why was she running away?

        Well, I was chasing her, but still.

        

        Thinking about the junior I had chased and lost, the demon girl Dalia, I hung my head with a sigh.

        

        I'm her senior after all, so we could at least meet briefly and have a conversation.

        She was the one who looked at me first, anyway.

        

        "This morning, and just now too."

        

        Come to think of it, why was she staring at me?

        If she had something to say, she could have just approached me.

        

        I tilted my head, puzzled by these questions.

        

        My junior, Dalia.

        The girl who looked me straight in the eyes on the first day and asked, "Don't you think you don't need to attend a place like this?"

        

        It's a bit awkward to say, but compared to my other juniors, she stood out as somewhat rebellious.

        

        "At first I thought she might just be awkward with words like the others..."

        

        I shook my head, concluding that wasn't the case.

        

        Looking at Tullia and Linne's cases, I knew Dalia wasn't bad with words.

        Rather, she seemed like someone who spoke her mind clearly.

        

        "Her attitude is confident, her voice is bold..."

        

        But why would someone so uninhibited with her words act so timidly?

        

        She'd peek at me, then run away.

        And I heard she attends morning classes properly but then stops coming in the afternoon.

        

        And—

        

        "Hmm."

        

        She cried in front of me, too.

        When I flatly denied the question she asked me, she showed tears, her eyes glistening.

        Though she didn't cry out loud.

        

        "I wonder what it is."

        

        I was curious.

        

        And as I leaned against the wall, lost in thought—

        

        "Excuse me, senior...?"

        "?"

        

        A male student approached me.

        

        It was the same boy I had briefly spoken with this morning.

        The first-year who had mistaken me for his classmate.

        

        "Are you looking for that demon girl?"

        "Oh? How did you know?"

        "Well, a harpy in our class mentioned something..."

        "Ah~"

        

        So he's in the same class as Tullia?

        An unexpected coincidence.

        

        "I... I know where she hangs out..."

        "Oh?!"

        

        And then even more unexpected words came out of his mouth.

        

        He knows? Where she is?

        

        "Would you like me to take you there?"

        "Yes!"

        "Whoa."

        

        I nodded vigorously, answering with all my might.

        

        It was a golden opportunity.

        

        ***

        

        [For some reason, she stops attending classes in the afternoon. She mumbles something with a really tired expression and goes outside.]

        

        [But she doesn't seem to leave school grounds... Once I was concerned and went looking for her, and I happened to find her by chance.]

        

        [I was worried but didn't feel comfortable approaching her alone... So, yeah.]

        

        [I'll leave it to you.]

        

      

      
        I walked forward, stepping on the creaking wooden floor.

        

        Dim lighting and accumulated dust.

        A floor that squeaked with every step and stained walls.

        

        A worn-down sight quite different from the classrooms we usually occupy.

        The old school building marked with "No Entry." Second floor.

        

        I could see a girl sitting in a classroom that had only a few desks remaining.

        

        Dark skin, two horns protruding from her forehead.

        Dalia, sitting slumped near the window, looking outside.

        

        I moved stealthily toward her melancholic silhouette, wondering what was wrong, and—

        

        "...You came?"

        "Eep!"

        

        ...I was immediately caught despite my careful approach, letting out a startled sound.

        

        Scratching my head awkwardly, I walked normally.

        The dusty smell tickled my nose.

        

        "Ugh, ahem! Hello, Dalia? What are you doing he—"

        "Must be tough for you. Coming all the way to a place like this to check on someone like me."

        

        Dalia cut off my friendly greeting.

        

        Her tone was still cold and distant. ...I miss Eunhyuk.

        

        "...I didn't think you'd actually come looking for me."

        

        Dalia muttered as if talking to herself, then turned her head back toward the window.

        I stopped my forced smile and moved closer to her with an absent-minded sigh.

        

        "What are you looking at~?"

        "Outside."

        

        A concise answer.

        

        Pouting at her cold attitude, I turned my face toward the window—

        

        "W-wow!"

        

        I let out an exclamation at the unexpectedly beautiful scene.

        

        The school buildings gleamed in the sunlight.

        The playground was wide and clean, with energetic students running around adding vitality to the scene.

        

        "It's beautiful..."

        "..."

        

        A simple beauty where nature and man-made structures harmonized.

        It was worth staring at absentmindedly.

        

        "It's a nice place."

        "A good place to kill time alone. Though I just got caught."

        "Ahaha..."

        

        I laughed awkwardly at her prickly comment.

        

        I turned my head to look at Dalia sitting there.

        Looking at her blank expression, I spoke.

        

        "Do you dislike school, Dalia?"

        "..."

        "Is studying difficult?"

        "..."

        "Do you simply think it's unnecessary? But then why do you attend classes at all?"

        "..."

        "...Are you lonely?"

        "..."

        "Please answer me~"

        

        I grumbled, looking around.

        I spotted a chair in one corner, dragged it over, dusted it off, and sat down.

        

        "There we go... Listen, Dalia."

        "..."

        "Why were you watching me? This morning, and earlier too."

        "...!"

        

        Dalia flinched at my words.

        

        There was a reaction.

        Feeling something close to relief, I continued.

        

        "Were you curious about something?"

        "......"

        "Or maybe you wanted to be friends but couldn't approach me~?"

        "........"

        "It would be nice if you said something."

        

        I tilted the chair with a creak.

        Looking up at the dim ceiling, I kept talking.

        

        "School is a good place."

        "..."

        "Everyone here is nice. The friends, the teachers."

        "—..."

        "I'm your senior after all~. I can help you study if you don't understand something, or listen to your worries~."

        "...st..."

        

        I continued speaking.

        To Dalia, who wouldn't show her face and only looked out the window.

        

        "If it's hard, you don't have to push yourself."

        "...op."

        "Hm?"

        "Shut up, beastkin..."

        

        I heard the sound of teeth grinding.

        

        Despite flinching at her fierce attitude, I continued speaking.

        

      

      
        "If you keep acting like this, I can't help you."

        "..."

        "What's the problem? Do you dislike the school itself? ...If it's really hard, I could help you find a way not to attend—"

        

        If I use Eunhyuk and the police officer's connections, I could arrange for her not to come to school.

        I don't particularly want that, but if it's really difficult for her, it's possible.

        

        That's what I meant, but—

        

        "I told you to shut up...!!"

        

        Crash!

        

        I bristled my fur and blocked her sudden lunge.

        

        Clatter! Squeak!

        The chair wobbled noisily before finally regaining balance.

        With my heart pounding, I glanced down at her, who was practically clinging to my legs.

        

        "...Do you think I haven't tried?"

        

        Her voice was full of resentment.

        When I didn't answer, she continued.

        

        "You know, Suin. Our homeland was the plains. A world without stuffy rules, where we could run and play freely...!"

        "..."

        "Law? Society? Rules? Sure, they're nice to have. But why force them on me? School? Learning? Now of all times!?"

        

        A desperate voice.

        An angry voice.

        

        ...A sorrowful voice.

        

        "Everyone was the same! When we first came here, everyone around me felt the same way! We don't need to learn, we can live as we always have! That's what everyone said!!"

        

        She raised her head, and I swallowed hard.

        

        "Why, why am I the only one left behind...?"

        

        I could see tears.

        She was crying.

        

        "There's no need to learn, they said...!"

        "..."

        "I'm the only one left alone, just me!! Everyone acts so naturally. Everyone acts like they've lived here all along...! Only I remain the same...!!"

        

        A mournful cry rang out.

        I didn't respond, just silently listened to her words.

        

        "...I'm jealous."

        "..."

        "I'm jealous of all of you who blend in so effortlessly, so naturally. ...I envy you!"

        "..."

        "Hey, tell me how, Suin..."

        "..."

        "If I give up here, what will become of me...? I've tried in my own way. I've struggled to overcome this. ...And this is the result, what more should I do...? I, I—"

        

        I reached out and firmly cupped her tear-stained cheeks.

        

        Dalia looked startled.

        Looking straight at her, I calmly began to speak.

        

        "In the original world, you know? I was being hunted by slave traders?"

        "!"

        "Of course, I couldn't even dream of adapting to this world either~. ...Let alone attending school like this, I never imagined it in my wildest dreams."

        

        Was the old me like this too?

        Afraid of the world, hiding behind Eunhyuk's back and throwing tantrums.

        Did I look like this in Eunhyuk's eyes back then?

        

        "But."

        

        Even so, Eunhyuk took care of me back then.

        He took me in and loved me.

        

        "I'm here now."

        

        I adapted to the world because I was loved.

        

        ...So now it's my turn to give back.

        

        "It's okay. You can do it too."

        "!"

        "Let's take it easy. Okay?"

        

        I lowered my head and slowly embraced Dalia.

        Feeling her hot breath through her cold body temperature, I continued.

        

        "Find someone who cherishes you. It's okay if you can't find them. Then I'll cherish you."

        "..."

        "I'll love you on behalf of everyone else."

        

        I should give as much as I've received.

        I want to make others as happy as I am. That's all.

        

        "...You really have a warm heart."

        "Hehe. Thanks for the compliment~"

        "Someone like me..."

        "Don't you like it?"

        

        A simple question.

        A moment of silence followed.

        

        "...I'm jealous."

        

        At her answer, I smiled softly.

        

        Because jealousy is a form of admiration.

        Feeling jealous means she wants it...

        

        "You can be happy too."

        

        Whispering those words, I gently embraced the small demon.

        Until the bell rang, I continued to hold her.
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        A gentle breeze.

        Young green sprouts nodding under the sunset light.

        

        Looking up at the sky that was still bright despite the late hour, I smiled lightly at the now completely vanished traces of winter.

        

        "It's spring~..."

        

        I could see buds on the flower beds blooming one by one.

        Even the ordinary concrete path I always walked on seemed so vibrant now with small patches of grass sprouting here and there.

        

        I took a deep breath, filling my lungs with the fresh air.

        Exhaling the fatigue of the day, I continued walking with steady steps.

        

        Friday, the end of the week.

        A quiet journey home.

        

        Thinking of the cat waiting for me at home, a contented smile suddenly bloomed on my face.

        

        "Hmm. What should we do for fun this weekend..."

        

        Cecilia had been unusually enthusiastic this past week, saying she wanted to get closer with her juniors.

        

        Going to school early, calling frequently, and even rarely staying after school—how endearing and touching she was.

        

        I wanted to give her some kind of reward for trying her best with all her might.

        It was a small sentiment from me as both her lover and roommate.

        

        "Hmm~."

        

        What should we do for fun?

        

        We could go out somewhere nice.

        Or conversely, we could stay cooped up at home and cuddle.

        

        Since it's the weekend, we have plenty of time.

        Whatever we do, it would be fun as long as we're together. I was simply looking forward to it.

        

        "~♪"

        

        I hummed a tune as I walked.

        

        Before I knew it, our familiar home appeared right in front of me.

        I lightly climbed the stairs and swung open the front door.

        

        "I'm home~."

        "Ah, Eunhyuk~!"

        

        A swishing silver-white tail and cute, perky cat ears.

        Between them, a smile blooming like a flower. Seeing this, I couldn't help but let out a laugh again.

        

        Yes, yes.

        She was adorable as always.

        

        "Welcome home~!"

        "Hehe. Yeah. I'm back~ Cecili...—?!"

        

        Cecilia jumped off the bed and came running toward me with quick steps.

        

        As I spread my arms wide to welcome my affectionate cat, Cecilia didn't slow down and rushed right into me—

        

        "Chu♥"

        

        She nestled snugly in my arms and pressed her lips against mine for a kiss.

        

        "!"

        "♥"

        

        My body jolted at the sudden, soft sensation of her lips.

        As if determined not to let me escape, Cecilia wrapped her arms tightly around me and continued kissing me with loving purrs.

        

        "Chu, haum...♥"

        "...!"

        

        A moment of kissing. An exchange of affection.

        

        "Mmm. ...Puha~♥"

        

        After a while, our lips parted, and between the trail of saliva connecting our mouths, Cecilia purred happily and grinned broadly.

        

        "Hehe♥"

        

        I noticed her cat tail now wrapped around my thigh.

        Nuzzling her body against my chest like a child seeking attention, Cecilia looked up at my face with a playful grin, expecting a reaction to her mischief.

        

        "Hehe♬"

        "Hmm. ...You're being extra affectionate today, aren't you?"

        "~♥"

        "You little rascal~?"

        "Kyahung?! Hau, ahaha!"

        

        I mercilessly kneaded her perky ears and soft cheeks right in front of me.

        

        Cecilia burst into giggles with heavy breaths.

        Feeling her tail swishing around my thigh, I happily stroked her all over.

        

        "There~ There~!"

        "Ah, ahaha! Auu~~! Eunhyuk, you're petting me too much!"

        

        I moved my hands, enjoying the soft, squishy sensation.

        

        Having a girlfriend who welcomes me like this as soon as I come home really makes life worth living~.

      

      
        A smile leaked out from my happiness.

        

        "Uuu~~. ...Hah!"

        "!"

        

        After being thoroughly petted, Cecilia suddenly pulled my body.

        As I barely managed to keep my balance to avoid falling, Cecilia, still holding onto me, laid me down on the bed.

        

        "Eek."

        "~~♬"

        "Whoa?"

        

        Cecilia climbed on top of me and buried her face in my chest.

        She hugged me tightly with both arms and rubbed her soft ears against my chin.

        

        "Mmm~♪ ...You smell nice♬"

        

        Her reaction of taking a deep breath was ticklish.

        She was as affectionate as always.

        

        "Hmm. You're being extra clingy today. Was school life difficult?"

        "It was hard... Playing with juniors, hanging out with friends, and studies are gradually getting more difficult too..."

        

        In short, she was tired from playing and tired from studying.

        It was such a typical student's reason for fatigue that it made me smile.

        

        "How cute."

        "♥"

        

        The cat ears nuzzling against my chin were soft.

        The large breasts pressing against my stomach were squishy.

        

        "Hehe..."

        

        I laughed softly and wrapped my arms tightly around her small body.

        Holding each other close on the bed was warm, soft, and pleasant.

        

        "...But I haven't even changed my clothes yet."

        "Ah, me neither~."

        

        Me in my outdoor clothes and Cecilia in her school uniform.

        I suddenly thought how similar we were.

        

        "...Hey, Cecilia~."

        "Yes~?"

        

        I spoke while gently stroking her soft silver hair.

        Cecilia, surrendering to my touch and stretching out her body, looked up at me.

        

        "What do you want to do tomorrow~?"

        "Hmm? Ah~ On the weekend?"

        "Yes. On the weekend."

        

        The warmth transmitted through my fingertips was soft.

        The way she hummed and fell into thought was adorable.

        

        "Let's see~? What would be good..."

        "If you don't have any ideas, I have something in mind."

        "Oh. Really?"

        "It's nothing special, just something I mentioned before but forgot about..."

        "?"

        

        Cecilia tilted her head.

        I stroked her with a sheepish smile.

        

        When did I bring this up?

        Probably during spring break?

        

        When I asked if there was anything she wanted to do in spring, she gave various answers.

        One of them was probably...

        

        "Let's go see the flowers."

        "!"

        

        Spring flower viewing.

        

        From what I heard, the mentor-mentee issue was almost resolved~.

        And the timing was perfect for cherry blossoms to be in full bloom.

        

        Luckily, I recently discovered a park with beautiful cherry blossoms.

        I thought we could pack a lunch box and go there.

        

        "Probably tomorrow around lunch—"

        "I want to go!!"

        

        Her voice shouting as she thrust her face forward made me flinch.

        

        Eyes sparkling with anticipation.

        Cat ears perking up with joy and a swishing tail.

        

        Cecilia's excited appearance made me smile.

        

        "Alright, alright!"

        "Awup."

        "Let's go see the flowers!"

        

        I declared while hugging her small head to my chest.

        

        Flower viewing with Cecilia.

        It would surely be enjoyable.

        

      

      
        ***

        

        "Did you pack the lunch box?"

        "I did!"

        "The picnic mat... Ah, where did I put it...?"

        "Here~."

        "Ah, thank you."

        

        And so came Saturday morning.

        Sunlight streaming through the window illuminated the room with a bright color.

        

        "I'm so excited~."

        

        I could see Cecilia humming and wagging her tail.

        She was wearing a straw hat for sun protection, which hid her ears but added a spring-like atmosphere.

        

        "The hat suits you well."

        "Hehe. Thanks~."

        

        It was a hat I had hurriedly bought yesterday, concerned about the midday sun.

        I was glad it fit well and suited her.

        

        "Are your ears uncomfortable?"

        "No. It's surprisingly comfortable since the air flows well. I can hear well too."

        

        I nodded at her response.

        

        It was about time to leave.

        I picked up the bag with our lunch boxes and started walking.

        

        "Let's go!"

        "Yes!"

        

        After putting on our shoes, I swung open the front door.

        Dazzling sunlight greeted us warmly as soon as it opened.

        

        "Hmm~."

        "Wow...!"

        

        It was a perfectly clear day.

        

        Fluffy clouds floating in the blue sky.

        Warm but not hot weather. A gentle breeze mixed with the scent of flowers.

        

        Perfect weather for flower viewing.

        With a satisfied smile, I stepped outside.

        

        "Aren't you hot?"

        "No~? It's just right! Mmm, the weather is so nice~."

        

        Seeing her happy made me happy too.

        I closed the door and walked steadily, engaging in light conversation.

        

        "By the way, are there no cherry blossoms at your school? Schools usually have lots of cherry trees."

        "Hmm~ I wonder? Now that you mention it, I haven't seen any. Though I do occasionally see pink petals flying in from somewhere."

        "Really? Maybe they're hidden somewhere?"

        "Instead, there are lots of pointy green trees."

        "Ah~ That's right. Schools often have many pine trees too."

        

        Cecilia and I chatted pleasantly.

        Then suddenly, the clothes she was wearing caught my eye.

        

        "...Hmm."

        "Hmm? What is it?"

        "No, I was just thinking maybe we should buy you some new clothes soon."

        "Aha?"

        

        Currently, she was wearing only a loose shirt and a fresh skirt that was a gift sample from the school uniform company.

        Of course, Cecilia was beautiful enough just like that, but now that the weather had warmed up, I wanted to dress her up a bit more.

        

        "Like a dress, or shorts. Hmm~. A different hairstyle might look pretty too. Something cool like a ponytail."

        "Um, umm.... Can I leave it all to you?"

        "Ah, is it bothersome?"

        "No, no! That's not it~..."

        

        Cecilia shook her head quickly.

        Then, scratching her cheek as if embarrassed, she continued.

        

        "Of course, it's true that I'm not good with such things~..."

        "Yes."

        "...But more than that, if I'm going to dress up, I want to do it according to your taste..."

        "..."

        "It, it's natural to want to look pretty for your lover, right?"

        

        Cecilia straightened her back, speaking proudly despite her embarrassment.

        

        Oh my, how can she be so cute...!

        

        "Of course!"

        "Kyah!"

        

        I leaned forward and suddenly embraced Cecilia's small body.

        Her soft body trembling slightly was truly lovable.

        

        "Uuu, Eunhyuk~!"

        "There, there. We've arrived~."

        

        I lightly deflected Cecilia's attempt to protest.

        

        We had finally arrived.
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        A cherry blossom petal, carried by the wind, gently landed on Cecilia's cheek.

        

        Her blinking sky-blue eyes quietly gazed at the pink petal on her cheek.

        Then, while still nestled in my arms, she tilted her head curiously instead of voicing her protest.

        

        "A petal? Where from—"

        

        She turned her head slightly without bothering to brush away the petal.

        

        Her gaze soon shifted toward the inner part of the park.

        

        "...!? W-wow!"

        

        With a loud exclamation, her eyes widened, and she abruptly broke free from our hug, dashing into the park with quick steps.

        

        "F-flowers like clouds! Wow, wooow...!"

        

        Just then, a gentle breeze from somewhere lightly rustled Cecilia's clothes and the cherry blossom branches.

        

        Pink petals scattered in the wind, coloring the surroundings in a vibrant hue.

        Under the blue sky, I found myself humming unconsciously at the sight of the park painted with fresh green grass and peach-colored petals.

        

        I could see Cecilia looking around frantically, unable to fix her gaze on any one spot.

        

        Her tail, peeking out from above her skirt, wagged vigorously with uncontainable excitement.

        Her cat ears, twitching so much that her hat shook, clearly displayed her excitement.

        

        "Eunhyuk, Eunhyuk! It's so beautiful here! Come look!"

        

        I couldn't help but laugh at Cecilia's voice as she hopped up and down.

        

        How can she be so excited?

        

        I was glad I had brought her here.

        Her smile was beautiful, and the cherry blossoms were in full bloom. It was perfect.

        

        "Yes, yes."

        

        Nodding, I strode forward confidently.

        Some couples and elderly people already settled in the park glanced our way, but not enough to make me uncomfortable.

        

        "This way!"

        "Whoa."

        

        The moment we entered the inner part of the park, Cecilia approached and tugged at my arm.

        

        She practically hugged my arm to her chest and walked energetically toward the interior.

        After a brief moment of surprise at the sudden softness and strength, I relaxed my expression and followed her, gazing at her excited profile without saying much.

        

        "Here! Let's spread our mat here."

        "Hm? Ah, oh!"

        

        I nodded happily toward Cecilia, who was smiling brightly.

        

        The spot she had led me to was under a large cherry blossom tree in the center of the park.

        Despite the park not being empty, it was a surprisingly vacant prime location.

        

        "Honestly, I thought we wouldn't get a good spot at lunchtime, but somehow..."

        "A couple was here earlier but left right away. You can just sit down, dearie~."

        

        An elderly lady sitting on a nearby bench answered my question.

        

        So it had just become available.

        We were lucky.

        

        I bowed to the lady who had answered and took out the picnic mat.

        After shaking it out a couple of times and spreading it, a large blue checkered space covered the ground.

        

        "Wow~."

        "Ah, wait a moment."

        "?"

        

        I stopped Cecilia as she was about to sit down immediately.

        Then I took out a large handkerchief from my pocket and spread it out where she was going to sit.

        

        "Here, sit on this."

        "Oh, ooh."

        "I've always wanted to escort you like this at least once."

        "~♥"

        

        Cecilia smiled happily and nuzzled her cheek against my arm.

        As I chuckled at the ticklish sensation, she carefully placed herself on the handkerchief.

        

        "Ucha..."

        "Ut, sha."

        "Mm. Don't you need something to sit on too, Eunhyuk?"

        "I already wiped the mat before we came, so it's fine if I just sit directly."

        "Hmm~?"

        "...Are you disappointed?"

        "No~? You're still kind, Eunhyuk~. ...I like that♥"

        

        Cecilia launched a surprise attack with her beaming smile.

      

      
        She's quite the charmer.

        

        Scratching my cheek bashfully, I moved next to Cecilia and sat right beside her.

        

        The unique body temperature of a humanoid animal, the playful cat tail tickling my back.

        The faint purring sound.

        

        Enveloped in this pleasant atmosphere, I looked up at the sky.

        

        Cherry blossoms blooming abundantly on the trees.

        Pink petals beautifully scattered against the blue sky, and the faint fragrance mixed with the spring breeze pleasantly tickled my nose.

        

        "This is nice~."

        "Yeah."

        

        I lightly agreed with Cecilia's comment.

        

        It was nice. Really nice.

        I truly enjoyed the peaceful atmosphere.

        

        "But why are there so few people when it's this beautiful?"

        "There's a big cherry blossom festival nearby. Everyone's probably there."

        "Ah~."

        

        Lucky indeed.

        It was a good day in many ways.

        

        "...Mm♬"

        

        Cecilia leaned against me and rested her chin on my shoulder.

        The cherry blossom petals that had settled in her hair looked adorable.

        

        "Do you like it?"

        

        I gently asked while caressing her cheek as she rested her chin.

        She responded with a pleasant purr and spoke.

        

        "Yep!"

        "Mm, mm. I'm glad~."

        "~♬"

        

        Enjoying the purring sound of my lover next to my head, I opened my bag.

        I took out a thermos and a box from inside.

        

        "It seems a bit early for lunch, want to have a snack first?"

        "Yes~."

        

        Smiling at her cute voice, I opened the thermos lid.

        I took out two additional cups and poured the steaming liquid into them one by one.

        

        "Mmm."

        "Ooh, nice smell. Is it tea?"

        "Yes. Black tea."

        

        I answered lightly to Cecilia, who was asking while tilting her straw hat.

        

        It was black tea that I had hastily prepared yesterday, just like the hat Cecilia was wearing now.

        I had brewed it at home and brought it in a thermos.

        

        Although it's not something I drink often... the atmosphere is what matters in these situations.

        It was all good. Yes.

        

        "Here you go~."

        "Thank you~."

        

        I handed one of the two cups to Cecilia.

        

        She carefully took the steaming cup and inhaled with a curious expression.

        

        "...Lovely fragrance♬"

        

        Feeling relieved at her warm expression, I also lightly smelled the aroma from my cup.

        I smiled at the fragrant scent mixed with the sweetness of the spring breeze.

        

        "Cheers?"

        "Cheers~."

        

        We clinked our plain paper cups together.

        

        Cecilia and I slowly sipped the warm liquid.

        Consciously savoring a small amount of liquid to mix with the fragrance, we tasted it.

        

        "Mmm..."

        "...♪"

        

        It tasted warm.

        With faint smiles, we tasted the tea and spoke to each other.

        

        "Mmm, delicious♪"

        "I'm glad you like it. I also have crackers."

        

        I opened the box I had taken out earlier and showed her the crackers I had brought.

      

      
        They weren't just dry snacks but rather tasty crackers with a decent price.

        

        "Regular, cheese flavor, and also..."

        "Aah~?"

        

        Cecilia smiled broadly and opened her mouth wide at me.

        Her intention was obvious, no need to ask.

        

        "You spoiled kitty."

        "♬"

        "Hehe. Here, aah~."

        "Aah~... Mmm!"

        

        I picked up a cracker and popped it into Cecilia's mouth.

        

        "Munch, mmm."

        

        Cecilia closed her mouth and made cute sounds as she chewed the cracker.

        

        "...Mm♬"

        

        Seeing her nod with satisfaction, I also smiled and nodded.

        She was adorable.

        

        "Is it good?"

        "Yes! It's delicious~. ...Ah."

        "Hm?"

        "Should I feed you this time~?"

        

        Cecilia asked, giggling as she picked up a cracker.

        Judging by her swaying tail, she was quite excited.

        

        "...Aah?"

        "Aah~!"

        "Mmm. ...Mm♪"

        

        Delicious.

        Following with a sip of black tea, it had a deep flavor that complemented the cheese.

        

        "Is it tasty~?"

        "Yes. It's delicious."

        "♬"

        

        Her fluttering tail was so cute.

        While stroking her head and hair, I lowered my hand to gently stroke her fluffy tail as well.

        

        "~~♥"

        "Cute."

        

        Her purring was lovely.

        I couldn't be happier.

        

        Another cherry blossom petal flew from somewhere and dropped into the tea cup.

        A gentle breeze warmed our bodies.

        

        "My, how cute~... A married couple out for tea~?"

        "Eh, what?"

        "?!"

        

        Both Cecilia and I flinched at the sudden words from the elderly lady sitting on the bench.

        

        "You look so good together~. Yes, married couples should have such good harmony~."

        "Ah, hahaha..."

        "Um, actually, we're not yet married—"

        "When I was young, my husband and I were like that too~."

        

        The elderly lady interrupted me and drifted into her memories.

        I scratched my head awkwardly, feeling my heart race at this unexpected situation.

        

        "Ahaha..."

        "...yet?"

        "Hm?"

        

        Just then, Cecilia firmly held my hand and said something.

        

        I turned to look at her.

        With a blushing face, Cecilia shyly continued.

        

        "...'not yet'?"

        

        It was a single phrase that contained so much.

        

        I smiled warmly at her, firmly holding her soft hand, and answered.

        

        "...Soon."

        "♥"

        

        Cherry blossoms scatter and the wind blows.

        The day approaches when buds that haven't yet bloomed will flower, and trees grow leaves day by day, shining green.

        

        The season when trees are beautiful is coming.

        There was still much happiness ahead.
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        I could feel the sun gradually rising to its highest point.

        

        The bright sunlight shining down on the grass scattered in all directions, showing off its fresh, vibrant color.

        The gentle spring breeze carried warmth, and I could feel the air caressing my cheeks growing warmer.

        

        It would have been quite hot sitting in direct sunlight. Fortunately, we had settled in the shade.

        The pleasant mix of warm air and cool shade felt truly wonderful.

        

        "So cozy...♥"

        

        And it seemed Cecilia felt the same way.

        

        She nuzzled her cheek against my shoulder, murmuring drowsily.

        Gently patting her other cheek, I smiled and spoke.

        

        "You look comfortable."

        "Mmm~."

        "Aren't you hot?"

        "Not at all~. It's actually just perfect? Mmm."

        

        Come to think of it, aren't cats rather resistant to heat?

        

        Well, considering that cats naturally live even in deserts, it wasn't particularly strange that Cecilia, a cat-person, would be resistant to heat.

        

        Besides, the temperature wasn't that high right now anyway.

        Well, in any case.

        

        "So... when would you like to have lunch?"

        

        I asked in a soft voice while sipping my cooled tea.

        

        It had been quite a while since we had breakfast.

        We did have some snacks, but those were just to tide us over. With the sun now high in the sky, it was about time for lunch.

        

        "Hmm~. Good question? I am starting to get a little hungry~..."

        

        Cecilia said, lightly rubbing her stomach over her shirt.

        

        Well, I wasn't terribly hungry yet either.

        I nodded.

        

        We could eat now and it would be fine, or we could play a bit longer before eating.

        It was that pleasant kind of emptiness in the stomach.

        

        "Should we take the food out for now?"

        "Yes~!"

        

        There's no harm in setting it out anyway.

        

        If we take it out and smell it, it might stimulate our appetite, so let's get it ready.

        With that intention, I reached into the bag, and,

        

        "Oh."

        "Oh?"

        "?"

        

        Hearing a voice suddenly from beside us, I quickly looked up.

        

        I saw a couple, each holding a large picnic blanket and a bag.

        

        A beautiful woman in a sparkling white dress with her long black hair tied up in a ponytail.

        And a man dressed just as neatly and stylishly, in what anyone would recognize as "date attire."

        

        Both faces were familiar.

        

        "Jaeseop hyung?"

        "...Are you two on a date too?"

        "Ah, unnie~!"

        "Cecilia~!"

        

        Cecilia jumped up from her seat and dashed over to hug Heewon tightly.

        

        She rubbed her face against Heewon's with vigorous purring sounds, grinning broadly.

        Heewon patted her, smiling brightly in return.

        

        Beside them, Jaeseop hyung scratched his head awkwardly and spoke with a somewhat amused voice.

        

        "We came looking for a good spot they said was here."

        "Seems like we had the same idea."

        

        Watching the two women hugging and bouncing excitedly, Jaeseop hyung and I exhaled awkwardly in unison.

        

        Who would have thought we'd meet here of all places?

        It was quite an unexpected coincidenc—

        

        "Ah—!"

        

        At the loud voice from nearby, all four of us were startled and simultaneously turned our heads to look at the source.

        

        We saw an old-style bicycle that looked like it would make a ringing sound.

        A girl who seemed to have been riding hard before stopping was looking at us with wide eyes, her hands in what appeared to be exercise gloves on the handlebars.

        

        "Aren't you my seniors! What are you doing here?"

        

        Her energetic, peculiar way of speaking echoed loudly all around.

        

      

      
        "Oh~ Junior!"

        "It's been a while~."

        

        It was Eunhwan, our junior from the convenience store.

        I didn't expect to see her here. It was a welcome face.

        

        "Don't you live quite far from here? What brings you here?"

        "Finished exercising and the weather was nice, so I'm just riding my bicycle~. Hi Cecilia too~."

        "Hello~."

        

        Eunhwan got off her bicycle and walked steadily into the park, pulling her bike along.

        It was quite a pleasant sight, watching her walk with confident steps through the fluttering cherry blossoms.

        

        "Ah~ Are you enjoying the flowers?"

        "Yeah. We just arrived, actually."

        "...Can I join you?"

        "Would that be okay?"

        

        Eunhwan asked with round eyes in response to my question, which I had asked out of politeness.

        Hmm, with such an enthusiastic response, it would be awkward to say no now.

        

        I glanced over at Cecilia.

        Seeing her expression bright with excitement, I nodded with a slight smile.

        

        "Sure! We have plenty of space anyway, let's all hang out together!"

        "Yay~!"

        "Oh, that's nice. Since we're all here, shall we share our lunch boxes?"

        "Oh. Sure, sure."

        "...Ah~. I don't have a lunch box. Should I go buy something?"

        "Nah. It's fine, just eat with us. We prepared a bit too much anyway."

        "Ooh. Thank you, senior Jaeseop~!"

        

        Jaeseop hyung spread out his blanket right next to where Cecilia and I were sitting.

        All five of us sat cozily on what had become one large picnic blanket.

        

        "Could you move just a bit to the side?"

        "Okay, just a sec..."

        "Let's sit close together, Cecilia~."

        "Mmm~~!"

        

        Bustling.

        Whispering.

        

        With the sudden increase in population density, I squirmed between people and whispered to Cecilia beside me.

        

        "...Isn't it too cramped for you, Cecilia?"

        "Mmm, a little?"

        

        Looking back at me, Cecilia answered with a gentle smile.

        The scene of cherry blossoms in full bloom behind her light blue hair was striking.

        

        "But it's okay~! None of us expected to meet here, but flower viewing is more fun with more people, right?"

        "Well, that's true..."

        

        Indeed, who would have thought the entire convenience store crew would gather here?

        Even Jaeseop hyung's couple just came looking for a good spot; they couldn't have imagined I would be here.

        

        I was just wondering if she might be disappointed that our cozy time alone had been interrupted—

        

        "And also~."

        

        Cecilia spoke up.

        With sky-blue eyes tinged with quiet happiness, she smiled gently.

        

        "We can cuddle just the two of us anytime, right~?"

        "..."

        "When we get home, let's snuggle close and roll around together again, Eunhyuk♥"

        

        ...Sometimes she really seems like an esper.

        I truly couldn't win against her.

        

        "I'm hungry after exercising~. What did you bring, senior Jaeseop?"

        "...You're so shameless."

        "Hehe♪ We brought rolled eggs~ and seasoned lotus roots~..."

        "Ah, we brought rolled eggs too. And, um... Unnie, do you like inari sushi?"

        

        Everyone started opening their lunch boxes with clicks and clacks, showing off their menus.

        

        Rolled eggs from both teams.

        Oddly crooked seasoned lotus roots, and inari sushi that Cecilia and I had made together.

        

        Along with various other foods filling the lunch boxes, we enjoyed the feast with our eyes as we shared chopsticks.

        

        """"" Thank you for the food~! """""

        

        Five energetic voices echoed loudly throughout the park.

        

        It was a joyful time.

        

        ***

        

        And joyful times tend to pass quickly.

        

        Though the sky was still bright, I could feel the sun getting lower. Feeling the cooler air, I waved my hand affectionately.

        

        "That was fun~!"

      

      
        "For us too~! See you next time~."

        "See you on Monday, seniors! Thanks for the food and fun!"

        "Bye everyone! See you next time~."

        "Take care, all of you."

        

        We exchanged our goodbyes and went our separate ways.

        

        I walked leisurely toward home, feeling my bag lighter but my stomach heavier.

        

        "Whew~ I'm full~."

        "Did you have fun?"

        "Yes! It was enjoyable♪"

        

        Cecilia came close and clung to me, rubbing her cheek against my arm.

        Since I was wearing short sleeves, the soft, plump cheek rubbing against my bare skin felt quite ticklish.

        

        "Ehehe♬"

        "Cute."

        "♥"

        

        I hung the bag on my arm and reached out with my free hand to gently stroke her soft silver hair.

        The gentle purring sound was pleasant.

        

        "Today was rea~lly fun~. It was nice to gather and talk with everyone~."

        "Yeah, yeah. Eunhwan's tournament story was really interesting."

        "Jaeseop oppa looked cool too~."

        "Right. He dressed up nicely for once. I guess even he dresses up for dates."

        "Heewon unnie's clothes were pretty too!"

        "The dress?"

        "Yes!"

        

        Cecilia nodded her head vigorously as she answered.

        Various emotions echoed gently through her beaming expression.

        

        "It was so pretty~. White and flowing~."

        "Dresses are nice... Should I buy you one later?"

        "Really?!"

        

        I nodded with a smile at Cecilia's surprised question.

        Soon we entered the main street, and I led her carefully, mindful of the people around us.

        

        "Of course. Do you have any style in mind?"

        "Wow...! S-style I want? That's, um, well..."

        

        A cat in thought.

        I glanced at her as she stroked her chin, deep in thought, and continued walking with a smile.

        

        Suddenly, she stopped.

        

        "? Cecilia?"

        "..."

        

        She held my hand tightly and stopped walking.

        Turning around, I saw her staring intently at something.

        

        "What are you looking—..."

        

        I turned my head in the direction she was looking.

        And then, I saw it.

        

        A radiant exterior that the word "pure white" suited perfectly.

        A clean interior visible through the windows.

        Beautiful lighting.

        

        'Wedding Shop.'

        In the display window next to the door, a wedding dress sparkling in pure white.

        

        "..."

        

        I saw Cecilia gazing at it with an expression full of longing, her eyes twinkling.

        It was striking how she stood there, speechless and forgetting to walk, just staring.

        

        "...Want to go in?"

        

        I asked her.

        In a whisper-like voice, but filled with sincerity.

        

        "Eh, what?"

        

        Her response was full of surprise.

        But at least she didn't seem to dislike the idea.

        

        Smiling lightly, I linked arms with her and walked steadily toward the shop.

        

        "Come on~."

        "R-really? For real?"

        

        Leading the confused Cecilia, I opened the door to the shop.

        

        If this is the dress you want, by all means.

        I am your lover and your fiancé, after all.

        

        As we opened the door and entered, beautiful lighting welcomed us.

        It was time for another new experience.
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        As I walked in, I suddenly wondered how many times in my life I'd ever get to enter a place like this.

        

        A pristine interior bathed in pure white.

        A beautiful space glittering with golden lighting.

        

        Mannequins and dresses prominently displayed in the show window commanded attention with their presence.

        Sunlight streaming through the windows mingled with the golden illumination, casting a mesmerizing light upon the dresses.

        

        It felt like stepping into another world.

        

        Slightly overwhelmed by the scene that exceeded my expectations, I felt my steps stiffen but mustered the strength to move my legs forward.

        

        "Wow...!"

        

        Just then, I heard an exclamation of wonder.

        

        Turning my head, I saw Cecilia looking around, forgetting even to blink.

        

        "So... beautiful..."

        

        The voice filled with emotion flowed softly from her delicate lips.

        Her sky-blue eyes sparkled with golden reflections, and her large eyes trembled slightly with emotion.

        

        "Welcome, dear customers. This is wedding shop 'Gratia.' Do you have an appointment?"

        "" ! ""

        

        Both of us flinched simultaneously at the voice that suddenly reached our ears.

        

        I saw a clerk in a neat suit wearing a gentle smile.

        Taking a light breath and trying to shake off my nervousness, I opened my mouth slightly toward the clerk.

        

        "No, um, we don't have an appointment..."

        "I see."

        "...We were just walking by and happened to notice this place, and the dresses were so beautiful..."

        

        The fidgeting cat tail suddenly wrapped gently around my thigh.

        Glancing back, I noticed Cecilia had hidden behind me, with only her head peeking out.

        

        Is she feeling shy?

        Or is the atmosphere too overwhelming for her?

        

        Well, I suppose it's natural since Cecilia probably hasn't been to a place like this either...

        

        "Ah~~."

        

        In response to my somewhat awkward answer, the clerk clapped her hands with a bright expression.

        Then she glanced at me, or more precisely, at my left finger, and continued with a smile.

        

        "Are you planning your wedding?"

        "Yes, uh."

        "!"

        

        As I spoke, I felt Cecilia's body, pressed against my back, give a slight shudder.

        Her breath against my back felt slightly hot.

        

        "Hehe. Welcome~. May I ask how old you both are?"

        

        It was quite impressive how the clerk showed little reaction to Cecilia's ears or tail.

        Surely it must be curious, yet she made no mention of it. I couldn't have held back if it were me.

        

        "I'm 24."

        "21..."

        "Wow, so young♪"

        

        The clerk smiled brightly with a sing-song voice.

        But somehow I felt an unusual warmth in her gaze... or was it just my imagination?

        

        "How blessed you are~. You must be so happy to have such a lovely wife~!"

        "Haha..."

        "Now, now. Please, both of you come this way. I'll give you a brief introduction to everything."

        

        The clerk, showing slight excitement, began guiding us inside.

        Facing this professional woman, I glanced back slightly and made eye contact with Cecilia who was hiding behind me.

        

        "Shall we go?"

        "Mmm. ...Yes!"

        

        After a moment's hesitation, a spirited answer came back.

      

      
        

        Coming out from behind me, Cecilia clung to my arm almost like she was hanging on, and took steps with small, careful strides.

        

        "I know this might be a bit forward, but honestly, your wife is rea~lly cute. I'm almost jealous, woman to woman."

        "Ah. Um~? Thank you. ...Well, our Cecilia is indeed cute. Yes."

        "?! ...!?"

        

        I moved toward the back of the store, making light conversation with the surprisingly easy-to-talk-to clerk.

        

        My heart was racing.

        

        ***

        

        "...—So, the sooner you prepare, the better. The reservations, production, and preparations take more time than you might expect."

        "I see..."

        "Assuming your budget is flexible, what I would recommend first is—..."

        

        Although we had entered the wedding shop on impulse, I was glad we did.

        That thought came naturally as Cecilia and I were currently receiving an intensive lecture on wedding preparations.

        

        How wedding preparations are typically carried out.

        How to choose a wedding hall, what size is usually appropriate.

        How to select dresses and even how best to approach wedding photography...

        

        It was remarkably thorough for customers who had shown up without an appointment.

        

        When I asked about it earlier, the reason was [When I first saw you two standing together, I got such a good~ feeling, so I personally wanted to help a little...] or something like that.

        It was fortunate in many ways. Truly.

        

        "We do handle bouquets here, but they're not quite up to the standards of specialist vendors, so if you want better quality despite the higher cost, I'd recommend this company—..."

        

        I nodded seriously at the ongoing explanations.

        

        Then, feeling concerned, I glanced at Cecilia sitting beside me.

        

        There were probably quite a few unfamiliar terms mixed into the explanation.

        And since it was such a long explanation, I worried she might be getting tired of listening, but...

        

        "..."

        

        Surprisingly, I saw Cecilia's profile focused intently.

        

        A serious expression. Clear eyes.

        It was a dignified look that showed her determination not to miss a single word.

        

        "...Eep. Eh, ...?"

        

        Suddenly feeling playful, I placed my hand on her soft head.

        

        Cecilia tilted her head with a faint smile despite being startled by the sudden pat.

        I couldn't help but smile at her cute expression with an almost visible question mark above her head.

        

        "...Hehe♪"

        

        At the same time, I heard laughter from in front of us.

        Turning my head, I saw the clerk looking at us with a gentle expression.

        

        "Ah, I'm sorry."

        "Not at all~. I got to see something nice. Well then! Let's wrap up the explanation here~ and move on to the main event, shall we?"

        "Main event?"

        

        Both Cecilia and I tilted our heads simultaneously at the puzzling words.

        The clerk continued with a grin directed at us.

        

        "Trying on dresses, of course♪ You said you came in because you saw the dresses, right?"

        "Ah."

        "!"

        "Since you're such a young and special handsome-beautiful couple, the fitting fee is on the house!♬"

        

        I wondered if it was okay to receive such service.

        Though I had my doubts, honestly, when such a good opportunity presented itself, it wouldn't be right to refuse.

        

        I nodded while patting Cecilia, who had her eyes wide open.

        Standing up and pulling my chair back, I spoke.

        

        "Thank you very much."

        "Yes~! Then this way~."

        

      

      
        Just as I started to walk, a cat tail wrapped around my thigh gently pulled me back.

        Turning my head, I saw Cecilia looking at me with an expression that said 'Really...?'

        

        "Cecilia."

        "I-I honestly didn't expect to even enter this place..."

        

        She spoke in an almost whisper.

        In her wavering eyes, a faint tension spread like fog.

        

        "C-can I really try on such beautiful clothes—"

        "Cecilia~?"

        "Mmph."

        

        I squished her soft cheeks from both sides with my hands.

        The soft and warm sensation transmitted to my hands felt incredibly pleasant.

        

        "Don't you want to try on 'such beautiful clothes'?"

        "...!"

        

        At my smiling words, Cecilia opened her beautiful sky-blue eyes even wider in surprise.

        

        Yes. Of course she would want to try them on.

        If I were Cecilia and suddenly saw such beautiful clothes that I'd never worn before right in front of me, I would definitely want to try them on.

        

        A pure white dress. A symbol of blessing.

        Of course she would want to try it on.

        

        "It's about time you tried on things like this. ...After all, we're getting married soon. Right?"

        "! Y-yes."

        

        I smiled again as I watched Cecilia hastily nod her head.

        Yes. She was adorable.

        

        "Let's try on different things and dress up. You're a beautiful bride-to-be, so you should at least do that much."

        "...Yes."

        "Don't you want to? Are you nervous?"

        "...I'm nervous. But I don't dislike it."

        

        Escaping from my hand sandwich, Cecilia tightly hugged one of my arms.

        Making cute purring sounds amidst the soft sensation, she continued.

        

        "I don't dislike it, but, honestly, I'm most worried about whether it will suit me..."

        "Of course it will suit you. Who do you think you are?"

        

        Why make such meaningless worries again?

        Cecilia, who do you think you are?

        

        Silver hair with blue tints.

        Cute cat ears and tail, beautiful physique with a perfect balance of elasticity and softness.

        

        The most beautiful, most adorable and cute person in the world, my beloved.

        How could a dress not suit someone like that?

        

        "Stop worrying about unnecessary things and start thinking about which design you'd prefer~."

        "R-really?"

        "Yes. If you're still not confident, show me first after you try it on. I'll praise you until you feel confident."

        "Ah..."

        

        Cecilia lowered her head, seemingly embarrassed.

        But soon she raised it again, wearing a slightly different, more confident expression than before.

        

        "Phew... ...Yes!"

        "Are you mentally prepared?"

        "Yes...! Give me lots of compliments."

        "Of course."

        

        I noticed more mannequins around us.

        Each wore a different style of dress, showing off their unique styles and making their presence known as fashionistas.

        

        "..."

        

        I could see Cecilia's eyes shining golden as she looked at them.

        Her expression was complex, mixing expectation, anxiety, and various other emotions.

        

        Beautiful.

        Looking at her, that was all I could think.
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        "May I ask how you two met?"

        

        A spacious interior with a clean floor.

        Brilliant but not excessive chandelier-style lighting.

        

        A large mirror spread out in front, with numerous cosmetics placed on the table.

        

        A place that could be called a dressing room or makeup room.

        

        The clerk who had been guiding me until now asked in a light voice as I sat on a sofa in one corner.

        

        "...Are you curious?"

        "Honestly, a little?"

        

        When I asked back in a small voice, the answer came back in an equally small voice.

        Looking at the clerk who tilted their head and smiled ambiguously, I also let out a snicker.

        

        What a curious person.

        From what I'd observed while moving around and being guided earlier, they seemed quite extroverted.

        

        "...If that's what they want to know. Is it okay to tell them, Cecilia?"

        "Of course~~."

        

        I raised my voice slightly to ask permission from Cecilia, who was sitting at a distance near the mirror.

        

        For reference, Cecilia is currently getting her makeup done by another clerk.

        Judging by the "Oh my, oh my, is this really a face without makeup? Really? Oh my, oh my..." sounds I heard when they started, it seemed like it would take quite a while before she was released.

        

        "Actually, let me hear it too~. I'm a bit bored while getting my makeup done... And nothing's more fun than hearing Eunhyuk tell stories about me~."

        "Wow. Your wife has such a great personality... Hehe. So what do you say, husband?"

        "...You two really get along well."

        

        I smiled bitterly and muttered as if grumbling.

        

        Still, it wasn't such a bad idea.

        Since the makeup would take a long time anyway, chatting to pass the time seemed quite nice.

        

        I placed my hand on my chin and began speaking.

        

        "So, first of all, we met for the first time around early winter last year~..."

        "Oh? That's more recent than I expected?"

        "Yes, that's right."

        

        I nodded quickly at the probing question.

        

        Come to think of it, it was quite remarkable.

        Cecilia and I, believe it or not, haven't even known each other for a full year yet...

        

        Getting married after meeting only about half a year ago.

        It was understandable that the clerk would find it curious.

        

        "She, Cecilia, as you can see, is a different species, right? A beast-person."

        "Ah, yes, yes."

        "So when we first met, she said she had nowhere to go, so I brought her to my house and let her sleep there..."

        "Wow?"

        "I was really scared back then~~. Looking back now, I wonder why I was so afraid. She's such a kind person."

        

        As we both nodded in agreement, the clerk blinked with surprised eyes.

        Just as I was about to look at them wondering why, the clerk spoke again.

        

        "'Brought her home and let her sleep there'? From the first day?"

        "? Yes."

        "...Despite your appearance, you're quite experienced, ahe—"

        

        The clerk's words were cut off, and for a moment, my body flinched.

        I stared at the clerk with narrowed eyes as they awkwardly laughed and turned their head away.

        

        ...It's hard to express in words, but at that time, my intentions were truly pure.

        If I had impure intentions from the start, I wouldn't have let her sleep peacefully.

        

        I really had no thoughts of seducing her or anything; I just couldn't leave her alone, so I brought her home.

        Experienced, really...

        

        "W-well! I guess your first meeting must have been good, which is why you two are now planning to get married—"

        "But what does 'experienced' mean?"

        "—pfft."

        

        Cecilia delivered the final blow to the clerk who was trying to continue their excuse with renewed determination.

        

        The clerk bent over laughing, shoulders trembling.

        Cecilia tilted her head curiously, staring intently at the mirror, wondering what was happening behind her.

        

        It was complete chaos.

        

        "Haa, ahaha...!"

        

        They're about to die from laughter.

        Whew.

        

      

      
        "...So anyway, as we lived together, we naturally grew closer and became friends~. And then this happened."

        

        I quickly summarized, skipping the middle part to finish the explanation.

        

        "Eh~?" Cecilia's voice came through, expressing disappointment at the brief explanation.

        After a good laugh, the clerk raised their head, wiped away tears with the back of their hand, and spoke with a hint of laughter.

        

        "Haa, haa... I'm sorry for laughing so much..."

        "No, it's fine."

        "Whew. Ahem. I see, I see... Then may I ask one more thing?"

        "What is it?"

        "What about your wife made you decide to marry her?"

        

        It was a somewhat unexpected question.

        I took my eyes off the clerk and raised my head, lost in thought for a moment.

        

        What made me decide to marry her~...

        Hmm.

        

        "Many things."

        "Oh, many?"

        "She's pretty, cute, thoughtful, and never spares any effort..."

        

        A person who willingly approaches and comforts others when they're feeling down.

        A person who doesn't avoid what she doesn't know but tries hard to learn.

        ...A person with a beautiful smile.

        

        The reasons that came to mind couldn't be narrowed down to just one or two.

        

        I like her, I love her.

        I love her because I like her.

        

        How could I summarize the countless overflowing reasons in just a word or two?

        

        But, well.

        

        "Hmm."

        

        ...If I had to pick one.

        

        "...Because she likes me."

        "Oh?"

        "Because she loves me, that might be the biggest reason. Probably."

        

        I love because I am loved.

        

        Because she always pours out her affection to me without reservation.

        Because I was loved, I was happy, and I gladly hoped to spend my life with her.

        

        "Hmm, that's romantic~."

        

        I quietly nodded at the words I heard.

        ...The embarrassment that came belatedly was a bonus.

        

        "Whew, my face is hot."

        "Ahaha. You're embarrassed~."

        "Shut up."

        

        I shot back at the giggling clerk and shook my head vigorously.

        With my gaze fixed downward, I pressed my fingers between my eyes.

        

        When will this makeup ever end?

        Of course, I know women's makeup takes time, but...

        

        "Um..."

        

        Just as I was thinking it should be about time to finish, I raised my head and—

        

        "Hmm, what a coincidence~?♬"

        

        A sweet voice gently floated into my ears.

        

        When I looked up, I saw a beautiful woman smiling brightly right in front of me.

        As if she had sneaked up, she was leaning forward with a soft smile, her face so close our noses could touch, and she whispered:

        

        "...I also decided to get married because I was loved."

        "..."

        "I thought, 'If it's this person, I'll be happy forever even if we're together for life. He'll love me forever.' That's why I accepted the proposal. ...So Eunhyuk felt the same way~?"

        "..."

        "Hmm~?"

        

        The content of her whispered voice didn't register in my ears.

        

        She was just so beautiful.

        Pretty and cute. Adorable.

        

        I didn't think 'she looks like a different person.'

        

        No matter where I looked, Cecilia was Cecilia.

      

      
        I just couldn't take my eyes off her surprisingly lovelier-than-usual appearance.

        

        "...You're beautiful."

        "♥"

        

        Behind her, I could see the makeup clerk exhaling with satisfaction, as if they had burned something white-hot.

        

        Between her adorable smile that seemed to sparkle, a white dress fluttered lightly.

        

        And only then did I realize.

        What she was wearing now was the pure white dress she had been longing for.

        

        To be precise, it was something like an apron-style dress that was only attached to the front part of her body.

        

        "Ah, they say this is a temporary dress. Since they don't have one in my size right now... They brought this to see the style before adjusting the measurements."

        

        Cecilia, noticing my gaze, added an explanation with a bright smile.

        

        ...I wondered if the reason she had rushed over to where I was in that 'style-viewing purpose' dress was because she wanted me to see her in it.

        Perhaps she wanted to show it to me first, even if it wasn't perfect.

        

        "You're cute."

        "Hehe♥"

        "Really beautiful. Lovely..."

        "~♬"

        

        Either way, she was cute.

        She was lovely.

        

        Cecilia, humming a light tune while wearing the fluttering dress (temporary).

        I just stared blankly at her, imprinting in my eyes the image of her beauty, perfect in both attire and makeup.

        

        "...You can't kiss her~?"

        

        At the clerk's voice from beside me, I nodded with unconscious regret.

        

        It was truly a shame that this wasn't the actual wedding.

        Not being able to kiss those beautiful lips right away... It was really regrettable.

        

        "...Is the dress pretty?"

        "The dress is pretty, and you're pretty. It suits you well. Really, very much."

        "Hihi...♥"

        "You're really so cute..."

        

        Even though I knew there were people around, I couldn't stop myself.

        Even if it was cheesy, I didn't want to stop.

        

        "Really, really. ...Wow..."

        

        An exclamation naturally escaped my lips.

        

        Cecilia, who had been fidgeting with her hair as if embarrassed by my reaction.

        After a moment, she flashed a bright eye-smile, then slightly tilted her head and whispered in my ear.

        

        "...You know what? I might be getting really excited about the wedding~?"

        "?"

        "Because~ I'll definitely be dressed up even prettier than this on the day..."

        "!"

        "I'm already looking forward to seeing how Eunhyuk will react...♥"

        

        She's a temptress.

        Not a cat, but a fox. Bewitching.

        

        "If this kind of reaction is good, maybe I should try doing my own makeup more often?"

        "...Bewitching cat."

        "Hehe. Yes~! From now on, I'll keep making your heart race, okay~? Look forward to the transformations of your very own cat! ...Meow♬"

        

        My mind seemed to blur at her heightened aegyo.

        

        I was really glad we came to the wedding shop in advance.

        If I had seen her like this for the first time during the actual event, I might have fainted from happiness. Really.

        

        "Now, shall we try on the next dress~?"

        "Yes~."

        

        After showing off her appearance and displaying some aegyo, Cecilia bounced back toward the mirror.

        

        The clerk spoke to me as I sat there, drained of energy.

        

        "You have a cute wife."

        "Indeed."

        

        She's so cute it's a problem.

        Laughter kept escaping me as my head overheated with joy and happiness.

        

        "...Maybe it's okay to rush the wedding a little."

        

        I want to capture her most beautiful appearance in my eyes as soon as possible.

        Thinking that, I could only mutter quietly.
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        "...Sss―..."

        

        A ticklish breath escaped between her lips, quietly echoing in the silent room.

        

        Warm sunlight filtered through the window.

        Watching the cat ears that occasionally twitched beneath it, I let out a chuckle with a contented smile.

        

        "...So cute."

        "Mmm..."

        

        Perhaps she was tired from trying on all sorts of clothes all day yesterday.

        Even though the sun was already shining brightly outside, she was sleeping soundly, oblivious to the world, and it was unbearably adorable.

        

        "Well, I guess she would be tired~..."

        

        I poked her soft cheeks with my finger and muttered in a small voice.

        

        Come to think of it, we did have quite a lot to do yesterday.

        

        Going out to see flowers in the morning, stopping by a wedding shop on the way back...

        Listening to explanations for quite a while~.

        Trying makeup that she doesn't usually wear.

        

        And after that, we tried on various dresses without a proper moment to sit down.

        Though they were just sample dresses.

        

        "Kuul..."

        

        It must have been her first time trying on clothes so passionately, so of course she'd be tired.

        

        Out of respect for her hard efforts, I decided not to wake her from her deep sleep and just quietly watched her from beside.

        

        "Hmnya.... ...unyak―..."

        "Hmm~? ...Fufu♬"

        

        Just then, she mumbled in her sleep while turning over.

        I couldn't help but chuckle at her adorable voice that tickled my ears.

        

        Was she dreaming about me?

        Looking for me even in her sleep—she was just too cute.

        

        "Yes, yes. I'm right here~."

        "Mmm."

        

        I loosely embraced her as she turned and whispered gently.

        

        Her body temperature felt warm against mine.

        The purring sound tickling my ears gave me a sense of peace.

        

        "Cutie."

        "Mm... haa."

        

        I patted her back with one hand and gently stroked her soft cat tail with the other.

        

        Cecilia flinched as if ticklish, but rather than running away, she snuggled even closer into my arms.

        

        As she nuzzled her cheek against my chest, I smiled contentedly and additionally kneaded her soft cat ears.

        

        "Mmm...♥"

        "...Your body is honest even when you're asleep."

        

        I murmured jokingly at her sweet voice while moving my hand.

        The fluffy sensation entangling my fingers felt nice.

        

        She must have been really tired.

        I started touching her caught up in the mood, but seeing that she still didn't wake up, she must have fallen into quite a deep sleep.

        

        "Good thing it's Sunday."

        "Hmnya...♪"

        "...You sure can sleep."

        

        I chuckled and patted her back again.

        

        Is this what married life feels like?

        Or will something change between us once we get married?

        

        "It might change, or it might stay just the same..."

        

        Actually, I didn't particularly care either way.

        Whatever changes marriage might bring, the fact that we love each other would never change.

        

        "Now, what should I do~."

        

        I shook my head to organize my thoughts.

        Leaving the deeply sleeping Cecilia for a moment, I vaguely counted in my head what needed to be done.

        

        "I think we can probably rent the dress from there..."

        

        First, selecting the wedding shop for the dress and makeup could already be considered cleared.

        

        Actually, I'd heard before that you're supposed to look at 2-3 places before deciding...

      

      
        But Cecilia loved the dresses there so much, and they looked so pretty to me too, that there seemed no need to look elsewhere.

        

        "Make a reservation, go back a few more times to try on the adjusted sizes, and then we can decide on the dress..."

        

        What else did we need to do?

        I pondered while continuing to pat her gently.

        

        "Hmm~..."

        

        Choose and reserve a wedding hall.

        Make invitations.

        Set a budget.

        Choose an officiant.

        

        ...Is that about it?

        

        "It's going to be busy."

        

        I suddenly felt the reality of getting married.

        

        I glanced at the silver ring on my finger.

        Then I glanced at the silver ring on Cecilia's ring finger.

        

        ...So I'm really marrying this girl. Finally.

        

        My nose tingled with overwhelming emotion.

        I felt like I might cry from joy and delight.

        

        "Time to wake up, sleepyhead~!"

        "Mmm...?"

        

        Hiding my emotion behind a playful voice, I gently poked Cecilia's soft cheek.

        

        I could see her eyelashes trembling slightly.

        Soon her eyelids lifted, and her sky-blue eyes looked at me with a dreamy expression.

        

        "Unyak...?"

        "Yes, yes. Good morning, Cecilia. Still sleepy?"

        "...Mmm―..."

        

        Instead of answering, Cecilia stretched her body with a long yawn.

        

        After shivering all over and exhaling, she leaned against my chest with a somewhat languid expression and spoke.

        

        "...Good morrrning―..."

        "Good morning."

        "Yawn.... Mmm, what time is it...?"

        "Um. Around 11?"

        "...That's not morning...?!"

        

        Her sky-blue eyes widened in shock.

        

        Seeing how deeply she had slept, I chuckled and nuzzled my nose against her neck.

        

        "Ah."

        "What does it matter? It's fine to sleep in sometimes. Actually, I wanted to let you sleep longer..."

        "...?"

        "But I remembered something we need to do."

        

        Recalling the schedule I had mentally listed earlier, I spoke softly.

        

        "Hey, Cecilia."

        "Mm...?"

        "...Let's go pay our respects to your father and mother."

        

        Father and Mother.

        Cecilia's parents.

        

        I suggested that we should go greet them again now that our wedding preparations were progressing.

        

        ***

        

        Come to think of it, it feels like quite some time has passed since Cecilia reunited with her parents.

        Since the snow hadn't even fully melted at that time, quite a bit of time has indeed passed.

        

        I heard their lives have changed quite a bit since then.

        Specifically, they found a rental house nearby.

        

        Apparently, her father has been earning a stable income using his experience as a carpenter.

        

        "This is... it. Yes."

        

        Standing in front of their new house, I let out a nervous breath.

        

        While we've been in contact and met outside several times, this is the first time I've directly visited their new home.

        

        Sometimes Cecilia would visit alone to let them have family time, but I hadn't come myself.

        It wasn't that I felt uncomfortable around her parents; it was simply out of consideration.

        

        "Phew. ...Let's go, Cecilia."

        "Yes~!"

      

      
        

        But it was about time we had a serious conversation face to face.

        

        We entered the building and walked up the stairs.

        Leading Cecilia, who was happily wagging her tail, I reached the front door and knocked without hesitation.

        

        And one second passed.

        

        Two seconds passed.

        

        Thr―

        

        "Welcome!"

        

        ―Before three seconds had passed, the door flung open, startling me.

        

        Cecilia's mother appeared, smiling broadly while holding the door open.

        Hmm, she still looked healthy, which was good.

        

        "Honey~! The kids are here!"

        "They're here already?"

        

        As her father emerged from the inner room, Cecilia and I bowed our heads in unison.

        

        "It's been a while, Father, Mother."

        "We're here, Mom, Dad~!"

        "Oh! Yes, yes. Come on in."

        "Have you had lunch~?"

        "Yes, yes. We've eaten."

        

        We naturally followed her mother into the house.

        

        Looking around the cozy and calming interior, I spoke.

        

        "Oh. The interior is really nice..."

        "Isn't it~? Her dad is good at this kind of thing~."

        "It's really nice. Ah, this is a belated housewarming gift."

        "Oh my? You didn't have to."

        "I'm sorry I couldn't help when you moved..."

        "Oh~. It's not like we had much to move anyway. It's fine, it's fine~."

        

        Her mother waved her hand dismissively while holding the beverage set I had given her.

        Still, she seemed quite pleased with it, which was a relief.

        

        "By the way, what brings our son-in-law to our home~? Would you like some snacks?"

        "Ah~. Yes, please."

        "Okay~."

        "Oof..."

        

        Her mother and father began bustling about excitedly, and in the meantime, Cecilia dashed to claim the sofa.

        

        The two of them hummed as they prepared snacks and drinks.

        I approached them, trying to help a little.

        

        "Should I put this on the table?"

        "Ah, yes. Thank you."

        "Not at all~."

        

        I bowed my head lightly in response to her father's thanks and moved the tray.

        

        Soon all the preparations were complete, and we all settled on the sofa.

        

        Cecilia sat in the middle with her parents on either side.

        The sight of the three beastkin sitting in a row was quite impressive.

        

        "Why don't you sit down too, son-in-law?"

        

        Her father tilted his head and spoke to me in a friendly manner.

        

        Feeling immensely grateful for his casual attitude, I shook my head slightly and spoke.

        

        "Ah~. Before that, may I say something?"

        "Hm?"

        "?"

        "Mm~?"

        

        The three of them tilted their heads curiously.

        Facing the three who were sitting in a row, I knelt down lightly and continued.

        

        "It might seem sudden, but..."

        

        Honestly, I've wanted to say this at least once.

        

        "Mother, Father."

        "Yes."

        "~♪"

        "...Please give me your daughter."

        

        My voice, filled with sincerity, echoed gently through the cozy room.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.187Crash, Bang, Boom: Getting Permission to Marry

      
        I remember once when I had a chat with her father, just the two of us, at a café.

        

        [Come to think of it, you two are living together, right? Isn't it uncomfortable? My daughter isn't exactly the type to stay still, after all.]

        [Hmm~ It's a bit cramped, but manageable. When we have time, we go for walks together so we don't get stiff, and at home we're practically attached to each other, so the small space isn't really an issue. If anything, I'm worried that if we move to a bigger place later, we might spend less time close to each other....]

        

        I had an Americano.

        Her father had a latte.

        

        Since we had already built up rapport through various conversations by then, I didn't feel particularly uncomfortable even though my conversation partner was "my girlfriend's father."

        Rather, it was enjoyable to be able to talk about someone we both loved.

        

        [Oh my. Indeed, it seems my daughter has found herself a good man.]

        [Ah, you're being too kind....]

        [No, really. From a father's perspective, there's no better man than a son-in-law who truly loves his daughter.... Ah, I suppose you're not a son-in-law yet.]

        [Ahaha....]

        

        As I laughed awkwardly, scratching my head in embarrassment, her father spoke up.

        

        [Do you have any marriage plans in mind?]

        [W-well. To be honest, not yet. I've only just proposed, so....]

        [I see. Whenever you decide, please let me know. I'll sincerely congratulate you.]

        [...Thank you.]

        [Well. Ah, but since we're on the topic, may I ask for one favor?]

        [? Yes. But what kind of favor?]

        [It's something I've always wanted to hear—]

        

        That line he whispered in my ear.

        

        Honestly, it was a bit embarrassing, but deep down it was something I wanted to say too, so I nodded without much hesitation at the time...

        

        "Mother, Father."

        

        Present day.

        

        "...Please give me your daughter."

        

        My words echoed softly through the cozy room.

        

        I could see Father nodding with satisfaction.

        I could see Mother covering her mouth with both hands, her eyes wide.

        

        And finally, I could see Cecilia, her face bright red with an expression that could best be described as "flabbergasted."

        

        ...As expected of Cecilia's family. Their reactions were wonderful.

        The cat tails and ears that popped up in various ways were just a bonus.

        

        "...Oh my? Oh my, oh my~?"

        

        The first to react was Cecilia's mother.

        

        With her eyes still wide open, she inhaled sharply as her eyes began to sparkle.

        Her youthful expression gradually filled with joy, and I could see a bright smile forming behind her lowered hands.

        

        "S-son-in-law! Our son-in-law finally...!?"

        "...Wha?! M-Mom! Wait, don't shake me...!"

        

        It was quite a sight to see her grabbing Cecilia's shoulders and shaking her back and forth, seemingly unable to contain her overflowing joy.

        

        Cecilia, with her face bright red, helplessly being tossed around by her mother.

        And her mother, beaming with a face full of smiles, overwhelmed with emotion as she shook Cecilia.

        

        Both of them were adorable in their own way.

        

        "Mom fully approves! Please take good care of her~?"

        "Thank you."

        

        I bowed my head in gratitude, and a bright smile came back in response.

        

        Nodding shyly at the unexpectedly positive reaction, I shifted my gaze past the embarrassed Cecilia toward her father.

        

        "...Son-in-law...."

        "? Yes."

        

        A low, heavy voice brushed past my ear.

        Tilting my head curiously at the unusually serious tone, I saw Father raise his head and continue in a rather dignified manner.

        

        "Are you... prepared to take responsibility for our daughter?"

        

        Oh? Suddenly role-playing?

        

        Thinking this, I glanced up to see Father's grinning face.

      

      
        

        Ah, I see~?

        So this is what he wanted to hear when he requested that line?

        

        "If you dare to take away our daughter, who is more precious than gold or jade...."

        "...Dad?"

        "You must show your determination accordingly!"

        

        It was quite impressive how hard he was trying to hold back his laughter beneath that serious expression.

        Seeing his lips quivering, I felt I might burst out laughing myself if I let my guard down.

        

        He's still such a cheerful person.

        

        Might as well play along.

        

        "Of course I'm prepared!"

        "...Eunhyuk?"

        "Hmm? Do you have confidence that you can make our daughter happy?"

        "Of course I do!"

        "How can I believe that?"

        "I'll prove it with love. No one in this world loves Cecilia more than I do!"

        "...!?"

        

        Though we hadn't planned this beforehand, our impromptu skit continued in a ridiculous yet serious tone like some historical drama.

        It was a bit embarrassing but quite fun.

        

        I could see Mother starting to watch with an intrigued expression, having quickly caught on to this peculiar atmosphere.

        Father's face also revealed unbearable joy as he tried hard to suppress his laughter while continuing his lines.

        

        Now the only one who couldn't compose herself was Cecilia, her face bright red.

        

        "Ughh...."

        "Your voice is quite loud in front of her parents! How will you prove that love? How much do you know about Cecilia?"

        "First of all, Cecilia is cute."

        "Huh...?!"

        "Yes, yes. That's right. ...Ah, that's not what I meant."

        

        Father cleared his throat with a "Ahem."

        Glancing sideways at Cecilia, who was covering her face and fluttering her legs, I continued with a smile.

        

        "She looks like an angel when she's sleeping peacefully. And when she wakes up, still half-asleep, she clings to me and acts adorable!"

        "Nngh...!"

        "Right, right. And what else?"

        "When she comes home after going out, she says she felt lonely and snuggles right into my arms, and when it's time to sleep, she says she doesn't want to sleep alone and begs me to come to her side quickly...."

        "Yes, yes!"

        "Stooop...!"

        

        A thin, high-pitched voice like a baby chick's kept escaping from beside Father.

        

        Meanwhile, Mother was giggling happily, and as I looked back and forth between her and Father, I finally opened my mouth again with laughter bubbling up.

        

        "Mother, Father! I have a request! *pfft* Ahem. I have a request!"

        "Speak!"

        "Please give me your daughter!"

        

        I bowed my head and shouted loudly.

        A thin voice crying "Eeeek...!!" came from somewhere, making me chuckle as I waited for the two of them to continue.

        

        And naturally.

        

        "Very well!"

        

        A predetermined play has a predetermined ending.

        

        "Seeing how well you know our daughter's cute aspects, it seems you're certainly prepared!"

        "As I said earlier, Mom already approves~."

        "Good! I gladly give you our daughter. May you two live happily together for a long, long ti—!?"

        "Dad, seriously...—!!"

        "Oof?!"

        "Whoa."

        

        Father went flying to one corner of the sofa, pushed by Cecilia who had finally exploded with embarrassment.

        It was quite a sight to see him crumpled in the corner of the sofa like a paper airplane that had hit a wall.

        

        "Ughh...! Seriously, both of you...."

        

        I could see Cecilia groaning with her face covered by both hands.

        Her face, barely visible between her fingers, was as red as an apple.

        

        "Dad and Eunhyuk are both idiots...."

        "Fufu♪ But wasn't it touching, my dear?"

      

      
        "..."

        "Mom found it really fun, reminded me of my younger days~."

        

        Cecilia pressed her lips together without answering her mother's question, asked with a beaming smile.

        

        It seems that while our performance was embarrassing, it also made her happy. Honestly, I felt a bit proud.

        

        "Oof...."

        

        Now that the play was over, I relaxed from my kneeling position and sat comfortably on the floor.

        The carpet was soft, but my legs were still a bit numb.

        

        "Our daughter seems to be loooooved very much by her son-in-law~."

        "Ugh...."

        "Fufu. You should love him back properly~? There's no one more precious than someone who treasures you~."

        "...I know."

        

        Cecilia mumbled with her face still covered by both hands.

        Mother smiled broadly as she watched her daughter nodding.

        

        "If you know, then here~!"

        "Huh?!"

        

        Suddenly, with those words, Mother pushed Cecilia forward.

        

        Naturally falling off the sofa, she flailed her arms as she tumbled forward and...

        

        "Ah!"

        "Whoa, eek."

        

        Fell right into my arms as if it had been planned all along.

        The sudden warmth of my lover was surprising but pleasant.

        

        "Uh, uhh?"

        

        Cecilia raised her head with a confused voice.

        

        Soon after, our eyes met at close range, and she stiffened, her face turning bright red.

        Her round, wide eyes were adorable. Her expression of maximum embarrassment made even my face feel hot.

        

        "Yes, yes. That looks nice~."

        "M-Mom too...!"

        

        The sound of a camera shutter clicked, and Cecilia turned around belatedly in protest.

        

        "...Eunhyuk."

        

        And as if seizing that opportunity, Father opened his mouth in a small voice.

        

        "Please take good care of our daughter."

        "...Yes!"

        

        At my loud response, Cecilia quickly turned back toward me.

        I simply smiled and patted her head as she wagged her tail nervously in embarrassment.

        

        "We've been accepted, you know."

        "!"

        

        Cecilia flinched in response to that one sentence, as if she hadn't expected it.

        As she was overwhelmed by indescribable emotions of joy, embarrassment, and touched feelings, the voices of her parents poured out without giving her a moment to breathe.

        

        "Hey, Cecilia. Why don't you stay close to your son-in-law a bit longer? For a commemorative photo...."

        "Ugh...."

        "Oh, that's nice. I should take one too~. We should make a frame to keep it in later...."

        "Ughhh...!"

        

        Cecilia showed an intense reaction, her ears and tail trembling.

        But soon, as if resigned, she let out a deep sigh and murmured quietly.

        

        "...Everyone's so mischievous."

        "Cecil, eek."

        "...♥"

        

        Cecilia leaned forward and snuggled into my arms.

        As a comfortable purring sound spread through the room, I chuckled and patted her back.

        

        The warmth and soft sensation transmitted to me.

        The clicking sound of phone camera shutters.

        

        Savoring it all, I simply held my small lover gently in both arms.
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        About two hours had passed since we received permission to marry from her parents.

        

        "Ugh, I'm exhausted..."

        "Haha..."

        

        I walked steadily down the still-bright street while supporting Cecilia, who was drooping with fatigue.

        The sensation of Cecilia clinging tightly to one of my arms and nuzzling her face against it tickled me.

        

        "Mom and Dad were sooo... They got too excited..."

        "Well, their only daughter is getting married. They must be that happy."

        "...I understand, but still."

        

        With a soft "hmm" through her nose, Cecilia came to a stop with me at a crosswalk.

        

        Her cat tail swayed gently, drawing some glances from passersby, but the looks weren't too obvious, so neither of us paid much attention.

        

        "But why did they have to take so many commemorative photos?"

        "Hmm~. Maybe they're planning to make actual frames to hang them up? Your dad is a carpenter, after all."

        

        I answered lightly, recalling the photo session that had stretched on for a full hour.

        

        Her parents' commemorative photo session had started with a simple hug shot of me and Cecilia.

        What began with requests like "Look over here" and "Smile" eventually turned into "Try this pose, try that pose"... No wonder we were tired.

        

        "Frames, huh~..."

        "Honestly, I'm happy about it. It feels like they're trying to personally record each happy moment."

        "Hmm..."

        "Are you still embarrassed?"

        

        We walked across the crosswalk as the light turned green.

        Still clinging to my arm, Cecilia pondered for a moment before softly speaking.

        

        "...I am embarrassed."

        "I can imagine."

        "But, you know? I was just thinking..."

        "?"

        

        As we finished crossing, Cecilia's hesitant voice settled softly in my ear.

        

        When I turned to look down at her, I saw her face had turned a faint shade of pink.

        

        "...If those photos were framed and hanging in the living room of the house we'll share, I might actually be happy about it..."

        "..."

        

        Ah, how can someone be this cute?

        

        "...Huh?!"

        

        I lowered my head slightly toward the embarrassed Cecilia, pressing my forehead against hers and gently nuzzling.

        

        Her surprised squeak at the sudden display of affection was adorable.

        

        "...Should we ask your father to make one for us later?♬"

        "Ah... Mm-hmm."

        

        Cecilia responded to my whisper with a shy voice.

        She was truly lovable.

        

        After that small moment, we straightened up and continued walking.

        The warmth from our tightly held hands felt comforting.

        

        "Come to think of it, I forgot to ask. Are you very tired, Cecilia?"

        "Hm? Well... somewhat? Setting aside the mental damage, striking all those poses was a bit exhausting... Though I recovered a little during lunch together."

        "Really? If you're too tired, I was thinking we could just go home and rest today."

        "...? Oh."

        

        Cecilia let out a delayed, blank response as I nodded.

        She seemed to have just remembered our schedule for the rest of the day.

        

        "Will you be okay?"

        "Hmm~... Yes, I'll be fine."

        "Are you sure?"

        "I'm a little tired, but not terribly so... And this is important, so yes."

        

        Cecilia smiled sweetly as she faced me looking down at her with concern.

      

      
        It was an adorable expression mixing slight fatigue with anticipation and satisfaction.

        

        During lunch with Cecilia's parents, a question had come up:

        "By the way, what did the groom's parents say?"

        

        'Right. Since we've greeted Cecilia's parents, we should also greet mine.'

        

        With that thought, I called my parents right after the meal...

        ...and the result was, [It happens to be our day off today, want to meet?]

        

        It was the perfect completion of a tight schedule created by several coincidences. Yes.

        

        "How are your parents doing?"

        "I call them occasionally, and they say they're healthy. Work seems a bit busy, but surprisingly they have a day off today."

        "Hmm~"

        

        We chatted lightly as we walked into an alleyway.

        

        I wondered how my parents would react to our marriage.

        Of course, they've been favorable toward us for a long time, so I wasn't worried—

        

        "?"

        "Wait a moment."

        

        Suddenly, Cecilia stopped walking.

        When I turned my head questioningly, she looked around the narrow alley before smiling and speaking.

        

        "Hmm. I was just thinking, I do feel a bit tired after all~..."

        "Yes."

        "...I need to recharge for a moment♥"

        "!"

        

        Cecilia suddenly snuggled into my arms, rubbing her cheek against my chest.

        

        The soft sensation enveloping my body.

        Warm comfort and purring sounds.

        

        "...You're such a baby."

        "♥"

        

        Was this revenge for my forehead nuzzling earlier?

        Either way, it was cute.

        

        I wrapped my arms tightly around her as she purred happily.

        The ticklish feeling of her nuzzling made me smile.

        

        And so, in that empty alley, we held each other, continuing our embrace until we were both satisfied.

        

        ***

        

        A short while later, we arrived at my apartment.

        My parents had joined us, making four people in the cramped space.

        

        "Mother, Father!"

        "Yes, yes~!"

        "Yes."

        "...Please give me your son!"

        

        Cecilia knelt down and smiled brightly as she delivered her line to the people who had comfortably settled in.

        

        I could see my mother covering her mouth with both hands, her eyes sparkling with emotion.

        My father, though not showing it as openly, was nodding with a satisfied expression, clearly quite excited.

        

        Watching Cecilia passionately seeking marriage permission from our parents, I felt a peculiar feeling and awkwardly smiled.

        

        So this is how Cecilia felt earlier.

        It was a strange sensation.

        

        "Ahh~~. To think such a day would finally come for us... Isn't it moving, dear?"

        "Haha, yes. Days this joyful don't come often in life."

        

        I noticed Cecilia secretly letting out a sigh of relief at their positive response.

        Even though she knew they would approve, she must have been a little nervous.

        

        "When you called saying you wanted to see us, we came, but~ we had no idea you'd bring such happy news~!"

      

      
        "Ahaha..."

        "Our son is so fortunate~? To have such a cute wife?"

        "Hehe. Thank you, Mother~."

        "Aww~ so cute~~!"

        

        My mother was dying of cuteness over Cecilia's purring laughter.

        My father looked back and forth between the two women with a pleased smile.

        

        It was a heartwarming sight.

        

        "So, so? What about your wedding plans~? Have you decided on a venue?"

        "We've chosen a dress and wedding shop, but beyond that, not yet..."

        

        I answered somewhat uncertainly to my mother, who had turned around excitedly to ask.

        

        As my mother nodded, my father spoke up with a smile.

        

        "You're both young, so there's no need to rush things. Anyway, congratulations, Eun-hyuk."

        "Thank you!"

        "And Cecilia?"

        "Ah, yes. Yes!"

        "Please take good care of my son?"

        "I'll take good care of Eun-hyuk~!"

        "...Yes!"

        

        A gentle, warm atmosphere spread calmly throughout the apartment.

        Looking at the three smiling people, I got up from my seat with a pleased smile and said:

        

        "Will you two be staying for a while? Would you like something to drink?"

        "Juice for mom~."

        "Ah, juice for me too..."

        "Coffee for dad. Strong would be nice."

        "Aye, aye."

        

        I nodded happily and reached for the cupboard.

        As I grabbed a coffee stick and took out cups, I overheard whispers that tickled my ears.

        

        "...Thank you, dear."

        "Ah, pardon?"

        "You have no idea how much that reserved boy has brightened up since meeting you. Thank you for loving our son."

        "...Yes."

        "You're a gift to our family, Cecilia."

        "Truly. A very, very happy gift."

        "...♪"

        

        I can hear everything, geez.

        Why are they whispering in such a small space as if it reduces the volume?

        

        "Here~ Juice and coffee are served~."

        

        Still, pretending not to hear seems like the kind thing to do here.

        Honestly, it makes me a bit happy too.

        

        "Thank you~."

        "Thanks."

        "Thank you~."

        

        I nodded at their thanks in order.

        Suddenly aware of the smile lingering at the corners of my mouth, I leisurely took a sip of orange juice.

        

        It tasted sweet.

        

        "Oh right. Cecilia, may I ask you for a favor?"

        "? Yes."

        "Could I possibly pet your ears once...? They look so soft every time I see them, and I've wanted to touch them..."

        "Ahaha! Yes, of course~! Would you like to touch them too, Father?"

        "Oh! Thank you~."

        "Then I won't hesitate..."

        

        My mother slowly reached out and gently stroked Cecilia's head.

        Then my father extended his hand and lightly stroked Cecilia's tail with the back of his hand.

        

        Their exclamations of "Ooh!" were accompanied by cheerful purring sounds that filled the room.

        

        It was truly a pleasant sight to behold.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.189On the eve of that day, experiencing the extraordinary within their ordinary lives

      
        "So, so, you know? And then what Eunhyuk said was~~."

        "You're excited, Cecilia."

        "Your excited look is cute too♪"

        

        Around noon, with the sun shining brightly.

        On the rooftop, gathered with familiar faces.

        

        Sitting comfortably on the mat that Elya had thoughtfully brought, I continued chatting excitedly with my friends in the cozy atmosphere spreading around us.

        

        "He said he's counting on me from now on too, and that we should spend a happy life together, and then he hugged me tight~... ...♥"

        "You two are still so lovey-dovey~."

        "Every time I hear your stories, I always think that man is such a romantic. Even though I haven't met him that many times."

        

        Sheri's cheerful voice and Hyerim's admiring tone alternated in the air.

        I nodded with a bright smile at their favorable comments.

        

        It had already been several weeks since we received our parents' blessing for our marriage.

        

        Since then, the wedding preparations had been progressing smoothly day by day, making me feel like I could fly these days.

        

        "Ehehe~. Yes~! Really, every time he holds me tight in his arms, I'm so happy...♬"

        "Heeh."

        "Being loved feels so good~. ...Don't you two think so too~?"

        "Hueht."

        "Why, why suddenly ask us..."

        

        The two underclassmen who had quietly followed us to the rooftop to enjoy the sunshine and breeze.

        Tullia of the Harpy tribe and Dian the vampire.

        

        Looking fondly at the interspecies couple already famous among the first-years, I continued teasingly.

        

        "Well, besides me, you two are the only ones here who are dating someone?"

        "Uh, we're not really anything special..."

        "While you're clinging to each other like that~?"

        

        I said with a smile, looking at Dian sitting on the ground and Tullia embracing him from behind like a back hug.

        

        Holding each other so affectionately like that and claiming they're not dating?

        Hmm~ Well, since they're both the type who can't lie, I guess it's not strange if they're 'not' dating yet, but still~.

        

        "Ah..."

        "..."

        

        With their faces bright red, showing such obvious signs of being conscious of each other, and still saying they're "nothing special"?

        No way~.

        

        "Should I move away now, Dian...?"

        "...Just. Stay like that a little longer."

        "Ah, uh, okay."

        

        Aww~!

        

        How innocent.

        My underclassmen were too cute.

        

        "By the way, Cecilia getting married! I feel lonely~!"

        "Uwah?!"

        

        Just then, Phil rushed over and hugged me tightly.

        Looking up at me as I was startled by the sudden hug, Phil continued.

        

        "Can't you just marry me instead of him? Hmm~~?"

        

        Phil buried her face in my chest, playfully acting spoiled.

        

        Perhaps sensing something from her behavior, Sheri, Hyerim, and Elya chuckled and followed Phil's lead, rushing toward me one after another.

        

        "That's right, that's right~! Come here, tight!"

        "Haha. Well, I do feel a bit lonely too. Hmm~..."

        "Don't forget about us after you get happily married, Cecilia~? Here, tight hug♬"

        "Huyik. Hot, it's hot...!"

        

        Being tightly embraced by all four of them at once, I could feel my body temperature rising instantly.

        

        The weather was already quite warm...!

        And they all had high body temperatures too... ugh, so hot!

        

        "Ueh. It's not like I won't be coming to school after getting married, why are you all like this~!"

        "Hmm~ A bit of revenge combined with an initiation?"

      

      
        "Eh...? I understand the initiation, but what revenge??"

        "Well, Cecilia~ You've been talking about nothing but him lately. Honestly, I'm a little jealous~."

        

        ...Have I been doing that?

        

        I tilted my head, feeling a bit guilty at Sheri's words.

        

        Talking about nothing but Eunhyuk.

        Hmm, thinking about it, I guess I have been excited about the wedding lately...

        

        "So it's revenge! We'll make sure you can't forget us, even if we have to force you!"

        "Kyah! Uh, uugh~! It's hot~!"

        "Hehe~. How about it, this should be enough to make you not forget us~?"

        "Co, come on~. Surrender, Cecilia~."

        "Just say you love us too~!"

        

        Close friends who get caught up in the mood are truly scary.

        Feeling the touch of my friends hugging me without mercy, I tapped my hands and spoke through my laughter.

        

        "Okay, okay—! I surrender! ...I love you all!!"

        "Ehehe♪"

        "Hmhm♬"

        "Waa~."

        "Thanks for the confession♪"

        

        My friends finally let go one by one after my passionate confession of love.

        

        Looking around at the four delighted friends, the two bewildered underclassmen, and the other two underclassmen who seemed to have just arrived on the rooftop with blank expressions, I muttered quietly.

        

        "...You're all scary."

        "Oh right. I almost forgot this."

        "?"

        "Everyone ready?"

        "Of course~."

        "Yes."

        "Okay. One~ Two?"

        

        """"Congratulations on your marriage, Cecilia~!""""

        

        "..."

        

        Amidst the spreading voices, the corners of my mouth naturally curved into a smile without me even realizing it.

        

        What incorrigible friends.

        Savoring the happiness, I could only mutter that to myself.

        

        ***

        

        "...—if I had to choose one from among them, this place is better. When Hope and I were looking around, we gave up on this place because it didn't match our style? But the venue itself is quite nice."

        "Let me see.... Outdoor setting, beautiful background, pretty trees. Isn't this exactly what you were looking for, senior?"

        "Hmm. It's definitely not bad... Now the issue is the budget. How much is the rental fee for this place, hyung?"

        "Let me think. If I remember correctly, it's roughly...—"

        

        Despite not having many people, the convenience store somehow felt bustling.

        Watching a customer naturally turn around at the entrance as they were about to come in, I carefully examined the laptop and tablet screens spread out on the table with the other two.

        

        "Oh, ohh. Isn't that a bit expensive for a wedding venue, Senior Jaesub?"

        "It is expensive. But personally, I don't think it's bad. Considering the quality, it's not that expensive either."

        "That's true, but still..."

        

        Junior Oh Eunhwan with his distinctive speech pattern that seemed both cheeky and not.

        Senior Jaesub who always grumbles but takes excellent care of others.

        

        These two had been kindly helping with the wedding plans for several days now.

        

        "And what's important is your budget, right? What do you think, Eunhyuk? Does this place seem good?"

        "Hmm. I'll need to do some calculations... but this seems pretty good? Let's consider it one of the strong candidates for now."

        "Okay."

        

        The quiet sound of typing echoed through the convenience store.

        

        The venue for the ceremony, the style, organizing the guest list, budget planning, and so on...

        

        Just a few days ago, Cecilia had asked excitedly how the preparations were progressing so quickly.

        This was the secret.

        

        With support from someone who was already planning to get married soon and another energetic person, preparations couldn't help but move quickly.

        

        "Done. Is the dress prepared?"

      

      
        "Ah, yes yes. I went and confirmed it the other day."

        "Cecilia in a wedding dress~. I'm looking forward to it! What day of the week will the ceremony be?"

        "Probably Saturday? We did consider Sunday too, but..."

        ""?""

        "...I'd like to spend the first day leisurely, just the two of us."

        "Oh~. Yo~~. Senior~."

        "Haha. 'Leisurely,' is that right?"

        "Hey! Both of you, quiet!"

        

        I preemptively shouted at the two who were clearly about to tease me.

        

        ...What's wrong with wanting to spend the day after the wedding alone together!

        I have my romantic fantasies about the wedding night too...!

        

        "About contraception... no, never mind."

        "Keep that up and you might get hit, hyung...?"

        "Sorry. The words just slipped out."

        "I hope you two have a good time~."

        

        Senior Jaesub awkwardly waved his hand, while Eunhwan smiled mischievously beside him, seemingly encouraging me.

        Unable to respond to their perfectly synchronized teasing, I just sighed deeply and unclenched my fist.

        

        Really, they were both such pranksters.

        

        "...Haaah~~..."

        

        I stretched out, leaning back against the chair.

        

        Rolling my eyes to look at the two typing away, I suddenly asked.

        

        "...By the way, aren't you two tired? Honestly, I didn't expect to receive this much help..."

        "Not tired at all?"

        "Not tired at all?"

        

        Their answers were immediate.

        

        Leaving me slightly taken aback, the two continued one after another.

        

        "When that troublesome junior is finally getting married, of course I should help this much. There were so many incidents before and after you started dating, so at the very least, your wedding day should be the best day... Don't you agree, Eunhwan?"

        "I completely~ agree~. Besides, no matter what anyone says, you're my senior, right~? As your junior, how could I not care about your wedding~! ...I also want Cecilia to have a good experience."

        

        Senior Jaesub's matter-of-fact response, as if asking why I would even question such an obvious thing.

        Eunhwan's words clearly showing his affection for both Cecilia and me.

        

        I couldn't help but smile at the touching sentiment.

        Really. It seemed everyone around me was such a good person.

        

        "...Thank you."

        "Don't mention it."

        "Treat us to a meal sometime~."

        "Sure, sure."

        

        It didn't seem like one meal would be enough to repay them, though.

        But that was fine.

        I'd have to treat them to something really special later.

        

        "You three~. Have some snacks while you work~."

        "Take it easy. There don't seem to be many customers today anyway. Don't worry about the business."

        

        Just then, with the jingling of bells, people entered the convenience store.

        

        A familiar face, Hope.

        And another familiar face, our store manager.

        

        Seeing the delivery food in their hands, I smiled.

        

        "You bought food? Really?"

        "Isn't it better than convenience store food?"

        

        At the manager's response, I chuckled again.

        

        I wondered if that was something a convenience store manager should say, but... well, no harm done.

        

        We pushed tables together to make space.

        As I was clearing away the laptop, I caught sight of the wedding venue screen and found myself smiling slightly.

        

        It really wasn't long now.

        And that fact alone made me incredibly happy.
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        Finally, this day has come.

        ...I've already repeated that thought to myself countless times.

        

        The relentless pounding of my heart echoed loudly in my ears.

        Feeling the excited emotions swimming through my head, I let out a long exhale.

        

        "Are you nervous?"

        "Honestly, a little..."

        

        I nodded awkwardly with a smile at my mother's voice coming from beside me.

        

        Nervous, huh. How could I not be?

        Who in the world would have nerves of steel enough not to be nervous in a situation like this?

        

        I turned my head slightly to look at the mirror on one side of the room.

        

        Beyond it, seeing myself in a suit standing in the middle of the bright wedding hall, an indescribable emotion welled up in my chest.

        

        A neat suit. A clean face meticulously prepared by the venue staff.

        Hair styled with unfamiliar wax and fingers gently groomed.

        

        Finally, this day has come.

        

        With that thought resurfacing, I gave a wry smile and waved slightly at myself in the mirror.

        

        "You look handsome, son."

        "It suits you well."

        "Thank you. Both of you."

        

        Perhaps they were concerned about my restlessness.

        I smiled faintly and lifted my head at the warm voices of both my parents coming one after another.

        

        "Phew!"

        

        Marriage.

        That single word dug deep into my heart.

        

        Today, I'm marrying Cecilia.

