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  Prologue


  Doing this anymore, is really impossible for me.


  It's lunch break and I've already reached my limit. I raise my head swiftly like I was trapped under water.


  "Umm!"


  I let out a loud voice. The conversation has stopped and everyone is looking at me.


  "What is it, what is it?"
"Is there anything wrong?"
"......"
"Rena-chan?"


  Uuu.....


  I insist on not looking at the school's top star, Oozuka Mai, more than anyone and raise my hands.


  "Sorry! I, um, err, have a sudden errand...you guys can continue to eat. Sorry, I'm very sorry! I'll see you guys later!"


  After having said the whole thing in a high-speed, I quickly run away from the classroom.


  



  Aaaa, they must think that I'm a weirdo. But I'm already at my breaking point...


  



  I walk quickly through the corridor. When I arrive at a deserted area, I speed up my pace and climb the stairs without any care toward my fluttering skirts.


  I finally arrive at my destination, the rooftop, a place where I can clearly feel the wind. There's no one here, it's a place only for me.


  I unlock the door in front of me and open it. It feels like I can breath at last. I inhale a lot of air under the blue sky.


  Aaah, I'm so glad. Each cell inside my body is rejoicing over the incoming fresh air. I close the door behind me and walk slowly to the edge of the rooftop. A proper fence is installed; its height is around my chest and I placed my fingers along the surface. 


  The bustling noises from the other students sound so far away, I feel like in a completely different world right now.


  Haah~ I'm reviving~....


  I relax my body and lean on the fence. My knees are already resting on the floor.


  "As I thought, it's impossible for me to not be a loner~...."


  After two months have gone by, I finally realize my current situation. No matter how hard I try, I'm still a shabby character with a communication problem.


  



  My name is Amaori Renako, first year of high school and I had a huge success making my high school debut come into a realization.


  During my middle-school years, I was normal in terms of making friends. Until one day, I rejected the invitation from one of my friends to hang out just once and it led to me losing my place in school and ending up alone.


  During those days, I put up a brave guise and claimed that I'm alone because I prefer it that way.


  When I was in that condition, I remembered my friends during elementary school. Out of curiosity, I searched their name on social media and managed to find a few people I knew. Aah, how nostalgic. I thought of reaching out to them, but I rejected that idea. It's impossible. I no longer have the courage to do something like that.


  In the middle of the night, I stared at my smartphone while enveloped by my warm blanket. They sure do a lot of things. Eating pancakes in Harajuku, shopping for clothes in Shibuya, talking about their crush, or voicing their hardships during club activities for the sake of inter-high qualifications.


  My friends were sparkling so much that I wanted to close my eyes. Everyone really changed, they became people I could no longer recognize. We already lived in completely different worlds, as if they had any time to spare on someone like me.


  I started to look at myself and do a self- reflection.


  Huh...my current state...I'm in a dicey situation....right?


  I'm in a huge crisis!


  Because at this rate, my high-school life will turn out to be the same as my middle-school. I will keep ignoring the current trend, and then I will become a working adult, getting addicted to a game and losing my momentum to have a proper life as a human.


  No...that's...


  As expected...I don't want that!


  I woke up from my bed before I could end up crying over my sad but realistic future imagination. I frantically type [how to be normies, bright person] at a certain search-engine. “This is bad. This is bad.” I keep repeating the same words while staring at my phone.


  Starting today, Amaori Renako will change!


  I will become a part of a popular group with a lot of cute girls, and then have a pleasant talk about love, while hanging out at a lot of places after school. Then, getting a beautiful lover, I will totally have a blast during my highschool life!


  



  



  To make it happen, I really did my best.


  I changed my appearance, practiced talking, trained my manner, and learned to smile flawlessly. It feels like shaping a random clay into a well-shaped one. After those hardships, at last, I was reborn into a true human being.


  I chose a co-ed school far from my home so no one could recognize me. I was aiming for a fresh start to a new life. When I found out that I passed my entrance exam, I cried tears of joy.


  The day of my entrance ceremony, my little sister with a bright personality complimented me.


  "You look good, big sis!"


  My mother, who always worried about me, praised me too.


  "My, it really is. You did great"


  During my days in middle school, I made her worried because of my truancy. I feel bad for her.


  



  Renako, from today on, will do her best to befriend other students and become a perfectly normal high-school girl!


  



  I prepare myself for my first challenge, the entrance ceremony.


  I will become a normie with a bright personality! And with that spirit, I had my fateful encounter.


  She has a world-famous designer as mother, and she herself is doing a job as a pro model—super high school girl, Oozuka Mai. We were placed in the same class and our desks are close to each other.


  Oozuka-san has blonde hair and blue eyes because she's a quarter. On top of that, she's truly the pinnacle of beauty, making her existence stand out starkly. With that appearance, she makes the whole class fascinated with her good looks. A baseless rumor about her true origin being a princess from some country in secret has spread like crazy.


  Rather than that, this girl, I saw her in some magazine before! S-s-she's a genuine celebrity!


  But at that moment, I was still getting carried away by my high-school debut spirit and was blinded by that. I thought that if I want to have a blast during my high-school, I should take the chance that’s given to me


  "Hehe, nice to meet you. My name is Amaori Renako....umm, would you like to become my friend?"


  Without any prejudice toward the clueless commoner, Oozuka-san smiles brightly just like the sun.


  "Of course, it's my pleasure. Thank you for talking to me, Renako"


  She's dangerous. I feel like getting knocked out just by seeing that smile.


  
    
      

      
    

  


  


  So, this is Japan’s top beauty, and she also called me by my first name. It's been a while since someone called me like that other than my family.


  Is there any other choice other than becoming her fan!?


  But well, after I talked to her on the first day, I became part of Oozuka Mai's group. I really did it.


  Her group consists of five girls and, of course, its position is at the school's top. The members of her group are people who get to speak with Oozuka-san on equal terms. This group is really filled with characters so bright that they felt inhumane.


  At that time, I was rejoicing because I got a lot of friends with cute personalities like them. I was so happy that I didn't realize the hardships I will be going through after that....How foolish, Renako...


  Before I realized it, everything was smooth sailing and Oozuka-san naturally became the main topic in everyone's conversations.


  [Anyway, as a girl, what do you think about Oozuka-san? The guys already agreed that her looks are the strongest in history]
[Eh, somehow the way we see is too different. At most, we were only thinking aah she sure is beautiful today, so dazzling, just like that]
[She's like someone from the fairy tale, on top of that, she is surprisingly easy to talk to...Just like an empress that came out of her castle to inspect the downtown!]


  No matter if they are boys or girls, everyone is engrossed with Oozuka-san. And I'm one of the people who is considered as having an equal standing as her…If this is not the definition of having a bright personality, then what is!?


  Anyway, in just three days, Ashigaya High School has become an empire with Oozuka-san at the top. She ended up obtaining an alias [Super Darling]
(TL Note: They used the term SupaDari (スパダリ) but I decided to stick with the longer version because if I used SupaDari or SupaDa, it sounded like a joke)


  [Super Darling], taken from English, Super Darling. A character that is often seen in shoujo manga. A nickname that usually gets bestowed upon a super flawless hero. 


  (Darling is a special nickname that is often used toward both sexes by people in a special relationship. It's not like Oozuka-san is not qualified for that alias)


  Being in the same group with Oozuka-san who receives huge amounts of affection from a lot of people in school...I really am the happiest person alive! My life where I get up from my bed and really look forward to going to school has started.


  



  **


  



  And then, two months after that.


  Those dazzling days are easily swept away.


  I have already reached the peak of the life I was longing for....


  And that me is....


  In a short span of time, I already reached my limit.


  It really became a disaster when someone like me spent her time together with people from top castes like them.


  The other four people other than me are a bunch of gorgeous people, good at having conversation, quick at changing topics, and also good at reading the mood. If there's value points for their human ability, I give them 75 points.


  While me, I'm only a mere commoner with 35 points in my human ability. There's only one way to make me stand on the same ground as them, and that is!


  ......[For now let's just do my best], is what I did.


  I'm being careful with my responses in conversations, using maximum concentration so I can pick up the change in topics quickly, while also desperately keeping the smile on my face.


  The result is, everyday when I arrive at home, I've already used up all of my MP and collapse on my bed. On top of that, I also do self-reflecting in case I did something wrong that day so I won't repeat the same mistake the next day. 


  Huh.......Is this the kind of bright life I was looking up to.....? I expressionlessly think about my life while lying on my beloved bed. This feeling must be the same as a little duckling that gets mixed up with a group of beautiful swans...


  There's no need to think about this too hard, the answer is so obvious. It's unlikely that a shabby character like me would be turned into a completely bright character in just two months...That kind of stuff only happens inside a dream....


  The me who forced herself to keep up with her friends and did her best till she reached her limit. Just like an overused smartphone, my head is over-heating from this situation.


  And finally, today, I malfunctioned.


  



  I'm looking at the skies while I rest my body on the fence. The me that just escaped from my friends.


  "Haa...the wind...it's so relaxing."


  There's no one here. I don't have to observe anyone's expression to make sure I won't spoil the mood.


  Actually, the rooftop is a dangerous place considering the fence is quite short. That's why this place is a prohibited area. But it's just like heaven for me. My brain is at its limit, I just don't want to think about anything.


  How to say this. Right now, I kind of let my soul roam free while my mouth is partly opened. My body has no power to move, I just gaze at somewhere far away.


  At least I'm part of a popular group. Of course, I can't show this side of myself inside the classroom. It's because I'm aware no one is here that I let my guard down. I even turned off my human switch.


  I hear the sound of a door opening from my back.


  ....Door? Why?


  The key is something I was trusted with because I often helped the teachers with a lot of errands. It's part of the privilege from being in Oozuka Mai's group....


  I slowly turn my head while my eyes are still in a blank state.


  A girl that looks dazzling is standing right next to the rooftop's door. She's startled when she discovers me. In this school, there are no other girls who have that gorgeous blonde hair along with that body type. Someone that can probably be seen by a naked eye from the moon because she's too bright, the super high-school girl —Oozuka Mai.