        Today, I'm becoming husband and wife with that timid, shy cat.

        

        I felt a strange mix of emotions.

        

        It was a feeling of unbearable ticklishness in my chest, along with such joy that I didn't know what to do with myself.

        

        "Ready, son?"

        "Still nervous?"

        "Yes, I'm still nervous. But it's okay."

        

        Because right now, even that nervousness brings me joy.

        

        As I answered with that thought, I saw a staff member signaling that it was time.

        

        "Go well."

        "Yes."

        

        I nodded firmly as I briefly responded to my father's voice.

        

        It was time to go meet the bride.

        

        ***

        

        [...I'm... who will be in charge of... Please give a round of applause—...]

        

        I took another deep breath in and out as I listened to the host's voice coming through the speaker beyond the door.

        My fingers trembled anxiously, and the pounding of my heart made me dizzy.

        

        Finally, this day has come.

        I chuckled to myself at that thought that had once again seeped into my mind.

        

        [...and now, the groom, today's protagonist, will enter. Everyone, please welcome him with a big round of applause!]

        

        I immediately raised my head, focusing on the voice that came through.

        In the slightly darkened space, I could see a staff member gesturing with a serious expression.

        

        The sound of inhaling through the speaker.

        A moment of silence drifting among the guests who had stopped talking.

        

        And then the next moment—

        

        [The groom, enter!!]

        

        A huge round of applause erupted, and simultaneously, the staff member opened the doors to the venue.

        

        Sunlight that seemed to make everything before my eyes glow white poured down under the blue sky.

        Looking at the freshly glistening grass and trees swaying in the breeze, I slowly began to walk.

        

        "Wow!!"

        "The groom looks so handsome!"

        "—!!"

        "So cool~!!"

        

        The sound of clapping hands and background music.

        Amidst it all, I smiled at the well-wishes shouted in loud voices and turned my head to look.

        

        An excited Eunhwan.

      

      
        Brightly smiling Mr. Donggeon.

        Mr. Unho clapping until his hands might burst and Ms. Heewon shouting with both hands cupped around her mouth.

        

        Precious acquaintances gathered to celebrate this day.

        Drawing courage from their faces and voices, I walked straight ahead along the sun-drenched path.

        

        "Nervous?"

        

        When I reached near the center, the host suddenly spoke to me.

        As I turned my head, I saw Jaeseop hyung's face looking at me with a playful smile.

        

        "I am nervous."

        "Very?"

        "Very."

        "For what reason?"

        "Because I'm too happy. Shall we proceed?"

        "So curt. Ahem, [Now, next we'll have the entrance of the beautiful bride who is the flower of today's wedding! Everyone, please welcome her once again with a big round of applause!!]"

        

        I nodded with satisfaction at hyung's skillful handling of the microphone as he continued his lines.

        

        I'm glad I left this to him.

        I sincerely thought so.

        

        [The bride, enter~!!]

        

        Along with an elegant melody, thunderous applause once again filled the venue.

        The doors opened, and I involuntarily held my breath as I saw Cecilia coming out from the building into the sunlight.

        

        Her loveliness, harmonized with the pure white dress, sparkled and shone under the bright sunlight.

        An irresistible cuteness emanated from her as she shyly took steps while firmly holding her father's hand.

        

        How can she be so pretty?

        How can she be so beautiful and lovely?

        

        Just with a little makeup and wearing a dress.

        She's more beautiful now than at any other time before.

        Beyond her mere appearance, the mysterious atmosphere surrounding her body was sacred.

        

        I could see Cecilia glancing at me, her face showing a rosy blush and a shy smile.

        Seeing her like that, a smile naturally bloomed on my face as well.

        

        How adorable.

        

        "I entrust my daughter to you, Eunhyeok."

        "I will certainly make her happy, father-in-law."

        

        With the unfamiliar term "father-in-law," I received Cecilia's hand from her father.

        

        As we stood before the platform, Cecilia suddenly whispered in a voice so small that only I could hear.

        

        "...Do I look pretty?"

        

        A single sentence mixed with her breath.

        Glancing at her cat ears twitching happily under the sunlight, I smiled and answered.

        

        "You're pretty. Cute, and so beautiful. ...I want to hug you tight."

        "...♥"

        

        Hyung let out a wry smile at the two of us whispering right in front of him.

        And then Cecilia and I quietly appreciated the following words from the host who was also officiating the ceremony.

        

        [...and so, today the groom and bride will become husband and—...]

        

        To be honest, I couldn't fully hear the words.

        I just kept glancing at Cecilia who was holding my hand tightly beside me, finding her too adorable.

        

        And it seemed Cecilia felt the same way...

        When our eyes met as she glanced at me, both of us smiled broadly and fidgeted with our hands.

        

        [Groom, do you swear to never make your beautiful bride cry and to love her sincerely for the rest of your life?]

        "I swear."

        [Bride, do you swear not to make your kind groom sad and to love him beautifully for the rest of your life?]

        "I swear."

        

        There was no mention of interspecies marriage between a non-human and a human.

        No talk about this being essentially the world's first case, or about the legal support from the host's wife...

        

        None of those comments came up as the marriage vows continued.

        

        Hyung must know too.

        That all those things, at least here, are completely meaningless.

        

        Species and such don't matter at all.

        

        Here, I am simply the groom, Lee Eunhyeok.

        And here, Cecilia is simply the bride, Cecilia.

        

        [Then, the two of you, for the vow's kiss...]

        

        At hyung's words, we turned to face each other.

        

        Looking at each other at a distance where our noses would touch if we lowered our heads.

        As I gazed at Cecilia's beautiful face, she suddenly giggled and let out a small laugh.

        

        "What?"

      

      
        "...You look so, so handsome♥"

        

        A smile escaped me at her voice whispering with aegyo.

        

        Mischievous one.

        I thought to myself as I slowly reached out to her soft cheek with a smile.

        

        "Mmm...♥"

        

        A purring sound pleasantly tickled my ears.

        

        Savoring the deep happiness that permeated the moment, I slowly lowered my head.

        As if trying to match my height, Cecilia stood on her tiptoes and brought her lips to mine.

        

        "Chu..."

        "Chu...♥"

        

        The soft, warm sensation made my head feel hazy.

        The peach-like scent mixed with perfume, and the thin purring sound that followed naturally made my eyes narrow.

        

        Without thinking too deeply, I gently caressed Cecilia's cheek and enjoyed our long kiss.

        

        "...Chu."

        "Chu..."

        

        Happiness like eternity.

        Joy spreading throughout my body in rhythm with my pounding heart.

        

        I couldn't come to my senses with the feeling of my head burning up.

        

        "...Puha."

        "Mmm..."

        

        The long yet short kiss ended, and our lips parted.

        

        Conscious of my heated face, I raised my head to see Cecilia's face, smiling with teary eyes colored by happiness and joy.

        

        "...I'm happy♥"

        

        Her words made me feel as if I had been rewarded for everything.

        

        Holding back tears that suddenly threatened to well up, I firmly held her hand and bowed to the gathered guests.

        

        "Cecilia is beautiful~!!"

        "You two must be happy!!"

        "Congratulations, Cecilia!"

        "Congratulations on your marriage, both of you~!"

        

        Sherry, Phil, Hyerim, Elya.

        The group of classmates who gathered to congratulate Cecilia.

        

        "C-congratulations, senior!!"

        "Congratulations on your marriage!"

        "Y-you must live happily! ...Is that right?"

        "...Ah, congratulations!!"

        

        Tulia, Dian, Linne, and Dahlia who was once awkward.

        The adorable group of juniors who came to congratulate their senior.

        

        "Congratulations on your marriage!!"

        "Be happy~!"

        

        Mr. Donggeon, Mr. Unho.

        The guardian group.

        

        "Congratulations~!"

        "Congratulations, senior!!"

        "Have a beautiful love~!!"

        "Congratulations, both of you."

        

        The boss, Eunhwan, Ms. Heewon. And finally, Jaeseop hyung.

        The convenience store group I've been indebted to for a long time.

        

        And—

        

        "Congratulations!!"

        "B-be happy!"

        "Sniff, t-tears..."

        "You must live beautifully together!!"

        

        Mom and Dad.

        Mother and Father.

        ...Our parents.

        

        Tears finally fell as applause erupted from all directions.

        Looking to the side, I saw Cecilia similarly crying while smiling.

        

        "" Thank you!!! ""

        

        With one final greeting in the loudest voice possible, we wiped away our tears.

        

        Our married life begins.

        Surely, from now on, we'll be even happier than we've been until now.

        

        - I Picked Up a Drunk Cat Girl, Main Story (End) -

      

    

  
    
      Ch.191Side Story 1 - The Newlyweds' First Night

      
        The heavy footsteps echoed softly through the quiet hallway.

        

        A flickering light illuminated the corridor bathed in twilight.

        Soon the footsteps stopped, followed by the clanking of metal.

        

        Click. The small sound of a doorknob turning.

        The gentle clank of a door opening and closing.

        

        And at the end of the resumed footsteps—

        

        "...I'm home~!!"

        "I'm home."

        

        The energetic voices of a man and woman who had taken deep breaths resonated loudly in the narrow room.

        

        Laughter escaped me at the familiar air of home.

        

        The bed where the two of us sleep together.

        Moonlight gently shining through the window.

        

        Feeling a subtle satisfaction in the cozy atmosphere, I set down the luggage I was carrying.

        

        "Phew..."

        "Yay~♪"

        

        As I started unbuttoning my shirt, Cecilia darted past me quickly.

        

        I chuckled as I watched her throw herself onto the bed and nuzzle her face against the pillow.

        

        "Good work, Cecilia. Let's rest a bit."

        "Hehe♬ Okay~!"

        

        She turned around while hugging the pillow tightly and answered with a bright smile.

        

        Her silver-white tail swaying gently.

        Her face flushed pink with happiness.

        

        She's cute.

        Newly appreciating this fact, I lightly removed my dress shirt.

        

        "Eunhyuk, Eunhyuk!"

        "Hmm?"

        

        As I was hanging my shirt on the chair, I suddenly heard her calling me.

        When I turned my head, I saw Cecilia already lying sprawled on the bed, smiling.

        

        "Over here♪"

        

        With a mischievous and affectionate smile, Cecilia patted the space beside her.

        

        'Come lie down next to me~' is that it?

        Seeing her expression full of aegyo, I found myself smiling as I walked over.

        

        "Alright, alright!"

        "♥"

        "Oof."

        

        I threw myself onto the empty space beside Cecilia.

        

        The mattress rippled and the soft blanket caressed my skin.

        Meanwhile, Cecilia, who was watching me from a nose-touching distance, began humming and swishing her tail when our eyes met.

        

        "~~♬ ~♥"

        "You seem happy."

        "Yes~! Ah, yes...♥"

        

        I reached out and gently stroked her soft cheek.

        

        A purring sound softly escaped.

        Her expression melted with affection, and her breath tickled my face as it flowed between her lips.

        

        "...Ehehe♪"

        

        She looked happy.

        Smiling at her expression, I continued moving my hand when suddenly she spoke in a playful voice.

        

        "Hey, Eunhyuk?"

        "Hmm?"

        "...Honey?♥"

        

        Her words made me flinch.

        

        'Honey,' she says. How powerful.

        I felt my heart pounding with fresh excitement.

        

        "Hehe♥ Eunhyuk, your face is bright red~~."

      

      
        "Ugh... I'm just surprised. You suddenly used a term you don't normally use..."

        "Are you embarrassed~~? But you know? ...We're husband and wife now...♥"

        

        Her last words, almost like a whisper, made my heart pound again.

        

        With a beaming smile, she moved closer to me and whispered softly in a purring voice.

        

        "So... you know? Umm, darling?"

        "!"

        "My lord~♬ My husband? ...Honey~~♥♥"

        

        Her sweet voice dripping like honey made my body twitch repeatedly.

        

        Where did she learn such aegyo...

        It feels like my reason is melting away.

        

        "Fuhu, ehehe♬"

        

        Finding my reaction amusing, Cecilia giggled and pulled her face away.

        With her swaying tail as a backdrop, she licked her lips in an alluring manner.

        

        My face felt hot.

        

        "Umm... Where did you learn all those terms...?"

        "At school! I asked the teacher~ and looked in books~. I wanted to try this kind of teasing someday~♪"

        "...You little prankster. So well-prepared."

        "Ehehe~♪"

        

        A chuckle escaped me.

        To think she prepared by looking through books just to play a prank when the timing was right.

        It was so typical of Cecilia. Really.

        

        "Ah, yes~~♥"

        "So? Which term do you like best?"

        "Hmm~?"

        

        I asked while petting the purring cat's head.

        Cecilia rubbed her head against my hand, thought for a moment, and answered.

        

        "Hmm~ First, 'my lord'? I probably won't actually use it, but it sounds fun♪"

        "Yes, yes."

        "Then 'honey~' or 'my husband~'. They're all nice, but above all else...."

        "Above all else?"

        "...'Eunhyuk' is my favorite♥"

        

        Suddenly shifting from discussing terms of endearment to a love confession, Cecilia rubbed her cheek against my chest and smiled adorably.

        

        Feeling my heart continue to pound without any sign of calming, I grinned with overwhelming happiness and spoke.

        

        "...Are you happy being married?"

        "Yes!♥"

        "Whoa."

        

        As soon as I asked lightly, Cecilia pounced and hugged me tightly with both arms.

        

        Cecilia firmly embraced my back and happily rubbed her cheek against me.

        Feeling her vigorous purring, the ticklish sensation of her cheek, and the soft, squishy feeling around my stomach, I slowly hugged her back.

        

        "...Hehe. You're that happy~?"

        "So happy♥ Being married to Eunhyuk~♬ Do you know how much I've dreamed of this~?"

        

        She looked up slightly and spoke with a bright smile.

        As she purred like a cat, I touched my nose to hers and spoke.

        

        "Clingy little cat."

        "Yes, yes~! I'm Eunhyuk's aegyo queen Cecilia~!♬ Ehehe, meow~?"

        "Haha."

        "~♥"

        

        She lowered her head again and rubbed her nose against my chest.

        

        Her energy is really high.

        I thought to myself as I gently stroked her while hearts seemed to burst from her.

        

        "Mmm♥ Now that we're not just lovers but officially husband and wife~. We can do things we couldn't do before, right?"

        "Yes, of course. Is there something you want to try?"

        "Yes! For example, you know? Like being called 'Eunhyuk's wife~' by someone somewhere, things like that!"

        "Ah~."

        

        I nodded continuously as I stroked Cecilia, who had started chattering excitedly.

        

        "Like getting family discounts at movie theaters~. Or if someone tries to hit on me, saying 'I'm already married~' and turning them down~..."

        

        Each wish was so modest.

        Yet Cecilia expressed these modest wishes with a face that couldn't contain her joy and anticipation.

        

      

      
        She was so lovable.

        

        "Yes, yes. Let's do them all, one by one!"

        "Really?!"

        "Of course. We'll be together from now on, so we have plenty of time. Right?"

        "Ehehe. Yes!♬"

        "Huhu. Do you have any other wishes? Since we've become, um, husband and wife. Any big hopes you couldn't mention before."

        "Other wishes? Hmm~...."

        

        I waited for her answer as I rubbed my heated cheeks with my hands.

        Our teasing and cuddling had raised our body temperature, making it a bit hot.

        

        "...O-one. There is one."

        "Hmm?"

        

        I turned my head while fanning myself.

        And seeing her face, my body stiffened.

        

        "It's, well. I-I'm not saying I want it right away! But since we're married now, someday~... you know."

        "Y-yes."

        

        I saw Cecilia with her face bright red as if embarrassed.

        Seeing her ears, which had been perked up cutely until now, drooping shyly, I felt cautious myself.

        

        "...ild."

        "Hmm?"

        

        I reflexively asked again when I heard her tiny voice.

        

        'Ild'?

        What's 'ild'?

        

        It was too quiet to hear clearly, what word ends with 'ild'—

        

        "Um. ...I want a child..."

        "..."

        "Of course I don't mean right away!? I-I'm still a student! But, well, you know...!"

        

        I saw Cecilia stomping her feet, unable to find the words to explain.

        Looking at her blankly, I quietly mulled over what she had said.

        

        She wants a child... huh.

        And Cecilia said it herself....

        

        "Uuuu.... O-of course I can wait until I graduate from school. So—"

        "...Yes, yes! I understand perfectly!"

        "Uwah. Eek?!"

        

        I twisted my posture and laid Cecilia flat in the center of the bed.

        I gently mounted her, leaning over her in a dominating position, and whispered softly into her ear as she let out a small scream.

        

        "You want a child, but since you still need to attend school, you have to wait until graduation~?"

        "U-um, yes. After all, I'm still a student... even though we're married."

        "But it's not that you don't think about it at all, you do want it, but being a student you need to exer... exercise? Restrain? Ah sorry, I got tongue-tied."

        "?"

        

        My words got mixed up and my tongue got tied in the middle.

        With the flow broken, I smiled wryly and just honestly expressed my desire to her.

        

        "Honestly, we're both tired from everything we've been doing, so even though it's our first night as a married couple, I was thinking we'd just sleep tonight. But then you suddenly say something so cute..."

        "...!"

        "My heart is racing."

        

        I took Cecilia's delicate hand and gently placed it on my chest.

        I heard her swallow at the transmitted heartbeat.

        

        "Hey, Cecilia?"

        

        I spoke as if whispering and raised my head.

        

        Beneath me, with her hands neatly folded, I saw Cecilia with her face bright red, her expression a mix of joy and embarrassment.

        

        Her trembling light blue eyes are beautiful.

        The night sky outside the window, like a curtain, added to the quietness of the room.

        

        "...Shall we?"

        "Mmm...."

        "Hmm?"

        "...Turn."

        "?"

        "T-turn off the light...."

        

        I chuckled as she spoke while tightly gripping my pant leg.

        

        Really, she was such a cute girl.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.192Side Story 1 - Gently, Attentively, Filled with Affection, and Slowly

      
        "...Come to think of it, it's been quite a while since Eunhyuk initiated things first."

        "Hm?"

        

        With a click, the light turned off, and moonlight streaming through the window cast a soft glow throughout the room.

        

        In that dim darkness, Cecilia hugged her pillow shyly while gazing at me intently.

        I tilted my head curiously and moved toward her, responding to her voice that was almost a whisper.

        

        "Was it...? Thinking about it, I guess it has been."

        "That's what I mean~... It's rare for Eunhyuk to be so direct, so honestly, I was a little surprised..."

        "Hmm."

        

        Even in the darkness, I could clearly see Cecilia's face flushed bright red.

        I couldn't help but chuckle at her sky-blue eyes that were filled with shyness and moisture.

        

        With a creak of springs, I placed my knee on the bed.

        I moved closer to her, caressing her cheek and whispering:

        

        "...Did you dislike it?"

        "!"

        

        I could feel the warm body heat from her as she clutched her pillow.

        The way her cat tail twitched nervously was adorable.

        

        "...you know."

        "Hm?"

        

        I tilted my head at her soft voice.

        Cecilia turned to face me, her expression a mix of embarrassment and affection, and whispered again:

        

        "...How could I dislike it, obviously. ...It's you, Eunhyuk, not anyone else."

        "Aww~~ really!"

        "Eek?!"

        

        Unable to resist her cute and heartfelt words any longer, I pushed her small body down onto the bed.

        

        The mattress bounced.

        A sweet voice escaped through her lips in surprise.

        

        "...You're so cute♪"

        "Ahh...."

        

        I whispered softly to her and smiled.

        

        I had definitely been tired today.

        But now I could feel desire welling up inside me.

        

        "Is this okay, Cecilia?"

        "........Yes♥"

        

        After a brief silence, I saw Cecilia nodding.

        

        The pillow she had been holding fell to the side with a thud, and as her shirt rode up slightly, revealing her beautiful body line, she continued shyly:

        

        "But it's our, our first night together..."

        

        I could feel her cat tail gently brushing against my leg.

        Folding her ears and bringing her hands together, the blushing bride looked into my eyes and said:

        

        "...Make it an unforgettable night, my husband?♥"

        "Of course."

        "Yes...♥ ...Chu. Mm..."

        

        I leaned in and gently pressed my lips against her small ones.

        

        Cecilia closed her eyes, wrapped her arms tightly around me, and shyly explored my lips.

        I couldn't help but chuckle at the sight of her slightly parting her lips as she showered me with kisses.

        

        It was a ticklish, heart-stirring, adorable kiss.

        Unable to resist that tantalizing sensation, I slipped my tongue between her slightly parted soft lips.

        

        "...?!♥"

        "Chu, mmm..."

        

        I felt Cecilia's body tremble for a moment.

        Feeling her arms tighten around me, I slowly moved my tongue between our overlapping lips, exchanging affection.

        

        "Ahh...♥ Mmm ...chu?♬ Mmm...♥"

        "Slurp, haa.... Chu..."

        

        The sensation of hot breath escaping between our lips was intoxicating.

        My heart beat comfortably as we held each other tightly.

        

        We gazed at each other with half-closed eyes in a dreamy state.

        Feeling Cecilia's tongue intertwining with mine in response to my movements, I kept our lips pressed together as if the moment would last forever.

        

        "Chu.... Mmm, more...♥"

        "...! Mmm, slurp. Mmm..."

        "Chu, mmm...!♥ Haa...♥ ...Chu!♥ Mmm...♥♥"

        

        Slowly, leisurely.

        Restraining the desire to explore more intensely, I kept it slow and sticky. As if building excitement by carefully intertwining our tongues.

        

        "Mmmmm...♥"

        

        Perhaps she couldn't bear the slow, lingering kiss any longer.

        I soon felt Cecilia's hips against mine beginning to squirm suggestively.

        

        She sighed and moaned through our sealed lips, licking my tongue stickily with moist eyes.

        I smiled at her seemingly begging me to touch her quickly, and slowly extended my hand.

        

        "Chu, haa.... ...Ahh...!♥"

        

        I gently but firmly grasped Cecilia's breast, which was too large to fit in one hand.

        

        The elasticity and impressive softness that could be felt even through her shirt.

        I continued the caress slowly, enjoying her moans as I intertwined our tongues stickily and gently kneaded her breast.

        

        "Haa♥ There, ah.... That feels goood...♥"

        "Does it feel good?"

        "Chu. Mmm...♥ It feels goood.... Ahh♥ Haaa...♥ Di, direct. ...Touch me directly... okay?♥ Mmm...♥"

        

        I chuckled at Cecilia's suggestive pleading voice and lifted my head.

        

        I reached down with both hands and firmly grasped the hem of Cecilia's shirt.

        Feeling her expectant gaze, I slowly, gradually lifted her shirt upward.

        

        "Mmm...."

        "Come on, arms up~..."

        "...Mm......♥"

        

        I completely removed her loose white shirt and tossed it aside.

        

        Her soft yet healthy-looking fair stomach.

        

        Her slender waist.

        Her flawless pink skin.

        

        Her beautiful nape that provoked sadistic desires, and the silk underwear concealing two large, luscious fruits....

        

        "Haa...."

        "Eep?!♥"

        

        Unable to resist, I leaned in and planted a kiss♥ on her soft-looking nape.

        

        "Ha♥ Aah♥ Ahh! Mm...!♥"

        

        Cecilia trembled sensitively and moaned with each kiss—smack, smack—that I planted.

        While holding her tightly with one hand, I unhooked her bra with the other.

        

        "Hueh...♥♥"

        "♪"

        "Ah, mmm...♥"

        

        Enjoying her melting expression, I nonchalantly removed the bra straps from her arms.

        I tossed the now meaningless piece of cloth aside as well, and was about to lift my head to take in the sight of her exposed skin when—

        

        "...No."

        "Mmph?"

        

        Cecilia, who had muttered in a small voice, suddenly pulled my head tightly with both hands.

        

        Half-forcibly buried in the softness of her chest, I tilted my head in confusion despite feeling the wonderful softness.

        Looking up at her, Cecilia muttered with a bright red face:

        

        "I'm, I'm embarrassed..."

        "..."

        

        Perhaps she's shy because it's been a while.

        Or maybe it's her own tactic to make this intimate time feel longer.

        

        "...Chu."

        "Ah?!♥ Mmm. ...Ah......♥ Chu, mm...♥"

        

        Either way, I suddenly thought that sometimes this wasn't so bad.

        

      

      
        I impulsively leaned in and pressed my lips against her soft ones.

        Exchanging breaths and intertwining tongues, I brought my free hand to her breast and gently kneaded it.

        

        "Mmm, mm...!♥ Haa♥ Ahh, ...Chu♥ Mmm...♥♥"

        

        I continued the caress slowly, enjoying the elastic sensation that molded to the shape of my hand.

        

        Her body continued to tremble, and her sweet moans sounded affectionately. My penis had been fully erect for some time now, but both she and I knew it wasn't time yet.

        

        "...Chu. Phew, it's hot..."

        

        With a light smacking sound, I separated our lips and quickly took off my shirt, tossing it aside.

        With my upper body now fully exposed, Cecilia suddenly whispered in a small voice:

        

        "...You look amazing♥"

        "Hehe. Thank you. ...Mm..."

        "Chu, mm...♥ Mmm, slurp.... ...♥"

        

        We embraced each other's unclothed bodies and pressed our lips together again.

        

        The feeling of Cecilia's soft skin against my bare skin was pleasant.

        The sensation of her soft fruits pressing against my chest, slightly squishing, was lovely.

        

        "Chu. Mmm...."

        "Mmm.... ......Ah♥"

        

        Feeling each other's heated body temperatures, I slightly shifted my position to the side.

        While doing so, I gently caressed her soft skin with my hand, slowly moving it downward.

        

        "Mmm......♥"

        

        Starting from her soft cheek, I stroked her chin, neck, and collarbone.

        Enjoying the suggestive voice that escaped with an "Mm...♥," I playfully moved my fingers over her soft breast.

        

        Lightly brushing—♥ the protruding bud, I moved further down.

        Gently stroking her fair stomach, I went even lower.

        

        "Haa...♥ Haaa...♥♥"

        

        Cecilia's breath, full of anticipation and excitement, tickled my ear.

        

        As I continued caressing her slightly trembling body and lowered my hand, my fingertips eventually touched the soft fabric of her pants.

        

        "Shall I take them off?"

        "...♥♥"

        

        In response to my question, Cecilia silently lifted her hips slightly to make it easier to remove her pants.

        Seeing her impatient, restless gaze, I chuckled and slowly, slowly lowered her pants while nuzzling her neck with my lips.

        

        "Mmm♥ Mm.... Mmm...♥♥"

        "...Chu♪"

        "Ah...!♥"

        

        I dropped the third meaningless piece of cloth to the floor below the bed.

        

        I stroked her soft leg skin and brought my hand back up.

        Feeling Cecilia trembling with excitement, I gently pressed the middle of her already sticky underwear between her legs.

        

        "Ahh!?♥♥ Haa...! Haa...!♥"

        "Hehe...."

        

        I firmly held her with my other hand as she jumped!! violently.

        

        Looking at her breathing heavily while half-embraced in my arms, I chuckled and kindly moved my fingers, stroking around her protruding clitoris in a circular motion.

        

        "Ahhh...♥♥ There. Th, there...♥ ...Ah!♥"

        "Does it feel good? Hmm...?"

        "...Eunhyuk, today you're, somehow. Your movements are so persis, tent...♥ Ahh...?!♥♥"

        

        Cecilia bit her lips as her body trembled as if experiencing a small climax.

        While continuing to caress her private parts and nape without stopping, I laughed at her escaping voice.

        

        Persistent movements, she said.

        Well, that was natural since that's exactly what I was doing.

        

        After all—

        

        "Cecilia, you asked for this, didn't you? Hmm...?"

        "Hueh...?"

        "You said to make it an unforgettable night, right?"

        "...!"

        

        Because it's our first night as husband and wife.

        Because it's a happy day we never want to forget.

        

        There are many reasons why I'm being especially attentive today, but in the end, there's really only one reason that matters:

        

        "I love you, Cecilia."

        "Ah...! Ahhh...."

        "Hmm~?"

        "Th, this timing is unfair...."

        

        I noticed Cecilia averting her gaze shyly.

        Chuckling at her bright red nape, I slipped my hand that had been making circles under her underwear.

        

        "Mmm?!♥"

        "Cute♪"

        "Ah♥ Ahh. Haa, haa.... Ah...?!♥ ...Mmm...♥♥"

        

        I firmly held her jumping, trembling body and carefully moved my hand.

        

        Hot heat and slippery love juices lightly entangled my fingers.

        Feeling the soft skin that jumped when pressed firmly, I eventually found the swollen clitoris and gently rubbed it with my juice-soaked fingers.

        

        "Ahh...!♥♥ Mmm!♥ Ugh, ahhh...!♥♥ Ngh, hh...!?♥"

        "Does it feel good? Are you about to come?"

        "Hhhh♥ Yes♥ Yesss...!♥♥"

        

        Looking at Cecilia nodding desperately, I exhaled a heated breath.

        Kissing her soft nape with a smack♥, I continued to gently rub her clitoris and whispered to her:

        

        "Relax, be comfortable. If it's hard to hold on, you can cling to me."

        "...!!♥"

        

        As soon as I said that, Cecilia reached out and buried her face deep in my arms.

        Her small hands trembling as they embraced my back. Her lips exhaling breath intensely.

        

        I continued moving my hand while looking adoringly at her cat ears trembling before my eyes...

        

        "Haa, ah!?♥ Mmm♥ I'm, cum, coming♥ I'm about to♥♥"

        "Yes, yes. You can come, Cecilia."

        "Hhhh!♥ Ah, ah♥♥ Cum!♥ Cumm, mmm――!!♥!♥♥♥"

        

        With an urgent voice, Cecilia's waist arched high.

        

        "―!!♥ ...―!!♥♥♥"

        

        Cecilia trembled violently in my arms, letting out desperate moans.

        Her stretched legs quivered with tension, and with her free hand, she tightly—! squeezed the blanket, her mouth gaping from the powerful climax.

        

        "...―Ahh!!♥ Ahh, ah!!♥♥ Ngh, hh!♥ Haa!♥ Aah...!♥♥ Haa...!♥"

        "That's it, that's it."

        

        I gently stroked Cecilia's head with my free hand as she trembled in the afterglow.

        

        Though she pressed her face tightly against my chest, she breathed in and out intensely, seeking air.

        Feeling the scent of excitement and lust beginning to spread throughout the room, I carefully detached Cecilia, who was clinging to me, and laid her straight on the bed.

        

        "Haa...♥ Haa, ah...♥♥"

        "Phew...."

        "...Mmm, you've gotten more skilled..."

        "Hm? Well... that's natural with experience? ...Was it too much?"

        "No. I don't dislike it, but it feels like only I'm feeling good.... Ah, mmm...♥"

        

        I gently patted Cecilia's head as she grumbled softly.

        

        She really doesn't need to worry about such things.

        I'm doing it because I want to. If I had to say, I actually prefer seeing her writhing under my hands....

        

        But whether she found it uncomfortable or embarrassing to be the only one receiving pleasure, Cecilia pouted with a red face.

        After barely catching her breath, she suddenly glanced at my eyes, gulped, and then—

        

        "...Eiyah!!"

        "Whoa?!"

        

        She suddenly lunged at me as I was sitting awkwardly and pushed my body down onto the bed.

        

        I felt the soft mattress undulating as it received my back.

        Despite my surprise, I soon opened my eyes, and amazingly, what I saw was Cecilia's bottom straddling me in reverse.

        

        "N-now it's my turn...!"

        

        Along with her mumbling voice, I felt soft hands grasping my pants.

        Before I could respond, she pushed down both my pants and underwear with both hands.

        

        "...! W-wow...!♥"

      

      
        

        Cecilia let out an admiring voice as she saw my penis spring out.

        

        My waist trembled momentarily as air suddenly touched the sensitive glans.

        Although I couldn't see my own member because of Cecilia straddling me...

        

        "It's so big...♥"

        "Umm, this is a bit embarrassing...."

        "...Chu♥"

        "Ah!"

        

        My body jumped in surprise as Cecilia suddenly licked my shaft.

        

        The sensation of her tongue stickily licking up my shaft and her soft lips.

        The feeling of her hand grasping the base as if to prevent escape made me feel like I was losing my mind.

        

        "Mmm...♥ Mmm, slurp. ...Bleh~.... ...Lick♥ Hmm~?♬ Chu♥"

        "Ugh, aah...."

        

        She kissed the glans after moving her mouth all the way up, then extended her tongue again to lick the entire penis, slowly going down to the base.

        

        My waist trembled at the sensation of her rubbing her cheek against it.

        When I instinctively grabbed Cecilia's bottom tightly due to the hot pleasure, she wagged her tail gently and giggled with a sweet laugh.

        

        "Hehe♥ Does it feel good~~?♥"

        "Mmm, it feels good...."

        "Hehehe♥♥ ...Aahn~~...♥"

        

        I heard the sound of her opening her mouth wide.

        And then, the wonderful warm and slippery sensation of her gradually engulfing my penis made me tremble with pleasure and pant.

        

        "Hah, ah...!"

        "...♥♥ Slurp...♥ Mm♥ ...Mmm! Slurp!♥ Mm, mph...!♥ Chumm♥♥ Haa♥ Chu, slurp...!♥♥"

        

        My waist trembled continuously from the sensation of her intensely sucking my penis.

        Half-instinctively looking for some way to counterattack, I suddenly looked at her glistening private parts right in front of my nose....

        

        "Slurp...♥ Mm? ...♥"

        

        While kneading her soft bottom, I slowly, slowly pulled down her underwear and let it hang down.

        

        Between her clearly visible legs, I could see her sticky private parts.

        

        Pink petals glistening with love juices.

        Above them, a shyly protruding, elastic clitoris.

        

        Taking in all of this with my eyes, I firmly grasped her swaying bottom with both hands again and....

        

        "Mmm...? ...Ah?!♥!♥♥♥"

        

        I pulled her toward me and took her sticky pink flesh into my mouth.

        

        "Ahh?!♥♥ Ugh, ahh...!?♥!♥"

        

        I felt Cecilia's body twisting violently from the unexpected stimulation.

        As if to subdue her, I firmly grasped her bottom and licked her sticky petals and clitoris gently yet intensely with my tongue.

        

        "Mmm!♥♥ Mm, mmmm...!♥♥"

        

        Cecilia trembled restlessly, unable to move properly with my member in her mouth.

        Unable to moan properly with her mouth blocked, she seemed to make a decision and briefly removed my penis from her mouth...—

        

        "―Slurp!!♥"

        "Ah...!"

        

        Then she swallowed my penis to the base while simultaneously wrapping my wrist tightly with her soft, fluffy tail.

        As if to say, let's see who can make the other feel better.

        

        "...Mmm!"

        "Slurp...!♥"

        

        From that point on, it was a continuous frenzy.

        

        Cecilia licking and sucking my member while moving her head intensely.

        Me licking her frantically, continuing to caress her.

        

        My head tingled from the pleasure that crossed my waist without pause.

        The honey that continuously overflowed in my mouth made me feel dizzy.

        

        "Mmm, mm...!♥ Slurp♥ Mmm...!♥"

        "Slurp, chu. Haa...! Chu!"

        

        ""Puha...!♥""

        

        How much time passed like that?

        

        Without either of us taking the lead, we separated our mouths and adjusted our positions.

        

        Me sitting straight in the middle of the bed.

        Cecilia suddenly clinging to me, nuzzling her cheek against me.

        

        "Mm...."

        "♥"

        

        The entrance of her wet private parts shyly engulfed the glans.

        I gritted my teeth at the hot, sticky sensation that wrapped around my waist and spread throughout my body.

        

        I believe this position is called the facing sitting position.

        That thought only lasted for a moment—

        

        "...―!!♥♥"

        "Ah...!"

        

        With a squelching sound, Cecilia lowered her hips, and a moan involuntarily escaped my lips as hot folds wrapped around my penis.

        

        Cecilia looked at my face with dreamy eyes and exhaled.

        I mindlessly fixed her hair that was sticking to her face with sweat, and Cecilia suddenly smiled and whispered to me:

        

        "...Mmm."

        "Mm...?"

        "...I love youuu♥♥"

        "Ah. ...Ahh."

        "Mm...!♥♥"

        

        Squish, squish.

        Cecilia began moving her hips along with her loving confession.

        

        My mind felt like it was turning blank from the sensation of her pussy tightly squeezing me.

        Between our suppressed moans, wet sounds echoed stickily throughout the room, and the creaking bed added to the suggestive atmosphere.

        

        "Haa, haa...!♥♥"

        "Phew, ugh...!"

        

        I reached out and wrapped my arms tightly around Cecilia's slender waist.

        Almost simultaneously, I exhaled hot breath and lost myself in pleasure as Cecilia's arms embraced me.

        

        Reason had already left both of us.

        Both Cecilia and I were simply exploring each other frantically, wrapped in love and lust.

        

        "Ahh―!♥♥ Ngh, mm...!♥"

        "Haaa...! Cecil, Cecilia...!"

        "Yes!♥ Mmm...!?♥♥"

        

        I called her name, not even knowing who was moving their hips anymore.

        To her, who responded with her whole body trembling, I gritted my teeth and whispered:

        

        "If you get pregnant, I'll definitely love our child...."

        "! Yes.... Yesss...!♥"

        

        The leisurely piston continued with only squelching sounds.

        However, perhaps due to the aftermath of our earlier 69, I could feel my swollen penis approaching its limit.

        

        "Phew. I'm going to cum, Cecilia...!"

        "Yes♥ Cum, inside...!!♥"

        "Ah...!!"

        "―!♥!♥♥"

        

        Spurt! Spurrt!!

        

        A pleasure that felt like my entire body was melting spread from my waist, as if it would last forever.

        

        Cecilia trembled all over with a moan mixed with breathing sounds.

        I embraced her tightly while panting.

        

        At the end of our attentive and leisurely sex, still deeply connected, we both gasped for air.

        In the lingering afterglow of the long pleasure, we whispered to each other without either taking the lead:

        

        "...I love youuu♥"

        "I love you, Cecilia...."

        

        Forgetting our mess, we pressed our lips together with a smack and shared a kiss.

        

        The moon sparkled and the bed creaked.

        Under the falling starlight, we remained connected for a while, savoring each other's love.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.193Side Story 1 - Newlyweds: A New Beginning

      
        "...Hey, Cecilia."

        "Hmm?"

        

        Wisps of pale steam float around the bathroom.

        The two of us wrapped in warm air under bright lights.

        

        With the sound of water pouring from the shower—swoosh—I, already comfortably soaking in the bathtub, suddenly spoke to Cecilia.

        

        "Earlier, given the mood and all, we talked about pregnancy, but..."

        "Hmm."

        "Thinking about it, it's not really the right time yet, is it? For getting pregnant..."

        "...Ah. Yes, that's right. Since it's not my heat cycle. Basically, I can't get pregnant... Though there are rare exceptions, so it's not completely impossible."

        "I see..."

        

        The cascading water gradually washed away the foam covering Cecilia's body.

        

        She rubbed herself here and there to rinse off the remaining bubbles.

        After lightly brushing her wet silver hair back, she turned off the shower with a click and gracefully stepped toward me.

        

        "Are you worried about it?"

        "A little, I suppose? We're married now, so I thought it might be time to start considering such things."

        "♥"

        

        She wagged her tail gently and smiled brightly.

        As she tried to enter the bathtub, I supported her waist with one hand to prevent her from slipping, while taking her hand with the other to gently pull her in.

        

        "Upsie..."

        "Mm..."

        "...♬"

        

        The water might have been a bit too much for two people, as it overflowed from the tub with a splash.

        But the refreshing sound seemed to put Cecilia at ease, as a happy purring sound softly resonated from her droopy-eyed expression.

        

        "So warm...♪"

        "Mmm, the bath salts smell nice. Different from what we used before though."

        "Yes...♥ This is what Hee-won gave us, right~...?"

        "Yeah. A wedding gift she gave us along with Jae-seop. Do you like it?"

        "Yes♬ Very much♪"

        

        She nodded with a beaming expression.

        It was cute watching her playfully splash the water with a languid, melting face.

        

        "Mmm~~! I'm tired~..."

        "Hehe. Well, you have reason to be... Does anything hurt?"

        "No~~. Well, if I had to say something, my lower back feels a bit weak..."

        "Okay... I'll give you a massage after our shower. Alright."

        "...♥"

        

        Her silent, bright smile conveyed an irresistible affection.

        The warm and rich emotion transmitted without a sound naturally spread a smile across my face as well.

        

        "...Eun-hyuk~~."

        "Yes?"

        "Hold me~."

        

        I tilted my head at her sudden aegyo.

        After a moment, seeing her perking up her ears in anticipation, I smiled brightly and opened my arms.

        

        "Come here?"

        "~~♬"

        "Yes. Hehe..."

        

        With the splashing of water, I warmly embraced her as she snuggled into my arms.

        

        The soft feeling of her skin against mine.

        Feeling her gentle breathing, purring, and the beating of her heart, I took a moment to catch my breath.

        

        "...So warm♥"

        "Warmer than the bathwater?"

        "You're warmer than the bathwater, Eun-hyuk... Yes~♥"

        

        The sensation of her nuzzling her face against my chest was ticklish.

        Unable to hold back, I burst into a smile and gently patted the back of my clingy wife.

        

        "Cecilia, you know..."

      

      
        "Yes~?"

        

        Cecilia lifted her head at my softly spoken words.

        Looking closely at her beautiful wet face right in front of me, I voiced a curiosity that had suddenly occurred to me in a gentle tone.

        

        "...How many children would you like?"

        "!"

        "Would you prefer a boy or a girl for our first child...? Of course, I'm confident I'll love either one."

        

        As I continued speaking softly, a laugh suddenly escaped me.

        We really have become husband and wife.

        The realization made my heart warm with renewed awareness.

        

        "Umm..."

        "Oh? Hehe, yes~?"

        "I'd like both a son and a daughter... If it's a child with you, I'll love them with all my heart no matter what."

        "~♬"

        

        Leaving the sound of splashing water, Cecilia embraced me in my arms once again.

        

        A happy purring sound.

        As if trying to feel my presence, she stroked my back with her small hands and continued speaking softly.

        

        "Children... well, I think it would be nice to have at least two. It would be less lonely for them than being an only child..."

        "Ah. I know, I know. I'm an only child too, so when I was younger, I sometimes wished I had siblings."

        "Me too~. Of course, friends and companions naturally come along as you grow up, but still, having family to share your heart with would make childhood more enjoyable."

        "Yes, yes."

        

        Cecilia and I nodded in unison.

        Perhaps because we were both only children, our thoughts aligned well. I was glad we shared the same opinion.

        

        "...Hehe♬"

        "Hmm?"

        "I like this kind of conversation♪ It really feels like we've become 'husband and wife,' and it warms my heart...♬"

        

        I smiled and patted her back as she continued speaking with a purr.

        

        They say people who love each other grow similar.

        It was both fascinating and delightful how Cecilia and I had come to think alike without even realizing it.

        

        "Upsie..."

        "Heheh."

        

        Suddenly, Cecilia spun around.

        

        She sat squarely on my thighs, leaning her back against me.

        Gently adjusting her silver-white hair that tickled my face, I wrapped my arms around her soft belly and held her close.

        

        "~♥ Mm... Am I not too heavy, Eun-hyuk?"

        "Hmm, not at all? You're lighter than I expected... You should eat more, Cecilia."

        "Really~?"

        "Yes, really."

        

        I answered softly while hugging her belly tightly with both hands.

        

        She really was lighter than I expected.

        I clearly remember that before, though it's a bit awkward to say, she was slightly heavier than now...

        ...Or have I gotten stronger?

        

        "...♬"

        

        Cecilia, seemingly reassured by my words, ran her finger gently across the water's surface.

        The small splashing sound spread through the warm steam.

        

        "...By the way, isn't summer vacation coming up soon?"

        "Hmm?"

        "Summer vacation, I mean. The weather's getting quite hot, so I thought it might be about time for it."

        "Ah~. Hmm... summer vacation. I think it's around the end of next month? If I remember correctly."

        "Heeh."

        

        School vacation is later than I thought.

        Nodding my head and playfully splashing my legs, I continued speaking softly.

        

        "By the way, Cecilia, are you studying well~?"

        "Ugh."

      

      
        "There's usually final exams right before vacation, right~? You said you worked hard with your friends for the midterms... but will you be okay for the finals~?"

        "...Eun-hyuk, you sound exactly like my mom..."

        

        Cecilia pouted slightly and grumbled while moving her legs up and down.

        Even that was so cute that I thought I must be quite the doting husband.

        

        "I am working hard~. I take notes, and when I don't understand something, I go ask the teacher."

        "Ooh. You are working hard. Do you have a goal?"

        "Hmm... It's not very specific, but I'd like to get into a university around here if possible~ That's about it..."

        "Ah, you did say you wanted to go to university."

        "Mm."

        "That's good. Fighting? If there's anything you don't understand, just ask me, I'll help you."

        "Mm!"

        

        I smiled as I watched Cecilia clench her fist in determination.

        

        A university around here.

        It'll be tough.

        

        All the universities relatively close to here are high-level ones...

        Surely Cecilia knows that too, so I admired her courage to take on the challenge.

        

        "Do you have something you want to do? You know, like a future dream."

        "Ah, th-that's a secret!"

        "?"

        

        Cecilia responded with surprise to my casual question.

        I tilted my head in confusion as I looked at her sky-blue eyes that had turned to face me.

        

        If she hadn't decided yet, that would be understandable, but a secret?

        Does she have some embarrassing dream?

        

        "What is it...? I won't laugh, okay?"

        "Ugh... Even if you look at me like that, I can't tell you yet...! Later, when I have more courage, I'll tell you properly..."

        "Hmm."

        

        Small droplets of water splashed around Cecilia as she flailed her arms and legs.

        

        Cecilia being this flustered was something new.

        It was fresh and amusing.

        

        "Okay, okay! Let me know when you're mentally prepared?"

        "Y-yes!"

        

        I chuckled as Cecilia nodded her head vigorously.

        

        Of course, I had no intention of forcing her to tell me if she wasn't ready.

        I was simply looking forward to the day she would tell me, while peacefully enjoying our daily life.

        

        "Still, I'm glad you have a dream, Cecilia."

        "...Yes♬"

        

        A strong purr flowed out like an answer as I gently stroked her fluffy ears.

        

        I could feel her cat tail gently tickling my stomach as it swayed.

        Unconsciously rubbing my lips against the soft nape of her neck in front of me, enjoying Cecilia's soft voice, I opened my mouth slightly and murmured.

        

        "...Shall we go to bed soon?"

        "Yes~♪ I'm plenty warm now~."

        

        With a splash, Cecilia rose from her seat, dripping water.

        Following her, I also got up from the bathtub and headed to the shower to rinse off the remaining foam.

        

        "~♬"

        

        When I suddenly stroked the cat tail swaying in front of me, a cute sniffling sound gently tickled my ears.

        I slowly moved my feet while gazing at her fair skin, flushed pink with warmth.

        

        Children, moving, studying, graduation.

        Though we've achieved the major life goal of marriage, there are still many goals remaining.

        

        I let the pouring water hit my body as I slowly pondered this fact.

        

        It wasn't a bad feeling at all.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.194Side Story 2 - Hot Summer, School Life

      
        Blue sky, fluffy cumulus clouds.

        Hot sunlight pouring down through the clear weather.

        

        "Good morning, Cecilia."

        "Good morning~."

        "Good morning to both of you~! Hello hello~~."

        

        I walked along the sunlit pavement, cheerfully greeting friends around me.

        

        I can feel the stares.

        Sensing the clearly intensified gazes compared to a few days ago—before the wedding—I still walked confidently without feeling intimidated.

        

        "Hello, good morning."

        "Good morning~. Did you spend a nice weekend with your husband, kitty~?"

        "Ahaha! Of course~. I had a good rest. ...Hmph. If my seniors are jealous, perhaps you should try finding partners of your own~?"

        "Ah, ahaha..."

        "When did this kid get so sharp with words..."

        "~♬"

        

        I easily brushed off the two frivolous senior guys who had obviously approached out of curiosity.

        

        The two seniors scratched the backs of their heads with awkward smiles as they gradually moved away.

        Watching them, I giggled secretly while swishing my tail behind me.

        

        I've noticed recently that getting married as a student seems to attract more attention than I expected.

        

        Both before and after the ceremony, there were quite a few people who flocked around just to see "the married student" without any particular reason...

        Having to deal with such people one by one made me realize this inevitably.

        

        "...Well! Not that I particularly mind."

        

        I turned my gaze away from the distant seniors.

        With a purring voice, I resumed my steady steps that had momentarily paused.

        

        When was it? Phil had asked me before.

        "Doesn't it tire you to get so much attention?" she'd said.

        

        And I, with the wedding right around the corner at that time, had answered...

        

        "With so many people already caring for me and loving me, I hardly notice that level of attention... That's what I said."

        

        I muttered to myself and let out a wry smile.

        Suddenly remembering my friends' touched expressions when they heard those words, I hummed a little tune as I stepped into the school.

        

        My skirt fluttered in the breeze that blew from outside the building.

        My ears perked up at the faint sound of air conditioning, and a smile naturally formed on my face as the cool air touched my skin.

        

        A season when flowers and grass grow refreshingly.

        The sun peeks out with a bright expression, and cicadas prepare one by one to sing their resounding songs.

        

        It was summer.

        

        ***

        

        "...It's hot—..."

        

        Lunchtime arrived as time passed.

        In the quiet classroom, laughter of energetic children and sunlight streamed through the windows.

        

        Phil and I giggled softly at the sight of Sherry sprawled on her desk as if glued to a bed.

        

        "How strange to see Sherry so exhausted~."

        "I know. Usually she's the most energetic among us... Are you that hot?"

        "Hot... it's so muggy. How are you two okay...?"

        "Well, the elven forests aren't exactly cool either."

        "I'm a cat, so I'm naturally resistant to heat."

        "I'm jealous..."

        

        Sherry mumbled with slightly envious eyes before burying her head down again.

        

        I approached her and gently arranged her sweat-dampened hair, speaking in a soft voice.

        

        "Actually, I find it strange that demon folk are weak to heat... Your skin is so red, yet you're weak to sunlight."

      

      
        "Demon folk originally lived in shaded areas—... ...Strictly speaking, we're distant relatives of dwarves. We're weak to heat because we're always in cool places..."

        "Oh, wow. I didn't know that."

        

        Demon folk being distant relatives of dwarves.

        It was mildly shocking, like when Elya told me that beastfolk were distant descendants of dragon folk.

        

        "Sherry~ I brought water~."

        

        Just then, Hyerim entered the classroom, sliding the door open.

        Sherry's eyes sparkled at the water bottle sloshing in her hand.

        

        "Ooh...! Thank you, Hyerim~..."

        "Don't mention it. Use that for today, but from tomorrow, you should carry your own."

        "Yeah.... I'll ask Donggeon to buy me one. I could handle it fine until last week..."

        "The weather suddenly got hotter. Here you go."

        

        Hyerim handed Sherry a water bottle filled with visibly cold water.

        Taking it lightly, Sherry rubbed the transparent bottle against her cheek, smiling contentedly.

        

        "Hehe..."

        

        A harmless smile spread across her distinctive red skin.

        I couldn't help but smile at how unusually cute she looked.

        

        "Mmm~~! It feels good to be in summer uniforms after so long~. It's definitely easier to move around."

        "Hmm. It is easier to move, but with arms and legs so exposed, it feels a bit embarrassing..."

        

        Hyerim stretched fully as she spoke, and Phil responded while looking at her own exposed limbs.

        

        As the two began complimenting each other's uniforms, I leaned lightly against the wall by the window.

        It was ventilation time, and the breeze coming through the wide-open window felt warm yet pleasant.

        

        "—...if you're concerned, lengthening the skirt a bit is one option..."

        "That's true, but I'm also worried about my skin tanning—"

        "...Mmm, this feels nice."

        

        I could take in at a glance the three of them spending their break time in relaxed comfort.

        

        Half-elf, demon folk, human, and beastfolk.

        Different races gathered together, chatting and having fun—thinking about it now, what a peaceful space this is.

        

        While it's nice to cuddle and play with Eunhyuk alone, hanging out with friends like this isn't bad either.

        It was fun and happy.

        

        "By the way, Cecilia, how are things with him?"

        "Hmm~?"

        

        Suddenly hearing a question directed at me, I lifted my drooping eyelids and responded.

        

        I yawned lazily and stretched my limbs fully.

        Feeling the tip of my tail quiver, I spoke in a drowsy voice.

        

        "With him... with Eunhyuk? Of course we're doing well~?"

        "I suppose so. I was just thinking... summer vacation is coming soon, so I wondered if you had any honeymoon plans~."

        "Ah~..."

        

        I nodded drowsily in response to Hyerim's question.

        Feeling the additionally curious gazes from Sherry and Phil, I thought for a moment before speaking.

        

        "We haven't made specific plans yet... but I think we'll probably go after vacation starts~?"

        

        People say honeymoons usually happen right after the wedding, but Eunhyuk and I were exceptions.

        That's because I'm still a student...

        

        We could skip classes and go if we wanted to, but finals are coming up soon, and vacation will follow shortly after.

        Rather than rushing, we decided to take it easy and go during the vacation, as Eunhyuk and I had discussed before.

        

        Some people asked why we didn't just delay the wedding if that was the case...

        But what could I do?

        I wanted to marry Eunhyuk as soon as possible.

        

        We've already spent our memorable first night in our familiar home~.

        We've received more than enough congratulations and blessings, so we thought taking our honeymoon at a leisurely pace would be fine~. That was our opinion.

      

      
        

        Others might find it unusual, but who cares?

        As long as we're happy, there's no problem. That's all there is to it.

        

        "A honeymoon during summer vacation~. ...It'll be hot. Make sure to apply sunscreen well, Cecilia."

        "Yes~."

        "So where are you planning to go~? The sea? The mountains?"

        

        I fell into thought again as Phil approached with a mischievous smile and asked.

        

        Where are we planning to go?

        Hmm~ while mountains would be nice with their lush green trees, but still...

        

        "The sea... I think? Since I've never been swimming before. If we go somewhere, I think it would be the sea."

        "Ooh~."

        "The sea is nice. Nothing's more refreshing than swimming in the sea this time of year."

        "That sounds nice~..."

        

        Phil, Hyerim, and Sherry responded in turn to my casual answer.

        

        As I watched the three of them seemingly imagining the sound of blue waves, swishing my tail gently, Sherry suddenly glanced at me and spoke.

        

        "...Can't you take me along?"

        "You brat."

        "Ow!"

        

        Hyerim immediately responded by lightly flicking Sherry's horn.

        With a cute 'bonk' sound, Sherry pouted and rubbed her horn.

        

        "But I want to go to the sea too~. Donggeon's been so busy lately, he hardly plays with me..."

        "Even so, there are limits."

        "Ahaha. But I understand what Sherry means. It would definitely be fun if we all went to the sea together~."

        "Phil too..."

        

        Hyerim awkwardly scratched her head as she watched the two starting to agree with each other.

        

        "No matter how you look at it, tagging along on someone's honeymoon seems inappropriate... Right, Cecilia?"

        

        Hyerim turned to me, seeking agreement.

        

        ...Normally, she would have a point, but...

        

        "...Cecilia?"

        "Hmm~..."

        

        I suddenly thought, wouldn't that be fine too?

        Come to think of it, I've never gone on a trip far away with friends.

        

        Going to the sea with friends, Eunhyuk, and the guardians, swimming and playing together.

        Having a barbecue party in the evening, and maybe even doing a test of courage.

        

        When night falls, Eunhyuk and I could get a room for two, and make up for the lack of alone time during the day...

        

        ...Huh?

        Somehow, it sounds better than I expected?

        

        "...Should I ask Eunhyuk about it?"

        "Cecilia?"

        "Whaaat!?"

        "Really...!?"

        

        I nodded my head despite being slightly startled by their more intense reactions than I had anticipated.

        

        Am I doing something wrong right now?

        But well, if he says no, I'll just change my mind then.

        

        For now... yes!

        Let's live freely according to what comes to mind!

        

        Thinking this, I nodded firmly to my friends once more.

        

        It felt refreshing.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.195Side Story 2 - Summer! When It's Summer, It's the Beach!!

      
        ["Well... I'm with my friends. I was planning to go on a honeymoon just the two of us, but... hmm~..."]

        

        After returning home, I told Eunhyuk about the conversation that came up at school.

        Hearing my words, Eunhyuk showed a slightly contemplative expression before continuing.

        

        ["As you know, honeymoons are traditionally meant for just the couple. That's why it's called a honeymoon—it's for the newlyweds. If other people join, it just becomes a regular trip, but hmm~..."]

        

        He kept pondering while glancing at me occasionally.

        

        I asked him what he thought about treating this as a regular vacation and going with everyone.

        

        ["I don't mind... But what about you, Cecilia? Would that be okay with you?"]

        

        In response to his question, I slowly nodded.

        

        ["Really?"]

        

        I nodded again.

        

        We've already received plenty of blessings.

        Even without a special trip just for the two of us, I'm already so happy, and I'd like to take a little break.

        

        And also—

        

        ["—..."]

        ["...Hehe♪ That's true. Yes, that's right. That's just like us. It's important to you too."]

        

        After I shared my honest thoughts, Eunhyuk smiled brightly and patted my head.

        His gentle voice tickled my ears through the unconscious purring sounds I was making.

        

        ["Yes. Let's go to the sea."]

        

        I'm so glad I married this person.

        How fortunate I am to be with someone who listens to my words and opinions.

        

        As the saying goes, "strike while the iron is hot." From that day on, Eunhyuk and I started exchanging messages with our friends and making various plans...

        

        "Wow...!"

        

        And now.

        

        A brilliantly clear blue sky that makes your nose tingle.

        The blazing sun, the dazzlingly sparkling white sand that's almost blinding.

        

        Swoosh—! The refreshing sound of waves crashing widely made me smile involuntarily.

        The sunlight piercing through my thin clothes and the scent of heat mixed in the air mercilessly emphasized that it was indeed "summer."

        

        A beautiful tourist destination with an impressive blue horizon meeting the sky.

        Even though it was morning, several excited tourists were already visible.

        

        """" It's the sea—!! """"

        

        Where waves meet the sandy beach.

        

        During the school break when students enjoy their vacation, our cheerful voices echoed widely across the impressively vast beach.

        

        ***

        

        Clang, clang, clang.

        The refreshing sound of hammering nails mixed with the pleasant sound of waves resonated across the sandy beach.

        

        "Done... Can you hand me the next nail?"

        "Ah, here it is!"

        "Heave-ho... The tent goes here, right?"

        

        Sherry's guardian, Mr. Donggeon.

        Our familiar Eunhyuk.

        And, um... an unfamiliar woman busy carrying luggage between them.

        

        After changing into our swimwear, we walked across the sand with drinks in hand toward the three people busy setting up tents and parasols.

        

        "Oh~. Donggeon, working hard~."

        "It's been a while, but your arms are still so thick. You must be strong."

        

        Sherry and Phil walked ahead, chatting excitedly.

        It was quite impressive how they both wore revealing bikinis as if they had coordinated beforehand.

        

        Sherry confidently strode forward, showing off her distinctive reddish skin.

        Similarly, Phil giggled beside her, flaunting her porcelain-like skin.

        

        Looking at them, I couldn't help but think how stylish they both were.

        

        Great figures, beautiful skin.

        And such confident attitudes.

        

      

      
        The matching sunglasses they wore like sisters added a playful impression to their appearance.

        They seemed like the type who would attract attention wherever they went.

        

        And then there was me, walking behind them, practically hiding...

        

        "Haaaaah..."

        "Are you okay? Do you want to go change into something else?"

        

        I was completely hugging myself while Hyerim patted me reassuringly from the side.

        My face was burning red for reasons beyond the sunny weather.

        

        "I'm, I'm embarrassed..."

        "Come to think of it, is this your first time wearing a swimsuit?"

        

        I nodded vigorously at Hyerim's gentle question.

        

        As she said, this was my first time wearing a swimsuit.

        Well, technically it was my second time since I had tried it on once when choosing swimwear with Elya, but...

        

        "Ugh...!"

        

        So, so embarrassing!

        

        The gentle breeze that came with the swooshing waves caressed my exposed legs.

        

        Shoulders, stomach, back.

        Thighs and calves revealed to quite a daring extent.

        

        With the hot sun and wind mercilessly touching parts of my body that I usually kept covered, I couldn't even lift my face due to embarrassment.

        

        ...H-how do others manage to wear this?!

        Even now, I'm so embarrassed and nervous that someone might stare at me!

        

        "Haaaaah..."

        "..."

        

        Hyerim silently smiled and patted me as I awkwardly shuffled along.

        

        My face felt hotter than the fine sand beneath my feet.

        

        "I think it suits you perfectly. Are you still embarrassed?"

        "W-well, Elya did praise me a lot when we were choosing swimsuits, saying I had a good figure, but that's separate from feeling embarrassed..."

        

        I answered in a small voice to Hyerim, who was now speaking with an amused smile.

        

        Yes, the swimsuit is pretty.

        Since I carefully chose it while shopping with Elya (who couldn't join the trip due to her schedule) instead of with Eunhyuk, I could confidently say it was a pretty and cute swimsuit.

        

        But a pretty swimsuit is one thing, and embarrassment is another...!

        

        I had no idea that showing bare skin outdoors would be this embarrassing...!!

        

        "But hey, Cecilia~."

        "...?"

        "We're almost there already~?"

        "!"

        

        I suddenly looked up at Phil's playful voice coming from ahead.

        

        Under the parasol that had appeared through the blazing heat, three people were taking a brief rest on chairs.

        

        As they noticed us approaching and began to look at us with welcoming gazes, I shrank back again, awkwardly swishing my tail.

        

        "We're here, Donggeon~! Here's your drink~."

        "Oh, thank you. I was just getting thirsty... Hmm, the swimsuit suits you well?"

        "Hehe♬ Thanks~!"

        "Here's one for you too, sis. Are you tired?"

        "Ahaha. Thanks, Phil. It's nothing really~. I'm just helping these two gentlemen."

        

        Sherry and Phil quickly ducked under the parasol, handing drinks to their acquaintances.

        

        Suddenly losing my shield, I was momentarily flustered and quickly hid behind Hyerim...

        

        "Cecilia?"

        

        And naturally, Eunhyuk's voice called out to me.

        

        "Hey, Cecilia. Your husband is calling you?"

        "Haaaaah..."

        

        I lifted my head at Hyerim's excited, giggling voice, fidgeting with my tail.

        I could see Eunhyuk sitting on a chair like the others, smiling at me as I hid behind Hyerim.

        

        ...My face grew hot for reasons other than embarrassment as I saw my husband looking handsome in just shorts-style swimwear, revealing his clean skin and toned body.

        

      

      
        "Come on. You need to deliver that drink to your loving husband~?"

        "...Hyerim, you're being unusually mischievous today."

        "Not at all~♪"

        

        Hyerim answered playfully, happily tapping her feet under the bright sunlight.

        While I smiled briefly at my friend's unusually high spirits, I soon gathered my courage and stepped forward...!!

        

        "E-Eunhyuk!"

        "Yes. ...Oh~?"

        "Here, u-um, your drink! You worked hard in the heat, so, well..."

        

        The sunlight felt even stronger once I left my friend's shadow, embarrassingly tapping on my exposed skin.

        

        I lowered my head, too shy to face his reaction, and held out the drink with both hands, trembling slightly.

        

        "...Hehe. Thank you, Cecilia~."

        

        I felt Eunhyuk take the drink smoothly.

        And as I continued standing there, unsure how to react, I heard a soft laugh and then Eunhyuk getting up from his chair.

        

        "There we go..."

        

        I heard the sound of footsteps on the sand.

        

        Feeling Eunhyuk's presence approaching, my curiosity overcame my embarrassment and I slightly raised my head...

        

        "There, now you won't be embarrassed, right?"

        "...Huh?"

        

        Eunhyuk gently draped a cardigan over my shoulders, seemingly produced from nowhere.

        I let out a confused sound as I looked at his face, which was smiling happily.

        

        "Just thought you might not be used to being in a swimsuit. I prepared this just in case, and I'm glad I did."

        

        Hearing that, I quickly examined the cardigan draped over my shoulders.

        

        A light garment with characteristically semi-transparent white fabric.

        It seemed thin enough that I could wear it into the sea.

        

        It was women's size and fit my body perfectly.

        He really had prepared it in advance, knowing I would be embarrassed.

        

        "When did you...! Th-thank you! Eun-"

        

        As the remaining bewilderment was pushed aside by a wave of emotion,

        

        I raised my head with a bright voice, touched that Eunhyuk had done this for me, and then,

        

        "Ah~~ Really~♬"

        "?!"

        

        I was startled as Eunhyuk suddenly pulled me into a tight embrace.

        

        "You look so~ beautiful in your swimsuit! A bikini, huh? Elya knows her stuff. You're really, really cute, Cecilia♪"

        "...!"

        "You're so beautiful... I thought my heart would stop when I first saw you. Really, really beautiful."

        

        My heart pounded uncontrollably at the flood of compliments.

        His hands wrapped around my back, and the feeling of his firm, masculine skin against my bare skin made my face flush with heat again.

        

        "But it would be troublesome if other men started eyeing you, so let's keep the cardigan on when we're out, okay?"

        "Y-yes."

        "That's right~♪"

        

        I'm not even sure how I managed to answer.

        

        When I looked up in my dizzying emotions, I saw my friends trying hard not to burst into laughter with amused expressions.

        

        "Y-you guys...!"

        "Alright! Now that we're all set, let's get started!"

        

        Eunhyuk's refreshing voice cut off my words and resonated loudly.

        

        Looking around at our group of seven, including me and Eunhyuk—a larger gathering than expected—he exclaimed with a smile:

        

        "A four-day, three-night beach trip! Let's all have a great time~!!"

        """"" Yaaaaay~~!! """""

        "Y-yay!!"

        

        A huge cheer echoed across the beach.

        

        Looking at Eunhyuk as he winked at me after finishing his words, I preciously held onto the cardigan he had draped over me, still feeling some lingering embarrassment.

        

        It's going to be a fun trip.

        With that thought, I patted my heated cheeks and walked toward the blue sea with my friends.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.196Side Story 2 - The Sea, Water Play! Enjoy the Refreshing Coolness and Try to Catch Me~!

      
        "Oh, oh! So this is the ocean...!"

        "Is this your first time at the beach, Cecilia?"

        "Mmm. I've seen it a few times before, but coming here to play like this is completely new to me... Hyah!? C-cold!?"

        

        The waves crashed in with a swoosh, leaving white foam and a refreshing sound.

        I could see Cecilia flinching from the cold as the water touched her feet, her tail flicking in surprise.

        

        The sky was as blue as the sea beneath it, brilliantly clear.

        The intense sunlight beat down through gaps in the clouds, threatening to burn our skin.

        

        Students began splashing around cheerfully, dipping their feet in the water with bright laughter.

        

        Glancing sideways at the four girls in their various swimsuits, I stretched my arms and legs thoroughly before speaking to the man beside me.

        

        "Phew... Thank you for coming along, Donggeon."

        "It's nothing. If anything, we should be thanking you for bringing us. Sherry doesn't handle heat well, and since it's vacation time, I was thinking about taking some time off to visit the beach anyway..."

        

        Donggeon waved off my thanks with a smile.

        Under the blazing sun, the sight of his massive, glistening muscles in a swimsuit suddenly made me burst into laughter.

        

        "Pfft... Ahem. S-still, thank you. The equipment, the driving... I couldn't have managed those things. You've been a lifesaver."

        

        I suppressed my laughter with trembling shoulders and sincerely thanked him again.

        Though I couldn't get used to those intimidating, half-exposed pectoral muscles, my gratitude was completely genuine.

        

        And for good reason—Donggeon had been the biggest help in making this trip happen.

        

        He'd handled the pension reservation, covered expenses, brought equipment like parasols and tents, driven us to our destination, and supervised the children...

        He'd been so helpful that I barely had anything to do, and I couldn't thank him enough.

        

        "Really, thank you so much."

        "It's nothing. Don't mention it."

        "You two~! I brought the tubes~!"

        

        Hearing a bright female voice, I turned around slightly and nodded.

        

        Right, when it comes to help, I can't forget about her either.

        

        "Oh, thank you. There must have been quite a few..."

        "Oh, please~ They're just tubes. Since I can't do the heavy lifting, I should at least help with this. Right?"

        

        A woman wearing a pretty bikini with a thin cover-up smiled warmly at us.

        Seeing the kindness in her expression, I smiled back and nodded.

        

        Officer Yeon Jihye.

        Just as I was Cecilia's guardian and Donggeon was Sherry's, she was the police officer who had come along as Phil's guardian.

        

        When I first met her, I was honestly a bit uncomfortable, feeling like I was under surveillance because she was a police officer...

        

        "Here, here! Both of you take one~! There are plain tubes, and cute duck tubes, and teddy bear tubes~..."

        "Um, I'll pass. I'm actually a good swimmer..."

        "Ah, me too. I'm not as good as Donggeon, but I learned a bit from my father..."

        "Oh, is that so? That's too bad. I thought they'd suit you well. Ah! Phil~ Cecilia~ Sherry~ Hyerim~! Come stretch and get your tubes~!"

        """"Yes~!""""

        

        ...but watching her energetic and somewhat silly behavior, those worries quickly melted away.

        

        She'd said herself that she was happy to follow Phil to the beach and skip work for a day.

        It's a bit odd to say, but she reminded me a bit of Eunhwan.

        

        Cheerful and slightly airheaded, but capable of supervising the children well. From our brief conversations, I could tell she wasn't a bad person at all.

        

        "Hueh! U-Eunhyeok! Is the ocean always this cold?"

        "You'll get used to it and find it surprisingly warm~."

        

        Hearing that voice, I turned around slightly.

        The beautiful sight that met my eyes unconsciously spread a smile across my face.

        

        The sparkling sandy beach.

        The beautiful horizon mirroring the blue sky.

        

        Cecilia, revealing her dazzlingly fair skin, walking toward me with soft steps on the sand.

      

      
        

        "...Beautiful."

        

        I smiled again at my own spontaneous words.

        

        That swimsuit—Elya had picked it out, hadn't she?

        

        A pure white lace bikini that perfectly balanced cute flutteriness with breathtaking allure.

        

        The soft impression of the bikini, seemingly matched to her swaying cat tail, was surprisingly adorable.

        The way she was embarrassed by her emphasized figure and exposed skin was indescribably lovable.

        

        As expected of a succubus, her coordination skills were no joke.

        I was thoroughly satisfied.

        

        Though she couldn't join us on this trip due to personal matters... I felt I should give her something in return when we next met.

        

        "...You're staring too much, Eunhyeok."

        "!"

        

        I flinched at the whisper from behind me.

        

        Coming to my senses, I saw Cecilia blushing with embarrassment and the students snickering beside her.

        

        "Ah, hahaha..."

        "...Pervert."

        

        Cecilia glanced at me with a sidelong look, her face bright red with embarrassment.

        As she subtly covered herself with her arms, I let out an awkward laugh with cold sweat.

        

        Well, hmm.

        ...My wife was just too cute for her own good.

        

        ***

        

        "Hwa, i-is this okay...?"

        "It's fine, it's fine. I'm holding you, see? Now, one more step~."

        "Hauu..."

        

        A small wave rushed in with a swoosh, tickling pleasantly around our hips.

        

        The shallow water came up to about the top of our thighs.

        The cool temperature of the seawater and the soft sand beneath our feet.

        

        Cecilia clung tightly to my hand, taking hesitant steps forward.

        

        Glancing occasionally at her fair skin glistening with water, I smiled and gently led the tense cat-girl, slowly walking deeper into the sea.

        

        Currently, we were getting accustomed to the ocean.

        More precisely, since Cecilia had almost no experience with the sea and was a bit scared, I was personally guiding her to help her get comfortable with it.

        

        "How is it? Still scared?"

        "Um, mmm. But I think I might be okay if I get used to this..."

        

        Nodding her head, Cecilia timidly extended her leg to splash the water surface.

        When some of the scattered seawater splashed on her, making her cry out "Hyeek!?", I couldn't help but smile fondly.

        

        "Ack, ptooey. Ugh, salty!"

        "Of course it's salty~. Salt comes from the sea, after all."

        "Ah, mmm, yes... But it's kind of interesting. I've heard it was salty before, but this is my first time actually tasting it... So this is what it feels like."

        

        Cecilia looked down at the water surface as another wave rushed in with a swoosh.

        Looking at her sparkling eyes and the bikini lace fluttering in the wind, I suddenly felt mischievous.

        

        "Hey, Cecilia. Does water in your ears bother you as a demi-human?"

        "Hm? Mmm, not really? As long as you don't pour water directly into my ears, it's not a problem."

        "Hooh, hooh. Well, you do shower regularly... That's good."

        "But why are you asking that all of a sudden?"

        "Why indeed~~"

        "?"

        

        Cecilia seemed to have adapted to the water, standing naturally while feeling the waves.

      

      
        Standing a step or two away from her, I lowered my posture with a playful smile and...

        

        "Take this!"

        "Kyah!?"

        

        I splashed the cool seawater right at Cecilia.

        

        The water scattered with a splash sound.

        Thoroughly soaked, her fair skin and swimsuit now completely wet, she immediately understood what was happening and turned toward me with a fierce purr and a grin.

        

        "Eunhyeok, you~! Eeeit, revenge!!"

        "Uwah?!"

        

        Another splash sound rang out as cool seawater flew up dramatically.

        As it thoroughly drenched my sun-warmed skin, I smiled broadly at the indescribable refreshment and slicked back my hair.

        

        "Ce~ci~li~a~~?!"

        "Kyaa~! Run away~~!"

        "Get back here~!"

        

        As if her earlier awkwardness had been a lie, Cecilia splashed through the water energetically.

        Under the dazzling sunlight, I too smiled broadly and began chasing after her, splashing through the sea.

        

        "Come~back~here~~!"

        "Kyaaa~~!"

        "Fufu♪ You two are having fun~."

        

        Sherry's voice, floating nearby on a tube, rang out with joy.

        

        Donggeon pushing Sherry along, Phil and Jihye building a sand castle.

        Under the fond gazes of our entire party, we enjoyed a silly game of tag on the sea like a foolish couple.

        

        "Got you!"

        "Kyaa~!"

        

        Cecilia happily smiled as she was hit by the water I splashed.

        

        But perhaps her footing was bad, or maybe she simply lost her balance...

        

        "Oh, uwah?!"

        "Cecilia!?"

        

        Leaving a big splash, Cecilia tumbled face-first into the water.

        

        Feeling the shallow but not insignificant depth, I rushed forward with concern—

        

        "—Puha!! Ptooey, ahaha! Eunhyeok! Seawater really is salty!!"

        

        Bursting through the surface, Cecilia called out to me with the brightest possible smile.

        

        Her fair skin now completely wet and glistening in the sunlight.

        Looking at her shining silver hair swept back, I quietly smiled for a moment.

        

        "...Eunhyeok."

        "Yes?"

        "...It's my turn now, right?"

        "Huh? What? ...Puwah?!!"

        "Hehehe~~♬"

        

        Water splashed right in my face as I was spacing out.

        

        Hurriedly spitting out the salty taste filling my mouth, I finally raised my voice toward Cecilia, who had already started running away.

        

        "You~~?!"

        "Kyaaah~! Run away~~!"

        

        Leaving behind our companions' exasperated gazes, I started splashing after her.

        

        Scattering seawater, sparkling sunlight.

        It was summer.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.197Side Story 2 - Cup Ramen After Swimming and His Small Counseling Session

      
        "Oh!"

        

        A cute voice filled with anticipation echoed energetically under the cool parasol.

        

        The sound of waves crashing in the distance went "swoosh."

        The faint scent of the sea and the seasoning aroma that masked it.

        

        Students sitting in chairs with towels around their necks, waiting.

        I smiled contentedly at Cecilia who was swinging her legs with an excited expression as I poured hot water into the next cup of instant noodles.

        

        "It smells delicious!"

        "I'm hungry~"

        "Hehe. Just wait a little longer, everyone~♪"

        

        Jihye handled the children skillfully.

        Including Jihye, I handed out hot cups of instant noodles to everyone in turn.

        

        "Here~ Be careful, they're hot."

        "I brought kimchi!"

        

        Donggeon brought a side dish container from his bag in the tent next to us and placed it on the table.

        With a click, the container opened, revealing appetizing red contents. I tapped the top of my cup with my finger, waiting for time to pass.

        

        "I'm excited~♪"

        "Is this your first time having cup noodles, Cecilia?"

        "Yes!"

        

        I tilted my head curiously at the conversation between Cecilia and Phil from the front.

        

        Was that so?

        But since I worked at a convenience store, on days when both Cecilia and I were really too lazy to cook, we occasionally ate convenience store food...

        

        "She said she'd prefer to eat healthy food, so usually Eunhyuk cooks for her or they go out to eat..."

        "Oh~"

        "Haha. You're quite impressive, Eunhyuk."

        "Ah, hahaha..."

        

        I scratched the back of my head awkwardly as warm gazes suddenly fell on me.

        

        Hmm, that's right. That's how it was.

        I might have bought her other things, but I almost never bought her ramen...

        

        It's not that I particularly dislike ramen.

        I just wanted to feed her something more delicious and better if available. That's all.

        

        "Well! Today is an exception!"

        

        I spoke in an intentionally bright voice as I opened the cup noodle lid.

        The wafting seasoned aroma delightfully seeped into my body tired from playing.

        

        After swimming and playing to your heart's content, nothing beats cup noodles.

        It was a culinary delight everyone would acknowledge.

        

        """...!!"""

        

        Everyone in the group opened their cup noodle lids hurriedly, as if enchanted by the spreading aroma.

        Soon, without anyone taking the lead, cries of "Let's eat!!" erupted, and the meal began.

        

        Amid the slurping sounds, happy smiles bloomed everywhere.

        

        Salty, seasoned, and warm.

        Everyone chewed happily with mouths full of soup-soaked noodles, smiling at each other.

        

        Watching them, a happy smile spread across my face too.

        It was a joyful mealtime.

        

        ***

        

        "Phew... I'm full."

      

      
        

        After the meal ended, it was time for a short rest.

        Sitting quietly in a chair under the parasol shade, I watched the group of women building sand castles in the distance with a contented smile.

        

        I could see Cecilia smiling brightly with sand on her hands and face.

        Her cardigan fluttering in the breeze and her tail wagging happily naturally brought a smile to my face.

        

        How can something so simple bring such joy?

        I felt glad that I had brought her to the beach.

        

        "Everyone's having fun, aren't they?"

        "Ah, welcome back, Donggeon."

        

        Donggeon, who had just returned from throwing away trash, plopped down in the chair next to me.

        As he leaned back comfortably, I glanced at him and spoke in a light voice.

        

        "Aren't you going swimming?"

        "Haha... I'd like to, but I'm hesitant to leave Sherry alone. I was planning to teach her how to stay in the water soon. If she's with the others, it shouldn't be a big problem if something happens."

        "I see..."

        

        Well... Cecilia and I can play anywhere without issues, but Sherry, who's weak to heat, would probably enjoy being in the water.

        As her guardian, Donggeon couldn't be at ease leaving her alone.

        He'd feel reassured if she could at least float in the water.

        

        "Or I could teach her how to swim properly. It would be fun to swim together."

        "Haha. That sounds nice. I should go swimming with Cecilia later too~..."

        

        I muttered the last part to myself as I gazed at Cecilia building her sand castle.

        While appreciating her bright smile, I felt someone's gaze on me.

        

        "?"

        "No, I was just thinking how close you two seem."

        "Ah. Haha, that's embarrassing."

        

        I scratched my head with a smile at his honest compliment.

        Being told we looked close was a pleasant remark.

        

        "How did you end up getting married? Was there a particular moment?"

        "Hmm~. Let me think. There wasn't really any specific moment. We just lived together and gradually grew closer..."

        

        As I spoke, I suddenly realized something.

        Wait, come to think of it, he also...

        

        "'Living together and gradually growing closer'..."

        

        When I turned my head, I saw Donggeon with a bitter smile and a face full of sorrow.

        

        Right, that's it.

        Come to think of it, he lives with Sherry too, doesn't he?

        

        Just like with Cecilia and me, it's not easy for a man and woman to live together without anything happening, but I realized I'd never heard about anything romantic between him and Sherry.

        

        "...Is there a problem?"

        "Should I say there is, or should I say the problem is that there isn't..."

        

        Donggeon lifted his head and laughed with a look of resignation.

        Then he continued in a measured voice.

        

        "At first, we were just being considerate and friendly, so there weren't any issues..."

        "I see."

        "But as time passed, we became too comfortable with each other, and she became less cautious..."

        "Less cautious?"

        "For example, she'll come out to the living room with just a towel wrapped around her after a shower. Even when I'm there."

        "Ah, I see."

        

        I felt embarrassed by the explicit example.

        I quickly nodded and turned my head away.

        

        But I clearly understood what he meant.

      

      
        

        Though that was just one example, there must be plenty of similar situations in their daily life.

        Showing underwear, clinging to him without caution...

        

        Hmm.

        It seemed like he was really struggling.

        

        "What should I do about this~..."

        "Um, if I may ask, do you have romantic feelings...?"

        "To be honest, I'm not without feelings, but sometimes she seems too childlike... It's a dilemma."

        "A dilemma."

        

        I glanced toward the beach.

        Just then, I saw Sherry who had slipped and fallen face-first into the sand, her face covered in sand, yet smiling brightly.

        ...I could understand his conflict.

        

        "But she doesn't show any response or initiative either."

        "...Have you tried talking to her about it?"

        "I couldn't. I don't even know where or how to start such a conversation..."

        "That's true."

        

        A warm breeze tickled my cheeks along with the "swoosh" of the waves.

        As I closed my eyes listening to the refreshing sound of waves, Donggeon's voice reached my ears.

        

        "What should I do about this..."

        "...It's a bit off-topic, but remember the reason for this trip."

        "Ah, yes, yes."

        

        I opened my mouth softly, trying to help him.

        I wasn't sure if this would help, but it was up to the listener to interpret.

        

        "When I first heard about it from Cecilia, I honestly had some concerns. We're newlyweds, so I wondered if it was okay to go on a trip with other people."

        "Ah~ yes. That makes sense. I was a bit puzzled too."

        "So I talked it over with Cecilia, and she said..."

        

        Back then, I had asked with genuine concern, [Are you sure this is okay?]

        Meaning that I would respect her wishes if that's what she wanted...

        

        [Yes. After all, student days aren't infinite.]

        

        With a comfortable expression and a serious voice.

        

        [As a couple, we can travel alone anytime for the rest of our lives... But traveling with friends as students isn't something we can do forever.]

        

        Just as she always said she wanted to share her happiness with others because she was so happy.

        

        [If we're going to be happy, I want everyone to be happy together. I want to enrich both my student days and everyone else's.]

        

        That's what she said.

        

        How I smiled when I first heard those words.

        

        "Though we call them kids and students... they're not as young as we think. Not in reality."

        "..."

        "I think it might be okay to talk to her directly about it. Just my opinion, though."

        

        Suddenly, I saw Cecilia waving at me from a distance.

        "Eunhyuk~! Come look at this~~!!" her voice rang out loudly, and I stood up from my chair with a smile.

        

        "Anyway, good luck."

        "...Thank you."

        "Don't mention it. We help each other. I'm coming—!"

        

        I answered loudly and started walking.

        

        As I left the shade of the parasol, the hot sunlight settled on my skin.

        Despite the intense light burning my eyes, I smiled slightly and continued walking slowly.

        

        There was still plenty of the trip left to enjoy.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.198Side Story 2 - After the Day, at the Hotel

      
        "Hwaah~. I'm tired~~."

        

        With a single phrase still brimming with joy, Cecilia threw herself onto the bed.

        

        Her tail swayed gently, her cute cat ears twitched, and her soft silver hair fluttered.

        She wore fresh pajamas after finishing her shower.

        

        I couldn't help but smile as she hugged a pillow tightly and rubbed her cheeks against it.

        While drying my own hair with a towel, I picked up another dry towel with my free hand and gently rubbed her silver hair.

        

        "You should dry your hair properly after washing~. You'll damage your pretty hair."

        "Oh, huh? It's not dry yet?"

        "Yeah. A little bit. Come here for a moment?"

        

        I gently pulled up Cecilia as she turned her head toward me.

        She held my hand and followed me obediently as I guided her to sit on a chair in one corner of the room.

        

        "Now, stay still~."

        

        I picked up a hair dryer from the side table.

        

        I plugged it in and turned it on.

        After checking the temperature of the air coming out with a whirring sound, I carefully brought it to Cecilia's hair.

        

        "Mmm~~♬"

        

        Cecilia purred contentedly as the warm air permeated her hair.

        With my own towel draped around my neck for now, I carefully dried her beautiful silver hair, gently running my fingers through each strand.

        

        "Mmm~. Hehe♪ Feels so good~♥"

        

        Cecilia mumbled cutely while swaying her shoulders.

        A natural smile spread across my face at the soft touch of her hair against my fingers and her adorable voice.

        

        "...The night view is beautiful."

        "Ah, yes! It really is."

        

        I glanced over while listening to the continuous whirring of the hair dryer.

        

        A hotel room with elegant interior design.

        A spacious twin bed occupying the center.

        

        Beyond that, a large window taking up almost an entire wall.

        

        The scenery of the pale night sea shimmering in the moonlight and the twinkling city lights gently filled my eyes.

        

        The location was good, and so was the height.

        It was the perfect hotel room with a beautiful view all at once.

        

        "...Hehe♪ The lively daytime sea is nice~ but the quiet nighttime sea has its own charm too."

        "Yeah. It sure does."

        "Hehe. Mmm~~♥"

        "Oh my."

        

        After checking a couple of times that her hair was completely dry, I clicked off the hair dryer.

        At that moment, Cecilia tilted her head back and nuzzled her head against my stomach, making me chuckle as I gently rubbed both her cheeks with my hands.

        

        "Hyang~♥ Mmm~~♥ Hehe♬"

        "Hehe. You seem to be in a really good mood, Cecilia~?"

        "Yep~!"

        

        I could feel her soft cat tail playfully tickling my stomach.

        Hearing her loud, joyful response, I nodded with a smile.

        

        Well, of course she's happy.

        It's been a long time since we traveled, and it was her first time playing at the beach, swimming, building sandcastles with friends, eating ramen after swimming....

        

        And in the evening, we ate grilled shellfish at a restaurant overlooking the sea.

        

        With so many new and interesting experiences, how could she not be happy?

        

        "What about Eunhyuk~?"

        "Hmm?"

        "Are you happy?"

        

        Cecilia suddenly asked, sitting in the chair with her head tilted back, looking up at me upside down.

        Seeing her cute face slightly flushed and grinning widely, I smiled broadly and rubbed her soft cheeks vigorously.

        

        "Of course I am~~."

        "Awang. Ahng... Hehe♬"

        

      

      
        After enjoying this skinship for a while, I eventually let go and moved away.

        

        I walked over and plopped down on the edge of the soft bed.

        Cecilia followed me and, noticing the towel around my neck, giggled mischievously.

        

        "That won't do, Eunhyuk~."

        "Hmm?"

        "You should dry your hair properly. You'll damage your pretty hair♪"

        "Ah, whoa."

        

        Cecilia grabbed the towel and started rubbing my hair with it.

        

        The rustling sound filled my ears as the towel brushed against my hair, and my vision shook with the force.

        Though clumsy, her touch was filled with sincerity and affection, and I closed my eyes, feeling a deep satisfaction.

        

        "Hmm, done! Now, where's the hair dryer...?"

        "Mmm, you don't need to use the dryer. It's not like I have long hair, it'll dry soon enough."

        "Is that so? Hmm...."

        

        Cecilia tilted her head and hung the used towel on the chair beside her.

        Then she suddenly stared at me sitting on the bed, and then,

        

        "...Hehe♥"

        "Whoa? Eek."

        "~~♥"

        

        She leaned forward, completely relaxing her body, and embraced me without any resistance.

        

        Her soft ears touched my chest, and her flowing hair gently tickled my thighs.

        

        Purring cat sounds.

        The sound of a beating heart and loving breaths.

        

        Looking down at her as she nuzzled her head against my chest, I smiled and patted her back.

        

        "You little spoiled one."

        "♥"

        "Hehe. ...Oof, sha! Well! If you're going to be cuddly, wouldn't it be better on the bed?"

        "...! Yes! Thank you~♥"

        

        I leaned back against the headboard, and in the newly created space in the center of the bed, I embraced Cecilia once more.

        

        The mattress shifted with the weight, and the faint scent of soap tickled my nose.

        Feeling Cecilia's warm body tightly embracing me again, I smiled and stroked her.

        

        "Hehe.... Feel good?"

        "Yes...♥ So good♥"

        

        Cecilia answered in a sweet voice.

        With her affectionate words and her tail swaying as if to prove her sincerity, I blushed uncontrollably, my heart pounding as I smiled shyly.

        

        "Haha. Ah~ Really. You're really cute. I want to bite you."

        "~♥"

        

        After enjoying the ticklish nuzzling for a while, we changed positions without either of us initiating it.

        

        Cecilia sat down between my legs in the center of the bed.

        I embraced her from behind as she leaned back comfortably, and I gently pressed my lips against her flushed nape.

        

        "Mmm...♥"

        "Mmm...."

        

        A sense of comfort flowed between our synchronized breaths.

        

        It wasn't as stimulating as our previous position, but it was more comfortable.

        The tail tickling my stomach and the touch of her pajamas were soft.

        

        "...This is so comfortable...."

        "You must be tired after playing all day. You can lean back more if you want?"

        "Mmm, but I might be too heavy...."

        "It's fine, it's fine. You're nothing but light."

        "...Then I won't hold back."

        

        I smiled lightly as I felt Cecilia relax and entrust her body to me.

        She really was light.

        

        "...♥"

        "Hehe. Are you very tired?"

        "Yes.... Somewhat?"

        

        Cecilia said, glancing back at me.

      

      
        Looking at me with clear sky-blue eyes, she tickled my thigh with her finger, drawing circles as she continued.

        

        "I learned for the first time today that swimming uses so much energy~ Well, I wasn't exactly swimming...."

        "Yeah, yeah. It's hard to move in water. It consumes twice as much energy."

        "Ah, yes! That's exactly how it felt. So, well, I was surprised that just playing could use up so much energy... It was fascinating."

        

        She finished with a cute, satisfied smile.

        Seeing her content expression made me feel healed as well.

        

        "Come to think of it, where are the others? In the next room?"

        

        Cecilia asked, looking around suddenly.

        Well, since we came into the hotel separately earlier... It was a predictable question, and I answered lightly.

        

        "They're all in rooms on the second floor. Donggeon and Sherry in one room, Hyerim, Phil, and Jihye in another. Including us, that's three rooms total."

        "Second floor...? But we're on the fourth floor? Were there no rooms available?"

        

        To her natural question, I smiled slightly.

        

        Well, um.

        To get straight to the point, there were rooms available. The room right next to ours was empty.

        

        This small lodging had few guests due to its good scenery but poor surroundings like roads, and most importantly, because it wasn't well-known.

        If we had wanted to, it wouldn't have been difficult to book three rooms on the same floor.

        

        Yet we didn't, and the reason was probably one thing:

        

        "Well~ you see, Donggeon was the one who made the room reservations for us? I only found out later that the rooms were separated...."

        "Mmm."

        "Probably, well. ...He was being considerate. Since we're newlyweds."

        "...!"

        

        I saw her cat ears jump up in surprise.

        I chuckled as Cecilia instantly blushed, not knowing what to do, darting her eyes around.

        

        She was cute. Really.

        

        "...Uuu."

        

        A cute sound escaped from Cecilia's small mouth as I stroked her stomach without saying anything.

        As she turned toward me with a face full of embarrassment, as if protesting, I asked in a gentle voice:

        

        "Cecilia, ...are you feeling okay?"

        "!"

        "If you're tired, we can just sleep. Okay?"

        

        I could see Cecilia opening and closing her mouth hesitantly.

        Finding joy in her shy demeanor even after all this time, I was about to move my hand when—

        

        "...Chu!♥"

        "Mmph?!"

        

        Cecilia suddenly lunged forward and pressed her lips against mine.

        

        "...I'm tired, but."

        

        Turning to face me directly, Cecilia whispered.

        Looking up at me with raised sky-blue eyes, she carefully said:

        

        "...Still, it's our honeymoon."

        "Cecilia...."

        "...Eiyah...!!"

        "!"

        

        With a whoosh, she pulled up the thick blanket, which instantly covered both of us.

        

        Stuffy heat and suddenly darkened vision.

        Seeing Cecilia's bright red face through it all, I exhaled hotly and smiled.

        

        "...How bold."

        "♥"

        "Aum...."

        "Yes, chu...♥"

        

        In the invisible field of vision, relying on the sense of touch, we pressed our lips together without either initiating.

        We embraced each other slowly, feeling the transmitted body heat as we gently moved our hands.

        

        I could feel desire boiling up.

        

        From now on, it was husband and wife time.
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        "Good morning! Phil, Hyerim~!"

        "G'morning... Yaaawn―..."

        "Mmm, good morning... Did you sleep well, Cecilia...?"

        "Ehehe. Yep!"

        

        The sound of waves crashing against the shore echoed in my ears, accompanied by the squawking of seagulls that added vitality to the crisp morning air.

        

        It was the morning of the second day of our trip, after enjoying sweet moments the night before.

        We gathered in the hotel lobby on the first floor to meet up.

        

        Drowsy yawns resonated several times throughout the space.

        Hyerim rubbed her eyes with a dazed expression, while Phil nodded off, seemingly still in dreamland.

        In the distance, Ms. Jihye was hunched over, getting coffee from a vending machine.

        

        "Everyone looks so sleepy~."

        

        In stark contrast to the three drowsy individuals, the energetic Cecilia caught my eye.

        Wearing a loose t-shirt and gently swishing her tail, she showed no signs of the sleepiness that was evident in the others.

        

        "Did all three of you stay up late yesterday?"

        "Yeah... Last night, we played some board games with unnie and Phil. It was more fun than we expected, so before we knew it..."

        "Mnyah..."

        

        Hyerim answered Cecilia's question while Phil dozed off.

        As I was contentedly watching their cute behavior, Ms. Jihye suddenly approached with steady footsteps.

        With a languid smile, she handed me coffee saying, "Here you go." I bowed my head slightly in gratitude.

        

        "Hmm~ But Cecilia, you look so energetic~... Did you two go to bed early yesterday~...?"

        

        As I sat in a chair sipping the coffee I'd received, I suddenly flinched at the question Ms. Jihye directed toward Cecilia.

        

        I quickly glanced at Cecilia with nervous eyes.

        As if our minds were in sync, Cecilia looked back at me at the same time, our eyes meeting.

        

        After a brief exchange of unsteady glances, I nodded.

        The telepathy seemed to work as Cecilia also nodded once after receiving my signal.

        All of this happened in about 0.5 seconds. It was our doing, but the movements were impressively quick.

        

        "Well~ I was a bit tired from playing all day... Hehe."

        "I see..."

        

        Cecilia answered with a slight smile.

        Ms. Jihye nodded without any suspicion, which brought me a wave of relief.

        ...Thankfully, she was an innocent person.

        

        "Tired from playing, huh... Well, it's true that she collapsed from exhaustion, but hmm..."

        

        I muttered to myself while sipping my coffee.

        A small laugh escaped me at her cute excuse that teetered precariously between truth and lie.

        

        ...Cecilia was really cute last night too.

        That's all there was to it.

        

        "By the way, where are the other two?"

        

        I suddenly asked about the pair who hadn't yet arrived.

        

        Glancing at my watch, I saw it was about 10:30.

        Since we had agreed to meet at 10, they were significantly late.

        

        "Ah~... You mean Mr. Donggeon? Yeah, he wasn't answering his phone earlier..."

        "Sherry wasn't answering either... *yawn*."

        

        Ms. Jihye answered while stretching, and Phil added with a yawn.

        I tilted my head at their responses.

        

        Sherry aside, Mr. Donggeon being late?

        Though I didn't know him that well, I thought he wasn't the type to be late...

        

        Just as I was thinking this—

        

        "Sorry we're late!"

        

        With a clattering sound, a man and woman came running down the stairs.

        

        A muscular man with a large build and a red-skinned girl who seemed to be clinging to him.

        Without a doubt, it was Mr. Donggeon and Sherry.

        

      

      
        "Whew, I'm sorry. We overslept..."

        "Mmm..."

        

        Mr. Donggeon bowed his head while catching his breath, and Sherry did the same...?

        ...Looking closely, Sherry wasn't actually bowing but nodding off.

        I couldn't help but smile at her peaceful sleeping face.

        

        "Good morning, Mr. Donggeon."

        "Ah... Good morning, Mr. Eunhyuk. Did you sleep well?"

        

        We exchanged typical morning greetings as I nodded.

        

        As I sipped my coffee, I noticed Phil and Hyerim, who seemed to have finally woken up, approaching Sherry.

        

        "Sherry~ Wake up~."

        "Mmm..."

        "She's sleeping so soundly. Did Sherry and oppa stay up playing too?"

        "Ah, hahaha. Well, that's, um..."

        

        Mr. Donggeon suspiciously avoided eye contact at Hyerim's question, which I found odd.

        Just as I was wondering why he was acting that way—

        

        "Mnya...? ...Mmm, Donggeon...?"

        "Ah, you're awake."

        

        Sherry opened her eyes groggily and looked at Mr. Donggeon,

        And then...

        

        "Good morning♥ ...Chu♥"

        "Mmph?!"

        "...Huh?!"

        "She-Sherry...?!"

        "?!"

        

        Everyone present gasped in shock at the sudden kiss.

        

        Sherry tenderly held Mr. Donggeon's cheeks and showered him with kisses.

        After separating her lips with a smack♥ in front of everyone's astonished gazes, she looked around and mumbled in a dreamy, affectionate voice.

        

        "Ah... Did everyone sleep well...?♬"

        "She-She-Sherry...?!"

        "When did you and Donggeon oppa become like that??"

        "...Mnya mnya."

        "Don't fall back asleep~!!"

        

        Chaos ensued.

        Commotion and clamor all around.

        

        I could see Sherry starting to doze off again and the girls trying to wake her up.

        Mr. Donggeon staring into the distance with a bright red face was just a bonus.

        

        "...Mmm."

        "?"

        

        Suddenly, Cecilia approached and rested her head on my shoulder.

        Then, looking up at me with upturned eyes and a slightly flushed face, she whispered:

        

        "I'm glad those two seem to have gotten closer, aren't you?"

        "...Yeah."

        

        When I nodded, Cecilia smiled like a flower and buried her face in my shoulder.

        It made me smile to see her nuzzling against me with her tail swishing, as if she wasn't fully awake yet.

        

        "She~rry~! Wake up!!"

        "Donggeon oppa! What happened between you two last night?!"

        "Well, that's, um... hahaha."

        "Mmm... Donggeon mine...♥"

        """?!!"""

        "Oh please..."

        

        Well, they certainly seemed to have gotten closer.

        I made a mental note to ask about the details later as I enjoyed the skinship with Cecilia.

        

        It was a boisterous morning.

        

        ***

        

        "So what happened between you two?"

      

      
        "Hahaha..."

        

        As lunchtime approached later that day.

        Under the beach umbrella we had set up yesterday.

        

        Watching the children and Ms. Jihye playing tag excitedly on the beach, I asked Mr. Donggeon.

        

        Unlike yesterday, Mr. Donggeon now had a cardigan draped over his body.

        Additionally, he mentioned he would skip swimming today... I overheard earlier that the reason was "because of wounds on his back" or something like that.

        

        With just that information, it was easy to guess what had happened yesterday, but it's always more fun—I mean, more accurate—to hear it directly from the person involved.

        

        "Well~ Umm. It's mostly as you're probably imagining..."

        

        Mr. Donggeon answered, lowering his head as if embarrassed.

        

        Excited by this melodrama-worthy development in my acquaintance's life, I asked again with a grin.

        

        "...Did you do it?"

        "I guess I can't get married now..."

        

        At first glance, his answer seemed completely unrelated to my question.

        But understanding the implication, I nodded and whistled softly.

        

        They really did it, these people.

        

        "Well, after we got back to the hotel yesterday, I tried talking to her as you advised..."

        

        According to my advice, huh.

        Come to think of it, I did advise him to "try speaking directly" about his feelings.

        

        As I searched my memory, Mr. Donggeon continued while glancing at me.

        

        "While we were talking, the mood shifted in that direction, and then... I got pounced on."

        "Wow. Pouncing shows courage— Wait, you got 'pounced on'? Not 'you pounced'?"

        "...Yes."

        "Oh my."

        "She overpowered me... I mean, I could have won if I really tried, but still."

        

        I nodded stiffly as I listened to his continued explanation.

        I could roughly understand what he meant.

        

        Sherry was more aggressive than I thought...

        

        "I can't treat her like a child anymore now."

        

        Mr. Donggeon sighed and muttered as if lamenting.

        However, despite his tone, I noticed the subtle smile spreading across his face and asked in a low voice:

        

        "...You look happy."

        "Ah, is it that obvious? How embarrassing. ...Well yes, I am happy. I feel relieved now too."

        

        Mr. Donggeon laughed with a relaxed expression, as if a weight had been lifted from his shoulders.

        

        "We decided to date officially, starting yesterday."

        

        I nodded at his words.

        

        "Congratulations."

        "Thank you. It's all thanks to your advice."

        "Be happy together."

        "We will. I might ask you about marriage sometime soon."

        

        We exchanged light congratulatory words and nodded to each other.

        The cawing of seagulls—kkiruk, kkiruk—sounded pleasant.

        

        "Phew... Shall we go swimming?"

        "Oh? Are you sure? What about the wounds on your back...?"

        "Well, I can swim with the cardigan on. The wounds aren't that serious anyway."

        

        I stood up as Mr. Donggeon nodded.

        

        Slowly, we walked toward our respective partners who were waving at us.

        

        A couple had formed thanks to my advice.

        It was an incredibly satisfying feeling.
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        "Hah!"

        

        With a resounding *thwack!*, the gleaming beach ball bounced high into the air.

        

        Light water droplets scattered in the air, seagulls cried overhead, and refreshing waves cooled my body.

        Finding my balance in the swaying water, I positioned myself properly and, bringing both arms together, sent the beach ball flying back with another satisfying *thwack!* as it fell toward me.

        

        "Yah!"

        "Whoa. Ah, ouch!"

        

        Cecilia tried to hit the ball flying toward her but failed, resulting in a *bonk!* as it struck her head.

        Immediately after, with a big *splash!!*, she fell backward into the water. Watching her, I giggled and called out:

        

        "Are you okay, Cecilia?"

        "...Pwah!! Ehehehe. I'm fine~!"

        

        She shouted cheerfully, flicking her wet silver hair back.

        Her expression was a delightful mix of charm and cuteness, and I nodded at her with a broad smile.

        

        She was truly beautiful.

        Absolutely adorable.

        

        "Where's the... ball? Ah, there it is."

        

        Cecilia looked around and spotted the beach ball floating in the distance.

        As I watched her skillfully cutting through the water with both arms, moving as if swimming, I nodded again with satisfaction.

        

        I'd taught her a bit of swimming earlier, and it seemed to have helped more than expected.

        Though she was still quite awkward, it made me proud to see her putting the lessons to good use.

        

        "That looks fun~."

        "Oh, Sherry... ?"

        

        I quickly turned around at the voice from behind.

        What I saw made me pause in confusion for a moment.

        

        Two people were floating on the water like seaweed.

        A man and woman lying comfortably on the surface with their limbs relaxed, not swaying at all. It was Sherry and Donggeon.

        

        "What are you doing...?"

        "Hmm~ Imitating sea otters?"

        "Imitating sea otters."

        "I taught Donggeon how to float on water~. He said floating still in the sea feels comfortable and nice, so we're trying it out~."

        "We're both pretty tired from yesterday. Thought we'd rest a bit while practicing swimming."

        "I see..."

        

        It seemed they were seriously practicing swimming over there.

        Looking again, I noticed they were gently holding hands. They seemed really close, perhaps because they had just started dating.

        

        "What's everyone doing here~?"

        

        Just then, Phil splashed over to our gathering, apparently sensing some fun activity.

        She looked adorable in her cute bikini, paddling her feet inside her inner tube.

        

        "...Pwah! Whew, what were you all talking about?"

        "Oh, hi Hyerim~."

        

        At that moment, Hyerim lifted her head from underwater and pushed her swimming goggles up as she asked.

        

        "Wah!"

        "Kyahng?!"

        

        Jihye snuck up quietly from behind and suddenly hugged Phil's small body.

        

        Through the growing crowd, I could see Cecilia returning with the ball.

        Resting her chin on the buoyant ball as she approached, she blinked in confusion at seeing everyone gathered.

        

        "Everyone's here? Hmm?"

        

        Cecilia's silver-white ears perked up as she tilted her head curiously.

        

        A moment later, realizing everyone was looking at the ball in her arms, she gently lifted it up and asked with a soft smile...

        

        "Since we're all here, shall we play ball together?"

        """Yes!!"""

        "Whoa."

        

        She flinched at the enthusiastic response from some of the group, accidentally dropping the ball.

        

        Seagulls cried overhead, and refreshing waves crashed with the gentle breeze.

        Under the blazing sun, I smiled quietly as I watched the small water droplets scatter.

        

        Surely, this too was one way to enjoy summer.

        

        ***

        

        "Alright! Everyone take your positions~."

        

        And so began our impromptu 3-on-3 beach volleyball match.

        

        Team 1 consisted of me, Cecilia, and Phil, while Team 2 had Sherry, Donggeon, and Hyerim.

      

      
        Jihye was the referee.

        

        We played in the shallow water near the beach.

        The water was ankle-deep, rising to our calves whenever waves came in.

        

        For reference, we roughly estimated the boundaries by feel.

        In other words, everything literally depended on the referee's discretion.

        

        It might be unfair, but isn't that part of the fun of summer at the beach?

        

        "Ready~."

        

        Jihye held the beach ball in the center, her voice energetic as she called out.

        Cecilia and Sherry waited with excited expressions, ready to hit the ball that would go up with the starting signal.

        

        The pleasant sound of waves crashed in with a *swoosh*.

        

        Everyone silently smiled with a refreshing tension mixed with joy...

        

        "Start!!"

        "!!"

        

        The next moment, with the starting signal, the beach ball flew high into the air, and both Cecilia and Sherry jumped up with all their might to reach it.

        

        "Yah!!"

        "Ugh!"

        

        Cecilia won the first strike.

        With a crisp *pop!* sound, the beach ball fell toward our side.

        Since everyone had the same handicap of standing in seawater, our taller Cecilia naturally had the advantage.

        

        "Well done! Now one...!"

        

        I calmly hit the falling ball with my arm, sending it upward.

        Getting splashed with refreshing water droplets right in the face was just a bonus.

        

        "Ack, ptoo! Next!"

        

        I called out as I watched the ball go straight up.

        

        Since we were basically following volleyball rules, after the toss, next comes—

        

        "Hyah!"

        

        With an energetic shout, Phil jumped up and hit the ball with a *pop!*

        The ball flew through a gap in Team 2's defense and struck the water surface with a *splash!*

        

        "Yay~! One point!"

        "Good job, Phil!"

        "Ugh...!"

        

        Cecilia praised her with a swishing tail, while Sherry let out a frustrated sound.

        Donggeon and I watched the cute youngsters with fond expressions. And then, before us...

        

        "Net touch~. Point for Team 2!"

        "Eh, what?! Unnie!?"

        

        Jihye, who had been smiling innocently, casually dropped her bombshell announcement.

        

        "What do you mean 'net touch'! There's not even a net..."

        "It's my call~. And Phil~ don't you think you hit it too low~?"

        "That's, ugh.... Unnie, that's unfair!"

        "Hehe~."

        

        Phil puffed her cheeks, betrayed by the referee.

        Watching her, Cecilia also burned with fighting spirit, while I just giggled.

        

        As someone who was just playing for fun regardless of winning or losing, I found it all amusing.

        

        "So it's our serve now? Hehe~. Great~!"

        

        Sherry picked up the beach ball with a *plop* and moved with splashing steps, smiling.

        Without taking any preparation time, she bounced the ball upward once, then,

        

        "Hah!!"

        

        With a crisp *pop!* sound, she hit the ball.

        

        The ball flew in a leisurely but fast arc.

        But that wasn't enough to break the spirit of our team's fired-up girls...

        

        "Got it!"

        

        With a *pop!* sound, Phil returned the ball, sending it high into the sky.

        

        "Good job, Phil!"

        "Hmph~! I won't let you score anymore...!"

        

        The beach ball reached its peak high up and began to fall.

        The two girls took careful positions.

        I also tensed my body with a smile, trying to help them however I could...

      

      
        

        The next moment, I remembered.

        There was a young volleyball player with fresh blood in our midst.

        

        With a *pop!!* sound, the wind brushed past the ball, and a delayed *splash!!* sound followed as seawater sprayed up, wetting my back.

        The two of us stared in bewilderment at the beach ball already rolling on the water surface.

        

        "'I won't let you score anymore' is what I should be saying~?"

        

        Beyond the water, Hyerim landed elegantly in a smash position, with a smirk and a playful voice.

        

        I could see her well-trained, toned body and long limbs.

        Belatedly remembering that 'she was even acknowledged by Eunhwan...' I laughed stiffly, half surprised and half amazed.

        

        What incredible strength she had.

        

        "Hmm~. ...How about the losing team buys drinks?♬"

        "Hyerim...!"

        "We won't lose!!"

        "Fufu♪"

        

        The veteran's provocation and the two simple rookies falling for it...

        Finding this scene like a perfect painting, I giggled and took my position.

        

        Yes, this is what competition should be like.

        

        "Our serve again... Sherry, want to do it?"

        "Leave it to me~!"

        "Let's receive it for sure, Cecilia!"

        "Yes!"

        

        At this point, it felt more like a 2-on-2 match.

        Still, I should try to help as much as possible.

        

        With a *pop!* sound, the ball flew high into the air.

        The outcome of the match was about to unfold.

        

        ***

        

        About an hour later...

        

        "Ugh, so frustrating..."

        

        I walked across the sandy beach with Cecilia, who had her tail drooping.

        

        The result of the game was, needless to say, our team's complete defeat.

        We put up a good fight toward the end, but the large point gap from the beginning was too much to overcome.

        

        "She was really good~. No wonder Eunhwan acknowledged her."

        "Ugh..."

        "Frustrated?"

        "...Hmph!"

        "Whoa?"

        

        Cecilia let out a snort and suddenly grabbed one of my arms, hugging it tightly.

        

        I staggered slightly, losing balance.

        She pulled my arm between her chest, embracing it firmly.

        

        As if that wasn't enough, she wrapped her tail around my hand too, making me giggle at the soft, ticklish sensation.

        

        Perhaps she meant "I'm upset, so don't mention it too much and just let me vent."

        Even in the midst of this, her purring sound—*golong golong*—was absolutely adorable.

        

        "Hehe... Alright, alright! I'll buy you any drink you want. What would you like?"

        "...Orange juice."

        "Okay~."

        

        I nodded, counting on my fingers the drinks others had ordered.

        Since we lost the bet, we were now walking toward the convenience store near the beach.

        

        For reference, Phil didn't come with us.

        She said something about a one-on-one revenge match with Hyerim.

        

        I had wanted some time alone with Cecilia anyway, so I had no complaints about just the two of us going.

        

        The sound of crashing waves pleasantly echoed in my ears.

        The soft sand beneath my feet, the warm touch of my wife, and her lovely purring sound.

        Her sparkling profile was indescribably beautiful.

        

        We walked silently for a while, breathing in the scent of the sea as our feet made soft sounds on the sand.

        

        A happy time.

        A brief walk overflowing with quiet satisfaction.

        

        And then, after a few minutes had passed...

        

        "Ooh! Miss, you're pretty~~."

        

        ...Unpleasantly interrupting our happy walk was a man in a swimsuit who looked obviously frivolous.
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        While walking with my wife, who was slightly sulking (or at least appeared to be) after losing a competition, a rude thug suddenly appeared.

        Faced with our frozen expressions at his unexpected appearance, the thug snickered and continued.

        

        "Ah, sorry~. Don't be scared. I just couldn't help noticing how pretty the lady is~. How about we go somewhere for a drink together?"

        

        ...What's with this guy??

        I couldn't fathom his intentions at all. What on earth...??

        

        He's hitting on Cecilia because she's pretty.

        I could understand the desire to hit on her...

        

        After all, my Cecilia is genuinely beautiful.

        

        Her flowing silver hair. Her soft cat ears and tail.

        Her features, radiating cuteness and loveliness, draw everyone's attention, while her figure accentuated beneath her cardigan and her soft, milky skin intensely stimulate male desire.

        

        I understood the impulse to seize an opportunity to seduce her.

        He was clearly a thug from the start, after all.

        

        ...But, putting that aside.

        What was this brainless fool thinking, trying to hit on a woman who clearly belonged to someone else...?

        

        "Um... well...."

        

        Cecilia's voice trailed off in bewilderment as she clung more tightly to my arm.

        While momentarily savoring the heavenly softness and tenderness pressing against my arm, I narrowed my eyes and quietly observed the thug before me.

        

        We're clearly a couple standing this close together, and he thinks he can hit on her?

        Seriously? Even with our rings on?

        

        "You're a beastkin, right? I heard you came about a year ago.... I'm actually quite interested in your kind~ There's a nice café nearby, what do you say?"

        

        Well, well.

        

        He was really getting carried away all by himself.

        I couldn't help but let out a dry laugh.

        

        "...Just go on your way..."

        "Uh, awng..."

        

        I pressed my hand gently on Cecilia's head as she shrank against me, speaking in a tired voice.

        I gave a slight nod to Cecilia, who had tucked herself under my arm and was looking up at me.

        

        The world certainly has its share of strange people, but surely even this guy would give up and leave now.

        Or so I thought—

        

        "Come on~ Don't be like that, Officer~. I just want to chat for a bit, nothing weird about that, right?"

        

        A puzzling statement smoothly entered my ears, making me tilt my head.

        

        ...'Officer'?

        What?

        

        ""?""

        "I understand you're in a protective position, but if the person herself isn't saying anything, should you really be blocking like this~ Is that right~?"

        

        Ah...huh?

        Well, hmm. I think I got the gist of it.

        

        So he's mistaking me for a police officer who serves as a guardian for beastkin like Ji-hye...

        He thinks I'm just a 'guardian,' not even considering we might be a couple, let alone married.

        

        "...We're married."

        "Oh come on~ There you go again~. If you're going to make excuses, at least make them believable. I've never heard of anyone marrying a beastkin~."

        

        Well, that's because we deliberately kept our wedding small, inviting only close friends to avoid gossip...

        

        Many men have approached Cecilia before, but this is the first of his kind.

        I felt a headache building as I couldn't stop my hollow laughter.

        

        What should I do?

        He'd probably follow us even if we ran.

        

        ...Should I just kick him between the legs and bolt?

        

        "Besides, you two don't look like a married couple at all. More like father and daughter, if anything~."

        

        As I was contemplating some violent thoughts, an unpleasant voice reached my ears.

        Simultaneously, I noticed Cecilia's ears twitching slightly as she remained half-embraced in my arms.

        

        "So, miss, what about me~? I'm rich, have a big house, and I'm very charming~..."

        "That's enough.... Huh? Cecilia?"

        

        The thug was taking small steps toward Cecilia while spouting nonsense.

        As I considered just punching him and walking away, Cecilia suddenly released herself from my embrace and stepped forward...

        

        "Mister, do you like getting kicked?"

        "Oh! Of course~! With a cutie like you, I'd do anything—"

        "Really?"

      

      
        

        As the distance between them closed, the next moment.

        

        "—Hup!!!"

        "Guhk...?!!?!"

        

        With a whoosh! Cecilia's knee kick sliced through the air and cleanly connected between the thug's legs.

        It was such a chilling kick that for a moment, I felt sympathy as a fellow man, despite his earlier behavior.

        

        "I kicked you as requested. Satisfied?"

        "Guhk, ugh...! You, uh..."

        "Ce-Cecilia—"

        

        The thug collapsed on all fours on the sandy beach, trembling.

        I stood with a stiff expression, unable to suppress a bewildered laugh.

        

        Cecilia walked decisively toward me without hesitation, suddenly reaching for both my cheeks—

        

        "...Chu♥"

        "Mmph?!"

        

        With a clear expression, as if to make a point, she pressed her lips against mine.

        

        The sensation of her soft lips blissfully permeated my mind amid the crashing waves.

        Slowly pulling away and gently caressing my cheek, without even looking back, Cecilia continued.

        

        "My husband is hundreds of times more attractive than someone like you."

        "Ugh..."

        "So... yes. Let's go, Eun-hyuk?"

        

        Cecilia looked up at me with a small smile and whispered.

        Then, without giving me time to respond, she firmly grasped my hand and quickly walked away, her feet making soft sounds in the sand.

        

        "...Guack."

        

        The sound of someone dying came from behind us.

        Expressing a small measure of regret for the thoughtless thug's demise, I could only follow Cecilia's lead without managing any proper response.

        

        ***

        

        "Um... Cecilia?"

        "..."

        "Cecilia~...?"

        "..."

        

        Under a bridge at the boundary between the beach and the road, out of sight from passersby.

        Only when we reached a place where the sound of waves had faded did my wife stop walking, and I cautiously raised my voice.

        

        "...Were you very scared~?"

        "Not really..."

        

        It was truly a shame I couldn't see her face as she had her back to me.

        

        Slowly swishing her tail and tapping the sandy beach with her toes, she continued.

        

        "...I wasn't that scared. Not from something like that. Just..."

        "Just?"

        

        A brief silence, a small breath.

        Then Cecilia half-raised her head and slowly turned to face me...

        

        "...I was just angry."

        "Cecilia, oof."

        

        With small steps, Cecilia ran over and threw herself into my arms before I could react.

        

        The embarrassing sensation of two large fruits squishing against my chest.

        A cat tail wrapping around my thigh, arms tightly embracing my back.

        

        I chuckled as she nuzzled her face against me, and slowly extended my arms to hug her back.

        

        "...Hehe. Was our Cecilia angry~...?"

        "Mm... My Eun-hyuk is such a wonderful person. He's so cool and charming, but that guy disrespected you..."

        "Hehe."

        

        She wasn't scared—she was angry.

        Not because the thug was persistently hitting on her, but because he disrespected me.

        

        As a man, as someone's husband, could there be a more gratifying moment?

        

        Cecilia got angry on my behalf.

        She personally punished the disrespectful thug for her partner, not for herself.

        

        A ticklish happiness welled up with my laughter.

        Grinning broadly, I hugged Cecilia tightly and nuzzled my lips against her fair nape.

        

        "Mmm...♥"

        "Mm... Thank you, Cecilia♪"

        

      

      
        I kissed her forehead with a smack as she buried her head against me, expressing my gratitude.

        

        That kiss earlier on the open beach—was it a marking kiss meaning "this man is mine"?

        Or conversely, was it to show off that "I belong to this man!"?

        

        Either way, I was grateful and found it adorable.

        I was happy and delighted.

        

        "You disliked me being disrespected that much~? That's our Cecilia. So cute."

        "...♥"

        "That's right, that's right~."

        

        I stroked her beautiful silver hair, smiling more and more as I savored the warm feeling.

        The soft texture as it scattered and the purring sound that emerged were pleasant.

        

        "Hehe... Yes. Come to think of it, we came out to buy drinks, but quite some time has passed~. We should get going soon—oh? Actually, the convenience store direction is..."

        

        As I was gently patting Cecilia who was nuzzling against my face, a sudden question made me tilt my head slightly.

        

        Wait, isn't this... the opposite direction from the convenience store we were heading to?

        

        "...It's quietest here."

        "?"

        

        Cecilia suddenly raised her head, whispering.

        

        I saw her face, bright red with shyness and embarrassment.

        

        I caught my breath at her transparent eyes filled with moisture.

        She reached for both my cheeks and suddenly pouted, grumbling.

        

        "Looking like this, Eun-hyuk, you're really tall."

        "Hmm. Well, compared to you, I'm quite—mmph...!?"

        "Chu...♥"

        

        Cecilia stood on her tiptoes to increase her height and pressed her lips against mine again.

        

        Along with her hands caressing my cheeks, her tongue slipped into my mouth with a smooth motion.

        

        Leisurely, intensely.

        Looking at me with half-lidded eyes dripping with honey-like affection, she simply and steadily entwined her tongue with mine.

        

        "...Chu...♥ Mm, mmm...♥♥"

        "Mmm. Mm, mm..."

        

        I felt heat rising within me at the sticky, hot sensation.

        As I half-unconsciously tried to pull away, Cecilia entwined her tongue with mine and whispered in a melting voice.

        

        "Slurp, mm...♥ Don't go..."

        "!"

        "Hold me tight~. Tight...♥"

        

        What man in the world could resist such charm, such seduction?

        

        I extended both arms and tightly embraced Cecilia's small body.

        The sound escaping her throat—"Mm...♥"—and the soft, tender sensation of her chest nearly made me lose my mind.

        

        "...Chu♥ Mm... ...Just. I wasn't very scared, but it was my first time being approached so persistently..."

        "..."

        "...I want to feel like I'm yours. Hey, Eun-hyuk...? Will you hold me tight for a moment...?♥"

        "...Yes. Of course."

        "♥"

        

        I put strength into both arms and pulled the dreamily smiling cat girl more firmly into my embrace.

        

        I felt the hot body temperature transmitted through our touching skin lightly heating my mind.

        Her tail wrapped around my thigh, and her hands gently rubbed my back as she hugged me.

        

        No voices or footsteps could be heard in this place away from the beach.

        Only the passionate breathing of a man and woman.

        

        "Awng...♥"

        "Chu..."

        

        I lowered my head again to slowly kiss my lovely wife.

        

        I could feel time slowing down.

        Smiling lovingly at each other, we slowly, slowly entwined our tongues...

        

        "You're very~ late, aren't you?"

        "Haha..."

        "Umm. Sorry, Phil. We got a little lost on the way..."

        

        When we returned to the beach much later, we appeased the sulking Phil and handed out the purchased drinks to those who had ordered them.

        

        A hastily purchased band-aid from the convenience store glowed faintly on Cecilia's nape.

        That's all there was to the story.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.202Side Story 2 - On the Way Home

      
        "...Sigh..."

        

        The sound of squawking seagulls accompanied the blue ocean scenery quickly passing by outside the window.

        

        The vibration coming from the car filled with people.

        The gentle sound of Cecilia's breathing as she slept soundly with her head resting on my shoulder.

        

        "Mmm... ...nyam..."

        "Hehe."

        

        The trip of several days must have been tiring after all.

        Feeling the ticklish sensation of her occasionally nuzzling her cheek against me like she was talking in her sleep, I gently stroked her soft hair with a light rustle.

        

        Day 4 of our trip.

        A beautiful morning with the sun sparkling.

        

        Our enjoyable vacation was over, and it was time to return home.

        

        ***

        

        "Would you like some gum?"

        "Ah, thank you."

        

        Gentle voices exchanged in the pleasantly swaying car.

        

        Ms. Jihye, sitting in the passenger seat, took a piece of gum from her pocket and offered it to Mr. Donggeon.

        With one hand on the steering wheel, he took the gum with his other hand and popped it into his mouth.

        

        Looking closely, it wasn't just any gum but anti-drowsiness gum.

        She must have prepared it in advance. How thoughtful of her.

        

        "Would you like one too, Eunhyuk?"

        "Ah, I'll gratefully accept."

        "Here you go~"

        

        I thankfully accepted the white square-shaped gum and lightly tossed it into my mouth.

        The refreshing mint flavor that spread with each chew felt pleasant.

        

        Mr. Donggeon's large car cruised comfortably down the quiet road with no other vehicles in sight.

        With the air conditioning blasting, the inside of the car was perfectly comfortable despite the sunlight streaming through the windows.

        

        "Ahem. If you need to stop at a rest area, just let me know anytime~. I'll pull over at the nearest one."

        

        Both Ms. Jihye and I nodded at Mr. Donggeon's words as he chewed his gum.

        

        Suddenly, Ms. Jihye glanced back and our eyes met.

        Then she smiled contentedly and spoke in a soft, gentle voice, almost whispering.

        

        "...Everyone's sleeping so soundly~♬"

        

        At her words, I turned my head to look back, and Mr. Donggeon glanced through the rearview mirror.

        We both chuckled and nodded.

        

        I could see Cecilia sleeping peacefully, tightly hugging one of my arms.

        In the seat behind us, Phil, Sherry, and Hyerim were enjoying their nap while embracing each other.

        

        The entire student group had apparently succumbed to drowsiness.

        They all looked so childlike and adorable, each hugging someone else while sleeping.

        

        "They must be tired after playing so much throughout the trip. Are you okay driving, Mr. Donggeon?"

        "Haha. Well, yes. They all look so peaceful sleeping, I couldn't bear to wake them. With the gum, this much is no problem."

        "They're all so cute~. Especially Cecilia! She's clearly loved, Mr. Eunhyuk~~."

        "Ahaha. Well, this is embarrassing."

        

        I nodded with a smile, feeling the mint flavor spreading in my mouth.

        

        Cecilia sleeping defenseless, completely entrusting her body to me.

      

      
        Her cute sleeping face and Ms. Jihye's comment about her being loved brought an uncontrollable joy that showed in my beaming expression.

        

        Being loved, huh.

        Yes, being loved.

        

        Feeling a surge of gratitude at that realization, I slightly lowered my head and gently pressed my lips against her forehead.

        With a small "chu..." sound, a warm feeling spread.

        

        "How did you enjoy the trip? Since you're newlyweds, wasn't it inconvenient having us tag along?"

        "Not at all. We were the ones who invited you in the first place. Thanks to everyone's consideration, we still had plenty of lovey-dovey fun together..."

        

        I removed my lips from her forehead and tilted my head slightly to look at Cecilia's face.

        Seeing her satisfied expression from the front, I raised the corners of my mouth slightly and continued in a small voice.

        

        "And Cecilia seems quite satisfied too."

        "Hehe~."

        

        I turned my head back and straightened my shoulder again so she could sleep comfortably.

        Feeling her cheek gently rubbing against me, I continued speaking, this time addressing Mr. Donggeon.

        

        "But I think Mr. Donggeon must have enjoyed himself too, just like me. How was it for you~?"

        "Ah, ahaha... Do I have to talk about it too?"

        

        Mr. Donggeon responded with an awkward smile, lightly tapping the steering wheel in his hand.

        But when Ms. Jihye and I stared at him with expectant expressions, he eventually shrugged his shoulders in surrender and began to speak.

        

        "Of course I enjoyed it~. ...I enjoyed it more than I could have imagined~... I never thought I'd end up with a girlfriend on a trip I was invited to."

        "It's summer~. The most vibrant season of the year, and when you go on a mixed-gender trip to the beach for several days, isn't it natural for a couple or two to form~?"

        "...Is that so?"

        "Of course~."

        

        I couldn't help but chuckle at Ms. Jihye's nonchalant pushiness.

        At times like this, I realized she was quite the bulldozer.

        

        "So how does it feel to have a girlfriend?"

        

        I asked lightly while stroking Cecilia as she exhaled.

        At my question, Mr. Donggeon pondered, then chuckled, then pondered with a smiling expression, before finally speaking after a moment.

        

        "It's not... bad, honestly."

        "Come on. Tell us properly. Is it good?"

        "...Why are you being so mischievous today? Yes, it's good. As a man, how could I not be happy about finally becoming a couple with the roommate I've been living with since last year?"

        

        I nodded with a smile at Mr. Donggeon's subsequent words.

        

        'Becoming a couple with the roommate I've been living with.'

        It was such a relatable situation that my heart fluttered.

        

        "What are you two planning to do when you get home? There's still quite a bit of vacation left."

        

        Ms. Jihye asked, chewing her gum inside her cheek.

        

        At her question, Mr. Donggeon and I thought for a moment before speaking in turn.

        

        "Hmm~ I don't really have anything specific planned. I'll probably just lounge around at home with Cecilia? Occasionally eating out, going on dates and such..."

        "I need to get back to work. I took time off for this trip. Other than that, um, I'll probably spend most of my time with Sherry. We just started dating, after all."

        "That sounds nice~ both of you. I'm envious."

        "What about you, Ms. Jihye?"

        "I have to work... I'll catch my breath by hanging out with the kids occasionally. Oh right, Phil asked me earlier if I could teach her some second semester material in advance..."

        "Phil?"

        "Yes. She's surprisingly studious~ I find it admirable sometimes. As her guardian, I should support her in ways like this."

        

        I nodded as we chatted comfortably.

        

        Everyone's living such busy lives.

        It was admirable.

        

      

      
        "And when the vacation ends~ you know, that thing."

        "Right... that thing. Brings back memories."

        "Hmm? Ah~. I get it. You're talking about that thing, right? That..."

        """The school sports festival."""

        

        We all burst into laughter as our voices rang out in unison like a chorus.

        

        The time when the ground sizzles under the hot sun, and flower buds blooming in the heat begin to emit sweet fragrances around them.

        

        The season of sweat.

        The time for the sports festival was approaching.

        

        "Mmm~~ I miss it~. Even now, but especially back then, I wasn't confident in sports, so I always hid in shady corners."

        "Ah, me too. I liked the atmosphere itself, but I was really bad at sports... What about you, Mr. Donggeon? I bet you were good."

        "Not really? I wasn't as good at sports then as you might imagine. At most, I won in events like tug-of-war or cavalry battles..."

        ""That sounds plenty good to us.""

        

        Ms. Jihye's and my voices simultaneously echoed in the car, tinged with disbelief.

        

        Not good at sports my foot, it seems the seeds of a fitness trainer were already sprouting in him back then.

        As expected, he was exceptional.

        

        "...Phew."

        

        After chatting excitedly, I exhaled lightly and leaned my head against the window.

        The coolness of the window and the refreshing mint flavor simultaneously permeated my head.

        

        The sports festival, huh.

        Things will get busy again.

        

        Preparing lunch boxes, bringing cameras to take pictures...

        Cheering until my throat is sore.

        

        Just imagining it made me smile.

        It sounded fun.

        

        "Already the second semester of second year... time flies."

        

        After the sports festival comes exam period.

        After exams, third year. The entrance exam preparation period begins.

        

        I suddenly thought that students would be busy in many ways too.

        

        "...All the more reason to play to their heart's content while they can."

        

        Both Mr. Donggeon and Ms. Jihye nodded at my muttered words.

        Everyone was in a similar position, so our thoughts were quite similar too.

        

        "Nyam~... ...nngh―..."

        "Hmm?"

        "...so sleepy... mmm..."

        "...Hehe♪"

        

        Her adorable sleep-talking was so lovable.

        I reached out and gently caressed her soft cheeks.

        

        "Mmm..."

        

        The warm touch feels good.

        Her smooth skin, where the sunlight gently settled, shone like silk and looked beautiful.

        

        To be able to live happily with this girl forever.

        In the moving car, I could only make such a wish as I gazed at the sleeping Cecilia.

        

        -Side Story 2 end

      

    

  
    
      Ch.203Side Story 2.5 - A Day at School

      
        "I'm here, Dai...!"

        

        I trudged through the sweltering staircase and hallway, finally reaching the classroom and sliding the door open with a clatter.

        The air conditioner must have been on, as the interior was slightly cooler than outside. Only then did I exhale deeply in relief.

        

        A bright, sunny Monday in midsummer.

        The early morning classroom, a mix of comfort and heat.

        

        'First day of school.'

        Feeling something akin to dizziness at those words, I quickened my pace.

        

        "Ah. Good morning, Cecilia~."

        "Good morninggg~..."

        

        I greeted my familiar classmates as I walked to my seat.

        As I approached the window, I noticed a friend who had arrived early.

        

        "Ah... good morning, Sherry~..."

        "Hmm? Oh! Good morning, Cecilia~~. How was your break~?"

        

        My friend's voice, who seemed to have been spacing out momentarily, rang out full of energy.

        

        I could see her cheerful smile on her distinctive red skin.

        The two horns protruding from her forehead gleamed with presence.

        

        It was Sherry, a friend I hadn't seen since our trip.

        

        "I've been good~... ...Though I didn't realize coming back to school after break would be this hard..."

        "Ahaha. It is pretty hot today~. Come on, sit next to me?"

        

        Following Sherry's escort, I plopped down in my familiar seat.

        

        As I gently lowered my bag from my back, I asked in a curious voice.

        

        "By the way, Sherry~ aren't you hot? The temperature's like this since morning...?"

        "Ahaha~... Well~ actually, I figured it would be like this, so I came to school at dawn today."

        "Hieek."

        "Ehehe..."

        

        D-dawn?

        That was some serious dedication. Really.

        

        "And besides that, look."

        

        Suddenly, Sherry lifted her summer uniform shirt to show the inside.

        Startled by her careless action, my tail twitched... but I could see something in the pocket of the thin cotton shirt she was wearing underneath her white shirt.

        

        "...An ice pack?"

        "Correct~! To be precise, it's an ice pack. Donggeon prepared it for me. He even applied sunscreen on my face and hands himself~."

        

        Sherry grinned adorably with an expression that showed she didn't know what to do with her happiness.

        

        No wonder her skin looked especially radiant today.

        It seemed they were getting along well and happily since they started dating.

        

        She looked cute, smiling brightly as if about to hum with joy.

        

        "...You two get along well."

        "Hehe♥"

        "Yeah... it's good to be on good terms with your lover~. Hmm~..."

        

        I leaned back against the chair, letting my voice trail off.

        Still, it felt nice to sit quietly in the peaceful classroom and gradually cool down.

        

        It feels good to feel my heated head cooling down.

        As I lifted my hand to lightly fix my sweat-soaked hair...

        ...suddenly, a realization struck my mind like lightning.

        

        "Wait, Sherry?"

        "Hmm?"

        "...Aren't you in a different class?"

        "Yep."

        "......?"

        "You just realized?"

        

        I tilted my head and blinked at the red-skinned girl.

        As I was tilting my head in response, Sherry continued after a moment.

        

        "Since I came to school at dawn, there was no one in my classroom, so I came over here to hang out~."

        "...Ah~."

        "It's not like it's not allowed, right~?"

        

        I nodded at Sherry's words.

        Well, there's no reason why not.

        

        "So let's hang out together at least during the morning~! Ah, Phil and Hyerim, good to see you both~."

      

      
        "Good morning~... Huh, Sherry, why are you here?"

        "Hello...? Did you come to the wrong classroom?"

        "Hehehe~♪"

        

        Phil tilted her head in confusion, and Hyerim muttered while glancing back.

        Looking at friends I hadn't seen since our trip, I smiled with my tail swishing gently as I rested my chin on my hand.

        

        A bright, sunny summer day outside the window.

        Today marked the beginning of school life once again.

        

        ***

        

        "So you know what? At that time, Sherry~~."

        "W-w-wait a minute, Phil...!!"

        

        Giggles spread through the warm air.

        

        Time had passed, and it was now lunchtime.

        Perhaps because it was too hot, there weren't many students playing on the field.

        

        Sitting on a bench under the shade of sturdy pillars and thick vines, we chatted while enjoying the exceptionally beautiful blue sky.

        

        "Hmm~? Why~? Sherry was so cute then~."

        "Ughh...!!"

        

        Today's main topic was the beach trip from a few weeks ago and Sherry's love story.

        

        "So, so? What did you say~?"

        

        The listener was Elya, who had been absent at the time.

        

        Elya asked in a sweet voice with a face full of curiosity and mischief.

        As if matching her tone, Phil continued with a playful grin.

        

        "You know~. She was snuggled tightly in that guy's arms, saying, 'Donggeon, I love you sooo much...♥'~."

        "Oh my~♬"

        "I didn't say that much!"

        

        Sherry shouted, her already red face turning even redder amidst the cozy atmosphere.

        

        To think that Sherry, the epitome of innocence, would be this embarrassed... love really is something amazing.

        

        "Ugh! That's right, Cecilia is also in a couple! Isn't everyone curious about how that couple spent their break?"

        "Hmm~?"

        

        At that moment, Sherry executed her drowning-man strategy, unwilling to suffer alone, targeting me as I was lazily sprawled out.

        However...

        

        "Well~ I am curious, but we've already teased them enough..."

        "Yes, yes."

        "They're already our school's representative couple who've even gotten married, so it's obvious they're doing well... right~~?"

        "Yes~~♬"

        

        Hyerim asked in a purring voice while simultaneously patting my head and chin.

        Her cool and somewhat large hand felt indescribably good.

        

        "Wow, purring sounds. How cute."

        "~♬"

        "Anyway, the hottest topic recently is you, Sherry~! Be prepared!"

        "Uuugh...!!"

        

        Phil's mischievous voice and Sherry's embarrassed voice rang out in turn.

        Perhaps because it was summer, everyone's tension was quite high.

        

        "By the way, it's hot~~..."

        

        I muttered while fanning my face with the fan I had brought.

        Although we had all received ice packs from Sherry earlier, the weather was too hot for even those to fully cover.

        

        "The weather itself is nice though..."

        "Yeah..."

        

        Everyone nodded in agreement at Hyerim's casual remark.

        It would have been better if there was a lot of wind, but there wasn't, so it was really hot.

        

        "Shall we head back soon?"

        "Yes, let's go~."

        "Yeah... Ah~ I wish I could fly freely in the sky like a bird~..."

        

        I got up from the bench, letting my voice trail off.

        

        Truly, if one could fly freely in the sky like a bird, nothing would be more refreshing.

        In that sense, I envied the Harpy race. Being able to fly freely in the sky~.

        

        Ah~ yes, yes. Just like that feeling~...

        ...Huh?

      

      
        

        "Oh."

        "? What's wrong, Cecilia?"

        "No, over there, isn't that a Harpy?"

        "Eh, where?"

        "There, that way."

        

        Everyone's gaze followed my pointing finger toward the sky.

        

        Large feathered wings fluttering in the not-too-high sky came into view.

        Judging by the size, it wasn't a bird but definitely a Harpy...

        

        "...Coming this way, huh?"

        "Yeah."

        

        I wondered who it could be, flapping their wings so urgently.

        That curiosity didn't last long.

        

        "Ah, they're coming down. ...Whoa."

        

        With a final powerful flap of wings, a strong wind blew down to the ground.

        Opening my eyes after momentarily closing them, I tilted my head at the green-winged Harpy panting in front of me.

        

        "...Tulia?"

        "Hah, hah―. Hah... S-senior?"

        

        I saw a beautiful face drenched in sweat.

        Before I could say anything, Tulia carefully arranged her trembling wings and asked in an exhausted voice.

        

        "Wh-what time is it now...?!"

        "Uh, um? About 12:40..."

        "Uwaaah...! Th-thank you!"

        

        With that, she bowed her head quickly and began running away urgently. I tilted my head again in confusion.

        

        Is she late?

        Now that I looked, she had a bag on her back, so she probably was late.

        

        "Hey―! Tulia!! Let's go together!!"

        

        Just then, another clear voice rang out from the direction of the school gate.

        

        A dark-skinned girl running at full speed.

        An elf girl with a piece of bread in her mouth, looking around urgently as she ran.

        ...And a pale boy walking leisurely with a parasol, seemingly having accepted that he was already late.

        

        Dalia the Demon.

        Rinne the High Elf.

        Dian the Vampire...

        

        Whether by coincidence or not, they were the four juniors I had mentored in the first semester.

        

        "...They get along well."

        

        Everyone nodded at Hyerim's casual remark.

        Indeed, they seemed to get along incredibly well, which made me feel proud for no particular reason.

        

        "Come to think of it, is the mentor-mentee activity over, Cecilia?"

        "Yeah. It ended when the break started."

        

        I nodded in response to Phil's question as we walked.

        

        Arriving at the main entrance, I lightly tapped my shoes to remove the dirt.

        

        "Speaking of which, seeing the juniors running reminded me..."

        "Hmm?"

        "The sports festival is coming up soon."

        

        Hyerim said with an expectant voice.

        Looking at my friend who was excited about moving around despite this hot weather, I added with a smile.

        

        "Right after midterms~. So really soon."

        "I'm looking forward to it."

        "Yeah."

        

        Everyone nodded in unison.

        

        Even in the hot summer, events never cease.

        The sports festival would come as the hottest period passed and it started to get a bit cooler.

        I felt my heart flutter at the thought of experiencing this event for the first time in my life.

        

        It would be here soon.

        

        -Side Story 2.5 end

      

    

  
    
      Ch.204Side Story 3 - Let the Sports Festival Begin~!

      
        "...—So, if we substitute the formula here..."

        "x=8... that's number 4. Yes, that's correct."

        "Huaaah..."

        "Was it a difficult problem?"

        "Mmm... I was short on time, honestly thought I'd get it wrong."

        "But you solved it calmly. Well done, well done~"

        "Mmm~♪ Haaah, ehehe♥"

        

        A quiet night, on a soft, fluffy bed.

        Test papers from various subjects spread out across the blanket.

        

        Cecilia, having her head patted by me, smiles happily and wags her tail.

        

        Her loving purrs resonated sweetly across the bed.

        Smiling at the soft sensation against my fingers, I picked up another test paper that was lying on the blanket with my other hand.

        

        "Now~ next, Korean language..."

        "I'm pretty confident about Korean!"

        

        Her bright voice accompanied by a proud little snort.

        I continued checking answers while patting my adorably confident wife.

        

        Today was the last day of Cecilia's midterm exams.

        I was reviewing her test papers to provide at least a little support for her recent hard work with studying.

        

        Even though I didn't go to college, my grades were decent enough...

        This would be a bit more accurate than checking answers with her classmates.

        ...Probably.

        

        "Correct, and. The appropriate character who understood the text, number 1... This is also correct."

        "Yes."

        

        Cecilia nodded tensely beside me as I circled answers with a red pen.

        

        She stopped wagging her tail and focused on the grading.

        For her sake, I carefully went through each answer and key point one by one...

        

        After some time had passed.

        

        "...Yes! 100 points!!"

        "Waaah?!!"

        

        The test paper, flung into the air with a whoosh, danced across the bed with a fluttering sound.

        

        Red circles filled every page of the paper.

        Looking at her sky-blue eyes sparkling with joy and surprise, I couldn't help but smile broadly and pat her head vigorously for her accomplishment.

        

        "That's right, that's right~~. Well done~~!"

        "Waaaa~ang~~♪♬"

        

        Her shimmering silver hair became disheveled under my touch.

        With her hair now messy, she looked straight up at my face with a bright smile, then suddenly leaped up and snuggled tightly into my arms.

        

        "Yay~!♬"

        "Whoa. ...Hehe♬"

        

        Her warm body temperature and soft skin pressed against me.

        I embraced her gently as always and planted a small kiss on her soft cheek.

        

        "Grading complete! Good job, Cecilia!"

        "Ehehe~♬ I never thought I'd get 100 points! I knew I did well, but not that well!"

        "It's the fruit of your efforts~. Yes, yes! Well done, our Cecilia~!"

        "~~♬"

        

        I could see her youthful face with those beautifully shining sky-blue eyes becoming filled with a smile of joy and satisfaction.

        

        Musical notes seemed to float around her cute smiling face, and her soft cat ears twitched endlessly.

        She looked happy, no matter what anyone might say.

        

        "Hehe, good job!"

        

        I patted her head with even more appreciation as I spoke.

        

        This 100 points wasn't just any 100 points. It was meaningful for her.

      

      
        After all, to be honest, her grades hadn't been particularly good until now.

        

        Though much higher than the average for non-humans, they had barely reached the overall average.

        Yet she had practiced repeatedly, investing time, and proudly achieved a perfect score. It was a victory of effort.

        

        "You worked hard~. Your other subjects are decent too. Well done."

        "Hehehe~. Yes~!"

        "If I'd known this would happen, I should have graded before dinner. We could have gone out for something delicious to celebrate."

        "But your cooking is delicious too~?"

        "Aww, you even say such sweet things~."

        "Kyah! Mmm, hehe♥"

        

        I wrapped my arms around her small body as she purred mischievously.

        

        The warmth spreading in my embrace and her voice echoing in my ears were adorable.

        She was lovely.

        

        "So, is there anything you want as a reward?"

        "Hmm? Umm~.... Hmm~?"

        

        I shifted my position slightly, comfortably seating Cecilia on my lap as I asked.

        As I adjusted, she settled comfortably on top of me, and after thinking for a moment, she spoke.

        

        "Then, you know, tonight...—"

        "Hmm~ That's a given. Something else besides that."

        "...♥"

        

        Suddenly Cecilia looked up at me with a seductive smile.

        Despite feeling a slight chill from her expression—a mix of joy, affection, and desire like a carnivore's—I happily nodded.

        

        "Well then~ what would be good...."

        

        Cecilia tilted her head innocently again, letting out a contemplative voice.

        After being lost in thought for a while, she spoke again as if she'd had a good idea.

        

        "Ah! Then, you know, Eunhyuk? Starting next week is the sports festival~."

        "Yes, yes."

        

        I nodded in response.

        

        Today is Thursday. Friday is a discretionary holiday, and Monday is the sports festival at Cecilia's school.

        It's essentially a sports festival right after the holidays following the end of exams.

        The busy schedule was fascinating in a way.

        

        "So, you know, on that day...."

        

        She lowered her voice and brought her lips to my ear.

        I smiled but tilted my head at the ticklish whispered story.

        

        "Hmm? Hmm~ That should be... okay. Yes. I don't mind, but will you be okay with it?"

        "Of course~. I've wanted to try something like that once♥"

        

        This possessive cat-like girl.

        Well, I'm not one to talk.

        

        "...Okay, okay! If you win, right? But what if you don't win?"

        "I'll think about that when it happens!"

        

        I asked just to confirm, and she responded energetically.

        It was ridiculous yet adorable.

        

        "Alright. Then, fighting for the win~."

        "Yes~! Oh, uwah?"

        "Upsie...."

        

        I slowly leaned back, feeling Cecilia's weight on top of me.

        

        Cecilia, embraced in my arms, lay down on the bed with me.

        I gathered the scattered test papers and placed them on the desk.

        

        "...Kyah!"

        "♬"

        

        I quickly flipped our positions, laying Cecilia underneath me.

      

      
        In that position, I looked down at her and purred in a pouncing posture.

        

        "But before that, I should receive tonight's reward first~?"

        "...♥"

        

        Cecilia blushed shyly and nodded timidly.

        Her fair skin, visible through her loose shirt, glowed softly in the moonlight, and under the blanket, her cat tail gently wrapped around my thigh.

        

        Newlyweds' nights are busy.

        For now, that was all there was to it.

        

        ***

        

        And on the day of the sports festival.

        Stepping onto the blazing field, I whistled lightly as I looked up at the bright sky.

        

        "Nice weather~. Not too hot, and the building is still so big."

        

        How long had it been since I last visited Cecilia's school?

        Was it the first time since we came for preliminary research together?

        It suddenly felt like such a long time ago, making my heart swell with emotion.

        

        "...Now! Where are the visitor seats~."

        

        I followed the guidance stickers posted around.

        When I reached the area with chairs gathered under a tent, I could already see quite a few people seated.

        

        "Lots of people~. ...Huh?"

        

        As I was scanning for a suitable place to sit... I suddenly noticed some familiar figures. Almost simultaneously, those figures seemed to notice me and turned around to greet me cheerfully.

        

        "Oh, senior! It's been three days~~. Here, here. Sit here~!"

        "Oh, Eunhwan. Fancy meeting you here. And those two beside you...."

        "Hi."

        "Hello~."

        "...Why are you all here...?"

        "The convenience store is closed today. It's been a while since I had free time, and I heard there was a sports festival, so I just came to watch for a bit."

        

        For someone who "just came to watch for a bit," Jaesub seemed quite prepared with a lunchbox, camera, and sunglasses.

        Next to him, Heewon nodded with her usual bright smile.

        And Eunhwan was wearing something resembling a volleyball team uniform.

        

        The convenience store trio.

        Well, technically Heewon doesn't work at our convenience store, but still.

        

        "Somehow we all ended up here. Eunhwan, who are you here to cheer for?"

        "Hyerim, of course~!"

        "Of course."

        

        I nodded lightly and plopped down in the seat next to the group.

        I carefully placed my bag under the chair to keep it from wobbling.

        

        "I've been hanging out with her a lot lately~. I promised to buy her any exercise equipment she wants if she wins this sports festival!"

        "Oh, that's nice. You're being a proper senior?"

        "Hehe~."

        "Oh right, Eunhyuk. Which team is your cat on?"

        "Ah, she said the white team."

        "Ah."

        "Oh."

        "Eh."

        "?"

        "...Hyerim is on the blue team."

        "Oh."

        

        We were at odds from the start.

        

        The awkward atmosphere where no one knew what to say didn't last long.

        

        [Now we will~~~~—begin the 31st Pyeongdong High School Sports Festival~~!!!]

        

        Along with the loud voice flowing from the speakers, enthusiastic cheers erupted from all directions.

        

        The sports festival had begun.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.205Side Story 3 - The First Match! Tug of War!

      
        "Fighting."

        "Yeah. You too, Cecilia."

        

        In a slightly dim corridor.

        Right in front of the exit where intense sunlight and cheers pour in.

        

        After bumping fists with Hyerim, who smiled with a determined expression, I slowly tied the white headband symbolizing the White Team around my head.

        

        "Phew..."

        "Nervous?"

        

        Sherry asked with a broad smile as I exhaled deeply.

        When I answered with a slight smile, "Kind of...", Sherry's already bright face lit up even more as she asked another question.

        

        "Heart pounding~?"

        

        Her playful attitude made me smile broadly.

        

        After tightly tying the band behind my head, I nodded vigorously and answered loudly.

        

        "Yes, my heart's pounding!"

        

        My voice echoed slightly in the corridor, drawing the attention of my teammates.

        Soon, cheerful laughter erupted from all around, and I nodded firmly in response.

        

        My first sports festival ever.

        A major event.

        

        It would be strange if my heart wasn't pounding.

        

        [Now, we will begin~~~~—the 31st Pyeongdong High School Sports Festival~~!!!]

        

        A loud voice accompanied by cheers overflowed from beyond the exit.

        Nodding at my friends with white headbands, we slowly made our way toward the field.

        

        "Let's go!!"

        

        I could feel my heart pounding.

        The soft crunching sound of sand beneath our feet added to the tension and excitement I felt.

        

        I'm definitely going to win!!

        With that thought, I stepped firmly onto the ground, feeling a smile escape my lips.

        

        ***

        

        "Wow... this is incredibly huge."

        "It's the biggest school in the area, you see~. The sports festival here has always been a sacred event for students, teachers, parents, and outsiders alike. Is this your first time here, senior?"

        "Yeah. I was never really interested in these events... But this is truly impressive. No wonder they've smoothly accepted different species."

        

        Under the blazing sun, the field was surrounded by numerous tents and cheering sections.

        I laughed in amazement, momentarily forgetting about the noise that resonated throughout the entire field.

        

        Come to think of it, the school's size was truly enormous.

        I'd looked through materials before and even visited in person, but I couldn't help but chuckle at the surprising scale that struck me anew.

        

        The children attending this school would surely graduate with plenty of good memories.

        And I was simply happy that our Cecilia was among them.

        

        "By the way, there's even a swimming pool on the rooftop~. Quite enviable, I must say."

        "Ah~ right, I heard about that. They had swimming classes recently."

        "Oh, oh? You mean Cecilia? Senior, you must have been worried and couldn't sleep well because of all those energetic boys looking at her—"

        "It's gender-segregated classes, and I bought her a modest school swimsuit, you idiot. What were you thinking...—ah."

        

        In the middle of our comedic exchange, a portion of the student groups emerging from the building caught my attention.

        Through the magnificent music playing, I opened my eyes wide and said:

        

        "Here they come. Cecilia's class."

        "Oh? Where?"

        "They're already out? Where?"

        "Where are they?"

        

        At my words, not only Eunhwan but also Senior Jaeseop and Ms. Hiwon, who were enjoying the entrance ceremony, quickly asked.

        For their benefit, I lightly extended my hand to point out a section of the student group.

        

        "There, that way."

        "Hmm~? Ah, found her! Hyerim~~!!"

        

        Eunhwan waved enthusiastically toward the Blue Team after finding the person she was looking for.

        Unlike her, I stared intently at the White Team walking beside the Blue Team.

        

        Now, where could Cecilia be...

        I thought, but I didn't need to search for long.

        

      

      
        "Found, her."

        

        Silver-white hair glistening under the sunlight.

        Cat ears perking up cutely, a cat tail swaying happily.

        

        Clean white and blue gym clothes reflecting the sunlight.

        Shorts, and the shapely legs revealed beneath them. Long white socks covering up to the ankles.

        

        It was Cecilia in her gym uniform.

        

        The outfit, different from what I usually see at home, looked fresh and cute.

        And as always, unbearably lovable.

        

        "Cecilia in gym clothes, so cute~~♬"

        "That's refreshing!"

        

        Ms. Hiwon and Senior Jaeseop, sitting beside me, each commented with amused expressions.

        

        "Right, right~."

        

        And naturally, I couldn't feel bad about my cute wife receiving compliments.

        I nodded along with their pleasant praise, feeling quite proud.

        

        "Hmm?"

        

        Suddenly, I noticed Cecilia's ears perking up high in the distance.

        

        I wondered if she had somehow heard our voices amidst all this noise, or if it was just a feeling.

        As she turned around curiously, our eyes met and...

        

        "...—!!♬"

        

        Immediately, a bright smile spread across her cute face.

        

        I could see Cecilia flapping her tail and waving her hand with all her might.

        

        With a full smile on her face, even standing on tiptoe.

        Looking straight at us and waving with joy and affection, the people beside me each spoke up.

        

        "Wow~~. You're certainly loved, aren't you~?"

        "Haha. Newlyweds will be newlyweds."

        "How adorable~♪"

        

        I felt my face instantly heat up at their combo attack.

        

        Under the tent, I covered my reddened face with both hands and glanced around.

        Seemingly satisfied with my reaction, she made a V-sign with her hand, showing a bright and energetic smile, then continued walking with the procession.

        

        Was she excited to see me at school?

        Or was her tension high because of "the promise"?

        

        Either way, well...

        

        "...She's cute. Yeah."

        

        Today too, my wife is energetic and cute.

        ...Honestly, she's so cute I can barely contain my joy.

        

        I could feel my heart pounding.

        Expressing my fond feelings with a smile, I focused my eyes to watch the upcoming games.

        

        ***

        

        [Next up is the first match—! Tug of war competition~~!! Would the called students please come forward! First year White Team Kim Hoyoung, First year Blue Team Lee Jiwoo...—]

        

        After finishing the warm-up exercises, which served as the prologue to the sports festival under the scorching sun, students could be seen moving to their respective positions.

        

        This event was tug of war.

        Given the scale, there were many participants and the rope was long.

        

        From the names being called, it seemed like all students from grades 1-3 were participating.

        Not everyone, of course, but the format was quite grand.

        

        "By the way, what events is Cecilia participating in?"

        

        Senior Jaeseop turned to me and asked.

        Realizing I hadn't mentioned it, I smiled slightly and opened my mouth.

        

        "She's doing various things, but first is tug of war."

        "Oh."

        

        No sooner had I spoken than—

        

      

      
        [Second year White Team Cecilia! Second year Blue Team Lu...—]

        

        Cecilia's name flowed from the speakers.

        

        Simultaneously, I saw the cat girl stand up from the waiting area and start walking.

        As she turned toward us, making a fist to show her determination, I smiled warmly and waved back.

        

        "So she's doing tug of war? That's a bit unexpected."

        "She's surprisingly strong, actually."

        "Really?"

        "Yes. Probably because she's a beastkin."

        "For reference, Hyerim isn't participating in tug of war~. I heard she's doing the running event instead."

        

        We chatted casually as complete spectators.

        In front of us, the students quickly took their positions and lifted both ends of the tug of war rope taut.

        

        "Ooh, that's impressive."

        "The rope is longer than I expected. This will be fun."

        

        Even a regular tug of war becomes more powerful with more participants.

        Seeing the thick rope, which I was familiar with from previous viewings, pulled so taut that it looked strained, I clasped my hands together with pure excitement and...

        

        "By the way, senior, didn't you make any kind of reward agreement with Cecilia?"

        "Huh?"

        

        I turned my head slightly at my junior's voice from beside me.

        

        "What do you mean?"

        "You know, that thing where couples make promises like 'If I win this competition, I'll grant you one wish!' I thought you two might have done something like that."

        

        What exactly does "you two might have" mean?

        Well, we did make such a promise, actually.

        

        "...We did."

        "Ooh!"

        "Oh?"

        "Wow."

        "What was it! What was the content?"

        "...Secret."

        

        Eunhwan and the others leaned in with curious faces.

        Inwardly vowing never to tell them, I continued:

        

        "Just, you know, we simply agreed that 'if the White Team wins,' I'd grant one request, but..."

        "Hmm~?"

        "...honestly, it's a bit embarrassing. Still, since it's Cecilia's request, I'll do it if I have to."

        "Ooh, ooh~!"

        

        What's with that annoying exclamation?

        After subduing my cheeky junior with a stern glare, I turned my attention back to the field and said:

        

        "But honestly, the odds are fifty-fifty. It's not like the White Team is small... And in a sports festival, it's hard for one person's effort to make a difference for the entire team, so I'm watching without much pressure—"

        

        In the middle of my sentence, the game started with a bang!! from the starting gun.

        

        At first glance, both sides seemed evenly matched in numbers and build.

        With so many participants overall, it promised to be quite a close match.

        

        ...Or so I thought.

        

        "Huh, what?"

        

        What I saw was a silver-haired cat gritting her teeth and fiercely pulling the rope.

        Cecilia was putting all her strength into it, even using her tail for balance as she strived for her team's victory.

        

        This shouldn't be a system where one person could make a difference.

        Yet somehow, every time she planted her feet on the ground, the rope seemed to be pulled toward her side and...

        

        [Winner, White Team!!!]

        

        ...After a short while, Cecilia's team's victory was declared amidst tremendous cheers.

        

        Breathing heavily and wiping the beads of sweat from her forehead, Cecilia turned toward me with a bright smile and made another V-sign.

        I waved back to congratulate her.

        

        However, while congratulating her, I couldn't hide my surprise at what I had just witnessed and muttered:

        

        "Maybe the odds aren't fifty-fifty after all...?"

        

        I heard giggling laughter from those around me.

        Scratching my head at the sound, I could only watch the next event being prepared with mixed feelings of pride and complexity.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.206Side Story 3 - Family Support! & Happy Because of You

      
        "Are we too late?"

        

        As I was watching the second event, the jump rope endurance competition, which was moderately entertaining since no one I knew was participating, I suddenly perked up at the familiar voices behind me and turned around.

        

        "Not at all! The second event just started. You're not that late."

        "Is that so? That's a relief~."

        "Yes, it was worth hurrying."

        

        Beautiful blue hair flowing down smoothly like water.

        Clean silver hair glistening in the sunlight.

        

        I could see two cat tails swaying gently.

        Meeting two pairs of eyes filled with warmth and affection, I continued with my usual gentle smile.

        

        "Welcome. Mother, Father."

        

        Cecil's parents.

        In other words, my father-in-law and mother-in-law.

        

        Having not seen them for several weeks, I couldn't help but smile at the sight of their faces.

        Looking at me, they both glanced around eagerly, as if they couldn't contain their excitement.

        

        They must be eager to see their only daughter in action.

        Despite saying "we might not be able to come due to work," they arrived quite early, probably for that very reason.

        

        As I always think, they were just as adorable as Cecil.

        

        "Here, please sit here."

        "Oh my, thank you~."

        "Thank you, Eunhyuk. How have you been lately?"

        "Of course, I'm doing well and staying healthy as usual."

        

        I guided them to the seats behind me while having a gentle, warm conversation.

        

        "Ohhh..."

        

        Suddenly, I heard voices from beside me.

        Glancing around, I noticed our friends who were already seated, their eyes shining for various reasons.

        

        "Are those Cecil's parents?"

        "Kitties...!"

        

        Hee-won asked in a polite and bright voice, while Eun-hwan's eyes sparkled like the sun as he exclaimed.

        Between the two, my brother was also looking on with curious, twinkling eyes.

        

        "Oh...? Fufu, yes~. I'm Cecil's mother~. Are you friends of our daughter~?"

        "Y-yes~! Nice to meet you, I'm Oh Eun-hwan!"

        "Yes, Eun-hwan? That's a nice name. I'm Amanda. This is my husband, Davi. Please take care of us~?"

        "Please take care of me too!"

        "Sorry for the late introduction, I'm Nam Jae-seop."

        "I'm Jang Hee-won. Hello~."

        

        Mother exchanged greetings and introductions with the group, all smiling brightly.

        Meanwhile, Father quietly slipped away from the group and whispered to me with a faint smile.

        

        "Our daughter has many friends, doesn't she?"

        "Of course. It's thanks to her bright personality."

        "And also thanks to you."

        "Oh, you flatter me."

        

        We exchanged these words in hushed tones, and I smiled slightly.

        Despite my modest response, I felt good. Father also seemed pleased, smiling as well.

        

        Before I knew it, Mother and the others were chatting happily.

        As I watched the four of them enjoying themselves, Father and I were about to join the conversation when...

        

        "Oh my? Wow, it's been a while!"

        "Hmm...? Ah, Eunhyuk's mother!"

        

        Almost everyone turned their heads at the voice from behind.

        

        I saw two people who were even more familiar than Father and Mother.

        

        Features that resembled mine, with rich expressions full of joy.

        What more needs to be said? They were my parents.

        

        "We're here, Eunhyuk!"

        "Oh, welcome. I thought you were busy, how did you manage to come?"

        "Well~ It's a day when our daughter-in-law is active, so we had to come watch at least this much~."

      

      
        

        Mom answered with an energetic nod.

        Somehow, the situation was very similar to Cecil's parents, which made me think, "Indeed, they're all 'parents'."

        

        "It's been a while, both of you. Have you been well?"

        "We've been doing well~. Our income has stabilized now. I've been a carpenter all my life, and well, it's useful even here."

        "That's good to hear."

        "It's been a while, Eunhyuk's mother."

        "It's been a long time!"

        "Hmm~? Ah, Jae-seop and Eun-hwan! It's been a while~. Are you doing well~?"

        "Of course, I'm healthy and doing well~!"

        "Me too, of course. I've been a bit busy lately, but..."

        "I heard you got engaged to a girl you've known for a long time? Make sure to invite us to the wedding~?"

        "Of course."

        

        Bustling.

        Crowded.

        

        It was pleasant to see everyone, whether meeting for the first time or reuniting after a long time, engaging in friendly conversation.

        As I leaned my arm on the chair with a contented smile, Father suddenly approached and asked:

        

        "By the way, Eunhyuk."

        "Ah, yes?"

        "Where is Cecil?"

        

        Almost simultaneously with his question—

        

        [Jump rope competition is over!! The team that survived until the end is~~~~?! ——The White Team!!]

        

        The energetic announcer declared the end of the second event.

        

        Turning my head, I saw numerous students sitting in the blazing sun, panting heavily.

        Amid the cheers and applause erupting from all directions, the students bowed their heads one by one with sweat-soaked faces and returned to the waiting area.

        

        "She should be coming out soon. Yes."

        

        Looking at the scene, I answered the people waiting for my response.

        

        It was time for Cecil to appear again.

        

        ***

        

        ——I can feel my heart pounding.

        

        "Inhale——, ......exhale..."

        

        Slowly, aware of the heavy throbbing, I took deep, deep breaths.

        

        My pink-flushed skin reflected in my slightly open eyes.

        Feeling my heart race, filled with strength and oxygen, I smiled and clenched my fist tightly.

        

        "It's almost time to enter, Cecil. Let's get ready."

        "Inhale—... Ah, yes. Thanks, Sherry."

        

        I smiled slightly at the innocent voice that replied, "Don't mention it~."

        Rising from the rest chair, I pressed my softened limbs as if stretching them.

        

        "Mmm~~."

        

        My body felt pleasantly hot.

        The pounding of my heart was refreshing.

        

        Recalling the earlier tug-of-war, I stood up and lightly dusted off both hands.

        

        Had pouring all my strength into something always felt this good?

        Of course, exercise after a long time is refreshing for anyone, but I certainly wasn't someone who particularly enjoyed exerting myself before.

        

        But how about now?

        

        "...Ahh♪"

        

        The breath I released while stretching was filled with satisfaction, enough for even me to feel it.

        Elation, excitement.

        My physical condition was better than ever before.

        

        In the past, I would become vigilant whenever I had to exert myself, or when my body became even slightly tired.

        But now, I even felt elation and satisfaction from the faint fatigue spreading through my body.

        

        Had something changed within me?

      

      
        After pondering for a moment, I chuckled.

        

        There was no need to think about it.

        

        "Let's go, Cecil!"

        "Yes!"

        

        In sync with Sherry's energetic voice, I patted my cheeks.

        Following the roaring cheers and the voice over the speakers, I walked steadily toward the exit where light was pouring in.

        

        The moment I stepped out into the sunlight, intense cheers mercilessly pounded my ears.

        The tail on my back swayed naturally, and I felt like the cheers grew louder from some sections whenever it moved.

        

        "Hmm..."

        

        Regardless, I looked around, searching for a particular spot.

        

        I'm sure it was around there—

        

        "Ah, there they are. ...Huh?"

        

        Eun-hwan, Jae-seop oppa, and Hee-won unnie.

        And Eunhyuk.

        

        As I turned toward where my close friends were gathered, I smiled happily at the sight of people who weren't there before.

        

        "Mom and Dad, you came~!"

        

        They had said they might not be able to come due to work, or that they would be quite late, but they came so early.

        The thought of 'being loved' spread an uncontrollable smile across my face.

        

        "Hehehe~~♪"

        

        I could see Sherry walking in front of me, cheerfully waving toward somewhere.

        It seemed Dong-geon oppa had also come. He must be sitting somewhere different from Eunhyuk, as I couldn't see him well.

        

        Mom and Dad.

        Friends, unnies, and oppas.

        Eunhyuk's parents.

        And—

        

        "...Hihi♬"

        

        Finally, casting my gaze toward my husband, I nodded happily with a bright smile.

        

        Our eyes met.

        Even from this distance, Eunhyuk's eyes met mine, looking only at me.

        

        "Watch me~ Eunhyuk~~!!"

        

        I shouted loudly, standing on tiptoes and waving my arms.

        

        Surely my voice wouldn't reach that far.

        With such loud cheers, it was only natural.

        

        But that was enough for now.

        

        "Hmm~ Hmhmm~~♪"

        

        Humming a tune, I tightened the ribbon in my hair once more.

        

        To repay him with a healthy appearance—the one who cheers for me, protects me, loves me.

        —Who changed me and gave me courage.

        

        Let's focus on the competition with all my might.

        It's almost lunchtime anyway. We can talk then.

        

        "Let's go, Sherry!"

        "Yes~!"

        

        My main goal is to enjoy today healthily and happily.

        My second goal is to lead the White Team to victory and get "that" from Eunhyuk!

        

        Let's do this, me!!

        

        "Yes—!!"

        

        The signal announcing the start of the third event rang out from the speakers.

        In sync with it, I stepped onto the field slowly yet powerfully.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.207Side Story 3 - Break Time~

      
        "I lost......"

        "Ahaha. Yeah. Good job, Cecilia."

        

        Under the blazing midday sun.

        Several picnic mats spread out beneath a large tree.

        

        Cecilia, who had trudged over while we were setting out our packed lunches in the shade, muttered those words.

        

        Her cat tail drooped dejectedly, clearly upset about losing.

        It seemed she had washed her face before coming; water droplets clung to the ends of her hair, glistening transparently in the sunlight.

        

        "You still looked cool giving it your all. Come on, sit down. Let's rest a bit before lunch."

        "Mmm. ...Sigh. By the way, where are Mom and Dad? And your brother's family isn't here either."

        "Your parents and my mom are at the restroom together. Jaeseop hyung's group is sitting waaay over there separately."

        

        I pointed to the trio of Jaeseop hyung, Heewon, and Eunhwan sitting on a mat some distance away as I answered casually.

        

        Earlier, Jaeseop hyung had said something about 'feeling awkward intruding on a close family gathering.'

        Well, Cecilia and I are a married couple, and the other four are our parents... I could understand why they might feel out of place.

        

        "It would've been nice if they joined us...."

        

        Ironically, Cecilia, one of the people directly involved, seemed quite disappointed.

        Her cat tail tapping gently against the mat was adorable.

        

        With a light chuckle, I pulled a towel from my bag.

        I held it lightly and gently pressed it against Cecilia's face, which had turned red from the heat.

        

        "Eep?!"

        

        Cecilia jumped in surprise at the cool towel, her tail springing up.

        But it wasn't chilled that much, so after looking back at me, she slowly relaxed her expression and...

        

        "...Mmm."

        

        Soon she closed her eyes gently and tilted her chin up, offering her face to me.

        Her twitching ears were lovely as she silently asked me to wipe her face.

        

        "You're so cute."

        "Mmm...♥"

        

        I placed one hand lightly on her warm cheek while using the other to gently wipe her adorable face.

        

        Her forehead with light beads of sweat. Her damp hair.

        Her cheeks flushed from the heat of exercise.

        

        Her straight nose, small lips.

        And finally, her fair nape...

        

        "...Ehehe♥"

        

        Cecilia suddenly opened her eyes and flashed a bright smile.

        Then she nuzzled her cheek against my palm and cutely puckered her lips, as if asking for something.

        

        "Hmm~~?"

        "...Geez."

        "♥"

        

        I glanced up, looking around us.

        Confirming that no one was watching, I quickly but gently lowered my head and pressed my lips against hers.

        

        "...Chu."

        "Mmm...♥"

        

        The soft sound of a brief kiss echoed under the tree.

        When she opened her eyes again moments later, she looked up at me with a happy, beaming smile.

        

        "...Feels good♥"

        "Whoa."

        

        My heart leapt at her enchanting smile.

        

        Was she saying the cool towel felt good?

        Or was she saying the kiss felt good?

        

        Either way, her adorable comment made my face heat up, and as I was about to shyly lower my head—

        

        "...Ah, welcome."

      

      
        "?!"

        

        I spotted our parents approaching and bowed my head politely, feigning composure.

        

        Cecilia jumped in surprise and whirled around.

        My mother, with a mischievous grin full of amusement, opened her mouth to speak to Cecilia.

        

        "My~ Maybe we should have come a bit later~~?"

        "N-No! It's been a while, Mother, Father!"

        "Hoho. Yes, it's been a while, Cecilia~."

        

        My mother greeted her with a warm smile.

        Cecilia's face turned bright red at my mother's words.

        

        ...Strange.

        They definitely couldn't have seen us kissing from that distance...?

        

        As if reading my thoughts, my mother turned to look at me, still awkwardly holding the towel, and said:

        

        "My son~~. It's so nice to see you getting along so well with your wife~?♬"

        "Ah, ahaha...."

        

        ...That's what she said.

        I guess there's no hiding anything from my mother after all. Yeah...

        

        "I saw your race. You were running really well."

        "Ah, hehe~. Thank you, Father~!"

        

        I continued setting out the lunch boxes while listening to Cecilia and my dad chatting cheerfully.

        'Father,' huh. Hearing someone call my dad that after so long naturally brought a smile to my face.

        

        "We're back~."

        "My daughter~. Did you do well in the race~?"

        "Ah! Mom, Dad~~!!♬"

        

        A moment later, Cecilia ran toward her returning parents with a pitter-patter of feet.

        

        I couldn't help but chuckle at her impossibly bright voice.

        She was unbearably cute as she threw herself into her parents' arms, acting adorable with her tail swishing happily.

        

        "Everyone gets along so well~."

        "Need some help, son?"

        "Ah, yes. Could you open the lunchbox lids, and the chopsticks..."

        

        I continued calmly preparing lunch with help from the others.

        

        The wind rustled through the leaves with a gentle whoosh.

        The sounds of lively conversation came from nearby groups who had already started eating.

        

        Feeling the joy of those sounds, I handed out chopsticks to everyone in our group.

        

        "Alright! It's time for a delightful meal, everyone~!"

        

        When I announced this with heightened enthusiasm, applause answered in response.

        

        I could feel my stomach growling.

        It was time to recharge our energy.

        

        ***

        

        "Mmm~♬ ...Delicious♪"

        

        Cecilia murmured happily as she sipped udon broth from a thermos.

        Everyone smiled warmly as they watched her stuff a large inari sushi into her mouth with a "Nom!"

        

        She looked adorable with her cheeks puffed out as she chewed.

        Resisting the urge to poke her cheeks, I casually spoke up.

        

        "Were you really hungry?"

        "Mmm~.... Mmm-mmm."

        

        She shook her head like a hamster.

        After finally swallowing the sushi, she spoke with a more energetic expression.

        

        "Hmm~. To be honest, I wasn't that hungry until just now, but once I started eating..."

        "You got hungry?"

        "Yeah. That's because everything is so delicious... Aum, nom...♪"

        

      

      
        Cecilia put a piece of kimbap in her mouth and smiled with absolute happiness.

        Seeing her adorable expression, I smiled too and popped a rice ball into my mouth.

        

        It tasted like happiness.

        

        "Mmm, so delicious♪"

        "Did our son make this food?"

        "Ah, yes."

        

        I nodded while taking a sip of the cool barley tea I'd brought.

        

        Usually, Cecilia and I cook together, but I made this lunch box entirely by myself.

        There wasn't any special reason... I just wanted her to be able to focus completely on her events today.

        

        When I casually explained this...

        

        "Oh my oh my~♬"

        "Haha. Our son has become quite the player."

        "You've got yourself a wonderful son-in-law~."

        "Yes, yes♪"

        

        ...For some reason, that was their reaction.

        Honestly, it was a bit, um, embarrassing.

        

        "Come on, it's not like I did anything special..."

        "Aah~ng~."

        "Hm?"

        

        I turned my head at the sound and saw Cecilia looking at me with her mouth open.

        Seeing her like a baby bird begging for food, I glanced back and forth between her and the bulgogi on my chopsticks a few times...

        

        "...Alright. Here, aahng~."

        

        With a chuckle, I placed the small piece of meat into her mouth.

        

        "Aahng~... Aum! Mmm, heehee♬"

        

        She was adorable, wagging her tail and licking her lips.

        

        "Delishush♬"

        "My~♪"

        "Hoho. You two get along so well."

        

        Her parents smiled warmly at the tail-wagging Cecilia.

        After swallowing the meat, Cecilia turned to them with a playful smile and...

        

        "Mmm~ Here! Mom too!"

        "Hm?"

        "Aahng~?"

        "Oh my? Hoho. Alright, aahng~."

        

        I smiled contentedly as the three of them started playing the "aahng~" game together.

        Our parents often comment on how well we get along, but now I could understand that feeling.

        

        "By the way, the weather is so nice today~."

        "Mm, mm."

        

        My mother looked up at the sky as she spoke, and Cecilia's mother, with inari sushi in her mouth, nodded in agreement.

        Feeling the gentle breeze caressing my arms, I suddenly asked Cecilia:

        

        "Speaking of which, what's your next event?"

        "Hmm~~ Running! Individual race and then relay. I'm participating in the individual race."

        "Oh? Who else is participating?"

        "Me from the White team, Hyerim from the Blue team. I don't know about the others."

        

        I see.

        Cecilia and Hyerim... a beast-person and an athlete.

        It should be an interesting match.

        

        "Nice. Fighting, Cecilia."

        "Hehe. Yeah~!"

        

        I nodded as I watched Cecilia smile brightly.

        

        The sun sparkled in the blue sky.

        A cool breeze gently tousled our hair.

        

        The sports festival was gradually heading toward its final stages.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.208Side Story 3 - The Running Match, Revenge After Nine Months

      
        About an hour after lunch time.

        The recreation period had ended.

        

        "Mmm~ That was fun~!"

        "Yeah~. It was nice to watch, and my stomach feels much better now!"

        "Yeah, yeah!"

        

        I nodded along with Sherry, who was sitting in the chair next to me, swinging her legs.

        Feeling the warmth spreading generously throughout my body, I stretched my legs out in preparation for the next event.

        

        "By the way, I didn't know Elya could do cheerleading."

        "Oh, yes! It was really unexpected. No wonder she kept disappearing during PE classes."

        "But she was good at it~. As expected of a succubus!"

        "Ahaha. Everyone in the audience, students and all, were cheering wildly... Though not our Eunhyuk."

        

        I boasted subtly while tightly tying my shoelaces with both hands.

        Then I stood up and gathered my fallen hair, pulling it back behind my head.

        

        "Sherry, give me a hair tie."

        "Oh, here~."

        

        I took the small hair tie and wrapped it around my hair a couple of times into a ponytail.

        My sweaty nape was now exposed, and the gentle breeze felt refreshingly pleasant.

        

        "Phew..."

        "You're sweating a lot, Cecilia."

        "Yeah. It's probably because the weather is hot... Oh! Wait, can you see through it?!"

        "Ah, well. It's not see-through, but..."

        "Not? 'But'...?"

        "...It looks a bit sexy."

        "?! This girl...!?"

        

        I flicked my tail in surprise at her comment and quickly covered my chest with both hands.

        As I was lightly bickering with Sherry, who was looking at me with a strange expression that seemed both admiring and mischievous...

        

        "Oh, Hyerim~."

        "Hyerim?"

        "Hi~. Were you having fun?"

        

        Hyerim walked into the waiting room in her uniform, taking steady steps.

        

        She casually took off the uniform she had worn over her gym clothes, apparently feeling quite hot.

        As Hyerim confidently pushed back her sweat-soaked black hair, both Sherry and I put aside our playfulness and spoke.

        

        "Good job, Hyerim."

        "The volleyball friendly match was the last recreation event, right? That must have been tough~."

        "Ahaha. It was just a shortened one-set match. It was mainly for show, so everything was planned in advance. Besides..."

        

        Hanging her uniform on a chair, Hyerim slightly lowered her head.

        Then, untying her shoelaces and retying them tightly, she continued in a voice filled with quiet enthusiasm.

        

        "...I need to warm up a bit if I want to perform properly in the next event."

        "Next event, oh. Both Hyerim and Cecilia are participating in the individual running race, right?"

        "Yes."

        "Yep~. It's basically white team versus blue team. Unintentionally so."

        

        I nodded in agreement with Hyerim's casual explanation.

        

        The band around Hyerim's head was blue.

        In contrast, the band around my head was white.

        

        Though we were chatting amicably, we were on opposing teams.

        Of course, being on opposing teams didn't mean we had to compete fiercely as personal friends.

        

        "That sounds fun~. I wanted to do the individual race too, not the relay."

        "It was popular. Well, enjoy watching us."

        

        Hyerim said with a cool smile, showing her teeth.

        

        Both Sherry and I felt our hearts leap at her fierce smile, unlike her usual self...

        

        [Next up! Finally, the highlight of the sports day, the running competition~~!! Contestants~~ please enter~~!!]

        

        Before we could say anything, the speaker on the field announced our entrance.

        

        "Let's go, Cecilia."

        "Ah, yes."

        "Good luck to both of you~."

        

        With Sherry's cheerful encouragement, we headed toward the field.

        

        I caught a glimpse of Hyerim's profile, which seemed to be burning with determination.

        

        ***

        

        Beast-people have high physical abilities.

      

      
        That's a fact I first learned from my mother when I was young.

        

        Beast-people are strong.

        They eat a lot. They have high body temperatures.

        They have excellent reflexes and develop quickly... and so on.

        

        If someone were to ask, "What's the most outstanding characteristic of beast-people compared to other races?" eight out of ten would answer "physical abilities."

        Although it varies by case, even I, as a female, could beat male members of other races (like Eunhyuk) of similar build, so there's no need to elaborate further.

        (Well, that was in the past. Now if I playfully pounce on him, I'm easily subdued...)

        

        So honestly, I had many doubts about this running competition.

        I participated because my classmates strongly recommended it, but I wondered if it was fair for a beast-person to join such a pure physical ability competition.

        

        Probably at this rate—

        

        "Hey, Cecilia."

        "Oh, yes?"

        

        As I was deep in thought, Hyerim suddenly spoke to me.

        

        "You know, back in the day~ I mean last year, when we had just become friends. Do you remember when I lost to you in a running match during PE?"

        "Hmm...?"

        

        I tilted my head slightly at her words.

        

        A running match?

        Now that she mentions it, I think we did have something like that...?

        

        "At the time when I lost, I just thought 'Wow, beast-people are amazing~' and let it go. But the more I thought about it, the more frustrated I became~."

        "Ah, I see...?"

        "I trained hard because of that. It also coincided with the end of my slump, so I gritted my teeth and worked extra hard to make up for lost time."

        

        Hyerim suddenly pulled out a towel from her bag that had been set aside by the track.

        She lightly wiped her face and put the towel back in her bag.

        

        "So, well... I'm not really trying to say anything specific."

        

        She took her running position according to the referee's signal.

        As I lowered my upper body and stiffened my tail in confusion, Hyerim turned her head slightly and said with a bright smile:

        

        "Let's have fun running together♪"

        

        Right after—

        

        Bang!! With the sound of the starting gun, everyone on the track sprinted forward with all their might.

        

        "...—!!"

        "Hup...!!"

        

        The wind struck my body, and the ground slid beneath my feet, flying backward.

        I left my balance to my tail and focused solely on moving forward, pumping my legs.

        

        The massive sound of cheers pounded my ears.

        I could barely hear the announcer's voice, but the content didn't register.

        

        I caught glimpses of other runners falling behind, gritting their teeth as they struggled to keep pace.

        As I lowered my posture even more and sprinted fiercely along the track—

        

        "Huff, haah...!!"

        

        —Hyerim ran ahead of me.

        

        "Grr...!?"

        "Hiss...!!"

        

        I was falling behind.

        I was losing in speed, me.

        

        The distance was only about 2 meters.

        But that 2 meters seemed impossible to close.

        

        Not only that, as time passed, I felt like I was falling even further behind.

        

        "...Haha!!"

        

        Laughter burst from my lungs, which were desperately craving oxygen.

        

        I might understand if it were about strength or something else, but I had never lost in speed head-on in my entire life.

        And here I was, losing.

        Me, a beast-person! In speed!

        

        "Haah...!!"

        

        My competitive spirit boiled over.

        Gritting my teeth to the limit, I ran forward with all my might.

        

      

      
        [White team's Cecilia and blue team's Hyerim!! It's neck and neck!!! With the finish line just ahead! Either one could cross first in this situation!!]

        

        I raised my head in response to the voice that reached my ears.

        Squinting against the rushing wind, I looked ahead and saw the finish line, now much closer.

        

        "Huuuu...!!"

        "—...!!"

        

        Without any signal, we both put even more strength into our bodies and explosively increased our speed.

        A final sprint, squeezing out every last bit of energy.

        

        The distance was closing.

        

        1 meter left to Hyerim.

        0.5 meters.

        

        0.1 meters.

        

        And then——

        

        [Goal—in—!!! Listen to this tremendous roar! In my three years with the broadcasting club, I've never seen anything like this!! Crossing the finish line in first place with the most spectacular race since the school's founding is——the blue team!! Hyerim!!!]

        

        The echoing cheer of 'Waaaaaaah!!!!' lightly shook my head.

        Exhaling the accumulated fatigue with my breath, I ran a few more meters carried by momentum before finally stopping and looking up at the sky.

        

        "Huff—. Huff—..."

        

        My lungs felt like they would burst.

        My whole body was hot. I could feel sweat pouring down my skin.

        

        I lost.

        I lost in speed.

        

        I saw staff members running toward us with drinks and towels.

        As I glanced at those people with their impressed expressions, standing still with an indescribable look on my face...

        

        "—You were amazing, Cecilia!!"

        "Oomph?!!"

        

        Along with a familiar voice, familiar arms wrapped around me tightly.

        

        My startled eyes met my familiar husband's face.

        I raised my voice in surprise at Eunhyuk, who was hugging me with the brightest smile.

        

        "Puha! E-Eunhyuk?!"

        "Yes, yes! It's me, Eunhyuk, your partner. They said family members could come greet the contestants at the finish line, so I was waiting for you~."

        

        Eunhyuk's thick hand gently brushed away the hair stuck to my face with sweat, showing no sign of disgust.

        Feeling somewhat dazed, I turned my head and saw Hyerim similarly being embraced by someone.

        

        "You were the best, Hyerim!! I, your sister, was moved to tears watching you...!!"

        "Mmph! Mmph!! ——Puha!!"

        

        Hyerim finally escaped from Eunhwan's arms, gasping for breath.

        With a dizzy expression from lack of oxygen, she shook her head and...

        

        "Ah."

        "Oh."

        

        Our eyes met.

        

        "Pfft."

        "Hehe, haha!"

        

        And suddenly, laughter burst out.

        

        I could feel joy seeping through my body along with the fatigue.

        Wiping away the tears that had leaked out, I opened my mouth toward Hyerim.

        

        "This is fun!"

        "Yeah!"

        

        We couldn't help but laugh at the sight of each other being tightly embraced by someone.

        Continuously laughing at each other, we nodded.

        

        Maybe we were both out of our minds from exhaustion.

        But it was enjoyable nonetheless.

        

        Even though I lost, I didn't feel bad.

        It was a pleasant discovery to find that a clean, fair match could feel this good.

        

        Feeling Eunhyuk's hand continuing to stroke me, I purred contentedly.

        

        I felt happy.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.209Side Story 3 - The End of the Sports Festival, the Big Bomb Prepared by My Seductive Wife

      
        [Now, the fun and exciting sports day is coming to an end...! From now on, we'll take time to announce the winning team, hold the awards ceremony, and introduce the MVP players from each event!! Now, drum roll please~.]

        

        Laughter erupted from the audience all around at the cheeky drum roll sound coming through the speakers.

        

        A peaceful atmosphere.

        The scenery of clouds gently drifting across the sky.

        

        Savoring the happiness, I gently moved my hand to stroke the cat tail of Cecilia sitting next to me.

        

        "Mmm, that feels nice~♬"

        "Feels good?"

        "Yes~! I'm quite tired from running with all my might after so long... Ah, right there... hehehe~♬"

        

        Cecilia let out a languid voice as my hand massaged her tail like a massage.

        The affectionate purring sound was pleasant to hear.

        

        I could feel warm gazes from all our companions around us.

        Smiling shyly at that, I turned my attention to the ongoing winner announcements.

        

        The sports day had ended.

        Athletes who had finished their parts, like Cecilia, were free to return to their families, and everyone was comfortably seated waiting for the neat conclusion of the event.

        

        [The 31st Pyeongdong High School Sports Day! This year's winning team is~~?! ――The White Team!!!]

        "Whaaat?!"

        

        With a massive cheer of "Waaaa―!!", the cat tail in my hand jumped up with a start!

        Cecilia quickly turned toward me with a face sparkling with joy and exclaimed excitedly.

        

        "Wh-White Team! We won, Eunhyuk!!"

        "Ooh~! Congratulations! You did well, Cecilia~!"