  The legs that come out of her skirt are very long and it looks like she doesn't have any extra meat on her body. Even her hip looks like she wears a corset in her daily life.


  Her small face perfectly fits her proportions in such a way that it's no wonder she would look like an exquisite painting wherever she goes. But, 


  With a face that looks like she's in a huge panic, she kicks off the floor and launches herself at me.


  "Renako, don't do that!"
"He?!"


  Just like a slow-motion scene, Oozuka Mai is getting closer. The arms that stretch out in my direction emit a huge pressure that scares me. I instinctively prepare my body to run away from the sudden attack and put power in my arms.


  I move my body and climb over the fence.


  "Ah."


  I feel like my body becomes sluggish and I incline forward. I'm slipping from the fence.


  T-this is.


  The area down below me is getting wider. Could it be that I'm really falling? Will I keep falling like this? Will I drop on the ground from tens of meters head first?


  Could it be that I will become a headline with the title [The Dark Truth Behind Our Society, Tragedy of a High School Girl That Got Tired with Human Relationships!]!?


  At the moment when I realized that I had just jumped off from the rooftop, suddenly someone grabs my ankle.


  "As if I will let you do something like that in front of me!"
"O-Oozukaー"


  She grabs the fence and then jumps off from the rooftop to grab my body. After that, we fall together from that height.


  "ーsaaan!?"


  The feeling of floating in the air, while falling...


  Wait, Oozuka-san is also falling down!?


  "It's okay, Renako."
"We are falling right now, though!? Why did you jump back then anyway!?
"Don't worry."


  She embraced...or bound my arms? tightly while saying that with a voice full of composure. For her to be this calm during our fall like this...could it be that she can fly?


  "As long as you are with Oozuka Mai, you will be okay. I have a great luck after all"
"Luck is the least useful stat in an RPG, you know!"


  Crack, crack, crack, is the sound of us falling down and using the trees as our barrier to keep our body from hitting the ground.


  I guess I understand how a futon must feel when they are falling. I got caught by a tree branch around three meters before I hit the ground. I slowly raise my head.
(TL Note: Futon is Japanese mattress)




  I'm alive....


  "See? We are perfectly fine....This much, th-th-this much is nothing"


  Oozuka Mai was caught by a branch right above me. She rests one leg on top of the other with a relaxed expression like she's enjoying a poolside.


  "Your voice is trembling, you know...."
"I knew that there were a lot of trees below us, so I thought that it would work out somehow. Of course, my luck also played an important role."
"If you live your life with that kind of mindset, you'll definitely die one day...."


  Considering we just fell from the rooftop, it's a miracle that it only left me with minor injuries like this. But why does Oozuka Mai not have a single scratch on her body...


  My heart is still beating rapidly, even right now I feel like I'm about to leak. Rope-less bungee jumping from the rooftop, it was scary.


  "I'm so glad I'm alive."


  I end up letting out a huge sigh, and like she's agreeing with me, Oozuka-san also nods her head.


  "But it was a right decision to follow after you because I thought you were behaving oddly back then. I ended up being able to save you."


  Her soft-looking lips are moving while showing a sense of relief from the depths of her heart. But...I think she's deeply misunderstood.


  "Uhh, you see...I didn't intend to jump back then...."


  She looks like she's questioning my words while she places her hand on her chin.


  "Then what about your expression from back then?"
"I was just relaxing on my own."
"With that kind of face...?"


  Oozuka-san still doesn't believe what actually happened. Does my blank face really look like an expression filled with such despair that I wanted to jump off from her point of view...?


  "But you were climbing over the fence back then."
"Ah, that was because you suddenly chased after me that I instinctively ran from you..."
"I see."
"...And then I ended up losing my footing."
"In short."


  Ashi-High's Goddess is covering her face like she's hiding herself.


  "It would've been better if I didn't chase after you back then....I just exposed you to a grave danger, everything was my fault....It's because of me that you almost died..."
"Aaa! But, I really am happy that you were worried about me! Although I wouldn't have had to go through that fall had you not done something like that!"


  I accidentally let my tongue slip and say something really unnecessary. Oozuka-san curls her body deeper than earlier.


  "I see, so it's because I was being too rash back then..."
"That's not it! That's not what I meant! Err, umm."


  I try my hardest to free myself from these branches and look for the right words while crawling up. If only I was a person that can easily pick the right things to say...Well, that kind of person won't escape to the rooftop in the first place!


  "You are not responsible for this, Oozuka-san, and it's unlikely that someone is responsible for this... In the first place I might be the one who caused all of this."


  Each of my words make the light in her eyes grow dimmer and she's slowly losing her gleam. Aah, there's no other choice.


  "Um, you see!"


  I closed my eyes while shouting.


  "I'm really bad at talking in a group!"


  I choose to throw away every complicated theory of communication. Oozuka-san raises her head and looks at me while blinking her eyes.


  "You are bad at talking? The you who's always being bright and cheerful?"
"I'm using all of my magic points when I'm talking!"


  Magic point? Oozuka-san tilted her head a little while thinking about the sudden unfamiliar term. It seems like she's not someone who plays games often. My words won't reach her at this point!


  "My conversation skills are pretty bad! I was only able to keep up with the high-paced conversations that resemble basketball moves if I put all of my focus on them. When I'm talking to make sure I won't get quiet out of nowhere, I also need to pay attention to prevent taking people's turn in conversations!"
"?"
"She doesn't get it at all!? That kind of thing exists, right! When you're tucked inside your bed, you start to think about a lot of things and do a bunch of self-reflection… you don't!? You are awesome!"


  That last bit is something that I meant from deep inside my heart. For someone with strong communication skills, that kind of thing is basic, it really is amazing. I can't do that.


  "That's why I was tired and decided to escape to the rooftop to enjoy my time being alone and take a breather! If I don't do that, I'll die!"


  Haa, haa. I'm out of breath.


  I think my words are convincing enough since I was shouting "We are going to die!" when we were falling earlier. Someone without any flaw, Miss Perfect, is smiling ephemerally.


  "I see. Then, I always forced you all those times, my bad. I always thought you also enjoyed the things we did together, who ever guessed that I drove you into a corner like this. I'm really sorry..."
"That's not it!"


  Right! Rather than bad, it's more like I was being too considerate of my surroundings!


  I unintentionally triggered Oozuka-san's feelings of guilt and kept adding fuel to the fire since earlier. This won't do, so I grab her sleeve.


  "I like talking! It's just, I need more effort to do it. If you ask me whether it's fun or not, of course our time together up until now was fun! But, ah, that's right, it's just like a sport to me! It's fun but tiring! Because, unlike everyone, I can't do it naturally."


  When I finished my vigorous speech, I realized that Oozuka-san has become silent. I'm starting to come to my senses.


  Aaaaaa! What have I done....Oozuka-san will be drawn away by my behavior just now....


  If this goes on, today's self-reflection session will last until 5 in the morning.....


  Oozuka-san raises her eyes filled with bafflement and opens her mouth that are shaped like a thin thread.


  "I see, so it's like that. Your feelings are....if I say I understand, that will just be plain arrogance from me. But I think I know well an emotion that resembles your feelings."


  Is she just matching the topic of our conversation....


  No. I don't think that's the case. Oozuka-san is looking at something straight below her. She starts to open her mouth with a voice that's not filled with her usual confidence.


  "Up until now, I was Oozuka Mai. I've been blessed with a supportive environment, and to match it, I've always been doing my best...but,"


  When she says it like that, I can only agree. That's right.


  Oozuka-san is an amazing person. She's crazy gorgeous and kind to everyone, she has a nice personality. After all, she jumped off the rooftop to save someone.


  "Everyone enjoys my presence, because I always try to maintain an enjoyable atmosphere. Whenever I see their happiness, it satisfies me. But sometimes, I wonder if everyone is not really looking at me....and it suddenly feels so lonely."
"That's...."
"The Oozuka Mai up until now might be something I staged for the sake of everyone."


  For a moment her eyes meet with mine, but she quickly averts her eyes.


  ".......My bad. For Oozuka Mai, who always strives for perfection, to say these kind of things. You must get bewildered too."
"No...."


  Looking at her reddening cheek as a sign of embarrassment, my inner shabby character can't help but think...


  (...She really said something that a chuunibyou would say....)
(TL Note: I'm sure you guys know what chuunibyou is but if I localize it into eighth-grader syndrome, it's a bit awkward so I'll leave it as it is)


  The real self, huh.


  "Somehow...this is the first time I hear you complain about things."


  Oozuka Mai who grew up getting acknowledged by the world itself has that kind of worries, but she worked hard to not let it affect her.


  Her white skin is getting redder as a sign of her embarrassment as she mumbles about stuff.


  "Of course, I can't say something like this to anyone. Are you disappointed?"
"Eh? No, of course not."


  These are my real feelings. I shake my head like it's a given.


  "The side of Oozuka-san who is always looking ahead while doing her best, I'm glad that I could discover it! That makes me want to try harder....is what I really think."


  Once I opened my mouth, I started to get engrossed with my own talk so I don't really pay any attention to my surroundings.


  "But, if you always do your best, you are bound to get tired, and that's the reason why I make the rooftop a place for my escapism...."


  I look up at the sun shining brightly, surrounded by blue skies. I also see the rooftop that looks so far away. Huh, it really is unexpected that we are totally fine after we fell from that height....


  "Uh, we are talking in a tree right now, but if you want to, let's have a nice break together at the rooftop. Of course, next time we will do it from behind the fence."


  I desperately let out a smile while spreading my arms.


  "I see, so that's why back then, you were at the rooftop....But, that place is for you to take a breather, and on top of that, I misunderstood and made us fall from it."
"J-just forget about that!"


  I lean forward and voice my complaint.


  "Whether it's back then or now, no matter how many mistakes you made, I will surely accept you. Well, it's a given because I'm just a normal person who makes mistakes every day! To make a single mistake and get rejected by someone, that kind of thing is not possible! It's okay, because I'll always be here!"


  Why did I say something like this.


  "I can't stay like this...I should be better...if you keep having that thoughts like that, you will get exhausted for sure. It's okay, just forget it and have a nice break once in a while."


  I let out a wry smile along with my feelings. I feel like Oozuka-san's eyes are swaying around.


  But I'm sure that these words that came out of my mouth are something that I've always wanted to hear from other people.


  You always do your best to become someone with a bright personality, it's okay to stop for a while to take a break, is something I wanted to hear from a friend.


  "...Oozuka-san, why are your eyes getting wet?"
"Eh? Ah, no, I wonder why....I just feel happy."
"Eeeeh~?"


  I'm a little flustered so I turn my face away.


  "It's a coincidence, me and this situation."


  



  Anyway, this is dangerous. The one who wants to cry is me. Even though I did my best to put my make-up this morning, it would become a mess at this rate.


  But right now, the impact of falling from the rooftop kicks in and it make my knees lose their strength.


  "W-well! It is shameless of me to say that I want to support the great Oozuka Mai, it's not like I'm worthy enough to do that!"


  I keep laughing while tears are falling down from my eyes.


  "That's not true."


  Uwaa. 


  Her blonde hair is fluttering in the air when she suddenly grabs my hands. That warm hand is enveloping my own palms, and it makes my heart beat faster.


  But not only her hands, her eyes that are looking straight at my own also captivate me with a powerful gaze.


  



  "For you to say something at that length, I'm really a fortunate person."
"Eh, no, it's, um....."
"I'm glad that I met you."
"Hueee?"


  I'm weak at vocabulary so I can't respond properly, I only manage to let out weird sounds to express my feelings. Just like someone who understands how to handle me, Oozuka-san said something that perfectly goes straight through my heart.


  I'm getting so embarrassed that my eyes are flickering.


  "Err, you see...Me too! I also want a friend!"


  I said it loudly from the depths of my soul. Looking at me, Oozuka-san shows a really warm smile that would melt anyone who sees it.


  "Let's become friends then, Renako."
"Eh, really?"
"Yes, real friends."


  We've always been in the same circle, but right now, I feel like it's the first time we understand each other.


  What is this, I feel so happy...Eh, so happy!


  Oozuka Mai and Amaori Renako. School's super darling and a commoner who succeeded in making her high school debut.


  The two of us, who are like polar opposites, ended up meeting in an unexpected way. That's why, I place my hand on top of hers.


  "Yeah… let's become friends, Oozuka-san. No, Mai."


  Mai's expression becomes brighter, she's so dazzling that I feel like I would get thrown off just by her aura. It's okay. Because right now, our hands are connected.


  We laugh while looking at each other. I pick up the key from my pocket.


  "Just tell me anytime you want to take a breather."
"Fufu."


  She put her finger on top of her lips, her movement looks a bit erotic.


  "This is a secret between the two of us then."
"Eeh? Ah, um, y-yes...that's right!"


  Even though we are both girls, I can't help but hear those words in an indecent manner. It must be because she's too beautiful....


  "Ah, but please try to tone down that sense of dominance, it makes me nervous..."
"No, I never let out something like that."
"Eeeh, lies! You always walk with that [I'm the most righteous person in this world] expression."
"Of course not. But well, it's true that most of the time, I'm in the right."
"Whoa, it really sounds like something that Oozuka Mai would say."


  Who ever thought that the day where I can joke around with her like this would come. I openly laugh in front of her, from now on we will spend our time joking around like this. I'm very content with this outcome.


  "Anyway, what should we do now, we are stuck in this tree!"


  Mai easily jumped and told me to just follow after her. She catches me perfectly in her arms, just like she's princess-carrying me.


  We fell right beside a school corridor so I think this is thanks to [Mai's luck] that no one saw what just happened to us. 


  



  



  After that, we go back to our class separately. In the end, there's [a secret between us] kind of relationship formed between me and Mai.


  Before entering the class, I take a deep breath. I tidied up my appearance and made sure that the dirt and leaves are already gone back in the toilet. I should look okay.


  I open the door and walk toward my friends. Just when I'm about to bow down to them,


  "Ah, Rena-chan, are you okay?"
"Eh?"
"Because you were in rush earlier."


  One of my friends, Ajisai-san, is the first to ask me. After that, Kaho-chan and even Satsuki-san follow after her. I get surrounded by a bunch of bright people, hieee.


  I'm really not used to being the center of attention like this so I panic.


  "Eh, no, umm. I felt weird back then...so...umm."


  Starting today, I'll be receiving a huge push from my new friend to keep doing my best for the sake of getting along with everyone. It will be okay.


  That's why I can make an excuse for this! I...can...huh? Somehow my stomach hurts!


  When I'm in the middle of a crisis, there's a hand that pats my shoulders lightly. I take a look behind me, it's Mai.


  "She felt unwell, so she behaved like that to prevent all of you from worrying over her. Am I right?"
"Eh? Ah, um..."


  That excuse is not really wrong...but it really has a different meaning from what actually happened. I really thought about it but after seeing her wonderful smile, I only manage to nod my head.


  W-what's with this friend...so cool....


  That day, our eyes met for a few times, and I got healed by seeing that smile of hers every time.


  



  "Hey, Oozuka-san. There's someone who asked for your contact info again."
"Aah, me too, me too. Anyway, back then, you had a student from another school waiting for you at the school gate, right?"


  Mai gets surrounded by a bunch of flashy girls, and she respond to all of them in a perfect manner with her usual smile.


  "Well, it because there's only one Oozuka Mai"


  Mai is so wonderful, I can see a garden of roses behind her.


  "Not trying to be rude, but the gap between them is...Well, to be frank, as long as it's Oozuka, I think I would be okay with dating a girl."
"Eh? So you are playing on that side?"
"That's, because she's a super darling, right?"


  While the girls are engrossed in their talk, another group of boys join their group. In a short time, the garden of roses has a lot of people in it.


  But despite the crowd surrounding her, our eyes meet each other. From a distance, she's gently smiling at me.


  "~~~~~~"
"Re-Rena-chan, are you okay? Is your stomach starting to hurt again?"


  I rest my body on top of my desk, it makes my friends get worried over my condition. I'm sorry.


  That super popular Oozuka Mai has a secret relationship with me. It really feels like a dream. The meaning of the word 'friend' has already been replaced by Oozuka Mai inside my head.


  Aah, I really want to get along with her better than this. I'm being too hasty right now, but I really want to become her number one friend one day… as if!


  



  So I was trapped between happiness and embarrassment for a while, because it feels like my dream has become a reality. But then..


  Rooftop, next day.


  I feel dizzy, like someone just played a cymbal next to my ears right after I just woke up from my slumber.


  Mai, who averts her gaze while blushing profusely, is standing in front of me.


  "I'm sorry. It looks like I ended up falling in love with you, as a woman"


  



  "............."


  



  I got confessed by Mai right below the vast sky.


  



  "Ha?"


  



  Wait? What about being friends!?


  Chapter 1: Being Lovers, Definitely Impossible! (Part 1)


  I received my first confession from the school's top super darling.


  "No no no....this is impossible, impossible..."


  To avoid anyone's gaze I quickly went to the rooftop after school. I hold my head while stressing over the recent event. I keep myself away from the hazy noises from the students. Despite my effort, I can feel a blinding presence right next to me.


  "Why is it impossible? You don't have anyone you like, right?"
"Even though that's true...! Wait why are you here, Mai!"
"I want to hear your answer. At this rate I won't be able to sleep because I keep thinking about you, and that would be a problem."
"Aahh, geez...."


  I instantly get nervous after looking at that graceful appearance. My brain doesn't work really well, it might only be half of its usual capacity right now. I intended to get used to her as her friend from now on, but she casually dropped a bomb before I managed to do anything.


  "Anyway, what did you mean by [I ended up falling in love with you]? Isn't that too quick? We only talked yesterday...."
"You are right."


  Her long hair danced around following the wind, then she leaned her body on the fence.


  "You instantly accepted me even though it's my first time complaining about something. Your face kept floating around inside my mind even after I arrived at my house. My heart couldn't stop beating loudly. For the first time in my life, I felt something like that...When I thought about it, I realized that I'm in love with you." 
"You are exaggerating..."


  Mai who looks complacent, and me who looks like a fool.


  "If Oozuka Mai is getting low-spirited, there's no one who won't try to cheer you up...."
"But at that moment, the one who was right in front of me and said those words were you, you were the only one."


  She pierced my heart with her sharp gaze.


  I feel like suffocating.


  "That's...don't treat me like I imprinted you...besides, for you to like me just because that one time, no matter how you see it, that's too easy don't you think...?"


  The fact that she holds feelings for me and shows it very straightforwardly slowly sinks in, my cheeks are getting hot. To hide my embarrassment I avoid her gaze, but it seems like she misinterpreted my behavior.


  "As I thought, it's mutual"
"That's not it! As a friend! I like you as a friend!"  


  I never imagined that I would talk to her so casually like this...and it's just in the span of two days.


  I realized that I gave her a very embarrassing answer, but her reply was the worst.


  "You misunderstood, Renako. You like me as a lover."
"Just make sure that you won't collect troublesome enemies by that attitude of yours okay!?"


  Me, a simple commoner, slowly took distance from her. She will brainwash me at this rate, I should put my guard up.


  "Why are you so reluctant to accept my feelings? Is it because I'm a woman?"
"That's...not really the case, I think."


  In fact, there are some girls who would perfectly be okay dating girls because she's Oozuka Mai who’s a half beauty and working as a pro model. 


  She also came from a super rich family and has a kind personality. If she's the most beautiful girl in this school, without any doubt she'll also gloriously take the coolest person title among the boys. She has a good reflex and is skilled at sports at the level she could jump off from the rooftop without any scratch. She's really the very definition of a super darling....


  Please take note that this is from a general point of view, totally unrelated with my feelings toward her.


  "Looks like your pulse isn't getting faster."
"Of course! Impossible, it's totally impossible!"


  Also, please don't get that close so suddenly, it makes me anxious!


  I once again avoided this crazy beauty that has been observing me since earlier.