        "Ah, yes~. Hehehe~♬"

        

        As I patted her silvery hair and ears, a beaming smile immediately spread across her face.

        The way she kept swishing her tail and pushing her head toward me for more pats was unbearably cute.

        

        "Haha. Congratulations, my daughter!"

        "Congratulations~."

        "Waang. Mmm, ehehe♬"

        

        Soon, with Mother and Father joining in the patting, a sparkling smile came back like a reward.

        

        A moment later, Cecilia narrowed her eyes slightly and, with a mischievous expression, leaned in to whisper in my ear.

        

        "...You haven't forgotten our promise, right? Eunhyuk~?"

        "Mmm, of course. Though I'm not sure if there will be a good opportunity."

        

        A seductive "hehee♪" laugh rang in my ear as I nodded shyly.

        When I looked up, my wife's triumphant smile was right in front of my face.

        

        "There will be, for sure♬"

        "We're here~!"

        "Hello~."

        

        Just then, the Hyerim & Eunhwan group, who had finished their own celebrations elsewhere, came walking over.

        While glancing at Cecilia who was greeting them warmly, I quietly rested my chin on my hand.

        

        I wonder how this will turn out.

        My heart was racing for various reasons.

        

        ***

        

        There's something unique about the sports day at Pyeongdong High School.

        After announcing the winners, they select an MVP who "stood out the most among all participants in each event," regardless of team.

        

        Those selected as MVP get to stand on stage to give a brief speech and receive rewards no less impressive than the winning team.

        

        Naturally, the more events you participate in, the higher your chances of being selected as MVP, so students eagerly try to join as many events as possible...

        ...In other words, overall participation rates increase significantly. It was a well-designed system with that goal in mind.

        

        [MVP for the second match, jump rope endurance!! Though the winner was excellent too, no one could beat this person in terms of impact~! From the Blue Team, 2nd year!! Kim Younghun, who participated wearing a ghillie suit in this hot weather!!!]

        

        Well, the downside of selecting the "most noticeable person" rather than the "best performer" is that occasionally such eccentric characters appear...

        But this also creates a festive atmosphere that's enjoyable.

        It wasn't all that bad.

        

        "I hope I become MVP."

        

        Amid the cheers, Cecilia suddenly muttered in a low voice.

        At her words, I chuckled and placed my hand on her head.

      

      
        

        "You will, of course."

        "Hmm?"

        "...After dominating the race like that, how could you not be MVP?"

        "I guess so~."

        

        We nodded together as we exchanged words.

        

        Although Cecilia didn't come in first, honestly speaking, she was definitely the most eye-catching.

        How could a cute beastkin with flowing silver hair swiftly running through the track not catch everyone's eye?

        

        While Hyerim might have been faster, Cecilia was more attention-grabbing.

        This wasn't favoritism because it was Cecilia; it was an objective fact.

        

        [Next! The cheerleading category! Among all those cheerleaders, there was one student who particularly stood out~. The succubus who captivated not only the men but even the women without mercy...!! The cheerleading MVP is Miss Elya~!!]

        

        Both Cecilia and I exhaled with interest at the next MVP introduction.

        

        So cheerleading had a separate MVP too.

        

        It felt a bit strange to hear words like "succubus" directly in a large-scale commentary.

        Though, considering she actually was a succubus, there was nothing odd about it.

        

        [Next~! Individual running event!!]

        

        And here it came.

        We both straightened our posture at the upcoming announcement.

        

        [This was arguably the greatest race in Pyeongdong High's history! The identity of the MVP who turned the entire field into a cauldron of cheers is―!]

        

        A moment of silence.

        And then.

        

        [From the Blue Team! Miss Hyerim!!!]

        "Huh, me...?"

        

        Everyone nearby (including herself) tilted their heads slightly at the announcement.

        

        Hmm~?

        I didn't expect it to be Hyerim...?

        

        "Why me...?"

        "You did run well. But honestly, um...."

        "Maybe they're trying to save face for the first-place winner? You know, focusing too much on attention might have negative consequences later."

        

        Eunhwan tilted his head and Senior Jaeseop offered his theory.

        Meanwhile, Hyerim, who had risen from her seat, bowed slightly and began walking.

        

        "I'll go since they called me. See you all lat―ah, unnie, come with me!"

        "Hm? Together? Well, I don't mind..."

        

        Hyerim and Eunhwan, holding hands amicably, left the audience seats together.

        

        To our question of 'Why are they going together?', Cecilia spoke up.

        

        "It happens occasionally, but sometimes they ask for comments from someone close to the MVP in addition to the MVP themselves~. So when you're selected as MVP, they ask you to prepare with a close friend at the bottom of the stage. I've only heard about it though."

        "I see...."

        

        Everyone nodded at the appropriate explanation.

        

        But, hmm....

        I was concerned about Cecilia, who showed no particular reaction despite clearly missing out on the MVP.

        Wasn't she disappointed?

        

        "So you know what?"

        [Now finally~!! It's time to select the overall MVP of the sports day――!!]

        "Let's go too, Eunhyuk♬"

        

        And the reason became clear not long after.

        

        Cecilia confidently stood up from her seat and extended her hand to me.

        

        Everyone's wide-eyed gazes, her confident smile.

        The speaker's voice cut through, ringing out in a clear tone.

        

        [The undeniable MVP of this sports day!! ――From the White Team, 2nd year, Miss Cecilia!!!]

        

        ***

        

      

      
        "Did you know you were going to be MVP?"

        "Hmm~. To be honest, I have a junior in the broadcasting club... I wanted to make a grand entrance since I had the chance. Ehehe, was that too sneaky?♪"

        

        Behind the stage, in the waiting area.

        In a cool and quiet shaded spot.

        

        While waiting for our names to be called, Cecilia and I had a quiet conversation.

        

        "Hey~ Eunhyuk~. The promise~."

        "I know, I know. I wouldn't back out after coming this far, obviously."

        "Hehehe♬"

        

        Her giggling laughter echoed cheerfully in the quiet backstage area.

        

        Is she really that happy about this?

        Well, I guess she would be.

        

        "Such a possessive cat."

        "But~ lately there have been so many seniors hanging around me and it's annoying~. Showing my ring is becoming less effective... So I thought, rather than that~? ♪"

        

        Her smiling face naturally brought a smile to my face as well.

        She always had such a refreshingly innocent demeanor.

        

        "You two~ It's time to go up~."

        "Ah, yes~! Let's go, Eunhyuk!"

        "Okay."

        

        We moved toward the stage following the staff's guidance.

        As soon as we climbed up, the roaring "Waaaa――!" made my head spin for a moment.

        

        [Our final MVP, the school's officially recognized greatest contributor of the year, Miss Cecilia!! She was also at the center of another big news that heated up the entire school several months ago~. Miss Cecilia and her husband Eunhyuk! Please share a few words with us!!!]

        

        Hmm, suddenly it seems like some jeers are mixing with the cheers, or is that my imagination?

        ...It must be my imagination?

        

        "Ready, Eunhyuk?"

        

        I nodded stiffly to Cecilia as she looked back at me.

        Honestly, I was more nervous than I had expected, but it wasn't too bad.

        

        [Ah, ah. Thank you to everyone for your congratulations~! I'd like to share this joy with my friends and family who helped me! And...]

        

        Cecilia skillfully continued her brief acceptance speech after taking the microphone.

        Following her signal, I slowly moved to stand beside her.

        

        I could see audience members tilting their heads in confusion.

        In front of their curious gazes, Cecilia turned toward me without a hint of hesitation...

        

        With a face full of affection and ecstasy.

        She stood on her tiptoes and kissed me with a smooch♥.

        

        [...――!!]

        

        The sound of the kiss... ♥ echoed very faintly through the microphone.

        

        A voice of shock came from the host's microphone, and indescribable sounds erupted from the audience.

        

        [As the host mentioned, I have a wonderful husband~! So I must politely decline all attempts at courtship~!!]

        

        When did she become so confident?

        Feeling my face heat up, I looked at Cecilia's profile and muttered inwardly.

        

        I could see happiness in her eyes as she looked back at me.

        Then, following her whisper, I matched her timing and we shouted into the microphone together.

        

        "Now..."

        "One, two..."

        

        [Thank you everyone for your hard work――!!]

        

        Originally this should have been the host's line, but since the actual host was frozen in shock, there was no problem with us doing it.

        

        Leaving behind the various erupting voices, we hurriedly jumped down from the stage.

        Looking at Cecilia giggling with satisfaction, I let out a chuckle.

        

        Indeed.

        My wife was the cutest and most bewitching cat of all.

        

        -Side Story 3 end
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        "Phew..."

        

        With a sigh of relief, I plopped down on the bed.

        As I crawled further in, the soft, plush mattress gently supported my body.

        

        The day of the sports festival.

        Night.

        

        To relieve the fatigue accumulated throughout the day, I grabbed a pillow and propped it behind my back.

        

        "Mmm..."

        

        I'd eaten dinner and finished showering.

        Changed into comfortable clothes, my body was enveloped in both refreshment and a pleasant warmth.

        

        This feels nice.

        With a major event behind me, I felt a subtle happiness—a mixture of fatigue and satisfaction.

        

        "I'm here~"

        

        As I was enjoying the night view through the window, Cecilia emerged from the bathroom, having dried her hair.

        

        I noticed she was mischievously wearing one of my shirts, which hung loosely around her small frame.

        The hem of the baggy shirt swayed precariously while her silver-white cat tail gently swished beneath it.

        With no bottoms in sight, her exposed fair thighs exuded an alluring charm under the light.

        

        The classic "boyfriend shirt" look.

        ...To be honest, it was quite sexy even from a distance.

        

        "Did you dry your hair properly?"

        "Of course~ Dried it perfectly~. ...Yap!"

        

        Cecilia jumped onto the bed with a little hop.

        Then she crawled over stealthily, and as if it were the most natural thing, slipped into my arms and hugged me tight.

        

        "Mmm~♥"

        "Hmm... You're warm. But why are you wearing that shirt? Was your usual one uncomfortable?"

        "Hm? Well~..."

        

        Curious about why she'd borrowed my shirt, I patted her back gently while asking.

        Cecilia seemed to have no particular reason prepared, thinking for a moment before answering.

        

        "Just because it caught my eye?"

        "It caught your eye."

        "Yeah, yeah. It looked comfy since it's big, and I was curious how it would feel to wear it~ ...And I was a little curious about how Eunhyuk would react♪ So, does it suit me~?"

        "...Honestly, it makes my heart race."

        "Ehehe~♥ ...Mm...♥"

        "Whoa..."

        

        Purring with a smile, Cecilia burrowed deeper into my arms, nuzzling her nose against my chest.

        

        The scent of shampoo tickling my nose.

        The sensation of my racing heart and her ticklish affection.

        

        Exhaling a heated sigh, I refused to be outdone and thoroughly stroked the cat before me.

        

        "...You little rascal~?"

        "Haah, kyaah!♥ Ahh, huu... ...Ehehe♥"

        

        I could see her sky-blue eyes, filled with affection, gazing up at me from up close.

        

        The purring sound resonating from her throat echoed pleasantly across the wide bed.

        Her flushed face and cheerful humming were adorable.

        

        Perhaps her particularly good mood was due to the highball she'd sipped earlier at dinner.

        Sitting on my lap with her arms around my neck, gazing at me intently—she was impossibly lovable.

        

        "♪"

        "...♥"

        

        Our gazes melted into each other.

        Silent affection permeated between us.

        

        "...Chu."

        "Mmm, mm...♥"

        

        The next moment, without either of us initiating, we pressed our lips together.

        

        I felt her soft lips covering mine.

        Experiencing ecstasy from the breathtaking affection, I slowly, slowly entwined my tongue with hers.

        

        "Mmm... Chu, mm...♥ ......♥"

        "Mm, mm... ...Chu. Ahm..."

        

        With one hand embracing her back and the other gently cradling her head.

        Savoring the dizzying closeness of our embrace, I simply continued to lovingly press my lips against hers, exchanging saliva.

        

        ""Puha....""

        

        A moment later, our lips reluctantly parted.

        Staring blankly at the sticky white thread stretching between us, I spoke with a faint smile to the grinning Cecilia.

        

        "You said earlier it was 'because it caught your eye' and all that..."

        "Yes...?♥"

        

        I slowly slipped my fingers under her shirt.

        

        Caressing her soft skin beneath the loose shirt like a tickle, enjoying Cecilia's impatient expression, I slowly lifted it up.

        

        "...But in the end, didn't you wear it because 'it would be easy to take off'? Hmm~...?"

        "...♥"

        

        A faint purr came back in response.

        

        Beneath the lifted shirt, her fair skin was revealed.

        

      

      
        A soft belly.

        A slender waistline.

        

        Two large, full fruits that tempted the viewer.

        

        "...How lewd."

        "...♥"

        

        As I had suspected from the touch, there was no brassiere.

        At the end of the soft, enchanting flesh, pink tips peeked out shyly, rubbing against the shirt with no underwear beneath.

        

        "Were you expecting this?"

        "Mmm... During today's sports festival, running made my body heat up a bit, so... Haah?!♥"

        

        Not waiting for her to finish, I gently licked one end of her soft breast with my tongue.

        

        Each time my tongue brushed against the elastic protrusion, her small body trembled and moans escaped.

        Soon, I took the tip of her breast into my mouth while caressing the other breast with my hand, and asked in a low voice.

        

        "Chu, mm... Mmm, do you want this? Chu..."

        "Ah♥ Y-yes...!♥ Today too, I wanted you to hold me...♥ Haah, ah, ah...!♥"

        

        Between her ragged breaths, moans and answers mixed together.

        Her panting voice and trembling body were unbearably lovely and erotic.

        

        "Huu, mm, ...ahm...♥"

        "Chu. ...Puha. Did your waist lose strength?"

        "Ehehe... Yes, a little...?"

        

        A delicate voice flowed through her melting expression.

        

        I reached out with a slight smile at her voice that stimulated desire.

        As I patted her limp, grinning head, she planted a quick kiss on my forearm with a dreamy smile.

        

        "Hehe... ...Mm..."

        

        After quietly breaking the hug, Cecilia slowly moved down the bed.

        

        And soon, arriving between my legs, she...

        

        "...It's gotten bigger♥"

        "Ugh..."

        

        She rubbed her cheek against the bulge in my pants.

        

        My waist jerked slightly at the faint, soft pleasure.

        Without giving me time to adjust, Cecilia reached out to tickle my waistband, just as I had done earlier, and then...

        

        "...Waa♥"

        

        She pulled down both my pants and underwear at once, letting out a cry of delight as she gazed at the erect penis before her.

        

        Cecilia's eyes filled with ecstasy as she stared at my penis that had sprung from my pants with a thud.

        Looking intently at my fully erect penis without touching it, from a distance close enough for her nose to almost touch it... I was so embarrassed and impatient that I felt dizzy.

        

        "Ugh..."

        "...~?♥"

        

        I reached out half-unconsciously to stroke her head.

        At the same time, she looked up at me with a devilish smile.

        

        A moment of eye contact.

        Satisfaction suddenly swirled in those sky-blue eyes that smiled at me—

        

        "...Chu♥"

        "Ugh!"

        

        With that, she pursed her lips and planted a kiss♥ on the glans.

        

        "Chu, chu♥ Chu...♥ ...~♬ ...Bae~~♥ Slurp...♥♥"

        "Hah, ugh, mm...!"

        

        Three kisses along the tip, shaft, and base.

        Then, showing off, she stuck out her tongue and licked from the base to the tip, before bringing her lips back to the glans with a playful smile.

        

        "Ah~mm~...♥♥"

        "Haah...!"

        

        I exhaled a hot breath, my waist twitching as she took my penis into her mouth.

        

        It was incredibly hot and slippery.

        The sensation of her tongue digging precisely into my weak spots made my waist feel like it would give out.

        

        "Chu...♥♥ Mmm, ahm...♥ Ahm, mm...♥"

        "Huu, ahh..."

        

        Cecilia, with her small frame, gently sucked on the shaft that seemed too large for her mouth.

        

        I naturally found myself breathing harder at the sound of her sucking between loving gazes and soft lips.

        Feeling her hot tongue relentlessly licking the glans and underside, I could only sigh and stroke her soft ears with trembling hands.

        

        "...Huhng♥ ...Ahm..."

        

        Amidst the surging pleasure, I noticed Cecilia maintaining her pace while gradually taking the penis deeper.

        

        Slowly, carefully. Yet without hesitation, actively.

        Even while coughing slightly, she continued to swallow my penis until—

        

        "...~~?♥"

        "Uahh..."

        

        She took my entire penis to the base in her mouth, then looked up at me with loving eyes and a broad grin.

        

        Moans kept escaping my lips at the sensation of her hot mouth enveloping my entire penis.

        Sweat broke out all over my body from her fellatio—sucking with wet sounds, occasionally rolling her head playfully to vary the intensity.

        

      

      
        "......Puhaa―♥♥"

        "Kugh...! Huah...!"

        

        A moment later, I barely held back from exploding as she pulled out my penis while licking it upward.

        

        Looking lovingly at the penis now sticky with saliva and precum, Cecilia gulped with a reddened face, swallowing all the residue in her mouth.

        

        "Mmm...♥ ...Huah♥"

        "Phew.... ...You've become so lewd. The girl who used to struggle to take half of it is now like this..."

        "Hehe♥ Well, if I lick it like this almost every night... it's natural to become skilled, isn't it~?♥"

        

        With a joyful smile, Cecilia wagged her tail and crawled back up.

        

        She pressed her full breasts against my chest, nuzzling her face against my neck with a grinning smile.

        

        "And~..."

        "?"

        "...Love, affection. How to feel good and how to serve, all~~ of it... Eunhyuk taught everything~~~ to me...♥ I'm just practicing what I learned~?♥"

        

        My waist jerked up at the voice whispered in my ear.

        When did she become so seductive and bewitching? I couldn't help but smile.

        

        "...Hey, Eunhyuk?"

        

        She spoke, tilting her upper body back slightly.

        

        Soft, full breasts and a beautifully curved body line...—

        —Below that, wearing nothing from the start, no underwear, she rubbed the tip of my glans against her dripping pussy and whispered:

        

        "I think a good student deserves a reward...♥"

        "...Bewitching cat."

        "...♥"

        

        I firmly♥ grasped her peach-like buttocks that swayed gently.

        

        Meeting her sky-blue eyes filled with anticipation, I slowly applied pressure and.

        —Feeling slight resistance, I slowly pulled her hips down.

        

        "Huu, kuu...!♥♥"

        "Ugh, kh...!"

        

        The tight, hot folds mercilessly stroked my penis.

        Gritting my teeth at the somewhat intense stimulation on my penis already heated from the fellatio, I slowly pushed my penis into the honeypot already full of love juices.

        

        "Huuu...!"

        "Haah, ugh...!♥♥ Hahk!♥ S-sorry hngh...♥ L-let me borrow your chest!?♥ J-just for a moment...?♥♥"

        

        Cecilia leaned against my chest, speaking in whispers with her trembling body.

        I also removed my top and embraced her, slowly taking a deep breath as I felt our bare skin pressed together.

        

        "Ugh, ah..."

        "Huhng...!♥ Hahk, uah...♥♥"

        

        I could feel the heat and heartbeat from our pressed bodies.

        

        With intense pleasure, I felt deeply connected to her.

        

        After holding each other tightly with trembling bodies for a while, we eventually kissed each other without either initiating, and...

        

        "...!!"

        "...――?!♥♥ ―!!♥ ―......!!♥!♥♥"

        

        We shook our hips violently, pouring out our boiling affection toward each other with all our might.

        

        The lewd sound of slapping♥ echoed intensely throughout the room.

        Pleasure swirled in my mind where reason had grown dim, and erotic sounds of passionate kissing and wandering moans permeated the air.

        

        I could no longer tell what was what.

        I just consistently poured out affection, pursuing pleasure and desire by moving my hips...—

        

        "...――!!"

        

        The limit came to my thoroughly heated body.

        

        Spurt!! Spurt, spurrt...!!!

        An intense, long ejaculation.

        Cecilia's vagina, reaching climax simultaneously, squeezed my penis as if not to miss a single drop.

        

        "Kh, ah...!"

        "――!♥!!♥♥"

        

        A pleasure that seemed to make me lose consciousness.

        

        And after some time...

        

        "...Ugh, ahh..."

        "Huu!♥ Haa, ah...!♥ Huu, ...haaa......♥"

        

        When I came to my senses, we were rolling on the bed.

        We were lying helplessly on the bed, tightly embracing each other, deeply connected.

        ...The soft mattress felt good.

        

        "..."

        "..."

        

        Silence.

        Breathing.

        Loving breaths proving the end of our act.

        

        "...We'll need to shower again."

        "Mm..."

        

        As always, the newlyweds' night ends with a shower and pillow talk.

        

        Tonight was just another night in the life of newlyweds, not much different from any other.
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        "Come to think of it, do you have enough money?"

        

        A typical weekday morning.

        Inside the convenience store, now somewhat quiet after the peak rush hour.

        

        While organizing the inventory that had come in as usual, I tilted my head in confusion at Jaeseop hyung's sudden question.

        

        ...Why the sudden talk about money?

        

        "Why do you ask all of a sudden?"

        "Oh, nothing really. I've been looking around preparing for my wedding lately... and suddenly realized something. Marriage really costs a lot of money."

        "Ah~ Right. Of course, it costs more than you'd expect... Wait, are you finally getting married?"

        "Well, we've been engaged for quite a while now, so it's about time~. Actually, I've been preparing for a while. I was just waiting for the wedding invitations to arrive before telling you. I've already ordered them, so they should be here soon. I'll give you one right away when they come."

        

        I nodded lightly at Jaeseop hyung's words.

        

        So he's finally getting married, this guy.

        

        It's been about nine and a half months since I attended their engagement party last Christmas.

        I'd been wondering when they would get married, and now hearing the news, I felt genuinely happy for them as if it were my own good news.

        

        Seeing me nod, Jaeseop hyung let out a small laugh and turned his head toward the door.

        In his usual calm demeanor, I could faintly glimpse joy in his profile, and I opened my mouth with a smile filled with sincere blessings.

        

        "Congratulations, really."

        "Thanks."

        

        His shy response came back with a cool tone, brief and simple.

        

        It was so concise.

        Yet it was so like him, which made me chuckle.

        

        "So, why the talk about money?"

        "Ah, right. That's what I was getting at. While preparing for our wedding, I kept thinking about you guys. For us, money isn't an issue since Hiwon has amazing connections, but I wondered if you two were doing okay. After all, you're just working part-time, even if the hourly wage is decent."

        

        His words of genuine concern made me smile bitterly.

        Picking up the box I had put down, I quietly spoke while placing items on the display shelf.

        

        "Hmm~. The wedding itself wasn't a big problem. My parents had saved up wedding funds without me knowing, I had my own savings, and the wedding gifts were surprisingly generous."

        "Ah, wedding gifts.... Well, Hiwon and I did put in quite a bit of sincerity."

        "When we received it, Cecilia and I were so surprised... The envelope looked like it was about to burst. ...Thank you again."

        "It's nothing. We've known each other for a long time, so that's the least I could do. ...And besides, it wasn't my money, it was Hiwon's."

        "Ah, hahaha.... Anyway, so we had a happy and comfortable wedding ceremony...."

        

        I trailed off slightly and scratched the back of my head.

        After clearing my throat once, I continued arranging the items.

        

        Honestly, we're not exactly financially abundant.

        Recalling last month's income and expenses in my mind, I once again held a small bitter smile on my face.

        

        At least we're not living paycheck to paycheck.

        

        While we're not wealthy, we can still afford to eat what we want and wear what we like.

        Having lived together for quite some time now, we've long since figured out ways to save money here and there.

        

        If we just want to continue living like this, there wouldn't be any major problems.

        Our livelihood is stable and the income isn't bad. We also have some emergency funds, so if we wanted to, we could continue living comfortably like this.

        

        However....

        

        "Aside from everything else, our savings just aren't growing at all... Haha."

      

      
        

        There's no surplus.

        That was the biggest problem at present.

        

        I want to move out of our studio apartment into a bigger place.

        I want to comfortably pay for Cecilia's college tuition when she eventually goes to university.

        ...I want to save as much as possible for the child we might have someday.

        

        People tend to become greedier the more comfortable their present situation is.

        

        Since our married life is happy and comfortable, I want to do this and have that.

        I want to gain more things to enjoy a happier life with my cute wife, but the bank balance that would help with that hasn't changed much for months now, which is frustrating.

        

        "I'd like to move to a slightly bigger place at least... Though the studio has its own cozy charm too. It's nice for staying close to each other."

        "Hmm, hmm."

        

        But still, I want a place with a proper bathtub, where the bedroom, living room, and kitchen are properly separated.

        

        Of course, I can earn enough on my own to cover our living expenses.

        Later, when Cecilia eventually joins the workforce, we could probably afford a small house without much trouble, but...

        

        "Still, it's human nature to want to move to a better place sooner rather than later. I've thought about taking on a side job, but I don't want to reduce the time I spend with Cecilia, so after much deliberation, I end up maintaining the status quo."

        

        Work and family.

        Income and affection.

        

        Finding the balance between them was incredibly difficult.

        

        "You're a warm-hearted husband."

        "...Honestly, aren't we the same in that regard? You also frequently swap shifts to spend as much time as possible with Hiwon."

        "Ahem...."

        

        I chuckled as he awkwardly cleared his throat.

        

        Still, it felt good to share my nagging concerns with someone.

        

        "Anyway~ So here I am, working at the convenience store just like any other day."

        "Have you thought about changing jobs? Still not confident?"

        "Ahaha. Well, I used to lack confidence to even consider changing jobs. But now...."

        

        I turned my head slightly to look outside.

        

        The same scene as always.

        The residential street that's neither narrow nor wide.

        

        A quiet convenience store less than a five-minute walk from our home, even at the slowest pace.

        

        "Where else could I find a workplace with such a relaxed atmosphere?"

        "True enough."

        "It's close to home too. Where else in the world could I find a job where I can freely hang out with my wife when she visits during my work hours?"

        "Our boss really becomes endlessly generous once all the work is done. It's truly heaven for devoted husbands like you and me."

        "Absolutely."

        

        In the end, there's no better workplace than this.

        

        A warm-hearted boss, familiar colleagues.

        I didn't want to give this up just for the possibility of earning a bit more money elsewhere.

        

        "...Still, whenever there are gaps in the work schedule, I could fill in as a substitute and at least add a little to our savings..."

        "You'll wear yourself out that way."

        "Ugh."

      

      
        "I understand how you feel, though."

        

        I hung my head at his words that cut off my enthusiasm.

        Well... if someone actually asked me whether I'd fill in or not when there's a gap, I'd probably have to think about it carefully...

        

        "But still, hmm. That's the thing."

        

        As I hung my head, I suddenly heard a voice tinged with amusement.

        Looking up, I saw Jaeseop hyung grinning.

        

        "Hey, Eunhyuk."

        "Yes?"

        "Were you a good student when you were in school?"

        

        ...Why the sudden topic of studying?

        I was puzzled, but I answered anyway.

        

        "Well... it depended on the subject."

        "Hmm. For example?"

        "...I was average in math and better in humanities. Oh, and I was quite good in science too. My school had a lot of experiments, and working with my hands helped me remember things."

        "Oh? Are you good with your hands?"

        "Not enough to brag about it, but I'm decent?"

        

        Jaeseop hyung cleared his throat with a "hmm, hmm" and nodded.

        His satisfied grin was utterly perplexing.

        

        What on earth is this about...

        

        "Eunhyuk."

        "Ah, yes, yes."

        "The reason you don't consider changing jobs is ultimately this, right? Here, you're familiar with the people and the atmosphere is comfortable, but among jobs that pay more, none have this warm atmosphere."

        "That's right?"

        "Then conversely, if such a place existed, would you seriously consider changing jobs?"

        "I... guess?"

        

        What is this?

        It feels like the conversation is heading in a very strange direction.

        

        "This is a secret, but..."

        

        Jaeseop hyung leaned in with an intriguing expression.

        Even though there were no customers, he continued in a whisper.

        

        "You know our boss is planning to open another store recently."

        "...This is the first I'm hearing of it...?"

        "Well, I'm the senior employee here, so I've been hearing bits and pieces as part of consultation. I'm planning to help out there as a side job when it opens. So, a few days ago, the boss asked if I could find someone suitable to work there..."

        

        Jaeseop hyung smiled, showing his teeth.

        Reaching out to grab my shoulder, he continued.

        

        "I wasn't told not to poach someone from the convenience store."

        "...?"

        

        No, that seems a bit unreasonable no matter how you look at it.

        I'm sure the boss didn't mean for him to do that...

        

        "Hey, Eunhyuk."

        

        He said, in a calm voice.

        

        "Are you interested in coffee?"
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        "I'm home, Eunhyuk~~♬ Oh, are you studying?"

        "Ah, welcome home, Cecilia. Yeah, just a bit."

        

        Cecilia, still in her school uniform after finishing her day, tilted her head curiously as she saw me looking at a book.

        

        After taking off her shoes, she approached me with her tail swishing gently and asked in a purring voice.

        

        "What book is that?"

        "Hmm~ A coffee book."

        "Coffee?"

        "Yeah. More specifically, a book for studying to be a barista."

        "?"

        

        I could see a question mark floating above Cecilia's head at the unfamiliar word.

        Chuckling at her cute confused expression, I reached out and gently stroked her soft cat tail.

        

        "Nyaa..."

        "Actually, I got a job recommendation from Jaeseop hyung today. Our boss is planning to open a new café, and he asked if I'd be interested in working there... He lent me this book, so I'm just reading through it to get a feel for it."

        

        I continued explaining what had happened earlier today.

        Her sky-blue eyes, peering at the book with curiosity while she purred, were truly beautiful.

        

        [Hey, are you interested in coffee?]

        

        The "new store the boss is planning to open" that hyung mentioned earlier turned out to be a café.

        More precisely, it seemed he was planning a somewhat upscale establishment that would sell coffee during the day and cocktails at night.

        

        The hourly wage offered was higher than the convenience store, and from what I heard, the location wasn't too far from the convenience store either.

        Plus, since it would be under the same boss, the work atmosphere wouldn't be much different from now, making it an incredibly good option for me.

        

        The only problem was that if I moved to the café, it would leave a gap in the convenience store staff.

        Since neither Jaeseop hyung nor I could do anything about this issue, I decided to strike while the iron was hot and called the boss earlier...

        

        [I'm all for it~.]

        

        Well...

        ...yeah.

        

        [I can always find another part-timer, and it's not like you're suddenly leaving right this minute~.]

        [As a boss, nothing could be better than having a hardworking, motivated employee I know well taking charge of a new store. Should I bring you some study books~?]

        

        ...In that sense, he was so enthusiastically supportive that I was actually taken aback.

        As expected of our boss. A person full of adult composure.

        

        "He said I could start just by manning the counter and doing odd jobs, but if I want to do the job properly, I should study. I need to know how to distinguish ingredients, get certifications..."

        "Ooh, that's so cool~."

        

        I couldn't help but smile at Cecilia's admiring tone.

        

        'Cool.'

        It was just a simple compliment, but coming from my cute wife, nothing could make me happier.

        I felt motivation surging within me.

        

        "Yeah, I'll work hard."

        "Fighting~! Ah, should I make you some tea?"

        

        Cecilia asked as she slipped off her school uniform.

        After staring blankly at her fair skin for a moment, I turned my head and looked at the clock before speaking.

        

        "Hmm~ No, let's have dinner first. I can't neglect housework just because I'm studying."

        

        I closed the book with a thud.

        

        Current time: about 5:30 PM.

        It was still early for dinner, but if we went grocery shopping and cooked, it would be just the right time to feel hungry.

        Though it was earlier than usual, this change of pace wasn't bad once in a while.

        

        "......♥"

        

        Suddenly, Cecilia approached with bouncy steps and planted a kiss on my cheek with a smack♥.

        Feeling the warmth spread and the ticklish sensation, I returned the favor by kissing her soft lips.

      

      
        

        Her vigorous purring and swishing tail were adorable.

        

        "Hehe..."

        "You're so cute."

        "~♬"

        "Alright, let's go grocery shopping!"

        "Yes~!"

        

        Cecilia twirled around with an affectionate smile.

        Watching her choose her outdoor clothes while in her underwear, I heaved myself up from the chair.

        

        I stretched my stiff body, pressing my arms and legs.

        I opened the drawer with a clatter and took out sunscreen, my wallet, and other essentials.

        

        It was time for another outing together.

        

        ***

        

        "By the way, where exactly is it located? I heard it's not far from here."

        "You know that area near the station where all the cafés are clustered? Around there."

        "Wow. He's secured another busy spot. It's close, so that's good for me."

        "He put in some effort. It'll be incredibly busy during peak hours, but the income should be decent... Not bad, I'd say."

        

        Back to my part-time hours.

        The afternoon shift before the changeover.

        

        I bowed politely to a customer who had just left, while continuing my conversation with hyung, moving only my lips.

        

        "Isn't that area near a school? I remember it having lots of snack shops and such."

        "School, company, academy, and so on... It's a neighborhood where people gather. That's why it's a good location for cafés and restaurants."

        "It's going to be busy."

        "It sure will be, probably."

        

        We both sighed and shook our heads.

        

        Of course, I wasn't expecting a job that would be quiet all day long, but... this was somewhat unexpected.

        It's a street that's packed with people morning, noon, and evening.

        

        Well, this might not be as easy as I thought.

        

        "Anyway, have you read much of the book?"

        "Ah, yes. I've roughly finished the first one you gave me."

        "Already? That's fast."

        "Well, there was a lot of content, so I really just skimmed through it... I'll need to read it again properly over the next few days."

        "Well, take your time. There's no rush."

        

        I nodded at hyung's words.

        

        True, there's still quite some time until the opening.

        And he did say I wouldn't have to do difficult tasks in the beginning...

        

        "Oh right. About the other staff members besides you."

        "Yes?"

        

        I perked up at hyung's words.

        

        Come to think of it, he mentioned they were still hiring.

        The boss said he would handle the coffee himself, but I wonder if they've already found all the other staff?

        

        As I pondered this, hyung spoke up.

        For some reason, his voice sounded slightly hesitant.

        

        "We've managed to find enough people... but, how should I put this..."

        "?"

        "We have enough staff, but, how do I say this, we don't have a 'face' for the place. Since it's a café located near a school, to do good business, we need something beyond just good taste to attract students externally..."

        "Ah...ha?"

        

        What could be missing that he's beating around the bush like this?

        

        As I waited for him to continue, resting my chin on my hand...—

      

      
        

        "——..."

        

        Hyung spoke, and.

        

        "Ah, I see."

        

        I nodded.

        

        So that's what he's getting at?

        I can't really say much about it right now, but well.

        

        "Hmm, sounds interesting?"

        "Really?"

        "Yes. I think it could be a good experience. Of course, I'll need to ask directly first."

        

        If things go as hyung suggested, work hours would be several times more enjoyable.

        Thinking this, I nodded vigorously again.

        

        It was the moment my evening plans were decided.

        

        ***

        

        And time passed once more.

        

        The intense heat of summer had subsided, and a cool breeze rustled through clothes.

        The sky grew higher and the weather calmer, with trees swaying to announce the beginning of a new season.

        

        A peaceful Saturday.

        An early autumn morning with dew on leaves spreading freshness—

        

        "Hmm, café uniforms really are stylish."

        "Right? It's just an apron, but somehow wearing it in a café makes you look cool."

        

        On such a morning, gentle conversation echoed through the quiet café.

        

        A sparrow perched on a branch outside chirped merrily.

        Inside the café building, which hadn't opened yet, I adjusted the unfamiliar shirt sleeves while preparing for the first day's opening.

        

        I ended up working at the café after all.

        After working at the convenience store for years, honestly thinking I'd continue there for several more years...

        I never expected this to happen to me. It was both surprising and quite enjoyable.

        

        "What time do we open?"

        "9 o'clock. But today is just a test run. We'll open early and close early."

        

        I nodded lightly as I looked at the clock showing 8:35.

        

        The boss went out for a walk earlier, saying he needed to calm his nerves before opening, and the newly hired part-timer wasn't starting until the afternoon.

        As a result, the only ones here now were me and Jaeseop hyung, both wearing aprons.

        

        ...No, that's not right.

        Of course, the only ones 'at the counter' right now are me and Jaeseop hyung, but inside this building—

        

        No sooner had I thought this than—

        Click, the staff room door opened.

        

        "E-Eunhyuk~..."

        

        A shy voice tickled my ear.

        I couldn't help but smile at the careful steps approaching.

        

        Twitching ears, flowing silver-white hair.

        Sky-blue eyes shining like the bright morning sky and a cat tail swaying behind her back.

        

        "D-Do I wear it like this? Does it suit me...?"

        

        My cute, adorable, lovely wife.

        

        There stood Cecilia, dressed in café attire.
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        Her silver hair, styled in a half-up style, cascaded down in waves, adding elegance to her already charming appearance.

        

        A white shirt with a soft brown apron.

        The outfit, meant to symbolize neatness, blended with her captivating fullness, scattering unconscious allure in all directions.

        

        "This is my first time wearing clothes like this... H-how do I look...?"

        

        Cecilia ran her hand down her chest area, seemingly still uncomfortable with the form-fitting shirt.

        ...Unconsciously following her small hand as it brushed those curves with my eyes, I pressed my forehead and exhaled, overwhelmed by my wife's charm that exceeded all expectations.

        

        What should I do? She's too beautiful.

        Even though I was the one who dressed her up, she's so pretty I don't want others to see her.

        

        As expected, or rather beyond what I expected, Cecilia and the café uniform were a perfect match.

        

        She usually dislikes restrictive clothing and mostly wears loose-fitting clothes, but her naturally good style shines through.

        Since this was a rare opportunity, I wanted to properly style her, so I fixed her hair and made various adjustments—and this was the result.

        

        To be honest, she's breathtakingly beautiful.

        I was worried her beauty might spread rumors not just among nearby students and office workers, but much further beyond.

        

        "You look incredibly beautiful, Cecilia..."

        "...Hehe♬"

        

        With a simple compliment, Cecilia wagged her tail gently and smiled like the sun.

        My heart naturally fluttered at her refreshing smile that seemed to pop with brightness.

        

        As I gazed up at the ceiling, immersed in emotion and happiness, Cecilia suddenly threw me a playful wink.

        Matching my cute wife's playfulness, I dramatically clutched my heart and was about to collapse against the counter when—

        

        "...Quite the show you're putting on."

        

        My brother-in-law's voice cut through my excessive display of affection.

        

        Well, yeah.

        I scratched my head awkwardly and regained my composure.

        

        "Ahem. Well, it goes without saying, but thank you for agreeing to work here, Cecilia. You're a lifesaver."

        "Ehehe~. New part-timer Cecilia, reporting for duty!"

        

        With an energetic voice, though showing slight nervousness at her first life experience.

        Watching Cecilia give a crisp salute, I recalled a conversation from a few weeks ago.

        

        [Could you ask your cat, I mean Cecilia, if she'd like to work part-time with us?]

        

        Given the location surrounded by many schools, Jaeseop hyung said a new café needed an "attraction" to be competitive.

        After various flowery words, his suggestion was to have our Cecilia work at the café.

        

        Her duties would basically be taking orders and serving.

        Considering she was a student, she would only work on weekends.

        

        The hourly wage was minimum plus a little extra.

        Not a lot, but excellent for a complete beginner.

        

        So, I went home with all these conditions and asked her...

        

        [Hmm~... Oh? Will I be working with Eunhyuk?]

        [I'll do it! I want to try...!]

        

        Before I could even list all the conditions, her enthusiastic willingness poured out along with sparkling eyes.

        

        Her reasons for accepting were "I like working with Eunhyuk" and "I think gaining new experiences will help me in the future."

        Truly, such adorably admirable reasons.

        

        "Now, let's go over everyone's roles one last time."

      

      
        

        My brother-in-law's clap brought our attention together.

        After confirming our focus, he continued slowly.

        

        "Basically, Cecilia will handle the counter, serving, and table cleanup. Since this is your first job ever, rather than doing anything too difficult, just stand tall and smile brightly—that'll be enough."

        "Yes!"

        "Eunhyuk, you'll assist Cecilia. Though I say 'assist,' you'll basically do the same work. If the counter is empty, one of you goes there; when orders come out, serve them; and clean tables when you can. But as I mentioned, you'll also handle odd jobs and errands, so don't think you'll just be relaxing."

        "Yessir."

        "And the owner will handle coffee, while I assist... though honestly, it won't be that busy. It's the first day and we have plenty of staff, so just casually handle your responsibilities. Okay?"

        ""Yessir.""

        "I like those clear responses."

        

        I nodded seriously while maintaining a smile.

        

        The clock was approaching 9 o'clock.

        It was almost time to start working.

        

        ***

        

        "Here are your two iced Americanos~."

        

        A pleasantly gentle voice echoed softly throughout the café.

        

        A gently swaying tail, a bright and clean business smile.

        Cecilia skillfully walked while carrying a tray with heavy cups.

        

        She bowed her head politely as she placed the Americanos on the table.

        I nodded with satisfaction as I glanced at the couple receiving their coffee with bright voices, seemingly intrigued by the sight of a kemonomimi working at a café.

        

        Honestly, I thought she might make at least one mistake due to nervousness.

        

        After all, this was Cecilia's first job ever.

        I was genuinely tense, expecting some hiccups, but it seems my worries were unfounded.

        

        Cecilia came back to the counter with the empty tray, silently nodding with a determined expression.

        

        With a serious commitment, yet not forgetting to smile...

        ...to be frank, her expression clearly said, "How about that~! I'm doing better than expected, right~~?" with proud satisfaction.

        

        Her confidence was adorable.

        

        "This might not be as difficult as I thought..."

        "Order here, please."

        "Ah, yes~~."

        

        Cecilia, who had been whispering to herself, walked to the counter at the customer's call.

        It was quite amusing to see customers inhale sharply in surprise at the unexpected appearance of the server.

        

        "It's quieter than I expected."

        "Indeed."

        

        Jaeseop hyung, who had just returned after sweeping in front of the store, said in a low voice.

        There was more downtime than anticipated.

        

        "I thought we'd get a bit of a crowd since it's our opening day, but maybe I overestimated..."

        "Or maybe the owner just doesn't have luck with customers...?"

        "Well... I can't deny that. Ahem."

        

        The owner was humming a tune while cleaning the machine and tools.

        Looking at him, we both let out a small laugh.

        

        Come to think of it, the convenience store where I used to work was mostly quiet too.

        Since the owner runs both the convenience store and this café partly as a hobby, I suppose business success isn't his top priority...

        

        Still, for both places to be this quiet, it was starting to seem like more than coincidence.

      

      
        

        "Well, it is the first day."

        "Right. It's just the first day."

        "From our perspective, being quiet isn't necessarily bad—"

        "Hey, by the way."

        "Whoa!"

        

        Just then, Cecilia, who had returned after taking an order, literally popped her head in.

        Blinking her innocent sky-blue eyes, she continued in a measured tone.

        

        "You mentioned this before, Eunhyuk, and I noticed it too when I used to visit the convenience store..."

        "Mm-hmm?"

        "One characteristic of the convenience store where you used to work was probably—"

        

        Cecilia put a finger to her chin as if recalling a memory.

        

        Then, she said:

        

        "...'Usually quiet, but when it gets busy, it gets incredibly busy'... wasn't it?"

        ""Ah.""

        

        That's right, it was like that.

        Now that I think about it, I'd forgotten because it was almost always quiet before I changed jobs.

        

        Yes, our convenience store had that characteristic of being extremely busy when it did get busy.

        

        But, uh, well...

        

        A sudden sense of unease flashed through my mind.

        The fact that Jaeseop hyung also turned his head toward the door at almost the same time as me—was that really a coincidence?

        

        "...Well, work can't always be easy."

        

        I nodded in agreement with hyung's seemingly enlightened words.

        Cecilia, following our gaze toward the door, also opened her mouth in surprise.

        

        We could see at least a dozen students walking toward the café.

        

        Some smiling as if curious about the newly opened café.

        Some rubbing their legs as if needing a place to rest.

        ...Some whistling as if impressed by the server's appearance...

        

        "It's not like I specifically wished for many customers..."

        

        Both of them nodded at my quiet mutter.

        In contrast, the owner, after checking outside, did a little shoulder dance with excited eyes.

        

        This group surely wouldn't be the last.

        I suspected that starting with this group, other customers would gradually begin to flock in.

        

        "Hello~!"

        "Ooh, nice interior..."

        "Hey, what are you going to drink?"

        "Should we all get iced Americanos?"

        "Miss server~. What's good here—?"

        "Wow, she's beautiful...!"

        "A kemonomimi...? ...Cat tail...!"

        

        The customers who entered with the jingling of the bell each let out their own comments.

        Despite the relatively positive reactions, we all returned to our positions to handle our respective duties as the population density suddenly increased.

        

        It seemed the real work was about to begin.

        ...It was going to get busy.
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        "Your order of ga-l, one caramel macchiato, and one hot americano is ready...!"

        "Thank you."

        "Order here~."

        "Yes, yes~...!"

        "Excuse me, what's the WiFi password...?"

        "Ah, it's posted below the counter!"

        "I ordered earlier, when will it be ready...?"

        "Excuse me, my drink didn't come with a straw..."

        "Could I get some napkins...?"

        "Haeueu...! Yes, yes~! Please wait a moment!"

        

        Cecilia muttered as she hurried along.

        I signaled to her with a gesture, then loaded straws, napkins, and other items onto a tray and came out from behind the counter.

        

        "Sorry for the wait. Here's your honey bread and espresso."

        "Here's your straw, ma'am. Have a nice day."

        "Here are your napkins. If you need anything else—"

        

        It's busy.

        As I dealt with customers one by one—so many that even three mouths wouldn't be enough—I secretly let out a sigh while watching more customers flooding in.

        

        Starting with that group of students earlier, the number of customers gradually increased, and now, hours later, the café is completely packed.

        It was a different kind of busy compared to working at the convenience store, where I just waited for customers at the counter.

        

        "Sorry for the wait~. Your order is—haeuh?!"

        "Oof!"

        

        I caught Cecilia with one arm as she nearly fell after stumbling.

        Quickly regaining her balance and checking that no coffee had spilled, Cecilia whispered a small "Thanks" to me before continuing on her way.

        

        Is this what they mean by not having a moment to breathe?

        

        To be honest, I was worried about Cecilia.

        No matter how good she was at her job, this level of busyness must be beyond what she expected...

        She almost fell just now, after all. I was concerned about her fatigue level.

        

        "Sorry for the wait. May I take your order?"

        "Oh my, such a young employee~. Hoho. Let's see~."

        

        I stood at the counter, replacing Cecilia who had gone to serve customers.

        While waiting for the warm-looking middle-aged woman's order, I kept glancing in Cecilia's direction.

        

        ...To tell the truth, there was one more thing I was worried about besides fatigue.

        

        Well, you know.

        Our Cecilia is incredibly pretty.

        She's breathtakingly cute and adorable normally, not to mention today when she's all dressed up.

        

        And most of the customers gathered here now are young, energetic students.

        So inevitably...

        

        "Hey there~, kitty noona."

        "Pardon?"

        

        Was my thinking a flag?

        I turned my head at the voice and inwardly clicked my tongue in annoyance.

        

        "Noona, when does your café shift end~?"

        "Um, probably at 4..."

        "That's later than I thought. Well then, I'll come back then, so how about hanging out together? Here's my number—"

        

        ...Can this guy not see the ring on my wife's left hand?

        Or does he see it but is just pretending not to, hoping for a chance...?

        

        "Oh my, dear..."

        "Excuse me for a moment."

        "Oh? Oh my, my!"

        

        Actually, it doesn't really matter which it is.

        Either way, did he think I'd just stand by and watch while bugs swarmed around my wife?

        

        I bowed slightly to the customer who was about to order and left the counter.

        Then I walked quickly over and lightly tapped on the table where the impudent guy was sitting.

        

        "Sir."

        "Ah, huh? Who're you?"

        

        The man, who had been continuing his pickup lines with a smug face, looked at me with an unpleasant expression when I suddenly appeared.

        As I twitched the corner of my mouth, thinking about how to deal with this guy with my tired brain, I suddenly noticed Cecilia's round eyes watching me. I quickly shook my head to clear my thoughts.

        

        No, I can't.

        I'm still in a service job, so I can't just get angry outright.

        

        I glanced around.

      

      
        After confirming that many customers were looking at the man with displeasure, I steeled my resolve and opened my mouth.

        

        "Sir."

        

        Of course,

        

        "Would you please leave?"

        

        Like a proper service worker, I didn't forget to add a refreshing smile.

        

        "Huh, what? Why suddenly—"

        

        The guy tried to speak again, not knowing his place.

        Not waiting for him, I spoke first.

        

        "This is a café. If you want to meet women, please go somewhere else."

        "Whaaat? What did I do—"

        "Moreover,"

        

        I reached out and gently placed my hand on Cecilia's shoulder as she stood beside me.

        As I pulled her slightly closer, a cute "Uwah?" sound softly echoed.

        

        "This employee is my wife."

        

        I said it in a confident voice without lowering my tone.

        

        Only then did an "oh no" look of anxiety cross the man's face when he heard the word "wife."

        

        Small murmurs could be heard from around us.

        Cecilia's shoulders twitched slightly for a moment.

        

        Feeling the customers' gazes toward the man growing increasingly cold, I continued speaking cheerfully despite my fatigue.

        

        "No matter how lonely you might be, hitting on someone else's wife in a public place is rather troublesome—"

        "I-I'm sorry~..."

        

        The man, seemingly realizing the situation had turned very bad, quickly stood up.

        I snorted quietly as I watched him flee outside.

        

        How dare he.

        Cecilia is mine.

        

        "...♥"

        "?"

        

        Suddenly I heard a purring sound.

        When I turned my head, I saw Cecilia looking up at me with a flushed face.

        

        "...Thank you♥"

        

        Her purring voice whispered softly.

        Her tail swayed slowly, secretly caressing my leg where others couldn't see.

        

        She winked at me.

        I winked back, and the next moment, we both returned to our positions to continue our work.

        

        "What a good husband~. So cool. Reminds me of when I was young~."

        "Huh? Ah, hahaha..."

        

        I scratched my head awkwardly at the customer's words as she waited at the counter.

        

        It felt strange.

        

        "Your wife is so cute~. Take good care of her, okay~?"

        "Yes."

        

        I nodded quickly in response.

        

        It goes without saying that I'll protect Cecilia.

        Today, tomorrow, and the day after. Forever.

        As long as we're together.

        

        "May I take your order!"

        "Well~ First, one lime citron tea, and then..."

        

        As I nodded while taking the order, I caught sight of a silver-white tail swaying in my field of vision.

        

        Despite how busy it was, a smile crept onto my face.

        

        ***

        

        "Good work."

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

        

      

      
        And as time passed, it became 3:30 PM.

        Closing time... well, not quite, but time for Cecilia and me to finish our shift.

        

        In the café, now emptied of customers after the peak hours, the three of us sat at a table and let out deep sighs.

        

        ...I didn't expect it to be this busy.

        I somewhat regretted agreeing to change jobs so easily, but at the same time, it was also fun.

        It was a subtle feeling that was hard to describe in one word.

        

        "How was it for you, Cecilia? Was it manageable?"

        

        My brother asked, resting his chin lightly.

        Under our gazes, Cecilia hummed "Hmm~" for a moment before speaking.

        

        "The work itself is manageable~ but it gets tough when there are lots of people..."

        ""Mm, mm.""

        "But I think it'll be fine once I get used to it."

        

        "Once I get used to it, it'll be manageable," she said. She really was amazing.

        In my case, on my first day when customers flooded in—

        

        "She's impressive. This guy was a mess on his first day when it got busy—falling, dropping things, it was awful."

        "Ah, bro..."

        "Waaah♪ Really~?"

        

        Cecilia turned to look at me, giggling with amused eyes.

        Her gaze made me feel a bit embarrassed.

        ...Though I did enjoy seeing her ears perking up happily and her tail swaying.

        

        "Well... if you're okay with it, that's good. But what about the external stuff? Is that okay?"

        "External stuff?"

        "You know, like guys hitting on you."

        ""...Ah~.""

        

        My brother and I let out synchronized sounds at his words.

        

        So he saw that earlier too.

        Well, our café doesn't have a closed structure, so it was natural that he would have seen it.

        

        "Hmm~ To be honest, it's not really okay~..."

        

        Thump.

        Cecilia tilted her head as she stretched out her words, then rested her head on my shoulder.

        

        A faint purring sound, sky-blue eyes glancing up with a broad smile.

        Swaying her tail comfortably, she continued.

        

        "...But I have someone to protect me♪"

        

        So I'm not afraid.

        Her matter-of-fact statement made me feel my face growing hot.

        

        ...It was joyful but embarrassing.

        A feeling of happiness mixed with a tingling sensation.

        

        "You two get along well."

        

        The lukewarm gaze from across the table was just a bonus.

        

        "Well then..."

        

        My brother stretched his body and continued speaking.

        

        "From now on, you two will work together on weekends at this time. Okay?"

        ""Yes~.""

        "Of course, Eunhyuk, you'll work weekdays too."

        "Yes..."

        "I'll make sure you get days off, so don't complain too much. It's not like you have anything to do in the mornings anyway."

        

        Cecilia patted my shoulder as I dramatically turned my head away.

        I nodded with a pleased smile at her warm touch.

        

        A new life begins.

        

        I wonder what changes this new workplace will bring to us.

        Feeling a flutter of excitement, I quietly looked up at the bright sky.

        

        "Cecilia."

        "Hmm?"

        "Let's do our best."

        "...Yes!♥"

        

        -Side Story 4 end
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        About two weeks had passed since Cecilia and I started our new job.

        

        "Sorry for the wait~! Here are your two café lattes and one mocha~!"

        

        Through the transparent glass walls, I could see the leaves outside beginning to turn vibrant colors.

        The cool breeze from outside pleasantly tickled my neatly arranged hair.

        

        Inside the café, which was becoming less crowded as the opening effect diminished and the peak hours passed, Cecilia was serving with a bright voice.

        

        Standing at the counter with my chin resting lightly on my hand, I warmly welcomed my wife as she returned, her tail swishing gently.

        

        "Good job, Cecilia."

        "Mmm~♪"

        

        Her cheerful purring sound was adorable.

        As she suddenly extended her head as if asking to be petted, I smiled gently and thoroughly stroked her soft ears and head.

        

        It's been two weeks since we started working at the café.

        If I had to describe our life during this time in one word, I'd probably say "smooth."

        

        During peak hours like lunchtime, it gets quite busy, but otherwise, it's generally quiet.

        There have been almost no difficult customers like on the first day, and both Cecilia and I have gradually become accustomed to the work. Now we can leisurely enjoy these quiet moments after the rush.

        

        "What should we have for dinner... Is there anything you want to eat?"

        "Hmm~. How about grilled fish? It's been a while."

        "Oh, that sounds good. Shall we buy some on the way home?"

        "Yeah!"

        

        Standing side by side at the counter, we chatted in soft voices.

        Her cat tail, bouncing and swaying with joy, was incredibly endearing.

        

        I wish these moments could continue forever.

        Just as I thought that, the bell jingled, and I looked up with a wry smile.

        

        "Welcome~."

        

        Judging from the voices I heard, it seemed to be a group of customers. Students, perhaps?

        Thinking this, I turned my head toward the door and...

        

        "Oh."

        "...Oh!"

        

        Both Cecilia and I exclaimed happily at the familiar faces that came into view.

        

        "Hello, hello~."

        "Good morning... well, not morning, but hello Cecilia. We came to visit. How's business going?"

        

        A small girl with naturally shining light blonde hair and distinctive pointed ears.

        Next to her, a sturdy-built girl walking with confident strides.

        

        Phil and Hyerim.

        They were Cecilia's friends whom I'd met a few times and had become familiar with.

        

        "Phil! Hyerim! Welcome~!"

        

        Cecilia bounced out excitedly, her eyes sparkling at the sudden appearance of her friends.

        Standing at the counter with my chin rested on my hand again, I watched the energetic students with a warm smile.

        

        "Ooh, is that your café uniform? It's pretty~."

        "It suits you well. You look cool, Cecilia."

        "Ehehe, thank you~♬ Did you two come all this way just to visit? Isn't it far?"

        "We couldn't not come when our Cecilia started a part-time job. Hyerim and I ran into each other while taking a walk, so we decided to come by."

        "Ah~ So that's why you're both in workout clothes? Your casual clothes look pretty~!"

        

        It was truly a refreshing conversation that made even listeners feel good.

        I briefly lost myself in thought, wishing I could have had such school days too.

        

        Well, if I had to choose between a manga-like school life and my current married life, I'd definitely choose my current married life.

      

      
        

        "Ah! Ahem, then for our two guests~ I'll guide you to a table inside~."

        

        After a light cough, Cecilia guided her friends inside with a gentle voice.

        Small exclamations of "Ooh..." could be heard from the two, seemingly impressed by her neat smile as a server.

        

        "What would you two like to order~?"

        "Hmm~ I'll have a café latte! Hyerim?"

        "I'll have an espresso. Let's see, for payment..."

        

        Hyerim rummaged through her pocket and glanced toward the counter where I was standing.

        At the same time, Cecilia turned her head slightly and looked at my face intently, as if she had something she wanted to say...

        

        "..."

        "...♬ Since you both came specially~ today it's on the house!"

        

        As I nodded, Cecilia also spoke with a bright smile.

        

        Well, two cups of coffee aren't that expensive anyway.

        They came all this way to see their friend who just started working, so as an adult, I could at least treat them to this much.

        

        "Eh, is that okay?"

        "Of course~. I'm earning money too now. Just for today, it's on us♪"

        "Don't feel burdened. Since you came all this way, we'll treat you today."

        

        Following Cecilia's and my words, the two girls bowed their heads.

        ""Thank you~!"" Their voices rang out in unison, making me feel proud and happy.

        

        I inserted my card into the register and placed the order.

        Manager Jaeseop, who had been going back and forth to the storage room, and the owner, who had been gently waiting for orders, started making coffee with pleasant expressions, without saying anything about my action.

        

        "Then please wait a moment—"

        "Hey, since we're at it, would you like a cup too, Cecilia?"

        "Hmm?"

        "There aren't many customers anyway. Think of it as a break."

        

        I said, looking around the café where only a few elderly customers with warm expressions remained.

        

        Even though she's gotten used to it, she must be tired after the peak hours.

        Since her friends were here, it was my small consideration to let her rest a bit.

        

        "Is that okay, boss?"

        "Of course~."

        

        A kind, hearty laugh echoed softly throughout the café.

        

        When I turned my head again, I saw Cecilia's face with a gentle smile.

        She was beaming with happiness.

        The tail swaying gently behind her back was a pleasant sight.

        

        "...Then, I won't refuse~♪"

        

        Cecilia whispered in a soft voice and sat down on a chair next to her friends.

        

        After watching the three of them start chatting pleasantly for a while, I got up and walked over to where the manager and the owner were.

        

        "Can I help with anything?"

        "Well... Ah, why don't you try some latte art? Since they're people you know, it's good practice. And for your wife..."

        "Cecilia would like a vanilla latte. Let's see, the milk..."

        "?"

        "Her ears perked up when we were talking about lattes earlier."

        

        Cecilia's soft cat ears sometimes speak more than her mouth.

        After living together for almost a year... I could read what she wanted just by noticing these little signs.

        

        Cecilia suddenly looked back and winked at me.

        I winked back at her and smiled broadly as I picked up the milk.

        

      

      
        "...Married couples are really something, indeed."

        

        I shrugged at the quiet voice I heard.

        

        The whirring sound of the machine.

        The owner's small humming.

        

        The fragrant coffee smell tickled my nose, and the autumn breeze caressed my skin.

        

        I could feel the gentle season approaching.

        In the rising tranquility, I found myself humming a tune.

        

        A moment later, I received cups from the owner and carefully drew pictures with the foamed milk on top.

        I placed them on a tray and carefully walked over to the students.

        

        "Here you go~ Sorry for the wait. One espresso, one café latte, and one vanilla latte."

        "Wow, it smells wonderful. Thank you."

        "A bear picture...! So cute~. What about yours, Cecilia? What picture do you have~?"

        "...♥"

        ""Oh, ohhh...!""

        

        Behind me as I walked back to the counter, voices filled with surprise suddenly rang out.

        

        When I arrived at the counter and put down the tray, the manager approached quietly and asked in a low voice.

        

        "What did you draw that got that reaction?"

        "Oh, didn't you see it, hyung?"

        "Nope. I was doing something else for a moment."

        "Ah, I see. Well, I didn't draw anything particularly difficult..."

        

        I shrugged lightly as I spoke.

        Looking at Cecilia happily swishing her tail, I also smiled warmly.

        

        "Just a heart. A pretty four-layered one."

        "Ah. That's quite direct."

        

        I nodded at the manager's words as he grinned.

        

        Yes, it was definitely direct.

        But expressions of affection between spouses are lovely when they're a bit obvious.

        

        A rosy smile bloomed on Cecilia's cheeks as she slowly sipped her coffee.

        A contented smile similarly bloomed on my face as I watched her.

        

        'I'm glad I changed jobs.'

        This moment felt so warm and happy that such a thought came naturally.

        

        "Coffee..."

        "Hmm?"

        "...I want to learn how to make it quickly."

        

        My role so far had only been taking orders and serving.

        Although the owner and the manager sometimes let me practice, I was still far from making coffee good enough to serve to customers.

        

        Someday, I want to make Cecilia smile with coffee I've brewed myself.

        As I was thinking this, the manager suddenly spoke.

        

        "When you do, make your first cup the best one. That feeling is really quite fulfilling."

        "...Is that what you did, hyung?"

        "Yeah. When I first made one for Heewon, that feeling was just..."

        

        Manager Jaeseop continued talking about his lover with a warm smile.

        Listening to the conversations echoing from here and there, I quietly nodded.

        

        A season where coffee ripens and conversations bloom.

        It was autumn.
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        I never thought something like this would happen to me in my life...

        Feeling a strange sensation that was both ticklish and somehow joyful yet not, I simply smiled with a subtle expression while holding the tray against my chest.

        

        I never imagined this would happen to me.

        

        During my school days, I was practically invisible, and afterward, I lacked both confidence and proper opportunities.

        I gained plenty of confidence after meeting Cecilia and spending time with her, but even so, I never dreamed this would happen to me.

        

        Thoughts like "I guess I'm not so bad after all?" or

        "So this is what it feels like~" or "I'm happy but this is kind of awkward..."

        

        I have many thoughts running through my mind, but to sum it up in one sentence, it's just... that.

        

        "Big brother~ When does your shift end~?"

        "If you don't mind, could I have your number...?"

        

        ...I truly never dreamed I'd be hit on by high school girls.

        To put it simply, yes. That's all it was.

        

        On an autumn day when the trees were painted in vibrant colors.

        A leaf rode the wind, tapped against the window, and fell to the floor with a soft thud.

        As usual, after the peak hours had passed and the café had quieted down, I stood in front of two bright-eyed high school girls, holding my tray and smiling awkwardly.

        

        What should I do about this?

        I've often helped Cecilia fend off people hitting on her, but this is my first time being on the receiving end...

        

        Normally, I could just show my ring and smoothly say, "I'm a married man~." That would be the end of it.

        But there were two reasons why I couldn't do that right now.

        

        First, I wasn't wearing my ring at the moment.

        Taking advantage of the quiet period, I had been practicing making coffee until just now, so I had temporarily removed my ring and left it with Cecilia.

        

        Second, which is connected to the first reason...

        

        "I appreciate the interest, but I'm actually already married..."

        "Oh come on. Without a ring~?"

        "I just took it off for a moment..."

        "Then where is your wife right now~?"

        "She stepped out for an errand..."

        "Don't you have a photo at least~?"

        "...I left my phone behind..."

        "Aw, you're lying~."

        

        ...Because I look quite young, they absolutely refuse to believe I'm married.

        Plus, they're quite persistent, which makes this really awkward.

        

        "Just your number, really! Then I won't bother you anymore. Please?"

        "Oppa, you're so handsome..."

        

        Hmm...

        ...This was truly troublesome.

        

        How should I turn them down?

        

        While I appreciate the attention, as a married man, I obviously can't just hand out my number.

        I need to reject them somehow... but I was worried about how to do it without hurting their feelings.

        

        As I pondered and thought about it,

        Just as I made up my mind and opened my mouth to speak—

        

        "Ah."

        

        The café door opened.

        Cecilia walked in.

      

      
        

        "Oh, welcome back."

        

        The boss, who had been watching me with amusement, greeted her warmly.

        

        Cecilia briskly walked over to him and handed him the carton of milk she had bought.

        Then she turned around and strode purposefully toward me.

        

        "Ce-Cecilia—"

        "I heard everything."

        "Huh?"

        "...Cats have good hearing, you know."

        

        Cecilia interrupted me before I could finish speaking.

        Beneath her twitching ears, I could see her cute face with her lips pouting as if upset.

        

        "Really... I can't let my guard down for a second..."

        "Cecilia, whoa?!"

        "...♥"

        

        Suddenly, Cecilia rushed forward and embraced me tightly.

        

        Pressing her large chest firmly against me and purring primly, she briefly addressed the female students behind me.

        

        "...My husband belongs to me. Stop trying to seduce him."

        

        Just two sentences.

        Short but intense words mixed with possessiveness and a hint of jealousy.

        

        I could sense the flustered students hurriedly getting up.

        As they quickly exited the café, Cecilia let out a "Hmph" and nuzzled her cheek against my neck.

        

        "Really... Of course I know better than anyone how handsome Eunhyuk is, but still, you shouldn't go after someone who's already taken..."

        "Cecilia, whoa."

        "...Hmph."

        

        Cecilia's arms tightened around me.

        With the increased closeness and the sound of her purring, I raised my hands in surrender and carefully spoke.

        

        "Ce-Cecilia...? ...Are you angry?"

        "...Not particularly. I'm not angry. As a wife, I'm proud that my handsome husband is popular. It's just..."

        

        She slowly raised her head.

        

        I saw her cute, sulking face.

        Puffing her cheeks and pouting her lips, while tapping my thigh with her tail, she spoke.

        

        "Eunhyuk is mine, and I don't like the recent situation where other girls keep coveting him...!"

        

        ...Isn't that the definition of being angry?

        Whether she knew what I was thinking or not, Cecilia buried her face in my chest and continued in a muffled voice.

        

        "Really... Eunhyuk, you might not realize it yourself, so I'll tell you, but you're very popular with the female customers...?"

        "Hmm... Really? Seriously?"

        "Yes. When I'm serving, do you know how many times I get asked 'Does that person have a girlfriend?' I always show them my ring and fend them off diligently."

        

        I had no idea. That I was popular...

        And even very popular at that. I couldn't help but be surprised.

        

        "I thought it would be fine since you have a ring, but I let my guard down..."

        

        Cecilia rubbed her face against my chest, muttering in an exaggeratedly mournful voice.

        Mentally thanking the boss and the now-empty café with no customers in sight, I chuckled and embraced her head with my empty hands.

        

      

      
        "Mmm..."

        "Yes, yes. That's true. Bad luck... But wearing a ring while making coffee is a bit problematic."

        "...I know that too. You could get burned, right? I understand that's better than getting hurt, but still..."

        

        She pulled away from my chest, pouting her lips as she reached into her inner pocket.

        Then she carefully took out the familiar silver ring... and personally slipped it onto the ring finger of my left hand.

        

        "I want to leave and have a visible mark that says 'I belong to this person, and this person belongs to me!' but it's not as easy as I thought. Hmm."

        

        Cecilia's ears drooped cutely as she sighed.

        Looking fondly at her and the silver ring gleaming on my finger, I reached out again to pat her head gently.

        

        "My jealous little cat."

        "But I can't help it... That's how much I love you."

        

        I smiled broadly at her words as she pouted and mumbled.

        

        I understood, though.

        I don't feel particularly good when I see someone hitting on Cecilia either.

        

        While I'm proud of having such a cute and beautiful wife, the flirting itself isn't welcome.

        

        That's the nature of jealousy.

        Brilliant in one way, yet dark in another.

        

        "Thank you anyway."

        "Hmm...? Oh, mmm...♥"

        

        But at the same time, it was true that I found my jealous wife adorable.

        

        I leaned down slightly and planted a kiss♥ on her forehead.

        

        "...♥"

        

        A beaming smile.

        A gently swaying cat tail.

        

        As if her sulking from moments ago had never happened, she simply spread happiness with her subtle smile.

        

        A feeling of being so in love and treasuring each other that we don't know what to do with ourselves.

        Perhaps that's what jealousy really is.

        

        "You're cute."

        "♥"

        

        After exchanging smiles and affection, we stood up.

        Standing at the counter, we prepared for the next customer.

        

        "...Eunhyuk."

        "Yes?"

        

        Sensing that the moment had passed, Boss Jaeseop walked out from the staff room.

        Whether aware of his presence or not, Cecilia whispered to me in a purring voice.

        

        "...I love you♥"

        "Me too. I love you, Cecilia."

        

        A smile spread across my face and affection tickled inside me.

        As the bell jingled and a customer entered, Cecilia and I energetically said in unison:

        

        "Welcome~!"

        

        We are a married couple.

        In the end, that's all there is to this story.
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        The stiff formal suit I haven't worn in a long time feels uncomfortable.

        My reflection suddenly appears on the gleaming white marble floor, and I can't help but chuckle at my own rigid movements.

        

        Wedding hall.

        A beautiful place where happiness is guaranteed for special people on their special day.

        

        How long has it been since I attended someone's wedding?

        Vaguely recalling my past self who didn't care much about others, I happily purred to myself while listening to the clicking sound of my own footsteps.

        

        I followed the employee's guidance.

        With a gentle click, I opened the door and entered, immediately spotting a familiar face.

        

        "Hello~... Oh, that suit looks good on you."

        "Hey, you're here? Thanks for the compliment."

        

        Hyung Jaesub nodded with satisfaction and flashed a grin.

        One of the two special people on this special day in this special place.

        

        Looking at today's protagonist dressed in his groom's attire, I casually opened my mouth.

        

        "Congratulations on your marriage, hyung."

        "Thanks again. Honestly, I still feel a bit dazed..."

        "Haha. I know exactly what you mean. Even after dating for a long time and living together, when the ceremony approaches, you get nervous and your heart races..."

        "Yes, that's it. Exactly."

        

        We exchanged words and smiled at each other.

        Since I felt something similar when I married Cecilia, I could more than empathize with what hyung must be feeling right now.

        

        I perched myself on a chair that was prepared nearby.

        Looking around the quiet venue, I muttered casually.

        

        "...There aren't many people here, are there?"

        "You arriving late might be part of it? Most people have already greeted us and gone into the hall... But yes, it is a small gathering."

        

        Hyung nodded, lightly acknowledging the small number of guests.

        But when I glanced at his profile, there was no trace of sadness or regret—only cheerfulness mixed with pride.

        

        It made sense. The small guest list was exactly what he wanted.

        

        They weren't a couple who couldn't book a large venue.

        They weren't a couple who would worry about the cost of feeding dozens or hundreds of people.

        

        They simply wanted to be congratulated only by those close to them.

        They wanted "Jang Heewon and Nam Jaesub's wedding," not some scandalous headline like "Judge's Only Daughter Marries Common Part-timer?!"

        

        In a way, isn't it an honor to be invited without hesitation to such a wedding?

        Mulling over these thoughts, I let out a small sigh and rested my chin on my hand.

        

        It wasn't a bad feeling at all.

        

        "By the way, where's Cecilia?"

        "She went to Heewon's side. Something about women wanting to talk among themselves."

        "Ah, I see. Well, a newlywed wife and a bride-to-be must have a lot to talk about."

        "We're also a newlywed husband and a groom-to-be combination here."

        "...You're right, now that I think about it. Since we have this combination, can I ask you one question?"

        "By all means."

        

        I answered while fidgeting with my stiff suit.

        Beside me, hyung moved with the clicking sound of his elegant shoes, leaned lightly against the wall, and spoke with a sigh.

        

        "...Is married life... worth it?"

        "Worth it, you mean?"

        "You know, there's that saying. They were good together while dating, but after marriage, things went bad. Even though they lived together before, they started noticing each other's flaws more and more... that kind of thing."

        

        It was somewhat unexpected.

        I never thought hyung would ask such a question.

        

        "I'd hate for that to happen with Heewon."

        

        Hyung muttered abruptly.

        I looked at him curiously.

        

      

      
        Has even hyung become a bit sentimental with the wedding event approaching?

        It was surprising.

        

        "Hmm."

        

        But since I was asked a question.

        As a senior in married life, I stroked my chin and thought about it.

        

        Thinking.

        Pondering from various angles.

        

        Turning my head this way and that as I mulled it over...

        

        After a moment, having reached a conclusion, I let out a small laugh and spoke.

        

        "It's different for everyone."

        "Well, of course that's true, but still."

        

        Hyung responded with disbelief at my obvious answer.

        Ignoring his response, I continued speaking.

        

        "At least for Cecilia and me, there wasn't much change before and after marriage. If anything, we became closer, not further apart at all."

        "..."

        "It's embarrassing to say out loud, but since it's just the two of us here, I'll say it... it's because we love each other. We're so in love that we don't know what to do with ourselves. Even the flaws seem cute, and the shortcomings are adorable..."

        

        Cecilia, who's good at everything else but absolutely can't handle preparing fish.

        Cecilia, who slipped while hanging laundry and ended up with a wet shirt over her head as she fell.

        

        Cecilia, who stubbed her little toe on the desk leg and dropped her cup.

        Cecilia, who tried to jump onto the bed to cuddle with me but misjudged her strength and hit her forehead on the headboard...

        

        No one is without flaws.

        But because we love each other so much that even those flaws are endearing, we gladly pour our affection toward each other.

        

        And I'm pretty sure—

        

        "Isn't it the same for you, hyung?"

        "..."

        "I noticed your form of address changed to pet names at some point."

        

        I remember someone once said to hyung:

        Even for engaged couples, calling her "Miss Heewon" seems a bit formal, doesn't it?

        Why not try using a more intimate term of address...

        

        At that time, hyung brushed it off, saying it was embarrassing.

        But now?

        

        He uses pet names.

        He looks forward to marriage.

        ...And that look of worry about possibly growing distant, that desire not to drift apart.

        Isn't that the very definition of a devoted husband?

        

        "It'll be fine. Though I can't claim to have been married long enough to brag about it."

        

        I concluded with a slightly less confident statement.

        

        Hyung remained silent.

        Gentle music filled the quiet venue.

        

        After a moment, hyung spoke.

        

        "Thank you."

        "Don't mention it."

        

        A simple thanks.

        A casual dismissal.

        

        Surely nothing more was needed.

        

        ***

        

        "Eunhyuk, Eunhyuk! Over here♪"

      

      
        "Yeah, coming."

        

        I walked steadily toward Cecilia, who was already seated.

        Looking at her face blooming with smiles after whatever conversation she had with Heewon, I also smiled contentedly as I sat down.

        

        "You look extremely happy~. What did you talk about?"

        "Hehe♪ Se~cret!"

        "Oh?"

        

        Cecilia giggled, wagging her tail gently.

        Though I was curious about the secret... seeing her bright expression was enough to make me feel good.

        

        "The unnie is so~ pretty! She always looked pretty in her usual formal wear~ but now she's really sparkling like a princess~."

        "Cecilia, you're plenty princess-like and beautiful yourself."

        

        A quiet, casual remark.

        At those words, Cecilia's face flushed bright red, and I chuckled proudly.

        

        I could see the simple dress embracing her soft skin.

        

        The lines were gentle, the decorations minimal.

        It was already challenging enough to dress appropriately as a guest with her cat ears and tail being so noticeable.

        

        Still, the effort was worth it—her current appearance was that of a perfect guest, but in my eyes, she's still the cutest.

        With those thoughts in mind, I made my comment, and Cecilia pouted and turned her head away.

        

        Her cheeks reddened with embarrassment and her cat tail swaying with undisguised joy were adorable.

        

        And then the ceremony began.

        

        The detailed rituals and greetings didn't really register in my mind.

        I just nodded quietly, watching the two people who wore consistently ecstatic expressions, overwhelmed with happiness.

        

        I could see Jaesub hyung looking at Heewon with loving eyes.

        I could see Heewon looking at Jaesub hyung with a face full of happiness.

        

        "Beautiful...♬"

        

        Cecilia suddenly murmured, and I nodded.

        

        Yes, they were beautiful.

        Right now, the two of them were more beautiful than ever before.

        

        "I hope they both live happily ever after, Eunhyuk."

        "Yeah."

        

        I nodded again in agreement with Cecilia's whispered words.

        

        Amidst the blessings filling the hall, the two slowly kissed.

        With a soft smooching sound, the venue erupted in applause.

        

        For now, pure blessings to them.

        May they continue to live happily together for as long as they have already been together.

        

        "...♬"

        

        The purring cat sound from beside me tickled my ear.

        Quietly reaching out to hold her hand, I watched the two people bowing repeatedly in gratitude with warm eyes.

        

        Those two will surely live well together.

        After all, I've never seen Jaesub hyung so completely smitten with someone before.

        

        "They're meant for each other. Just like us."

        "Yes...♥"

        

        Jaesub hyung suddenly started crying as if overcome with emotion.

        Heewon, looking both surprised and pleased, took care of him.

        

        Be happy, both of you.

        That was all I wanted to say to them.
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        The more joyful one is, the faster time seems to flow.

        It was a fact that both Cecilia and I had been keenly feeling lately.

        

        "Eunhyuk~... I don't understand this one..."

        "Hmm? Stuck? Let me see."

        "This one, number 20. 'Referring to the given example, select the inappropriate interpretation of the passage above.' How am I supposed to know that..."

        

        Her cat tail swayed, tapping against the familiar floor with soft thuds.

        Pouting her lips and flicking her pencil with her fingers, Cecilia focused on the test paper on the table, her voice trailing off in contemplation.

        

        I glanced out the window and noticed white snow falling.

        After staring blankly at the faint snowflakes for a moment, I quickly regained my focus and turned my attention back to Cecilia.

        

        "For these types of questions, the answers usually relate more to the examples than the main text. Don't get overwhelmed by the amount of text; just solve it step by step. First, eliminate the options that don't match the examples, and if you still can't find the answer, go back to the main text..."

        "Hmm... Then I'll eliminate options 1 and 4 first."

        "Yes, that's right."

        

        I smiled contentedly as I watched her earnestly marking X's on the paper.

        It was endearing to see her concentrating so hard on the problems, despite looking frustrated and annoyed.

        

        It had already been a year since I first met Cecilia.

        

        When I met her, I was a listless convenience store worker; now I'm a café employee preparing for a barista certification.

        When she met me, she was a trembling, frightened girl; now she's a diligent soon-to-be high school senior preparing for her future.

        

        We've gained a lot, and many things have changed.

        

        Who would have thought that I could marry such an adorable wife?

        Neither my acquaintances nor my parents knew. Naturally, I never imagined it myself.

        

        A beautiful flower bloomed in my dull, monochrome world, illuminating my entire life with the colors of happiness.

        If this sensation of emptiness being dyed with affection isn't love, then what is?

        

        Tomorrow marks exactly one year since Cecilia and I met.

        

        She probably doesn't even realize it.

        That's understandable—back then, she didn't have the luxury to pay attention to dates.

        Besides, I deliberately didn't mention it to surprise her. It was a bit of mischief on my part.

        

        That day. At that place.

        One year since I first met Cecilia, collapsed on the street on a cool autumn night.

        

        It's not our one-year dating anniversary.

        Nor is it our one-year marriage anniversary.

        

        It's simply an anniversary to celebrate our "meeting."

        

        I'm not sure if this can even be called an anniversary.

        Honestly, not many couples celebrate their first meeting on a yearly basis.

        

        ...But still, I want to celebrate it.

        

        Because meeting her changed my life.

        I want to commemorate the day light entered my world.

        

        And if possible, I hope she remembers that day too... though that might be asking too much.

        I rested my chin on the desk with a wry smile.

        

        "Hmm~... ...Ah!"

        

        A bright voice suddenly burst from Cecilia, who had been flicking her pencil in contemplation.

        

        With a confident expression, she circled one of the options.

        As she stretched her arms and legs, I smiled gently and spoke.

        

        "Good job. Shall we take a break?"

        "Yaaawn~... ...Yes♬"

        

        With her concentration and tension released, Cecilia immediately became languid, slowly swishing her tail as she spoke.

        She put down her pencil, got up with a small grunt, and gracefully walked over to sit softly on my lap.

      

      
        

        "Mmm. ...Ehehe♥"

        "Mm..."

        

        I felt the gentle weight of my beloved pressing down on me.

        Her warmth rose and her presence spread.

        

        Cecilia embraced me softly with a purring sound.

        In rhythm with that pleasant sound, I gently patted her back.

        

        "...♥"

        "Good job, good job~. You're working so hard, Cecilia. Even though you're still a second-year."

        "But I'll be a third-year soon... Since I've studied for less time than the others, I want to work hard so I won't have regrets."

        

        Cecilia said this while nuzzling her cheek against my neck and swishing her tail.

        As her voice tickled my ear, I slowly reached out to stroke her tail.

        

        She's truly admirable and precious.

        Could anything be more lovable than this?

        

        "Ah, hiyah?"

        

        Suddenly overcome with affection, I pressed my lips against her soft neck.

        

        Her small body trembled slightly.

        A cute voice escaped, mixed with her breath...

        

        "Hyaang... Mm, hehe...♪ You're being extra affectionate today, Eunhyuk~? Did something happen?"

        "Hmm, not really...? Sometimes I just want to be clingy!"

        "Kyah!♥"

        

        I suddenly sat up and threw myself onto the bed.

        The soft mattress caught me, and Cecilia's body overlapped mine.

        

        The soft, squishy sensation pressed against various parts of my body.

        Savoring that luxurious and ecstatic feeling, I wrapped my arms tightly around my wife's soft body.

        

        "Mmm~...! ...Hmm."

        

        After playfully struggling in my embrace, she soon relaxed and nestled against me obediently.

        

        Our eyes met briefly with her slightly upturned sky-blue eyes.

        With a gentle purr, Cecilia smiled softly and spoke.

        

        "...It's warm♥"

        "Do you like it?"

        "Yes. Since it's gotten cold lately~... Mmm...♥"

        

        Her cat tail playfully tickled my thigh.

        The sensation of her cheek rubbing against my chest was ticklish.

        

        As I stroked my adorable wife, I turned my head toward the window.

        Looking at the white snow that had begun to fall abundantly against the pitch-black sky, I exhaled softly.

        

        "...The moon looks beautiful tonight."

        "I love you too~♥"

        

        Her response came without a moment's hesitation to my playful remark.

        Her unexpected smoothness made me chuckle, and feeling belated embarrassment, I hugged my wife even tighter.

        

        "W-when did you get so good with those expressions..."

        "I've been here for quite a while now~. Of course I know that much~?"

        

        Cecilia raised her head and giggled while looking into my eyes.

        Moving her swishing tail to stroke my arm, seemingly pleased with the sensation, she continued purring and speaking.

        

        "I've studied hard since coming here~. I've learned a lot and gained a lot too. Honestly, I didn't think I could learn such things at school. This other world really has a well-established system, I think."

        "Don't you miss your hometown?"

        "Hmm? Well... I guess? Honestly, it would be a lie to say I never want to go back and visit, but this is the world where I live now. I have friends here, older sisters and brothers. Teachers, officers, seniors, juniors! Your parents, and my mom and dad~..."

        

      

      
        Her swishing cat tail suddenly stopped moving.

        

        Cecilia slowly raised herself.

        Then, pouncing on me as she lay on the bed, she licked her lips seductively and spoke in a sweet voice.

        

        "...And you're here too, Eunhyuk♥"

        "Cecili— mmph!"

        "Chu. Haum...♥"

        

        Our lips met, and happiness spread.

        With the faint sound of moisture, I felt my mind melt into a dreamy haze.

        

        A sudden kiss to confirm our affection, yet by no means a light one.

        Our tongues intertwined and breaths exchanged.

        

        In the midst of the dizzying heat, Cecilia separated her lips with a soft sound and spoke.

        

        "So this place is enough for me. Everything I like, everything I love... it's all right here."

        "Mmm. This is embarrassing..."

        "Actually, I wasn't like this at first~~. When I first met you, all I could think about was running away, but look how things turned out. Life is truly mysterious."

        

        Cecilia gently reached out and took my left hand.

        She stroked the ring on my fourth finger while purring softly.

        

        "Life is wonderful."

        "..."

        "It's filled with time that can be filled with happiness. If possible, I want to pack that time full of happiness, but the old me didn't know how to do that. ...So, I'm truly happy now."

        

        I quietly stroked her back as I listened to her dreamy voice.

        Each pat was accompanied by a soft purring sound, which was surprisingly enjoyable.

        

        "...Though one drawback of life is that happy times pass by quickly."

        "Ugh, so true... It feels like just a few days ago we were leisurely playing around, but why is it already final exam period...!"

        

        Cecilia exclaimed, flailing about as if wronged.

        Then, with a "hmph..." she exhaled and collapsed onto my chest, muttering softly.

        

        "...I'm studying because I want to, but it's still hard."

        "Is it hard?"

        "Specifically, I lack stamina. I have plenty of energy to run outside at full speed, but I don't have enough stamina to just sit at a desk and look at books..."

        

        "I wish all exams were physical education style..." Cecilia grumbled.

        To her, I spoke up.

        

        "Then, you know what, Cecilia? Tomorrow..."

        "Hmm~?"

        

        Come to think of it, we haven't gone out together much lately.

        Usually, after she returns from school, we spend time at home, and even on weekends, after my part-time job ends, we just rest at home...

        

        In that sense, tomorrow is Sunday.

        And unusually, the café is closed, so we have plenty of time—

        

        "—Let's go on a date. Just the two of us, all day long."

        

        Since it's also our one-year anniversary, let's have a special date.

        

        With that thought in mind, I suggested it, and...

        

        "Yes!!"

        

        Her answer came back with 0% hesitation, full of energy.

        

        Her purring sound is cute.

        Her sparkling eyes were lovely.

        

        Where should we go first tomorrow?

        Recalling several places I had in mind, I smiled with pleasant anticipation.

        

        It was a happy feeling.
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        A sparkling sun in the clear sky.

        Relatively warm and pleasant weather for winter.

        

        "Ooh...!"

        

        A couple standing side by side in front of an enclosure at a lively zoo, repeatedly exclaiming in admiration.

        

        A cheerful voice accompanied by gentle purring sounds echoed softly.

        Glancing sideways at Cecilia, who was grinning happily under her fluffy hat while swishing her tail, I gazed at the artificial lake before us with eyes full of wonder.

        

        Animals could be seen swimming in the lake with quick yet somewhat clumsy movements.

        

        Soft light-brown fur and elongated bodies.

        Round button-like eyes, with adorable expressions that could be described with the sound effect "kwoong?"

        

        They were otters enjoying their day at the zoo.

        It was cute how they firmly held a stone in both hands, though I had no idea where they'd gotten it from.

        

        "So cute~~!"

        

        Cecilia exclaimed, her ears twitching under her hat.

        The silver wedding ring on her left hand, which was gripping the railing, sparkled brightly.

        

        Yes, just as she said, they were truly adorable.

        Just watching them made me happy. I couldn't help but smile.

        

        I stepped back a couple of paces and took out my camera from my pocket.

        After focusing carefully, I captured the adorable scene before me with a click!

        

        "Ah, hmm~?"

        

        Of course, I meant Cecilia, not the otters.

        

        Looking at the photo captured in the camera, I nodded with satisfaction.

        The ratio in the frame was probably about 2 parts otter to 8 parts Cecilia.

        

        The title would be, hmm... something like 'Cute Girl About to Die of Happiness While Looking at Something Cute'?

        The sparkling background and her bright expression blended perfectly, making it absolutely satisfying.

        

        "Really~ Eunhyuk~!"

        "Haha, sorry. You were too pretty, I couldn't help myself."

        

        I replied playfully to Cecilia, who was giggling with a mischievous voice.

        In response, she bounced over to me, linked her arm with mine, and...

        

        "If you're going to take pictures, we should be in them together~!"

        

        Saying that, she rested her head on my shoulder with the otter enclosure as our backdrop.

        Smiling broadly at the lively purring sound coming from her, I raised the camera and captured our image with a click!

        

        The bright sunlight caressed our skin, and the sounds of children's chatter tickled our ears.

        In the zoo's atmosphere filled with childlike wonder and happiness, Cecilia and I looked at the photo and smiled as innocently as children.

        

        A date after a long time.

        A zoo visit after a long time.

        

        Though we occasionally went on local outings or dinners together, it had been quite a while since we'd traveled this far for fun.

        Making the most of our overlapping weekend vacation, we slowly moved toward the next animal enclosure.

        

        "Where should we go next? Anywhere you want to see?"

        "Hmm~~. Ah, here! I want to see the giraffes!"

        "Giraffes? Okay~ Let's go!"

        "Yes~!"

        

        After marking our destination on the large map, she increased her walking pace with excitement.

        I couldn't help but smile as I watched my wife pointing toward our destination with a happy expression.

        

        A zookeeper guiding visitors passed by us with cheerful commentary.

        A small child holding a balloon bought from a vendor bowed politely, and nearby, what appeared to be a student couple shared a hot bar while wearing panda headbands.

        

        The lively atmosphere was absolutely lovely.

        I was so glad we decided to come out today. It was, to put it mildly, perfect.

        

        "Hmm?"

      

      
        

        As we were walking along, Cecilia suddenly stopped.

        Wondering what was wrong, I tilted my head curiously as she perked up her ears and then looked toward a side path.

        

        Almost simultaneously, a sweet scent wafted to my nose as well.

        Turning my head to follow the smell, I understood why she had stopped walking.

        

        "Eunhyuk, that...."

        

        I smiled in response to Cecilia, who was looking up at me slightly.

        

        Though it was a bit early for lunch, it was the perfect time for a light snack.

        Nodding with a smile, I asked affectionately:

        

        "Would you like some?"

        "Mm-hmm."

        "Shall we go get some?"

        "Yes!"

        

        A smile bloomed on her face and her tail swished happily.

        Unable to resist her cuteness, I reached out to pat my adorable wife, and then we held hands tightly as we walked toward the churros stand.

        

        The warmth transmitted from hand to hand was comforting.

        

        ***

        

        With a crisp 'crunch!' sound, the end of a churro disappeared into Cecilia's mouth.

        

        "Mmm~ So sweet♬"

        "Munch, the churros here are really good. Usually, these places just sell overpriced ones... nom."

        

        A subtle honey fragrance seeped into my nostrils.

        The taste of sweet sugar and bread danced wonderfully in my mouth.

        

        Crispy but not hard.

        Soft and slightly chewy, with a pleasant crunch.

        

        It seems today is my lucky day.

        With another 'crunch!' I bit into the churro again and nodded with satisfaction.

        

        "So...."

        "Hmm?"

        

        Cecilia turned her head at my softly spoken words.

        Gently wiping away a sugar crystal at the corner of her mouth, I asked:

        

        "Are you feeling refreshed?"

        "Mm-hmm!"

        

        Cecilia answered energetically with a flushed face.

        Her swishing tail and the hat she wore to prevent sunburn swayed gently.

        

        I smiled warmly at her unhesitating response.

        I casually licked the sugar crystal that had stuck to my thumb.

        

        Well, she had seemed a bit tired lately due to exam preparations.

        Juggling life as a student, part-timer, and wife... she was bound to be busy, so she needed breaks like this occasionally.

        

        Of course, I did wonder if it was really okay to bring a high school student out during exam period.

        But the result was all right. If she was happy with it, there was no problem.

        

        "The animals are cute~ The weather is nice~."

        

        Cecilia said, looking up at the sky with a bright expression.

        Holding a churro in one hand and swinging her feet back and forth while sitting on the bench, she was, at this moment, just a pure girl who had returned to her childhood.

        

        "The atmosphere is nice too. It makes me realize what a zoo actually feels like~ It's kind of amazing♪"

        "Do you like it?"

        "Very much~!"

        

        She exclaimed with a bright voice and popped the last piece of churro into her mouth with a "nom!"

        As I watched her cutely licking her lips, about to put my own churro in my mouth... suddenly, I felt glances being cast in our direction.

        

        "Delicious...♬"

      

      
        "...Hmm."

        

        The source of those glances... today it was a group of male students?

        A bunch of guys at the zoo together—I felt a bit of sympathy, but I wasn't going to let it slide.

        

        "Excuse me for a moment."

        "Huh, what?"

        

        I leisurely extended my left hand and gently took Cecilia's left hand.

        While softly caressing it, I carefully displayed the wedding rings on both our ring fingers.

        

        I could sense their gazes turning regretful before they moved away.

        A moment later, as I watched the students walking off elsewhere from the corner of my eye, I let out a satisfied "hmph."

        

        How dare they covet another man's wife.

        I acknowledge that our Cecilia is charming, but I had no intention of being understanding about it.

        

        "...Aha~?"

        

        Cecilia followed my gaze and giggled with a mischievous air.

        Then suddenly she grabbed my left hand in return, slowly pulling it toward herself...

        

        "...Chu♥"

        "?!"

        

        Before I could say anything, she planted a kiss on the back of my hand with a soft 'smooch'.

        

        The ticklish sensation made my body jolt for a moment.

        Seeing my reaction, she grinned broadly and slowly rose from her seat, saying:

        

        "...Hehe♥ Shall we go~?"

        "...Yes."

        

        I could feel the corners of my mouth turning upward.

        At the same time, blushing at my wife's mischievous behavior, I slowly got up from the chair, following her lead.