  "Hey, let me make this clear. What I want is friends. Someone who stays beside me during my times in high school and having fun together. What I want is a best friend."


  Yeah, that's how I picture my perfect high school life. Although, I also want to have a lover but that's for later in the future.


  If I become friends with Mai, I already imagine our fun days by hanging out together, playing games in each other's houses, I wanted to spend my days having fun like that.


  But what she wants might be different from me.


  "Huh...that's pretty similar with lovers, don't you think?"
"Of course not! In the first place, it's not like lovers have a higher standing than best friends! Those two are completely different things!"
"But, Renako. For you to choose to keep being best friends after getting confessed by someone you like, that's pretty twisted, don't you think? Or do you prefer a casual relationship with only being physical? Isn't that the same as being unfaithful....?"


  This girl! Are we even talking about the same thing now?!


  "Fool! Why are you so insistent on me being in love with you!"
"Is there anyone who’s not in love with me?"
"Aaah! Geez. Whatever, stupid, stupid. Oozuka Mai!"


  What a woman. 


  Me from yesterday, how could you think that you would become her best friend? This is so confusing.


  "Let me get things straight. We only started high school right now. But, if later we broke up, of course it would become awkward between us. I have no other choice to leave you guys and join other circles, and that's a bit...Of course we don't want that to happen, right? That's why, I don't want to get into an unstable relationship like lovers!"


  Just like treating a toddler, she's smiling gently toward me.


  "I see. I think I can understand that concern of yours. It's better to have a relationship one step behind to make sure that everything is going smoothly, what a lovely point of view. But you don't have to worry, it's okay. I assure you that we won't break up."


  I don't have that level of confidence you see!


  "The reality won't go as smooth as your ideal...Even though it's Mai, if the feelings are suddenly gone one day...that's possible after all."
"You had that kind of experience before?"


  It hits me. I direct my gaze toward Mai with an irritated feeling.


  "I don't."


  Amaori Renako, years without lovers = her age. 


  Seeing me that being honest, Mai let out a little laugh.


  Kachiingー


  "Yeah I don't, so what!? That's how it works in this world, right? I never heard about relationships that keep being sweet after three years! And how about you?!"


  Mai brought her hands to her chest so naturally, just like a bride saying her oath with a gentle gaze.


  "Of course not. I’ve never gone out with anyone before."
"See! As I thought! See!!!"
"I already decided to make my first as my last one."
"That's naive!!!"


  I hugged my own body, it's not like my cheeks are red, okay? Geez.


  I breath heavily while glaring at Mai. 


  "No matter how long we talk about this, our views will never align."
"That's true. I'm pretty sure that we won't break up, while you insist that we would. That's why you think our relationship as best friends is the best outcome."
"Your choice of words is bugging me, but well that's the gist of it."


  Mai went silent for a while.


  Actually, just getting confessed by her like this already confused me more than anything.


  Because I'm someone who can't even stand around my own groups properly, for her to date someone like me? That's impossible. I even never fell in love before. Something like dating...that's so foreign for me. If I have Mai as my partner...that's too hard.


  Considering those points, if it's only as friends of course it's still okay. Going to a café after school, or hanging out together somewhere, enjoying our hobbies. Even I had those kinds of experiences, and they were fun enough.


  I did get avoided during my middle school years...But that's why I want Mai to understand.


  I want to be best friends, not lovers. Because that's the best way.


  The wind caresses Mai's hair softly, her strands are looking like a thread of lights that get swayed around. She opened her mouth.


  "Then, let's make a compromise here."
"....What do you  mean?"


  With an expression full of bravery, she suggested her own idea. With that beautiful smile of hers, she started to explain.


  "I want us to be lovers, but you want us to become best friends. That's why both of us should work hard to make it a reality."
"Well, that's, sure."
"If right now I'm saying something like [If we can't become lovers, then that can't be helped. Just don't talk to me again] it would become a problem for you, right?"
"Eh, that's...."


  My heart throbs harder than earlier. I feel like the floor below my feet is crumbling down.


  In short, she will abandon me...?


  "That'd be...a problem..."


  Hearing my lonely voice and my furrowed eyebrows, Mai got flustered.


  "M-my bad. That was just a joke. Of course, I won't do something that would disadvantage you. I don't want to hurt you."
"I see...It wasn’t that bad, it just scared me a bit."
"Un, well, what was it again? I just want to make you understand that it's a bit impossible for someone you rejected to keep being nice to you."
"That's...well..."


  I don't really get it, but that must be painful.


  "That's why...a compromise?"


  I tried to push my guts and question her. With a face full of confidence, Mai nods at me.


  "That's rightー"


  



  **


  



  What she suggested was something so unexpected.


  [We will have days as lovers, and days as friends. By doing that, we can show and present each relationship's benefitsー]


  And also.


  [And by doing that, we can decide which relationship suits us more. And that's why, we will determine the outcome by this match.]


  When I arrived at home, I'm taking my time inside the bath to think over her suggestions. I absentmindedly looked at the ceiling.


  Since a long time ago, whenever I have something on my mind, I always think it over a bath. I soak my body inside the lukewarm water. Recently, I feel like my chest has become too big. I don't really know what I should do with it so I shake it a bit using my hand.


  "What is this...."


  I'm not talking about my body.


  Anyway, my head is filled with Mai since earlier. Her laughs are already burned inside my vision. Having a gorgeous look just like an empress, that's unfair. Besides, she also brought her face too close to mine so the image is uselessly stuck inside my head.


  We only became friends yesterday, and today she confessed.


  And thenー


  "Between lovers and best friends, huh..."


  Under a sunny weather during summer on the rooftop, she said to me.


  [During our days as lovers, I will show you the greatness of having a special relationship. If after all of that and you still persist that being lovers is impossible, then I will back down. It means that I don't have what it takes to make you fall in love with me.]


  During the best friends day, the role is reversed. It's my turn to present her the merit of being best friends.


  After experiencing both relationships, we should judge which one is better. If one of us admits that the opponent's relationship is better, then it's the opponent's win.


  We will begin our special relationship while spending our time as high school students.


  It's that kind of game.


  "It became something outrageous..."


  I soaked my body up until my mouth and blew air to form bubbly water. 


  The period of our trial is until the end of July, which means one month from now. I won't change my mind so I don't think I’ll lose....


  The problem is Mai. What should I do to change her mind...This looks difficult.


  But I don't intend to give up. Even I’ve already changed. If I hadn't, I wouldn't have been brave enough to accept her proposal and do this match with her. 


  I filled up my fighting spirit and stood up.


  "I won't go back to my loner self! I'll show you that I can win! For the sake of my fulfilling high school life!"


  I cheered up myself with a loud voice inside the bathroom and my little sister, who accidentally heard the whole thing, was looking at me with eyes full of pity, "Even though I was already convinced that you finally became a proper human..."


  I won't get discouraged!


  And then, the curtain of the match between me and Mai has been opened.


  



  **


  



  To determine Mai's mode as lovers or best friends, we used her hair-style as the sign just like what she suggested. When she ties up her hair, it means we are doing the best friends mode. If she lets her hair down, it means we are doing the lovers mode.


  Considering the whole situation, we are playing a secret game with just us two, honestly it makes me a bit excited.


  And on the third day of our match, during lunch break.


  I'm clearly showing my displeasure when I walked toward the vending machine to buy my juice. Also, I pulled Mai who tagged along toward a secluded toilet.


  "Fumu, so you really want to be alone with me?"
"That's not it! Wait, that's it, but the meaning is different!"


  I make sure that no one is here so I can clearly voice my complaint toward Mai.


  "Why won't you tie up your hair! It's been three days and you keep letting your hair down!"


  Fufu, she laughs while touching her bangs. She really makes this toilet into something like a flower field just with her presence.


  "It's a waste since my hair is so smooth without any single bed hair. It's a given to let it down as a sign of beauty, am I wrong?"


  Just like an actress from a shampoo commercial, she’s flipping her hair with the back of her hand. Her silky blonde hair is fluttering in the air and reflecting the lights make it look glimmering.


  "But that means we can't do our match!"
"That's true."


  She's playing with her hair using her finger.


  "But we already became friends for these two months. It won't become a problem if we make the lovers trial have more days, right? If not, it would become kind of unfair, don't you think?"


  While saying that, she puts her arms around my waist.


  "Wa-wa-wait!?"
"It's okay, right? We are lovers today so it's not a problem if we act as a couple "
"W-we are in school...what if we are being seen by someone....!"
"I don't really mind."


  Even a minor movement from her arms make me flinch. Body touch between high school girls is something like a greeting, but hers are different.


  From her touches, her feelings...more likely desires...are being conveyed to me....I'm not playing with you, I'm being serious...is what I caught from her movements.


  "P-please do mind....Hey, your hands feel kinda indecent...."


  She taps her fingers on my hips, and then slowly goes below. When she arrives at my bottoms, I bravely slap the arms of a beauty.


  "Why are you touching me like that....So you were that kind of person? Do you really like me that much anyway?"


  I flew out a feint jab that I intended as an attack, but she received it perfectly.


  "Yeah, I like you."


  Straight jab. 


  This girl...really...if she said it like that of course I will get embarrassed....


  Mai freezes stiff for a bit and then proceeds to caress my back. She smiles brightly, it reminds me of a golden retriever. It's like she's marking me.


  "I don't have any distinguishing features so why would you like me...I don't understand...."
"I see. While showing your lack of confidence, you can make me shower you with compliments and words of love. Were you scheming this? Even though you insist that you don't want to become lovers with me? That's a clever tactic, you are a sneaky one." 
"That's wrong! It's 100% my true feelings! Don't treat me like I'm a super spoiled girlfriend!"


  Once again, I brush aside her arms, this starts to resemble a Kung-Fu movie.


  "Listen, I can't really stand that part of yours. This is impossible! Because you are always being like this!"
"Hoo?"
"You always have this massive amount of confidence and an expression like everything you wanted will become reality! You must think that by giving me a little nudge I'll totally fall for your trap, but you’re mistaken!"