        

        My face felt hot.

        And I might add, the hand leading me was also warm.

        

        "...♥"

        

        I noticed her flushed profile.

        Accompanied by gentle purring sounds, I walked steadily while glancing at her swishing cat tail.

        

        "Hey, Cecilia."

        "Hmm?"

        "After we've seen everything at the zoo... is there anywhere else you'd like to go?"

        

        I asked casually, looking into her sky-blue eyes as she turned to face me.

        

        Unfortunately, this zoo isn't particularly large.

        Since we'd decided to spend the whole day on a date, just the two of us, I was asking if she had any preferences I could accommodate.

        

        "Hmm~~."

        

        Cecilia pondered.

        Placing a finger on her chin and tilting her head cutely, she spoke after a moment:

        

        "Um, I saw on a poster at the entrance... there's a small band concert nearby. I'd like to see, I mean hear that..."

        "Yes, yes."

        "Then maybe we could stop by a café, and after dinner... Oh, how about going to a bar? I'm curious what it's like... Hmm, maybe that's too ambitious a schedule~...?"

        "No? It's fine."

        "Really?"

        "Let's do it all. Together."

        "!♥"

        

        At my casually spoken words, her cat tail shot up with a swish.

        Her slightly surprised face soon flushed with joy, and she held my hand tightly while whispering:

        

        "...I'm so happy♥"

        

        It was still morning.

        The day was still far from over.
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        "Mmm~~ That was so fun~!"

        "It was amazing...."

        "Yeah. So that's how different a proper orchestra sounds~. Hehe, my heart is still pounding."

        

        The sun, settling low toward the horizon, painted the sky orange, announcing the beginning of evening.

        Under the beautiful sunset, Cecilia sat on a bench in front of the building, swinging her legs back and forth with a comfortable, broad smile.

        

        "Ahh, this is nice~.... So a world like this exists too~."

        "Should we come see it again when we get the chance?"

        "Yes!"

        

        With an energetic purr, Cecilia nodded her head.

        When I gently stroked her as she smiled broadly, she closed her eyes comfortably, surrendering to my touch.

        

        She seems to have really liked the magnificent orchestra.

        She was cute, as always.

        

        "Hehe♥ Yeah.... Ah, ah, achoo!"

        "Yikes. Are you cold?"

        "Mmm. Yeah, it might be a bit chilly...."

        

        She said, rubbing her arms with her hands.

        

        Well, the sun is about to set.

        We came wearing light clothes thinking we'd be walking around, so it's no wonder she's cold.

        

        "Excuse me for a moment...."

        "Oh, wha?"

        

        And I can't let our cute wife catch a cold like this.

        I quickly took off my outer garment and gently draped it over Cecilia's shoulders.

        

        With a soft rustle, Cecilia carefully put on the coat that wrapped around her body.

        Looking up at me with beautiful sky-blue eyes, she asked.

        

        "Mmm. It's warm... but are you okay, Eunhyuk? Aren't you cold?"

        "Hmm~. I'm still fine. Not really cold yet."

        "That's good, but...."

        

        Cecilia's voice trailed off with concern.

        To reassure her, I waved my hands and continued.

        

        "Well~. Beast-people have higher body temperatures, so you feel the cold more than others, right? I'm fine, so don't hesitate to wear it. And also, well...."

        

        I let my voice trail off as I walked steadily forward.

        Taking out my phone and holding it up, I pressed a button on the vending machine in front of the building with a 'beep'.

        

        With a clunk, two cans of drinks fell down.

        

        "In my case, when it gets cold, I can just stick clo~ose to my warm wife~?"

        "Geez...."

        

        At my playful voice, Cecilia chuckled with a "can't help it" attitude and let out a small laugh.

        I approached her with light steps and gently offered her a warm can of cocoa.

        

        "Here. It'll be sweet."

        "Thank you~.... Ah, it's warm."

        "I guess because it's winter, they sell these in vending machines too. That's neat."

        

        We chatted softly as I opened the can with a click.

        Slowly and carefully sipping the cocoa, a gentle sweetness and warmth spread throughout my body.

        

        "Mmm, so warm."

        "Delicious...♬"

        

        Cecilia murmured ecstatically as she exhaled a white breath.

        Her gently swaying cat tail was peaceful.

        

        "Eunhyuk, Eunhyuk."

        "Yes?"

        "Over here."

        

        Suddenly, Cecilia patted the seat beside her.

        

        I guess she wants me to sit down.

        Even her way of inviting was cute.

        

        With a light laugh, I sat down beside her.

        As I leaned back and exhaled, Cecilia slowly moved closer and rested her head on my shoulder.

        

        "...♥"

        

        A warm sensation tickled my cheek, and a happy purring sound fluttered near my ear.

        Feeling her cat tail quietly wrapping around my wrist, I exhaled dreamily and took a sip of cocoa.

        

        It was sweet.

        

        "...Fufu♥"

        "Hmm?"

        "...I'm happy♥"

        

        Suddenly, Cecilia whispered as she looked up at the sky.

        

        Curious about what she was seeing, I also quietly looked up at the sky.

        ...I saw a gradient dyed in an infinitely beautiful color, like orange paint dissolved on a blue canvas.

        

        Fluffy clouds floated by, and between them, birds in formation flew away with cawing sounds.

      

      
        

        A gentle breeze caressing my cheeks.

        The soft murmur of people's voices around us.

        

        The street beginning to come alive as evening approached, and the aromas starting to spread from restaurants here and there.

        

        The atmosphere was comfortably beautiful beyond compare.

        

        "Sometimes I wonder. What if I had never met Eunhyuk~ I wonder what it would have been like."

        

        Cecilia spoke.

        Without answering her somewhat out-of-context words, I simply held her hand and listened quietly.

        

        "Since I was collapsed on the roadside at first... if things had stayed that way, I would have been taken by the police, right? They would have questioned me about these ears and tail~ and asked why I was collapsed in such a place. In the end, I probably would have stayed at the station under the name of protective custody, wouldn't I?"

        

        As Mr. Woonho said when she hadn't been at our home for long.

        

        She continued.

        

        "Then I would have gone to school~. Hmm... but I probably wouldn't have done as well as I do now. I might have stayed quietly in a corner~.... Ahaha. Still, um, even someone like me might have made a friend or two after living there for three years!"

        

        Just as Phil and Hyerim approached her first when she started school and was still awkward.

        

        She continued.

        

        "After graduating like that, and going to college...."

        

        She would surely study hard even in such circumstances.

        Because that's the kind of person she is.

        

        "Working part-time jobs."

        

        Just as we do now.

        

        "Living alone? Trying that too...."

        

        As I have done.

        

        "I think I would have lived quietly, like flowing river water~."

        

        She concluded with a gentle exhale.

        

        Her imagination that started with "what if."

        But surprisingly, her story wasn't that different from reality.

        

        I asked.

        

        "But you know, Cecilia."

        "Hmm?"

        "...How is that different from living with me now?"

        

        If she would have lived well without me, what meaning did meeting me have?

        To my question....

        

        "If I hadn't met Eunhyuk, I would surely have been unhappy."

        

        She answered.

        

        "I wouldn't have experienced sleeping in the same bed with someone, sharing body heat~."

        "..."

        "When I was scared and tearful, having someone comfort me, or hug me tight. I wouldn't have heard someone whisper that everything's okay now...."

        

        Her profile, which I glimpsed, was tinged with comfort.

        

        As if recalling past events one by one, she counted on her fingers and spoke.

        

        "Kisses, confessions too."

        "..."

        "The happiness that feels like my brain is melting, the security of being embraced in strong arms.... I surely wouldn't have learned about affection or love."

        

        Slowly, Cecilia raised her left hand.

        Then she looked at the ring on her ring finger and smiled broadly.

        

        "I wouldn't have had rings or hairpins either."

        "..."

        "I definitely wouldn't have gotten, married...."

        "Huh?"

        

        Slowly, Cecilia embraced me.

        

        Turning her body, she hugged me with both hands, and breathing hotly against my chest, she continued.

        

        "I definitely wouldn't have known how good a hug feels...."

        "..."

        "I would never have known how happy it is to love someone...."

        

        Cecilia raised her head.

        As she raised her head, she whispered.

        

        "I learned it all thanks to Eunhyuk."

        

        She whispered again.

        

        "You taught me everything."

        

        She raised her head and met my eyes.

        Transparent sky-blue eyes faced me.

      

      
        

        Ecstasy, tenderness.

        Anxious passion and dreamy heat.

        

        "You know, Eunhyuk...."

        

        And then.

        

        "I love you......♥"

        

        At her passionate whisper, I felt as if my brain was melting.

        

        Indeed, indeed.

        Meeting this girl was the greatest happiness of my life.

        

        "Ehehe, yes...♥"

        

        Blushing as if suddenly shy, Cecilia nuzzled her face against my chest.

        Laughing at the ticklish sensation, I slowly took something out of my pocket.

        

        "Hey, Cecilia."

        "What~?"

        "I was planning to give this to you a bit later... here."

        "?"

        

        What I held in my hand was a piece of paper.

        

        Just an ordinary paper.

        But not an ordinary paper filled with writing that contained something.

        

        Expressed in language.

        A 'letter'.

        

        "..."

        

        Slender fingers slowly received the letter.

        Then she unfolded it and gently read the contents.

        

        "...Pfft."

        

        A moment later.

        

        "Pfft, ahahaha!!"

        

        She burst into loud laughter as if she couldn't contain her amusement.

        

        Her small, fern-like hands tapped my chest.

        With shaking shoulders and tears welling in her eyes, she giggled and laughed loudly.

        

        "Fufu, hahaha! When did you write this~? This morning?"

        "No, yesterday. Actually, starting from the day before."

        "Fufu, really? Yes, really~~?"

        

        Wiping away the tears that had leaked out, she opened her mouth.

        Then, placing her hand on her chest that was heaving with rapid breaths, she continued.

        

        "Yes, yes! I'll keep it safe, definitely!"

        

        My face also broke into a smile at her sun-like grin.

        

        I could feel the gazes of people around us drawn to her loud laughter.

        But clearly aware of it, she showed no sign of caring....

        

        "...Chu♥"

        "Mmph...."

        

        She leaned forward and kissed me.

        

        Harsh reactions erupted from passersby.

        Some glared, some clicked their tongues.

        

        But.

        

        "Let's go get dinner, Eunhyuk♥"

        

        What did any of that matter?

        

        She smiled happily.

        That was all that mattered to me.

        

        "Yes, yes!"

        "I'm hungry~. What should we eat~?"

        "Is there anything you want to eat, Cecilia?"

        "Let's see~."

        

        We got up from the bench and moved our steps like dancing.

        Holding both hands tightly, she purred happily.

        

        Blessings on this day when I first met this girl.

        And praying for eternal happiness that will continue from now on.

        

        We moved forward in step with each other.

        

        It was a beautiful day.

        

        -Side Story 5 end
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        "Come to think of it, Eunhyuk, why did you choose a letter?"

        "Huh?"

        "You know, even if we say 'gift,' there are many different kinds. There are physical things~ and non-physical things~... I was wondering if there was any special reason you chose a letter."

        "Oh, that's what you meant? Hmm~."

        

        Streetlights glowed with a faint hue along the twilight path.

        Rubbing our satisfied stomachs, we strolled down the street, chatting warmly.

        

        "Originally, I thought about getting you a new accessory, but then I realized you already have several."

        "Mmm."

        "You have rings, hair pins... Earrings would probably be too much. I considered getting you a necklace, but... since it's our anniversary, I wanted something more special. Was it disappointing?"

        "Not at all~! It was perfect♥"

        

        Cecilia beamed with a bright smile and clung tightly to my side.

        She was adorable, happily purring as she linked her arm with mine.

        

        "It's been a year already~. We've come this far."

        "It feels both short and long... It's strange, isn't it? Looking back, it seems like it passed in the blink of an eye, yet sometimes I'm amazed at how a year can feel so incredibly long."

        "Seriously. Is this what Einstein was talking about?"

        "...Maybe?"

        

        We looked at each other and chuckled at the random comment.

        We continued walking, gently making our way toward our predetermined destination.

        

        "Anyway, about that letter... ...hehehe♥"

        

        As we walked, Cecilia suddenly seemed to recall the letter's contents, giggling mischievously while nuzzling her cheek against me.

        I could only smile awkwardly as I felt her cat tail gently brushing against my arm.

        

        "Your writing was so beautiful~. I didn't know you had such talent, Eunhyuk. I discovered a new side of you~♬"

        "Ah, hahaha..."

        "Hmm~? Are you embarrassed? Aww, how cute~~. Hey, hey~?"

        

        With a purring voice, Cecilia hugged my arm more tightly.

        I laughed nervously as I felt her fingers poking my cheeks.

        

        Well, I'm glad she liked it.

        I put a lot of effort into writing that letter, so I'm truly relieved she enjoyed it, but...

        

        "Especially that part in the middle~ You know, where you wrote 'When I met y—'"

        "W-wait, Cecilia...! Stop. I, I surrender...!"

        

        ...This was genuinely embarrassing.

        

        Cecilia flashed a playful smile at my flustered voice.

        Then she leaned in and planted a light kiss♥ on my cheek, grinning.

        

        "...♥"

        

        Embarrassment and happiness coexisted in my mind, making my face unbearably hot.

        Unable to resist my mischievous wife's affection, I covered my forehead with my hand and exhaled.

        

        ...The night breeze felt refreshing.

        

        "So~, how much further, Eunhyuk?"

        "Ah, yeah. It's not too far. We should be there soon."

        

        Grateful for the change in topic, I quickly responded.

        Cecilia replied with a soft "I see" to my confident answer, her tail swishing gently.

        

        We were heading to a bar.

        Although we weren't heavy drinkers, since alcohol had initially helped us open up to each other, we decided to end this special day in a special place.

        

        "We've always just had drinks at home or at the store, so going to an actual bar is a first for me~..."

        "For me too. Well, I did go once shortly after becoming an adult, but I was so nervous that I was a complete mess..."

        

        I smiled wryly at the bitter memory.

        

        The bar I went to back then wasn't exactly a casual place where a newly-minted adult could just drop in for a change of pace.

        Overwhelmed by the heavy atmosphere, I had just sipped one or two drinks before practically fleeing—a memory that now seemed rather cute in retrospect.

        

        In that sense, I had no worries now.

        Though it was still a bar, I had grown since then, and unlike that time, I wasn't alone—I had Cecilia with me.

        

      

      
        And also—...

        

        "Ah, we're here."

        

        I looked up at the sound of Cecilia's voice.

        

        Across the street, past a crosswalk, stood a familiar, cozy-sized building.

        The school located some distance away had all its lights turned off, giving the darkened street a different kind of tranquility from daytime.

        

        "It looks quite charming from here~."

        "Not bad at all."

        

        We crossed the pedestrian crossing while chatting.

        As we reached the entrance, things that weren't visible before started coming into view one by one.

        

        The sign on the door had changed from this morning.

        Thick curtains covered the windows, and the light seeping through was very faint.

        

        They had clearly put a lot of effort into it.

        

        "Shall we go in?"

        "Yes."

        

        I slowly reached out and grabbed the door handle.

        With a creak, I pushed the door open and stepped inside.

        

        This was the bar "Conversum."

        A place that functioned as a café during daylight hours, and only truly became a bar after sunset and into the late night...

        

        ...—the very place where Cecilia and I normally worked.

        

        ***

        

        So this was why the café was closed today. The grand reopening as a bar.

        While the café had more than enough staff thanks to Cecilia and me, the bar was a different story.

        

        Some knowledge of bars, a gentle personality for serving customers.

        Above all, the physical stamina to endure the night—part-timers with all these qualities were apparently quite rare.

        

        For that reason, finding staff had been delayed, and since things had turned out that way, they decided to make more thorough preparations...

        As a result, they were finally opening the bar today... that was the situation.

        

        "...I see."

        "Yep."

        

        Right. That made sense.

        I understood all that.

        

        ...I slowly raised my hand to my forehead.

        I could hear Cecilia beside me letting out an "Ahaha..."

        

        Sure, finding staff might be difficult.

        The owner was the bartender, so being careful about hiring part-timers to work with made sense.

        

        But, well...

        ...Is this really okay, boss?

        

        I slowly raised my head.

        Then, the employee who was giggling with delight at her successful prank looked at me and spoke.

        

        "So~."

        

        In a refreshing voice, playfully.

        ...With some inexplicable respect and vigorous energy.

        

        "What would you like to order, sen-i-or~?"

        "Why are you here..."

        

        I stared blankly at the ceiling as Eunhwan enunciated each syllable clearly.

        Recalling the face of the owner who had supposedly stepped out briefly, I exhaled vacantly.

        

        ...Is this really okay, boss?

        You're primarily a convenience store owner. Is this really allowed...?

        

      

      
        "Surprise success~♪ Were you surprised~?"

        "I thought I'd accidentally walked into the convenience store... Why are you here? What about the convenience store?"

        "I followed my seniors and changed jobs, of course~. The convenience store is probably being run well by the new hires right about now."

        "Well, well."

        

        Three out of three staff members being new hires. Must be hell.

        Well, it's not our concern anymore since we've already changed jobs, but still...

        

        "It's been a while, Eunhwan~."

        "It has been a while, Cecilia~. Date night for the married couple~?"

        "Yes. It's exactly one year since we met, so Eunhyuk lured me out."

        "Ohhh~. Senior~~."

        

        Eunhwan's voice was cringeworthy as she gave me a warm look.

        Cecilia giggled, looking back and forth between Eunhwan and me.

        

        Everyone really was so playful.

        

        "Anyway..."

        "Wow, are you embarrassed?"

        "Shut it. ...Where did the owner go? Coming to a bar without a bartender feels a bit strange."

        "Ah~. He got a phone call earlier and went out. Seems like there was some problem at the convenience store."

        "Really now."

        

        I muttered with a hollow laugh.

        Goodness, what a mess.

        

        What to do now?

        We came all this way to have a drink with Cecilia, but at this rate...—

        

        "Or would you like me to make you a drink instead?"

        "Huh?"

        "Ooh. Can you, Eunhwan?"

        "Leave it to me~."

        

        With a confident attitude, she spun around.

        I just stared blankly as she began skillfully handling various items around the bar.

        

        Ice rattled and liquids mixed.

        Between the light splashing sounds, fragrant aromas occasionally tickled my nose.

        

        "Here you go, sorry for the wait..."

        

        Eunhwan turned back and handed us two glasses.

        The glasses, beautifully layered with white and black, gave off the fragrant scent of coffee.

        

        "Two Kahlúa milk cocktails. Enjoy before they cool down~."

        "As if cocktails would cool... Well..."

        

        Though skeptical, I picked up my glass.

        After a moment's hesitation, I clinked glasses with Cecilia as she extended hers.

        

        A bright chime echoed throughout the bar.

        

        "Mmm..."

        "Mmm..."

        

        A sweet and smooth taste gently caressed my mouth.

        The subtle coffee aroma mixed with milk, creating a more wonderful memory than I had anticipated.

        

        "...It's delicious."

        "So fragrant...♪"

        "Thank you for the compliments~."

        

        Well, this kind of thing wasn't so bad once in a while.

        

        We continued to chat warmly while enjoying our cocktails.

        Cecilia looked cute as she chuckled softly, apparently pleased with the atmosphere.

        

        It was a fittingly special ending to a special day.

        Reluctantly acknowledging this, I smiled slightly and picked up my glass again.

        

        It tasted smooth.
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        The season that came with the passing of time.

        Autumn, approaching the end of the third year, when appetites swell and books flutter.

        

        The same house as usual, the same small table as usual.

        Cecilia sitting across from me, earnestly immersed in her studies.

        

        As she diligently worked through problems that even I could no longer solve, preparing for the biggest event in a student's life, I kept my mouth shut and silently cheered her on with all my heart.

        

        The college entrance exam season was approaching.

        

        I remember the pressure of exam period all too well.

        After all, I even took a gap year to retake the exam.

        

        The fear that years of effort would be decided in a single day.

        The tension, the anxiety.

        

        Hands moving to solve just one more problem, eyes scanning the paper.

        A mind spinning relentlessly despite the fear of making mistakes, and a pounding heart.

        

        I was afraid back then.

        In the end, I gave up, and that was where it ended for me.

        

        But—

        

        "Hmm..."

        

        Cecilia tilted her head with a serious expression, letting out a thoughtful sound.

        Her tail tapped the floor as if deep in thought, and her fluffy cat ears twitched a couple of times.

        

        At the end of her gaze was a test paper filled with countless solutions.

        

        Meticulously, delicately, sharply.

        After solving the problems with all her might, she still scrutinized the remaining questions with her sky-blue eyes, scanning the dense text back and forth.

        

        Impressive.

        At least much better than I was back then. I couldn't help but smile with satisfaction.

        

        I was certain she would do well.

        That thought came to me without any particular basis.

        

        "You can do it."

        "..."

        

        There was no response to my words that slipped out involuntarily.

        Her ears twitched, so she must have heard me... Perhaps she was too focused to respond.

        I didn't mind.

        

        I rested my chin on the table again and quietly watched my wife as she worked hard.

        

        The sound of pencil scratching softly echoed in the cozy room.

        The fluttering of paper occasionally interrupted, and Cecilia's contemplative "Hmm..." resonated from time to time.

        

        After some time had passed...

        

        "I'm done, done!"

        "Oh! Good job, Cecilia."

        "Ehehe... Mmm~!"

        

        With a click, she put down her pencil and stretched her body long.

        Below her, I pulled the test paper filled with equations toward me and took out the red pen and answer sheet I had placed under the table.

        

        "I'll grade it for you, take a rest."

        "Okay~!"

        

        Cecilia responded with a tired mumble.

        As she lowered her arms languidly, I glanced at her while drawing red circles on her test paper according to the answer sheet.

        

        This one's correct, the next one too.

        As expected of a top student. Impressive.

        There were no wrong answers until about halfway through. Though there were traces of her struggling here and there, all the answers were ultimately correct.

        

        At this rate, her final score might be quite good?

        As I was thinking this while moving my hand—

        

        "...♪"

        

        Cecilia, who had approached without me noticing, clung to me tightly.

        

        I could see her arms wrapped firmly around my body.

        Resting her chin on my shoulder, pressing her chest against my arm, she purred contentedly and swished her tail as if nothing was out of the ordinary.

        

        "...Cecilia."

        "Yeees?"

      

      
        "You're, um, touching me."

        "I'm making sure I'm touching you~?"

        

        ...When I made a faint protest, an unexpected answer came back.

        

        This is, uh, well...

        ...Hmm...

        

        "Anyway, it's getting late~ and I'm done studying. You're the one who told me not to study too late into the night, Eunhyuk~?"

        "That's, true..."

        "So today is finished~! I'll review the wrong answers tomorrow! Now all that's left is to be as affectionate as I want!"

        

        Cecilia, who had declared this energetically, hugged my body even more tightly.

        

        She purred vigorously while nuzzling her face against my neck.

        My body twitched intermittently from the unbearably ticklish sensation.

        

        "Uah..."

        "Ticklish~?"

        "Um, a little...?"

        

        I flicked the red pen in my hand and looked to the side.

        

        Cecilia was looking up at me with an innocent face while hugging me tightly.

        She was beautiful with her soft silver hair and transparent sky-blue eyes, but...

        

        "...Hmm~?"

        

        As she playfully tilted her head, I suddenly noticed the fatigue crossing her expression.

        Drowsiness peeked through her half-closed eyelids, and her smile had less energy than usual. Her hair was also a bit messy, as if she had put grooming aside.

        

        "...Is there something on my face? Ah, uwah."

        

        I gently kneaded her cheeks as she playfully chattered, giving a small wry smile.

        

        Well, it is exam season after all...

        No matter how good she is, there's no way she wouldn't be accumulating fatigue.

        

        That might be why she suddenly clung to me.

        I briefly reflected on myself for blindly thinking 'Cecilia will do fine.'

        

        "Yes. Good job, Cecilia!"

        "Hyah?! Hauu, wha-?! Auuu... ...mmm♬"

        

        I put down the red pen for a moment, turned my body, and vigorously patted the head of the girl in my arms with both hands.

        

        Cecilia let out a strange sound at the sudden head patting.

        But she soon adapted to it and, with narrowed eyes, purred while enjoying the somewhat rough patting with a comfortable expression.

        

        Her cat tail swishing gently was adorable.

        

        "Yes, yes! Really, good job. Sorry, have I not been paying enough attention to you lately?"

        "Mmm, it's not that... Ah, there~♥"

        "Here? Hmm~?"

        "...♥"

        

        While stroking her fluffy cat ears with one hand, I used the other to tickle under her chin with my fingers.

        

        Cecilia lifted her chin to make it easier for me to touch, closed her eyes, and purred as if feeling good.

        I also smiled faintly at the purring cat sounds resonating.

        

        "Mmph..."

        "?"

        

        I briefly stretched out one hand to rummage through the other table.

        After grabbing what I wanted, I answered gently with a smile to Cecilia, who had slightly opened her eyes questioningly.

        

        "Could you turn around for a moment, Cecilia?"

        "Hmm?"

        "I'll brush your hair."

        "!"

        

        Cecilia immediately turned around and leaned back against me, smiling brightly at my words.

        I couldn't help but chuckle at her tail swishing excitedly as if she couldn't contain her anticipation.

        

        She's always loved having her head touched by me.

        Every time I offer to brush her hair like this, she purrs happily, which is always so cute.

        

        I gently brushed her silver hair with the brush I had picked up.

        

        "...♥"

        "Does it feel good?"

        "Yes...♪ It feels like my fatigue is melting away...♬"

      

      
        

        Her beaming response made me smile again.

        I was glad she looked comfortable.

        

        While brushing her hair, I also lightly stroked her swishing tail with my other hand, almost like a massage.

        It was amusing how her body twitched every time I moved my hand.

        

        "Hyaaa... It feels so good...♥"

        

        Cecilia murmured with a melting, languid expression.

        

        I've gotten better at giving these massages since living with her.

        Come to think of it, it's been quite a while since I last did this for her, so I was glad she still enjoyed it.

        

        "...My shoulders too..."

        "Yes, yes."

        "...♥"

        

        I moved my hands according to her plaintive request.

        When I pressed her small shoulders firmly, she let out a "Hauuu~!" and trembled at the tip of her tail.

        

        "Mmm, right there♥"

        "You're quite tense, customer~. Were you nervous~?"

        "Nervous...? Mmm, nervous... ...I might have been."

        

        Cecilia answered with a small chuckle.

        In her eyes as she slightly turned to look at me, tension and anxiety mixed to shine with a mysterious color.

        

        "...Tests are scary."

        "Yes, they are. I understand."

        

        I smiled and responded to her brief comment.

        

        Is there anyone in the world who likes exams?

        What student facing college entrance exams wouldn't be conscious of their future...

        

        Especially since Cecilia is from another world.

        Since her study period has been shorter, I've been thinking she might be trying to work a bit too hard.

        

        Though I understand, of course.

        

        I nodded, self-congratulatory that I had forbidden all-night studying.

        

        "But no overdoing it."

        "...Do I look very tired?"

        "Um, a little?"

        

        I nodded to her as she quietly murmured, "I see..."

        

        Her fatigue was showing more obviously than before, perhaps because her body and mind had relaxed.

        It seemed like I should make some food tomorrow that would help restore her energy.

        

        I stopped the massage and simply hugged her small body from behind.

        Cecilia also leaned into my embrace without resistance, fiddling with the back of my hand with her small fingers and letting out a small sigh.

        

        "...It's warm."

        "The weather has gotten colder."

        "Not that. Eunhyuk's heart is warm."

        

        I smiled awkwardly at the sudden compliment.

        

        With a soft thud, Cecilia leaned her head against my chest.

        

        "...Hold my hand."

        "Sure, sure."

        "Will you pat my head?"

        "Of course."

        "Mm... ...Kiss me."

        "..."

        

        I slowly lowered my head while caressing her soft cheeks.

        I gave a light peck on the lips of Cecilia, who had turned her face toward me.

        

        "...I'll do my best, so will you cheer me on?"

        "As much as you need."

        

        Soon, her life will enter a new chapter.

        What could be more joyful than being able to help her through it?

        

        I continued to hold her and stroke her head for a while.

        

        The end of her high school life was approaching.
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        Finally, that day arrived.

        

        "Fighting, Cecilia."

        "Yeah."

        "Fighting!"

        "Go and do your best without regrets, my daughter."

        "Good luck."

        "We're cheering for you."

        "Hehe... Thank you all."

        

        The chilly early winter breeze tickled my cheeks lightly.

        Feeling the tension rising like billowing clouds, I took deep breaths repeatedly as if exhaling anxiety, and forced a tough smile.

        

        An unfamiliar school, unfamiliar scenery.

        Heavy air mixed with solemnity and tension.

        

        I nodded resolutely to my family who had given me generous encouragement.

        Feeling my tail stiffening, I nevertheless moved with confident steps toward the exam hall.

        

        "Good luck."

        

        Teacher Hwang Woon-seok, who seemed to have come out to cheer for his students, offered words of encouragement from the outskirts of the school.

        I nodded once more, clenched my fist tightly, and stepped into the building.

        

        College entrance exam day.

        The day, D-day.

        

        ...Today, so many things will be decided.

        

        Thinking about it that way, I couldn't help but feel nervous.

        But getting too nervous and messing up would be putting the cart before the horse.

        

        Let's take it easy, while still giving it my all.

        

        I'm sure I can do it.

        When my spirit feels like breaking, I'll think of Eun-hyuk's face, whom I really love, and find strength.

        

        "Whew!"

        

        After exhaling deeply once more, I raised my head.

        Time had already passed, and the wristwatch I had prepared indicated that only 20 minutes remained until the exam started.

        

        Well, let's do this!

        

        I nodded confidently and took out my pencil.

        

        ***

        

        "The college entrance exam~. Brings back memories, it does~."

        "Oh? You took the entrance exam too? Wasn't it a recommendation admission?"

        "It was a recommendation, but I still took the exam, it was~. You know, there are quite a few discounts you can get with an exam ticket."

        "Ah, I see. That would be a shame to miss."

        

        A quiet and peaceful café with no customers at all.

        9 AM. The exam would be starting at school about now.

        

        While secretly eavesdropping on the conversation between Eun-hwan, who came over out of boredom, and Senior Jae-seop, I swept the dust on the café floor with the broom in my hand.

        

        "So, well, I didn't really study, it was~. But that uniquely heavy atmosphere made me so nervous~~."

        "Right. I know. Every student feels that sensation the same way..."

        "Were you nervous too, senior?"

        

        My shoulders unconsciously flinched at Eun-hwan's bouncy question.

        I momentarily stopped sweeping, and soon the senior's voice reached my ears.

        

        "I was. Almost threw up."

        "For real? I can't imagine it."

        "Back then, I lacked courage too. I probably went home supported by my parents after it was over."

        "Wow. I actually thought you wouldn't even blink at something like that, it was~."

        "What do you take me for?"

        

        ...So even the great Jae-seop was that nervous. Hmm.

        ...Hmm......

        

        "So did you do well on the exam?"

        "I messed it up."

        "You messed it up, it was~."

        "Yeah. So, well, I just matched my grades and entered a decent university, and that's where I first met our boss... And that's how I ended up like this. Honestly, I think this is a successful life."

        "And you got a pretty wife while working part-time, it was~."

        "...Shut up."

        "Why are you being shy~."

        

        After finishing sweeping, I picked up a mop.

        Usually, I'd only take it out when cleaning at closing time... but there are no customers and nothing else to do, so it doesn't really matter if I do it now.

        

        I turned on the faucet to wet the mop and squeezed out the water using the wringer.

        

        "Then, about Senior Eun-hyuk... ...is it okay if I ask this, it was~?"

        "Hm? I don't think he'd mind. He doesn't really care about it. What are you curious about?"

        

        I paused slightly when I suddenly heard my name.

        Still, I didn't particularly react, just listened a bit more carefully to the conversation while continuing to mop.

      

      
        

        "I just heard he took a gap year... I'm curious why he didn't go to any university after going that far. Was his score that bad, it was~?"

        "It was... decent, I think? But he had a reality check. Well, various things."

        "Ah~..."

        

        I scrubbed the floor, applying pressure.

        But since not much time had passed since the last cleaning, there wasn't much difference between before and after.

        

        "But... hmm."

        

        Thinking I might as well clean the windows too, I took out a cloth.

        

        I hurried to the bathroom, wet the cloth, and wrung it out.

        Then I hurried back to the windows.

        

        "..."

        "..."

        

        I diligently wiped the windows, making them sparkle.

        Wiping the frames, the glass, and the frames again.

        

        ""......""

        

        Suddenly, I thought it might be good to wipe down the tables as well.

        

        For that, I'd need to rinse the cloth again.

        Nodding to myself at the thought, I started to walk toward the bathroom to wash the cloth—

        

        "This kid can't stay still."

        "It's distracting, it is~."

        "Eh, huh?"

        

        —but stopped in my tracks at the voices from beside me.

        

        I saw Eun-hwan looking at me with an incredulous expression.

        Beside him, Jae-seop rested his chin on the counter and spoke in a blunt voice.

        

        "I understand how you feel, but stay still. Are you that worried about your wife?"

        "Ah, well..."

        

        ...It seems I had been wandering around due to anxiety without even realizing it.

        I put down the cloth I was holding and smiled awkwardly.

        

        "Where did that handsome man who coolly dropped off Cecilia and cheered her on go? It's been just a few minutes, and you're trembling like a newborn fawn, it is~."

        "Ugh."

        

        I hung my head at Eun-hwan's words that hit the mark.

        

        Well, of course I couldn't show this side of me in front of Cecilia herself... What good would it do for someone other than the test-taker to be trembling in front of them?

        I managed to hold it together when cheering her on with that thought, but as time passed, the feeling of anxiety grew stronger.

        Being unable to stay still... that's exactly how I feel right now.

        

        "Which university was Cecilia aiming for again?"

        "Ah, Eunmyung University. English Literature department."

        "That's a high goal."

        "English Literature~. I think it suits Cecilia quite well, it does~."

        

        I nodded at the words of the two.

        

        Of course, I know.

        Failing the entrance exam doesn't mean ruining one's life, absolutely not.

        

        It's fine to lower the level and go to a different university, or to take a gap year.

        Or it might not be bad to learn a skill without going to university at all.

        Since she's basically a spirited kid, she'll do well at whatever she chooses.

        

        But....

        

        "She said she wants to... become a diplomat in the future. She wants to help children of the same ethnicity and hometown who might be marginalized in foreign countries."

        

        She has a dream.

        She has hope, and she has something she desires.

        

        Then it's my job to support and help her with all my might.

        

        "Of course, I think it's a bit backwards for me to be the one who's anxious..."

        "Well, anyway, there's only one answer."

        

        Everyone's gaze turned to the senior at his words.

        Standing at the center of the café, with a faint playfulness, he smiled and said:

        

        "If she fails, comfort her; if she succeeds, congratulate her with all your might. That's all there is to it, honestly."

        

        It couldn't be more obvious.

        A small laugh escaped me.

        

        The clock ticked away.

        

        The time, both long and short, passed with the ticking sound of the clock.

        

        ***

        

      

      
        And time had already turned to evening.

        

        A dark early winter evening. A quiet atmosphere.

        Me, sitting on the bed waiting for Cecilia.

        

        She said this morning that she would check the answers with her friends before coming home, so there was no need to pick her up...

        ...As a result, I'm now in the position of waiting for Cecilia with an anxious heart.

        

        It would have been better if we had met briefly right after the exam ended.

        I didn't know waiting without knowing when would be this heavy...

        ...Even though it's just a wait of a few dozen minutes.

        

        I waited quietly, idly thinking such thoughts.

        

        The clock ticked, time passed.

        And just as my body started to fidget—

        

        —the front door opened with a click.

        

        "!"

        "I'm home~."

        

        A cheerful voice echoed throughout the house.

        

        My tail wagged and my ears perked up.

        With her soft silver hair shimmering, Cecilia entered the house with a bright smile.

        

        "Welcome home, Cecilia!"

        "Hehe. Did you wait long~?"

        "A little?"

        "Hihi♥"

        

        With a rustling sound, Cecilia put down her bag.

        Then, as she started rummaging through her bag, I couldn't help but ask in a small voice:

        

        "How did it go...?"

        

        Even to my own ears, my voice was trembling. I couldn't help but smile wryly.

        

        Instead of answering me, Cecilia opened her bag zipper with a zip sound.

        Soon, she took something out, unfolded it, and showed it to me—

        

        "—Ta-da~!!"

        

        Smiling like a brightly shining sun, she raised her voice full of energy.

        

        I saw a stack of test papers filled with circles.

        And looking at the numbers written on the first page of each, I opened my eyes wide, almost forgetting to breathe.

        

        Late 90s.

        Almost all of them.

        

        "Ooooh!! Congratulations, Cecilia!!"

        "Kyak?!♥"

        

        Forgetting it was night, I rushed over and hugged my cute wife tightly.

        

        I embraced her small body with all my might and nuzzled my face against hers.

        The sound of Cecilia's laughter as she twisted her body from the ticklishness happily echoed in my ears.

        

        "Ahaha! That tickles~!"

        "Congratulations, Cecilia. Really...!"

        

        With those scores, she could go anywhere without any issues.

        It's an amazing score. Amazing skill.

        

        Amazing effort.

        I couldn't help but express my admiration.

        

        "...♥"

        

        Hesitating for a moment with the test papers in her hand, Cecilia then hugged me back tightly with both arms.

        

        "...It's all thanks to you, Eun-hyuk♬"

        

        And at those words, I smiled with the happiest expression, tears welling in my eyes.

        

        We looked up at each other.

        Looking at the joy and happiness on each other's faces, we giggled merrily—

        

        "...Chu♥"

        "Chuup..."

        

        And then our lips met.

        

        Cecilia stood on her tiptoes and embraced my head.

        Embracing her back, I simply purred, savoring the happiness.

        

        May there be blessings for our future.

        For now, that was my only thought.
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        """Ooh...!!"""

        

        Several voices filled with anticipation spread in all directions, riding the warm atmosphere.

        

        The sizzling sound of meat cooking on the grill.

        Various wrapping vegetables and side dishes, refreshing carbonated drinks, and beer making crisp sounds.

        

        Seated around the spacious table at the barbecue restaurant were my familiar and precious friends.

        

        Phil, Hyerim, Sherry, and Elya, who had all survived the grueling exam period.

        And Eunhwan, Jihye unni, and Heewon unni who came to celebrate with us...

        

        Including me, there were eight of us in total.

        In front of the students drooling at the feast before them, Jihye unni stood up as the representative and began to speak.

        

        "Ahem! Now...! To all you students who have survived and grown stronger through the harsh battle known as 'college entrance exams'! First, I sincerely congratulate you all~!!"

        """""Waaah~!!!"""""

        

        At unni's heartwarming words, I forgot all about keeping up appearances and raised my voice with all my might.

        

        The corners of my mouth turned up, and my tail wagged excitedly regardless of my intention.

        Feeling Phil and Sherry rubbing their cheeks against my tail, I purred contentedly while listening attentively to Jihye unni's next words.

        

        "Today, all the meat is on us adults!"

        

        Another cheer erupted at those words.

        Seemingly pleased with the atmosphere, Jihye unni smiled happily and said:

        

        "Once again, to all you exam-takers! You've worked so hard~! Today, eat and drink to your heart's content and release all the frustration and fatigue you've built up~!!"

        """""Waaah~!!!"""""

        

        No sooner had she finished speaking than everyone grabbed their chopsticks.

        I licked my lips at the sight of the meat on the plate in front of me, giving off a tantalizing aroma.

        

        A few days after the college entrance exam ended.

        Sitting at a celebration party prepared by close friends, I popped a juicy piece of meat into my mouth.

        

        I could feel my tail quivering at the tender, savory taste.

        The more I chewed, the more the meat juices burst forth. I couldn't be happier.

        

        "Everyone, everyone♪"

        

        All eyes turned to Elya as her voice rang out.

        Seeing the glass in her hand, everyone smiled knowingly and picked up their own glasses and cups.

        

        "We all did great~!"

        """"Cheers~!""""

        

        The clear sound of clinking glass resonated throughout the room.

        

        I gladly took a sip of the cool beer, savored the clean finish, and then exhaled with a "whew."

        

        I could see Heewon unni skillfully grilling meat and everyone else munching away.

        With a satisfied smile, I too picked up my chopsticks and popped another piece of meat into my mouth.

        

        It was a happy moment.

        

        ***

        

        "Hmm. Come to think of it, where are the others?"

        "The male group is in the next room, I say~. We had to split up due to capacity limits, I say. We'll mix together a bit later, I say."

        

        Eunhwan answered as Sherry looked around curiously.

        By now, everyone had gone from 'starving' to merely 'hungry,' and continued eating while chatting comfortably with each other.

        

        "So~."

        

        Phil opened her mouth with a bright, mischievous expression.

        As if offering bribes, she placed well-grilled pieces of meat on everyone's plates and asked in a small, cheerful voice:

        

        "...Did everyone get into their schools? Can I ask where you all got in?"

        

        At those words, everyone nodded in unison.

        

        In the momentary thoughtful atmosphere, the first to speak was Elya, who was busy stuffing ingredients into a large lettuce wrap.

        

        "I'm in~ Psychology."

        "Ooh, that suits you."

        "Right? It's not a super prestigious school, but I got into the department I wanted. I'm thinking maybe I'll become a psychological counselor in the future~."

        

        Elya said as she stuffed the large completed wrap into her mouth.

        

        Elya as a psychological counselor~.

        Yes. It definitely suited her.

        Elya had always been a good listener for all of us. It was nice to see her pursuing something that matched her aptitude.

        

      

      
        "I'll support you!"

        "Mmm, hehe♪ Thanks, Cecilia~."

        

        Elya said with a gentle eye-smile.

        Next to her, Hyerim opened her mouth in a calm voice.

        

        "I'm at the same school as Eunhwan unni. College of Physical Education."

        "Now she's officially my junior, I say!!"

        

        Eunhwan exclaimed with joy as she hugged Hyerim tightly.

        "Argh~..." Hyerim groaned playfully, but still smiled broadly.

        

        They looked so close.

        

        "I'll train you properly, I say. Look forward to it, I say~!"

        "Hmm, well, something like that. I expect to be worked hard as soon as the semester starts."

        

        Everyone giggled at her calm yet humorous remark.

        

        Next, Sherry opened her mouth with boundless energy.

        

        "I'm in Health Management! The same school Donggeon went to!"

        "Oh? Did you follow him there?"

        "Yes, yes! I thought if I'm going somewhere, might as well be the same place as Donggeon~. I haven't thought about my future career yet, but I'll probably work alongside Donggeon?"

        "You two are such a couple~."

        "Ehehe~."

        

        Sherry smiled shyly at Phil's teasing remark.

        Her reddish skin and broad smile looked really cute.

        

        I watched the two of them with their high energy, smiling.

        After a moment, the arrow of attention flew in my direction.

        

        "So what about Cecilia, the real married one~?"

        "Hmm?"

        "About your married life and school! I'm curious about many things~ but first, did you get into a good school?"

        

        I swallowed the meat I was chewing and smiled.

        Wagging my tail, I opened my mouth in a light, almost singing voice.

        

        "I'm in~ English Literature!"

        "Ooh?"

        "English Literature~. ...Hmm?"

        "Come to think of it, Cecilia... didn't you want to be a diplomat?"

        "Mmm~. For now? But it's not set in stone yet, it's still a bit vague... But I do want to work in something international."

        

        I nodded as I picked up an empty glass.

        As I reached for the beer bottle to pour, Eunhwan kindly took it from me and poured the amber liquid for me instead.

        

        "Then, is that okay?"

        "Hmm?"

        

        Phil asked me cautiously.

        Looking around, I could see everyone wearing similar expressions.

        

        "If you work internationally, won't you have to live apart from your husband...?"

        

        Ah, so that's what they meant.

        I took a sip of beer with a small wry smile.

        The bitter yet refreshing taste spread pleasantly in my mouth.

        

        "Actually, I already talked about that with Eunhyeok."

        "Oh, ohh."

        "And?"

        "And~."

        

        [If we have to live apart... well, yes. It would be lonely.]

        

        [Honestly, I'm not sure. We haven't been apart since we started living together. We were separated during the school trip, but that was only for a few days.]

        

        [Hmm. Well~...]

        

        [...Huh? Oh, no. I'm not against it. How could I be against your dreams~? Live how you want to, Cecilia.]

        

        [I was just thinking about how we could stay together...]

        

        [...What if I become a diplomat too?]

        

        Brightly, playfully.

        Eunhyeok asked with a radiant smile like a child dreaming of the future.

        

        If I had nodded, he would have nodded too.

        If I asked him to come with me, he would gladly follow me with a happy smile.

        And likewise, if it were the other way around...

        

        Well, that's just how we are.

      

      
        I thought we'd figure something out one way or another.

        

        "How romantic~~."

        

        Everyone nodded as I finished my explanation.

        Hehe, a shy laugh escaped me.

        

        "What about you, Phil?"

        "Hmm~?"

        "Yeah, yeah! Where did Phil get in?"

        "Come to think of it, I've never heard about your career aspirations."

        "I'm curious~?"

        "...Hehe♬"

        

        Phil put down her cup with a clack and stood up.

        

        Twitching her pointy elf ears, flipping her long blonde hair with pride.

        Striking a pose with a "ta-da!" she announced:

        

        "I'm in Energy Resources Engineering! Hoping to double major in Advanced Materials Engineering if possible...!"

        "Ohhh?"

        "What is magic, why did we fall into this world! I'm going to find out, for sure!"

        

        Everyone at the table let out an "Ooh~" of admiration at the grand ambition contained in her small body.

        

        Everyone is moving toward their own dreams.

        

        As a psychological counselor, as a volleyball player, as a health trainer, as a diplomat, as an engineer.

        ...As a police officer, a lawyer, another volleyball player.

        

        Everyone has their own image of their dreams and future.

        Everyone dreams, everyone hopes.

        

        I prayed that blessings would be abundant for everyone gathered here, and for those who couldn't join us.

        In the lively atmosphere, I clinked glasses with my friends with a "clink."

        

        I chewed on meat and sipped beer.

        

        It tasted like happiness.

        

        ***

        

        "Everyone get home safely~."

        "It was fun, I say!"

        "See you all next time."

        "Bye bye~!"

        "Let's meet again sometime♪"

        "Everyone be careful of hangovers."

        "Sleep well~."

        

        "...Mmm..."

        

        The cool outside air touched my alcohol-filled head.

        Opening my eyes with a pleasant haziness... I saw someone's back.

        

        "It's good to dream about the future, Cecilia."

        

        My body swayed gently.

        With my foggy mind, I deduced that someone was giving me a piggyback ride while I was passed out drunk.

        

        "But there's still plenty of happiness in the present too. Yes."

        

        A smile escaped me at the gentle voice.

        

        Warm and cozy.

        ...It feels nice.

        

        "...Eunhyeok~."

        "Yes~?"

        "...I love youuu~♥"

        

        I whispered, surrendering to the intoxication.

        

        A giggling laugh tickled my ear pleasantly.

        After a moment, he turned his head slightly to look at me and spoke.

        

        "I love you too, Cecilia."

        

        Affection bloomed and love danced.

        Looking at the white snow falling from the black sky, I happily nuzzled my face against my husband's back.

        

        Today was another happy day.

        

        Side Story 6 - end
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        "Ooh...!!"

        "How is it? Do you like it?"

        "Yes! Wow, it's so spacious...!"

        

        Bright sunlight poured mercilessly through the window that occupied an entire wall.

        Even without turning on the lights, the interior was more than bright enough thanks to the sunlight. Cecilia looked around the spacious house with a clear voice and a bright smile.

        

        "It's amazing...! And the view is great too♪"

        

        Cecilia said as she gazed at the blue sky outside the window.

        Seeing my adorable wife like this, I nodded with a broad smile.

        

        Several months had already passed since Cecilia graduated from high school.

        

        It had been a year and a half since I changed jobs from the convenience store to the boss's café, where we started working together.

        

        Now I was a proper barista who brewed coffee, and Cecilia was a server who delivered that coffee.

        We were a well-matched duo, known around the neighborhood as "the lovey-dovey couple."

        

        During the relaxed period after her graduation ceremony, I worked together with Cecilia even on weekdays.

        It felt strange to work with her on days other than weekends, but I was truly happy because no matter how busy we got, it was enjoyable when we were together.

        

        Jaeseop, who had now risen to the position of manager, was struggling to learn cocktail making, following in the boss's footsteps...

        And Cecilia's friends and acquaintances, whom I thought would naturally visit less after she graduated, came to the café almost every day to hang out.

        

        And thanks to that continued lifestyle, before we knew it, we had saved up enough money—

        

        "...♬"

        

        I moved toward Cecilia while humming lightly.

        As I stood beside her, savoring the gentle breeze, Cecilia took a step closer without a word and firmly held my hand.

        

        "Are you happy?"

        "Yes!"

        

        Her bright smile sparkled in the sunlight.

        Full of joy, wagging her tail gently, she rubbed her cheek against my shoulder and purred lovingly.

        

        This place we finally found.

        Our new home where we would move in.

        

        The home where we would live from now on.

        

        The scenery was beautiful, and the transportation was decent enough.

        It was a bit larger than our original place. Not exactly spacious, but the fact that it wasn't a studio apartment was satisfying enough.

        

        The location wasn't much different from where we lived before.

        Since Cecilia's school was fortunately very close to the café, there was no reason to move too far away.

        

      

      
        As for the price... well, not to brag, but I had connections here and there.

        I felt half puzzled and half in awe at how many amazing people had somehow gathered around me, and we managed to sign the contract at a considerably low price.

        I felt quite proud thinking about how well my life had turned out.

        

        "...♥"

        

        Well, at the point where I'm living with such an adorable wife, there's no need to even consider how my life is going.

        

        Cecilia hummed a tune with a serene expression.

        Smiling at her profile filled with affection and happiness, I approached her and gently rested my chin on her shoulder.

        

        The purring sound she made felt good.

        

        "Are you happy?"

        "Yes...♥"

        

        In reality, moving wouldn't change much for us right now.

        

        The environment and location weren't that different from our original home.

        The space was just a bit larger and the view outside the window was better. Even so, since we were people who lived well in a studio apartment, we didn't urgently need a larger space.

        

        However, there was one reason why we looked for a place right after she graduated...

        

        Because here, we could raise children.

        Because we could raise our small, precious children in a proper home, not a studio apartment.

        

        We are a married couple, still newlyweds.

        Cecilia is no longer a high school student, but a proper adult in society.

        

        We couldn't help but prepare.

        

        We decided to move to a larger home, even if it meant spending more money, for that day that would surely come in the not-too-distant future.

        

        I think it was a good choice.

        I don't know when that day will come... but it can't hurt to be prepared.

        

        For the happy life of us two, of our family.

        

        That's all I've ever thought about, then and now.

        

        "...Eunhyuk, Eunhyuk."

        "Hmm?"

        

        I turned my head slightly at the voice suddenly calling me.

        

        Her transparent sky-blue eyes reflected the blue sky, sparkling with a beautiful color.

        Her silver-white tail swayed leisurely, and her fluffy ears twitched a couple of times, representing her relaxed state.

        

        With her chin resting on the windowsill, looking up at the blue sky, she looked like a painting.

      

      
        

        A beauty that made me unconsciously hold my breath.

        Within that scene, Cecilia, the protagonist of the painting, spoke in a gentle voice.

        

        "...Doesn't that cloud look like a fish?"

        "Pfft."

        "Hmm?"

        "Pfft, haha!"

        "?"

        

        At that somewhat silly comment, I couldn't help but burst into laughter.

        

        My shoulders shook and my body trembled.

        Chuckling, I wiped away the tears that had leaked out with my finger.

        

        I had been anticipating some serious conversation, but my expectation was completely off, making it impossible to hold back my laughter.

        

        Cecilia tilted her head in confusion, wondering why I was suddenly acting this way.

        Still giggling with remaining laughter, I shook my head slightly and hugged my adorable wife tightly.

        

        "Mmm, it's nothing♪"

        "Ah, okay..."

        

        Her warm body temperature transferred to me as I held her.

        Listening to her soft purring, I chuckled once more.

        

        That's right. Living too seriously can be tiring.

        Sometimes, let's just go with the flow. Together.

        

        "Alright! Let's go back and prepare for the move! Packing, throwing away what we don't need—we have a lot to do!"

        "Ah, yes!"

        

        I spoke energetically after releasing the hug.

        Cecilia responded with a cute nod.

        

        She was adorable.

        

        "After packing~ and having dinner~. ...Then let's spend a day or two lazily lounging around in our original home, Cecilia."

        

        Because it's the precious space where we first started living together and where our love blossomed.

        It would be nice if it could be filled with beautiful memories until the very end.

        

        As if understanding my feelings, Cecilia nodded with a gentle smile.

        I lightly stroked her and slowly moved my feet toward the exit.

        

        A new life begins.

        

        My heart was racing.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.226Side Story 7 - Gaining the Upper Hand

      
        "Did you pack everything? Tissues and such?"

        "I did!"

        "What about hangover medicine? Take some plastic bags just in case. Keep your wallet and phone securely in the zipper pocket. And, um, well..."

        "I told you I packed everything~!"

        

        I found my husband's flustered bustling around the house adorable.

        Sitting on a chair in the kitchen area, I watched the busy Eunhyuk and chuckled softly.

        

        Several months had passed since we moved to our new home.

        With the event called "start of semester" now right around the corner, I felt a slight excitement as I looked around our now-familiar home and let out a small sigh.

        

        Our new home, where we brought most of the furniture from our previous place.

        

        Perhaps because the interior design was almost identical? It didn't feel particularly unfamiliar.

        

        The familiar wardrobe and storage cabinets.

        Familiar table and chairs, kitchen design.

        

        ...And the bed that somehow felt cozier and more pleasant, perhaps because we now had a separate bedroom.

        

        It felt cozy and familiar, as if our previous home had simply grown larger.

        I remembered how Eunhyuk and I had joked after moving in that it was nice we wouldn't have to feel awkward in our new place.

        

        "...Phew!"

        

        And then came today.

        The day of the freshman welcome party... not quite the start of semester yet.

        

        I exhaled lightly as I got up from the chair.

        Then I scurried over to Eunhyuk, who had just finished checking his bag and was looking relieved, and snuggled into his large embrace.

        

        "Eek!"

        "~♥ Thanks for helping me prepare, Eunhyuk♪"

        "...It's nothing♬"

        

        I felt his large, warm hand gently stroking my head.

        

        So gentle and soft.

        The fluffy sensation made me unconsciously purr.

        

        "But seriously, you need to be careful, Cecilia."

        

        Eunhyuk said while hugging me tightly with his other arm.

        As I looked up slightly while nestled in his embrace, I could see his eyes tinged with a bit of worry.

        

        "News about 'unfortunate incidents at college freshman welcome parties' tends to pop up around this time of year."

        "Mmm."

        "Firmly reject any unwanted touching, and don't let anyone pressure you to drink. You're coming back today, right?"

        "Yes."

        "I'll come pick you up, so call me a little before you're ready to leave. And if you need anything else, contact me right away."

        "Okay."

        

        His gentle palm softly caressed my cheek.

        Purring with a dreamy sensation, I slowly and seriously nodded my head.

        

        "I'll try to come back early."

        "Okay. And also..."

        "?"

        

        Suddenly, a light smile appeared on Eunhyuk's face.

        As I tilted my head wondering what was happening...

        

        "...!♥"

        

        He planted a kiss♥ on my forehead and looked down at me lovingly as he continued speaking softly.

        

        "Have fun. Make lots of friends."

        "...Yes!"

        

        I nodded vigorously in response.

        The ring on my left ring finger gleamed silver, giving me courage.

        

        Today I would be a college student.

        It was an exciting feeling.

        

        ***

        

        And so I arrived at a bar located near the university.

      

      
        Not particularly large in size, but with a strangely bustling atmosphere that felt interesting.

        

        "Hello~"

        "Oh, hello— whoa!"

        

        The senior student checking names at the entrance gave a startled reaction when I greeted them.

        

        Was it surprising to see a beastfolk?

        Since most people around me were already used to different species, it was a somewhat fresh reaction.

        

        "H-have a good time~"

        

        After writing my name on the list and receiving a name tag to hang around my neck, I smiled and bowed my head.

        As I stepped into the bar, the drastically different atmosphere welcomed me without hesitation.

        

        Dim lighting, loud music.

        Though conversations weren't too loud yet... the moment I entered, all eyes turned toward me, and the air seemed to ripple with excitement, making my heart flutter.

        

        Hmm. How intense.

        I think I now understand why Eunhyuk emphasized being careful...

        Honestly, I might have underestimated it. The atmosphere was heavier than I expected.

        

        I bowed my head repeatedly as I hurriedly took a seat.

        

        It seemed the welcome party was organized into several large groups.

        At the large table, men sat in one row and women in another. I suspected the seating arrangement was probably random.

        

        "Ah, hello~..."

        "Hmm~? Oh, hi there~"

        

        I gathered my courage and greeted the female senior sitting next to me.

        The energetic response reassured me... but before I could catch my breath, a male senior sitting across from me started talking.

        

        "Hey there~. Freshman? Beastfolk?"

        "Ah, yes, yes."

        "Those cat ears are nice~. Cute! This is my first time seeing a beastfolk in person~. Do you like drinking? Where do you live~?"

        "Ahaha..."

        

        ...I guess college isn't that different from high school after all.

        

        I let out a small sigh with a bitter smile at the barrage of questions that came without hesitation.

        It was a typical pickup approach, but precisely because it was so typical, it paradoxically made me feel less tense.

        

        However, unlike street or school pickups, I couldn't just ignore and walk away in this situation.

        

        How should I handle this?

        Hmm...

        

        ...Maybe I should take a strong approach?

        

        "And what year are you in, senior~?"

        "Oh, me? Just started my third year~. I just returned from a leave of absence and didn't have friends around, so I'm really happy to have such a cute~ and pretty girl sitting across from me—"

        "Well then, senior~"

        

        With a thin smile, I rested my chin on both hands on the table...

        —showing off the ring on my left hand.

        

        A small "oh my" escaped from the senior sitting to my left.

        And as the male senior belatedly noticed the ring and made an "oops" expression, I smiled brightly and opened my mouth.

        

        "Are you hitting on freshmen right after returning to school~? Trying to pick up new students?"

        "Huh?! No, no, that's not it—"

        "Starting off by only complimenting my appearance~?"

        

        Of course, he could simply be a senior who just wanted to be friendly.

        The compliments might just be compliments, and there's a possibility somewhere in this universe that he had no ulterior motives...but.

        

        A third-year approaching a first-year.

        Immediately after I sat down, only commenting on my appearance.

        ...With an unabashedly flirtatious smile, not even glancing at anyone else.

        

        And he says it's not hitting on me?

        Hmph!

        

        The only one allowed to court me is my beloved husband, the one I love most in this world.

        Everyone else is rejected.

        

        "Uh, ah, haha~... ...Excuse me for a moment!"

      

      
        

        The male senior, who had been darting his eyes around, seemed flustered by my attitude and suddenly stood up, rushing out of the bar.

        As I watched him leave, wondering if I'd been too harsh, a burst of laughter from beside me made me turn my head.

        

        "Pfft, ahaha! That was so satisfying~!! Hehe, you've got some nerve, don't you?"

        

        The female senior was giggling and wiping tears from her eyes.

        It was the same senior I had greeted earlier.

        

        According to her name tag, she was a fourth-year student.

        Her name was...

        

        "I'm Kim Myeongju. Nice to meet you! Usually, I'm the one who handles pickup rejections like that, wow~~"

        

        Myeongju's eyes shone with admiration.

        I instinctively leaned back at her intense gaze, but she continued, clapping her hands, unfazed.

        

        "I really~~ like you! How about joining the student council?"

        "All of a sudden!?"

        

        My genuinely surprised response seemed to amuse her as she burst into laughter.

        ...Her energy level was so high I wondered if she was already drunk before we even started.

        

        "Hahaha. Yes, yes! Think about it~. And if you have any other questions, feel free to ask anytime. Want to exchange contact info~... ...shall we?"

        "Ah, yes."

        

        At least she didn't seem like a bad person.

        Her clear, straightforward demeanor made me smile lightly as I took my phone out of my pocket.

        

        "Oh, I just realized I haven't introduced myself. I'm Cecilia, a freshman."

        "Yes, yes! Fourth-year English Literature department head, Kim Myeongju. Nice to meet you~"

        "...Department head!? N-nice to meet you, senior!"

        

        ...How many times is this person going to surprise me?

        

        As my tail flicked in surprise, the senior laughed heartily again.

        Looking at her wiping tears while grinning, I could now see a hint of leadership in her demeanor.

        

        "Yes! I'll definitely protect you~. Though you seem used to handling pickup attempts so I'm not too worried, but still, there are quite a few strange people in this world~?"

        "I-I'll keep that in mind."

        

        I nodded, feeling a bit dazed.

        

        To think the person randomly seated next to me would be the department head.

        What an incredible coincidence.

        

        "By the way, Cecilia~ can I ask you something? ...It's a bit personal, is that okay?"

        "Oh, sure. What is it?"

        "It's nothing major... I just noticed your ring."

        

        Myeongju looked around and lowered her voice.

        As I leaned in to hear her, she asked in a near whisper:

        

        "...Do you have a boyfriend? Or is it just to ward off pickup attempts?"

        "Ah~. Well. You don't really need to lower your voice. I'm not trying to keep it a secret."

        "Oh really? So you do have a boyfriend?"

        "Rather than a boyfriend, I have a husband, actually."

        "I see. ......Wait, really?!?"

        

        Her intense reaction made me jerk back once more.

        As I slowly nodded, she exclaimed with an expression of admiration:

        

        "Wow... amazing...! So you're already taken...!"

        "Hehe..."

        "Did you all hear that, guys around us?! If anyone tries to hit on our cute Cecilia, you'll have to answer to me~!!"

        

        At her voice, several male classmates and seniors who had been eavesdropping on our conversation flinched.

        With a satisfied "hmph," she turned to me with a smile and said:

        

        "Let's enjoy today, Cecilia!"

        "Yes!"

        

        As most of the empty seats filled up and the bar began to buzz with excitement.

        

        The welcome party was about to begin in earnest.

        Savoring my luck at meeting such a good senior, I wagged my tail in anticipation of the party to come.
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        "This should be around here..."

        

        A hazy full moon in the late night.

        The chaotic streets where the tranquility of the night mingled with the shouts of drunkards.

        

        A commercial district near the university.

        A place lined with bars.

        

        After receiving Cecilia's message that she would be finishing soon, I walked with clicking footsteps toward the bar location she had given me in advance.

        

        "Department Manaagerrr... Just one more drink..."

        "Oh boss, that's enough now..."

        "Hey, hey, wanna go for round two?"

        "How are you not drunk yet...?"

        "Seniooor~ Buy us some coffee~"

        "Stop clinging to me, you guys. Seriously..."

        

        Office workers who seemed to have a good relationship despite being superiors and subordinates.

        A group of men showing off their vigor with flushed red faces.

        

        What looked like a university senior-junior harem group, couples sitting on benches gazing up at the sky.

        

        A man vomiting in an alley with a woman patting his back.

        Middle-aged people walking amid cigarette smoke. A dazed young man.

        

        A man collapsed face-down on the ground snoring, with a police officer shaking his shoulder saying, "Sir, you can't do this here..."

        

        Indeed, a bar district.

        It's been quite a while since I've been to a place like this... but not much has changed since the few times I came before.

        

        Still noisy and bustling.

        Yet it has its own unique charm. What a peculiar place.

        

        "I wonder what Cecilia is up to here..."

        

        At least I hope she's not being dragged away by the police like that man.

        

        Since she called me herself, she probably isn't completely drunk, but her voice did sound quite intoxicated...

        She's surprisingly weak with alcohol too.

        Honestly, I was a bit worried.

        

        "She said she met a reliable senior, but still... Oh?"

        

        As I walked along wondering, the bar I was looking for came into view.

        

        Despite it being almost midnight, a group of college students remained gathered, chattering loudly without dispersing.

        Usually such welcome parties naturally break up as time passes... yet the place was still packed inside and out at this late hour.

        

        There were probably two reasons for this.

        Either the student council did a great job and the group welcome party was incredibly fun...

        ...or there was something spectacular to see.

        

        Well, I could pretty much guess which one it was.

        With a small sigh, I walked confidently toward the bar.

        

        "Cecilia~"

        

        Now, where is my cute and adorable wife?

        

        With that thought, as I approached the bar, I didn't need to look for long...

        

        "Oh."

        

        A striking beauty entered my field of vision.

        

        "Ehehe~. Senior, you smell nice~..."

        "Aww~! So cute! Cecilia, won't you be my wife~? Hmm~~?"

        "Hmm~? Um~ I'm sorry, that's a bit..."

        "Eh~? Why~?"

        "Because I have a beloved husband... Ehehe♪"

        

        I saw two girls hugging each other tightly and whispering sweet nothings.

      

      
        

        One had black hair, glasses, and wore a sweater—a typical college student.

        

        Probably an upperclassman?

        Though she appeared drunk, there was a razor-sharp alertness in her eyes as she warded off the gazes and touches of the male students around.

        

        The other was, needless to say, my lovely wife, Cecilia.

        

        They must have become quite close during the welcome party, as they were embracing tightly, which was quite a pleasant sight.

        I couldn't help but chuckle at the sight of her flushed face and giddy smile.

        

        "Cecilia!"

        

        When I called her name from a short distance away, most of the students' gazes turned toward me.

        At the center, Cecilia's ears perked up at my voice, and she immediately separated from her senior, looked up—

        

        "...—!!♥"

        

        With a smile as bright as the sun that could illuminate the dark night sky, she instantly dashed over and threw herself into my arms.

        

        "Eunhyuk~~!!♥"

        "Whoa!"

        

        Cecilia came running without restraint and flung herself into my arms.

        As she happily nuzzled her cheek against my chest with a blissful smile, I barely managed not to fall over and grinned with satisfaction.

        

        Her cat tail swished back and forth as if it had been waiting for this moment.

        With her soft silver ears twitching and her face nuzzling against mine, she hugged me tightly with both arms and purred loudly.

        

        Her alcohol-tinged breath wafted sweetly in the calm air.

        I smiled and embraced her, more affectionate now that she was drunk, while gently stroking her fluffy ears with my free hand.

        

        "Yes, yes! Did you wait for me, Cecilia?"

        "Mm~! Ehehe♬ Mmm... Eunhyuk's smell is the best...♥"

        

        She buried her face in my chest and took a deep breath as if inhaling my scent.

        Even I blushed at her provocative display of affection in public, and I patted my drunk wife gently on the back.

        

        ...It was quite embarrassing.

        

        "Wow~. You two are clearly so close~ I can't compete~..."

        

        At that moment, the university senior who had been hugging Cecilia earlier approached with staggering steps.

        

        She exhaled a white breath under the beautiful night sky and smiled gently.

        After a brief silence, she nodded once and spoke to me with apparent satisfaction.

        

        "So you're 'Eunhyuk,' the one Cecilia is crazy about~?"

        "Ah, y-yes."

        "Hmm~. She rejected all attempts at hitting on her like an iron wall, so I was honestly a bit curious about what kind of excellent person she married..."

        

        For a moment, sharp insight flashed in her dreamy, intoxicated eyes.

        But as I flinched, she softened her expression again and nodded vigorously with a warm smile.

        

        "Yes! I can see why she fell for you! Coming out late at night to pick up your wife~ You're a good husband~!"

        "Ahaha..."

        "Mmm, I love Eunhyuk~~♥"

        

        ...Maybe we should head home soon.

        

        Being sober among drunk people already feels strange, but more than that, well, you know.

        ...The expressions of the male students watching Cecilia and me together were approaching a critical point.

        

        Whew, if we stay just 10 more minutes, a few of them might awaken something from jealousy?

        Since I'm an outsider to this group anyway... it would probably be wise to make a quick exit.

        

        "That girl will do well in college life, for sure."

        

        Could she have read my thoughts?

        Cecilia's senior spoke up.

        

        "She speaks well, is confident, and has strong convictions. And with a good husband too, what more could she need? Don't worry about people hitting on her, I'll help fend them off as much as I can!"

      

      
        "Haha. That's reassuring."

        

        I nodded with a chuckle at the senior who gave me a thumbs up.

        Really, this girl in my arms right now seems to have quite good fortune with people.

        

        "See you next time, if we get the chance."

        "Yeay~!"

        "Mmm...?"

        "Let's go, Cecilia."

        

        After giving one final bow, I walked with Cecilia in the opposite direction from the bar.

        

        Whether it was the alcohol rising or sleepiness setting in.

        I half-embraced Cecilia as she walked unsteadily, supporting her as we strolled quietly through the late-night streets.

        

        "Did you enjoy the welcome party, Cecilia?"

        "Ehehe...♬ Mm~!"

        

        Cecilia answered my whispered question with a swish of her tail.

        With transparent light blue eyes shimmering with joy, she continued speaking while purring adorably.

        

        "The food was delicious~ And the seniors were fun~."

        "What about the alcohol?"

        "The alcohol~.... I drank it because I was having fun, but it didn't taste that good... Maybe because Eunhyuk wasn't by my side~♥"

        

        ...How bewitching.

        

        I felt my face heat up at my wife's sudden flirtatious attack.

        Finding my reaction amusing, Cecilia continued with a cute expression and giggling.

        

        "When I talked about you there, the reactions were so~ big, you know? Some people flinched~ Some laughed~..."

        "Were there any male seniors hitting on you?"

        "Lots. I rejected them all.... ...Praise me?"

        "Yes, yes! Our Cecilia did well~!!"

        "Hehehe♥"

        

        I stroked Cecilia's silver hair with my free hand.

        Surrendering to my touch, she purred lovingly and spoke in a small voice with her eyes gently closed.

        

        "...Eunhyuk is the best."

        "..."

        "Eunhyuk is the~ most wonderful person in this world. The kindest, warmest... I like you the most♥"

        "...Oops."

        

        Cecilia staggered once and fell right into my arms.

        As if she had planned it, she nuzzled her face against my chest and whispered in a heated voice.

        

        "...I love you, Eunhyuk♥"

        

        A passionate confession of love mixed with a little alcohol.

        What greater happiness could there be as a husband?

        

        "I love you too, Cecilia."

        "Aww♥"

        

        Not caring about others' eyes, I planted a kiss♥ on the bridge of her nose.

        Then we held hands again and walked toward home, conversing softly.

        

        "Hey Eunhyuk~, wash me when we get home!"

        "Huh? Oh! Sure, of course."

        "Take me to bed and tuck me in~ Pat my head too~."

        "Yes, yes."

        "...And I want a goodnight kiss."

        "Of course I'll give you one. As many as you want."

        "...♥"

        

        Because we're a couple who loves each other.

        

        I walked through the night streets, feeling the happiness.

        The anxiety I had felt when I first set out had long since disappeared.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.228Side Story 7 - The Convenience Store Trio

      
        Cecilia seems to be enjoying her college life.

        Looking at my wife making a cheerful V-sign in the photo that just arrived, I smiled lightly while sitting on a chair behind the café counter.

        

        It's already been a month since Cecilia successfully made her college debut.

        

        Now she's a college student, and I'm a café employee.

        It's a bit disappointing that we spend less time together compared to during the break, but that just means our time together has become more intimate and affectionate...

        Well, to put it simply, these days aren't too bad.

        

        The coffee is delicious, and the cuddling is enjoyable.

        Life continues to be a series of happy moments, now as before.

        

        "Oh, is that Cecilia?"

        

        Just then, Manager Jaeseop sauntered over, seemingly interested in my phone.

        

        Jaeseop was wearing slightly different clothes than he did a few months ago.

        Perhaps because he'd officially become the manager, he seemed more experienced somehow.

        ...Though he also looked more tired than before, probably for the same reason.

        

        "Ooh~ You two get along well. She's already made friends too."

        "Well, she's naturally cute and friendly. I hear she's especially popular among the seniors."

        "Makes sense. She has that kind of image."

        

        "Yeah, yeah," he nodded in agreement.

        

        Then, from the opposite side, a customer sitting at a table near the counter—or rather, pretending to be a customer—Eunhwan opened his mouth.

        

        "Ooh~. Show me too, barista sir~."

        "Photos are a paid service, sir."

        "Don't be so stingy..."

        

        Eunhwan took a sip of his Americano and puffed his cheeks out in a sulky manner.

        Finding his behavior ridiculous, I laughed and said:

        

        "Why are you even here at this hour... What about school? The semester has started."

        

        Just like Cecilia is a college student, he is too.

        He should have his own college schedule...

        

        "I have no classes today."

        "Oh, really?"

        

        ...Do they have those in physical education departments too?

        

        "Don't worry, I've done everything I needed to do~. Trained~ Studied~."

        "Studied?"

        "Just because I'm an athlete doesn't mean I don't study~! There's lots to learn about tactics and research to do. Besides that, hmm."

        

        After speaking calmly, Eunhwan rested his chin on the table.

        To Jaeseop and me, who looked puzzled, Eunhwan continued with an unusually tired expression.

        

        "...I've been studying teaching methods diligently lately."

        "Teaching methods? Do you have a disciple or... Oh right, you did get one, didn't you?"

        "That's right~. There's Hyerim. Since a talented kid has joined, I want to train her well."

        

        So that's why he looked exhausted.

        Usually as strong as a bull, it was strange to see him sitting quietly and just drinking coffee. It seems to be the aftermath of starting something he wasn't used to doing.

        Understanding the reason, both Jaeseop and I nodded.

        

        "You're really taking your role as a mentor seriously."

        "Ah, but I haven't quit being an athlete yet~. I'll work hard not to lose to my junior!"

        

        Eunhwan answered while clenching his fist in response to Jaeseop's comment.

        It was quite admirable to see his junior burning with determination.

        

        "By the way, something just occurred to me, hyung. How is Hiwon doing these days?"

        "Huh?"

        "You said she started working. Is it tough for her?"

        "Ah~ That?"

        

        Jaeseop leaned against the counter with a slight smile.

        As I watched him momentarily lost in thought, I crossed my arms, recalling what I'd heard before.

        

        The daughter of a judge and Jaeseop's current wife, Hiwon.

        It was relatively recent that I heard she had finally become a lawyer after a long period of preparation.

        

        From what I heard, she had actually been preparing for quite some time.

      

      
        Anyway, now that she had started working, from Jaeseop's perspective, his time with his wife had decreased, similar to my situation...

        

        "It's not particularly difficult. At most, I prepare dinner in advance every day and welcome my tired wife home. It's just adorable."

        

        He didn't seem to have any complaints.

        

        Jaeseop sighed softly with a gentle expression.

        In front of Eunhwan, who looked curious, he continued speaking gently.

        

        "Having a dream is a good thing. Having the will to pursue it is wonderful. And what could be more fulfilling than supporting that from the side? Don't you all agree?"

        

        Both of us fell silent at those words.

        

        Then, each lost in our own thoughts with our heads bowed...

        As if we had planned it, we both smiled at the same time.

        

        "Ahaha~. That's true~. Yes yes, that's really nice~."

        "It is... Indeed."

        

        How warm it is to be able to help someone precious achieve their dream.

        Coincidentally, everyone gathered here has someone they want to support.

        A sense of camaraderie formed, creating a heartwarming atmosphere.

        

        "Hya~~ This atmosphere is nice... It feels like when we worked at the convenience store."

        "Well, it's the same number of people. Back then, we always gathered like this to chat too."

        "Sometimes the manager would see us and say, 'If you're going to be like this, wouldn't it be better if all three of you worked together?' with an incredulous look."

        "Right. That happened."

        "It sure did~."

        

        It seems this relationship hasn't changed despite the passage of time.

        

        Camaraderie, familiarity, a quiet atmosphere.

        A comfortable relationship.

        

        While the time spent cuddling with my wife is lovely, spending time with friends like this isn't bad either.

        It was fun in its own way.

        

        "...Seniors~."

        

        In that comfortable atmosphere, Eunhwan spoke up.

        Just as if he was curious, dragging out the end of his sentence.

        

        "What are your plans for children~?"

        "Pfft."

        "Cough."

        

        We both sputtered at the same time.

        

        My face flushed hot at the sudden question.

        It seemed Jaeseop felt the same way, as he opened his mouth with considerable embarrassment.

        

        "W-well... We're still young, so... we can take it slow..."

        "You'll be 30 soon, Senior Jaeseop."

        "Ugh..."

        

        With that blunt comment, Jaeseop was knocked out...!

        And then Eunhwan's gaze turned toward me!

        

        "What about you, Senior Eunhyuk? You're in your... second? third? year of marriage now."

        "...I'll turn that question back on you. When are you getting married?"

        "I'm still young so it's fine~. So, so, what about it?"

        

        Damn, how do I counter this?

        I know he's asking out of pure curiosity, so I can't really get angry...

        

        ...Children, huh.

        Timing-wise, I suppose it is something to consider...

        

        We've moved to a new place, and I've graduated from high school.

        Maybe we could take turns with childcare...?

        

        "Honestly, I'm not sure."

        

        In the end, what came out of my mouth in surrender was an ambiguous statement.

        

        Yeah, I'm not sure.

        To be honest, I'd need experience taking care of young children to know...

        

      

      
        I don't have younger siblings, and I've never taken care of anyone's baby.

        Sure, I've occasionally looked up information since getting married, but I know that's not enough.

        

        My honest feeling is that I might not be ready yet.

        

        But...

        

        "...Still, it would be joyful."

        "Huh?"

        "I mean, if we had a child, it would bring joy. No matter how hard or difficult it might be, the child would be so precious and beautiful."

        

        This was also my honest feeling.

        There's no way a child born between Cecilia and me wouldn't be lovable.

        

        I rested my chin on my hand, briefly imagining the scene.

        Cecilia and I walking side by side, with our child walking between us...

        

        ...Just thinking about it made me happy.

        

        "Senior is smiling~~."

        "You look happy."

        

        I suddenly looked up at the voices.

        I belatedly noticed Eunhwan and Jaeseop snickering.

        

        "No, that's...!"

        "Come on~ No need to be embarrassed~."

        "Haha. Seems like you two are still getting along well. Yeah."

        

        ...I let my guard down for a moment, and this is what happens.

        Whew, it's getting hot in here...

        

        "Come to think of it, Cecilia seems to be paying attention to her outfits these days~."

        "Huh?"

        

        What's he talking about now?

        

        "Outfits? Why?"

        "Oh? Hasn't Cecilia been asking me about good clothing stores lately? And cosmetics too."

        

        Clothing stores and cosmetics?

        Well, she's earning her own money now. It's not strange for her to look for and buy what she wants...

        

        "Wow~ Isn't that admirable~? Going to such lengths for her beloved husband..."

        "...Hmm."

        

        Something feels off.

        

        "Hyung."

        "Yeah?"

        "...What's today's date?"

        "Today? April 7th. Spring is here."

        

        Spring.

        The season of new beginnings.

        

        "...I think I understand."

        "Huh?"

        "No, it's nothing."

        

        I shook my head lightly at Jaeseop's question.

        To Eunhwan, who was looking at me with round eyes, I smiled lightly and waved my hand.

        

        I think I had a pretty good idea of what Cecilia wanted.

        Now the question is how I'll react when the time comes...

        

        Hmm.

        

        "Well, I'll know when the time comes."

        "?"

        "Just talking to myself. Just to myself."

        

        I said lightly with a small smile.

        

        A gentle spring breeze blew through the open café door.

        

        A sweet scent tickled my nose, and the soft air caressed my arms.

        The season of beginnings was approaching.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.229Side Story 7 - ...Night

      
        Work ended late today.

        ...It was just my luck that customers flooded in right at closing time.

        With a sudden influx of group customers, my brother and Eunhwan were moping around looking dejected, and I couldn't bring myself to coldly leave while they were struggling.

        

        After helping them diligently, it's already evening.

        The sunlight stretches long, painting an orange sunset across the blue sky.

        

        "Cecilia... must already be there waiting."

        

        I sigh deeply and trudge along the street.

        A black bird caws from atop a telephone pole, and the spring breeze that drifts by tickles my face.

        

        ...At least the weather is really nice.

        

        The gentle spring air pleasantly seeps into my tired body.

        With a small smile, I quicken my pace, eager to get home and see Cecilia.

        

        Once I get home, I'll shower first, then eat...

        Earlier when I messaged that I'd be late, she replied, [Then I'll prepare dinner and wait for you~!], so I was quite looking forward to seeing what she had prepared.

        

        After that, we'll spend some time relaxing and cuddling.

        And then...

        

        "Hmm."

        

        Suddenly, what Eunhwan had mentioned earlier flashed through my mind.

        He said she had asked about clothing or cosmetics stores.

        

        It was a bit puzzling.

        Usually, when Cecilia needed clothes, she would beg me to go shopping with her as a date.

        

        She would pick something and ask how it looked, then choose something else and ask if it was cute...

        It was strange that she had asked Eunhwan about stores instead of me, considering how she usually bustled around shops energetically.

        

        "Well, I think I know the reason."

        

        She's probably preparing some kind of surprise, isn't she?

        When I asked Eunhwan earlier, "What kind of store?" he replied with a mischievous grin, "You'll see when you see it~~♬"...

        

        A pretty dress, couple accessories, cosplay, and so on.

        I chuckled lightly as I narrowed down the possibilities of what she might be thinking.

        

        I'm sure she'd look cute and lovely in any of them.

        It's a bit disappointing to have figured out the surprise in advance, but I couldn't help feeling excited about what was to come soon.

        

        My heart fluttered in anticipation.

        

        "Hehe... Oh!"

        

        Lost in thought as I walked, I suddenly found myself in front of our home.

        

        I entered the building and climbed the stairs with heavy steps.

        After exhaling deeply, I unlocked the front door with a click.

        

        "I'm ho—"

        "Eunhyeok! Welcome home~~!!"

        "Whoa?!"

        

        She must have been waiting for the sound of my footsteps, because as soon as I opened the door, Cecilia came bounding out and threw herself into my arms.

        

        Her cat tail swayed gently.

        Her silver hair fluttered, and her voice purred softly.

        

        Feeling the warmth from her embrace, I patted my lovely wife gently and smiled brightly.

        

        "Yeah, I'm home, Cecilia. Sorry I'm late?"

        "It's okay~! Hehe. I prepared dinner! The menu is bulgogi!"

        "Ooh~."

        "Do you want to eat right away? Or shower first?"

        

        Cecilia asked, looking up at me while nestled against my chest.

        I slowly walked into the house, and looking into her bright sky-blue eyes, I replied with a gentle smile.

        

        "Hmm~ I'll shower first. Today was a bit tough at work..."

        "Mmm, lots of customers, huh? Alright, go wash up first! I'll be waiting~."

        "Yeah. Just wait a bit."

        "Ehehe♥ Okay~!"

        

        I stroked her fluffy cat ears a few times before walking away.

        After undressing, I entered the bathroom and let the steaming hot water wash over me.

        

        "Phew..."

        

      

      
        I exhaled as I ran my hands over my tired body.

        Raising my hand, recalling the sensation of stroking her earlier... I suddenly smiled.

        

        When I hugged Cecilia earlier, her body felt hotter than usual.

        

        So it is "that time" after all.

        

        Though she's not showing it much, we've lived together long enough.

        I can tell just by looking.

        

        A beastfolk's fertile period.

        The "heat" that comes four times a year.

        

        Realizing that this time had come again, warm feelings spread through my mind.

        But at the same time, thinking about what she might want, serious thoughts began to form alongside my racing heart.

        

        "..."

        

        She probably wants... a child, Cecilia.

        

        I understood her feelings more than enough.

        She's mentioned several times in passing how happy it would be if we had a child.

        

        And as anyone could see, she has as much maternal love as the deep affection she shows me...

        I could guarantee she would be a wonderful mother.

        

        However...

        

        "...She's still a college student."

        

        It would be difficult to attend university while pregnant.

        With childbirth and childcare... she would inevitably have to take a break from school for a while.

        

        Of course, if that's what she wants, I wouldn't object.

        I'm just concerned.

        

        I know she has dreams for her future.

        I'm just seriously considering what would make my wife happiest.

        

        "...I should talk to her after dinner."

        

        I murmured that while letting the hot water wash over my body.

        

        What she truly wants.

        Whether it would be okay to accept her heat as it is today, when we've been careful every time except for once before we got married.

        

        We'll know once we talk about it.

        Thinking this, I ran my hands through the streaming hot water over my face.

        ...It was hot.

        

        ***

        

        It was an excellent meal prepared with great effort.

        Rubbing my satisfied full stomach, I sat on the bedroom bed and spoke contentedly.

        

        "That was delicious, Cecilia. Thank you."

        "Ehehe, I'm glad~♬"

        

        Cecilia's purring voice echoed from beyond the wall.

        

        Currently, Cecilia was in the living room.

        Just as I had thought... she said she had something to show me, so she had me sit on the bed while she changed clothes in the living room.

        

        The rustling sounds of fabric coming through the wall were quite suggestive.

        

        "...Um. Hey, Cecilia."

        "Hmm?"

        "Well. Um..."

        

        I should bring it up now.

        

        I leaned my head against the bedroom wall with a thud.

        Now that I was trying to speak, I wasn't sure where to begin.

        

        "You know. Um~. Since you're not a high school student anymore this year, I think we can talk about this..."

        "Ah~. Sorry, Eunhyeok. Can I speak first?"

        "Oh, sure."

        

        "Thank you," came her brief voice from beyond the wall.

        With a faintly joyful tone, she slowly began to speak.

        

        "First, about today..."

        "Yeah."

      

      
        "...Eunhyeok, you know, don't you?"

        

        So she noticed after all.

        I couldn't help but smile.

        

        Just as I had noticed her heat from her body temperature and behavior...

        She had sensed that I had noticed her heat with her beastfolk intuition.

        

        We really are a married couple.

        Neither of us can hide anything from the other. I laughed softly.

        

        "Yeah."

        "I see..."

        

        A moment of silence.

        Then the rustling of fabric continued.

        

        "...You know, Eunhyeok? Actually, I want to have a child."

        "Yeah..."

        "What do you think?"

        "...If that's what you want, of course I'm all for it. To be honest, we moved here so that there wouldn't be any problems if a child was born. We have savings, and I have a flexible job. If a child were born here, we'd surely be happy. ...But..."

        

        I exhaled softly, looking up at the ceiling.

        

        Despite the serious conversation, the atmosphere wasn't heavy.

        Perhaps because we understood each other's hearts so well.

        

        "What about college, Cecilia?"

        "Mm. Taking a break won't be a big problem."

        

        An immediate answer.

        

        As I chuckled, she continued.

        

        "...Me as a diplomat, me as a parent. I don't want to give up either. Call me greedy, but I want both."

        "..."

        "...I want your child."

        

        My heart leaped at those small words.

        

        The rustling of fabric had stopped.

        

        "...Really?"

        "Yeah."

        "And if it doesn't happen...?"

        "We'll cross that bridge when we come to it... At least I don't want to have regrets. ...So, Eunhyeok?"

        

        I heard the door creak open.

        Instinctively, I turned around and...

        

        ...I was momentarily stunned.

        

        "...Ugh. Don't stare so intensely..."

        

        Cecilia blushed and turned her head away shyly.

        

        Her trembling hands slowly covered her chest and between her legs...

        ...and at the sight of her in a see-through negligee that faintly revealed her skin, I exhaled mindlessly, forgetting even to blink.

        

        The translucent black silk flowed smoothly from her shoulders down to her thighs.

        The dim lighting and the provocative lingerie added a different kind of allure and sexiness to her fair, soft skin.

        

        "Um, umm..."

        

        After a moment under my intense gaze, Cecilia slowly moved her hands away.

        Then she carefully clasped them in front of her chest...

        

        "...It's not any special day, but today I'm your gift, Eunhyeok."

        

        She said,

        

        "P-please make me pregnant..."

        

        ―――...

        ...How could I describe the emotions surging through my mind?

        

        Slowly, Cecilia stepped toward me.

        I reached out to her gently.

        

        Our hands met, and our bodies intertwined.

        

        It was time for the night to begin.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.230Side Story 7 - Happiness

      
        "...Come here?"

        "...Yeah."

        

        A faintly trembling voice echoed through the dark room.

        Using only the dim moonlight filtering through the curtains as illumination, she walked to the bed, smoothed her see-through clothes with her hands, and gazed up at me intently.

        

        I could see her face flushed bright red with embarrassment and a certain expectation.

        In the silence filled only with the sound of breathing, I slowly reached out and gently caressed Cecilia's soft skin with my fingertips.

        

        "Ah..."

        "...How lewd."

        

        The moment my hand touched her fair skin, Cecilia's small body trembled with a jolt.

        Finding her reaction adorable, I lightly caressed her sensitive skin as if teasing her, feeling the desire boiling up inside me as I gazed intently at Cecilia before me.

        

        —A black see-through negligee so thin her skin was clearly visible beneath.

        

        Her soft belly skin was completely exposed, with a small, shy navel greeting me in the center.

        From there extended her slender waistline. Soft side skin and fair breasts...

        

        ...At their tips, two protrusions that had shyly swollen even though I hadn't touched them yet.

        Pink nipples that had grown lewdly erect, pressing against the translucent underwear.

        

        "...!"

        

        Noticing my gaze, she blushed crimson and hurriedly reached out to cover her breasts,

        

        "...uh, uuh..."

        

        But then, as if changing her mind midway, she lowered her hands again and straightened her back while trembling slightly.

        

        A heated gaze flew toward me along with her rough breathing.

        

        Cecilia thrust out her chest, exhaling roughly, looking at me as if expecting something.

        Smiling at the excitement silently conveyed between us, I gently embraced her back and...

        

        "...Chu."

        "...!!♥"

        

        I gifted a kiss to her already erect, reddened nipple with a soft smack♥.

        

        Each time the kissing sound echoed—smack, smack—Cecilia's body jumped with a large twitch.

        Enjoying her small trembling body and the moans she couldn't suppress, I savored her reaction as I licked the elastic protrusion through the fabric.

        

        "Hayk... ha, aah...! ...hnngh!?♥"

        "Chuup. ...How lewd, Cecilia.... Did you choose this outfit yourself?"

        "Haaah.... y-yes.... I thought you might... l-like it... Ah, there!♥"

        "Mmm, yes.... Chuup...."

        

        I held her back tightly with my hands while taking her nipple into my mouth, licking it stickily.

        My other hand went to her opposite breast, gently rolling and caressing the nipple that craved stimulation with my fingers.

        

        "Haaahn...♥♥ Hayk, uh...♥"

        

        Cecilia clung to me, trembling all over.

        As dreamy moans flowed from her half-open mouth and she squirmed her legs together desperately....

        

        "Hn, ngh...?!♥!♥♥"

        "!"

        

        She trembled even more violently, tightly embracing my head and letting out lewd moans mixed with rough breaths.

        

        "Hngh...♥ Haa, uh......♥"

        "...Did you come?"

        "I... did...♥"

        

        After her gentle climax, Cecilia whispered while tightly embracing me, her legs seemingly having lost their strength.

        The way she nuzzled her cheek against my face as if craving affection couldn't be more adorable.

        

        "Upsy..."

        "Hueh...?"

        

        I embraced my cute wife tightly and slowly moved up onto the bed.

        I sat Cecilia diagonally on my lap, gently stroking her sweat-dampened bangs as I whispered with a smile.

        

        "You're especially sensitive today, Cecilia?"

        "...I'm in heat..."

        "Hmm~? Just from that? ...This much?"

        "...!! Hayk, ugh...?!♥♥"

        

        I slid my finger between her legs through the thin fabric.

        

        I felt hot warmth and sticky fluid enveloping my finger.

        Feeling her trembling body in my arms, I rubbed her sticky crotch through the fabric a few times, then lifted my finger covered in her love juices and wiggled it in front of her eyes as if showing off.

        

        "Even in heat, you don't usually get this wet, right? Even if you're sensitive... you seem particularly excited today? Hmm~...?"

        "Th-that's..."

        "...Did you get excited by the thought of me getting you pregnant?"

        "...—!!"

        

        At my whispered words, the small body in my arms jumped up with a start!

        

        She opened and closed her mouth hesitantly with teary eyes, then lowered her bright red head deeply. Cecilia.

        Seeing my wife full of shyness and embarrassment, I chuckled softly and gently stroked her fluffy cat ears.

        

        It seems I hit the mark. Her embarrassment was unbearably cute.

        Well, it's the first time we're sharing a bed with 'this purpose' after all....

        

        "...Will you make me pregnant?"

        "...!!"

        

        Her small body jumped again at my whispered words.

        

        Cecilia slowly raised her head, examining my face with tearful eyes.

        After a moment, she lowered her head again and clutched my clothes tightly as if yearning for something....

      

      
        

        —And slightly, she nodded.

        

        "Yes."

        

        A tiny expression of will.

        But that was enough.

        

        "Then today without a condom...."

        "..."

        "And.... Hmm. Do you know, Cecilia?"

        "...?"

        "It's just a saying, but for baby girls~...."

        

        With dancing fingers, I traced Cecilia's body from her chest downward.

        Pressing firmly on the area below her navel... where her womb was, I whispered softly while enjoying her startled reaction.

        

        "They say the more pleasure a woman feels, the higher the chance of getting pregnant."

        "Hih, ahng...♥ ...hueh...?"

        "So today~...."

        

        I caressed her skin again, sliding my fingers down.

        

        Slowly, with fluttering movements, I slipped my hand inside her negligee, feeling the hot warmth and sticky love juices as I gently caressed the entrance of her slit.