  I already learnt a lot from these past three days. I can't speak vaguely to her because my point won't get across. If I'm not saying my rejection clearly, she would twist my words into something that benefitted her.


  This anger is part of my strategy to face her. 


  The me who always observes other people's expressions during conversations, looking for the right timing to respond to someone', trying to keep laying low and not being overeager inside the circle, always paying attention to my surroundings, that me is no longer here! Because it won't help me to cross swords with Mai!


  "I see."


  She placed her hand on her chin. Mai has an expression like she's thinking about [why would this commoner get angry with me because I left the rice from my sushi], those kinds of eyes.


  "But, even though you said that, up until now everything has successfully gone as I planned."
"......................"


  I'm lost for words.


  O-Oozuka Mai....


  Even my harsh rejection card doesn't work at all. She puts her hand on top of my hand elegantly while stroking it.


  "I won't ever give up, that's why you are the one who should."


  For the third time, I slap her hand again.


  "Aaah, somehow, forget about lovers or best friends! Before that, I really want to destroy that logic of yours where everything in this world would proceed according to your plan..."


  After hearing my words, she's unexpectedly smiling.


  "That are pretty harsh words, not something I expected from a lover. Or could it be that you are the type of woman who will say something like that to your beloved?"
"Probably, umm I wonder…Ah, losing interest already?"
"No, it makes me like you even more."
"Why?!"


  I hold my head again while she's laughing gracefully.


  "For me who always had everything I planned become reality, having one thing that doesn't go according to my ideal is exciting. Besides, having you together with me makes me able to say something selfish. From now on, please keep scolding me."
"Don't say something to make me want to scold you!"


  Looking at her face that looks happy getting reprimanded, I really can't understand her!


  



  After we spent our intimate moment as lovers (ironically), we headed back to the classroom. My friend from the same circle, Sena Ajisai greeted me with a melodious "Welcome ba~ck".


  "I have a question for Renako-san. Who would you pick as lovers? Someone rich but their appearance is a bit lacking, or someone who has a good face but is poor?"
"Eh, eeeh?"


  I think the sudden question came from the magazine on top of her desk. She looks up to me and smiles.


  "I asked about that, but honestly something like rich or poor isn't really important, right? The best one is someone who’s kind and treat me well."


  For her to show me that angel-like smile...At this rate she will wash away all of my annoyance over Mai just by using that smile.


  "Ah, but I might prefer someone mature rather than childish"
"Aah, you have two younger brothers, right?"
"Yep, they’re really bratty that it troubled me, but they’re cute."


  Ajisai-san looks like a petite fairy while saying it, she's so adorable.    


  Her trademark is curled hair with an angel's feathers bang. She has a soft air around her, just by being in the class, the mood will turn soft instantly.
(TL Note: For you guys who don't know, apparently angel's feathers bang is a thing in Japan. It's kinda funny so I didn't localize it. Besides, Ajisai really is an angel so it fits her)


  Inside Mai's group, she's the most sensible person among us. Her smile is super lovely, and she's kind with everyone.


  She really has the air of [everyone's ideal girl].


  That's why, the moment Ajisan-san hates me, I think that's the end of my life. Scary.


  "Ajisai-san, your presence is really soothing me. Someone who’s able to date you must be the happiest person alive...."
"Ehh? If you suddenly praise me like that, you won't get anything other than my smile, you know?"


  With a friendly grin, she puts her hands into a peace sign.


  Cu-cute.....it's an angel....


  If the one who confessed to me is Ajisai-san rather than Mai, I might get troubled. But I can't. Ajisai-san is everyone's angel, I can't hog her for myself.


  For now, the two of us are talking about the popular drama that’s currently airing. (※ Even though I have communication problems, if it's just the two of us, I can manage it somehow!) When we are talking, Mai, the elegant-beauty Satsuki-san, and the little sister character Kaho-chan are back.


  It becomes noisy all of a sudden.


  "Hey hey, listen to me, y'see, apparently Mai got her exclusive membership for a hotel pool! Isn't that amazing? It's terrific, right? Haa how nice, a pool! Pool!"
"Kaho, do you like pools that much? Aren't you just being jealous?"
"Well that's also true! You aren't, Saa-chan? A luxurious hot-water pool! Reclining chairs! Bar counters! Mai in an outstanding swimsuit!"
".....Rather that jealousy, it purely annoyed me. It suits her too much"


  Mai, surrounded by Kaho-chan and Satsuki-san, are laughing while questioning their statement. With her dignified appearance, she really emits the aura of an empress.


  Oozuka Mai, Sena Ajisai, Koto Satsuki, Koyanagi Kaho....and Amaori Renako. These five are people from Mai's group. When they are together, one side of the class will turn into a cave of crystals, it's bright.


  This is very overbearing. Look at the other students, they are glancing into this direction.


  Mai is the center of attention wherever she goes, but that also applies to the other members. Of course, all the members other than me!


  
    
      

      
    

  


  Just by being around them, the standard for appearances are soaring high. Their presences are, like, scattering happiness around to their surroundings.


  It's not like I prefer girls like Mai, but as I thought, cute girls with a cute appearance are cute. Just by looking at them I felt overjoyed.


  While I'm busy erasing my presence, the group's mood-maker, Kaho-chan, is calling for our attention.


  "Hey, let's go shopping for clothes after school! Summer clothes! I need some!"
"No. I'm busy"
"Oh my, Satsuki-san, have some errands?"
"Self-study."


  Ajisai-san responded with a "Waah~" and looks moved. Meanwhile Kaho-chan looks disgusted while saying a simple "Uwee" with a bitter face.


  "Forget that! You have a highly educated college student image after all, it's okay if you are not studying! Hey hey, let's go! Let's go~!"
"Annoying."
"Meanie!"


  Mai laughs while looking at their antics.


  "Even if you work that hard, I'll be the one who wins on the next test."
"You....Yooouuu.......!!!"


  Looking at Satsuki-san who lets out a killing intent, deep down I also feel for her.


  "Sounds good, I also want to look for casual clothes, you see. Hey, what about you, Rena-chan?"
"Eh? Ah, I..."


  A sudden conversation pass from Ajisai-san, I freeze up for a moment. I answer her question while raising my hands.


  "O-, o-o-o-of, of course I will accompany you"
"Eh, Rena-chan, you are shaking."
"T-t-that's not true."


  While swinging my hands and pretending to be calm, I tried my best to keep my smile.


  [Don't ever reject someone's invitation to hang out.]


  This is something like an unwritten rule for me. 


  Even though I should spend my after school with this group which would emptied my social gauge and make me pass out.
I should never let out any negative behavior in front of them. Without fail.


  I won't repeat the same mistakes.


  I'm doing my best to keep up my timid smile plastered on my face when Mai continues the conversation.


  "Un, going with everyone is the best option...is what I would like to say, but-"


  Mai glances at Satsuki-san's direction, "Satsuki has her studies."


  Satsuki-san looks a bit surprised. I see, so she’s actually willing to go if everyone is really going.


  And then Mai glances at me. Huh?


  "It's unfortunate but I also have my own arrangements for today. That's why, let's do the shopping next time."


  Just like usual, the final decision is up to Mai. Everyone is already used to this and sounds their agreement. Judging from the situation, the only one who realized is me.


  The fact that she's helping me.


  She casually protects me with that strength and kindness.


  There's me who feels glad seeing Mai being considerate of me, it's a bit complicated actually. Her kindness is due to her feelings for me, that's why I should appreciate her behavior  properly this time...


  No, but, even between friends, it's normal to help each other, right...?  I see, it's normal, perfectly normal. Then, it's okay. Thank you, Mai! The conflict inside my head has ended peacefully.


  "Kaho, tomorrow we have a quiz, right? It's better if you hurriedly go home and study. Also, Satsuki, even though you will never beat me anyway, your effort is splendid. Please do your best."
"Why did I become friends with this girl..."
"Now, now...."


  Ajisai-san tries to calm the situation.


  From the outsider's perspective, the two of them look like they are on each other's throat, but the two of them have actually been friends since before entering high school. They are on good terms enough to fight each other after all.


  I said “fight each other" but it’s more like something one-sided from Satsuki-san where she would always challenge herself to defeat Mai....At first, I was kinda stupefied by their antics, but now it has become a daily occurrence and I just went along with it.


  "Geez...whatever. I understand that you are that kind of person for a long time."


  Satsuki-san chooses to go along with Ajisai-san's effort to calm the situation with a huge sigh.


  Complaining by herself to keep Mai from being presumptuous and ending the whole charade at the right time is her style.


  "Ahahaha...well, today we will do nothing then."


  Just like concluding the result of our discussion, I calmly spoke. Kaho-chan also laughs while saying,


  "Then, next time we should absolutely go!"


  As long as it's Mai who decides the final decision, no one would get displeased by the outcome. It would become a “well, it can't be helped then” kind of situation. It might be what they call charisma.


  "Ah, hey." 


  For once again, Kaho-chan begins the new topic.


  "Recently, did something happen between Mai and Rena-chan? You guys are kinda getting along?"
"Eh?!"


  Uwa, she's so sharp. I ended up letting out an exaggerated reaction.


  "T-that's not the case! It's normal!"
"The way you reject her notion is hurting me."
"Eh, ah, sorry!"


  When I almost bow my head and look at her, she's laughing at me. She's just messing with me!


  "Look, that kind of thing! The way they exchange gazes is kind of erotic!"


  E-ero...?!


  I don't really know how to answer Kaho-chan's accusation and get confused by myself. Satsuki-san swiftly chops Kaho-chan's head.


  "Amaori is getting troubled, you know. Besides, you are being too observant toward Mai."
"Do I have any other choice? I'm Mai's fan! Look, here! Idol's color!"


  Kaho-chan shows her ribbon on her hair. She looks like a cute girl that often appears in something like an idol hand-shake event.


  Satsuki-san furrowed her eyebrows deeper when she saw the yellow-colored ribbon that supposedly has the same color as Mai's hair.


  "Even though she's just a cocky bastard character like this, I don't really understand her good points."
"Eeeh? Mai-chan is a really good girl, right?"
"Ajisai surely gets it."


  Rather than Mai who laughs together with Ajisai-san agreeing over the same thing, I sympathize more with Satsuki-san's remark.


  I see, inside this group, the only one who understands Mai's true nature is Satsuki-san...I didn't know that...


  I become calmer when I understand the nature of this group. Suddenly, someone hugs me from the back.


  "Hyoee!?"
"But, that's right."


  I can feel Mai's breath on my ears. I get instant goosebumps all around my body. In front of these people!? Ah right, she said that she doesn't mind back then!


  Mai slowly puts her hands around my stomach from behind and laughs.


  "Renako started becoming my fan some time ago"


  Like hearing a princess' decree, Ajisai-san simply laughs, Satsuki-san treated it coldly, and Kaho-chan looks surprised. "Why!?" and questions Mai. While looking at the others’ reactions she's messing with my hair. 


  This is really like an everyday occurrence, the only one who’s different from the usual is me. I took a deep breath while holding my chest, Kaho-chan in front of me is pointing at me sharply.


  "Rena-chan, your face is bright red!"


  Ugh.


  Really, what’s her problem. I secretly glare at the person who’s laughing since earlier. I really don't understand why she likes me....


  I'm someone who isn't kind and angelic like Ajisai-san, I also am very different from the mature and cool Satsuki-san, I'm not adorable and bright like Kaho-chan.


  I really don't get it. Is it just an elaborate prank from these bright characters to deceive me, or Mai is simply a weirdo.


  



  ***


  



  "Explain!"
"What’s wrong?"
"This situation! That's obvious, right! What about [I also have my own arrangements for today] back then?! Is your errand playing together with me? Why did I totally have no idea about this!?"
"You're right. Thank you for accompanying me today."


  She smartly forced me to end this conversation by thanking me with a smile while I kept clenching my hands since earlier.


  But still, it's true that I didn't reject her invitation back then. Besides, it makes me glad when she smiled happily after I accepted her invitation, I can't really refute that.


  "A-anyway, I asked you, right? I thought we were going to a café!?"
"Yes. I don't have any better idea than this to fulfill your request."


  She puts her tea cup down while wearing a swimsuit.


  That's natural.


  Because right now, we are inside a very luxurious hotel poolside in Akasaka District.
(TL Note: Akasaka District is known as a high-class district in Tokyo)


  "What is this situation!"


  Once again, I can't help but shout about the whole situation.


  Earlier after school, she invited me out. So her arrangement for today is me....and while I felt I might get deceived by her I made sure of the destination, "A café, then?"


  In fact, compared to hanging out together with five of us, I can reduce my MP consumption, but going out with just the two of us makes me nervous, it's a given.


  On top of that, (even though this is just a trial,) it's true that this is our first after-school date anniversary. That's why we should get to know each other better, something that's easy to do, with that in consideration I suggested a café.


  Mai asked, "Café? Well then, I know a good place where I want to bring you there" with a princess-like smile and pulled my hand.


  We headed straight to the station and rode the train.


  Why would we go this far, it would be alright if we went into somewhere close to school...is what I thought. It's a fact that if the super popular Oozuka Mai went into an ordinary café, it might cause an uproar.


  Then this can't be helped. I will tag along with her. Right now, we are lovers anyway. 


  "We arrived." Mai said in front of a very luxurious hotel.


  I'm shocked. I couldn't move my legs so Mai dragged me in with a carefree attitude. She entered the hotel so naturally like it's hers. She tapped her special card in the elevator and we reached the VIP Suite floor. 


  I only ever saw something like this inside a movie where a bunch of people in suits walk around in this kind of corridor. Even though Mai only wore her uniform, there's no feelings of discomfort at all. The only one who looked very out of place here was me.


  At that pace, Mai, who received her swimsuit from the front-desk, was changing while I kept on wearing my uniform. After that, we were having tea at the poolside...that's the gist of it.


  Inside this indoor pool I saw people who look like gorgeous madams, or someone who looks like a CEO, and in the other direction there's also a foreigner with a great style....


  "...There's a lot of people like Mai here."


  Even though this is a poolside café, the chairs are soft-looking sofas. This is amazing...won't they get wet...?


  "The rose-hip tea from this café permeates the body well after a swim." 


  When I'm looking at the menu, the price is not listed.


  "Eh....how much is this...? It's not something with a price like 2,000 yen/cup, right...?"
"As long as you’re a member, these services are free of charge. This time, I already made your membership card so next time you can just come alone and enjoy your time."
"I feel like there's a hole in my stomach now!"


  Due to my vigorous retort, I accidentally look at Mai's swimsuit figure which I’ve avoided to look at since earlier. 


  Uuhh...


  She wore a scarlet bikini, both the top and bottom.


  She has a slender body with no extra meat. It seems like Mai's 'will' also worked on her body because her figure is perfectly proportioned.


  When I'm looking at her bikini figure like this, it reminds me of my doll I received during my childhood...


  "Rather than not resembling a Japanese person, it's more likely that you don't resemble a normal human at all...if you had pointy ears like an elf, it would make everything become realistic."


  I was protesting against her changing into a swimsuit back then, but after seeing her body, I think it's a natural thing to do...she just looks so great in that swimsuit.


  I put her recommended rose-hip tea on my mouth, uwaa, this is certainly good...At first, I thought something like this wouldn't be enjoyable for an amateur like me, but this tea is refreshing and easy to drink. I will definitely buy something like this everyday. But wait, no, this thing must be crazily expensive!


  "Anyway, why didn't you change into a swimsuit, Renako?"


  She finally questions it.


  "If you are a member, you can pick anything from hundreds of swimsuit types they have and you can borrow it for free. How is it? Won't you change and swim together with me?"
"I-I came for the café, not for swimming!"
"Rather than a simple café, a café with a pool sounds more fulfilling, don't you think?"
"Please stop saying it like comparing a hamburger curry with a curry like that!"


  It's a fact that wearing a uniform looks weirder in place like this. The feeling of embarrassment is a given since I'm the only one. But above all of that...with Mai and her perfect body here, it's impossible for me to just take off my clothes and wear swimsuit!


  "Is that so? Well it's okay. I'm not really in a mood to swim anyway."


  
    
      

      
    

  


  


  



  "Even though you already changed."
"Because, if I chose to dip into the water I would have to tie up my hair, right? If I do that, our date will dissolve into nothing just like bubbles"
"....Ah, we did have that kind of rule."


  I see, she properly protected the hair style rule.


  She lifted her fancy tea cup and enjoyed the scent with an elegant smile.


  "That's why, let us enjoy this special moment between me and you. The time just for the two of us."
"Aaah, okay..."


  The only sound around us is the sound of water. The time is flowing calmly while we spend our time together. Compared to our time at school, I feel like we went into a completely different dimension.


  But I don't hate this. Seeing the wonder of Mai's beauty with her swimsuit, I feel like I can't take my eyes off her figure.


  Our hardships, our weariness, everything is melted away by the sensation of the rose-hip tea.


  It's frustrating, but it calms me. As expected from a place that she recommended with a huge confidence. While enveloping the cup with my hands, I slowly opened my mouth.


  "......Thank you"
"Un? What is it? That's unexpected. It's cute, Renako."
"D-dummy"


  I grumbled while hiding my lips with the tea cup.


  "Because...I should admit that this kind of thing is good, and I will never be able to come here alone if it's not with you...That's why, thank you for bringing me here...kind of gratitude."
"Fufufu."
"You are grinning like crazy...."
"Put aside the situation, if I can make you happy, then it's not a problem to use up the advantage of being lovers, you know?"
"Yeah yeah...I'm really thankful. The only thing that I'll admit here is your good sense. Geez."


  It really is frustrating, but this time I will let her enjoy this mood....


  I'm staring at the pool before me. It is so spacious with crystal clear water. It seems those lamps are used when the night falls.


  ...From now on, I'll spend more time together with Mai like this. I'll change into a swimsuit, and we’ll play in the water together. That sounds like...a tempting suggestion....is what I think.


  



  *


  



  "Well then, see you tomorrow."
"Aa, see you tomorrow. But is it really okay to not escort you home? It's in the same direction, right?"
"It's okay. Until here is enough"


  We are in front of Akasaka Station ticket gate. It looks like she called her car to pick her up. As expected, I can't let her do more than this, she spent a lot of her money for me after all.


  "I see...well then, let's part here."


  She said that, but even with my poor mood reading skill, I can easily understand. It's my first time seeing that lonely and sorrowful expression from our school's super darling.


  "Come with your hair tied tomorrow, just enter your best friend mode already."
"Aa, that's right. I’m not satisfied yet, but I'll tie it up since today was fun."


  Pat, pat. She gently stroked my head with a carefree attitude with her warm hand.


  To avoid being a nuisance for the passersby, we are standing in the corner right now. But the chance to get seen by anyone is still there. Moreover, Mai kept receiving glances from a lot of people since then.


  "No, umm..."


  Her slender fingers are moving toward my chin. Just like playing with a precious jewel, she moves her hand to my neck with a delicate movement.


  Her face is getting closer, just like a natural hunter that succeeded in catching her prey, she smoothly restrained my movement just by her touches.


  But I still manage to slip my palm between our lips. I'm staring at Mai.


  "...We haven't even gone out for one week yet and you want a kiss? I'm not that easy to get."


  I tried to put on a bluff, she responded by narrowing her eyes. In the next moment, she already grabbed my wrist. She just destroyed my line of defense.


  "Hiee!"


  Without any guard on my lips, her face is coming closer. 


  Wa-wait, wait, this is, Maiー 


  Just before they touch each other, Mai stops her movement.


  "...Fuee?"
"Being forceful is not my liking. I will endure it just by this."


  Mai brings her face closer and puts her lips on the tip of my nose.


  The sound of lips hitting my face brings back the ability to move my body.


  "!?"


  I hurriedly step back and put my hands on my mouth. Wha, wha, wha....


  Just now! Her lips! A kiss! Just now!


  "Renako is really cute."