        

        "...—!!♥♥"

        "...I'll make you feel better than ever before, Cecilia♬"

        

        A faintly trembling body, excited rough breathing.

        Cecilia tightly embracing me with one arm.

        

        Could there be anyone cuter than this?

        ...Surely not.

        

        "M-make me..."

        "Yes~?"

        "...feel really good, Eunhyuk......♥"

        "...♪"

        

        I slowly inserted my finger into her honey pot overflowing with love juices.

        With her small hand clutching me even more tightly, hot folds licked my finger with each delicate breath.

        

        "Hayk...! Nng, ugh...!♥"

        "Yes, yes. It's okay, it's okay."

        

        Slowly.

        Leisurely.

        Sensually, as if savoring my wife's squelching insides.

        

        I could see her soft thigh skin turning red with heat.

        As her toes gripped the bed sheets tightly with each curl of my finger, I chuckled sensually and kissed her nape.

        

        "Ah...♥"

        

        The night was still young.

        There was plenty of time left to unravel.

        

        ***

        

        This might seem somewhat out of place, but my experience with women is limited to Cecilia alone.

        We gave our firsts to each other, and for more than two years since then, we've only had eyes for each other.

        

        I've never felt anything was lacking, and whenever we wanted something, we always consulted each other before deciding.

        

        I don't even understand what "relationship rut" means.

        When I think about how good our compatibility must be, I just feel proud.

        

        However, there was one worry I used to have in the past.

        

        That was whether my technique was satisfactory.

        

        After all, I was lacking in both knowledge and experience.

        Is this how it's done, will this feel good... I often worried about such things early in our relationship.

        

        But as the saying goes, "If you dig a well, stick to one well."

        Even when I lacked confidence back then, I kept studying and practicing while focusing only on Cecilia....

        

        "Hayk, kuh......♥♥♥"

        

        —And the result was the scene before me now.

        

        The not-so-spacious bedroom was filled with the thick scent of a female in heat.

        The see-through negligee had long since been half-removed and lost its purpose, and overflowing love juices soaked the sheets, shining in a sensual color under the moonlight.

        

        —Just one finger.

        Not even moving vigorously, just one finger moving leisurely with a squelch...♥ sound.

        

        Just that alone.

        

        "Ha, aah.... ......—!!♥!♥ Uh, ungh! Ungyeok...!♥ I'm, I'm! Again...!♥♥"

        "Yes, yes. You can come, Cecilia."

        "Hayk, ah, ah♥ ah♥♥♥ ...——!!♥!♥♥!"

        

        Cecilia reached her climax, burying her face in my arms and trembling violently.

        

        Her inner walls tightly gripped my finger as hot love juices gushed out.

        I smiled and kissed my incredibly lovable wife's forehead, and wiggled my finger gently inside her pussy so she could feel a longer, more pleasant afterglow.

        

        "Huu, huuuh.... Haa, aahn......!♥"

        

        —Who would have thought that I, once lacking confidence, could do something like this.

        

        I reached out to her lewdly panting face and lightly fixed her bangs.

        She looked up at me with a melting expression.

        Though I chuckled at her demanding look, I slowly tilted my head, pressed our lips together, and entwined our tongues in a moment of affection.

      

      
        

        "Chuup.... Mmm.... ...haa...♥♥"

        "Haum, um...."

        

        ...G-spot, clitoris.

        

        The soft part deep inside. The area near the entrance that was especially responsive.

        

        Nipples and nape, breasts.

        Lips and tongue.

        

        Where she likes to be touched, how she likes to be touched.

        What kind of caresses make her feel good and give her that melting expression.

        

        This is the result of two and a half years of accumulated research.

        

        All for Cecilia, to make her feel good.

        Caresses researched solely for Cecilia, the one and only person in the world.

        

        "Chuup...♥ ...haup...?!♥♥ Chuu, nng, ugh...! Mmng...!!♥ Haup, mm, ......—!!♥!♥♥"

        

        And Cecilia, while kissing me, reached another climax.

        

        The light of pleasure, melting wetly, peeked through her face as she pulled away from my lips.

        Her dreamy appearance, leaning her face weakly against my hand and exhaling, was a sight for my eyes only, one that no one else in this world could see.

        

        "...Cecilia."

        "Huu—.... U, umm...? ......Ah♥"

        

        And now I too was reaching my limit.

        

        I slowly lifted Cecilia's body and laid her straight on the bed.

        I kissed her purring forehead with a smack, and threw off all my cumbersome clothes.

        

        —I pressed my firmly erect cock against the entrance of her pussy.

        

        We were both already as wet as could be, so no further foreplay was necessary.

        In a situation where just a slight push of my hips would enter her, I caressed Cecilia's cheek and asked in a whisper.

        

        "...Can I put it in?"

        "...Yes...♥♥"

        

        Cecilia answered with a kiss♥ on my finger.

        What more could I need?

        

        I lowered myself to embrace Cecilia's small body tightly in my arms.

        Then I pushed my hips... and gently inserted myself into her wet, melting pussy.

        

        "Haaah...♥♥"

        

        A hot, sweet breath echoed in my ear like a sigh.

        Embracing her small body with one arm and tightly holding her hand with the other, I began to move my hips slowly, just consistently slowly.

        

        "Ah, ah♥ Aah...♥"

        "Huu.... ...Does it, feel good?"

        "Yesh...♥ Haa...!♥ Yesh, good.... ...ungh good...♥"

        

        The bed creaked and shook.

        I just lovingly gazed at Cecilia's face, melting with happiness as she exhaled vacantly.

        

        What should we do first when the baby is born?

        What studies are needed to become parents?

        

        What kind of parents should we be?

        How should we teach them?

        

        ...How lovely will our child be?

        

        "Good...♥♥"

        "Yes, ugh...!"

        

        Expectation and pleasure.

        Unparalleled happiness and affection.

        

        In the leisurely piston movements, I felt the limit approaching for our bodies that had been teased to their utmost.

        

        The creaking sounds intensified and wet sounds echoed.

        Between the two people's increasingly rough breaths, I embraced Cecilia even more strongly, rubbing my body against hers....

        

        And whispered in her ear.

        

        "I'm going to cum, Cecilia...!"

        "Yes, yesss...!!♥♥"

        

        ...Spurrt!!

        Spurt! Spurt.... Gulp, gulp....

        

        An ejaculation that made my mind go blank. The climax of pleasure and happiness.

        Using all my strength to embrace her small body, I poured my semen into her womb without missing a drop.

        

        "I love you. I love you, Cecilia...."

        "...♥ I love you too...♥♥"

        "When our child is born, let's cherish them so much.... Let's help them live happily and joyfully in this beautiful world...."

        "...Yes...♥♥"

        

        The ejaculation wouldn't end.

        The happiness wouldn't stop either.

        

        I pray that this happiness continues for thousands of years to come.

        With that wish, I continued to whisper words of love and embrace Cecilia's body tightly.

        

        Until the ejaculation ended, until the night deepened.

        Continuing....

      

    

  
    
      Ch.231Side Story 7 - After of After Talk

      
        "...It's warm♥"

        "Mmm..."

        "...♥"

        

        The bedroom was filled with a deep warmth and hot breaths.

        The disheveled blanket on the bed cast a sensual hue in the dark room, and the touch of soft skin added affection to the hazy pleasure.

        

        2 AM.

        The dead of night.

        

        The two of us tightly embracing each other on the completely disheveled bed.

        

        I could hear our hearts pounding against each other where our bodies met.

        Feeling the lingering echoes of our lovemaking along with the warmth of her body, I gently nuzzled my lips against Cecilia's nape and purred softly.

        

        "..."

        "...♥"

        

        A cat tail sneakily approached and tickled my leg.

        Purring contentedly with that distinctive feline sound, she embraced me with affectionate hands and dreamily giggled.

        

        Happiness danced and afterglow lingered.

        Nights were always happy, but I wonder if this was the first time the afterglow had lasted so long.

        

        "...Meow?"

        "Hmm?"

        "...I love you...♥"

        

        Cecilia said, slightly lifting her head to look up at my face.

        Seeing that adorable expression mixed with playfulness and affection, I smiled with overwhelming joy and hugged her small body even tighter.

        

        "Kyah♥"

        "I love you too! Cecilia...!"

        

        Giggles flowed between us.

        

        We gazed at each other, smiling for a moment.

        After a while, without either of us initiating, we kissed with a smooch♥ and then, with tired bodies, rustled out of bed.

        

        "Phew.... Well, we should wash up first. And change the sheets..."

        "...I can't feel strength in my waist. ...Will you carry me to the bathroom? Eunhyuk?"

        

        Of course, I was the only one who got up, while Cecilia, whose waist had given out, just squirmed on the bed.

        The way she stretched out her arms toward me, weakly swishing her tail, asking to be held, was unbearably cute.

        

        "Up we go, sha!"

        "Kyah♥ Mmm...♥"

        

        I gently pulled my petite wife onto my lap.

        

        The negligee she had prepared earlier was nowhere to be seen as she pressed her naked body against mine.

        I brushed the sweaty hair from her face and gently massaged her waist, which must have been tired from our long lovemaking, as I spoke.

        

        "Are you okay, Cecilia? Does anything hurt? We went especially long today..."

        "Mmm, nothing hurts except for my waist having no strength~. Because Eunhyuk was so gentle for so long.... ...It felt good♥"

        "Cecilia~!"

        "Kyahaha!♥"

        

        I hugged my flirtatious wife tightly and nuzzled her face.

        The sensation of her tail tickling my stomach felt nice.

        

        "Mm, chu..."

        "Mm. Haum...♥ Chu♥"

        "...Chuup. Mm. ...Let's go wash up!"

        "Yes! ...Huh? Kyah?!"

        

        I lifted her light body with a whoosh! into a princess carry.

        Enduring her slight squirming with my leg strength, I walked steadily forward.

        

        "Wow, I-I'm embarrassed...!"

        "Hmm? But you just asked me to carry you."

        "I-I just meant help me walk...! Being princess-carried while naked is embarrassing, and, um, my weight...!"

        "You're super light, so it's fine~. Here, hold tight."

        "...Uuu, geez..... ...♥"

        

        Feeling Cecilia's arms around my neck, I moved forward slowly.

        

        The night was already deep, but fortunately tomorrow was a holiday.

      

      
        Now was the time for our after-talk.

        

        ***

        

        "...It's so waaarm♥"

        "Is the water temperature okay?"

        "Mm. It's perfect~."

        

        Cecilia's voice echoed in the steamy bathroom along with the splashing water.

        Glancing at her as she relaxed in the bathtub, I let out a sigh as I received the warm stream of water from the shower.

        

        A spacious and comfortable bathroom.

        This was the part I paid the most attention to when looking for a house to move into.

        

        Both Cecilia and I love warmth and baths.

        A house spacious enough for both of us to wash together with a bathtub...

        

        After looking around at various options, we ended up with this house, and I was quite satisfied with the choice.

        

        "Alright... Can I join you?"

        "Ah, of course~!"

        

        I turned off the shower with a click and walked toward the bathtub.

        

        Cecilia moved slightly with a splashing sound to make room.

        Smiling at her, I slowly lowered myself into the hot water-filled tub...

        ...and Cecilia naturally settled herself on my lap.

        

        "Mmm..."

        "...♥"

        

        In the warm bathtub, on my lap.

        Cecilia's favorite position.

        

        "...Mmm, so warm."

        

        I muttered with light satisfaction at the temperature of the bathwater reaching up to my chest.

        

        Come to think of it, we'd been so busy lately that we'd only been taking showers.

        

        The bath after so long combined with my tired body felt indescribably good.

        I exhaled while absentmindedly staring at the white steam rising from the tub.

        

        "...I wonder if we'll have a baby."

        

        I slightly raised my head at the sudden voice.

        

        I saw Cecilia stroking her belly.

        Seeing the expectation and anxiety in her profile, I gently placed my hand on her shoulder and spoke.

        

        "Are you worried?"

        "Actually, a little?"

        

        Cecilia turned to me and laughed with a somewhat uncertain expression.

        

        I placed my hand over hers as she stroked her belly, and whispered to her from a distance close enough that our noses could touch if I leaned in.

        

        "It'll be okay."

        "..."

        "I'll help you. So we can be good parents... let's work hard together."

        "...Eunhyuk, you're so kind~~!"

        "Whoa."

        

        Suddenly turning her body, Cecilia threw herself into my arms.

        Feeling the soft, supple skin against my entire body... I eventually embraced her back with my floating hands and smiled gently.

        

        "...Hehe. Do you like that?"

        "I love it~~♥"

        

        An immediate answer.

        As I chuckled, she continued.

        

        "Will you help me become a good mother?"

        "Of course. I'll help you with all my might."

        "Will you love our child equally whether it's a boy or a girl?"

        "That goes without saying. Either way, it's our child. How could it not be lovable?"

        "~~♥"

        

      

      
        I saw her cat tail gently stroking the water's surface.

        Hugging me tighter and nuzzling her face against my neck, Cecilia suddenly asked with a voice tinged with curiosity.

        

        "I wonder if it'll get noisy when the baby is born? A little child running around the house~ Feeding them one spoonful at a time with a children's spoon at mealtime..."

        "We should buy a children's mat in advance~ And those corner bumpers. It would be terrible if they bumped into something and got hurt."

        "Hehe♬ ...Ah."

        

        Then, as if a thought suddenly occurred to her, she pulled her head back.

        With one arm still around me and the other hand on her chin, she said with a somewhat serious expression.

        

        "...What if we can't have a baby?"

        "Hmm?"

        "What if we buy all these mats and prepare everything, but can't actually have a baby... umm~..."

        

        Cecilia's ears twitched as she fell into cute contemplation.

        Chuckling at her sky-blue eyes filled with seriousness, I spoke.

        

        "Is it hard for different species to have children together? I've heard about it before, but how unlikely is it specifically?"

        "Mmm, it varies by species.... Less than half the average? Something like that?"

        "Wow, that's quite low."

        "Even though beastfolk tend to be fertile, since we're different species... I'm worried whether we'll be able to conceive or n—"

        "But do we need to worry about that?"

        "Hm? ...Mmph?"

        

        I reached out and gently squeezed Cecilia's soft cheeks from both sides.

        Seeing my wife's cute expression as she tilted her head with her cheeks squished, I couldn't help but giggle as I spoke.

        

        "There's an old saying. 'No tree will stand after being struck ten times.'"

        "?"

        

        Even after years, she still seemed weak with proverbs as she tilted her head again.

        Smiling and stroking her cheeks, I slowly moved one hand down along her belly...

        

        "...It means that even something with low probability will succeed if you try enough times."

        "!"

        

        Below her navel.

        Gently pressing my palm against the place where 'mine' would be contained, I smiled suggestively.

        

        "If it doesn't work this time, then three months later. And if not then, another three months later."

        "!"

        "I'll be with you as many times as it takes. Until we have a baby. But, well, yes..."

        

        But I do understand her concern.

        

        Compared to humans... that is, ordinary humans, beastfolk have longer intervals between fertile periods.

        Four opportunities a year. If you miss one chance, you have to wait three months.

        

        No matter how persistent you are, wouldn't it take too long... I understood why she was worried.

        

        So.

        

        "Your heat cycle, spring, was four days, right?"

        "...!!"

        

        The beastfolk's heat cycle that causes intense sexual desire.

        Usually, the peak passes in a day... but the fertile period itself is longer.

        

        "I'll be with you every day."

        "..."

        "If you want, we could start right after this."

        "...!!"

        

        I chuckled as Cecilia's face turned bright red.

        She really was such a cute girl.

        

        "...G-"

        "Hmm?"

        "...G-gently..."

        

        What a silly thing to ask.

        

        I planted a kiss on the nape of Cecilia's neck as she lowered her head in embarrassment.

        

        Steam rose and affection lingered.

        Despite the late hour... for this couple, the night was still young.

        

        -Side Story 7 end

      

    

  
    
      Ch.232Side Story 7.5 - Child of Two People

      
        "...Haaam—..."

        

        I stretched out a yawn as I rustled out of bed.

        

        Chirp chirp, the sparrow family that had settled by the window was already announcing the morning with their calls.

        I filled my lungs with warm air, then exhaled with a "whoosh," adding vitality to my body.

        

        A morning like any other.

        A weekday. A day to head to the café with Cecilia.

        

        I shuffled my feet toward the kitchen.

        Scratching my disheveled hair, with my mind still slightly foggy, I looked around the refrigerator contemplating today's breakfast.

        

        "I should have everything I need... yep."

        

        I muttered with satisfaction as I closed the refrigerator door.

        

        Fortunately, there were plenty of vegetables and ingredients I had bought earlier.

        Since I woke up early, it seemed like we could have a hearty breakfast before heading to work.

        

        "Cecilia is... in the bathroom?"

        

        The sound of running water from the sink quietly echoed throughout the quiet room.

        

        Girls will be girls.

        She seemed to be busy freshening up first thing in the morning.

        

        "Hmm."

        

        I shuffled over to the sink.

        

        I turned on the cold water with a splash and thoroughly washed my hands.

        As a bonus, I splashed some water on my face a few times to wake myself up.

        

        "Ugh, cold."

        

        ...But it felt refreshingly good.

        

        I patted my damp cheeks and turned off the faucet.

        Moving again to open the refrigerator, I carefully examined the ingredients inside while tilting my head.

        

        "Radish and green onions... Hmm, no meat. That's a shame, but can't be helped. It's just breakfast anyway."

        

        Today's main breakfast dish would be a simple, refreshing radish soup.

        Besides that, tofu and... some fish dish that Cecilia likes?

        Fortunately, there was a small semi-prepared one available.

        

        "Alright!"

        

        I took out the ingredients one by one and placed them on the table.

        Then I took out the cutting board and pot while briefly planning the cooking process in my head.

        

        "Would braised fish be better? But that might be a bit heavy for breakfast. Hmm, grilled... that's not quite right either. Ah, steamed would be better."

        

        Cecilia had mentioned feeling a bit of indigestion yesterday.

        Of course, she still devoured dinner deliciously afterward, but I couldn't ignore my wife's physical condition.

        

        Today's breakfast theme: "Delicious yet easy-to-digest food."

        First, I started the rice cooker, then grabbed a knife and began preparing the ingredients, showing off my now-proficient cooking skills.

        

        "Hmm, hmm-hmm~♪"

        

        What size should I cut these into to make them easy to eat?

        How much seasoning would make Cecilia enjoy it?

        

        After living together and looking out for each other for so long, I'd developed this habit of cooking with the other person in mind.

        

        No matter how difficult the dish, thinking about Cecilia enjoying it gave me boundless energy.

        And since she felt the same way, there was nothing more blissful than coming home after work to find a warm dinner prepared.

        

        In the end, we're quite alike.

        The thought made me chuckle.

      

      
        

        "Hmm, hmm..."

        

        I stopped the rhythmic chopping and put the prepared ingredients into the pot.

        I turned on the heat and lightly sautéed the green onions, careful not to burn them.

        

        A pleasant aroma gently spread throughout the warm house.

        Just then, the rice cooker began to steam, and the fragrance of freshly cooking rice enriched the peaceful morning.

        

        —And at that moment, the bathroom door opened with a click.

        

        "Ah, Cecilia, good morning~~."

        

        I greeted her warmly while stirring the soy sauce mixture for the tofu.

        The soup with water added began to bubble, and I flipped the fish on low heat to prevent it from burning.

        

        "..."

        "?"

        

        Amidst the morning cooking sounds, I suddenly heard breathing.

        It was Cecilia's breath, as if she was holding something back, mixed with a slight flutter.

        

        "Cecilia?"

        

        Wondering what was happening, I started to turn around.

        But before I could—

        

        "...—!"

        "Whoa?!"

        

        With a patter of quick steps, Cecilia rushed over and tightly embraced me.

        

        She pressed her entire body against mine and nuzzled her face against me.

        I hadn't even seen her face since waking up, and I tilted my head awkwardly, wondering what was going on, when...

        

        "...Oh."

        "Hm?"

        

        Cecilia.

        She said.

        

        "It's, it happened! Eunhyuk...!!"

        

        Her face, lifted up with a bright expression, sparkled with a mixture of surprise, joy, excitement, and happiness.

        Not immediately understanding what she meant, I instinctively glanced at something in her hand and...

        

        I saw it.

        A pink pregnancy test with two lines.

        

        "We're having a baby—! Eek?!"

        "What?! Really, really? Wahaha! Congratulations, truly congratulations!! Cecilia—!"

        

        I felt an ecstatic joy welling up from deep within me.

        I firmly held Cecilia's small body, lifted her slightly, and spun around in circles, unable to contain my happiness, laughing continuously with the brightest expression.

        

        "You're pregnant? Really?"

        "Y-yes! They said the test works the same for beastkin! I bought one on the way home yesterday—"

        "Ahaha! Oh my goodness, I'm so happy...!! I really, really love you, Cecilia~~!!"

        "Hiyaang?!"

        

        I sat her gently on the table and then pulled her small body into a strong embrace.

        

        Warm body temperature, soft skin.

        Looking at the purring cat sounds and the gently swaying tail, I felt a joy that brought me to the verge of tears as I nuzzled my lips against her nape.

        

        "I really feel like crying..."

        "Eh, what?! Eunhyuk, are you crying...!?"

        

        Correction.

        I did shed a few tears.

        

        Could there be anything more joyful in this world?

      

      
        The girl I love, our most precious and adorable wife.

        She's carrying my child.

        I'm becoming a father, and she's becoming a mother.

        

        The emotions welling up were far more overwhelming than I had imagined.

        With trembling hands, I continuously stroked Cecilia's back and opened my mouth with a somewhat choked voice, filled with sincerity.

        

        "Thank you, thank you so much, Cecilia... Thank you..."

        "...~♥ Ehehe~. You're crying already, Eunhyuk? There will be many~ many~ more happy moments ahead~!"

        

        Cecilia purred playfully as she patted my head.

        That small, soft touch felt indescribably blissful right now.

        

        "And I should be thanking you, Eunhyuk♥"

        "...?"

        "It's the most precious gift in the world...♥"

        

        Lifting her head slightly, Cecilia said as she gently caressed her belly.

        

        Who in the world could understand this happiness, this joy that I'm feeling right now?

        

        The fact that my child has been conceived inside her.

        The fact that a new life has sprouted between the two of us...

        How my chest tightens and my head goes blank with happiness.

        

        No one could understand, and I didn't need them to.

        At this very moment, we two were the happiest among the 7 billion people in this world.

        

        "Let's go to the obstetrician first! To check if the baby is healthy, whether it's a boy or a girl... And then call our parents! And also, um..."

        "Have a celebration party?"

        "Ah, yes! That's right!"

        "~♥"

        

        Let's grandly celebrate the conception of our child.

        

        Hoping that it grows healthily, is born healthily,

        And wishing it a life as happy as ours, let's celebrate with all our might.

        

        "Can I tell our friends too?"

        "Of course~! Anything you want, Cecilia. And, um, we should also let Jaeseop hyung and Hiwon know..."

        "And Eunhwan too!"

        "Yes, yes. How should we do the party? Just the two of us, quietly? Or invite many people and make it lively?"

        "Hmm~ Either would be fine, but... ...lively!"

        "Okay~!"

        

        We chatted away and looked at each other with broad smiles.

        Then, a thought suddenly occurred to me, and I gently stroked Cecilia's belly with a warm smile.

        

        "...We're becoming parents. Finally, us too."

        "...♥"

        "What about college? You still have some time until the semester ends. Do you want to take a break next semester?"

        "Hmm~~ I'll attend as long as I can. It's nice to rest at home, but I also want to go for walks with our baby."

        "Don't overdo it."

        "Of course~~!"

        

        Cecilia smiled brightly, swaying her tail gently.

        As I stroked her hair in various ways, savoring the pleasant purring sound...

        

        "...Chu♥"

        "Chu... Mmm..."

        

        We kissed, exchanging affection.

        

        Sunlight streaming through the window brightened the happy room.

        Birds chirped in the blue sky as if blessing us, and a gentle breeze caressed us softly.

        

        May we continue to be this happy in the future.

        

        Feeling the world blessing us, I smiled gently at my wife before me.

        

        A morning with the fragrance of freshly cooked rice wafting through the air and soup bubbling.

        It was the happiest morning of my life.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.233Side Story 8 - Blessings Pouring Down from All Around

      
        "Good morning~ Miss Cecilia. How have you been?"

        "Yes, doctor~. It's been a while, hehe."

        

        An impressive room with a clean and cute image.

        An obstetrics and gynecology examination room.

        

        Cecilia sat in front of the warm-looking female doctor, greeting her with a cheerful voice while gently wagging her tail.

        

        The doctor looked at Cecilia with adoring eyes and a smile.

        

        She was someone we've known for quite some time.

        Since Cecilia is a different species, she became one of the doctors we grew close to while getting various examinations and tests.

        

        "It's been a while, Mr. Eunhyuk. Are you two still getting along well~?"

        "Haha, yes. Of course."

        

        A warm atmosphere filled the examination room, carried by her characteristically gentle tone.

        The doctor smiled brightly at my response and continued typing on her keyboard.

        

        "Well~ shall we get to the main point?"

        

        At those concise words, both Cecilia and I tensed up and gulped nervously.

        

        I felt a hand quietly reaching for mine, holding it tightly.

        Grasping her hand firmly in return, I held my head high and waited for what would come next.

        

        "Regarding interspecies pregnancy~ since the appearance of different species in this world, this is the 37th case reported domestically. And among those... hehe♪ This is the first pregnancy between different species. Congratulations on being the first~."

        

        Both Cecilia and I responded with a dazed "Oh..." to this congratulation that was hard to fully comprehend.

        Seeing our reactions, the doctor chuckled and stood up from her chair, taking out a film.

        

        "According to the ultrasound results~ the babies are healthy! As expected of beastfolk children, they're growing quickly and well, though only half of them are. And there's another important thing..."

        

        The doctor attached the picture to the wall with a tap.

        Encountering an ultrasound image directly for the first time, I felt a strange sense of wonder and awe as I fidgeted with Cecilia's hand...

        

        "A boy and a girl."

        

        The doctor smiled brightly at us and said:

        

        "They're healthy twins! Congratulations on becoming parents~."

        "Wow?!"

        "D-did you hear that, Eunhyuk? Twins! Twins...!! Kyaa!"

        "Congratulations, Cecilia!!"

        

        I don't know how many times I've said those congratulatory words today.

        

        Feeling overwhelmed with emotion, I pulled Cecilia's small body into a tight embrace.

        I stroked her back and nuzzled her face, sincerely blessing our cute wife who had accomplished something amazing.

        

        Twins, she said. Twins!

        A son and a daughter!

        

        The feeling of becoming a father to two children at once...!

        I feel like I could fly to the heavens right now.

        As if dancing on clouds, I embraced Cecilia with tears of happiness in my eyes.

        

        "Beastfolk fetuses grow quickly, you know~. And there are characteristic differences between the male and female babies. And also... hehe."

        "This is wonderful, Cecilia...! So wonderful..."

        "...mmm♥"

        

        I apologize to the doctor who was explaining earnestly, but her words weren't really registering.

        

        Cecilia purred contentedly and hugged me tightly in return.

        

        I was happy.

        Meeting Cecilia and living together all this time. Overcoming various trials and working hard together.

        It felt as though all of that had been leading up to this moment.

        

      

      
        "You're going to be busy from now on."

        

        The doctor spoke to us in a pleased voice.

        

        "Since there are no precedents for interspecies pregnancies, even though there have been testimonies that it's possible, there haven't been confirmed cases here... We'll need to run tests and do research. And you'll need to prepare to become parents for the children who will be born. Are you ready~?"

        "Yes. Of course...!"

        "We are!"

        "That's good. Fighting~~."

        

        The doctor's gentle smile made us smile in return.

        

        Tap tap.

        Writing something on what appeared to be a chart, the doctor continued:

        

        "Well then, um. Do you two have time today? If possible, I'd like to conduct some detailed examinations first."

        "Ah, yes. That's fine. I already contacted my workplace to let them know I'd be taking the day off."

        "Oh~?"

        

        Of course I had contacted the café beforehand in case something like this happened.

        

        Remembering my brother's words telling me to rest well, I nodded.

        The continued "Oh~" of admiration was a bit embarrassing.

        

        "I always think this, but you've found a wonderful husband, Miss Cecilia."

        "My husband is amazing, isn't he~?"

        

        The barrage of compliments that followed made me blush deeply and lower my head.

        The two women giggled at my reaction, and shortly after, we all stood up.

        

        "Well~ let's start with some basic physical examinations first! It might take a while, but I'll try to make it not boring~."

        "Yes!"

        "Thank you... Oh, doctor, are you coming with us?"

        "Hmm~. Since this is a valuable case. Of course, all the examining specialists are professionals, but I thought it might be better for you two mentally if I stayed by your side~."

        "Wow. Thank you, doctor~!"

        "Hehe. You're welcome, Miss Cecilia~. If you have any questions, feel free to ask anytime. That's why I'm coming along."

        

        Nodding, I took steady steps forward.

        We left the examination room and walked calmly to the testing area.

        

        I could feel my heart pounding.

        

        Twins.

        At that word that came like a blessing, I savored the gentle joy and bloomed with a smile on my face.

        

        It was truly a happy day.

        

        ***

        

        "My daughter~~! Congratulations~!!"

        "Awng! Mmm, ehehe~♬"

        

        In the comfortable living room of a home, two cats embraced each other warmly.

        Two tails swayed gently, and strong purring sounds resonated loudly.

        

        After finishing the examinations, we first went to Cecilia's parents' house.

        Now, Cecilia, who had just shared the news of the twin pregnancy, was being held and stroked by her mother.

        

        "Congratulations, son-in-law."

        "Ah, thank you, Father."

        

        Cecilia's father approached me as I watched the scene with contentment.

        

        He handed me a steaming hot cup of coffee.

        His eyes, saying he sincerely congratulated us, revealed genuine happiness.

        

        "It seems like just yesterday when you two met again after more than a decade and hugged each other with joy~..."

        

        Father said, plopping down on the sofa.

        Following him, I also sat down beside him as he lovingly gazed at his wife and daughter.

      

      
        

        "...Hehe. Grandchildren."

        "Are you happy?"

        "Of course. I adore our daughter who has grown into an adult, and when I think about how her children will be just as lovable... I can't contain my excitement."

        

        Father took a small sip of his coffee with a "hrrk" sound.

        

        His expression, which I glimpsed, was relatively calm... but should I say this is hereditary too?

        I couldn't help but smile at the cat tail that couldn't hide its joy, swaying back and forth.

        His happy appearance was quite adorable.

        

        "...Thank you, son-in-law, Eunhyuk."

        "Not at all."

        "Thank you for meeting our daughter. ...I always say this, but today especially."

        

        A gentle voice accompanied the fragrant coffee aroma, seeping into my ears.

        

        ...I always wonder how one gets used to such sincere expressions of gratitude.

        Feeling flowers blooming in my mind, I silently tilted my cup and took a sip of the fragrant coffee.

        

        It tasted warm.

        

        And after some time had passed...

        

        "Hmm?"

        "Oh."

        

        Ding-dong~ The doorbell rang.

        

        Tododo, Mother rushed to the door. Cecilia looked at the entrance curiously.

        Soon after reaching the entrance, Mother peered through the peephole to see who had come...

        And then opened the door with a bright smile.

        

        "Welcome~! We've been waiting for you!"

        "It's been a while~~. Have you been well, both of you~?"

        "Oh, Mom?!"

        "Mother-in-law!"

        

        Seeing the familiar face, I jumped up from my seat in surprise.

        

        My mother walked in, exchanging warm greetings with Cecilia's mother.

        My father followed quietly behind her.

        

        Well, I had called them earlier with the news, but they had apologized that they might not be able to come in person because they were busy...

        ...It seems they managed to work things out and rushed over.

        

        "Son!!"

        

        And upon seeing me standing in front of the sofa, my mother approached with steady steps.

        Before I could say anything, she came up to me and...

        

        "...Well done!"

        "Oof."

        

        She just patted my back firmly and said those words.

        

        The joy that couldn't be hidden was conveyed through my mother's hands as she continuously stroked me.

        Is this what they mean by understanding without words?

        Looking at my mother nodding at me, I could only nod back silently.

        

        "And~ our Cecilia too! Congratulations on the twins~!"

        "Hehe~. Thank you, Mother-in-law~!"

        "Congratulations, Cecilia."

        "Thank you too, Father-in-law!"

        

        A lively atmosphere spread throughout the room.

        

        What it means to those around you when you're having a child.

        It was a day when I could truly feel that.
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        *Hoo*. The breath I exhaled froze beautifully into white mist.

        

        A night with twinkling stars.

        Beautiful streets covered with a soft blanket of snow.

        

        I could feel curious glances pouring from all around, drawn to my swaying tail.

        Smiling proudly at all those gazes, I lovingly caressed my swollen belly as I walked with steady steps.

        

        Several months had already passed since I conceived my precious twin babies.

        

        Under Eunhyuk's attentive care, a year that felt both busy and comfortable had gone by...

        And now, with the second semester coming to an end, I carefully walked along the snow-covered streets with a crunching sound, enjoying my newfound free time.

        

        "...~♥"

        

        The muffler wrapped around my neck feels warm.

        Thanks to all the winter gear Eunhyuk had wrapped me in, worried I might get cold, I felt cozy despite the falling snow.

        

        Actually, Eunhyuk wanted to come along too.

        But since it was a short distance, a safe path... and because I felt like taking a brief walk alone today, I asked for his understanding and came out by myself.

        

        How handsome he looked as he wrapped the muffler around my neck, telling me to be careful.

        My heart swelled with indescribable joy at the tangible feeling of being loved.

        

        I'm happy.

        In the end, that's all there is to it.

        

        "Hehe..."

        

        Snow falling gently.

        People walking on the streets and a peaceful atmosphere.

        

        After walking along this familiar path for some time...

        —a familiar building caught my eye.

        

        Neat exterior walls. Bright light seeping through thick curtains.

        A door with rounded handwriting that read "Reserved for a private event today."

        

        The café where Eunhyuk and I work.

        Since it's nighttime... to be precise, it's now a bar, not a café.

        

        Without hesitation, I moved forward and grabbed the door handle.

        

        The door creaked open with a jingling sound of bells.

        Inside the familiar building, unusually bright lighting and a lively atmosphere welcomed me.

        

        "Oh, Cecilia!"

        

        Hyerim was the first to spot me.

        

        She greeted me warmly while drinking what appeared to be a cocktail.

        As more gazes and welcoming faces turned toward me, I smiled broadly and waved to my friends.

        

        "Hello everyone~~! It's been a while~."

        "Welcome! We've all been waiting."

        "Hmm?! *gulp* Cecilia~!"

        "Your belly has grown so much...!"

        "Welcome~."

        "We've been waiting for you, indeed!"

        

        I waved back to each warm greeting as I made my way toward the table.

        

        Light snacks spread across the table.

        Various colorful cocktail glasses placed in front of everyone, suggesting the gathering had just begun.

        

        The end of semester after completing a term.

        A party arranged to hang out with friends after a long time.

        

        The atmosphere already felt comfortable, perhaps because only familiar faces were gathered.

        

      

      
        I exchanged a quick glance with Eunhwan, who was busy moving around with a tray.

        As I caressed my now quite heavy belly and tried to sit down... I suddenly noticed one uniquely shaped chair.

        

        Something plush that looked more like a sofa than a chair.

        A chair for pregnant women.

        It was similar to one we had at home.

        

        "Ah, you can sit there~. I thought a regular chair might be a bit uncomfortable, indeed."

        "Wow.... Did you prepare this specially for me?"

        "Hehe. It was the boss's suggestion, indeed~. He said, 'She must be having a hard time being so pregnant, what could make her more comfortable?' while searching the internet, indeed."

        

        Eunhwan spoke playfully, mimicking the boss while pretending to swipe a tablet.

        Giggling at his antics, I slowly lowered myself onto the prepared chair.

        

        As expected of our boss~. His employee benefits are truly the best.

        I've missed many work days lately due to my condition, and he must have been concerned about that.

        He's always been someone I can't help but be grateful for.

        

        "That aside, I missed you, Cecilia~!"

        "Whoa?"

        

        Phil, who was sitting next to me, gently threw herself at me.

        

        Being careful not to put weight on me, she nuzzled her face against my shoulder.

        Happy to see my friend after so long and touched by her consideration, I smiled warmly and lightly stroked her beautiful blonde hair.

        

        "Ehehe. It's been a while, Phil~. First time since last summer? Have you been well?"

        "Not really.... I think I chose the wrong major. The, the assignments...."

        

        Phil mumbled with drooping ears.

        ...She seemed to be having a really hard time.

        

        Come to think of it, didn't she mention something about catching her professor's attention during some presentation?

        Her cute, whining "Hmm..." was pitiful yet, I must admit, a little amusing.

        She was like a puppy.

        

        "It's been a while since we've all gathered like this~. Since the end of last semester, right? How has everyone else been?"

        

        I asked while petting Phil.

        

        Hyerim, Sherry, Elya, and Eunhwan all showed different reactions to my question.

        

        Behind Hyerim & Eunhwan's bitter smiles and Sherry's grin, Elya, who had been slowly sipping her cocktail, opened her mouth with a gentle smile.

        

        "I'm doing fine at school~. ...Well..."

        "Hmm?"

        "...The guys keep clinging to me, so honestly, it's not easy..."

        """" Ah.... """"

        

        Four voices, including mine, responded simultaneously to Elya's words.

        

        Well, that's... yeah.

        ...Elya is, well, endowed.

        

        Pretty, great figure, and a relaxed demeanor.

        With a style that couldn't help but be popular, she was bound to be troubled by men.

        

        I'd seen countless guys confessing to her back in high school.

        And just as many times, I'd watched her reject them cleanly as if it were nothing.

        

        "Those damn drinks, drinks, drinks.... I'm so sick of them."

        

        Elya sighed, resting her chin on the table.

        

        Though she usually maintained an impenetrable distance from others, she occasionally showed this cute, grumbling side to us.

        Honestly, it wasn't bad at all to witness this vulnerable side of the succubus that every man in the world would love to see.

        

        Hyerim gently patted Elya, who was weakly swishing her demon tail.

        Next to Elya, Sherry spoke up.

        

      

      
        "I'm learning from Donggeon while attending school~. An intern? Is that what you'd call it?"

        "You've already started working?"

        "I'm still a trainee, but~ yeah. Everyone, if you ever need to exercise, come to where I am~. I'll teach you diligently."

        

        Sherry sucked her tangerine-colored drink through a straw and chuckled.

        Is it because I haven't seen her in a while? I felt like there was some kind of new composure in her characteristic reddish face.

        

        Come to think of it, those two have been living together for over two years now, similar to us...

        Until now, they've been enjoying their relationship without any significant news, but maybe...?

        

        "Hmm?"

        "Mmm, it's nothing~."

        

        I deflected Sherry's curious glance with a grin.

        

        Given Sherry's personality, she'd probably excitedly tell us if something had happened, so her silence meant one of two things.

        Either I was wrong.

        Or she's planning to keep it a secret for now~.

        

        Either way, I'll just wait until my friend brings it up herself.

        

        I looked forward to what might come.

        

        "The senior and I are the same as always. Training, practicing, studying tactics..."

        "Rest is important sometimes, indeed~. People collapse if they push too hard, indeed. Cecilia, what would you like to drink?"

        "Ah, hmm~. Can I have something without alcohol? Something refreshing."

        "Of course, indeed~. Order received!"

        

        Finally, there were tired-looking Hyerim and energetic Eunhwan...

        Those two were truly consistent.

        I couldn't help but giggle at how they remained unchanged, now as before.

        

        "Everyone's living so diligently~~."

        

        I murmured, leaning back in the plush chair.

        The clicking sound of Eunhwan's shaker felt pleasant.

        

        "How about you, Cecilia? Are you staying healthy?"

        "Hmm?"

        

        Phil, who was still cuddled against me, looked up and asked.

        With her curious gaze and everyone else's eyes turning toward my belly, I gently caressed it and spoke.

        

        "...They're growing healthily♪"

        "I see~."

        

        Smiles bloomed on everyone's faces at my words.

        

        Elya grinning broadly while resting her chin on the table.

        Eunhwan smiling brightly while touching his lips, Hyerim smiling calmly yet joyfully.

        

        Sherry looking at me with curiosity and a somewhat serious expression.

        Phil smiling like a child.

        

        My friends, my children.

        This moment with my precious people felt indescribably good.

        

        Actually, my body has been getting heavier, so I had considered suggesting we meet another time instead of today.

        I'm glad I came.

        A purring sound escaped me in my comfortable state.

        

        "Can I touch your belly just once, Cecilia?"

        "Hehe. Of course~."

        "Here~ Your non-alcoholic cocktail has arrived, indeed~."

        "Ah, thank you!"

        

        I sincerely hoped that our soon-to-be-born children would be at least as happy as I am.

        As I raised my glass with my friends, that was my heartfelt wish.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.235Side Story 8 - The Day of Reckoning Arrives

      
        "Eunhyuk, Eunhyuk! Come over here for a second."

        "Huh?"

        "Quickly~!"

        "Whaaaat~?"

        

        They say 'the children of beastkin grow quickly.'

        What I had only heard from others, I was now experiencing firsthand with all my might.

        

        It had been a little over eight months since Cecilia became pregnant with twins.

        

        Currently sitting on the sofa calling for me, Cecilia's belly was unmistakably full-term.

        The doctor had also solemnly warned us, "The babies will be born within the next week."

        

        By my calculations, she was about 34 weeks pregnant now?

        Considering that pregnancy typically lasts 40 weeks until delivery, this was quite a fast pace.

        Yet the tests showed no abnormalities in the babies, and they were growing healthy and strong... nature truly was amazing.

        

        "Yes, yes?"

        "Hehe. Feel my belly~."

        

        Plopping down beside me, Cecilia spoke.

        

        Following her guidance, I slowly placed my palm on her swollen belly and...

        

        "...Oh!"

        "Right? Right~~?"

        

        I felt a baby kick against Cecilia's belly with a little thump.

        

        "They're so healthy~. Hehe, I wonder if it was our son or daughter who kicked~~?"

        

        Cecilia stroked her belly with a face beaming with happiness.

        Her expression was so full of maternal love that she was every bit deserving of being called "mother." I smiled gently and held her hand tightly.

        

        Time really flies.

        It feels like just yesterday when I first met Cecilia, collapsed on the street, trembling with fear...

        

        Sharing meals together, sharing a bed.

        Becoming lovers, becoming spouses.

        ...And now, expecting children.

        

        To think that the once-fearful Cecilia would soon be the mother of two children.

        

        She who used to be frightened by the smallest things was now stroking her belly, looking forward to a future she had never experienced before.

        

        How could I express this feeling?

        I couldn't help but smile.

        

        "Hmm?"

        "Mmm. It's nothing."

        

        Cecilia tilted her head curiously as she caught my gaze.

        I smiled at her as if it was nothing special, while gently stroking her beautiful silver hair with my other hand.

        

        "...~♥"

        

        A pleasant purring sound tickled my ears.

        

        Cecilia closed her eyes gently, purring and enjoying the petting.

        Her gently swaying tail was adorable.

        

        "You're cute."

        "~♬"

        "Can I hug you?"

        

        At my gentle question, Cecilia opened her eyes.

        

        She gazed at me intently with her sky-blue eyes filled with mirth.

        Then, placing a finger on her cheek, she playfully said, "Hmm~~." and then...

        

        "...Okay~♥"

        

        She leaned her head against me with a soft thump and purred.

        Even with motherhood just around the corner, her affectionate nature hadn't disappeared. Her natural cuteness made me smile.

        

        "Mmm..."

        "~♥"

        

        I hugged Cecilia gently from the side, careful not to put pressure on her belly.

        

        The heartbeat transmitted to me.

        Her warm body temperature felt good.

        

        "...Aren't you anxious?"

        "Hmm~ A little?"

      

      
        "...Really?"

        "But it's okay. Because Eunhyuk is by my side."

        "..."

        

        How does she say such sweet things?

        ...How can she be so lovable?

        

        I felt her cat tail peeking up, playfully caressing my hand.

        Chuckling at the ticklish sensation, I gave Cecilia one last tight hug before releasing her.

        

        "Shall I start preparing breakfast? Our Cecilia~ is there anything you'd like to eat~?"

        "Hmm~~ Tofu? With soy sauce seasoning on top!"

        "Okay~. Leave it to me."

        

        After stroking my lovely wife a couple more times, I got up.

        

        Today's breakfast: tofu with seasoned soy sauce.

        Fortunately, I had some ingredients I'd bought earlier, so there was no need to worry.

        

        I took out the ingredients and cutting board.

        Chop, chop, I lightly sliced the tofu and continued preparing breakfast...

        

        "...♥ My husband is so cool~♬"

        

        I couldn't help but smile at the voice coming from behind me.

        

        I gave her a thumbs-up over my shoulder and continued cooking.

        As always, I was thinking about how to make it delicious for Cecilia and how to make it healthy.

        

        The warmth of Cecilia's gaze from behind me was comforting.

        It was another peaceful day.

        

        ***

        

        And then came lunchtime.

        

        "Oh, welcome~..."

        "Mother~! How have you been~?"

        "Yes, yes, my dear daughter-in-law~. How have you been~?"

        

        ...An unexpected visitor.

        

        My mother, who came without calling first.

        I bowed my head with a wry smile as she immediately looked for her daughter-in-law upon entering.

        

        "My, your belly has grown so much~. Are you doing alright? Any discomfort?"

        "Yes~. Eunhyuk has been taking extremely good care of me since I got pregnant~. He's even taking next semester off... These days I'm just resting comfortably at home."

        "That's good~. My son is doing well~! If a pregnant wife can say such things, that says it all. I'm proud of you, my son!"

        "Ahaha..."

        

        I didn't know how to react to this sudden shower of praise.

        As I slightly lowered my head in embarrassment, my mother laughed heartily and handed me something.

        

        "Here, take this, son."

        "Ah, yes, yes. ...Whoa, heavy...! What's all this?"

        "Side dishes. Seaweed stems, stir-fried anchovies... I made various things and brought them."

        

        Looking inside the paper bag she handed me, I saw numerous containers of side dishes.

        

        ...When did she find time to make all this?

        Moreover, they were all foods good for pregnant women.

        It must have been quite troublesome for her. I was truly grateful.

        

        "When did you make all this... Thank you, Mom."

        "Oh, please. I couldn't let my adorable daughter-in-law go hungry just because I'm a bit lazy."

        "No, I can cook too, Mom..."

        "Pfft, ahaha~!"

        

        Cecilia chuckled at the comedic exchange between my mother and me.

        

        My mother and I both shrugged our shoulders at her reaction.

        We hadn't particularly aimed for it, but making Cecilia laugh felt good.

        

        "Well, anyway! Since I'm here after a long time, I should do my parental duty~... Let's see, are there any dishes left to wash~?"

        "Oh, you really don't have to..."

        "Come on~. At times like this, you just say 'thank you' and let me handle it, son~. What's family for?"

        

        With a wink that didn't match her age, my mother walked proudly into the kitchen.

        ...It really seemed like I would never be able to win against my mother, no matter how old I got.

        Smiling, I obediently sat down on the sofa with Cecilia.

        

        "Let's see~. What's this, not much at all."

        "There should only be the lunch dishes. We usually wash them right away..."

        "My son is so diligent~."

        

      

      
        The sound of running water echoed through the house.

        

        Amidst the soft, scrubbing sounds, my mother continued the conversation gently.

        

        "By the way, when is the due date? It's soon, right?"

        "Ah, yes, yes. The doctor said it would be within this week."

        "...Why is the doctor being so vague?"

        "Umm... Well, there's not much proper data on half-breed births, not just domestically but anywhere, so it's hard to calculate accurately..."

        "Ah~. That's right. I suppose that makes sense."

        

        It had been three years since beastkin and other non-human races came to this world.

        Naturally, as they were people too, it wasn't uncommon for them to form relationships in this strange land, and the number of children born since then was already in the triple digits...

        

        "Basically, it's hard to get pregnant when the species are different~."

        

        Cecilia was right.

        I nodded my head while sitting on the sofa.

        

        It's difficult for different species to conceive children.

        It varies depending on which species are involved... but generally, the success rate drops to less than half the average of the two species, and in some cases, it can be less than 1%.

        

        Additionally, though it's not our place to say, species differences aren't easy to overcome in the first place.

        

        There aren't many inter-species relationships to begin with, and the pregnancy rate is low.

        No wonder half-breeds were rare.

        

        "The doctor said we're the first in the country~. Hehe. I'm a bit worried about our son and daughter becoming too famous~..."

        

        Cecilia said, swaying her body from side to side as if sleepy.

        

        Well, being the first of anything naturally makes you famous...

        Especially as the first child born between existing humans and otherworlders, it was a monumental event.

        

        Surely all kinds of media would flock to cover the story.

        Ms. Heewon said she would help keep them at bay, but it was still nerve-wracking.

        

        "You two have it tough~."

        "Oh~ What hardship~~. For our lovely children, we should be willing to endure that much... Right, Eunhyuk~?"

        "Yeah. That's right. But are you okay, Cecilia? You look tired."

        "Hmm~...?"

        

        Cecilia tilted her head dreamily at my words.

        ...Looking closely, she didn't seem to be doing well.

        

        Beads of sweat had formed on her forehead, and her breathing was slightly labored.

        Above all, her hands hadn't left her belly for a while, which meant...

        

        "Cecilia?"

        "Dear?"

        "...Ugh."

        

        Me, asking worriedly.

        My mother, stopping the dishes to ask.

        

        Before our concerned gazes, Cecilia exhaled painfully a few times, and then.

        

        "Ack...!"

        "Cecil...—!"

        

        With that, she collapsed sideways with a voice full of pain.

        

        Her complexion was blue. Pale.

        Her tightly scrunched face conveyed an unimaginable pain.

        

        "M-Mom! Cecilia is...!"

        "Don't panic, help her up, son! We need to rush to the hospital...!"

        "What? Sh-should we call an ambulance...?"

        "At this distance, my car is faster than an ambulance! But make the call anyway. And call Cecilia's parents too. Hurry, support her first!"

        "Yes, yes!!"

        

        I supported Cecilia's weakened body and began to move.

        

        Even as she struggled to breathe, Cecilia held my hand tightly.

        Even while letting out painful groans, she said through gritted teeth:

        

        "...I'll... be... strong..."

        

        I nodded at those words and quickly moved forward.

        

        About 3 years since we met.

        About 2.5 years since we married.

        

        The longest day of our lives was about to begin.
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        Could a car really go this fast?

        

        Inside the car racing at a dizzying speed, I kept wiping Cecilia's sweat while trying to calm my rising tension.

        

        "Ugh..."

        

        Her complexion was pale.

        Her breathing was rough, and only pitiful moans escaped through her tightly clenched teeth.

        Her cat tail, which usually swayed energetically, was now curled behind her back.

        

        All I could do was hold my wife's hand and wipe away the cold sweat streaming down her body.

        Though I knew there was nothing else I could do, it was unbearably frustrating not being able to ease her pain in this moment.

        

        "You're doing great, just hang on a little longer, sweetheart... We're almost there."

        

        At my mother's tense voice from the driver's seat, I gritted my teeth as well.

        

        Just a few more minutes until we reached the hospital.

        We had already explained the situation over the phone, so the doctor was likely waiting at the entrance by now.

        

        "Huff, ugh... Hehe, this isn't as easy as I thought..."

        "...I'll stay right beside you, Cecilia. Hold my hand tight."

        "Mmm... Doesn't it hurt, Eunhyuk? Your hand... the blood must be cut off..."

        

        Cecilia asked, checking my expression with her fragile voice.

        Wondering why the person in the most pain would worry about me, I silently shook my head and gently fixed her sweat-soaked hair.

        

        Of course, Cecilia's hand was currently gripping mine with all her might.

        Her tendons were bulging, and her knuckles had turned white. Yet she was still trembling, making it impossible to imagine how much pain she was enduring.

        

        Sure, it hurt being held with such force.

        But Cecilia was in far more pain than I was.

        

        What was a little pain if it could provide even the slightest support for my wife?

        

        "...Will everything be okay?"

        "It will be. I guarantee it."

        

        I answered firmly to Cecilia's anxious question.

        

        A half-breed giving birth—unprecedented in this world. Limited data.

        But to compensate for that, the best facilities and medical staff had been assembled.

        

        Led by the doctor we'd met several times during examinations, all the gathered specialists were renowned experts in their fields.

        

        And above all, I was by Cecilia's side.

        So everything would be fine—I encouraged myself while firmly holding Cecilia's hand with both of mine.

        

        "It's okay. It's going to be fine, for sure."

        "...How strange."

        "Hm?"

        

        Cecilia exhaled roughly, cold sweat running down her face.

        Despite her pitiful appearance, she managed a slight smile and spoke in a near whisper.

        

        "...When you say it... I really believe it will be..."

        "It really will be. Absolutely. Do you trust me, Cecilia?"

        "...Yes...♥"

        "We've arrived, kids. Get ready."

        

        With a screech of tires, the car stopped its rush.

        After withstanding the heavy inertia, I turned my head toward the window and saw several people hurrying toward us.

        

        Now the real challenge would begin.

        

        ***

        

        "Son-in-law!"

        "Father-in-law."

        

        I quickly stood up when I spotted my father-in-law running over in a hurry.

        

        In the hospital corridor, a mix of cleanliness and complexity.

        Time spent waiting after completing the admission procedures.

        

        Seeing my father-in-law gasping for breath with his hands on his knees, indescribable emotions welled up inside me.

        I barely managed to suppress them with a deep breath and walked steadily toward him as he caught his breath.

        

        "..."

        "Huff, huff... Cecilia. How's my daughter?"

        

        He grabbed my shoulder with a thud as he asked.

        In response, I silently pointed to the hospital room where I had been waiting.

        

        Cecilia had entered the room, suppressing endless pain.

        But as I'd mentioned several times, since there was no precedent for a half-breed giving birth, we couldn't predict the situation yet.

        

        "...I see."

        

        Perhaps he sensed something from my expression.

        The warmth from his hand patting my back was comforting.

        

        "She'll be fine. You know better than anyone how strong our daughter is."

        "...Yes."

        "Don't be so anxious. It doesn't suit a man."

        

      

      
        ...Says the one with a face full of worry. He really has a way with words.

        

        I nodded, letting out a sigh.

        But he was right. I needed to stay strong.

        

        My mother-in-law and my father arrived a beat later, followed by my mother who had finished parking.

        The five of us were quietly conversing while waiting when the hospital room door creaked open, and the familiar doctor appeared.

        

        "...Doctor."

        "It's been three days, Eunhyuk. Are the rest of you Cecilia's guardians?"

        

        Everyone gathered nodded at her professional voice.

        The doctor nodded back and continued in a calm, measured tone.

        

        "Please come in. I'll explain inside."

        

        I took a deep breath and nodded again.

        The other family members did the same, and we quietly followed the doctor into the room.

        

        Inside, I saw Cecilia lying weakly on the hospital bed.

        Her face was covered in cold sweat, still contorted with pain.

        My hand clenched at the pitiful sight.

        

        "...Ah. Eunhyuk..."

        "...Are you okay, Cecilia?"

        

        I asked carefully as I sat in the chair beside the bed.

        

        In response to my question, Cecilia tilted her head slightly.

        Perhaps she wasn't sure herself.

        Understandable, really.

        

        I slowly reached out and firmly held Cecilia's hand.

        After a moment, the doctor began to speak.

        

        "We've administered some anesthesia for the severe pain, and she's currently stable. We expect labor to begin in earnest within the next few hours, and if you wish, you can stay by the mother's side..."

        "More importantly."

        

        I apologize to the doctor, but I interrupted.

        Of course, those explanations were important, but... there was something else that mattered more to us right now.

        

        "..."

        

        But when I tried to ask, the words wouldn't come out.

        

        The doctor seemed to read my intention as I bit my lip and looked up at her.

        She nodded gently and continued.

        

        "We are professionals."

        

        Confidently without arrogance, calmly.

        The female doctor smiled faintly, stating only facts.

        

        "Twins, different species, half-breeds, unprecedented cases. None of these will be a problem. Please trust us."

        

        Yes.

        That's what I wanted to hear.

        

        As I nodded at her confident declaration, sighs of relief erupted from around me.

        Everyone must have been thinking the same thing.

        I couldn't help but smile at the identical reactions of the four people.

        

        "...I'll be by your side during delivery. That's okay, right, Cecilia?"

        "It's fine... but won't it be unsightly...?"

        "How could my wife ever look unsightly? You're always beautiful."

        

        I answered with a smile, fiddling with her small hand.

        

        Of course, I know.

        Many people who stay beside their partners during childbirth end up traumatized by the sight.

        

        But I've prepared myself and made up my mind.

        Above all, if I can't be by my wife's side at a time like this, I don't think I could ever face myself proudly again.

        

        "...Geez. You're so stubborn..."

        

        Cecilia smiled weakly.

        I silently stroked her hair, nodding slowly as I held back the surge of emotions.

        

        It wouldn't be long now.

        

        ***

        

        "Haaah—...!! Ugh, ngh...!!"

        "Just a little more, ma'am! Now, take another deep breath...!"

        "Hnngh...!!!"

        

        Crushing pain transmitted through the hand I was holding tightly.

        

        Cecilia was giving it her all, literally.

        Sweat poured profusely, and her once silk-like skin had turned bright red.

        

        This was childbirth.

        The most dignified creation of life, accompanied by the most terribly excruciating pain.

        

        "Huff.... Ungh, unngh...."

      

      
        "I'm here, Cecilia. I'm holding your hand..."

        

        I responded without hesitation to her weak voice calling for me.

        

        I continuously massaged my wife's trembling hand with both of mine.

        To make her aware of my presence.

        To let her know that I, her husband, was by her side.

        

        "Just a little more, ma'am!! We're almost there!"

        "Hnng...!!"

        

        How many times had I told her to hang in there?

        

        "The head is out! Just a bit more!!"

        "Ugh, uh...!!"

        

        How many times had I told her she could do it?

        

        My voice was about to go hoarse from the countless words of encouragement.

        

        I prayed continuously that there would be no problems, that both Cecilia and the baby would be healthy.

        As I watched Cecilia enduring the pain, I prayed without ceasing—

        

        And then, finally.

        

        "It's a boy!"

        

        Waaah—!! A cry rang out.

        Why did tears well up in my eyes at that sound?

        

        "Would you like to hold him, father?"

        "Yes, yes..."

        

        Our son, whom I held following the nurse's guidance, was indescribably beautiful.

        Lovable and warm.

        

        Tears flowed.

        He was just, just so incredibly lovable.

        

        "The princess is out!!"

        

        And then another Waaah—!! cry followed.

        

        ...Ah, how could they be so lovable?

        How could such a tiny child be so adorable?

        

        "Would you like to hold her, ma'am?"

        "Cecilia, can you hold her...?"

        

        Cecilia, still gasping for breath, rolled her eyes slightly.

        Then slowly extending both hands... our daughter was placed in her arms.

        

        "Waaah—! Waaah—!!"

        "...Baby..."

        

        A smile bloomed on Cecilia's face, which had been contorted with pain.

        Indescribable emotions welled up at that sight, and I endlessly shed tears as I held our son in one arm while embracing her head with the other.

        

        "You did well, Cecilia... Really, really..."

        "Hehehe... Our babies are so cute..."

        

        Slowly, slowly.

        Cecilia's outstretched finger gently caressed our son's cheek.

        

        "...'Mel'."

        

        And then, to our daughter.

        

        "...'Lisa'."

        

        Mel and Lisa.

        The names of our lovely twins who had come to us.

        

        Cecilia, who had come to this world from a distant place.

        Now, at last, proof that she had officially settled in this world.

        

        "...Thank you for helping me, Eunhyuk..."

        "What did I... I didn't do anything."

        "Still, thank you... for being beside me, for encouraging me... mm, for everything..."

        

        Tears kept flowing.

        What should I do? Cecilia was the one in pain.

        Yet my overflowing tears wouldn't stop.

        

        "...I love you, little ones..."

        "...Let's raise them well and happily. Together."

        "Yes...♥"

        

        Just for today, may all blessings come here.

        Praying thus, I shed tears endlessly.

        

        From now on, let's work hard together as parents.

        

        I love you, Cecilia.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.237Side Story 8 - Cute, Lovable, and Precious Twins

      
        The news that the first half-breed with a different species had been born in the country spread far and wide through various public opinions.

        

        It seems our couple had garnered more attention than we had thought.

        When even Ms. Hee-won was grinding her teeth saying, "Just where did this leak from...!" what more needs to be said?

        

        Fortunately, we didn't have reporters chasing us to our doorstep.

        That was partly thanks to the support of Ms. Hee-won, who returned home grinding her teeth, but more importantly because the hospital strictly maintained confidentiality about our information.

        

        As the doctor told me with a smile when we were about to be discharged, "These are precious children and their parents. We can't have them stressed right after childbirth."

        

        I remember how he kept smiling for days after the delivery.

        For all his confident declarations before the birth that there would be no problems, it seems he was quite tense himself... He appeared quite proud of having successfully delivered a half-breed with his own hands.

        

        Anyway, after Cecilia completed her postpartum recovery, our family returned home.

        

        Daily life with our adorable twin children.

        How does it feel, you ask...?

        

        "Kyaa♥ So cute~~!"

        "Mel~! Our cute grandson! Can you say 'Grandma~'? Say 'Grandma~'."

        

        ...Well, to put it politely, it was the best.

        

        Our son Mel, dressed in new children's clothes that Mom bought, sitting properly in the middle of the living room.

        I chuckled as I watched my wife and mother crouching down and cooing in front of him.

        

        Mel staring blankly at the two of them is cute, and the two of them finding Mel cute is also cute.

        Three cute things. My head was filled with happiness.

        

        "...Oo."

        "Yes, yes~? What is it, my son~?"

        "Babu, aoo?"

        "" Kyaa~! ""

        

        Well, I was glad they looked happy.

        

        "Aoo...."

        "Hmm? What's wrong, my daughter~?"

        

        At that moment, my daughter Lisa, who was in my arms, wiggled her tiny arms.

        Nestled snugly in my arms, she stretched her hands toward Cecilia.

        "Aoo, ooa..." As she continued her baby talk, I chuckled and moved toward them.

        

        "Cecilia~. Our daughter wants to see her mom?"

        "Oh~? Oh my, oh my~ What's wrong, my daughter~? Arrr~ Peek-a-boo~!"

        

        Lisa's face bloomed with a smile at Cecilia's natural playfulness.

        The child's unique giggling laughter spread smiles across everyone's faces.

        

        "Aww~~ So cute~!"

        "How can a child be this cute~. Is it because they're our daughter-in-law's children~?"

        "Oh come on~ It's because Eun-hyuk is handsome!"

        "Hmm~ That's a bit hard to agree with~?"

        

        Excuse me, Mother?

        

        "Ahahahaha~!"

        

        Cecilia's face also bloomed with laughter at my mother's joke-like comment.

        

        She happily beamed as she embraced Mel, who had crawled over to her.

        Maybe it was just the biased view of a husband in love... but she looked exceptionally beautiful, and affection welled up inside me.

        

        "But it's really fascinating...."

        "Pardon?"

        "Hmm? What is, Mom?"

        "That you two had children together. Usually different species can't have children, right?"

      

      
        "" Ah~~. ""

        

        My mother's perfectly reasonable question made Cecilia and I nod in agreement.

        

        Well, everyone knows that rabbits and dogs can't have children together, even without studying science.

        I know this because Cecilia has explained it to me several times... but from my mother's perspective, it might be hard to understand.

        

        "Hmm~ How should I put this? We're called 'different species,' but actually we're more like 'subspecies.' It's like we're the same species but distant relatives with different characteristics?"

        

        Cecilia explained while happily looking at Mel, who was quietly nestled in her arms.

        

        Yes, as she said, "different species" aren't literally different species.

        They just appear that way due to pronounced characteristic differences... but they're actually the same species.

        

        Just as a retriever and a poodle can have puppies together even though rabbits and dogs can't have offspring, beastfolk and cat-folk can also have children together.

        

        "The genetics in this world seem to work a bit differently from what's known in science~... I had so many debates with my biology teacher in high school because of that. Ugh."

        "Ah, I see...."

        

        My mother approached slowly and carefully reached out her hand toward Mel.

        

        Mel stared at the hand coming toward him without showing any resistance....

        When she stroked his deep blue cat tail, his ears twitched slightly and fluttered.

        

        Both of our half-beastfolk children, born between Cecilia and me, were born with ears and tails that looked exactly like Cecilia's.

        

        Cecilia said that even half-breeds generally inherit the ears and tail from the beastfolk parent.

        I still vividly remember the obstetrician's blank expression when he asked "...Why?"

        

        So, out of our family of four, I was the only one without ears and a tail... but that didn't particularly bother me.

        

        What's the big deal about ears and tails?

        We're all the same people, and they're our precious son and daughter.

        

        And instead of tails, or perhaps in addition to them, both children resembled me more than Cecilia in appearance.

        

        Mel with his deep blue color.

        Lisa with her light brown color.

        

        They would surely both grow up to be beautiful.

        

        Looking at their lovable appearance, I couldn't help but chuckle again as I looked down at Lisa in my arms.

        

        I was happy.

        

        "Uuu...."

        "Hmm?"

        "Uu, waaah...! Waah!"

        "Eek."

        

        When Lisa started whimpering in my arms, I nervously patted her back.

        

        "Why so suddenly~. There, there, my daughter~~?"

        "Is she hungry? Our daughter~ Do you want to eat~?"

        

        I handed Lisa over to Cecilia, who was reaching out, and took Mel instead.

        

        "Mmph...."

        

        Cecilia moved aside her ample nursing clothes to expose her breast and let Lisa latch on.

        Lisa immediately stopped crying and began suckling the breast milk with little sounds, which naturally brought a smile to my face.

        

        She was so adorable, just like her mother.

        Truly lovable.

        

        "Aww~ So cute♬ Is mommy's milk that tasty~?"

        "She's so relaxed~.... Your sister is really cute, isn't she, Mel?"

      

      
        

        I playfully spoke to Mel, who was looking up at me intently from my arms.

        

        While Lisa had a clingy personality, this son of mine was so mature.

        He rarely whined, to the point where I wondered if he might suddenly start speaking fluently one day.

        

        "Sometimes I think you're on your second playthrough of life~."

        "Babu?"

        "Hehe, just kidding~. You need to get along well with your twin, okay?"

        "Aoo!"

        "Haueu?"

        

        Mel answered energetically.

        At the same time, Lisa made a curious sound as she detached from the breast.

        

        At the coincidentally perfect timing, both Cecilia and I burst into laughter.

        

        Do twins really have some kind of connection?

        Even though they were babies who couldn't even talk yet, they sometimes seemed to be conversing with each other like this, which was so fascinating and cute that I couldn't help but laugh whenever I saw it.

        

        "Thinking about how these tiny ones will grow up and go to school someday really makes my heart flutter."

        "Ah, yes! Really. I wonder if they'll adjust well at school~ if they'll make friends well~...."

        "...You two just had babies and your imaginations are running wild. They're not even a year old yet, you silly things."

        

        At my mother's interjection, both Cecilia and I gave awkward smiles.

        

        A moment later, Cecilia finished nursing and put her clothes back on.

        As she patted Lisa's back for burping, my mother suddenly asked her:

        

        "By the way, what are you going to do about college?"

        "Ah~ I'm thinking of taking another semester off. I want to spend a year taking care of Lisa and Mel, and then, well... if possible, I'd like to attend with the children, but I'm not sure. I'll probably need to talk with the professors about it."

        

        Cecilia answered with a sheepish laugh.

        My mother looked concerned at her somewhat uncertain answer, but as I patted my son in my arms, I spoke to Cecilia.

        

        "If you can't take them with you, I'll look after them while you're at school. We could spend time near the university as a walk~ or I could take care of them at home~. There are plenty of options."

        "But, Eun-hyuk, you have to work."

        "Oh, I can take it easy for a while. We have savings, and I'm sure my boss will understand that much."

        

        Thanks to various connections and subsidies for mixed-species university enrollment, we had ample savings.

        For my wife and my children, I was more than willing to take some time off work to look after them.

        

        We're a married couple.

        Being married means living by helping each other.

        

        "...♥"

        "The honey is just dripping, I swear."

        

        Cecilia's touched expression and my mother's playful comment made me smile bashfully.

        

        It was awkward and embarrassing.

        But it wasn't a bad feeling at all.

        

        "Still, I think you two will do just fine."

        

        I nodded proudly at my mother's words.

        Following my movement, Lisa also nodded, and Mel looked up at me intently, clenching his tiny fist.

        

        Adorable children.

        Lovely wife.

        

        We'll all live happily together as a family.

        I silently reaffirmed to myself.

        

        Today was another happy day.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.238Side Story 8.5 - Familiar Friends and Little Ones

      
        Several months had passed since Mel and Lisa were born.

        

        The saying that children grow up quickly seemed to be true after all.

        The newborns who once only giggled in their parents' arms had already grown enough to crawl quickly around the house.

        

        They would move around, pulling things or dropping them.

        How adorable it was when they occasionally crawled over to where mom and dad were and babbled, "Abubu."

        I couldn't help but grin widely, enough to make Jaeseop hyung take a step back with a wry smile when he visited our home after a long time.

        

        Anyway, as the number of feedings gradually decreased, the burden on Cecilia also lessened somewhat...

        

        On a public holiday.

        A day when I was also taking a break from the café.

        

        "Excuse us~!"

        "How have you been, Cecilia~?"

        "Hello, hello~. It's been a while, oppa♪"

        "Hello~..."

        "Welcome, everyone~~!"

        "Babu!"

        

        Cecilia's friends came to our house to see our twins.

        

        Greeting the commotion arriving at our entrance, Cecilia wagged her tail happily with a bright smile.

        In her arms, Mel waved his hand energetically, while Lisa, sitting on the sofa, stared curiously at the new visitors.

        

        "Yes, my daughter~. There are a lot of new people, aren't there?"

        "Awu?"

        

        I gently picked up my daughter and smiled softly.

        

        Four college students were already beaming with excitement at the cuteness as they took off their shoes and entered.

        I smiled quietly at the sight of my daughter perking up her ears cautiously in response.

        

        It seemed like today would be another lively day.

        

        ***

        

        "Oh, so cute~~!"

        "Won't you call me noona just once, Mel? Hmm~?"

        

        Well, it was as expected, I suppose.

        

        Our son Mel was sitting quietly in the middle of the living room, surrounded by female college students excitedly speaking in baby talk.

        It almost seemed like their ages were reversed, but then again, I probably acted the same way with our son and daughter...

        ...I could somewhat understand why hyung had backed away when he visited before.

        

        Still, it was a pleasant sight to see.

        It wasn't a bad feeling to see our son being loved; it was all good.

        

        "See~. Isn't our son cute~~!"

        "Yes, yes! Aww~ He's really adorable. Look at those chubby cheeks..."

        "I couldn't imagine what Cecilia's child would be like when I just heard about it... He's so well-behaved. Hehe, so cute♬"

        

        Phil and Hyerim took turns expressing their delight at my wife's proud declaration.

        

        Our son calmly wagged his tail and tilted his head at their reactions.

        That small gesture seemed to trigger their maternal instincts, causing another round of ""Kyaa~!"" to spread through the room.

        

        It was truly adorable.

        Though I won't specify which side I'm referring to.

        

        "With all these unnies here, maybe our daughter might... Ah~ I see. Are you shy~?"

        

        Meanwhile, in a different corner from the lively atmosphere, our daughter Lisa was tightly clinging to me, shaking her head.

        

        It seemed our daughter really didn't care for such boisterous environments.

        She wasn't exactly on the verge of tears, but her light brown eyes sparkled with a "Dad, this is a bit..." kind of feeling.

      

      
        

        I wonder who she takes after.

        Still, she was cute nonetheless.

        

        As I patted Lisa's back with a smile, someone quietly approached me.

        

        "May I sit next to you, oppa?"

        "Ah, it's been a while, Elya. How have you been?"

        "So-so~."

        

        It was Elya, one of Cecilia's friends with whom I was relatively familiar.

        

        Elya gracefully sat down on the sofa, swaying her distinctive long black tail.

        Resting her chin on her hand, she gazed contentedly at the group still squealing around Mel and spoke in a warm voice.

        

        "It's nice to see. The child is cute and lovely, and Cecilia is cute too."

        "Indeed."

        "It feels like just yesterday we were chatting at the café about magic or different races. Giving Cecilia tips here and there, offering relationship advice..."

        "...I was really grateful for that, truly. Thanks to you, things turned out well like this."

        "Oh, it was nothing~. I did it because I enjoyed seeing it too. Anyway, to think that the two people I counseled so much would get married and even have children~ Living this long, I get to witness such touching scenes."

        

        Elya spoke with a relaxed expression and a light smile.

        From the corner of her eye, I could see Sheri carefully holding Mel in her arms.

        

        Our son was playing with the unnies, babbling away comfortably.

        Looking at Elya watching that scene, I suddenly became curious and asked.

        

        "...By the way, how old are you actually, Elya?"

        "You shouldn't ask a woman her age, oppa~~. Anyway, isn't our princess going to play with us~?"

        

        The succubus with a maximum lifespan of 400 years naturally evaded the age question and turned to look at Lisa.

        I chuckled at her response and spoke.

        

        "Our daughter is a bit shy... When she's with family or when oppa is nearby, she babbles and acts cute, but whenever someone else comes to the house, she just wants to cling like this."

        "I see~..."

        

        Elya nodded in understanding as she watched Lisa, who was still in my arms, occasionally peeking at the situation outside.

        

        Regardless, our daughter Lisa continued to slowly wag her tail.

        She was still quite the contrast to Mel.

        It was amazing how twins could have such different personalities.

        

        "But she shouldn't grow up too shy~... Hey, little one. Would you like to play with unnie? Hmm~?"

        "Come on~ Lisa~ Do you want to play with unnie's tail~?"

        

        Elya swayed her heart-shaped demon tail, characteristic of succubi.

        

        It was certainly a good idea, but unfortunately, she wasn't the first person to try to tempt Lisa with toys at our house.

        Specifically, there had been about four people: Jaeseop hyung, Hiwon-ssi, Eunhwan, and the manager.

        

        Since Lisa herself had a tail, and Cecilia also had one, she hadn't shown much interest in such toys or tails.

        

        "Oh~?"

        "Huh?"

        

        ...Or so I thought.

        

        Both Elya and I flinched in surprise when we saw Lisa cautiously reaching out toward Elya's tail.

        

        Lisa then curiously grabbed Elya's tail and began examining it from different angles.

        As Elya moved her tail slightly in response, Lisa, like a true cat, followed it around, gradually becoming more active, and then...

        

        "Kyahee! Heaa~~?"

        ""!""

        

        She let out an adorable laugh with a bright, happy expression.

        

        This was a first.

      

      
        Our daughter showing such a positive reaction to someone outside our family!

        

        "...Come here~?"

        

        After a moment of hesitation, Elya extended both hands toward Lisa.

        Lisa looked at Elya's hands, tilted her head slightly, and then glanced up at my face as if checking my reaction...

        

        "Wuah!"

        ""!!""

        

        She slowly moved into Elya's arms and snuggled against her.

        

        "Oh, oppa! Lisa...!"

        

        Elya turned to me with a trembling, moved expression.

        I nodded at her with a warm smile.

        

        "Congratulations, Elya. You're the first visitor our daughter has taken a liking to."

        "...!!"

        "Kyaeu~♪ Buah?"

        

        I could see Elya's hands moving carefully, afraid of hurting the small child.

        

        The cat tail and demon tail swayed happily together as if they were a pair.

        It was quite a pleasant sight. Yes.

        

        "Ah~!"

        

        A voice from the center of the living room made both Elya and me flinch.

        

        I saw three college students with their mouths agape, pointing in our direction.

        Hyerim with slightly widened eyes, Phil and Sheri looking over with great surprise.

        Finally, Cecilia holding Mel and covering her mouth as she looked our way.

        

        I could see delight in Cecilia's expression and envy in the other three.

        Before Elya or I could say anything, the three approached us stealthily and spoke first.

        

        "She's hugging Lisa?! H-how...?"

        "How did you win over the child, you succubus!"

        "Hey, someone might misunderstand if they hear that~. Lisa just liked my tail. So it happened naturally?"

        """ Tail... """

        

        At those words, Phil (elf), Hyerim (human), and Sheri (tailless demon) each looked back at their own behinds.

        Come to think of it, none of them had tails.

        I couldn't help but chuckle at the unintentionally funny scene.

        

        "Ugh... I'm jealous!"

        "I want a tail too..."

        "Lisa~ Won't you play with unnies? Ah."

        "Huu!"

        

        Perhaps the bustling atmosphere was too much for her.

        Lisa emerged from Elya's arms and crawled back to snuggle in my embrace, purring contentedly.

        

        Did this mean that daddy was still the best after all?

        I smiled with happiness.

        

        "...But that's also."

        "In its own way."

        "Cute... yes."

        "Our daughter is so cute~~♥"

        "Babu!"

        

        Laughter arose, and happiness welled up.

        

        Well, sometimes this kind of commotion isn't so bad.

        It was a joyful day that made me think so.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.239Side Story 8.5 - The Reason to Keep Going No Matter How Hard It Gets

      
        "Are the kids asleep?"

        "Yeah, just now."

        

        Transparent sunlight poured through the window in a vibrant hue.

        

        A gentle breeze tickled my cheeks.

        The warmth caressing my fingertips and the aroma of coffee.

        

        "You worked hard, Cecilia."

        "Mmm...."

        

        With a deliberately tired expression, Cecilia perched herself on the chair at the table.

        

        I could see her slightly drooping cat ears and her silver-white tail swaying languidly.

        Reaching out, I patted her head gently, then quietly pushed one of the cups I had prepared toward her.

        

        "I made you a cup. Lots of milk, nice and smooth."

        "Thanks, Eunhyuk.... Haaah, I'm sleepy...."

        "You've been working hard since dawn.... Should I have made it decaf so you could sleep after drinking it?"

        "Mmm, no, it's fine. I just want to rest a little now rather than sleep during the day and mess up my rhythm. ...Besides, we both worked hard, didn't we~?"

        

        Cecilia stared at my face and gave me a drowsy, bright smile.

        Sitting across from her at the table, I looked back at her and returned a gentle smile despite my fatigue.

        

        From the bedroom with its door left open came the quiet sounds of the peacefully sleeping twins' breathing.

        

        Today, for whatever reason, they suddenly started crying at dawn, and it was so difficult.

        Cecilia and I jolted awake and hurried to comfort them, checking if they were hungry or needed a diaper change....

        

        Fortunately, they didn't seem to be in pain as they stopped crying quickly, but that didn't mean they went right back to sleep.

        

        We finally managed to calm down and soothe the children who were wandering around wanting to play after waking up at the crack of dawn.

        After all our efforts, we had just succeeded in putting them back to sleep... and that was the story of our morning, which had just reached 8 AM.

        

        "Mel seems well-behaved but keeps trying to climb on things in unexpected places, and Lisa follows her brother around and then bumps her forehead and whimpers...."

        "They're cute even when they're like that~. ...It would have been even cuter if they did it during the day."

        "Seriously."

        

        We both chuckled simultaneously and sighed in unison.

        

        No matter what anyone says, Mel and Lisa are our son and daughter.

        Whatever they do, wherever they are, they're adorable... but separate from that, being tired is still being tired.

        

        "...I think I understand my parents' struggles now."

        

        I nodded at Cecilia's casual remark.

        Truly. It was exactly as she said.

        

        "When they used to tell me, 'You got into so much trouble when you were little~,' I couldn't really feel it, but now that I'm raising children myself...."

        "I totally agree~~. We should tell Mel and Lisa later too. 'When you were little, you used to wander around at dawn wanting to play~?'"

        

        A smile crept onto my face at Cecilia's imagination of the future.

        

        Mel and Lisa growing up as time passes....

        

        Taking their first steps, starting to talk, going to school, making friends....

        Hmm, it was hard to imagine.

        

        But even if I couldn't imagine it, I was certain it would be wonderful to see, so I nodded with a gentle smile.

        

        "...Eunhyuk."

        "Yes?"

        "Can I sit next to you?"

        

        Suddenly, Cecilia asked while placing her tail on the table.

        When I nodded lightly in response, she affectionately swished her tail and moved to the chair right beside me.

        

        "Mmm. ...Hehehe♥"

        

        Cecilia happily grinned as she snuggled my arm tightly against her.

      

      
        The soft, fluffy sensation touched my arm, and along with her warm body temperature, a lovely purring sound resonated.

        

        Her cat tail approached with a tap and tickled around my nape.

        It was a pleasant sensation.

        

        "...This is nice♥"

        "Yeah. It is nice."

        

        We held each other's slightly touching hands firmly, neither of us initiating first.

        The subtle feeling of our rings was comforting.

        

        "I wonder what kind of adults they'll become~. Mel is smart, so maybe a scientist? And Lisa~... hmm, maybe a designer?"

        "Haha. That sounds nice. Whatever they do, I just hope they get along well with each other."

        "They'll get along well~. They're already so close to each other. They've been together since they were in the womb~. Of course they'll be close."

        "I wonder? Hmm, yes. I hope so."

        

        With a light laugh, Cecilia rested her head on my shoulder.

        I also leaned my head against hers, closing my eyes calmly while listening to the gentle sound of our breathing.

        

        "...Isn't it hard for you, Cecilia?"

        "It is hard. We have many days like today when we wake up at dawn."

        

        An immediate answer came to my casually dropped question.

        Cecilia continued as I gave a wry smile.

        

        "When I'm nursing, my arms get stiff, and when the kids don't sleep well at night, even I get tired...."

        "You had a tough time with that right after giving birth."

        "Seriously.... I didn't know taking care of children would be this difficult. It's fortunate that you're here to help me...."

        

        Cecilia exhaled with a "hmm."

        

        After a brief silence that followed...

        She opened her mouth again.

        

        "...But I'm happy."

        

        A small voice tinged with laughter tickled my ear.

        Purring happily, she spoke in a calm voice.

        

        "They're so lovable to look at. The way they wriggle and babble is adorably cute. And when they look up at me sheepishly after getting into mischief, it's just so precious...."

        "I know, I know~. Our son and daughter are too cute."

        "Yes, yes.... These little ones came from my belly, and they're so lovable it's hard to believe. Every day is happy because of that...."

        

        The rich aroma of coffee brushed my nose.

        Outside the window, sparrows chirped in the blue sky, and a gentle breeze caressed my face.

        

        "I love it so much."

        "Yes, yes."

        "You know that feeling of being exhausted but incredibly happy.... I hope our adorable son and daughter grow up healthy...."

        

        Maternal love, paternal love.

        Something that's difficult to fully understand without experiencing it firsthand.

        

        It's like feeling something warm continuously welling up from deep within your heart.

        Just the fact that they are our children makes them endlessly lovable and precious.

        

        Literally, they're so precious it wouldn't hurt to put them in our eyes.

        What I would have dismissed as an exaggeration before, I could now fully understand.

        

        "They're so beautiful, so cute.... ...mmm...."

        "Sleepy?"

        "Yeah.... Hehe, I guess a little...."

        

        Cecilia said as she nodded off, her head drooping.

        

        From what I could see, she had drunk about half of the latte I'd given her.

        Since it didn't have much coffee in it to begin with, it made sense that she was sleepy.

        

        "Want to get some sleep? It's our day off, so let's have a late breakfast after we wake up."

        "Mmm... should I? What about you?"

      

      
        "I'll join you soon. Just need to clean up the cups."

        

        I smiled and spoke while rubbing my forehead against Cecilia's drowsy, tilted head.

        

        She had said she didn't want to sleep to avoid disrupting her rhythm... but that was when she wasn't so sleepy.

        If she's nodding off, it's better to just get some proper rest.

        It's still early morning anyway. A few more hours of sleep won't be a problem.

        

        "Go on, lie down in bed first. I'll join you shortly."

        "...Okay...♥"

        

        I patted her gently just above where her tail emerged from her bottom and spoke lightly.

        

        Cecilia nodded with a playful purr.

        Then she got up first and headed to the bedroom, and after watching her go, I also slowly rose from my seat and began tidying up.

        

        "Let's see...."

        

        Actually, there wasn't much to clean up.

        Just emptying the cups, giving them a quick rinse, and placing them on the drying rack.

        

        First, I emptied my cup, then slowly reached for Cecilia's.

        I'd be drinking coffee right before going back to sleep, but... I don't really feel the effects of caffeine much anyway, so it didn't matter.

        

        I took my time emptying the cups and headed to the sink.

        Quietly moving my steps, I placed the cups in the sink, and just as I was about to turn on the water—

        

        "Kyaa—!♥"

        

        I flinched and shuddered at the sudden joyful voice from the bedroom.

        

        ...What's happening?

        Tilting my head in confusion, I moved my feet.

        

        Beyond the half-open bedroom door.

        Looking into that space with its fluffy bedding, I—

        

        "Look, look, Eunhyuk! That...!"

        

        Like Cecilia, who was filled with delight, I opened my mouth wide, widened my eyes, and inhaled with joy.

        

        Lisa, who had somehow woken up without anyone noticing, was sitting up.

        And beside her... Mel was standing.

        

        No, that sounds a bit strange.

        I mean, not just "woken up" but...

        

        Literally "standing up."

        Seeing Mel standing proudly on his two feet, I forgot my fatigue and exhaled a happy "hah" with a smile.

        

        "Mel~! Our son~~!"

        "Woah!"

        "Babu?"

        

        Cecilia approached with excitement and embraced Mel tightly.

        At this heart-swelling sight, I just covered my mouth with my hand and smiled with overwhelming joy.

        

        Yes, this is why we keep going despite the difficulties.

        Each growth milestone the children show is so dazzling it makes our hearts swell, giving us strength even when we're tired.

        

        "E-Eunhyuk! Camera! Hurry...!"

        "Ah, yes! Just a moment...!!"

        

        I moved around noisily, searching for my phone throughout the house.

        

        Lisa's giggling voice and Mel's proud babbling tickled my ears.

        They're cute and adorable.

        It was a day when I newly realized that.
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        "Speaking of which, how are the kids growing up, Eunhyuk?"

        "They're growing up just fine~. They've started walking, and now they're getting around so well... These days, I'm so excited about the day I'll hear them call me 'Dad,' my heart is racing."

        "Heh. They've grown that much already? I should come visit again sometime."

        "Come by anytime~. Our Mel seems to like you too."

        "...Lisa doesn't seem to like me though."

        "Well, can't help that."

        

        A café half-filled with customers.

        After finishing the orders, a brief moment of rest arrived.

        

        Standing side by side behind the counter in the bustling café, my brother and I passed the time with light conversation.

        

        "Come to think of it, customer numbers have decreased since Cecilia stopped coming in. Seems her impact was quite significant."

        "An adorably cute silver-haired cat girl working in a café in uniform—of course she'd be popular~. It would be stranger if customers didn't decrease."

        "You've really become uninhibited with your affection, haven't you?"

        "Thank you for the compliment."

        

        I nodded politely to my brother, who chuckled with amusement.

        

        Well, we've been married for several years now.

        Of course, compared to other couples, it hasn't been that long, but if you include the time we lived together before marriage, it's been quite a while.

        

        Above all, we have children now.

        My wife is the most beautiful person in the world who gave birth to the most precious twins in the world—there's no reason to hold back expressing my affection.

        

        Humming lightly, I looked around the café.

        Most of our regular customers were still here. Nodding to myself, I thought this level of business shouldn't be a problem.

        

        "Yesterday, Mel and Lisa both woke up slightly from what must have been a nightmare and came to cuddle with us half-asleep, and it was just so cute.... By the way, do you still not have any plans for children?"

        "I'm starting to have, ...hmm, it's a secret."

        

        I chuckled at my brother's voice as he changed course midway.

        He was never good at lying.

        

        "Speaking of which, I heard Donggeon is starting to make moves toward marriage~ I wonder when we'll hear the news."

        

        I kindly changed the subject first.

        

        "I guess so. But he's been showing signs for quite a while. Maybe we'll get a wedding invitation soon?"

        

        My brother nodded calmly in response to my words.

        It certainly seemed plausible, and I nodded in agreement.

        

        "Those two have been dating for quite some time now. It wouldn't be strange timing for them to get married.... Wow, come to think of it, it's amazing. It feels like just yesterday when we were hanging out as a mixed group of high schoolers and adults."

        "Ah~~ right, we did. We'd all gather at the end of the year to play Jenga and watch the sunrise."

        "Exactly. And now everyone's entered university, some have gotten married one by one...."

        "And you two even have children. They'll be turning one in a few months, right?"

        

        I nodded shyly at my brother's natural follow-up question.

        

        Time really does fly.

        The newborns with tiny, delicate hands are already growing up so fast that their first birthday is just around the corner.

        

        "Children grow so quickly."

        "Yeah, that's what they say."

        "Before you know it, they'll be grown up and bringing home potential spouses."

        "...That's going too far, no matter how you look at it."

        

        I giggled at my brother's incredulous voice.

        Leaning against the counter, savoring the wafting coffee aroma, I spoke.

        

        "I miss Cecilia..."

        "Such a devoted husband."

        "Honestly, you're the same. Don't you miss Heewon?"

        "...I do miss her."

        "See?"

        

        I watched my brother nodding and let out a small laugh.

        

        I wonder what Cecilia is doing right now.

        It was a time when I found myself particularly curious about that.

        

        ***

        

        Mmm~....

        ...I miss Eunhyuk.

        

        "Heave-ho..."

        

        I stretched my arms and legs wide as I hung the freshly washed clothes on the drying rack.

        

        Clear sun, high sky.

        The peaceful autumn breeze that came and gently swayed the clothes.

        

        After hanging the last piece of laundry on the drying rack, I took a deep breath, enjoying the cool breeze.

        The exhale that followed was filled with satisfaction.

      

      
        

        My tail swayed gently, and my ears perked up.

        The weather was truly wonderful.

        

        "Ba?"

        "Yes~? Oh my, our son~~ Did you come looking for mommy~?"

        

        While stretching with satisfaction, Mel crept up and grabbed the hem of my pants.

        Those cute, bright eyes made me chuckle, and I lowered my head to stroke his cheek a couple of times before speaking.

        

        "Come on! Let's eat, children~! Mel, where's Lisa?"

        "Waa!"

        

        Mel nodded vigorously at my gentle question.

        I followed behind my son, who ran off with adorable steps, smiling broadly.

        

        "Wee, wu!"

        "Kyahee~!"

        "Found our daughter~! Hehe♬"

        

        I found Lisa hiding under the blanket and caressed her soft cheeks.

        

        Lisa wagged her light brown tail happily, beaming with joy.

        Seeing her lovable expression, a smile spread across my face as well.

        

        "Huhu. Let's eat, eat~! Come on, to the kitchen~!"

        

        I led the adorable twins to the kitchen.

        

        Just then, I heard the pot I had placed on low heat starting to bubble.

        After seating the children in their chairs, I turned off the heat, transferred the food to bowls, and waited for it to cool a bit.

        

        "Hmm."

        

        While waiting, I absentmindedly wondered what Eunhyuk might be doing right now.

        

        Working at the café, chatting with Jaeseop...

        Serving customers, skillfully brewing coffee.

        

        The handsome image of Eunhyuk.

        The reliable figure of my husband.

        

        Just imagining it spread warmth throughout my chest.

        

        I want to see him soon. But I shouldn't rush things.

        For now, I would just take care of the children diligently and wait.

        

        "Alright! Children, let's eat~~."

        

        I brought the adequately cooled baby food bowls over to the children.

        I also placed some finely chopped food on plates so they could practice eating with their hands.

        

        "Mmm."

        "Baa―?"

        

        Fortunately, our children showed curious reactions.

        I fed the baby food to Mel and Lisa, who were waiting patiently while wiggling their arms and legs, and I demonstrated chewing by moving my mouth in front of them.

        

        Mel and Lisa chewed away, still spilling a bit here and there.

        I heard some children refuse to eat baby food, but thankfully, our children were good eaters.

        

        "Maa!"

        "Hm? Oh, sorry, sorry. Here, Lisa. Ah~~."

        "Ah~~ung. Mmm!"

        "Ma―?"

        "Yes, yes, here! Mel too, ah~~."

        

        The sight of the children moving their mouths was the cutest and most lovable thing in the world right now.

        

        Come to think of it, the children's speech seemed to be developing quite well.

        They couldn't say words yet, but they made various sounds, and somehow they seemed to understand what Eunhyuk and I were saying...

        

        I wonder how long until I hear them call me "Mom"~?

        I chuckled at the thought of the future.

        

        After finishing the light meal, I cleared the dishes.

        As I prepared something for myself to eat, Mel and Lisa, who didn't seem sleepy yet, looked up at me from both sides of my feet.

        

        "What is it? Our prince and princess~?"

        "Kya!"

        "Maa?"

        "No~. This is for mommy!"

        

        I gently discouraged their curiosity about adult food as I moved to the table.

        

        Today's menu was seaweed soup with rice and a few side dishes.

      

      
        It was my recent go-to menu for simple lunches when Eunhyuk wasn't around.

        

        "Mmm? Mm, gulp. You two are particularly interested in mommy's food today~?"

        "Da~!"

        "Mama...."

        "Sorry, but this food isn't for you~. I'll let you try when you're a bit older♪"

        

        As a mother, I was happy they showed interest, but I couldn't feed this to the children.

        

        Sitting in the chair, I chewed my food while glancing at the two wagging beside me.

        It was truly strange how they weren't sleeping and were sitting quietly on either side of me today.

        

        Are they trying to say something~?

        Hmm~~?

        

        As I was smiling, lost in pleasant thoughts...