  That's wrong! It's not like that! This panic is not from a kiss! Besides, it was just my nose! I just thought that I would be able to stop her from advancing but it turned out that she kept attacking! I was just surprised! Geez!


  "It's not like...anyway, it's not like that!"


  When she showered me with her affection like that, it makes me feel like a lost duck in the middle of a vast lake. When we faced each other like this, I realized that she's too tough as an enemy. I'm slowly losing my confidence to fight her.


  The tip of my nose feels like burning.


  "Anyway! Next time you should come as my best friend! I'll teach you the charms of being best friends!"


  Just like covering the heat on my face, I let out a loud voice while glaring at her. As I thought she's enjoying this.


  "I'll look forward to it. To think that I would be able to enjoy the date course you carefully planned for my sake. It's now my time to use up the advantage of being best friends."
"It's not a date! Wait, an outing between best friends is also often referred to as a date, even though it's only joking. Aaah, girls are so troublesome!"
"Then, it's better if we just become lovers, isn't it? It's a handful to keep switching between two relationships like this, don't you think?"
"It's okay! You are being noisy! Let's do it, being best friends! I'll show you!"


  Mai only shrugs her shoulders. At the end, I only managed to act like a spoiled child. This is a huge failure...


  "Fufu, well then, Renako. I'm really grateful for today. I'm also looking forward to your plan."
"Yeah yeah! I'll go now since the train is arriving. See you!"
"See you later...I like you, Renako. Next time we kiss, it will be on your lips."


  Tap, she pokes my tip of nose and then walks away. The me who’s still standing still on the same spot only managed to let her face become redder than before.


  Aaaah geez! That girl! That girl!!


  I carry on with my steps. Today she really got me.


  The me who gazed at her dashing figure from behind makes me look like I'm in love with her, that's why I insert power to my body and turn my body to walk away.


  I'm tired. I used up all of my tactics, it's tiring.


  As I thought, being lovers is suffocating.


  Being bashful, being embarrassed, getting self-conscious and making me nervous.


  These things are not fun at all.


  "...Just wait, Mai. I'll show you the joy of being best friends."


  I said that in a very low voice that no one can hear me. My spirit has recharged once I arrived at my station.


  As if I will keep getting carried away by her pace! I'll show you, Mai!


  Chapter 1: Being Lovers, Definitely Impossible! (Part 2)


  The next day, Mai properly came to school with her hair tied up into a ponytail. I quickly sent her a message through SNS to invite her out.


  After she received my message, she looked at me with glimmering eyes. Receiving that gaze full of expectation, I tried my best to keep my composed expression.


  It's not like I did something weird. It's normal for best friends to visit each others’ houses!


  



  **


  



  Seeing a super darling getting nervous is really fascinating.


  "Here is my room, a perfectly normal one without anything usual, an ordinary commoner's room. Please don't hesitate and come in."


  From the door, an extreme beauty came inside and looked around. Seeing Mai acting like a little girl feels really refreshing...


  "Aa, excuse me for intruding. Hm, somehow it feels like that. Really, like that. This room feels like Renako's room, the atmosphere, and the mood."


  Hearing that awkward statement, I let out a laugh.


  My room is really different from the girl's bedroom from the magazine. Both the curtain and the carpet are plain, the bedcover is nothing special. I don't even use any tissue cover. This room is like me, it keeps up appearances but there’s a void inside.


  The only thing that makes my room different to any other room is this television and game console. Also, these game discs inside my aluminum racks, and these special music CDs I bought for the sake of getting hand-shake tickets with my favorite idols.


  I heard that showing your room means baring what's inside your head. These games make up most of my life, so...


  "And I am...Amaori Renako who has gaming as her hobby."


  I bashfully did my self-introduction. It's been two months since I last did that.


  If it's Mai, she won't be repelled by my hobby, is what I thought, but if she reacts with "Games? Are you a middle school boy? Lame." and get repulsed, I might cry.


  In fact, she reacted normally.


  She's looking around with a lot of interest.


  "Yes, I see. Your hobby fits you well. I've never done this before, but I am curious. Will you show me how to do it?"


  This side of her, when she naturally tries to understand my interests, it makes my chest tighten. Mai, you are a good fellow....


  "I-it's alright...if we're gonna play, it's better if we play together. You already came here after all, what do you think?"


  For now, she’s still puzzled about where she should sit so she keeps standing in the middle of my room. I put out the cushion and gesture for her to take a seat. While still confused, she sits right beside me.


  "But, just like what I said earlier I have zero experience."


  I swing the controller toward her hands, during this moment our fingers brush each other, but it's not like my heart is pounding faster. Because right now we are best friends. It's really not!


  "It's okay, no problem. This game is easy so you will master it in no time."


  I add another remark.


  "You don't have to hold back like that, we are best friends, right?"


  I smile at her. Mai who keeps glancing around and looks nervous since earlier is looking at me and nods her head. Her cheeks are getting redder.


  Ugh. As I thought she's so different today. She's too defenseless, and too honest!


  She has a nice face, that's why when she's showing her admirable and adorable side just a little, it has a huge effect on others...I proceed to turn on the console and try to start the conversation.


  "W-well then, let's do a zombie shooting game. Ah, I've never done this with someone else before, I always wanted to try this!"
"Not even once?"
"Nope. Because this is my first time inviting my friend into my room. Because if I suddenly say something like “I like to shoot zombies”, everyone would get weirded out, right?"
"Is it? I think everyone will gladly accept it though."
"If you were the one who said it, they might be...But that's not how it works for me..."
"Fumu, but because of that I ended up receiving your first time, it's an honor."
"Stop using weird phrasing!"


  I lead her inside the game and we proceed nicely. I keep supporting Mai while taking turns between defense and offense. I'm doing my best to keep controlling my territory's condition during this operation.


  When I'm glancing at her, Mai looks very serious. Somehow I feel the warmth inside my chest.


  This is, friends...playing games together, talking about hobbies...a relationship without any unnecessary troubles. 


  Aah, this is...this is what I always longed for...this relaxing mood...


  "Not that way, Mai! This way, this way! There is new ammo over here so it's okay to just toss that one. Ah the zombie is coming from your right!" 
"Aa, I got it. Leave this one to me. Fuu, I heard voices from somewhere. I think there are still a lot left?"


  She's getting better at this in such a short time. It irked me a little but I'm happy I have a partner who I can trust to watch my back.


  The two of us who are engrossed with our game are being noisy without having to mind about anything. Stuff like reading the mood, I don't have to do that because it's unnecessary right now.


  Aah, as I thought, being friends is the best. A relationship more than this is impossible.


  Talking with others during school is lovely, but...doing this at home is the best!


  The stuff we are doing right now, which is shooting and killing the zombies with a grotesque visual, is not something we can show to other people, though!


  "Hey hey, what do you think of your first gaming experience?"


  I ask Mai, who sits beside me, and look at her. At the same time, she also turns her head and we end up looking at each other.


  I panic a bit when I realize how close her face is.


  Right now she's far closer than at yesterday's pool. In this distance when we can feel each other's warmth, I forcefully change the mood between us.


  "Well well, now go to the next stage!"


  If I'm not doing this, I have a feeling that I will be engulfed in something I don't really understand.


  "Yes. Let's go."


  Mai also fixes her position and looks at the screen once again. I secretly let out a breath of relief. I feel like Mai can see through the current turmoil inside my heart so I tried to fool her by deliberately moving around my stick.


  Today is a really enjoyable day for me, that's why I believe that Mai also feels the same and understands the greatness of being best friends.


  The event that would happen next week might have been the result of this slacking attitude of mine!


  



  ***


  



  Monday, at school.


  I received a message from Mai who has her hair down for today, I see, she's in her lovers mode.


  [I enjoyed my first experience with the game last time, is it alright if I go to your house again today?]


  I'm lost. If I let her inside my house when she's in her lovers mode....


  I can't really reject anyone so I automatically replied to her message with a simple [It's alright!]. After that, I threw my body lazily on my desk. Even though I'm the one who agreed, I can't help but think of myself as a huge pushover.


  When the lunch break started, Ajisai-san came to my desk and started the conversation.


  "Rena-chan, you sure look troubled since earlier."


  Looking at her fluffy eyelashes that look like dandelions and the pureness of her eyes, I'm getting flustered and dodge her question.


  "Nah, it's just, I'm thinking about my errand today."


  My words won't get through if I phrased it like that, let's change it a bit.


  "I wonder what I should do about studying because my friend just invited me to hang out today."
"If it were me, I'd choose to hang out, I think. Studying can be done after that."


  Just looking at her angelic smile while answering my question I feel like getting a massage on my whole body. My outward appearance is crumbling.


  That's right, let's just play around! My mood has completely changed. Ajisai-san's words have the same weight as an angel's revelation after all!


  "I understand! Well then, I will hang out for today!"
"How fun, what are you going to do?"


  It sounds like a harmless question, but I only manage to smile while shutting my mouth. What if I told her the truth. Let's imagine it a bit.


  [We're gonna play a game where we shoot zombies’ heads. The moment they get hit, the spinal fluid will scatter around! It feels really good, you see!]


  While Ajisai-san folds her arms on her chest, she will look down on me with eyes full of disgust and coldly answers:


  [Eww. Gross.]


  It's only my own imagination but I want to cry already.


  Ajisai-san is very good at handling people at the level where I wonder if it’s really possible for a person this gentle to exist. I won't be surprised if she has a hidden dark side. 


  What the heck, me.


  "Eerrr...we are going to my home, and then, err, rolling around together!"


  I answered it like it's a normal thing to do, Ajisai-san keeps her usual smile and answers with an excited voice.


  "Eeeh? You roll around with your friends? What is that, sounds interesting."


  I can't dirty that holy smile behind those hands. I vow to myself that I will protect this secret. After that, I sent a message to Mai.


  [Please take care of me!]


  Remembering Mai's nervousness the last time she came, I'm sure that everything will be okay. Yep. It's just us two playing games together and having fun. I can't wait!


  



  **


  



  On a lovers’ day, we exited the classroom at different times and met up after that, is what she suggested. I don't really understand why she’d do that so I just went along with it.