        

        "Umma?"

        

        At Lisa's voice that suddenly reached my ears,

        I forgot about chewing my food and quickly turned my head to look at our daughter.

        

        "Umma, umma―?"

        

        Slowly, I put down my spoon.

        I could feel the anticipation in my vision.

        

        Tension, expectation.

        In front of my racing heart, Lisa innocently tilted her head and opened her mouth...―

        

        "Um, maa?"

        "...!!"

        

        At that word that finally came from her mouth,

        I forgot even to make a sound and just gently embraced our daughter.

        

        "Waa! Kyahee~?"

        "...!"

        

        Joy welled up inside me.

        My heart swelled, and happiness spread through my mind with a tingling sensation.

        

        My hands trembled.

        

        Ah, could there be a happier moment than—

        

        "Umma~."

        

        ...Just as I was about to think that,

        At the voice that came from behind, I flicked my tail in surprise and turned around.

        

        "Maa? ...Ummaa?"

        "......!!"

        

        Mel spoke too.

        ...Mel too! He spoke!!

        

        "Yes, yes...!! I'm Umma. Yes...!"

        

        Feeling my breath quicken, I embraced Mel as well.

        

        Oh my goodness.

        Oh my goodness, really.

        

        I felt like I might cry.

        I couldn't do anything with the happiness taking over my mind.

        

        "Maa?"

        "Maa~~."

        "Yes, yes...!"

        

        How lovable is this.

        How happy is this.

        

        "I have to tell Eunhyuk...! The phone, um...."

        "Baa―?"

        "Yes. Appa. Ehehe, let's all call together!"

        

        A video call, filled with love.

        

        The ringing sound of the phone spread, filled with happiness.

        

        On a cool, breezy autumn day.

        Today will surely be one of those unforgettable days of my life.
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        "Appa, Appa."

        "Hmm~? What is it, my son~?"

        

        I couldn't stop smiling from the happiness that seemed to set my head on fire.

        I held my squirming son preciously in my arms, my face relaxed as I grinned from ear to ear.

        

        "Appa~."

        "Aww~~♬"

        

        How could he possibly be this adorable?

        The joy I felt hearing him call me "daddy" was beyond what I could express with any vocabulary I knew.

        

        I grinned as my son babbled away.

        Mel called out "daddy" while giggling at the sight of me.

        

        When Cecilia told me at work that the kids had said "mama," my heart had soared.

        It was only an hour ago that I'd finally managed to get off work, having barely restrained myself from rushing straight home.

        

        "Hau. Hueh~."

        "Hmm~~?"

        

        I was glad I'd endured and waited patiently.

        I was grateful for having lived diligently until now.

        

        I surrendered to the rising happiness and hugged Mel's tiny body tightly.

        I was happy.

        

        "Daddy's excited~. How cute."

        "I never knew they could be this adorable... I think I might cry..."

        "Yes, yes. I know exactly how you feel~~."

        

        Cecilia responded while quietly breastfeeding Lisa on the sofa.

        Lisa, eagerly suckling at her mother's breast, was just as lovable as Mel.

        

        "She's eating well~."

        "She was playing so much earlier. No wonder she's hungry."

        "Was it hard taking care of them, Cecilia?"

        "Not at all today~! Hearing them say 'mama' once gave me a surge of energy. Hehe."

        "...How cute."

        "~♥"

        

        I quietly moved next to Cecilia and gently stroked her beautiful silver-white hair.

        

        Her tail swayed gently with a pleasant purring sound.

        It was quite a sight to see her enjoying the petting with her eyes closed.

        

        "...Chu."

        "Mmm♥"

        

        I surprised her with a small kiss on her cheek.

        Her face instantly turned pink, her expression melting with happiness.

        

        I chuckled as she slightly pouted her lips, pretending to protest the sudden kiss.

        

        "Cute."

        "Oh my~. The kids will get jealous."

        

        Despite her words, Cecilia smiled happily.

        Perhaps thinking to distract our son, she wagged her tail like a fishing rod on the opposite side of our affectionate display, making me chuckle once more.

        

        She was truly adorable in so many ways.

        

        "Alright..."

        

        A moment later, Cecilia finished nursing and properly readjusted her clothes.

        While patting the back of Lisa, who had already begun to doze off, she suddenly asked:

        

        "By the way, Eunhyuk, what items are usually placed at a first birthday celebration?"

        "Hm?"

        "Well, our children will be turning one in a few months. We need to prepare their first birthday party, and I've been looking into it recently, but there are so many options like thread, rice, knives, and more..."

        

        Cecilia wagged her tail and fidgeted with her mouth.

        

      

      
        I could see her tail lowering in contemplation and her eyes narrowing.

        Even though we still had quite some time left, it seemed my wife was already too excited and worried about the first birthday celebration to contain herself.

        

        I gently chased the tip of her swaying tail with my hand as I spoke.

        

        "You don't need to worry so much~. It's not that serious of an event. Just gathering with close people to celebrate, give blessings, have some fun, and then part ways."

        "Really? Hmm, is that so?"

        "The doljabi isn't some profoundly meaningful ceremony. We just lay out some items and see what our son and daughter are interested in. Right~, Mel? ...He's asleep."

        

        I looked down at our son who was now breathing softly in my arms and chuckled quietly.

        

        I gently stroked his blue-tinged hair and patted his back.

        When did he grow so much? He was so adorable.

        

        "I see..."

        "Yes, yes. That's right."

        "Hmm, I suddenly got curious, what did you grab at your doljabi, Eunhyuk?"

        "Me?"

        

        I tilted my head at the sudden question and searched through my memories.

        

        Hmm, what was it again?

        I'm sure my mother told me before.

        

        "I think it was... a date and thread? Maybe."

        "A date and thread?"

        "Yes. I grabbed one in each hand at the same time. Because of that, everyone laughed saying I was greedy... Haha."

        "Heeh~."

        

        From what I heard, my confident attitude as a child had apparently caused quite a hearty laughter among the middle-aged and elderly guests.

        Of course, I don't remember it myself, and it's been a while since I even thought about this story... but it felt strange to realize that my son's first birthday was approaching.

        

        "Come to think of it, what did they symbolize? Thread was definitely longevity, but the date... Hmm, I can't remember."

        "...~♥"

        "Do you know, Cecilia?"

        "Hihi♪ Se~cret!♬"

        "?"

        

        What could it possibly mean that she's keeping it a secret...

        Hmm, should I look it up later?

        

        "Hehe. I'm already excited~... I wonder what our son and daughter will choose~?"

        "Haha. Indeed. Is there anything you'd like them to pick?"

        "Items I'd like our children to choose? Hmm~~ Let me think~..."

        

        Cecilia gently rocked Lisa, who was sound asleep in her arms.

        After a moment of contemplation, she spoke with a small smile.

        

        "I can think of many things, but as a mother, I suppose thread or rice cakes would be best."

        "Rice cake... was it 'abundance of fortune'?"

        "Yes. 'Healthy, fortunate.' In any case, I want them to live happily. I want them to be loved by those around them."

        

        A smile formed on Cecilia's lips as she spoke.

        Her tail swayed gently, tickling my arm.

        

        "Besides that~ hmm, I wonder if our son might pick up a pencil~?"

        "Ah~. I think I know what you mean. That's right. It would suit him well."

        "Right, right~? And our daughter~... hmm, what would she pick? Since she's pretty, maybe a microphone? But Lisa is too shy to be an idol or entertainer..."

        "Hmm, she'd probably be popular, but still..."

        "Right, right."

        

        We both nodded in agreement at the plausible scenario.

        

        Still, no matter what we say now, if Lisa were to pick the microphone, we would certainly celebrate with all our hearts.

        The same goes for Mel.

        Whether he picks up a pencil, a knife, a hammer, or anything else, our blessing would remain unchanged.

        

        "...♥"

        

        That's precisely why there's no need to overthink what items to place at the doljabi.

        No matter what we put out or what they choose, the outcome won't be significantly different.

        

        Celebrating and blessing them.

      

      
        That's what matters in the end.

        

        Cecilia quietly moved closer to me and gently rested her head on my shoulder.

        I couldn't help but smile at the sensation of her lovingly purring and nuzzling her cheek against mine.

        

        "Such an affectionate cat...family."

        "Hehe~."

        

        Mel stirred in my arms.

        I slightly adjusted my position to make sure my son was comfortable, while with one hand, I gently embraced my purring wife.

        

        "...I never knew having a family could be this happy."

        "Having a family is a joyful thing~. I hope these children will someday know this happiness too."

        

        I nodded at Cecilia's words.

        

        I could see Lisa, her tail gently swaying as she rested comfortably in her mother's arms.

        I could see Mel, snuggling deeper into my embrace, enjoying the warmth.

        

        Surely, someday in the distant future, these children will also start families of their own.

        

        What will that feel like when the day comes?

        It was too difficult to imagine right now.

        

        "Alright..."

        

        Cecilia rose slightly and began to move, and I followed her.

        Together, we gently placed the soundly sleeping Mel and Lisa in their baby bed.

        

        "Fufu. Such cute little ones."

        

        Cecilia stroked our precious babies a few times.

        We then quietly slipped out and faced each other, letting out a small sigh.

        

        "..."

        "Hmm?"

        

        Suddenly, a peculiar light flashed in Cecilia's eyes as she looked at me.

        As if she was embarrassed, as if she had something she wanted to say...

        

        "...Ahaha. Umm, how should I say this."

        "?"

        "It's been so long that it's not easy~. Um, just a moment?"

        

        With that, she walked into the bedroom.

        While rummaging through the bedding cabinet, she spoke as if embarrassed:

        

        "Do you remember right after I gave birth, Eunhyuk? The babies would cry every night, and neither of us could sleep properly..."

        "Ah, yes. Of course I remember. It was a challenging time..."

        "Hehe. And for a long time after that, we'd wake up often at night. Feeding the babies, tending to their whining. We were both tired because of that, and well, you know? So..."

        

        Cecilia was unusually hesitant, unable to continue.

        

        After a moment, as if finding what she was looking for, Cecilia pulled out a pillow and closed the wardrobe...

        ...then quickly ran over, buried her face in the pillow, and hugged me tightly.

        

        "...Just for tonight, love only me."

        

        A pink pillow.

        ...with 'YES' written on it.

        

        It's been a very long time since I've seen that pillow.

        I was momentarily stunned by Cecilia's intention in bringing out that pillow... but then I chuckled softly.

        

        "...Cute."

        "Uuu..."

        "Yes, yes! I'll love you plenty. As much as you want."

        "...♥"

        

        I led Cecilia, her face still hidden, into the bedroom.

        

        Well, even with children, a married couple is still a married couple.

        That's all there is to it.
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        "Gwanny?"

        "Oh, how adorable~~!! Yes, yes! That's right, Mel. I'm Grandma~?"

        

        Mom's voice, full of affection, resonated happily around us.

        

        My mom, tightly hugging Mel in her arms, beaming with joy.

        Cecilia watching my mom with a chuckle, and Lisa laughing merrily.

        

        The twins' first birthday had arrived before we knew it.

        A small venue with charming traditional decor.

        

        "When did this little one grow so much~! So adorable I could die~ Yes~!"

        "Kyahee. Wah!"

        "Ogu-ogu. Is that so~?"

        

        I felt a warmth in my chest watching my son, who was now quite talkative, having a "conversation" with my mom.

        

        I walked over and gently stroked Mel's tail as he nestled in my mother's arms.

        His soft purring was so cute.

        

        "They really grew up in the blink of an eye~... Was I like that too, Mom?"

        "Of course~ Absolutely~. In the blink of an eye, you turned one, went to school, and even got married.... Ah~ Honestly, when you said you were moving out on your own, I never thought I'd live to see grandchildren."

        "Haha...."

        

        Well, back then I was a single guy living alone with zero experience with women.

        How I ended up marrying such a lovely wife and having children...

        

        "?"

        

        It was truly remarkable.

        

        I noticed Cecilia tilting her head curiously at my gaze.

        I shook my head slightly as if it was nothing, approached her, and gently caressed her fluttering silver-white tail.

        

        A smile bloomed on her face and her purring danced in the air.

        She was adorable.

        

        "My, how lovely to see. So, have you decided what to put out for the doljabi ceremony?"

        "Ah, yes, yes. We've prepared everything."

        "We carefully thought about it together! Hehe."

        

        Mom smiled softly at our alternating responses.

        

        Perhaps she was proud to see her son and daughter-in-law living well together.

        Her smile naturally spread to my face as well.

        

        "Well done~. Then we'll head out and help with the preparations. Okay."

        "See you both in a bit."

        

        With those energetic final greetings, my parents left the waiting room.

        

        The waiting room fell quiet.

        Mel returned to my arms and gazed up at me.

        

        "...You're so cute."

        

        I said, gently patting his small back.

        It was hard to believe that this tiny baby was already one year old.

        

        "Time really flies~."

        "It sure does."

        

        We smiled at each other as we patted each twin.

        

        Mel burst into giggles as if something was incredibly exciting.

        Lisa followed her brother's lead with a bright smile.

        

        "Dada, dada."

        "Hmm? What is it, Mel~? Arrr~ Peekaboo~!"

        "Kyahee~! Aheu, hee~~."

        "Father and son get along so well~. It's lovely to see. Right, Lisa?"

        "Woo!"

        "Hehe♬"

        

        Already a year.

        But at the same time, only a year.

      

      
        

        As a father, I could only look forward to seeing what kind of people these children would grow up to be.

        

        ***

        

        My first thought upon stepping out alone was, "Oh, there are more people than I expected...?"

        

        Our parents and in-laws clapping happily as they watched us—the couple and our children—make our entrance.

        Eunhwan whistling cheerfully to add to the lively atmosphere, with Heewon chuckling beside him.

        

        Cecilia's friends who had gladly come.

        Her juniors who were now college students.

        

        As people gathered from all around applauded, the not-so-spacious hall was completely filled with the sound of clapping.

        

        The unexpectedly intense atmosphere was almost overwhelming.

        Had I invited this many people...?

        

        "Look at all these people celebrating~. Mel, Lisa. Happy~?"

        "Haheu!"

        "Woo~!"

        

        But the moment I saw my son and daughter smiling happily, that sense of being overwhelmed instantly washed away.

        

        Yes, as long as the children were happy, that was all that mattered.

        Swallowing my nervousness with pride, Cecilia and I bowed deeply to the gathered guests.

        

        "Thank you all so much for coming despite your busy schedules!"

        "It feels like just yesterday that Mel and Lisa were born and first held in our arms, but a year has already passed. That these two children have grown up healthy is largely thanks to all of you. Thank you once again!"

        

        A small cheer of "Waa—!" mixed with applause poured forth.

        Cecilia and I smiled, while Mel and Lisa giggled and wiggled their bodies in amusement.

        

        And then the MC appeared.

        

        "Hello everyone who has gathered here today. I'm Nam Jaeseop, your MC for Mel and Lisa's first birthday celebration. I look forward to guiding you through today's event!"

        

        As another round of applause erupted, I glanced at my neatly dressed brother and let out a small chuckle.

        

        There really was no one better suited to be the MC than him.

        I had called on him without hesitation because he was the most reliable person I could depend on.

        

        "To add a bit more, I'm Nam Jaeseop who's always being called to host—from relationship counseling to weddings to first birthday parties! I'm always the MC! One more round of applause, please, everyone!"

        

        ...Even though he complains about being called too often, he still says things like that.

        

        His words, full of humor, wit, and playful jabs, drew hearty laughter from the audience filled with acquaintances.

        

        Despite what he says, he readily accepted when I asked him.

        I scratched my cheek with a wry smile at his unexpected attack.

        

        "Well, enough with the small talk... Let's move on to the main event. We have prepared a video celebrating the twins' first year. We would appreciate it if you would enjoy watching it!"

        

        After the applause, the lights dimmed slightly, and the birthday video began playing on the screen.

        Cecilia and I sat down and quietly appreciated it as gentle music played.

        

        Photos of the wrinkly twins shortly after birth.

        Images of the children a little older.

        A picture of Mel and me sleeping in the same position on the bed, taken who knows when...

        

        All sorts of photos appeared, tickling my nose with countless memories.

        My head buzzed and I felt like I might cry.

        

        ...They've grown so much...

        How could I express this feeling?

        

        This child now making their presence known in my arms was once so small.

        I knew this, but seeing it again in the video made it hard to hold back the welling emotion.

        

        "So, you two. How did you feel watching the video?"

        

        As the video ended, everyone's eyes turned to us at my brother's question.

        

        I took a deep breath, stood up, and spoke with a slightly awkward smile due to the intense emotion.

        

        "Wow... Really, really... How should I put it? I'm glad I lived to see this moment? Something like that. Yes."

      

      
        "Wow."

        "I didn't know there were so many photos. Especially when that picture of my son and me sleeping together came up, it felt... ...When did you take that?"

        "When you were sleeping, Eunhyuk. You looked so cute sleeping, I took it secretly♥"

        

        Laughter escaped me at Cecilia's playful, purring response.

        The guests laughed along, with my mother-in-law even shouting, "Well done, my daughter~!" Meanwhile, my brother continued with a faint smile.

        

        "You're still such a loving couple. And what are your thoughts, Mrs. Wife?"

        "It was sooo good! Really, really moving, and I'm so happy that the kids have grown up so healthy... ...When Dad said he'd make the video, I was honestly worried. But Dad, you're the best!!"

        

        Cecilia exclaimed, wagging her tail enthusiastically, and her father responded by wagging his tail and making a heart with both arms.

        The father-daughter duo made everyone laugh as they winked playfully.

        

        They were still such adorable people.

        

        "Haha. Wonderful. Now, let's move on to the highlight of the first birthday celebration—the doljabi ceremony!"

        

        And finally, the highlight approached.

        

        My brother Jaeseop, with the help of Heewon who had volunteered as an assistant, worked hard to move a square table in front of us.

        Looking at the doljabi table with thread, pencil, toy knife, money, and ruler on it, I exhaled deeply at the moment that had finally arrived.

        

        "What item would our father like his son and daughter to pick?"

        "Hmm~~. Let me see. Thread or ruler? Personally, I'd like them to have good hand skills. But ultimately, I just want them to live happily."

        "Oh. An unexpected opinion. And what about the wife?"

        "I want the knife! I'd like them to be good at cooking~..."

        

        Cooking is good. I nodded at her reasonable opinion.

        

        I wondered what they would pick.

        With my heart pounding and surrounded by cheers, I followed my brother's guidance and walked with Mel to the table.

        

        My son looked up at me with a 'Woo?' expression.

        When I nodded to him, as if he somehow understood what I meant, Mel glanced at the table and...

        

        "...Woo!"

        "Ooh."

        

        He snatched up a pencil with a swift motion.

        

        Applause poured in from all around.

        

        A pencil.

        The item itself was ordinary, but the way he grabbed it was quite bold.

        It seemed like a good omen, which made me feel pleased.

        

        Next was Lisa's turn.

        

        From Cecilia's arms, who was slowly walking forward, Lisa wagged her tail with curiosity.

        And as Lisa arrived at the table, my brother Jaeseop approached stealthily to give his starting announcement...

        

        "Now~ It's our princess's turn! She's always shy and doesn't play with me, but I'm curious to see what our princess will chooseㅎ—"

        "...Woo!"

        "Huh?"

        "What."

        "?"

        

        Everyone was momentarily speechless at Lisa's sudden choice.

        

        Lisa had grabbed something.

        Not anything on the table, but the microphone my brother was holding.

        

        "...That was unexpected?"

        

        At my brother's dazed voice, laughter erupted from the audience after a beat.

        

        Lisa held the microphone and waved it around like a magic wand.

        Cecilia covered her face and shook with laughter at the sight.

        

        "Pfft, hehehe...!"

        

        I couldn't help but laugh at the unexpected yet adorable incident.

        

        I wondered how this doljabi would influence these children's futures.

        It was truly a day full of anticipation.
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        It's been three years already since the laughter-filled and blessing-filled first birthday celebration.

        

        Four years since the children were born.

        And since I first met Cecilia... has it really been seven years already?

        

        The chirping of sparrows tickled my ears.

        The gentle morning air caressed my face, making me smile softly at its tender touch.

        

        A quiet morning.

        Our familiar home.

        

        Gently basking in the sunlight pouring through the window, I slowly moved my hand to lightly sweep the dust from the floor.

        

        It felt like so much had happened during this time, yet somehow also like nothing much had changed.

        

        Among everything, perhaps the most memorable event was when Jaeseop and his wife were blessed with a child.

        It seems Hee-won was already pregnant during the first birthday celebration, so it didn't take long before we heard the good news.

        

        Her name is Nam Mi-rae.

        A healthy baby girl.

        

        It was so amusing to see my brother turn into a complete daughter-obsessed dad in front of his newborn girl.

        

        Our twins finally had a close younger sibling to play with.

        We met them just a few days ago, and it was heartwarming to see them all getting along so well.

        

        And there was another piece of good news too... hehe.

        

        Donggeon and Sherry also had a baby.

        Though unlike us or Jaeseop, they moved a bit too fast. The child came unexpectedly while they were still preparing for their wedding.

        

        When Donggeon told us how his parents gave him a good scolding, I laughed so hard I could barely breathe.

        

        Their child is named Baek Im-hwan.

        A strong baby boy who inherited red skin and a sturdy body.

        

        He's also one year younger than our twins.

        It was so heartwarming to see Mel and Lisa excited about suddenly having so many new friends and younger siblings...

        It's been a truly happy three years.

        

        Oh, and surprisingly, our café has become a chain.

        More precisely, the owner who had completely entrusted the management of the original café to Jaeseop opened a new store.

        

        So now Jaeseop is no longer just Jaeseop but Manager Jaeseop? Boss Jaeseop?

        While his title hasn't changed, he's definitely shouldering greater responsibilities and rights than before.

        

        Still, these days Jaeseop's expression isn't too bad.

        

        Though he does occasionally look like a cat whose tail got stepped on when customers flood in.

        Business is good, and new menu development is progressing smoothly.

        

        Sometimes when Hee-won brings Mi-rae to the café, his face blooms with smiles, and I often think how fortunate it is that he looks so happy.

        

        And then... Cecilia.

        

        After the first birthday celebration, Cecilia took a one-year break from school before returning to university.

        

        She felt a bit awkward at first, being in the same year as juniors who were a year younger, but thankfully she adjusted quickly.

        

        During this time, we took turns caring for the children, and when neither of us could manage, we'd leave them with Jaeseop's family or Donggeon's...

        But whenever possible, we looked after them together.

        No matter what anyone says, children are always best with their parents... so we really worked hard managing our schedules.

        

        And this year, with Cecilia in her senior year.

        Thanks to a professor who took notice of Cecilia's experience, just last month she managed to land a job.

        

        How adorable she looked when she shared the news with that bright smile.

      

      
        Remembering that moment, I paused my sweeping and covered my mouth, chuckling softly.

        

        My wife who wanted to become a diplomat.

        Who wanted to help potentially marginalized children of the same ethnicity and hometown in other countries.

        

        It's certainly a dream that couldn't be achieved without going abroad.

        I was prepared for the possibility that we might have to live apart someday... hmm.

        

        ...To be honest, I didn't expect such news to come so suddenly.

        

        Of course I'm happy for her.

        But at the same time, a little sad.

        

        Wishing she could have at least graduated college before getting a job... that's probably just my selfishness.

        

        I know very well that opportunities like this don't come easily, and above all, it's a professor's recommendation.

        It's a chance to get closer to her dream with less burden of other responsibilities. Could there be a better offer?

        

        I sighed and put away the broom.

        

        The weather was nice and I had plenty of time, so I used a broom instead of a vacuum cleaner for the first time in a while, and it didn't feel too bad.

        Looking at the cleaner floor gave me a sense of satisfaction.

        

        After quietly looking around the peaceful house for a moment, I tilted my head thoughtfully.

        

        The children must be playing with friends at kindergarten by now.

        While time with parents is important, time with friends is valuable too.

        Seeing the children always smiling in the occasional photos sent to my phone made me feel quite proud.

        

        Anyway, that means I'm currently alone at home...

        Hmm.

        

        I suddenly thought about going grocery shopping. Today's the café's day off, so I have plenty of time.

        

        After tidying up the cleaning supplies, I draped my coat over my shoulders.

        

        A quick check showed the current time was about 9:30 AM.

        Thinking it would be perfect timing to go out and come back, I reached for the door handle—

        

        "—♪"

        "Oh."

        

        At that moment.

        

        With a click sound.

        The front door opened.

        

        "Eunhyuk~! I'm home~~♥"

        

        Vitality instantly filled the quiet house.

        Sunlight sparkled and the wind danced. My heart beat happily with the joy permeating the air.

        

        At the front door.

        Cecilia, gently swaying her soft silver-white tail, looking at me with a bright smile.

        

        "Ooh! Welcome home, Cecilia~!!"

        "Ehehe~. Yes~...♥"

        

        I quickly went to the entrance and hugged my adorable wife tightly.

        Happiness welled up inside me at the purring sound tickling my ears.

        

        —Didn't Cecilia get a job and have to work far away in the diplomatic field?

        Heh. What nonsense.

        

        The place where Cecilia got employed is a startup specializing in inter-species language translation.

        Moreover, it's a place where working from home is the main policy.

        

      

      
        The mother of five-year-old twins, my Cecilia, wouldn't so easily leave home to work far away.

        She's still my precious wife and Mel and Lisa's mother.

        

        Nothing has changed.

        We're still a precious family living together in one home.

        

        —Then what was that about feeling sad?

        Well, that's...

        

        "Mm. But why the coat? Eunhyuk, were you going somewhere?"

        "Ah~. I was thinking of going grocery shopping. You usually come back from jogging around 10... But today we happened to run into each other."

        "Ah-ha. The weather was so nice today that I finished running a bit earlier~. ...Oh! Do I smell of sweat!? I did cool down a bit before coming in, but still..."

        "Hmm? Hmm~ You only smell nice to me?"

        "Kyaa!♥"

        

        Me, playfully burying my face in my wife's nape as I spoke.

        Cecilia, letting out a cute yelp and flinching at my actions.

        

        Laughter and comfort spread throughout.

        Time with my wife was truly the best.

        

        "Since we're both here, want to go grocery shopping together? I was planning to buy some ingredients for lunch and dinner, and make some side dishes in advance."

        "Ah~... Umm, sorry Eunhyuk. I got a call from work on my way back..."

        "Aww..."

        

        Yes, this is it.

        This is why I've been feeling sad since Cecilia got a job.

        

        Even though she's employed, she's still a university student, so she often goes to school to attend classes.

        With work from the company added on top of that... even if it's remote work, we inevitably have less time to spend together.

        

        Even though we're just a door apart!

        With her attending university and working, it's harder to cling to each other and be lovey-dovey like before...!

        

        "Ugh. Don't make such a face~."

        "Mmm..."

        

        Perhaps feeling sympathy seeing my expression, Cecilia gave a wry smile and patted my back.

        Gently swaying her tail from side to side, she thought for a moment with an "Hmm~" before looking at me and speaking.

        

        "...Shall we go together?"

        "Really?"

        "How can I resist when my husband makes that face~♪ The work doesn't seem urgent, so I think it's okay if I check my messages a little late?"

        

        Cecilia said playfully with a wink.

        Seeing my wife still so weak to me, I hugged her even tighter, filled with joy and affection.

        

        "...My wife is the best!"

        "Hehe♥"

        "Yes, let's go together. Is there anything you want to eat?"

        "Let's see~. Hmm~ Maybe clam soup?"

        "Okay~. I'll make it super delicious."

        "~♥ Oh, should we quickly stop by to see our kids on the way back?"

        "Oh, good idea. Let's visit the kindergarten. We should check if they're playing well~♬"

        

        About six years after marriage.

        We can no longer really call ourselves "newlyweds"... but our relationship is still as good as ever.

        

        If only I could share this happiness with others, the world might become a little more peaceful.

        Enjoying a happiness almost too precious to monopolize, I walked outside with Cecilia.

        

        The chirping of sparrows tickled my ears.

        The gentle morning air caressed my face, making me smile softly at its tender touch.

        

        It was another happy morning today.
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        "Ah. Mommy~!"

        "Oh my goodness, Lisa, my baby girl~~. Have you been well? Did you play nicely with your friends?"

        "Yep! Hehehe. You know what? I played with blocks with Seo-yun~!"

        "Wow! That must have been fun~!"

        

        Two pairs of tails swayed gently as happy smiles spread around them.

        

        At the entrance of the kindergarten with its cute, charming design.

        My daughter Lisa, who came running out at the news of her mother's arrival, showing all her adorable charm.

        

        The purring sounds from the two of them made all the kindergarten teachers around smile warmly.

        At that sight, I also smiled brightly while stroking my daughter who was nuzzling in her mother's arms, and spoke.

        

        "Good morning, Lisa. Have you been listening well to your teachers?"

        "Yep! I've been vewy good~."

        "Oh, how adorable. What a good child our daughter is~. ...But come to think of it, where's Mel?"

        ""?""

        

        Unlike Lisa who had run out, I looked around for Mel who was nowhere to be seen.

        

        Cecilia and Lisa both looked around just like me, tilting their heads in the exact same way—like mother, like daughter.

        Surely a teacher would have gone to get him like they did with Lisa... As I was about to turn toward the inside of the kindergarten.

        

        "Mel is asleep."

        

        With that familiar voice.

        Someone holding our cute son in their arms slowly walked out from inside the kindergarten.

        

        "Ah, Elya!"

        "Teacher~!"

        "Yes, yes. Hello Lisa~. Hello Cecilia, seeing you again after just this morning. And... it's been a little while, big brother?"

        "It's only been a few days, not that long. Are you doing well at work?"

        "Hmm~ More or less? I only took this job until I get my certification, but it suits me better than I expected. I might end up staying."

        

        A woman with a relaxed air, swaying her distinctive demon tail.

        But perhaps because of the cute outfit and apron she wore, instead of her former seductiveness, she was now full of warmth and friendliness.

        

        The succubus, Elya.

        An old friend to both Cecilia and me.

        

        This is exactly why we chose this kindergarten despite it being a bit far from home.

        Because a trustworthy friend started working here about a year ago. There was no better place to entrust our precious son and daughter.

        

        "Here you go... Would you like to hold your son, Mel's father?"

        

        I slowly received Mel from Elya as she asked.

        

        Our son, sound asleep with the most peaceful expression imaginable.

        Had he been running around excitedly since morning? His gentle breathing and slightly swaying tail were so lovable.

        

        "I wonder why Mel is sleeping so deeply... It's not even nap time yet. Did something exciting happen?"

        "Ah~~... Well, I suppose it was exciting in a way..."

        ""?""

        

        What could have happened to make her speak so ambiguously?

        To the natural question that both Cecilia and I had, Lisa, nestled in her mother's arms, spoke up in a bright voice.

        

        "Tag! We all played tag together~! Me and Mel... everyone!"

        ""Ah....""

        

        Well, hmm.

        I think I understood the situation.

        

        It's a bit awkward to say this as a father, but honestly, our Mel has a somewhat old-soul quality to him...

      

      
        

        He likes books and doesn't really enjoy running around outside.

        At the same time, he's weak to Lisa's requests and usually grants whatever his twin sister asks for...

        

        Tag doesn't seem like the kind of game Mel would enjoy, but I could guess that Lisa probably begged him to play together.

        Mel, who's weak to his siblings, followed her request and played with all the friends, and as a result, he's completely drained...

        That's probably what happened.

        

        "...Let him sleep well."

        "Yes..."

        "?"

        

        Cecilia and I nodded, while Lisa tilted her head between us.

        

        You'll understand when you grow up...

        I thought to myself with a wry smile.

        

        "Well then Lisa, Mom and Dad have to go now?"

        "Huh? You're leaving already...?"

        "Hmm~... We just stopped by briefly to see our daughter's face. But in exchange, we'll come pick you up early today. Can you wait well until then?"

        "Hmm~... Okay! But you have to come back quickly? Promise!"

        "Yes! Promise!"

        "Daddy too, Daddy too!"

        "Yes, I promise~."

        

        The three of us huddled together and linked our pinky fingers.

        Whether in his sleep or not, Mel subtly added his hand too, making us giggle.

        

        "Alright. Please take good care of our kids, Elya."

        "Leave it to me~."

        "See you soon, Lisa~."

        "Okay! Have a safe trip~!"

        

        I waved my hand as I looked at cheerful Lisa and still-sleeping Mel.

        

        After bowing politely to the other teachers, we left the kindergarten.

        Walking a few steps under the bright sunlight, Cecilia spoke.

        

        "My heart aches..."

        "Yeah... Since it's a weekday but we're off, maybe we should have just stayed home together... But I have an appointment in the afternoon..."

        "I'll pick up the kids after lunch. There's no attendance to check today, so I can play with the kids while working. ...I'll make chicken nuggets for dinner tonight."

        

        Kindergarten is for practicing socializing with other friends and building knowledge.

        We didn't send them there just because we couldn't manage our schedule, but to develop our children's social skills... who knew there would be this side effect.

        

        "...I'll play with them all I want when they come home."

        "Yes."

        "And praise Mel a lot."

        "Yes."

        

        While it's important to get along with friends, spending time with parents is also important.

        I thought about how difficult it is to balance these things.

        Well, being a good parent can't be easy.

        

        Anyway, let's play with the children to our hearts' content today.

        With that thought, we held hands tightly and walked down the street.

        

        ***

        

        On the way back from grocery shopping.

        As I walked down the street that had become so familiar after living here for nearly 10 years...

        

        "Ah."

        "Oh."

      

      
        

        We happened to run into Jaeseop hyung and immediately bowed to each other.

        

        I could see bread and some side dish ingredients in his hand.

        Was he also on his way back from shopping? What a coincidence.

        

        "Good morning, both of you. What a surprise meeting you here."

        "Indeed. Looks like you're coming back from shopping?"

        "It's been a while, Jaeseop oppa~!"

        "Yes, yes. It's been a while, Cecilia. Mm, that's right? The café is closed today, so I bought some snacks for our daughter and some ingredients for side dishes to eat with my wife~."

        "You're still such a devoted husband, oppa~."

        "Not as much as your husband."

        "Hehe♬"

        

        The cat tail swaying gently stroked my empty hand.

        The ticklish affection made me smile.

        

        We stood at the crosswalk, chatting warmly.

        As we discussed what we had for breakfast this morning and how our children were growing, I suddenly asked.

        

        "By the way, how is Heewon doing? I feel like I haven't seen her in quite a while."

        "My wife? She's doing well~. She's busy running around as a lawyer... But she's healthy. Let's all get together sometime."

        "Sounds good."

        "I'd love that~!"

        

        All three of us nodded with bright smiles.

        The traffic light had turned green, so we continued our conversation as we started walking.

        

        "Come to think of it, isn't Heewon unnie going to become a judge? She's helped me with so many legal matters before."

        "Well, becoming a judge isn't easy. You need experience and study... ...But seeing how she's been lately, I think she'll make it soon. She's amazing."

        "Once that person sets a goal, she charges straight toward it. I wonder how she ever managed to be an ordinary office worker before."

        "She says the same thing. She doesn't know how she managed company life back then... But she quit pretty quickly anyway. You can't fight your true calling, I guess."

        

        A hint of nostalgia appeared on his face as he spoke.

        

        Come to think of it, hyung and Heewon started developing feelings for each other when she was still an office worker.

        Back then, both hyung and I were convenience store part-timers... Ah, those memories.

        

        "By the way, hyung, what was your confession line?"

        "Huh??"

        "Oh! Me too, me too! I'm curious too, oppa~!"

        

        At my sudden question and Cecilia's joint attack, Jaeseop hyung's eyes widened.

        "Uh, um, well..." he said with a confused expression, tilting his head. After crossing the crosswalk, he looked around and then...

        

        "...I'm going now! Take care!!"

        "Ah, hyung!"

        "Oppa―!"

        

        Zoom―! He ran away at a speed that would make cars jealous and disappeared behind a building.

        

        Was it that embarrassing...?

        It was just a joke. His reaction was funnier than expected, making me chuckle.

        

        "Aww. ...I'll have to ask Heewon unnie later♪"

        

        Well, the cat beside me wasn't completely joking, it seems.

        

        Looking at Cecilia with her mischievous smile, I let out a giggle.

        Holding hands tightly, we continued walking toward home.

        

        It was a peaceful weekday.
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        "Ugh..."

        

        With a creak, I tightened my shoelaces just enough.

        Tapping the floor with the tips of my shoes to check the feel, I looked up to meet Cecilia's gaze as she watched me.

        

        "I'm heading out, Cecilia."

        "Have a good time~. Do you need to come back early?"

        

        Cecilia asked with a smile, gently swishing her tail.

        In response, I smiled broadly and silently opened my arms to embrace her tightly.

        

        "Mmm...♥"

        

        I could feel her warm, soft body squirming in my arms.

        

        Cecilia purred happily as she hugged me back tightly.

        Feeling my wife's hands stroking my back, I gently caressed her fluffy cat ears a couple of times.

        

        "...Chu."

        "Aww♥"

        

        I left a final kiss on her forehead as I released the hug.

        With a soft smooching sound, Cecilia's body gave a little jump, and then we looked at each other and giggled.

        

        "Yes. I'll be back soon!"

        "Take care~!"

        

        Basking in my wife's affection, I opened the door with a click and stepped outside.

        As soon as I went out, the intense sunlight beat down on me, and I shielded my eyes with my hand while closing the door behind me with a click.

        

        1 PM, after lunch.

        The time when the sun is hottest.

        

        "Whew, it's hot..."

        

        Despite my complaint, I continued walking steadily.

        The sound of my solid shoe soles hitting the ground echoed around me.

        

        Today I had an appointment with an acquaintance in the afternoon.

        A weekday that couldn't quite be a complete day off.

        

        Trying not to focus on the clinging heat, I walked toward my destination.

        

        ...All I could think about was getting back home quickly to play with my cute wife and children.

        

        ***

        

        "Phewww..."

        

        ...I should have brought a fan.

        Or at least a parasol... With these regrets, I calmly made my way into the place I had arrived at.

        

        I exchanged nods with the security guard I'd become familiar with over occasional visits and stepped into the building.

        I exhaled with satisfaction at the distinctively neat atmosphere and cool air inside.

        

        The police station.

        Not a small neighborhood police box, but a large police station building.

        

        "Oh, it's been a while, Mr. Eun-hyuk~."

        "It has been a while... Ugh, it's extremely hot outside."

        "Haha. It is quite hot these days~. Please sit and rest for a moment. I'll get you some water."

        

        Gratefully accepting the staff member's hospitality, I settled into a chair in the corner of the room.

        

        I bowed my head slightly as I accepted the offered cup of water.

        As I gulped it down, the water traveling down my throat brought coolness to my body.

        I unconsciously let out a "Phew..." as I touched my forehead. It felt quite good.

        

      

      
        "Hello~. Have you been waiting long?"

        "Ah! No, I just got here. It's been a while, Officer Woon-ho."

        

        When the person I was waiting for appeared a moment later, I quickly stood up and greeted him lightly.

        

        The first thing I noticed was the white hair that had considerably increased over the past few years.

        A firm body in a neat uniform.

        A healthy police officer with coffee in one hand and a broad smile.

        

        Officer Park Woon-ho.

        A person who helped me navigate between unfamiliar non-human species and existing laws shortly after I met Cecilia.

        

        I rose from my seat and we exchanged a firm handshake.

        We gripped each other's hands tightly, shaking them lightly, and smiled cheerfully at each other in lieu of formal greetings.

        

        It's been seven years since we first met and continued our various exchanges.

        During that time, he's been promoted and taken on more responsibilities.

        

        Now he manages most of the non-human related matters in this area.

        He was an invaluable acquaintance worth making time for even in the sweltering midday heat.

        

        "How long has it been~? About two months?"

        "Since Cecilia got a job... about that long, yes."

        "How are the twins doing? It's about time I visited again."

        "They're the same as always~. One plays around while the other socializes. They still get along well. Come visit our home sometime. I'll treat you to dinner."

        

        We chatted happily as we walked.

        Soon we arrived at an empty room where we could talk, and sat down facing each other across a table.

        

        "So... what's the matter today?"

        "Here are the materials."

        

        Officer Woon-ho's voice became slightly more serious once we were out of earshot of others.

        I accepted the several photos he slid over and examined them carefully while making a light comment.

        

        Photos of what appeared to be a dark place in a deep alley.

        The asphalt and walls had unusually deep scratches, and one of the utility poles in the corner of a photo even showed signs of being partially dented.

        

        Crime scene photos.

        The reason Officer Woon-ho had called me today.

        

        "Hmm..."

        

        I murmured as I examined the photos taken from various angles.

        Meanwhile, Officer Woon-ho casually prepared a cup of tea and pushed it toward me.

        

        "Take your time."

        "Claw marks... hmm, they're quite large."

        "Right? Some people were suggesting it might be a harpy or a beast-person."

        "Rather than that... hmm, it looks like a dragonkin to me."

        "Eh?"

        "Look here, wing marks on the utility pole. Wings this solid can only belong to dragonkin among the current species."

        "Wow. How did you spot such a small detail?"

        

        I exhaled lightly as Officer Woon-ho scratched his head.

        Resting my chin on my hand, I smiled slightly.

        

        It had been over two years since I started this detective work(?).

        What began with Officer Woon-ho's request, "Mr. Eun-hyuk, you know non-humans well, right? Could you take a look at this...?" had somehow solidified into a regular activity.

        

        Well, it's because I'm married to Cecilia.

        Naturally, I'd heard plenty about Cecilia's homeland, the other world... which gave me considerably more knowledge on the subject than most people.

        

        Of course, I couldn't compare to dedicated researchers, but I was more accessible than they were, if I may say so myself.

        Being easy to meet and knowledgeable made me someone Officer Woon-ho couldn't help but welcome with open arms... that was the background of our meetings.

        

        "...Wow. You're right, it is a dragon... Hah, how am I supposed to catch this?"

        "From the traces, it looks like they were drunk and causing a disturbance. Public property damage?"

      

      
        "That's right... Fortunately, no one was hurt. But aaagh, how am I supposed to catch a dragon..."

        "Haha... Fighting!"

        

        These things happen when non-humans integrate into society.

        

        Getting wing-slapped by a harpy and starting a fight, or a succubus getting involved in a molestation case.

        ...Or a fan club forming around a female vampire, causing trouble with mass infections, and so on...

        

        Today's society is full of all sorts of incidents.

        It's amusing to watch, but we can't just let things get out of hand.

        

        It feels good to occasionally help Officer Woon-ho when he's struggling like this.

        Well, it's a small act of kindness.

        

        "...Mr. Eun-hyuk, have you ever thought about becoming an investiga—"

        "Well, good job~! Call me again if you have more questions~!"

        "W-w-wait, just a quick chat—"

        "No thanks~?"

        

        I drank the slightly cooled tea in one go and stood up.

        Just before dashing out, I turned around slightly and said with a smile:

        

        "I prefer my everyday life~. I want to live peacefully without major burdens, cuddling with my wife and children."

        

        With that, I opened the door and walked out quickly.

        

        Behind me, Officer Woon-ho wailed while another police officer in front giggled.

        I exchanged polite bows and headed outside.

        

        The sky was quite peaceful today too.

        

        ***

        

        The appointment ended earlier than expected, giving me some extra time.

        I was just thinking about buying some snacks on the way when...

        

        "Oh? Isn't that Senior?"

        

        A familiar voice called from beside me.

        

        I turned quickly to see Eun-hwan holding a volleyball in the park.

        In front of Eun-hwan, who was wearing comfortable workout clothes, I could see Hye-rim also in workout clothes.

        

        "Hello~. What a coincidence! Are you out for a walk?"

        "Hello~..."

        "Hi. Yeah, what a coincidence. What day is it today?"

        

        Elya in the morning, then Senior Jae-seop.

        Following Officer Woon-ho just now, and now the Eun-hwan and Hye-rim combo.

        

        Whether by coincidence or not, I seemed to be meeting a lot of acquaintances today.

        Tilting my head curiously, I stepped into the park.

        

        "Busy since daylight. Training?"

        "Just came out to play~. Not really training."

        "Senior said she's been feeling stiff from not moving much lately. I had some time to spare, so I've been keeping her company for a bit."

        "Hope-won unnie said she's coming soon too~. Ah, would Senior like to join us? A quick 2-on-2 match would be fun~!"

        

        I couldn't help but smile at my junior's ever-energetic demeanor.

        

        Well, a short while should be fine.

        It had been quite some time since I'd seen these two, so there was no harm in hanging out together briefly.

        

        I nodded lightly and started stretching.

        

        The sun was still high in the sky.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.246Side Story 9 - Daily Life (3)

      
        "Huff! Huff..."

        "Senior, isn't your stamina a bit too weak~?"

        "Whew... Damn it. No matter how you look at it, how am I supposed to win against an active player..."

        

        I wiped away the sweat pouring down my face and gulped down the sports drink handed to me.

        With a "phew," I exhaled and tossed a comment to Eunhwan, who was bouncing the ball by herself.

        

        "...I see you won the tournament last time too."

        "Oh? You watched it?"

        "I did. Couldn't see it in person because of work, but I watched it on TV."

        "Wow~. This is quite embarrassing, it is!"

        

        With a crisp "thump," the volleyball flew toward me, and I caught it lightly with both hands.

        I spun it slightly on my hand, chuckling at Eunhwan who was grinning and scratching her head.

        

        Eunhwan, who had graduated from school and started making a name for herself as a professional player.

        Though not quite on a winning streak, she was recording an impressive win rate and was now a proper representative of her team, no longer just a student.

        

        ...Even in a one-on-one match, there was no way I could win against someone like her.

        Recalling the disastrous results of our recent one-bounce match, I smiled bitterly.

        

        Still, it's not strange to be outmatched in stamina against an active player.

        

        Though frustrated, I wasn't particularly down about it.

        It was just that kind of feeling.

        

        "Still, senior, your movements were pretty good, they were~. Your reflexes are quite sharp, they are."

        "Really? But didn't I lose too pathetically despite that...?"

        "It's the difference in technique. Your reflexes are good, but there seems to be a difference in form and such."

        

        Just then, Hyerim, who had returned after wiping her face, explained from behind why I had lost.

        

        I turned around with a swift motion, and there she was, smiling brightly with her face still wet.

        Looking at another athlete who had shed her youthful appearance for a more dignified one, I smiled bitterly once again.

        

        Hyerim, a player who, like Eunhwan, had started her professional career.

        After graduating, she immediately joined Eunhwan's team and was apparently doing quite well.

        

        Though slightly less experienced than Eunhwan, she's still a professional player.

        Naturally, I had no chance of winning.

        

        Seeing her steady breathing without any panting, I could clearly feel the gap in basic physical fitness... rather than feeling frustrated, I felt somewhat relieved.

        

        "Still, you moved pretty well considering. Would you like to try playing properly sometime?"

        "No thanks, I'm good. ...Whew, it's hot."

        

        Fanning myself with my hand in the heat, I grabbed the edge of my outer garment.

        As I took it off to reveal the short-sleeved shirt underneath... my body felt cooler, but at the same time, I noticed both athletes staring at me.

        

        "Hm? What is it?"

        "No, it's just... umm."

        "Senior, your body's gotten even better, it has~. It was good when I saw you before, but it's improved even more. Looks like you'll have defined abs soon, doesn't it?"

        "...Really? Hmm?"

        

        My shirt was slightly sticking to my body due to sweat.

        Looking down at my abs underneath, I tilted my head in confusion.

        

        ...Has it improved?

        To me, it doesn't seem like there's been any particular change...

        

        I'm not even someone who exercises much to begin with.

        I occasionally go jogging or running with Cecilia for health maintenance, but other than that, not really...

        

        "...I'm not sure why it's improved. What could it be?"

        "Huh? Don't you do any regular exercise? Like going to the gym or playing sports, senior?"

      

      
        "Regularly? Well, I can think of one thing..."

        

        —Ah.

        

        "...Night exer—... *ahem* *cough* *cough*."

        "?"

        "It's nothing. Nothing at all."

        

        I broke into a cold sweat as I barely managed to hold back the words that almost escaped my lips.

        Seeing me like this, Eunhwan tilted her head in confusion, while Hyerim seemed to have a general idea and looked away into the distance, covering her ears.

        

        Well... that's, you know, that.

        ...It's about time we're thinking about having a third child anyway.

        

        As Eunhwan pointed out, I've been making "regular" efforts lately, so well~...

        ...I suspected that might be why my body had improved.

        

        Anyway, *ahem*.

        

        "By the way, when did Heewon say she's coming?"

        "Oh, my sister? She texted earlier saying she was nearby..."

        

        Hyerim immediately responded to my obvious attempt to change the subject.

        

        She picked up her phone from the bench, seemingly trying to contact her again.

        As she, Eunhwan, and I were about to take a step toward her...

        

        "I'm already here~!"

        "Whoa!"

        "Eek?"

        

        We all jumped slightly at the playful voice that came from behind us and turned around.

        

        There stood Heewon, her formal suit half unbuttoned from the heat.

        With a bag in one hand and a phone in the other, her healthy appearance and bright smile naturally brought a smile to my face as well.

        

        "Oh, it's been a while, Heewon~. Have you been well?"

        "I've been doing great~! Working hard, my daughter is growing well~. And things are good with my husband too. How about you, Eunhyeok?"

        "We're the same as always~. My wife is cute, and the kids are cute too, but..."

        "Cute but sometimes causing trouble while running around~?"

        "Yes, yes. That's exactly it."

        

        We laughed together, instantly forming a bond of mutual understanding.

        

        It was reassuring to see that she hadn't changed much despite not having met for quite some time.

        The familiar atmosphere that gradually emerged felt quite comfortable.

        

        "It's been a while, sis~."

        "Been a while, it has~!"

        "Yes, yes! Long time no see, both of you~. Eunhwan, you still look healthy. And Hyerim... oh, did you grow taller?"

        "Ahaha. A little bit. Isn't your life as a lawyer busy, sis?"

        "It sure is~~. Just today, you know? I was consulting with a client who kept beating around the bush so much..."

        

        With a distant gaze and a hollow laugh, Heewon placed her bag and other items on the bench one by one.

        She took off her stiff formal shirt and exhaled deeply, and everyone leaned in with interested expressions to listen.

        

        "...—so anyway, I somehow finished the consultation and collapsed..."

        "Wow."

        "That's amazing, it is."

        "By the way, is your time okay? It's still quite early."

        

        I suddenly asked, looking at the sun still shining brightly in the sky.

        

        It was just after lunchtime.

        It was a time when not just lawyers but even regular office workers would be sighing deeply while focusing on their work.

      

      
        

        A lawyer, not even a regular office worker, coming out to play at this time on a weekday?

        Wondering if her work was okay, I asked the question, and Heewon replied with a smile:

        

        "It's fine~. As it happens, a big case I was working on just wrapped up yesterday."

        

        "Even though it's a law firm, ours isn't that big. After working hard and sweating over a big case~ everyone was planning to take it easy today..."

        "And that's when the call came."

        "Right. I was surprised, the timing was perfect, as if planned. I thought it was a good opportunity, so I asked my senior for permission~ Since I contributed significantly to the previous case, I was readily granted an early leave."

        

        Everyone smiled in different ways as Heewon concluded with a bright expression.

        

        To be recognized for her achievements and even get early leave just a few years after becoming a lawyer...

        She was still genuinely, genuinely competent to the point of being intimidating.

        

        "Well, all's well that ends well~. ...Now! Let's play! For 2-on-2 volleyball... should I team up with Eunhyeok?"

        "What??"

        "Oh, are you challenging us?"

        "We won't go easy on you, sis~!"

        "Isn't the balance way off, Heewon...??"

        "Oh, come on~. If we try hard, we can win. Come on, let's go! Get in position~."

        "Uh, what?"

        

        Without giving us time to prepare, the 2-on-2 volleyball match suddenly began.

        With sounds of "thump," "tap," "bang!!" the ball bounced around everywhere, and we chased after it at matching speed.

        

        "Argh...!!"

        "Ugh!"

        "Come on, come on! Don't be slow, you shouldn't~!"

        "You'll lose at this rate~! Both of you!"

        

        The two active players mercilessly dominated the relatively slower me and Heewon.

        

        Barely managing to return a chilling smash, I shouted:

        

        "Hey, go a little easy on us...!!"

        "Haha! But this is fun, isn't it...!!"

        

        I receive, Heewon returns, then I spike again.

        Despite breathing heavily from the constant movement, I nodded in agreement with Heewon's voice that brushed past my ear.

        

        Yes, it is fun.

        Maybe because I'm doing this with people I haven't seen in a while... it gave me a refreshing feeling that wasn't bad at all.

        

        "But that aside, go a little easy on us!!"

        "Here it comes~!"

        "Oof?!"

        

        The ball bounced up, and I heard the voice a moment too late.

        It took me another beat to realize that Hyerim's spike had hit my forehead and bounced off.

        

        "Nice receive, Eunhyeok!"

        

        Well, I didn't exactly aim for that... but whatever.

        Let's give it a shot!

        

        I lifted my head that had been thrown back and pushed off the ground with all my might.

        Jumping as high as I could, I swung my hand toward the falling ball.

        

        "Oh, nice spike~."

        

        I'm going to properly slam one in before going home!

        Thinking that, I landed on the ground and repositioned myself to prepare for the next attack.

        

        ...Well, times like these weren't bad once in a while.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.247Side Story 9 - A Special Day Indeed

      
        "Mommy~!"

        "Hmm? What is it, my darling~?"

        "Hehe~. Um, you know, where did Daddy go?"

        "Ah~. Daddy went out to work for a bit. His friend called saying 'Please help me~.'"

        "Mmm...."

        "...Should we ask Daddy to play with us when he comes back?"

        "Yeah!"

        "~♬"

        

        Seeing Lisa nodding with a bright smile, a gentle smile spread across my face.

        

        I lowered myself to her eye level and softly stroked my daughter's hair as she purred happily with a joyful expression.

        

        Is this how it feels when Eunhyuk strokes me?

        Every time I saw her cute little face blooming with a smile like a flower, a flower bloomed in my heart too, and I couldn't hide the joy that radiated through me.

        

        "Alright! What should we ask him to play~?"

        "Kyaa!"

        

        Setting aside the snacks I was preparing, I lifted the lightweight Lisa up with a swoop.

        

        Oh, how can she smile so adorably~.

        

        The crystallization of my and Eunhyuk's love.

        Our child, born from my womb.

        

        The warmth transmitted from her body in my arms is so lovable.

        Gently stroking my daughter's softly swaying tail, I walked with steady steps toward the living room.

        

        "Oh my. Hoho~. Did you sleep well, Mel~?"

        "Mmhmm, I slept well...."

        "♬"

        

        When we arrived at the sofa, I saw Mel rustling about, seemingly just woken up from a nap.

        Sitting on the sofa and yawning, Mel looked grown-up at a glance, but seeing him tightly hugging a duck plushie, he was still very much a child.

        

        "Oof, cha!"

        "Kyaaa!"

        "Uwang."

        "Hoho. Now, children! Choose one of the two~."

        ""?""

        

        After setting Lisa down next to her brother, I dramatically placed my hands on my hips. Feeling two bright gazes looking up at me, I opened my mouth.

        

        "Do you want to have snacks first~ or play games first~? Mommy was making fruit crackers!"

        "Crackers! Me, me, I wanna eat crackers~!"

        "Ah, I wanna eat too!"

        

        Lisa raised her hand high as she shouted, while Mel, rubbing his eyes, called out in his childish voice.

        Twins will be twins. I couldn't help but laugh at their identical choices.

        

        "Okay~! I'll bring them right away, just wait a moment~."

        ""Yes~!""

        "Umm. But Lisa... where did Daddy go?"

        "Daddy went to work! Mommy said so."

        

        Hearing their conversation from behind, I chuckled as I placed fruits one by one on the crackers.

        

        Shortly after, I finished preparing and lifted the tray.

        I placed it on the table and called out with a smile to the twins who were swaying their tails on the sofa.

        

        "Now, let's have snacks~!"

        ""Yaaay~!""

        

        Mel and Lisa came down from the sofa, giggling cheerfully.

        

        Just as I was thinking about feeding them one by one,

        

        "Hmm, wait a moment?"

        

        Knock, knock, a knocking sound echoed from the front door.

        

        Tilting my head in confusion, I got up and headed toward the entrance.

        

      

      
        I wasn't expecting any visitors today?

        With that thought, I peeked through the door lens...

        

        "Daughter~ We're here~~."

        "Huh?! Mom, Dad?!"

        

        I saw familiar faces.

        

        Why did they come so suddenly?

        The question mark in my head was momentary; I immediately grabbed the handle and flung the door open.

        

        "Welcome, Mom, Dad! What brings you here so suddenly?"

        "Oh, we were just in the neighborhood for your dad's work~ Since we're here, we thought we'd see our grandchildren's faces~."

        "Haha. To be precise, it's not exactly for work, but there's a furniture exhibition nearby. We came to see that briefly~..."

        "Grandpa~~!!"

        "Grandma~!"

        "Oh my, oh my, our grandchildren~!! Have you been well~? Hmm~~?"

        

        Mel and Lisa, who had rushed out in a patter of footsteps, were tightly embraced in Dad's arms.

        

        Mel rubbing his cheek against his grandfather's with biscuit crumbs on his face.

        My dad, completely smitten with his grandchildren, smiling brightly with his tail wagging vigorously.

        ...And Lisa, who was caught midway running to her grandmother and ended up in her grandfather's embrace.

        

        At this scene that looked like a perfect picture, Mom and I let out a chuckle.

        

        Mom, slightly bending down, gently stroked Lisa's head as she looked up with wide eyes.

        

        A bright smile shone, and a beautiful atmosphere spread throughout the house.

        They were unexpected but welcome guests.

        

        ***

        

        "So, how have you been doing lately?"

        "Well, we're doing fine. We bought a workshop~ Got an apprentice too... If you knew how many orders your dad is getting these days, you'd be surprised."

        

        The carefully prepared tea added a calm atmosphere to the living room with its gentle fragrance.

        Hearing the sounds of my dad playing with his grandchildren in the room, I chuckled as I conversed with Mom.

        

        "Honestly, when we first came here, we thought it was all over... Who would have known? That we would become this popular."

        "Your woodworking skills from our original world are shining here too~..."

        "That's what I'm saying... Making furniture, making sculptures. Honestly, I never thought I could be this successful as a carpenter, but helping your dad while living day by day, every day feels like a dream."

        

        Mom sipped her tea with elegant movements, chuckling softly.

        Suddenly remembering a few years ago, shortly after our reunion, I giggled quietly at the difference between then and now.

        

        "Hmm?"

        "Nothing~ Just thinking about the old days. When we met again, we were still wandering here and there."

        "Ah~. It was like that back then. Actually, all different species were like that. Falling into a strange place, cut off from what we used to do... You and us were cases that adapted relatively quickly."

        "Right... Ah~ I remember. At first, I was so wary of Eunhyuk~..."

        "Oh my, were you?"

        "Mmhmm. I was? I was... Hoho♬"

        

        It was a story from when I wasn't even lovers with Eunhyuk yet.

        Me, when I first met Eunhyuk, overflowing with wariness.

        

        Thinking about that time, which was already several years ago, I couldn't help but giggle.

        

        Even those tense days, looking back now, are just happy memories.

        I wouldn't say I miss them... but they're decent memories that make me smile when I recall them like this.

        

        "...You look happy, my daughter."

        "Hmm?"

        "You've met such a good person~... So, how is it, are you still sleeping well with him these days~?"

        "W-What?!"

        

        And with Mom's sudden words, I felt the blood rushing to my face.

        

        W-What are you saying all of a sudden...!?

        W-Well, these days we do sleep together often enough to remind me of our honeymoon, but that's not the issue right now...!

        

        "N-Not particularly? Just... normal?"

        "Oh come on~ Don't be shy. When else would I have such a talk with my daughter~."

        "I don't know!!"

      

      
        "...Personally, Mom would like to see a third grandchild."

        "?!!"

        

        Trying to maintain composure, I could see the orange surface of the tea in my cup trembling.

        Perhaps finding my obviously flustered appearance amusing, Mom chuckled and spoke.

        

        "Oh my. Anyway, it's good to see~ Seeing our cute daughter having children and living happily makes me so happy."

        "...Sincerely?"

        "Of course, sincerely."

        "...Then fine. I'll forgive you for saying those embarrassing things earlier."

        "Hoho."

        

        I slightly turned my head to the side and took a long sip of tea.

        ...Unlike that deliberately aloof expression, my tail was swaying behind me, so it didn't really mean much.

        This darn tail...

        

        "Grandma!"

        "Yes, yes? What is it, our Lisa~?"

        

        Just then, the bedroom door flung open and Lisa came bounding out.

        

        Through the wide-open door, I could see Dad sitting with a wry smile.

        Wondering what was happening, I tilted my head as Lisa grabbed her grandmother's arm and shouted.

        

        "Grandma, come play with us too! Together~!"

        "Oh my, hoho. Alright, let's play together! What shall we play, my granddaughter~?"

        "Rock-paper-scissors! The loser tickles the winner!"

        "Hmm? Isn't it usually the other way around...?"

        

        I chuckled as I watched Mom being dragged away with a question mark above her head.

        

        That's right. It's natural to want to play all together with grandparents they haven't seen in a while.

        Nodding with a warm feeling, I was about to get up to clear the teacups when...

        

        "Oh my?"

        "..."

        

        Mel, who had quietly come out at some point, gently took my hand.

        

        "What is it, my son?"

        "...Mom, come play too."

        "Oh my."

        

        A rare display of affection from Mel.

        At that adorable sight peeking through his usual stoicism, I smiled broadly and stroked our son's head.

        

        "Uwah!"

        "Yes, yes, yes—! Let's play together, my son~!!"

        

        Just as I was hugging my son and entering the room, my phone suddenly vibrated.

        When I checked it, I saw a photo sent by Eunhyuk.

        

        "Ahaha!"

        "?"

        "Look at this~. Is today really some special day?"

        

        I turned the screen to show Mom and Dad the photo.

        

        Eunhyuk with his outer garment removed and draped over his shoulder, probably because the journey was hot.

        Next to him, the figures of Eunhyuk's parents, whom he seemed to have met by chance, made me laugh uncontrollably.

        

        I know Eunhyuk's mother used to work in sewing and recently even launched her own brand... Maybe she came to this area for work related to that?

        Either way, it was an amazing coincidence. I couldn't help but laugh.

        

        "Hohoho. Mother-in-law looks stylish, Father-in-law looks cool, and Eunhyuk looks cute... Kids, look at this, isn't Daddy handsome~?"

        "Yeah!"

        "Daddy's cool~."

        "Right~?"

        

        Mom and Dad chuckled as they watched me showing off my husband to the children.

        

        Laughter echoed in the room, and a lively atmosphere filled the house.

        

        It seemed that today was indeed some kind of special day.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.248Side Story 9 - Just the Two of Us After a Long Time

      
        "I'm home~... Huh, it's quiet."

        "Welcome back, Eunhyuk~."

        "Ah, yeah. I'm back, Cecilia. Where are the kids? Taking a nap?"

        "Yeah. My parents came by earlier. The kids must have gotten tired from playing so excitedly with everyone. They both crashed and are sleeping soundly on the bed now."

        

        When I arrived home with my tired body, my wife greeted me warmly with a gentle smile.

        

        Cecilia pointed toward the darkened room and spoke softly.

        I listened carefully and could hear the children's tiny breathing sounds, which made me chuckle quietly and nod.

        

        "They're cute."

        "Aren't they~? They take after you."

        

        I handed my coat to Cecilia and walked into the house.

        Then I took off my shirt, feeling a slight coolness on my sweat-soaked body.

        

        "Phew..."

        "Good work today. Is it hot outside? Did work go well?"

        "Ah, yeah. There was apparently some incident with a drunk person related to the Yongin clan, but it wasn't too difficult so it ended quickly. And about the heat, well, like I texted earlier, it's because I played volleyball with Eunhwan and the others for a bit..."

        "I saw the photos~. The kids said you looked cool too. Come on, hurry up and strip! You must feel gross, so shower first~. Then we can rest a bit before having dinner together!"

        "Whoa. Uh, wait a second?!"

        

        Cecilia wagged her tail excitedly and grabbed the hem of my underwear, pulling it off with a swift motion.

        Not expecting or prepared for this, my upper body was suddenly completely exposed, and I shrank slightly under Cecilia's intent gaze.

        

        "Um... dear wife? I'm sweaty and feeling a bit embarrassed..."

        "~♬ This is revenge for what you did this morning~. Take that!"

        "Eehee?!"

        

        With a mischievous smile, Cecilia poked my stomach area with her finger.

        The sensation of her finger trailing along my skin and her bewitching smile made me quickly surrender by throwing both hands up.

        

        "I surrender!"

        "Oh my? Already~?"

        "Hmm, isn't doing this in broad daylight a bit inappropriate for the children's education, my lady...?"

        "But the children are already asleep~. Hehe. ...It's okay~, I understand what you mean. So, here!"

        "Whoa."

        "Go wash up first, Eunhyuk!"

        

        Following Cecilia's push, I shuffled toward the bathroom door.

        

        Cecilia waved at me with an affectionate smile.

        Though slightly bewildered by her unusually energetic demeanor, I stripped off my clothes and stepped into the bathroom.

        

        "Hmm..."

        

        I turned on the shower with a click and adjusted the temperature.

        While waiting for the boiler to heat the water sufficiently, I tilted my head curiously as I watched the water stream down.

        

        ...It definitely wasn't mating season yet.

        She wasn't like this even this morning, so Cecilia's suddenly aggressive behavior was somewhat puzzling.

        

        Not that I disliked her being assertive.

        I'm still in my prime, and Cecilia is as lovable as ever.

        Cuddling and flirting intimately in broad daylight wasn't unusual until just a few years ago.

        

        But since Mel and Lisa were born, I hadn't experienced such active seduction in the daytime...

        There had been plenty of temptations, but most came at night, not in the middle of the day like this.

        

        I didn't dislike it, but it was curious.

        That was all.

        

        "Hmm."

        

        Was it the influence of my in-laws who had visited earlier?

        Or perhaps a reaction to my late return home...?

        

        Several reasons came to mind, but none had any basis beyond speculation.

        

        I put those thoughts aside and checked the water temperature.

        Confirming it was warm enough, I slowly let the water stream over my body.

        

      

      
        "Ahh, that's nice..."

        

        The pleasantly warm temperature felt good as it soaked into my tired, salt-covered body.

        

        Personally, I prefer showering at night, but in summer like this, washing up during the day isn't bad either.

        

        As I was rubbing my body under the shower and reaching for the soap...

        

        "Eunhyuk~."

        "?"

        

        Knock knock, the door opened with a knocking sound and...

        

        "...Want me to scrub your back?♪"

        

        ...At the glimpse of Cecilia, I forgot to answer and just gaped blankly.

        

        I could see a silvery-white cat tail swishing behind her.

        Below her twitching cat ears, her face—flushed with joy and shyness—was enough to instantly steal my heart and make it pound as always.

        

        ...The issue, however, was what was below.

        

        I noticed her bare, fair legs. Healthy calves, soft thighs... hip line, and above.

        

        From her sides to her armpits and collarbones, I could see Cecilia completely naked without even a shirt. Only one thing—a towel draped from the middle of her chest—barely covered her beautiful body.

        

        Well.

        Let me be clear.

        

        ...It was incredibly sexy.

        So very beautiful and attractive. As a man and as a husband, it was a sight I absolutely couldn't tear my eyes from.

        

        "..."

        "..."

        

        A moment of silence.

        And then—

        

        "......"

        "...Yap!!♥"

        "?!"

        

        True to her cat nature, Cecilia pounced on me with a whoosh, and I thought to myself:

        

        Whatever the reason, her switch had definitely been flipped.

        With the large, soft sensation squishing against my chest beyond the towel... I could only look up at the ceiling in dizzy ecstasy.

        

        ...Honestly, I was happy.

        That's all there was to it.

        

        ***

        

        "Is the water temperature to your liking, sir~?"

        "Mmm, it's perfect..."

        "Hehe♥"

        

        And so began our joint shower.

        In the steam-filled bathroom, Cecilia scrubbed my back with a shower towel as I sat on the stool.

        

        Her laughter pleasantly echoed among the swishing sounds of the soap bubbles.

        

        "So what's the occasion today?"

        "Hmm~?"

        

        I asked while enjoying the perfectly balanced, blissful sensation.

        

        Our bewitching Cecilia, who had boldly seduced me in broad daylight and even ambushed me in the shower.

        With exercise, work, and childcare since morning... she should be tired, so why was she being so assertive?

        

        With that intention behind my question.

        

        "...~♥"

      

      
        

        Cecilia smiled and spoke.

        

        "Mmm~. Just because?♬"

        "Just because?"

        "Yeah. How should I put it... I suddenly wanted to cling to you and act cute for no particular reason?"

        

        She said while scrubbing my side with the shower towel after finishing my back.

        As I involuntarily let out an "Eehee" from the ticklish sensation, she chuckled and continued.

        

        "But if I had to give reasons~ hmm, maybe because you said you'd come home early but came late, and because the topic of a third child came up while talking with my mom?♬"

        "...Are you angry that I came home late?"

        "No way~~. I'm not angry. Just... yeah."

        

        Her soapy, slippery hands gradually slid around to the front of my body.

        Soon she was hugging me tightly with both arms, pressing her chest against my back... and whispered softly in my ear.

        

        "Sometimes, I just want to be a wife."

        "..."

        "Of course I'm the mother of our adorable twins... but at the same time, I'm also Eunhyuk's cat, Cecilia."

        

        ...Come to think of it, how long has it been since we leisurely enjoyed a shower like this, just the two of us?

        

        Eating, playing, bathing, sleeping.

        It's been years since we've done all those things with our children.

        

        I would never, ever say I dislike having Mel and Lisa around.

        

        They're the cutest, most lovable twins in our world.

        I'd be ready to strike anyone who dared say otherwise in front of me.

        

        It's just... sometimes couples need time alone like this.

        We simply craved quiet moments to share affection and exchange body heat.

        

        "..."

        "...♥"

        

        A purring sound pleasantly echoed in my ear.

        Cecilia's warm body temperature transmitted through my skin, and the soft bubbles along with the soft sensation kept caressing my back.

        

        "...They're touching."

        "I'm making them touch~♥"

        

        With a giggling laugh, her soft cat tail tickled around my thigh.

        

        Really... geez.

        When did that once-inexperienced Cecilia learn such bewitching seduction techniques?

        For various reasons, I couldn't stop smiling.

        

        I slowly turned around to face Cecilia.

        After our gazes intertwined leisurely for a moment... slowly, our lips met.

        

        "Mmm..."

        "...♥"

        

        A sweet voice echoed gently.

        

        Fortunately, our bathroom is relatively soundproof...

        Slowly, slowly, I moved my hands to caress Cecilia's soft skin.

        

        "Ah... Hehe."

        "Ticklish?"

        "Yeah... But I like it...♥ Touch me more?"

        "...~!"

        "Eek!♥"

        

        Unable to resist her affectionate cuteness, I embraced Cecilia tightly.

        

        My reason melted slightly at her adorable voice.

        Savoring the warmth transmitted from her embraced body, I planted another kiss♥ on Cecilia's nape.

        

        It was a happy moment.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.249Side Story 9 - An Unexpected Guest

      
        The morning of a long-awaited holiday arrived.

        

        A peaceful day with blue skies and gentle breezes.

        Adorable news about a dog from a district office giving birth to quintuplets.

        

        The announcer's soft, gentle voice flowing from the TV tickled my ears lightly.

        Perhaps because they liked today's cute news content, the twins nestled in my arms on either side of me, watching TV, looked especially adorable.

        

        "Puppies are so cute..."

        "Mmm, mmm."

        

        Two tails wagged gently, tickling both of my arms.

        The warm sensation and cute conversation made me chuckle.

        

        "Daddy, Daddy!"

        "Yes? What is it, my daughter?"

        "Have you~ ever petted a doggy before?"

        "Hmm~. Unfortunately not. But I've petted cats many times."

        "Kitties?"

        "Yes, kitties. Like this, pat pat~!"

        "Kyahaha! Ehehe~!"

        "Whoa!?"

        

        I suddenly reached out to pet both Lisa, who was looking up at me, and Mel, who was absorbed in the TV.

        

        Laughter filled the room and wagging tails tapped against my back.

        Their bright giggles brought a wide smile to my face.

        

        "You're having fun~. Enjoying yourselves~?"

        "Ehehe. Mmm~!"

        "Awww. Daddy... stop patting meee...!"

        "Hehe. Okay, okay."

        "How cute~. Um, could you help me with this for a moment, Eunhyuk?"

        "Okay~. Up we go."

        

        After giving the twins one last pat, I lifted myself off the sofa.

        

        Step, step.

        As I approached Cecilia, who was preparing lunch, she handed me a bottle she was holding.

        

        "I can't get this lid open..."

        "Ah. Let me see, hmm~..."

        

        I gripped the tightly sealed condiment bottle and applied pressure from both sides.

        

        Pop!

        With that cheerful sound, I handed the bottle back to Cecilia with a satisfied smile.

        

        "Here you go."

        "Thank youuu~!"

        "Anything else you need help with?"

        "Hmm~, not really? I'm almost done... Oh, just help me set the table."

        "As you command~."

        "Hehe♬"

        

        I high-fived her silver tail as it swished by and headed toward where the cutlery was kept.

        

        I took out enough utensils for everyone and dishes to serve the rice in.

        

        Regular bowls for Cecilia and me, and cute children's bowls for our twins.

        

        Soon, the soft aroma of seaweed soup filled the house, and just as my awakened appetite was gently rumbling in my stomach—

        

        "Hm?"

        "Oh?"

        

        Knock knock knock knock, came a sound at the door.

        

        "Daddy. Someone's here."

        "Indeed. Who could it be?"

        

        I gave Mel, who had alerted us to the visitor, a quick pat as I walked toward the entrance.

        

        I peeked through the peephole, but...

      

      
        

        "...There's no one there?"

        "Hm?"

        

        I couldn't see anyone.

        

        Could someone have knocked as a prank and run away?

        I tilted my head in confusion.

        

        But shortly after, another knock knock knock sounded.

        

        "Is it a ghost?"

        

        Tilting my head even more in confusion, I decided to open the door anyway.

        

        What greeted me was the same apartment corridor as always.

        Naturally, it was the same empty scene I had seen through the peephole, and I was starting to feel a bit creeped out as I began to close the door when—

        

        "W-wait..."

        

        At that moment.

        Startled by the faint voice, I looked down at my feet.

        

        "S-sorry for showing up suddenly, but just one meal..."

        "Phil?!"

        "Eh, oh?! Come in, quickly!"

        

        I saw a blonde elf collapsed on the floor, trembling pitifully.

        

        It was nice to see a familiar face after so long... but what on earth was she doing here like this?!

        

        Hurriedly, Cecilia and I worked together to bring the collapsed elf inside, grunting with effort.

        

        Phil, wearing what must have once been a white lab coat but was now stained and dirty, mumbled "Thanks..."

        She was quite the peculiar guest.

        

        ***

        

        "I'm really sorry. And really, thank you..."

        "Eat plenty, plenty."

        "Chew slowly and thoroughly. There's lots of food."

        

        Phil, the half-elf who had changed into clothes provided by Cecilia, was munching on rice and side dishes.

        She must have been extremely hungry, as she chewed with an expression of pure bliss despite it being just ordinary food. I asked her curiously:

        

        "But what happened so suddenly? We meet after a long time, and you show up starving."

        "Ah, well. There are circumstances, circumstances..."

        "Are you okay, Auntie?"

        "Hmm? Hehe... I'm fine, I'm fine~. Thank you for worrying about me, our Mel~."

        

        Phil skillfully stroked Mel's tail with a maternal expression.

        Between her gentle expressions, she let out a small sigh and continued with a faint bitter smile.

        

        "Well... as you all know, today's a public holiday, right?"

        ""Yes.""

        "On top of that, my professor and some senior colleagues all had personal plans today, and since there wasn't anything particularly important to do, we all decided to take the day off..."

        "Oh, did you say you went to graduate school, Phil?"

        "Yeah. Energy and Resources Engineering."

        

        As Phil casually answered Cecilia's question, I swallowed quietly but nodded my head.

        

        Graduate school... huh.

        ...Why such a choice.

        

        "I had something I wanted to research. ...Don't look at me like that, oppa."

        "Ahem."

        "Anyway, I went out hoping to eat something delicious for a change. I've been kind of forgetting to eat properly lately, so I was really looking forward to it."

        "...But why were you in that state earlier...?"

        "Well, about that..."

        

        Phil put down her spoon for a moment and stuck one hand into her pants pocket.

        And when she turned the pocket inside out...

        

        "...I lost my wallet."

      

      
        "Ah."

        

        ...It was completely empty.

        

        So that was the simple reason she was starving.

        And somehow, though it just crossed my mind briefly, I felt a bit of sympathy after getting a glimpse of the sad reality of graduate student life.

        

        "That must have been tough..."

        "Yeah..."

        "So, can I ask what kind of research you're doing these days?"

        

        Cecilia asked casually while placing a side dish in Lisa's rice bowl.

        At her question, Phil quickly swallowed what she was chewing and opened her mouth with a suddenly changed expression, her eyes shining.

        

        "Ehehehehe~. Curious? Hm? Are you curious~?"

        "What is it...?"

        

        Cecilia gave an ambiguous smile at Phil's confident attitude.

        Phil then took something finger-sized from the opposite pocket she had checked earlier and handed it to her.

        

        "Here."

        "...?"

        "It's still a prototype~ but the performance is pretty good."

        

        What she offered looked like an old-fashioned clicker.

        It had a cylindrical body with a switch, a small wire coming out, and a small screen in the middle of the body.

        

        "What is... this?"

        "A mana detector."

        "Huh?!"

        

        Cecilia's shoulders jumped with a startled expression of astonishment.

        However, unlike her... the twins and I just tilted our heads without much reaction.

        

        "Mana detector? What's that, Daddy?"

        "Hmm... How should I explain this? A tool that finds energy? Used for magic...?"

        "Ah~ That's right. I guess Mel and Lisa wouldn't know about this?"

        

        Phil took back the mana detector(?) from Cecilia and pressed the switch once.

        With a click sound, the numbers on the screen changed subtly.

        

        "The principle itself is simple. It just analyzes the surrounding air slightly to calculate how much mana is present."

        "I see...? But didn't you say mana is generally thin in this area? So thin that magic that could be used before can't be used now."

        "Right~. I used to use quite a bit of magic back in the day. Now it's impossible."

        "So what's the point of detecting it? To find places where it's not thin?"

        "That's one use, but basically, living beings leak mana as they move around. So with this, you can analyze 'how many people were here until just now~' and things like that. It was actually commissioned by the forensic science department."

        "Oh, ohhh."

        

        What came to my mind was my visit to Officer Woonho's police station a few days ago.

        At that time, I had deduced who the culprit was by looking at photos... but certainly, if technology like this were developed, various investigations would become much easier.

        

        "...The fusion of modern technology and fantasy..."

        "It's quite moving, somehow."

        

        I muttered, and Cecilia added.

        There was definitely... something exciting about it.

        

        "I've only heard talk about innovation and such, but this is my first time seeing it directly."

        "Aw~ you're exaggerating~."

        

        I nodded while patting the twins, who had given up understanding halfway through (naturally, since they're children) and were focused on their meal.

        

        Come to think of it, a very long time ago, Elya and I had discussed whether something like a mana computer would be possible.

        Back then it was just imagination... but now it felt like this amazing technology was right in front of us, making my heart race.

        

        "Hmm. ...Say, do you all have time next week?"

        ""?""

        "Actually, there's going to be a presentation next week about this and various other things. I'm planning to invite other friends too. If you have time, how about we all get together for a meal and chat like old times~?"

        

        At that suggestion, we looked at each other and nodded.

        

        We couldn't miss out on such a good experience.

        

        The answer was obvious.
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        "Oh! Welcome, all four of you~! Come, come! Sit over here~."

        

        Phil's energetic voice echoed loudly amidst the bustling indoor atmosphere.

        

        A spacious interior clearly filled with people of various professions.

        Tables everywhere. A lively atmosphere with people already gathered in small groups, engaged in conversation.

        

        We tilted our heads at the meeting place that felt slightly different from what we'd expected and made our way to the table Phil was guiding us to.

        It seemed we were the first group to arrive, as the area around the table was still empty.

        

        "It's been a while, Phil... Hmm, I didn't notice before, but you definitely look the part when dressed formally."

        "Hehe. Right~? I don't usually dress like this in these places, but since we're here. Thought I'd try to set the mood."

        

        Phil proudly displayed his pristine white lab coat, completely different from when he visited our home last week, with a triumphant expression.

        He certainly looked better than before, as if he'd eaten well and rested during the week we hadn't seen him, but still...

        

        "...So can I ask now?"

        "Hmm?"

        "Ah~. I was wondering about that too..."

        

        Our Mel and Lisa sat side by side next to Cecilia and me.

        As we stroked the twins who were curiously looking around, we opened our mouths with bitter smiles.

        

        "You said it was a university presentation."

        "Yup."

        "...Then why are we at a barbecue restaurant?"

        

        The boisterous atmosphere, people of all sorts.

        ...Our twins distracted by the sizzling sound of meat cooking.

        

        Cecilia's tail, reflecting her bewilderment, tapped my back a couple of times.

        

        Well, the space was certainly large and the tables were big enough, so the environment itself wasn't bad...

        ...But there should be limits.

        

        "Phil... is graduate school life that hard?"

        "Could you not look at me with those eyes, my dear cat~? I just wanted to gather some acquaintances for a small pre-presentation before the main one~!"

        "Ah, if that's the case, I guess it's fine."

        

        Personally, I had imagined something like an academic conference atmosphere you'd see in movies or dramas.

        It was quite different from what I expected, which was surprising, but... if that was the reason, I supposed it wasn't that strange after all.

        

        "And actually, the people gathering today are enough."

        "Huh? In what sense?"

        "You'll see when everyone's here~. Ah, Hyerim~!"

        

        I tilted my head at Phil's meaningful words, but only for a moment.

        As people started to arrive one after another, we waved our hands enthusiastically to welcome our friends.

        

        "Hello everyone. Have you been well?"

        "Oho, Phil! Long time no see, indeed~."

        

        The first to arrive was Hyerim and Eunhwan's athlete group.

        Perhaps due to their rising fame as athletes these days, it was quite impressive how people's gazes turned toward them the moment they entered the restaurant.

        

        "Hi, kids~. Phil, it's been a while~."

        "Elya! Long time no see~!"

        "Ah, Teacher~!"

        "Huhu. Yes, yes. Our Mel and Lisa~ Have you been well~?"

        

        Next to appear was Elya.

        

        True to her role as a kindergarten teacher, she greeted the children first with a bright smile.

        

        As a father, I couldn't help but smile contentedly seeing our normally cautious daughter warmly welcome someone outside the family.

        

        "Um, are we too late?"

        "It's been a while~."

        "Oh. Hyung! Ms. Heewon!"

        "Hi, Mirae!"

        "Hello, Mel~."

        

        Next to arrive was Jaeseop hyung's family, holding their daughter's hands on both sides as they entered.

        

      

      
        As soon as they entered the restaurant and spotted Mel and Lisa, Jaeseop hyung's daughter, Nam Mirae, came running cutely toward them.

        The three of them immediately started playing together harmoniously, naturally spreading a warm atmosphere.

        

        Children were truly adorable.

        

        "Hello, Mirae~."

        "Hello, Auntie, Uncle!"

        "Yes, yes. Such good manners, our Mirae~."

        "Huhu, she called me Auntie~♬"

        

        Cecilia wagged her tail gently, both unfamiliar with and delighted by being called "Auntie."

        Children were cute, but my wife was truly adorable as well.

        

        "Have you both been well?"

        "Of course we have. We just saw each other last week, why ask now?"

        "Long time no see, unnie~~!"

        "Long time no see~ Cecilia~!"

        

        Greetings were exchanged with sparkling smiles.

        

        A moment later, the restaurant door opened again and more people entered.

        

        "Ah, hello~."

        "...Is this the right place?"

        "How would I know... The address senior sent is here, ah, there's senior."

        "It's been a while, seniors."

        

        The group of four that appeared was... who?

        A harpy, vampire, demon, and elf?

        

        They seemed like a group of different species I'd heard about a few times before.

        And judging by the term "senior," these kids were probably...

        

        "Tulia, Dian, Dalia, Linne! It's been so long, everyone~~!!"

        "Hello everyone. Have you been well?"

        "You all look healthy~."

        "Ooh! I've been waiting for you~! Come, come over here!"

        

        As I thought, they appeared to be Cecilia's high school juniors.

        

        The four approached with bright smiles amid the welcoming cheers of the student group, full of joy.

        As more people joined and the noise suddenly increased, I smiled wryly and tilted my head back slightly.

        

        Hmm, there are more people than I expected?

        Well, the number itself wasn't really a problem, but I was a bit concerned about Cecilia's juniors whom I'd never met before.

        

        The kids had gone to the playroom with Mirae, Jaeseop hyung's family was sitting far away, and Cecilia was busy chatting with her juniors and friends.

        Uh, umm. Is there anyone who could talk with me...?

        

        Just as I was thinking that.

        

        "It's been a while."

        "Uwah?!"

        

        Startled by the small voice that suddenly came from behind me, I quickly turned around.

        

        I saw the body of a giant with solid muscles.

        

        Thin clothes suitable for summer, with bulging muscles visible underneath.

        ...And at the very top, a tiny child riding on the giant's shoulders.

        

        "Ah, Donggeon-ssi!"

        "Ta-da~."

        "Oh, Sherry~! Welcome!"

        

        It's the Donggeon & Sherry couple whom I haven't seen in ages.

        It was impressive to see Donggeon-ssi, who seemed to have worked out quite diligently as his physique had grown even larger, and Sherry, who looked much healthier.

        

        "It's been a while~. Have you been well?"

        "Of course~. We've been doing great. Hello Imhwan~ It's been a while. Have you been well~?"

        "Yes! I've been good! Hello, uncle~!"

        "My, how energetic~."

        

        Smiles spread across Sherry and Donggeon-ssi's faces at their son's loud greeting.

      

      
        

        These people had become parents while I hadn't seen them.

        It was nice to see them looking fondly at their son.

        

        "Mel, Lisa, and Mirae are playing in the playroom over there. Want to go play with them?"

        "Really?! Mom, Dad, can I go play?"

        "Yes, of course~."

        "I'll call you when it's time to eat."

        "Yay~!"

        "Upsie..."

        

        As soon as Donggeon-ssi let him down from his shoulders, Imhwan ran off toward the playroom.

        I couldn't help but chuckle at his bright demeanor.

        

        "My, quite a crowd has gathered. Is everyone here now, Eunhyuk-ssi?"

        "I'm not sure. I don't know how many people Phil invited..."

        "I think I might be the last one."

        

        Then once again, a voice came from behind.

        

        When I turned around, a somewhat familiar face caught my eye.

        Honestly, I didn't expect this person to come... it was a bit surprising.

        

        "Unho-ssi?"

        "Nice to see you... Excuse me while I take the seat next to you."

        

        Unho-ssi sat down with a cheerful smile.

        While I could understand inviting others, it was surprising and somewhat puzzling that Phil would invite this person too.

        

        "So what was your criteria for inviting people, Phil? Just close acquaintances?"

        

        As if sharing my curiosity, Hyerim asked Phil.

        As all eyes focused on him, Phil spread his flat chest wide and with a "Hmm~" began to speak.

        

        "You know~ I mentioned today was a research presentation, right?"

        "Ah, yes."

        "Originally, I was going to do it somewhere formal like a lab, but I thought it might be good to show my friends first. And since it's a bigger research project than expected, the impact could be significant."

        

        Indeed, a presentation mixing science and fantasy couldn't have a small impact.

        Though it didn't seem that significant because it was research done by an acquaintance with a cheerful personality, it was actually a remarkable achievement.

        

        "I was debating whether to present it to experts first~ or to friends first. After discussing with my professor and thinking about it, I suddenly realized something~."

        

        Phil paused there.

        Then, with a smile on his face, he looked around and continued.

        

        "I realized that there were already many experts around me."

        "?"

        "A lawyer! Police officer, athletes. And celebrities!"

        

        Celebrities, what, me?

        

        I looked at Cecilia in confusion as a finger suddenly pointed at us.

        

        Were we that famous...?

        Well, I suppose we do have some recognition as the first couple in the country to give birth to a harpy, but still...

        

        "Well then, let's begin!"

        

        In that atmosphere, Phil opened his mouth.

        

        "This is a presentation that will go down in history~. Everyone, perk up your ears!"

        

        I could feel a slight sense of exhilaration filling the surroundings.

        My heart was pounding, and my skin was tingling.

        

        ...If only the venue wasn't a barbecue restaurant, it would have been better.

        

        I chuckled at the awkward tension and listened attentively.

        

        Well, let's just listen with an open mind.

        With that thought, the presentation slowly began.
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        "Yeah... So."

        

        Time had passed, and we were now in a barbecue restaurant where the night sky was visible through glass walls.

        The chatter of other customers echoed loudly throughout the place.

        

        In one corner, where Phil was in the middle of demonstrating her technology, various gazes crossed with different meanings.

        

        "Hmm~. How about that! Impressive, right?"

        "Well, I mean, it's impressive in a way. Yeah."

        

        At my deliberately unimpressed remark, some of our companions nodded in agreement.

        Regardless, I watched that elf continue her demonstration with a cheerful expression, feeling rather peculiar about the whole thing.

        

        I could see a small device resembling a mechanical arm held in her slender hand.

        Looking at an object floating in the air, seemingly pulled by the mechanical arm, I tilted my head again with mixed feelings.

        

        Well... yeah. It was impressive.

        Levitation, actual levitation.

        Making an object float in the air without any tricks was impressive in itself.

        

        ...It would have been more so if the object wasn't just a napkin that flutters at the slightest breeze,

        and if that mechanical arm didn't operate by clicking buttons like some manual fan.

        

        "Not very stylish."

        "No one can be perfect from the start, oppa~."

        

        Perhaps I had expected too much?

        Honestly, it was hard to hide my ambivalent feelings.

        

        The light bulbs hanging from the ceiling without even wires attached—either to save electricity or due to an interior design mistake—seemed to perfectly represent my current mood.

        

        "Is this... magic? Hmm? Something seems off."

        "The main unit is too small... Can all the formulas fit in there...?"

        

        Meanwhile, the reactions from those from the other world seemed quite different from mine.

        

        Led by Elya the succubus and Linne the high elf, those from the other world stared intently at Phil's mechanical arm.

        Even Cecilia beside me was wagging her tail with interest as she looked at the device, which honestly left me puzzled.

        

        What's so special about that?

        

        "Start explaining, Phil... I'm sorry to say this, but to my eyes, it just looks like some weird magic trick..."

        

        Seemingly frustrated by the situation, Donggeon spoke up, and others nodded in agreement.

        

        Suddenly, Cecilia turned to me and whispered, "Oh, really?" When I nodded in response, her puzzled expression changed to one of understanding as she nodded back.

        

        There was definitely something different about what they were seeing.

        

        "Ah, okay~. Just a moment. Let me put this down. Ow, my hand is numb..."

        

        Phil stopped clicking the switch and put down the mechanical arm.

        As she massaged her hands after the brief demonstration and the napkin fluttered down, I couldn't help but feel a small pang of disappointment, absently rubbing my wrist.

        

        "Actually, there's not much to explain~. Now, a simple quiz! What do you need to use magic~?"

        "Mana, obviously."

        

        Jaesub hyung coolly answered the playfully posed question.

        

        Like a married couple in perfect sync, Jaesub hyung and Hiwon-ssi tilted their heads in the same way, deep in thought.

        Phil made a large circle with both hands toward the couple and continued.

        

        "Correct~! Now another question, what is mana?"

        "Something like oxygen... that's what I learned. It's in the air, right?"

        

        This time, I answered.

        

        My companions nodded with interest at my unhesitating response.

        Cecilia beside me asked with slight admiration, "You remembered that?" as a bonus.

        

        "Super correct~! Should I give you a gold star, oppa?"

        "No thanks."

        "Hehe. Yes! As oppa said, mana is energy in the air~ similar to oxygen. It's needed for magic~ and living beings need small amounts too~. It's a multipurpose energy used everywhere. Which means!"

        

        Phil jumped up with a "Ha!" spreading her arms wide.

        

        Her white coat fluttered, and Jaesub hyung and Sherry, who were sitting next to her, flinched and leaned back.

        Drawing attention even from other tables, Phil declared:

        

        "It's the next-generation energy source that can be used even after oil and coal are depleted in the future!"

        "..."

        "..."

      

      
        "..."

        

        Um, can I be honest?

        I desperately wanted to crawl into a mouse hole right now.

        

        Instead of the applause Phil seemed to expect, there was only the sound of a soda bottle being opened at a nearby table.

        At that poor reaction, someone shook their head, and people from other tables who had briefly glanced over lost interest and returned their attention to their food.

        

        "Such a lukewarm response~."

        "Well, considering what you just demonstrated, it's no wonder..."

        

        I spoke up on behalf of everyone who had lowered their heads.

        

        Sure, it might indeed be next-generation energy.

        But judging by the efficiency of that clicking mechanical arm, it didn't seem very promising at the moment.

        

        "Your ribs are ready~."

        

        Just then, a server approached our table with the meat we had ordered earlier.

        Taking the large tray of meat and picking up the tongs, I suddenly realized something disappointing.

        

        ...The meat arrived, but there was no charcoal fire yet.

        More precisely, there was something resembling a charcoal container, but no actual charcoal.

        Strange.

        

        "Does it look unimpressive?"

        "Huh? Ah, yeah. I suppose so...?"

        

        I answered with slight confusion to Phil's sudden question.

        

        She chuckled and, sitting down, raised one hand and...

        

        "How about now~?"

        

        With a snap of her fingers.

        The entire restaurant went dark.

        

        "Whoa?!"

        "Eek."

        

        Small screams erupted amid the confusion.

        In the sudden darkness with limited visibility, I instinctively pulled Cecilia close, my body tensing.

        

        "Hey! What's this sud—"

        

        Whether it was Jaesub hyung or Donggeon-ssi who tried to shout, their exclamation never fully formed...

        

        Because light once again filled the room.

        

        "...?"

        

        The interior regained its brightness and our vision cleared.

        But something was... unusually clear.

        

        Driven by natural curiosity, everyone looked up at the ceiling.

        Me, Cecilia, hyung's couple, Donggeon-ssi's couple, the juniors, friends, and people at other tables—everyone.

        

        And we saw them.

        Dozens of light bulbs, not even connected to any wires, glowing with beautiful colors like something out of a fairy tale.

        

        "Lighting, heating, agriculture, medicine."

        

        With a sizzling sound, a delicious meat aroma suddenly filled the air.

        When I quickly looked down, I saw Phil placing meat on the grill.

        

        Clearly, there was still no charcoal, and yet...

        

        "It's fascinating. The mana here is insufficient for magic, but strangely, when combined with the technology here, the efficiency increases dramatically."

        

        Phil's voice echoed in the quiet restaurant.

        Smiling, she continued:

        

        "Applied to agriculture and distribution, it could reduce hunger."

        

        Glancing slightly at Sherry.

        

        "Used in medicine, it could help those suffering from illness."

        

        Looking briefly toward Elya.

        

        "Reducing environmental pollution."

        

      

      
        Looking at Dian, Tulia, Dalia, and Linne.

        The four juniors.

        

        "...And maybe even making it easier to travel to distant places~?"

        

        Finally, looking at Cecilia.

        She said:

        

        "For a better world! Don't you all agree? Don't you~?"

        

        Sherry, who cared for others' health, opened her eyes wide at those words.

        

        Elya, who lived for others' happiness, smiled gently.

        

        The juniors, who cared for a clean environment, all nodded together.

        

        ...And Cecilia, who aimed for peace and stability in the world, perked up her ears.

        

        "...Come to think of it, it's interesting. Did you all choose your careers with that in mind?"

        "Probably just coincidence? But if I had to guess... we were all strangers in this world. So maybe we all unconsciously shared the thought, 'I wish this place could be a little better to live in'..."

        

        Phil's gaze turned to Cecilia and me.

        

        "Actually, more than that, it might be because of that couple~?"

        "Eh, what?"

        "When we see you two being so~~ lovey-dovey all the time! How could we not aim for a happier world~?"

        

        At those words, I belatedly realized my posture and looked down at Cecilia in my arms.

        ...She had been quietly nestled in my embrace the whole time, ever since I had pulled her close earlier.

        

        "Today is the day fantasy and science finally became one!"

        

        Phil's exaggerated declaration made me chuckle.

        

        Fairy tale-like lights.

        A magical grill.

        

        Everything was so strange and new that I couldn't look away.

        

        "...I feel grateful."

        "Hm?"

        "And with that! Today's demonstration is concluded~! Thank you to our department senior and restaurant owner for your cooperation~!"

        

        Cecilia suddenly whispered.

        She looked up at my face silently, then suddenly giggled and continued:

        

        "Just, everything."

        "..."

        "I love this so much~. All of this."

        

        Behind Cecilia's bright smile, I could see small children running toward us.

        

        "Daddy! That! What's that sparkling thing?"

        "It's so pretty and sparkly~!"

        

        Mel and Lisa's faces, full of curiosity and joy, naturally made me smile.

        

        Cecilia embraced Mel, and I embraced Lisa.

        Silently holding them close, we whispered to each other:

        

        "...I feel grateful too."

        "Yes...♪"

        

        The lively atmosphere once again filled the barbecue restaurant.

        

        Under the magically glowing lights, grilling meat with tongs and scissors, Phil raised a beer glass and shouted:

        

        "Join in if you can! Let's celebrate this day~—!"

        

        To this world that had come a little closer to peace.

        To those small lights of the future twinkling from the ceiling, created by people coming together.

        

        "Cheers!!"

        """"" Cheers~! """""

        

        The cheerful clinking of glasses with various drinks resonated brightly.

        

        Hoping that we could live happily for a long, long time in this newly transformed world.

        With that wish, I quietly embraced my wife and children tightly.

        

        It was a happy day.
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        Late at night, with starlight twinkling in the dark sky.

        In a darkened room, twin children sleeping peacefully on the bed, breathing softly.

        

        Perhaps sensing each other's presence, they wiggled their hands together even in sleep, making me chuckle quietly.

        

        "Sleep well, my son and daughter."

        

        I bent down and planted gentle kisses—mwah, mwah—on Mel and Lisa's foreheads.

        

        I left the room with muffled footsteps.

        Then, tilting my head curiously, I walked toward Cecilia's workroom where the light was still on.

        

        "Hmm?"

        

        It's already night... Is she still not done with work?

        Judging by how relaxed she was during the day, she couldn't have had much work today.

        

        I gently gripped the doorknob and pushed softly toward the room where light was seeping through.

        

        Sure enough, I saw Cecilia sitting in her chair, typing away at her keyboard.

        

        She wore comfortable-looking thin, light indoor clothes, and her silver-white tail extended gracefully.

        So focused was she that she didn't even notice me entering. I quietly, quietly walked toward her.

        

        "...Hmm."

        

        She seemed to be stuck somewhere, briefly pausing her rapidly moving hands to think.

        My lovely wife, illuminated under the light, was charming just as she was... and at the same time, her defenseless appearance was enough to awaken my playful side.

        

        I carefully approached her, making sure not to touch her occasionally swishing tail.

        

        Then, suddenly yet gently.

        I went up to Cecilia and hugged her small body tightly from behind.

        

        "What are you doing, our Cecilia~?"

        "Hyaang?!"

        

        Cecilia flinched and turned around.

        The moment I entered her field of vision, her startled expression melted into a soft smile as she lightly tapped my side with her tail.

        

        "You scared me~~... When did you come in, Eunhyuk? Are the kids asleep?"

        "Yeah. I put them to bed and saw your light was still on. I thought you might still be working this late, so I came to check."

        "Hehe... It's okay~. I finished work this morning. Right now is just my hobby time."

        "Hobby? What are you doing that made you not even notice me coming in?"

        

        Cecilia's hobby. Honestly, I was curious.

        

        With both arms still hugging Cecilia from behind, I tried to stretch my head toward the monitor, which was difficult to see from my angle, when suddenly...

        

        "No way~♪ Aum♬"

        "Eehit?!"

        "Hehe♪ Revenge~♥"

        

      

      
        Cecilia pulled my head close and planted a kiss—mwah♥—on the nape of my neck.

        

        I flinched and lost my balance at the sudden kiss on such a sensitive spot.

        Seizing the opportunity, Cecilia swiftly rose from her seat and threw herself into my arms.

        

        "Mmm~~♥"

        "Whoa, eek..."

        

        Cecilia nuzzled her cheek against my chest while swishing her tail.

        Pushed back a few steps by her momentum, I soon broke into a smile and gently stroked my affectionate wife.

        

        "Hehe. Is this revenge too?"

        "No~? This is just an expression of affection♬"

        "Aww, how cute~."

        "~♥"

        

        I couldn't help but laugh at the feeling of her nuzzling in my arms.

        Happy purring sounds played in the air, and her softly swishing tail caressed my fingers.

        

        Happiness.

        In this moment, what other word could be more fitting?

        

        "Ehehe♪"

        "Hmm~?"

        "Just because I'm so happy~."

        

        And it seemed Cecilia felt the same way.

        

        Her sky-blue eyes, filled with laughter, looked up at my face.

        Carefully embracing the lovely warmth in my arms, I smiled down at her in return.

        

        "...Chu♥"

        "Mm...♥"

        

        Without either of us initiating first, our lips met, and we exchanged breaths.

        

        Cecilia continued kissing me, looking at me with dreamy eyes.

        I simply kept stroking her gently and tenderly...

        After a while, our lips parted.

        

        "...Hehe."

        "Huhu..."

        "Mm... Ah, right! Do you want to see what I wrote, Eunhyuk?"

        

        After gazing at each other in each other's arms for a while, Cecilia suddenly spoke as if something had just occurred to her.

        Then she scampered back to the monitor, and I followed her with a smile.

        

        "Honestly, I'm a bit embarrassed to show you~~. But I'll have to show you someday anyway, and there's a part where I need your opinion right now."

        "Sure, sure. What is it?"

        

        I leaned toward the monitor as she hopped into her chair.

        

        "...A novel?"

      

      
        "Yes. It's still lacking, but... hehe."

        

        Surprisingly, what she had been writing on the computer was a novel.

        

        Cecilia writing a novel.

        Intrigued by this fact itself, I carefully read what she had written from top to bottom...

        

        "...Pfft."

        

        After a moment, I burst into laughter.

        

        "Haha! Ah~~ Really! My wife is just too cute~..."

        "Hehe~."

        

        The story she had written couldn't exactly be called perfect.

        

        But knowing there couldn't be a more lovable story than this.

        I simply continued stroking my wife as she leaned her head against me, and with an unceasing smile, I asked her:

        

        "Really... When did you start writing this?"

        "Not long ago~. Just a few weeks or so?"

        "And you've already written this much?"

        "Well, I've wanted to try writing something like this for a long time~."

        

        A story that passed by like a dream.

        The beautiful world she had seen.

        

        "Have you decided on a title?"

        "Hmm~. I haven't settled on one yet, but I have something in mind."

        

        Her swishing tail caressed my right hand.

        With her head leaning on my shoulder, gently playing with my left hand, she opened her mouth.

        

        "――― ―."

        

        "Wow, you're really going with that?"

        "What's wrong with it~? Don't you think it's pretty good?"

        "Well, I guess. It does fit."

        

        I rested my head gently on hers and spoke softly.

        The quiet purring sound was so endearing.

        

        "...Cecilia."

        "Mm~?"

        

        Hoping that the little story she wrote would add some joy to the world.

        With that thought, I whispered one phrase to our lovely wife.

        

        "I love you."

        "...Yes♥"

        

        -I Picked Up a Drunken Cat Girl

        ――The End
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        Hello! This is Amp.

        Not Emf, but Amp!

        

        It feels like it's been a while since I greeted you like this.

        Or perhaps it's this overwhelming emotion floating in my heart that makes it feel that way.

        

        "I Picked Up a Drunk Cat Girl," which I've been writing for nearly a year, has reached its conclusion today.

        

        After dreaming of becoming a writer for six long years... this is my first completed work.

        While I might seem nonchalant on the surface, there's something welling up inside me, suggesting deep emotions...

        ...it feels heavy. It's a different feeling from when I finished the main story.

        

        I think I was able to show you almost everything I wanted to show, if not all.

        

        How two people full of wariness toward each other came together and how they lived.

        What influence they had on those around them in the process.

        

        The world is wide and simultaneously deep.

        I can't help but think that the world where those two live together must have blossomed into something beautiful in some form.

        

        It seems like a lot has happened while I was telling their story.

        

        I experienced slumps and overcame them~.

        I aimed for the contest with a precarious ranking, and I failed.

        I was depressed when my ratings dropped~ and excited when they soared due to promotions.

        ...As some of you may know, I even had my personal information spread around, haha...

      

      
        

        I've gained a lot of experience.

        I've seen a lot of the world.

        

        I feel like I've leveled up countless times both as a writer and as a person.

        This experience will surely have a significant impact on my future life...

        It's an exciting feeling.

        

        And... I should mention this.

        "I Picked Up a Drunk Cat Girl" isn't over yet!

        It's my first monumental completed work. I can't just say, "Well, that's it~." and cut it off just because it's finished.

        

        Of course, today's chapter marks the official conclusion.

        The work will be marked as completed... and the author will take a break.

        

        But someday I'll return with "if" stories.

        Definitely. I still have a few stories I want to write.

        

        Like the steamy scenes between the two that I couldn't show due to restrictions, as I mentioned in a previous author's note~

        Or perhaps scenes of Cecilia and Eunhyuk after they returned to another world(!!)

        

        And besides that... I think many of you might be curious about Mel and Lisa's growth and their backstories.

        Once again, and this isn't confirmed yet...

        

        ...I think there might be a sequel about Mel and Lisa's story later on~.

        Hehe.

      

      
        

        My next work will start serialization around September or October after a short break!

        To be more specific, I plan to return with the start of Novelpia's second-half contest.

        I narrowly missed it this time, but I'm going to try again.

        

        So... that's it.

        Honestly, I'm still not sure what to say at times like this.

        

        To all the readers who have followed me until now, I sincerely thank you and love you.

        I think I was an inadequate writer. I was often late and took frequent breaks...

        Despite that, to all of you who followed me, I truly, truly thank you.

        

        Author Amp will return after a few months of rest!

        

        Whether I come back with a new work, or can't resist and return with an "if" story about Cecilia and Eunhyuk before that.

        Either way, I would be overjoyed if you welcome me with a light heart.

        

        I hope everyone reading this stays healthy.

        I hope everyone reading this finds happiness.

        

        I love you all, always.

        

        See you next time!!

        

        *Bows deeply, filled with all kinds of emotions*

        From Amp
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        # What If Their Positions Were Reversed?

        

        *This is a short "what if" side story based on the idea: What if Cecilia and Eunhyuk's positions were reversed?

        

        *Eunhyuk - 21-year-old male, younger, wolf shifter (fluffy), from another world.

        *Cecilia - 24-year-old female, older, human (no cat ears), from modern Earth, convenience store part-timer, likes dogs.

        

        *The timeline is right after otherworldly beings crossed over, when they aren't in any relationship yet.

        *The perspective is Cecilia's!

        

        *Please enjoy this light-hearted story :)

        

        ------------------------------------------------------

        #1. First Meeting Under the Bridge.

        

        Well, let me think about this.

        

        "Ugh, uuugh..."

        

        ...What kind of situation is this?

        

        Under the dim sky, streetlights flickered with faint light around the desolate street.

        

        A winter night where breath scattered white.

        Beneath a bridge with no sign of people.

        

        And to be more specific, a place where waste paper and other junk were piled up.

        

        It was already 11 PM... but I suppose that doesn't really matter.

        

        I pressed my forehead with one hand while looking at the scene before me with mixed feelings.

        The plastic bag hanging from my wrist rustled, making its presence known.

        

        "...What should I do about this?"

        "Ugh. C-cold..."

        

        A winter night.

        Under a deserted bridge.

        

        On top of waste paper where drunkards occasionally collapse during warm weather—

        ...there was a young man collapsed in attire clearly unsuitable for this cold weather.

        

        "Hey, are you okay...?"

        "Uuugh..."

        

        With complicated feelings, I approached him and tried speaking, but there was no meaningful response.

        He didn't seem to have any visible injuries, but there was a slight smell of alcohol, so I guessed he might be drunk.

        

        I mean, I'm not that old myself, but still, how did someone who looks younger than me end up this drunk?

        And in such clothing, no less...

        

        Thanks to that, though, despite the cold weather, his skin still had a slight redness to it.

        If I left him alone, it would certainly be trouble, but fortunately, the situation didn't seem too urgent.

        

        "Hmm... Ah, the police."

        

        I wonder if there's some circumstance behind this.

        After pondering briefly, I quickly pulled out my phone from my pocket.

        

        Yes, well... this is the right thing to do.

        It might be a somewhat cold response, but I really don't need to dig into the personal circumstances of a young man I've never seen before.

        

        Public safety is quite good these days.

        Realistically, there's not much I can do here no matter how much I worry.

        

        I'll just report it, and then leave the rest to the police—

        

        "...Eek?!"

        

        Just as I was thinking that.

        Suddenly, something brushed against my calf, and I jumped back with a start.

        

        W-what was that just now...?

        A cold... feather duster? A broom??

        No, it was a softer sensation... ugh, I let out a weird sound without thinking...

        

        "What was that, did something abandoned brush against me...? Huh? Wait, what?"

        

        While rubbing my calf where I felt the sensation through my stockings, I glanced up.

        Something strange caught my eye, and I let out a confused voice, forgetting the phone in my hand.

        

        "...A tail?"

        

        I saw a grayish tail that looked like it belonged to a dog... or wolf?

        The tail, protruding from the gap in the young man's pants above his tailbone, occasionally twitched as if it were alive.

        

        ...What is that?

        Not understanding, I hesitantly moved closer despite my nervousness.

        

        A gray tail moving slightly on the gray concrete.

        Yes. No matter how I looked at it, it was definitely a tail.

        The fur texture looked fine and fluffy. Honestly, it was cute.

        

        ...But why a tail?

        

        "A decoration?"

        

        I muttered with a tilt of my head... but it looked too real to be a decoration.

        Even if he had impulsively bought something expensive while drunk, I couldn't understand why someone like that would be collapsed in such a place wearing thin clothes.

        

        "For now, yes, let's call the police first."

        

        Well, that's his business.

        Suppressing my curiosity, I shook my head and returned my gaze to the glowing phone in my hand.

        

        It's not my concern.

      

      
        ...To be honest, I lacked the courage to approach an unknown young man and do anything rash.

        

        Though secretly, I would have liked to ask where he got that cute tail from.

        But seeing that I probably wouldn't get an answer, I quickly abandoned the thought.

        

        I took out my phone and turned on the screen.

        Just as I was about to dial 112 in the phone app... a sudden strong gust of wind blew directly under the bridge where the young man and I were.

        

        "Huaaah?!! C-cold!!"

        

        With a whooshing sound, a chill instantly spread throughout my body.

        The strong wind blew away some of the waste paper covering the young man's body, and additionally, the wolf tail moved with the wind and brushed against my calf once more.

        

        "Haah... so cold, but the tail is soft... Hmm, come to think of it, those clothes would be tough in this wind. My clothes... might be a bit much, but maybe I could cover him with a box at least. Eh, wait?"

        

        Mumbling with slight satisfaction at the soft touch of the tail, I looked up again.

        Yes... thinking about it, even if I call the police, I should probably look after him until they arrive.

        Giving him my clothes might be too much, but if I could just cover him with a box from around here...

        

        ...just as I was thinking that.

        

        "Hup."

        

        When the waste paper covering his face flew away, revealing his appearance.

        I literally dropped my phone from my hand in surprise and widened my eyes.

        

        "Ugh, uung..."

        "E-ears? Wait, they're cu—?!"

        

        Fluffy, perky wolf ears.

        A young man with ears on his head that looked like they'd feel truly blissful to touch(?).

        

        Honestly.

        REALLY honestly!!

        

        They were too cute...

        Yes.

        

        "Awww~. Hey, how did you end up falling asleep wearing those~..."

        

        Captivated by the adorable ears and tail, I momentarily set aside my wariness and moved toward the young man.

        

        Soft tail, fluffy wolf ears.

        Did he come from some party supply store?

        

        With a bit of puzzlement and curiosity, I approached him, bent down slightly, and stared at his face.

        

        "...Huh?"

        

        And at what I saw, I tilted my head again in confusion.

        

        First of all, he's cute.

        No, that's not the important part.

        

        The wolf ears that I thought were surely a headband appeared to be attached to his head.

        

        No matter how I looked at them, they were unnaturally realistic.

        I couldn't see any part where they were fixed to his head as decorations.

        

        "Soft... and a bit warm. ...Eek."

        "Mmm..."

        

        The softness, squishiness, and slight warmth transmitted to my fingers as I stroked them.

        At the same time, they twitched slightly with a definite "living" sensation, causing me to flinch and pull my hand away.

        

        They're... ears.

        Not decorations, but real ones.

        

        ...Why??

        No, um...??

        

        "Ugh, uu..."

        "...Ah. Hey, are you okay...?"

        

        At that moment, the young man's eyelids fluttered, and seeing this, I flinched but carefully spoke to him as he opened his eyes.

        

        Deep navy blue eyes responded to my voice, hazily looking up at me.

        

        Skin that looked soft with a reddish tint due to alcohol and cold.

        A swaying tail, twitching ears.

        

        A cute appearance where youth and maturity coexisted...

        

        "Ah..."

        "...?"

        

        Mysterious... would that be the word?

        My heart pounded without me knowing why, as a ticklish sensation spread through me.

        

        Why am I feeling this way, because the ears and tail are cute...?

        Because his skin is fair?

        

        Because I... pity him?

        

        "..."

        "..."

        

        A brief silence, the sound of wind.

        A moment of eye contact.

        

        Through the mysterious atmosphere that was difficult to express, my heartbeat spread throughout my body.

        

        But only for a moment.

        

        "...I'm cold..."

        "Ah, eh? Hey, wait. ...Eek?!!"

      

      
        

        ...When the young man suddenly nuzzled his face against my leg, all my senses were instantly pulled back to reality.

        

        "Hey, wai—?! Cold...?!!"

        

        The bewilderment of a grown young man, however young he might look, rubbing his face against my leg.

        The momentary ecstasy from the soft sensation of his ears.

        The cuteness felt from his puppy-like behavior.

        

        ...And the physical coldness that overwhelmed all of that.

        

        "Hey, hey! Pull yourself together...!! Ugh... Ah, my phone! My phone... Oh, there it is. Ah, it's broken!?"

        

        My thought to quickly call the police and sort out the situation shattered the moment I discovered my phone lying broken on the ground.

        

        Did it break when I dropped it earlier?

        The problem was that the screen wouldn't turn on, as if it had been damaged in a bad spot.

        I can't make a report like this...!

        

        "I'm cold..."

        "I know you're cold, but hey, just for a moment, let go—"

        

        I tried shaking my leg in bewilderment enough to make my head spin.

        Seeing that the young man showed no sign of letting go, I inwardly broke into a cold sweat.

        

        "Please..."

        

        Suddenly.

        His voice reached me.

        

        "Don't abandon me..."

        "......"

        

        I stopped shaking my leg abruptly.

        Taking a cold breath, I looked down at the young man clinging to my leg for a moment.

        

        ...No, even if you say that, what am I supposed to do...

        

        No wonder he was collapsed all alone in a place like this.

        

        Of course he must have some circumstances.

        But still...

        

        I'm not your guardian.

        We just met today.

        I don't even know who you are.

        There's nothing I can do to help you.

        

        I mean, of course I'd like to offer something warm...!

        But at this hour, all the nearby cafes are already closed!

        And the convenience store is far away!!

        

        The only place nearby is...

        My home, that is...

        

        ....

        

        "No, that's not really..."

        

        At the thought that unconsciously crossed my mind, I broke into a cold sweat with complicated feelings.

        

        Of course I want to help.

        Really.

        

        But no matter what.

        Bringing a young man into an apartment where a woman lives alone is a bit...

        

        "C-cold..."

        "............"

        

        I quietly reached out my hand and gently stroked the twitching wolf ears before me.

        

        Soft.

        Warm.

        ...But at the same time, cold.

        

        Colder than when I touched them earlier.

        

        Under the winter night's wind.

        With the effects of alcohol wearing off, this boy was now getting colder.

        

        "...Haah, seriously."

        

        My phone is broken. I can't call the police.

        The situation has changed since I first found him. If I leave him like this, he'll definitely be in trouble.

        And right now, there's only one place I could take him.

        

        "...If you try anything weird when we get there, I won't let you off easy."

        

        Despite my tension, I pushed down the rising flutter in my heart and looked up.

        

        I took off my outer garment and lightly wrapped it around the young man's body.

        As the winter chill immediately attacked me, I rubbed my arms and carefully lifted the young man, whose responses had grown faint, onto my back.

        

        "Alright, let's go. Honestly, I don't know what I'm doing either..."

        

        Let's just go and hear what he has to say.

        The ears, the tail... there's definitely something unusual going on here.

        

        With that thought, I started walking.

        

        It was a strange night.

        

        #1. end.
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        # 2. Another World??

        But the ears and tail are cute.

        

        "...Are you feeling better now?"

        "Yes... Thank you."

        

        Under the familiar light of my studio apartment, a deep navy wolf tail gently swayed from side to side.

        

        On the bed where I sleep every night.

        Looking at the boy sitting there with a somewhat dazed expression as he nodded his head, I pressed my hand to my forehead again, my mind a swirling mess of confusion.

        

        "Right... So."

        

        At my casually dropped words, the boy raised his head again.

        Slightly avoiding the gaze of the younger man with eyes like the night sky, I asked again in a voice still filled with uncertainty.

        

        "...You're from another world?"

        "Yesss."

        "And you're a beast-person? A real wolf?"

        "Yes."

        "Not a foreigner... but from an entirely different world??"

        "...Yes."

        

        Wow...

        Does this even make sense?

        Well, of course, I had all sorts of thoughts running through my head until I carried him home on my back.

        

        What exactly is this tail that keeps brushing against my side? Or,

        Why is someone so young collapsed outside like that... Or,

        Taking it a step further, could he be some kind of test subject who escaped from a laboratory...?! I even had such wild thoughts.

        

        Compassion, tenderness, puzzlement, anxiety.

        And the undeniable cuteness that welled up whenever he squirmed like he was sleep-talking.

        

        I had sighed when he kept whimpering and clinging to me as if having a bad dream.

        Alright, let's take him home for now.

        Whatever happens, let's at least let him rest somewhere warm and then think about it...

        

        Of course, since he's a boy, I did make some minimal preparations just in case he tried to pounce on me as soon as he woke up.

        I kept the house phone in my hand, positioned myself near the front door so I could quickly open it and escape if necessary.

        I put away anything dangerous... anyway.

        But still.

        

        "A person from another world, a beast-person... Ugh, how am I supposed to process this..."

        

        No matter what, I wasn't expecting something like this.

        

        A person from another world? A different species?

        I mean, sure, I like novels too. So I know what these terms mean, but still!!

        

        "I understand if you don't believe me, but..."

        

        The boy said with a dejected expression, his ears drooping.

        His large wolf ears hung down and his tail sadly brushed against the mattress, making him look like an abandoned puppy, and I unconsciously let out a soft "nng" sound.

        

        No, really, ugh...

        It's not the sentiment I should be feeling in this situation, but he's just too cute...

        That appearance plus those ears and tail is cheating!!

        

        I've been wanting to raise a puppy but couldn't because I live in a studio apartment, and now he shows me this kind of look, what am I supposed to do...

        

        "Haaah..."

        "?"

        

        ...Of course, the child before me isn't a puppy but a wolf 'beast-person.'

        And that made my dilemma even deeper. What should I do about this?

        

        "Maybe handing you over to the police... would be the most realistic option."

        "Police?"

        "Yeah... Ah, hmm. How should I explain this so you understand. Law enforcement? Security forces? Something like that—"

        

        Before I could finish, the boy suddenly shook his head vigorously from side to side.

        Seeing his clearly more definitive response than before, I blinked and asked:

        

        "Oh, why?"

        "..."

        "Hmm?"

        "..."

        

        There was no answer.

        I could only inwardly guess the reason as I watched him clutching the blanket tightly, his hands trembling slightly.

        

        ...Something happened to him, that's for sure.

        Well, whether he's from another world or whatever, to be collapsed like that... he must have his own circumstances.

        

        His trembling form looked pitiful.

        

        "...Haah."

        

        What could have happened to him, what did happen?

        I don't know. I can't tell.

        I can only guess that something serious enough to make him distrust even the police had occurred...

        

        "..."

        "..."

        

      

      
        A brief silence hung in the room.

        I wanted to offer some comfort, but the heavy atmosphere in the room wouldn't even allow that.

        

        I swallowed and slightly adjusted my sitting position.

        I put the house phone down on the floor and reached out to the side.

        

        "Alright..."

        "...?"

        

        Well, there's no helping what I don't know.

        If he doesn't want to tell me, I had no intention of forcing it out of him.

        

        "Hey."

        "?"

        

        I'll just approach this child in my own way.

        

        "Want to drink this? It might be a bit cold by now."

        "Eh, what?"

        

        I took a glass bottle from the plastic bag beside me and lightly tossed it to the boy.

        

        Despite fumbling a bit at the sudden throw, he caught it skillfully with both hands.

        Seeing that, I took out my own bottle and opened the cap.

        

        "...It's warm."

        "It's called herb tea... um, tea. Even convenience stores carry these nowadays. Go ahead and drink it. It'll warm you up a bit."

        "...? Oh, really? I can drink this...?"

        "Of course~. After you finish, I'll give you something light to eat. You're hungry, right? Though I don't have much to offer."

        

        The boy, Eunhyuk, held the glass bottle in both hands and looked at me with round eyes.

        I gave him a slightly bitter smile and opened my own bottle, taking a sip of the warm liquid.

        

        A navy gaze filled with anxiety flew toward me.

        The sound of swallowing echoed in the quiet room.

        

        "Do you have nowhere to go?"

        

        I asked after a moment, between light breaths.

        

        "...No."

        "Then you probably don't have a place to sleep either."

        "......No."

        

        Gentle questions.

        Answers that grew progressively quieter.

        

        I could see his thin fingers nervously fidgeting with the bottle cap.

        Watching him from the corner of my eye, I took another sip of the tea with its calm fragrance.

        

        I swallowed it with a gulp.

        Lowered my head for a moment.

        Closed my eyes tightly and exhaled, suppressing the tension.

        

        And opened my mouth.

        

        "...Make a few promises with noona, and then."

        

        'Noona.'

        Such an unfamiliar term of address.

        

        "I'll lay out a blanket and pillow for you, so sleep quietly on the floor."

        

        The spare blanket and pillow I had prepared in case a friend came over.

        I was glad I had them ready now.

        

        "Whether sleeping or not, let's avoid physical contact as much as possible. Especially, under no circumstances are you to climb onto the bed!!"

        

        The wolf tail visibly flinched at my strong tone.

        But this was necessary.

        Even if he was young, he was still a boy, so it was important.

        

        "If you have nowhere to go, just stay here. You'll freeze to death if you sleep outside in this weather."

        "..."

        "For necessities... hmm, I'd rather not lend mine, so I'll buy you some. They're not that expensive anyway."

        "......"

        "And, um, well... If you have any other questions, feel free to ask anytime—"

        "...—why?"

        "Hmm?"

        "W-why, to me...? To me, a stranger, um..."

        

        After my barrage of strong words, I became slightly timid, and a trembling voice gently reached my ears.

        

        Folded ears, a fidgeting wolf tail.

        A youthful boy with navy eyes looking up cautiously, as if trying to read my intentions.

        

        ...He's cute.

        Honestly, no matter how many times I look.

        

        A ticklish feeling I've never experienced before, a tenderness that caresses my mind.

        If I had to say, it feels more like a 'puppy' than a 'boy.'

        

        But it's not just about cuteness.

        No matter how much I like dogs, I would never take in a boy just because he's cute.

        

        But, hmm, how should I explain this?

      

      
        

        A sense of security? Comfort?

        A warm atmosphere that's hard to put into words?

        

        Despite having just met, it feels like we've been close for years.

        

        A strange feeling of lightheadedness.

        It was peculiar.

        

        "...You're asking why I'm offering to let a stranger stay with me? If I can do that?"

        "......Yes."

        

        I asked, and Eunhyuk answered.

        To him, I spoke in a gentle voice.

        

        Because it feels comfortable.

        Because he seems harmless.

        Because he's cute.

        Just because I'm drawn to him?

        

        A series of irresponsible reasons lined up in my head.

        Setting all those aside, what I actually said was...

        

        "Just. How could I ignore a child collapsed on such a cold night..."

        

        On this freezing winter day, with snow expected tomorrow night.

        A boy collapsed under a bridge, wearing only thin clothes unsuitable for the season.

        

        Unable to return to his hometown.

        With no one to rely on.

        Unable to trust even the police.

        Hurt by people.

        

        And I'm supposed to turn him away?

        

        Whether boy or girl.

        ...I can't do that.

        

        "You've been through a lot, haven't you?"

        

        Although I know nothing.

        

        "From now on, rest easy."

        

        I could still somewhat imagine the pain this child carries.

        

        "Of course, I'm just a part-timer myself! So I can't promise to take care of you forever, even as empty words..."

        

        Therefore.

        

        "But at least until winter ends."

        

        I said.

        

        "Noona will help you."

        

        Ah, this 'noona' term still feels so awkward.

        With a slightly bitter smile, thinking such thoughts to myself.

        

        I looked up at the sound of something dropping.

        Seeing tears flowing down his soft cheeks, I stood up without calculation and reached out to him.

        

        "It's okay."

        "Hic, uh..."

        "Yes, yes. It's okay. Everything will be alright."

        "Hic, uh..."

        

        Tears that flowed endlessly brushed against my fingers.

        As he cried quietly, as if something pent-up had burst, I quietly wiped away his tears.

        

        I'll help him, I want to help him.

        With a subtle smile at that tender desire caressing my mind.

        

        Oh, I just realized I already broke my own rule about not touching each other.

        But I guess this much is okay.

        

        "Th-thank, you..."

        "Yes, yes."

        "Really. Truly..."

        "Yes... Hehe, this is a bit embarrassing! Come on, come on! Stop crying now~."

        

        I wiped his tear-streaked face with both hands and gently placed the glass bottle back in his delicate hands.

        

        Slowly, as if savoring the warmth, Eunhyuk opened the bottle.

        After taking a slow sip of its contents, he spoke with a slightly softer smile.

        

        "...It's delicious."

        "Right~? It's my favorite~."

        

        Feeling both anxious and elated, I smiled brightly, almost as if showing off.

        Eunhyuk looked up at me and smiled broadly.

        

        This meeting, this choice—what kind of future would it create?

        For now, it was still impossible to know.

        

        #2. end.
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        # 3. Just a Simple Crush?

        ...Is that really all it is?

        

        Beautiful orange sunset light filled the air as peaceful crows cawed in the distance.

        

        Time had flown by, and now it was early summer.

        Fortunately, it was around 7 PM with a pleasantly cool breeze.

        

        "I got off early today~. Hmm. I wonder if Eunhyuk is making dinner at home right now...?"

        

        It had been about two months since I switched shifts with my senior coworker, which allowed me to get off work earlier.

        Thinking about the cute wolf who had been faithfully preparing my dinners all this time, I smiled to myself and walked with a light step.

        

        Several months had already passed since I first met Eunhyuk.

        

        It feels like so much has happened during that time.

        

        The very day after we decided to live together, a police officer showed up at our door~.

        We've gone shopping for clothes together, gone out for meals.

        Once, my coworkers found out about our living arrangement and gave me a hard time about it...

        And then another time, a close friend told me, "Your complexion looks better these days."

        

        Chaotic.

        Bustling.

        

        Every day has been noisy since we started living together.

        But at the same time, it's been peaceful.

        At the very least, I don't dislike it.

        

        "Hehe..."

        

        Anyway, by now, all those little problems have been resolved.

        Eunhyuk, who was somewhat unstable at first, has gradually settled in, and now we're just comfortably living together day by day.

        

        I trudged up the stairs and grabbed the doorknob.

        With a click, I opened the door and went inside.

        

        "I'm home, Eunhyuk~~!"

        "Ah, welcome home, noona~. Good work today!"

        "Hehe."

        

        When I greeted him energetically, his bright and gentle voice caressed my ears in response.

        

        A clean house, delicious smells seeping into my tired body.

        And at the center of this appetite-inducing warmth stood a cute wolf-person, smiling and welcoming me.

        

        Eunhyuk.

        My roommate.

        

        "You're home early today, noona?"

        "Yeah! There weren't many customers, and I'd finished most of my work. Plus, the next shift person came early and said I could go... Hehe. Though it's only a few minutes difference."

        "Still, it's nice to see your face earlier. Good job today. Rest well, noona."

        "Okay~~♬"

        

        Oh my goodness~.

        How can he speak so sweetly!

        

        Holding back a smile that was spreading across my face, I took off my coat.

        I quickly gathered my clothes and dashed to the bathroom, changed into my indoor clothes, and walked over to Eunhyuk's side.

        

        "Mmm... What's on the menu today, Eunhyuk?"

        "Today it's vongole pasta. I made it a bit spicy. You like clams, right, noona?"

        "Ooh~! Just like a restaurant. Yes, I love clams!"

        

        I took out a hair tie and pulled my long hair back into a ponytail.

        After neatly arranging my swaying ponytail, I stood beside his gently swaying wolf tail and leaned in to ask:

        

        "Do you want me to help? Do you need anything?"

        "Hmm~. The cooking is almost done... Ah, could you just set out the plates and utensils?"

        "Okay~."

        

        I reached up toward the cabinet above.

        And in the process, I pretended to accidentally brush his ears.

        

        "There we go~."

        

        I took out the plates with a clatter and neatly arranged them on the table.

        After finishing the simple setup, I sat on the edge of the bed and quietly watched Eunhyuk as he continued cooking.

      

      
        

        The sound of him saying "Heave-ho..." while energetically shaking the pan echoed cutely in my ears.

        

        His soft wolf ears slightly folded inward in concentration.

        His fluffy navy-blue tail gently swaying from side to side.

        

        Even though he probably wasn't completely familiar with our cooking utensils yet, the sight of him working so hard at cooking was unbearably cute.

        A fond smile spread across my face without me realizing it.

        

        "Hmm... Why are you looking at me like that, noona? Is there something on my back?"

        "It's nothing~."

        

        I smiled and gave a non-answer to Eunhyuk as he glanced at me.

        

        He's cute.

        His swaying tail, his ears.

        The way he took on household chores, saying he'd feel bad just sleeping for free.

        Even the way he calls me "noona" now that I'm used to it. Everything.

        

        Is this the charm of a younger man?

        To be honest, I had so many worries when we first started living together.

        

        After all, we're a man and a woman.

        And on top of that, he's literally a "wolf," so in the early days of living together, I had many sleepless nights worrying about... you know...

        

        "Hmm... It's good. Noona, do you want to taste it?"

        "I'd love to~."

        

        The thing is, he's almost too innocent for his own good.

        Or maybe his personality is just naturally cautious.

        

        He's considerate and thoughtful.

        At least until now, living together, I've never once had to worry about that kind of thing.

        

        It's definitely a good thing, but... how should I put it?

        Sometimes it makes me smile wryly.

        It's good, but it gives me mixed feelings.

        

        "Mmm~~~."

        "How is it?"

        "Mm, yeah! It's delicious~!"

        "Hehe."

        

        Looking at Eunhyuk smiling shyly, I also had a smile on my face.

        

        "Ah!"

        "Hehe~♪"

        

        I naturally patted his ears a couple of times and then moved my hand to the frying pan handle.

        Now that the meal preparation was done, all I needed to do was move this pan...

        

        "Ugh, it's heavy."

        "Ah, let me carry it."

        

        Hmm, the pan was heavier than I thought.

        

        Eunhyuk promptly stepped forward and took the pan I was struggling with, then walked toward the table.

        Looking at his broad back, which contrasted with his gentle impression, I unconsciously wiped my heating face with my hand and shook my head.

        

        Oh, here I go again~.

        I didn't used to be like this, but lately I keep feeling this way~...

        

        A younger man, a small apartment, living together.

        No matter how harmless the other person seems, I'm not so dried up that I wouldn't have any thoughts at all.

        

        At first, I was fine.

        Even though I was the one who suggested it, it was my first time living alone with a guy, so I was just really nervous.

        

        But as time passed and I became more comfortable being with him.

        I started to notice things I hadn't seen before.

        

        His defenseless sleeping face when I wake up in the morning.

        The veins on the back of his hands sometimes when he's doing housework, or that sharp jawline.

        His height, which is actually quite tall when you look closely, though it doesn't seem that way because of the atmosphere.

        His pretty, long, yet somewhat rugged masculine fingers... and so on.

        

        He's a cute kid.

        At the same time, he's a man.

      

      
        

        "...Sigh."

        

        I let out a small breath due to my complicated feelings.

        

        Yes, it's ambiguous.

        It was supposed to be a wholesome living arrangement, but lately that wholesomeness has become so ambiguous that it's hard to express.

        

        At first, I really just thought he was cute.

        I didn't have even the slightest awareness of him as a man.

        

        After all, he's younger than me. Not by much, but still younger.

        And the kid is so innocent!

        

        He strictly separates our spaces when changing clothes or sleeping.

        Like earlier, he readily steps forward to help me whenever needed, and he praises me a lot...

        Sometimes when I'm late coming home, he sits on the bed hugging a pillow, nodding off. How cute he was at those times.

        

        ...He seemed so unlikely to lay a finger on me that it made me feel silly for being cautious.

        

        He was a boy with many wounds and fears who needed a safe place.

        I simply wanted to protect and comfort him!

        

        Really, I took him in with pure intentions...

        ...That's all it was.

        

        "Noona?"

        "Ah, uh, yes!?"

        

        Lost in thought, I was startled when his voice reached me, and I looked up with a jolt.

        His neat eyelashes came into view, making my heart flutter again.

        

        "Umm, you were spacing out suddenly... Let's eat, everything's ready."

        "Y-yes!"

        

        I tried to answer as naturally as possible, but it didn't work well.

        

        ...Seriously, really.

        Just a few months ago, he was just a cute puppy, but at some point he started taking care of himself, and now he's like this...

        

        He's even grown a bit bigger than when I first met him.

        Partly because he's eating well... and didn't he say he started exercising recently?

        

        Oh, my face is hot.

        My heart was pounding loudly.

        

        A harmless younger man. A cute puppy.

        At the same time, a "man."

        

        "...Phew!"

        "?"

        

        I patted both my cheeks with my palms to regain my senses.

        I waved my hands at Eunhyuk, who turned to look at me, and smiled slightly as if nothing was wrong.

        

        "Yes, yes! Let's have dinner! Oh right, there should be some pickles in the refrigerator."

        "Ah~~ that's right, we made them together before. I'll get them right away."

        "Mmm, they might be a bit sour since we added a lot of vinegar..."

        "But I thought they were delicious! And they go well with pasta too. Now, where are they~~."

        

        Obediently getting up, Eunhyuk opened the refrigerator door with a click.

        Watching his back as he rummaged around inside, I rested my chin on the table, feeling my consciousness becoming slightly hazy.

        

        Is what I'm feeling now really just a simple "crush"?

        

        ...Really?

        

        "Hmm, found them. Sorry for the wait~ Let's eat!"

        "Yes!"

        

        "Let's eat~."

        

        Well, whatever.

        For now, this kind of relationship doesn't seem so bad.

        

        #3. end.
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        # 4. Alcohol: The Shortcut to Rapid Development

        

        ...Who was it that said alcohol is the shortcut to rapid development?

        

        In the alleyway at night, still warm despite the slight chill in the air.

        I adjusted the fabric that had slipped off my shoulder and continued walking with unsteady steps.

        

        A pleasant breeze caressed my cheeks.

        A warm, floating sensation from the alcohol.

        

        I moved with quick, pattering steps, practically bouncing up the stairs.

        

        When the familiar front door came into view, a smile unconsciously spread across my face.

        Standing before it, I took a deep breath, then flung the door open and pushed my way inside.

        

        "Ooh, sha~... Hehe, Eunhyuk! Noona's home~~!♬"

        "? Welcome home, noo— whoa. Have you been drinking?"

        "Ehehe~~♥ Just a little! Only had a teeny bit~...♬"

        "That's unusual... Hmm, I was wondering why you were late."

        

        I staggered my way further into the entryway.

        

        I struggled somewhat to take off my shoes.

        Eunhyuk's face showed slight confusion as he reached out to help me.

        

        His fluffy wolf ears twitched attentively, and his soft tail gently swayed from side to side.

        

        "Are you okay...? Your face is quite red. Did you drink a lot?"

        

        Looking at his adorable expression of concern, I suddenly felt mischievous.

        I impulsively grabbed the arm he extended toward me, threw myself into his embrace, and let out a playful giggle.

        

        "Whoa?!"

        "Hehe~~!♥♥ Mmm~ Yes, give Noona a hug!! Hmm~...?♬"

        "Whoa, wait, noo, uh!"

        

        I snuggled deeply into his sturdy embrace and rubbed my cheek against his broad chest.

        

        The warmth spreading throughout my body and his slight scent.

        Eunhyuk's gentle, large hands steadying me despite my slight wobbling...♬

        

        Hmm, now that I think about it, wasn't there something we promised when Eunhyuk first came to live at my place?

        Hmm?

        ...Well, it should be fine♬

        

        "Mmm, ...hehe. Hey~♥ Yes, mmm! Let's go to the bed~~!!♬"

        "Uh, Noona?! Wait—"

        

        I grabbed Eunhyuk's flustered hand and pulled him along, throwing myself onto the bed.

        

        The blanket and mattress cushioned my fall softly.

        Eunhyuk tumbled awkwardly beside me.

        

        Two people, a man and a woman, lying side by side across the bed.

        As Eunhyuk darted his eyes around with a bewildered expression, I gently reached out to stroke his ears and spoke.

        

        "Hehe~♥ You worked hard today too, Eunhyuk~. Cleaning and washing dishes. Was it tough?"

        "Uh, umm...? No, not really that difficult..."

        "Mmm~~ Good job♬ You're so nice.... You don't even complain when Noona pets you like this~♪"

        "That's... Isn't this a bit sudden...? Ah. ...Mmm...."

        "So fluffy~♬"

        

        The feeling of his fur between my fingers was incredibly pleasant.

        With my other hand still gripping his collar, I spoke again to Eunhyuk, whose expression seemed somewhat complicated.

        

        "Eunhyuk~~~...."

        "...Hmm. What is it, Noona?"

        "You know~.... ......Don't you think Noona is pretty?"

        "Huh, what?? Why suddenly...?"

        "Well...."

        

        I pulled on his collar and buried my face in his chest again.

        Nuzzling against his warm chest with its slight scent of exercise, I continued speaking, barely aware of what I was saying.

        

        "Eunhyuk...! You don't hug Noona anymore these days!!"

        "No, if someone heard you, they'd misunderstand... Actually, I've never voluntarily hugged you, have I? On the contrary, there have been plenty of times when you came home drunk and hugged me."

        "You don't pet me either!"

        "That's also... Hmm, you're not making sense."

        "Uuu. ...And you don't sleep with me anymore! Sleeping on the floor will hurt your back!!"

        

        At my last exclamation, I felt the wolf ear in my hand twitch suddenly.

        Hmm, why?

        

        Setting aside the question mark that popped into my head, I gave in to impulse again and slowly moved my hand toward Eunhyuk's tail, which was brushing against the bed.

      

      
        

        The warm, fluffy sensation unconsciously made me smile.

        

        "...You're drunk, Noona. Hmm. I appreciate the concern, but it can't be helped. That was our agreement."

        "Uuu...."

        "Besides, the floor is surprisingly comfortable, and I've gotten used to it. ...Actually, even without the promise, us sleeping in the same bed would be—"

        "About that...!"

        "Hm? ...Uh."

        

        While fiddling with his tail with one hand, I suddenly lifted my head.

        

        My heart raced as Eunhyuk's startled face filled my vision.

        Was it because we were so close that it felt hot?

        His slightly reddened face was incredibly cute.

        

        "Noona wants to sleep while hugging our Eunhyuk!!"

        "...I knew you get honest when drunk, but—"

        "I want to enjoy your fluffiness all I want! And when it's cold, I want you to hold me tight.... And rest my cheek against your chest, mmm, like this...."

        "Whoa, Noona, w-wait a minute...!"

        

        I wrapped both arms tightly around Eunhyuk and rubbed my face against his chest again.

        

        The warmth from his body, pressed perhaps too closely against mine, slowly transferred to me.

        Intoxicated by the soft, tender sensation... I continued speaking while nuzzling my hazy head.

        

        "Nuzzle nuzzle...."

        "Wait, Noona, things are touching right now...!"

        "...When I wake up in the morning, I wish the first thing I'd see is Eunhyuk's face...."

        "No, that, ...uh~......?"

        "Every day, every day I want to be together, want to hug you, want to be hugged...."

        "............."

        "Actually, Noona's been feeling strange lately mmm.... You're cute, and dependable...."

        

        What am I even saying right now?

        Even I couldn't tell anymore.

        

        "Sometimes. Some~~~times, you know?"

        

        With my hazy mind, I spoke softly.

        

        "Even though we live together, Noona feels a little lonely, you know...."

        

        To Eunhyuk, who was flinching.

        To the wolf whose tail was gently wagging.

        

        Like a whisper, one sentence.

        

        "Noona can't, be without, you...."

        

        ....

        

        "I want, to be with you, always...."

        

        That one sentence was the catalyst.

        

        "......—Argh, I've been holding back so much!!"

        "Kyah?!"

        

        With a loud voice, my vision spun around once.

        

        I was surely nestled in Eunhyuk's arms, but somehow I found myself lying straight on the bed, looking up at the ceiling.

        

        In a position as if he were pouncing on me...?

        Eunhyuk looking down at me....

        

        "...Seriously."

        

        A bright red face.

        An expression I'd never seen before in all our time living together, as if he were angry.

        

        Surprised by the unexpected situation, I hiccupped.

        Looking down at me quietly, Eunhyuk began to speak.

        

        "Seriously, how am I supposed to hold back when you say things like this, Noona.... Wanting to hug and be hugged. Feeling lonely, saying you can't be without me!"

        "Hic."

        "Not knowing how I feel. And wearing clothes so defenseless like this!!"

        "Huh...?"

        

        My shoulder exposed through the slightly open gap in my clothes.

        As he lightly gripped that skin, his voice rang out almost like a scolding, making me flinch and let out a small sound.

        

        "In the middle of the night! Drunk like this! Walking home alone without knowing how dangerous the streets are at night. Hm?"

        "Um, y-yes...."

        "All men are wolves, you know...! Pretty this, pretty that, do you have any idea how pretty you are!?"

      

      
        "Oh, I'm pretty...?"

        "......You are! So pretty I find myself glancing at you without realizing... No, anyway!"

        

        As if releasing something he'd been holding back all this time.

        Like a dam breaking, with the force of a waterfall.

        

        "Wear thicker clothes! Carry personal safety items!"

        "Th-that, um, yes...."

        "Of course, company dinners can't be helped occasionally... But still, call me when they're over...! I'll come pick you up!!"

        "U-um, yes...."

        "Or at least answer your phone.... ......Do you know how worried I get when you're late without even a call, like today?"

        "S-sorry.... ...——?!!"

        "......Hmph."

        

        In a position as if he were pouncing on me from above.

        No, not "as if"—literally pouncing on me.

        

        A hot breath escaped me involuntarily as Eunhyuk's hands embraced my entire body tightly, as if pressing me down.

        

        My heart pounded and my face felt hot.

        My head was spinning.

        

        "...Don't make me worry, I said. Do you know how worried I was?"

        

        A soft but firm sentence whispered in my ear.

        A small but strong statement.

        

        "...............I want to make Noona mine."

        "......?!!"

        

        The following words were enough to make my dizzy mind doubt my own ears.

        

        "I couldn't say it. How could I, being in the position of someone living here for free?"

        

        Hugging my body tightly...

        Embracing me as if to prevent me from escaping, he whispered softly.

        

        "'I like you,' 'I love you,' 'Please be my lover'... How could I say that?"

        

        Whispering gently in my ear.

        Slowly, as if melting my brain with sweetness.

        

        "...But this time, Noona seduced me, right?"

        

        Saying that, Eunhyuk raised his head.

        

        His face, younger than mine, bright red with embarrassment and shyness, once again filled my vision completely.

        

        Fluttering.

        Pounding.

        

        What is the name of this emotion that tightens my chest?

        

        "I like you, Noona. ...I love you."

        "Wh-what...??"

        "...I've found my courage. I won't hold back anymore. Yes..., I've said everything I wanted to say. So... it's your turn now."

        

        His fingers gently approached and lightly caressed my hair.

        At the rustling touch of his fingers, I unconsciously let out a soft "Mmm...."

        

        "...How do you feel about me, Noona?"

        

        Younger, a boy.

        At the same time, a 'wolf.'

        

        "What do you want to be with me?"

        

        A sweet voice.

        Hot breath, a pounding heart.

        

        A dizzy mind.

        

        ...Approaching lips.

        

        "...Will you give me your answer?"

        

        He approaches.

        Facing him, I simply closed my eyes with dizziness in my heart—

        

        ...—That was all I remembered.

        

        #4. end.
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        #5. Cute, Reliable, Cool.

        ...I like you.

        

        "Mmm..."

        

        Through the window, warm sunlight streamed in as the fluffy blanket wrapped snugly around my body.

        

        The peaceful birdsong gently tapping at my ears.

        The cool autumn breeze softly caressing my cheek...

        

        "Mm, mmm..."

        

        Lulled by the tranquil atmosphere and drowsiness, I shifted my body slightly.

        Something soft and fluffy touched my palm, making me unconsciously smile.

        

        Hmm, my head feels a bit hazy.

        Did I drink too much last night?

        

        Because of the manager, the convenience store closed unexpectedly, and all the part-timers gathered together.

        At first, I was just going to have a light drink, but when others started talking about their boyfriends and girlfriends, I unconsciously...

        

        How should I put it?

        Angry...? No, not quite.

        Disappointed? Frustrated...?

        

        I felt something tightening in my chest, so I lost my pace and drank more...

        

        And then after that, I came home.

        ...Hmm, what happened next?

        

        "Ugh, I'm thirsty..."

        "Here, I prepared some water."

        "Ah, thanks..."

        "Want me to feed you?"

        "Huh? ...Mmm. Aah~..."

        

        Lying flat on the bed, I opened my mouth, and cool water slowly flowed in.

        

        Refreshing and cooling.

        Enjoying the clear sensation of my foggy consciousness gradually awakening, I...—

        

        "...—?!!!!"

        "Oh, you're awake?"

        

        I sat up with a start, finally noticing the current situation.

        

        I saw navy blue eyes looking down at me from the edge of the bed.

        A fluffy wolf tail swayed gently in my hand, and large wolf ears twitched as if in disbelief along with his expression as he looked down at me.

        

        "Feeling more awake now?"

        "...Yes."

        

        I answered blankly to the softly floating question.

        

        No, wait, that's...

        ...Aaaah what on earth did I do?!??

        

        Memories of last night rushed into my head like a flashback.

        

        Me, coming home drunk.

        Eunhyuk's expression, surprised yet kindly welcoming me.

        

        The warm touch of his hands embracing me.

        That, that voice...

        

        [Like you, I said. Love you, be my girlfriend, I said... How do I say it?]

        [...I want to make you mine, noona.]

        [I like you, noona. ...I love you.]

        [I've found my courage. I'm not holding back anymore. Yeah. I've said everything I wanted to say. So... it's your turn now.]

        [...How do you feel about me?]

        [What do you want us to be?]

        

        "............"

        

        My heart.

        It feels like it's about to burst.

        

        I couldn't bring myself to look up.

        Even though I was dying to know what expression Eunhyuk was making right now, I couldn't raise my head.

        

        "...—na?"

        "..."

        

        The pounding of my heart made me dizzy.

        

        "...—na~. Hello~?"

        "......"

        

        My breathing intensified and my face grew hot.

        My palms became sweaty from the overwhelming embarrassment.

        

        Usually, even when I drink, it's not this bad.

        Why yesterday of all days...—

        

        "Yap."

        "—Eek! That's cold?!?!"

        

        Suddenly feeling something cold brush against my nape, I jumped up and flew backward.

        

        "Eh, wha, what...?"

        

        I saw Eunhyuk holding a glass of cold water extended toward me (or more precisely, toward where my nape had been).

        

        His navy blue wolf tail swaying gently.

        His fair skin glistening in the sunlight, wolf ears perking up attentively.

        

        The moment his smiling face entered my vision, my heart fluttered with joy.

        I could no longer deny it.

        

        "Finally looking at me now."

        "Eh, um...?"

        "I called you but got no response. It makes me sad to be ignored, you know~."

        "Ah, that. S-sorry..."

        "~♪"

        

        Chuckling lightly at something amusing, he slowly reached out toward me.

        As those large fingers gently caressed my cheek, a warmth spread through me, and I couldn't collect my thoughts, turning my gaze away.

        

        "Ah, you looked away again."

        "Ugh... S-sorry...?"

        "Hehe. It's okay~ That much is fine. So, what do you want for breakfast? Anything you'd like?"

      

      
        

        Eunhyuk casually got up from the bed and opened the refrigerator.

        Momentarily confused by this unexpectedly ordinary behavior, I soon climbed out of bed and pattered over to his side.

        

        "Um, what do we have~?"

        "Let's see... Nothing special really. Kimchi and side dishes... Ah, I have some curry I made. I originally prepared it for your dinner and late-night snack yesterday."

        "Oh. Um, sorry for being late...?"

        "It's fine~. I made plenty since we'd be eating it for breakfast today anyway."

        

        Eunhyuk skillfully began heating the pot he took out.

        Watching him nervously from the side, I mulled over my confusion.

        

        About last night...

        Could it be that Eunhyuk doesn't remember either...?

        

        He hasn't mentioned anything about yesterday.

        He's taking good care of me this morning, but that's not really different from usual...

        

        Maybe what I saw yesterday was a dream?!

        That was definitely possible. If it was a dream, there would be nothing strange about it...

        

        "Well then."

        

        Just as I was nodding to myself at the conclusion I'd jumped to—

        

        "Shall we continue our conversation from yesterday?"

        

        Eunhyuk turned to look at me with a smirk, as if telling me to put away such delusions.

        

        No.

        ...Huh?

        

        "W-wait, ...eh?"

        "Hmm?"

        "...It wasn't a dream...?"

        "...Geez, this noona. Alright, let's start from there. Where did you wake up today?"

        "Um, on the bed."

        "Where was I when you woke up?"

        "On the... bed."

        "You were holding something in your hand then. Remember?"

        "...A fluffy tail, I think... ...Oh."

        "Yes."

        

        I flinched at the realization of the truth that was coming together like a puzzle.

        Eunhyuk gave me a wry smile and shrugged.

        

        "You were holding it and wouldn't let go. You, noona."

        "Wait, are you saying...?!"

        

        So I slept with Eunhyuk last night?!

        In the same bed...?!

        

        "W-what?!"

        "...I had a feeling, but it seems you don't remember everything after all. Right. How much do you remember?"

        "H-how much...?"

        

        At his question, I hurriedly tried to recall.

        

        "F-first I came home drunk..."

        "Yes."

        "Then... I was whining to you, and lying on the bed."

        "Yes, yes."

        "We were talking, and then you..."

        "I what?"

        "..."

        "Yes. Well, seems like you remember the important parts at least. Huh, noona?"

        

        The sound of my racing heart seemed to drown out everything else.

        My face felt like it was on fire, and my head spun from my rapid breathing.

        

        Did I... sleep with him?

        With Eunhyuk...?

        

        "I, I..."

        "Yes?"

        "How far did we..."

        

        With trembling hands, I pulled at my shirt collar to peek inside.

        My underwear is... intact.

        Similarly, nothing seems off down there either...? Hmm.

        

        "It's not what you're thinking, noona~."

        "Eh, um, it's not??"

        "When I approached for your answer at the end, you fell asleep. You were so tired you practically passed out."

        "...Ah—..."

        

        Hearing that, my memory came back.

        Yes, that's right.

        At the scene where Eunhyuk was approaching and asking me, my memory cut off abruptly.

        

        So I fell asleep.

        Was I tired? Or was it from nervousness, surprise?

        I thought it could be both.

        What a shame.

        

        ..."What a shame"?

        

        "I'm glad you remember everything though."

        

        I looked up at the voice.

        As my face, surely bright red by now, reflected in his eyes, a sweet emotion welled up, making me dizzy.

        

        "You know what I'm going to say, right?"

        "Eh, that... ...Eep."

        

        Eunhyuk slowly approached and embraced me tenderly.

        He wrapped his arms around my back and gently nuzzled his face against my neck.

        

        "...I like you, noona."

        "...!!!"

        "I love you. ...I was planning to hold it in, but I couldn't."

        

        His warm body temperature enveloping me.

        The faint purring transmitted along with his racing heartbeat.

        

        Hearing those words again with a clear mind made my head feel like it was about to explode.

        

        I'm embarrassed, so embarrassed, and even more embarrassed.

        Because this is my first time...

        I don't know how to respond—

        

      

      
        "Of course, if you don't like me..."

        

        To me in such a state.

        Eunhyuk continued.

        

        "...I'm prepared for that. You can reject me. This kind of thing isn't supposed to happen anyway..."

        "...Ah."

        

        And only then did I see it.

        

        His tail, which usually wagged excitedly.

        Now, it was stiff between his legs, as if terribly tense.

        

        How his hands embracing me were extremely rigid...

        

        "Eunhyuk..."

        

        Only then did I realize.

        What it means for a young man with nowhere to go to be indebted to a woman's home.

        

        Enduring and bearing everything, volunteering for chores to kill the faint sense of guilt.

        Desperately maintaining distance.

        

        Yet wanting to be closer, what it means to confess.

        

        What he meant by being "prepared."

        

        "...Eunhyuk."

        

        I've heard this saying before.

        

        'Friendship can turn into love.

        But love cannot return to friendship.'

        

        ...He must have agonized over it.

        He must have prepared himself.

        

        As he said himself, he had originally planned to hold back his feelings.

        The trigger that made him express them—

        

        [Noona can't... be without you...]

        

        —was me, and I knew it all too well.

        

        "...I'm sorry for being a coward, noona."

        

        I reached out.

        I embraced his large body firmly with both hands.

        

        "Was it hard?"

        "..."

        "Were you frustrated...? Because noona was so dense."

        "..."

        "For being such a blockhead that I couldn't notice something like this—"

        "It's okay."

        "Huh?"

        "...I like that about you too."

        "...!"

        

        The softly delivered words sweetly seeped into my ears.

        I was surprised by those words, then giggled, gently stroking his broad back.

        

        "Hehe... Eunhyuk is cute."

        "Noona..."

        "Reliable, cool."

        "..."

        

        "...Noona likes you too."

        

        "!!"

        

        I gently stroked his fluffy ears.

        I caressed his stiff tail soothingly.

        

        "Noona... likes you too. Yes, yes. I may not have dating experience... But if this isn't love, what is?"

        "Noona... Then...?"

        "Ehehe... ...Yes, it's a bit embarrassing."

        

        I loosened the embrace slightly and looked up.

        

        I saw Eunhyuk's bright red face.

        My face must be just as red right now.

        

        Looking at Eunhyuk's blushing face, rarely seen normally, I giggled softly.

        Then I said:

        

        "Let's date, noona and you."

        "...!"

        

        That thought I had earlier.

        That brief moment when I mistakenly thought last night was a dream.

        

        Saying 'it wouldn't be strange if it were a dream' proves, conversely, that everything said yesterday was sincere.

        

        "I want to be together for a long, long time."

        "..."

        "Will you... be my lover?"

        "...Yes."

        

        I couldn't help but chuckle at his formal speech that came out like a whisper.

        Seeing him puff his cheeks at my reaction, I snuggled into his arms and nuzzled against him.

        

        "Whoa?!"

        "~~♥"

        

        To be honest, I'm embarrassed. Insanely embarrassed even now.

        But I'm the "noona" here.

        ...A noona who loves this wolf so much.

        

        At least for now, I want to act a little cool.

        

        "...I love you, Eunhyuk."

        "Me too. I love you."

        

        I hope, if possible, that this happiness continues for as long as possible.

        With that wish, I enjoyed the feeling of his hands caressing my back.

        

        It was a happy day.

        

        #5. end.
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        # 6. Leading a Younger Man as the Older Sister!

        Le-leading...?

        

        My name is Cecilia.

        A healthy 24-year-old, currently living alone in a studio apartment.

        

        One notable thing about me is that I recently got a cute boyfriend.

        

        My boyfriend's name is Eunhyuk.

        His species is... surprisingly, a wolf beastman.

        That means he's a non-human species, a different race with wolf ears and a tail.

        I clearly remember how shocked I was when I first met him, no less surprised than anyone else would be.

        

        But fortunately, being a different species doesn't mean his culture or values are that different~.

        Plus, as someone who loves dogs, I find those ears and tail absolutely adorable, so I don't have even the slightest discomfort about it.

        

        "Should I put this here, noona?"

        "Ah, yes! Please do~."

        

        Not only is he cute, but he's also cool and dependable!

        He couldn't be more perfect. Yep.

        

        It's already been a month since Eunhyuk and I became a couple.

        

        During that time, we've gone on dates~, and often taken naps together cuddled up in bed.

        We haven't spent the night together yet, except for the night before we started dating, because Eunhyuk keeps giving various reasons against it. But that story ends today.

        

        "Whew... Huff."

        "Good job~. Let's take a short break."

        

        I handed Eunhyuk some cold water I'd prepared earlier as he came in carrying a large delivery box.

        Watching my boyfriend wipe the sweat from his forehead and gulp down the water, I smiled slightly and glanced at the several large delivery boxes on the floor.

        

        The contents of these large, heavy boxes are parts for an assembly-type bed.

        It's a double bed that I managed to order after persistently convincing Eunhyuk, who was fine with naps but not with sleeping together at night.

        

        "I didn't think you'd actually order it..."

        "Action is what counts~. With this, we won't have to worry about falling off when tossing and turning because it's too narrow!"

        "Hmm, well, that's true."

        

        Eunhyuk put down his cup with a slightly incredulous smile.

        Seeing my adorable boyfriend like that, I puffed out my chest and exhaled proudly with a "Hmph~."

        

        Well, I'm the one who manages most of the money in this household.

        Recently, Eunhyuk started learning work at a gym where the owner took a liking to him, but I'm still the one managing our finances.

        

        I'm usually quite frugal, but splurging occasionally is my prerogative~!

        

        "How about it, isn't your noona awesome~?"

        "Yes, yes. Awesome, awesome~."

        "~~♬"

        

        Actually, I do know why Eunhyuk is reluctant to sleep together at night.

        

        Even though we're a couple, we've only just entered our first month together.

        I understand he wants to sleep separately at night to respect my body, but... I still want to sleep with Eunhyuk.

        

        I want to fall asleep hugging his large body and stroking his tail.

        Of course, we sometimes take naps together when we're tired, but that's different from this.

        

        "Hehe~."

        

        But now my dream is possible!

        Excited about sleeping together tonight, I proudly exhaled and looked toward where Eunhyuk was standing—

        

        "Ah~ What am I going to do with this adorable noona?"

        "Eep...?!"

        

        ...—at the same time.

        Eunhyuk, who had approached without me noticing, suddenly embraced me, and we fell onto the bed together, our bodies pressed against each other.

        

        "W-what's this all of a sudden...?"

      

      
        "Just~... seeing you smile so happily made my heart race. Don't you like it?"

        "I-it's not that I don't like it.... Mmm...."

        

        Half-buried in Eunhyuk's embrace, I reached out and lightly hugged him back.

        

        As his warm body temperature and scent wafted over me, my expression unconsciously softened.

        

        The faint scent of sweat mixed with my lover's natural smell.

        The gentle hand stroking my hair, and the wolf tail swishing happily....

        

        "...You're always so sudden."

        "Don't you like it?"

        "I like it. ...I love it. You keep asking even though you know."

        

        I grumbled playfully while snuggling deeper into his embrace.

        I heard chuckling from above my head, followed by the sensation of him hugging my back, which made me unconsciously let out a heated breath.

        

        ...Just like a canine beastman, my boyfriend is sooo affectionate.

        

        He suddenly strokes my head, or fiddles with my hands.

        Or comes rushing over like this and hugs me tight....

        

        I heard later that beastmen generally love physical contact.

        

        From what he told me, even before we were dating, he often had to hold back from hugging me first.

        He did hug me sometimes when I came home drunk, but that wasn't enough to satisfy his need? for physical contact....

        In the end, as a reaction to all that restraint, his affection and skinship increased after we started dating. It's cute, really.

        

        "Mmm~~."

        

        But still!

        Since I'm the noona, I can't just keep lying underneath him like this~!

        

        "Yap!"

        "Whoa."

        

        Taking advantage of Eunhyuk's momentary distraction, I flipped our positions and climbed on top of him.

        

        With his tail moved to the side, Eunhyuk lay on his back looking up at me blankly.

        And there I was, triumphantly looking down at him while sitting on his stomach!

        

        "Umm, noona?"

        "Hehe. Yeees~?♥"

        

        I answered cheerfully while fiddling with his ear with one hand.

        

        The wolf tail gently brushing against my legs.

        The soft purring sound he made, apparently enjoying my petting.

        

        "Oof...."

        "Kyaa♥"

        

        Eunhyuk reached out and gently grabbed my waist on both sides.

        He lifted his upper body slightly and stared at my face up close, and then....

        

        "...Chu."

        "Mmm...♥"

        

        After a light kiss on my lips, he pulled his face away and smiled broadly.

        

        "Ehehe~...♥ Eunhyuk, your face is bright red~!"

        "You're not much better, you know?"

        "Wha. Really?"

        "Yeah. Super red."

        "Aww~ How embarrassing~~."

        

        I rubbed my heated face with my palms and then rested my head on Eunhyuk's chest.

        He accepted me without resistance and leaned back, and I naturally lay on his chest, smiling quietly as I listened to his heartbeat.

        

        Kissing is always embarrassing.

        Well, it might be because our first kiss was just last week....

        

      

      
        "...Noona~...."

        "Hmm~?"

        

        While patting my back, Eunhyuk suddenly spoke up.

        Nestled in his embrace, I gently stroked his playfully swishing tail and listened to his voice.

        

        "...When we finish setting up the bed, and lie on it together tonight, what do you want to do most?"

        

        At those words, I tilted my head for a moment and glanced at the delivery boxes still on the floor.

        

        An assembly-type bed that's a bit pricey but known for being sturdy and easy to put together.

        It's generously sized, and the mattress we ordered together is of good quality too.

        We can use the blankets we already have... It will surely be a bed that feels somewhat new yet cozy.

        

        "Hmm~~ 'What do I want to do most'... Besides sleeping?"

        "Yeah. Besides sleeping."

        "Let's see~...? Hmm."

        

        I thought for a moment with my finger on my chin.

        

        What I want to do 'most'.

        Actually, until now, the times Eunhyuk has come to bed with me at night could be counted on one hand.

        

        "Hmm~~~."

        

        Even when I begged to sleep together, Eunhyuk ignored this cute girlfriend's pleas and stubbornly slept on the floor.

        Now that Eunhyuk has finally agreed to sleep with me regularly...~.

        

        What I wanted to do was already decided.

        

        "Hmm, pillow fights~!!"

        "..."

        "Or sitting on the bed together eating late-night snacks? I'm worried about making a mess, but I want to try it once~!"

        "Uh, ah, y-yeah."

        "I also want to play board games in our pajamas~ and it would be fun to lie down and chat away~~."

        "...Couldn't we do those things not necessarily on the bed?"

        "Still! Doing it on the bed at night has a different atmosphere~~!"

        "...W-well, uh, yeah."

        

        I excitedly shared my list of 'things I want to do with Eunhyuk on the same bed' that I'd thought about in advance, but contrary to my expectations, the response wasn't very good.

        Was there something else he wanted to do?

        Or did I misunderstand the question...?

        

        "...I don't know if you're pretending not to know, or if you've forgotten because I've been too well-behaved."

        "Huh? What did you say?"

        "...It's nothing~. Noona being dense in strange ways, it's nothing new."

        "?"

        

        I'm dense...?

        Well, I don't think I'm particularly sharp when it comes to romance, considering how I was running around getting advice from friends and seniors alike before and after starting this relationship....

        

        "Noona."

        "Yes?"

        "You know I'm a wolf, right?"

        "? Of course I know that. You even have a tail like this."

        

        As I stroked his fluffy wolf tail, a thin sigh mixed with a bitter smile escaped from Eunhyuk's lips.

        Hmm, what could it be?

        

        "It's nothing~~."

        "Whoa."

        "You'll find out soon enough, anyway. ...Yeah."

        

        What did those quietly muttered words mean?

        At least for now, I couldn't tell.

        

        The sound of wind came through the window, and fallen leaves fluttered.

        

        Winter was approaching.

        

        #6. end.
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        # 7. Heat Cycle.

        

        ...Yes, it's okay.

        Come... ...here?

        

        Thinking about it, this day was strange from the beginning.

        

        "Haa, haa...."

        "...!"

        

        A dark night where even starlight hid behind clouds.

        The dark interior with lights turned off. The soft, fluffy feeling of the comforter gently cradling my body.

        

        Me, lying on the bed 'in my underwear.'

        Eunhyuk, panting with rough breaths and eyes clouded by instinct, pinning me down from above.

        

        As he firmly pressed down on the comforter beside my head with a grip, I unconsciously gulped.

        

        Even in the darkness, I could see his usually composed face flushed with intense heat, using all his strength to 'hold something back.'

        Looking up at him with my hands tightly clenched, I quietly recalled what had happened today.

        

        ***

        

        "...Sssss—..."

        "Hehe... So cute♪"

        

        The chirping of migratory birds that seemed to have landed somewhere outside the window echoed peacefully in the clear winter sky.

        

        Bright sunlight streaming through the window.

        A cozy bed.

        

        Gazing at my lover's face sleeping soundly right in front of me, I let out small chuckling sounds.

        

        He's cute, really.

        His defenseless sleeping face was impossibly adorable.

        

        About a week had passed since the new bed arrived at my place and Eunhyuk and I started sleeping together.

        

        If you ask how I feel about it, well, as you can see.

        Every morning, the first thing I see when I open my eyes is Eunhyuk's peacefully sleeping face, and my days have been filled with unstoppable smiles of happiness.

        

        "Hehe..."

        

        I shifted slightly and reached out a hand toward Eunhyuk.

        I gently poked his soft cheek and stroked his large wolf ears.

        

        "Mmm..."

        "Awww~~ So cute!♥"

        

        Eunhyuk stirred slightly, perhaps tickled by the stroking sensation.

        His cute voice escaping in his sleep and his slightly moving lips couldn't be more adorable.

        

        Sleeping together is such happiness~~~.

        Of course, even before we started sleeping together, I would occasionally look down at Eunhyuk's sleeping face in the morning.

        But watching him like that versus watching him like this felt completely different.

        

        "You're sleeping so well, our Eunhyuk~."

        "...Kuul... mmm..."

        "Are you tired~...? Well, you did have a fever last night for some reason..."

        

        I quietly murmured, recalling how unusually tired Eunhyuk had seemed last night.

        

        Whether it was because he's a beast-person or just naturally robust, Eunhyuk always appeared strong and healthy.

        But yesterday, for some reason, he wasn't feeling well.

        

        He was tired and even had a fever.

        I thought it might be a winter cold, but he said he just felt a bit hot with no other symptoms...

        

        And then he unusually insisted strongly that he'd get better after resting for a day or two, which left me confused.

        I wondered if he was worried about being a burden because he was sick, but there didn't seem to be any signs of that either.

        

        "This noona is worried~..."

        

        We do have fever reducers at home, but still.

        I couldn't help but worry when my boyfriend wasn't feeling well.

        

        "Should I make something delicious for dinner tonight... Ah."

        "Mmm...?"

        "Good morning, Eunhyuk~. Did you sleep well?"

        "...I slept well. Good morning, noona... ...mmm."

        "Hmm~? Ah, oh my."

        

        Eunhyuk, who had just woken up and was looking at me with drowsy eyes.

        Suddenly, he came closer and tightly embraced me with both arms, and I trembled with a start at that unexpected warmth, letting out a voice.

        

        "Hyah! Ah, E-Eunhyuk, that tickles...!"

        "...Warm..."

        "Hauwaa..."

        

        Eunhyuk nuzzled his face against my shoulder.

        

        His puppy-like affection was cute but also ticklish.

        Feeling both love and embarrassment at this sudden display of affection that was a bit different from usual... I smiled slightly and hugged his head with both hands.

        

        "...You're being extra affectionate today, Eunhyuk~? Why~ Did you miss noona's embrace?"

        "...Just, suddenly..."

        "How cute. Like a baby."

        

        Thinking about it now, I should have noticed something strange at this point.

        My boyfriend was so cute, and he often showed affection normally, so I didn't think much of it, but...

        

        Actually, looking back, Eunhyuk always showed affection or initiated skinship somewhere other than the bed.

        

        No matter how we were playing around, he always became careful once we got on the bed, and I only realized much later that he was always trying not to touch any inappropriate places.

        

        The signs were already there.

        I just didn't know it.

        

        ***

        

        And then it happened in the evening.

      

      
        

        "I'm home, Eunhyuk~~. Hmm, huh? Eunhyuk?"

        

        I returned from work as usual, but somehow the house was dark.

        Normally, Eunhyuk would come out to greet me... I entered the house and only then saw the reason when I looked at the bed.

        

        "Ah~ He's asleep... Poor thing, he must be tired."

        

        I could see Eunhyuk curled up on the bed.

        His ears were folded, and his tail was raised, covering his eyes.

        

        His breathing was hot and heavy, making me wonder if he still wasn't feeling well. I sighed lightly and put down the shopping basket I was carrying.

        

        "Can't help it if he's sick. The delicious homemade meal from noona will have to wait~... Hmm, I'll make him some porridge when he wakes up."

        

        Then, tuk, tuk, I unbuttoned my coat.

        I hung my removed coat on the hanger with a swoosh, and then hooked my fingers on the hem of my outer clothes.

        

        —Actually, I had never shown my naked body to Eunhyuk until now.

        

        There wasn't any particular reason.

        It's just that even before we started dating, we both changed clothes while hiding from each other, so that habit remained.

        

        But now we were lovers.

        And Eunhyuk was sound asleep...

        

        With my guard lowered, I started removing my outer clothes in front of the bed without even thinking about covering myself.

        This was probably... no, definitely the trigger.

        

        "Brr, it's cold~~. Winter is still winter after all..."

        

        I muttered, feeling goosebumps on my skin from the cold air.

        

        The room was a bit chilly, perhaps because the heater was set low.

        For now, I took off my pants with a swoosh and left them on the floor... Before changing clothes, I walked over to turn up the temperature first, in just my underwear.

        

        "Hmm~ Just as I thought. It's still at the level I lowered it to this morning. I let my guard down because it was warm during the day..."

        

        I pressed the buttons firmly to raise the heater temperature.

        

        Then, as I was rubbing my arms and about to walk away—

        

        "...!"

        "Wah?! Oh, you're awake, Eunhyuk...? Ahaha, sorry for waking you, um... A-And sorry for showing you such an unsightly appearance..."

        

        I flinched when I noticed Eunhyuk rustling and getting up from the bed.

        I immediately tried to cover my exposed underwear with both hands and laughed awkwardly.

        

        Um, well. Actually, we've been living together for quite a while now, so I wouldn't mind showing my body soon...

        But embarrassment is still embarrassment.

        My face flushed with heat.

        

        "Sorry, sorry~... Um, hmm. Where are my clothes...?"

        "...Wasn't noona supposed to come home late today...?"

        "Ah~ That was the plan, but my schedule changed a bit. I just got home."

        "Ah... Re-really..."

        

        Could he have a headache from just waking up?

        Glancing at Eunhyuk, who was holding his forehead and sighing, I looked around the room for indoor clothes to change into.

        

        I should get dressed first and then get him some medicine.

        As if answering my wish, my scattered pajamas quickly came into view, but...

        

        "Oh dear."

        

        The clothes were on the inner side of the bed, exactly opposite to where I was standing.

        In other words, I would have to climb over Eunhyuk to reach them.

        

        "...Umm, excuse me for a moment~~...?"

        

        Honestly, passing over a boy in just my underwear makes my face burn no matter what...

        ...But I need to get dressed to take care of him or do anything else.

        

        With that thought, feeling like my face was about to burst from embarrassment, I slowly reached over Eunhyuk and—

        

        "...—Ah."

        

        —That was the primary trigger.

        

        "Eek?!!"

        

        Just before my fingertips touched the pajamas, my vision spun with a whoosh!

        

        The sensation of the mattress receiving and bouncing my body with a thud!

        The feeling of something caressing my side as my hair fluttered lightly from the impact.

        

        And when I cleared the scattered hair from my eyes, I finally saw—

        

        "...!! Eun—"

        "It's noona's fault."

        

        ...—An expression I had never seen before.

        My lover's, a male's expression.

        

        "Ha, ah... You said you'd be home late, so I was relieved..."

        "Hee."

        "Then you suddenly come in, and so defenseless, fluttering about...! Haa, in front of a wolf beast-person, without any caution...!!"

        

        A chill ran down my spine at his hot breath.

        

        Defenseless attire, pinned position.

        My lover pinning me down in a way completely different from usual.

        

        ...Wolf beast-person.

        It didn't take long for the word 'heat cycle' to flash through my mind.

        

        "Haaaa..."

        "...!!"

        

        Something hard and hot touched my slightly bent knee.

        As he pushed his knee between my legs, I swallowed a hiccup inside and clasped my hands together.

      

      
        

        Being pinned down.

        Being 'devoured'.

        

        Faced with those two unrealistic words, I just looked up at him with my hands clasped together, not knowing what to do...—

        

        ....

        ......

        ..........

        

        ...And so.

        That brings us to the current situation.

        

        "Ugh, ngh..."

        "Eunhyuk..."

        

        Five minutes had passed.

        

        Five minutes that felt like an eternity, serious and instinctual and dripping with sensuality.

        Five minutes that I thought would be the most dangerous in my life.

        

        Had passed 'without anything happening.'

        

        "Kk, ugh...!"

        "..."

        

        I could see Eunhyuk gritting his teeth.

        

        Desperately avoiding eye contact, gradually removing his limbs from my body.

        I could see Eunhyuk gritting his teeth and struggling to overcome his instincts even a little.

        

        "...Eunhyuk..."

        

        Even someone as dense as me understands by now.

        

        How preciously Eunhyuk thinks of me.

        How important I am to him.

        

        —And how difficult it must have been for Eunhyuk until now, even I can understand by this point.

        

        "Haa, haa..."

        "...Eunhyuk."

        

        I felt pity.

        Thinking that my poor expression made this good boy hold back, an indescribable complex emotion swirled in my chest.

        

        It must have been hard.

        Living with a beloved partner while constantly suppressing desires—how painful and agonizing must it have been?

        

        This situation is clearly the result of that.

        The heat cycle was just the catalyst.

        

        "...Eunhyuk."

        

        For five minutes, maybe ten, I kept watching him.

        I kept watching him as he tried not to pin me down while simultaneously pinning me down.

        

        He was trying so hard.

        And I finally, belatedly, managed to grasp my feelings.

        

        "—...Yes, it's okay."

        

        This time, I embraced him.

        Stretching out both arms to wrap around his neck, tightly—...

        

        "...!! Noo...—"

        "Was it hard? You suffered trying to hold back, didn't you?"

        "...!"

        "Thank you for thinking of me. But... it's okay."

        

        I gently extended my legs to tenderly caress between his legs.

        Something hard and hot touched around my knee, and swallowing hard at the sensation, I continued speaking.

        

        "We're lovers. Even though I'm your noona, I'm your girlfriend."

        "......"

        "If it's hard, you can... share it with me. So..."

        

        Eunhyuk, who had been desperately avoiding my gaze, slowly looked at me.

        

        Navy blue eyes filled with heat.

        Rough breathing and an expression full of hesitation.

        

        I slowly approached him and—

        —with a soft sound, our lips met lightly.

        

        "Come."

        

        I laid my head back on the bed.

        My arms still wrapped around his neck.

        

        "...Here?"

        "..."

        "Yes...♥"

        

        His arm reached out as if he had made up his mind and stroked my cheek.

        At that soft and gentle touch, I chuckled and opened my mouth.

        

        "I'll receive you all night long. Let it all out to noona, okay?"

        "..."

        "I love you, Eunhyuk♥"

        

        Slowly, his body covered mine.

        

        Not heavy.

        Hot, but not excessively so.

        

        Only love overflowed here.

        That was all there was to it.

        

        #7. end.

      

    

  
    
      Ch.260Side Story IF1 - What If... Their Positions Were Reversed? (#8)

      
        # 8. A Story About the Future.

        But you know, what if...—

        

        "...ugh, ah..."

        "A-are you okay, noona...?"

        "...I'm fine. My back hurts."

        

        In the early dawn with faint starlight twinkling in the clear sky.

        On the bed in a studio apartment, looking up at the night sky beyond the window.

        

        The intimate scent of two excited people subtly filled the stuffy room.

        With my still trembling arms hugging a pillow, I let out a hot sigh, "Haaa..." and threw my heated naked body onto the bed.

        

        "...wolf."

        "I told you."

        

        Glancing to the side, I saw Eunhyuk sitting quietly at the edge of the bed.

        

        A wolf tail stroking the bed.

        A faint smile mixed with embarrassment and perked-up wolf ears.

        

        ...Boys will be boys after all.

        Despite how intensely we went at it, he didn't look tired at all. Completely different from me, who couldn't move a finger.

        

        Feeling a ticklish envy, I puffed my cheeks.

        

        "Hmph. ......But still~~..."

        "?"

        

        I quietly reached out and gently stroked near his side.

        

        Skin hot with rising heat.

        The surprisingly firm feel of muscle.

        

        "Seems like you've calmed down, that's good..."

        "...Yeah, thanks to you."

        "Hehe...♥"

        

        I giggled playfully while kneading his still-warm skin.

        

        Honestly, when we first started earlier, I was worried if my body would satisfy Eunhyuk.... ...But seeing his relieved expression now, I felt a sense of fulfillment.

        Happy and joyful. It was fun.

        

        "You too, noona."

        "Hmm?"

        "That... thanks for working hard. For going along with me..."

        "Oh come on, it's nothing~. ...Oww, ow ow~..."

        

        I tried to playfully salute while saying it was nothing, but a slight pain shot through my back due to the awkward position.

        

        Well, it was intense after all.

        Except for being completely drained of energy, my body itself was fine, but my back...

        

        "Does it hurt a lot...?"

        "Ugh, everywhere else is fine, but this part feels like a muscle strain. I think it'll get better with time..."

        "...Hmm. Should I help you like this?"

        "Yeah, how? ...Ohhh."

        

        Eunhyuk moved to gently straddle behind me and began massaging my back with his large hands.

        As he skillfully continued the massage with his hot, firm hands, I rested my chin on the pillow and let out a pleased breath.

        

        "Ahhhh~... That feels good... Mmm, where did you learn this~...?"

        "Well. I've been learning various things at the gym recently, so I learned some there."

        "And?"

        "...Other than that, I looked things up a bit on the internet and in books."

        "Oh?"

        "......I studied a bit in various ways to use when something like this happened, umm."

        "...!♥ Awww~~~ How cute! How thoughtful!!"

        

        Still lying face down, I reached back and patted around his calf.

        

        Studying massage for when 'something like this' happens~ What an adorable boyfriend.

        His gentle thoughtfulness pleasantly seeped into my tired body.

        

        "Studying in advance 'to use when something like this happens'~~. Our Eunhyuk, were you expecting it~~?"

        "Ex-expecting? Well, um..."

        "Hmm~?"

        "...I didn't want to hurt you, and I wanted you to be as comfortable and feel as good as possible."

        "Ah."

        

        When my playful question was met with a serious answer, my face turned bright red.

        Feeling my head getting hot again from embarrassment, I floundered for a moment before quickly burying my face in the pillow and speaking.

        

        "...Well, it was fine, wasn't it?"

        "Huh?"

        "It was... intense, but I'm not injured, and except for my back being weak, nothing hurts... And, and..."

        "And?"

      

      
        "...H-honestly, I felt good t-too..."

        "!"

        "...Mmm."

        

        I mumbled, embarrassed by the words I had finally let out.

        

        Without saying anything, his hands continued massaging my back, now more gently.

        More softly, tenderly. With affection.

        ...It felt good.

        

        "Want to touch my tail?"

        "...I do."

        

        When I hesitantly answered, a chuckling laugh accompanied his navy blue wolf tail as it gently settled beside me.

        

        Without a word, I reached out and stroked the swaying tail.

        Soft and warm.

        The sensation of it playfully swishing in my hand felt indescribably good.

        

        "...I see~. Our noona felt good, huh~?"

        "Uuugh.... Don't say it out loud..."

        "Hehe. Well, honestly, it's reassuring. I was worried I might have forced my desires on you too much..."

        "Forced? It wasn't like that... If I really disliked it, I would have refused. ...I agreed because I wanted to, and I actually enjoyed it..."

        "Oh~? You enjoyed it that much~?"

        "Ugh, shut up!"

        

        When I raised my head and shouted, Eunhyuk's giggling laughter echoed back.

        I really... felt like I could die from embarrassment.

        

        "You're really tense here."

        "Ah, that spot feels goood.... Mmm.... ...But Eunhyuk, it's true that you were too intense, you know~...?"

        "Ah, ouch, you hit a sore spot. I guess even I thought it was a bit..."

        "Right, exactly! So next time—"

        "...'Next' time?"

        "......!!!"

        

        I flinched!! and shuddered greatly at my own words that had slipped out unintentionally.

        

        Eunhyuk paused briefly, as if savoring those two words.

        Soon, as his playful hands tickled my back, I trembled and heard his voice.

        

        "'Next time,' huh~~..."

        "Uh, um.... Ah, ahaha...?"

        "...~♥ I'm fine with it, anytime."

        "Uugh..."

        "...How about as soon as tomorrow?"

        "!!!! I-I don't know! This conversation ends here!!"

        

        Eunhyuk's chuckling laughter tickled my ears again.

        

        Why does it feel like Eunhyuk is just teasing me today...?

        Well, not that I particularly mind....

        

        "Aww, so cute~."

        

        After a good laugh, Eunhyuk finished the massage and flopped down beside me.

        

        When I lifted my head from the pillow, I saw Eunhyuk's face looking at me.

        Too embarrassed to meet his gaze, I lowered my head, only to see my exposed body below, which made me blush again in restless embarrassment.

        Finding my reaction amusing, Eunhyuk chuckled and spoke.

        

        "Cute."

        "Uugh.... Are you g-going to keep saying that to your noona...?"

        "It's the truth, what can I say~. There's no older or younger when it comes to cuteness."

        "Really.... ...Eek!♥"

        

        As I averted my gaze in embarrassment, Eunhyuk suddenly wrapped his arms around me.

        

        His firm chest against my cheek.

        The sound of his pounding heartbeat.

        

        I let out another hot breath, feeling the sensation of his body temperature, breathing, and everything else vividly transmitted to me.

        

        "Sometimes, I think about it."

        "Um, yeah...? About what?"

        "It's nothing special, but... I wonder what it would be like if I were the oppa, and you were younger~ that kind of fantasy."

        "!"

        

        At Eunhyuk's words, I looked up at him.

        

        Eunhyuk as the oppa and me being younger....

        Indeed, I too had occasionally wondered, 'What would that be like~?'

        

        "Probably...."

        "Hmm?"

        

        I slowly opened my mouth.

      

      
        

        "...I don't think I would have called you oppa."

        "Eh, uh, huh, what?? Why...??"

        "Hmm? ...Oh. No, no! Not because you're not dependable or anything like that, just that I think we would have naturally stuck together! I mean I probably wouldn't have used the term oppa...!!"

        "Ah, I see. That's the reason.... Phew."

        

        Watching Eunhyuk sigh in relief, I also calmed my startled heart.

        

        He's already so cool being younger, how could an older Eunhyuk not be dependable!

        It's just that with my personality, I probably wouldn't call him oppa. That's all it was.

        

        "...A younger noona. That might be cute too."

        "Tch. Am I not cute now?"

        "Of course you're cute, very~~!"

        "Eek?! Uwah, haaah..."

        "Cute, cute! Your jealousy is so~ cute. But if noona were younger, I could have taken the lead more~ that's what I meant!"

        

        His hands ruffling my hair kept making thin sounds escape from my mouth.

        Ticklish and warm.

        At least I didn't dislike it.

        

        "Uugh..."

        "What if noona were a beast-person?"

        "Hmm? If I were a beast-person...?"

        "Yeah."

        

        When he stopped petting me and asked, I tilted my head slightly, caught in thought.

        

        What if I were a beast-person?

        

        "If I were a beast-person, and you were human?"

        "Yeah."

        "You being older?"

        "Yeah. Ages reversed too."

        "Origins too?"

        "Yeah. Ah~ while we're at it, should we say I'm the convenience store part-timer instead of noona?"

        "Hmm~~? Well, hmm."

        

        Eunhyuk older than me.

        Eunhyuk without a tail, and instead I have a tail and ears....

        Me from another world, Eunhyuk a part-timer.

        

        What if.

        What would it have been like~....

        

        "Hmm."

        

        A bit of contemplation.

        Thoughts about the 'what if' floating with joy.

        

        What if it had been like that.

        What if it had been different.

        

        After thinking for a while in Eunhyuk's embrace, I eventually spoke in a light voice.

        

        "I don't think it would have been much different from now~."

        "You think so too, right?"

        "Yeah."

        

        Having shared the same opinion, we looked at each other and smiled.

        

        Yes. It certainly wouldn't be much different from now.

        Because—

        

        "Because I am me and noona is noona."

        "!"

        "Age, species, background... what does it matter? We are who we are."

        

        I looked up at Eunhyuk with wide eyes as he put my exact thoughts into words.

        

        We really are on the same wavelength.

        It was nothing special, but I couldn't help smiling.

        

        "What a thoughtful thing to say, our Eunhyuk~~?"

        "Hehe."

        "Fufu. Yeah! Alright~ Shall we go take a shower together?"

        "Yeah. Sounds good."

        

        After smiling at each other, we approached and kissed each other's lips without anyone taking the lead.

        

        The sound of a kiss echoed, and happiness purred throughout the room.

        

        We are happy because we are who we are.

        It was a day when we confirmed that once again.

        

        if1. What if... their positions were reversed?

        -End.
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