  Right now we are inside the train, my house is four stations away from our school. It seems like I'm not as nervous as before when I'm alone with her like this. It might be that I got used to her after we spent a lot of time together last week.


  But, there's an unpredictable event happening right now. Right in front of my house, we meet my mother who just came home from her part-time job.


  When we saw each other, we stopped our steps and the air turned into a weird situation. Besides, my mother is stupefied since she saw someone behind me.


  "Err, my friend."


  Mai smoothly changes her expression, as expected from [Miss Perfect], she quickly bows her head in a really graceful manner. It reminds me of Kaho-chan who will do the same to borrow other students’ homework.


  "Nice to meet you, my name is Oozuka Mai. I feel honored to be regarded as Renako-san's schoolmate."


  Huh, I can smell the mellow scent of roses from her. 


  That greeting scored 100, a perfect score. No, wait, it amounted to 5000 points. (The 4900 is the bonus because she has a crazy gorgeous appearance). My mother who received her wonderful greeting still looks confused, it's natural since she's just an ordinary citizen like me.


  "Aa, um...err...yes. I will leave Renako in your care...?"


  Please don't.


  "Yes, of course."


  She smiles brightly just like a protector of the earth that vowed to maintain the world's peace. With that elegant smile, she turns her gaze on me.


  Ah, that's right. This is so sudden that I'm getting taken aback by the whole situation.


  "Yes, um, Mai is my friend and she came to play. Actually she came once last week too but you weren't home."
"I feel ashamed to greet you late like this."
"Ah, n-no it's okay, it's not something that major...Uhh, Renako, is she really your friend? Not some royals who went incognito or something?"
"That's..."


  Today, she let her hair down, so technically speaking she's not a friend...


  Mai smiled meaningfully while looking at me, and once again, "I have a very fulfilling relationship with Renako-san."


  She said it. She really said it.


  Hearing that ambiguous reply, of course my mother really didn’t get the real meaning behind Mai's word. My mother tilted her neck a little since she doesn't understand why Mai would say something to that extent considering the differences between me and Mai. But I don't really care because right now I pay attention to my nape that feels feverish since earlier.


  I feel like I just escaped from the overheated stove while taking off my shoes. I keep a proper distance from her so she couldn't see my face.


  "I will play games with Mai now, so you don't have to come, Mom!"


  From my back, I hear Mai's crisp voice, "Well then, I'll be imposing your house for a while. You sure have a wonderful mother, Renako."


  Would you stop using this confusion as a chance to say things like that?! It's embarrassing!
(TL Note: In here, Mai used word 'mother' written as 義母 that can also be defined as mother-in-law)


  



  



  After we went into my room, I tried to calm down. I sweated a lot just in that short amount of time.


  "What were you thinking? Saying stuff like that to my mother!?"
"What are you talking about? It's a truth that we are schoolmates that we have a fulfilling relationship, right? Or could it be that you interpret it in a different way?"


  Her smile looks like an iron fortress. Ugh, this difference in power is so overwhelming...She acts so different since the last time....


  "Well, it's okay...But remember that I invited you into my room not for any other purpose. Today, we are only going to play games, okay?"
"Of course, I also intended to do so. I really enjoyed our time as best friends back then. That's why I believe that doing it as lovers will be much more enjoyable."


  She swayed her beautiful hair, her scent has filled this room in an instant. Just like a stimulant, her scent is scattering around that it bothers me a little.


  I should brace myself since the enemy is inside my room, right in front of me....


  "...The last time you came, were you pretending to lower my guard?"
"No, I was really nervous back then."
"Then, won't you also get nervous for today? No, please do!"
"I really want to grant my cute girlfriend's request, but I can master something after having experienced it for once. Also, I'm excited because today I come as your lover."
"I see..."


  I can't really say anything.


  I placed myself a bit further compared to last time, but I can't shake off this feeling of getting caged together with some carnivorous animal.


  Mai calmly sits right before the game console and picks the game. I tried to be indifferent both with her and the situation, but when I saw her from behind and looked at her hip swaying right and left, I felt like....


  Wait. What am I thinking! She's a girl!


  While I struggle with an unexpected disturbance, Mai casually turns her body around while holding a game disc.


  "Would you like to play this one? Rather than team play, this one looks more interesting as a PvP match."


  Her gaze looks like she's provoking me. With an unknown tension, it stirs my motivation.


  Mai puts up an alluring expression. While licking her own lips, she's looking at my direction. It's like she's tasting me with that eyes, what a lewd person.


  Grrr.


  "...It's okay, let's do it."


  Even though we are friends, I still need to experience defeating Oozuka Mai. It doesn't have to be related to something inside the school. What I want is something that can make us equals so we can be proper best friends. The relationship where we trust each other without being too calculating.


  Also, I want to make her experience the feel of defeat.


  "I really get it. Let's hurry and do this!"


  Well, considering this game is something she never played before (and last week was her first gaming experience), rejecting her suggestion is too cowardly even for me! But that can't be helped! Because it is Oozuka Mai, she might be able to beat me out of nowhere! That's not gonna happen though!


  But that's okay, even though the opponent is a first-timer, victory is still victory.


  When I'm getting fired up, Mai keeps raising the condition.


  "Then, let's do something more lovers-like, for example, the one who wins this game will have her wish granted by the loser. What do you think?"
"Eh, impo-..."


  I almost said 'impossible' out of habit, but I shut my mouth.


  She just wants to shake up the situation by messing with my mind. Just look at that grin. If I reject her challenge, she will insist on doing it another time with something more well-prepared. 


  "O-okay then, let's do that."
"Fufu, this is why I think you are a lovely person, Renako"


  Ignoring my poutiness, Mai proceeds to insert the battle game disc into the console. 


  I personally think that this game is a really difficult one. I was getting frustrated and stopped playing it after one month of focusing on PvP matches. Even then, compared to Mai who only knows how the game works, I wouldn't get defeated.


  "Then, it's a win if one of us manages to secure 5 wins. Do you need any practicing time?"
"No, it's okay. In exchange, how about making it into my victory when I manage to score a single win over you?"
"I won't give you any upper hand. You have a crazy amount of luck in you, it won't be surprising if you get an accidental win."
"Is it? That's cold. Well, okay then. Granting my cute girlfriend's selfishness is also one way to express my overflowing love for you."


  She laughs with a lot of confidence. I bet even if she ends up losing, she will only laugh calmly while saying, "As expected, you are very strong, Renako."


  And with this, the match where I definitely should win has begun.


  



  



  I ended up with 3 wins and 5 loses.


  What the heck.


  



  "It's my victory."


  W-why...? I still get dumbfounded by the situation. After I managed to recover, I turned my head and glared at Mai.


  "...You said that you never touched a game before."


  She looked back at me with a firm gaze, 


  "I would never lie to you."
"B-but-"


  Mai keeps looking at me and smiles. I understand that she told the truth. If she hadn’t right now, she would have ended up losing my trust in her, and Mai would never do something like that.


  I know it well, but still, how!?


  Mai puffs up her chest with an annoying triumphant look.


  "That day after I went home, I quickly bought a console for myself and did special training. I wanted to surprise you, how was it? Were you surprised?"
"I ended up getting dumbfounded though! You played during Saturday and Sunday and are already at this level? Are you a genius or what?!"


  During our battle, I already thought about that small possibility! But I would never imagine that in just two days she could have seized a complete victory over me like this!


  "I didn't really have the time to practice defense, so I chose to keep pushing with the offense and focused on practicing combo attacks. I thought with this I would manage somehow, but Renako was way too cautious!"
"Damn. This Miss Perfect! This overpowered woman!"


  She completely shattered my pride as a gamer.


  I hit the floor dramatically. During this, I saw her knee that was covered by her tights and for a moment I thought of biting her out of frustration. I'm not doing that though.


  As if it wasn’t enough, she adds more pressure on me.


  "Well then, it's my victory. You will grant one thing I wish for, right?"


  It's not like she's guilty by having special training for the last two days, but I can't help feeling like a failure when she defeats me so easily and snatches away such a victory from me like that...


  "Uuu....”
"Right, Renako?"
"We did promise that...."


  But...whatever she wished for...whatever...


  "You can't ask something too unreasonable, okay!? My mother is downstairs!"


  She laughs happily.


  ".............................Of course, I understand. This is only part of the game after all."
"Wasn't that interval too long!?"
"If things go well, I will ask you later for sure."
"...If I hadn't stopped you, what kind of things would you have made me do!?"


  She looks a bit embarrassed.


  What.


  "I want you to bear our child."
"You don't have the right shaft for doing that!"


  Amaori Renako, 16 years old. Virgin. I never thought that the day I would scream something like that would have come.


  "Anyway, you intended to make a huge change in my life by a mere punishment game!?"
"I want to let you know that my love for you is so deep that it makes me want to touch you, I want you to understand."
"Lies! You said you will go for it if things go well!"
"How is it, are you getting excited now?"
"The more I understand the scarier it sounds! Just like the longer I stare into the abyss the more fearful I become!"


  I protect my own body by hugging it inside my own arms and distance myself from Mai.


  Even though it's my own room, I have nowhere to escape.


  Mai lets out a sound of clearing her own throat.


  "I was joking. I won't decide on something so important with a game. I will properly make you choose me by your own will, and it will happen."
"Please don't say it like it's already been decided..."


  To prove that being best friends is better than lovers, I should make sure to crush that overconfidence of hers, it's dejecting.


  "Well then, what kind of wish do you have?"
"Let's see, it's infinite."
"Infinite."
"But if I should pick one, I think this one is good."


  Mai picked a paper from her bag. She already prepared this beforehand. Mai opened the paper with a victorious spirit. Inside the paper there are beautifully written letters.


  
    
      

      
    

  


  


  [I want to hug Renako]


  Just like holding a proof of her win over a lawsuit, she shows it with a face full of triumph. I look at her with my eyes half-closed.


  "Somehow...it's just too normal it feels fishy...."
"I see. As I thought you won't get satisfied at this degree. Don't worry, I already prepared something more thrilling that you can enjoy. For example, your breastsー"
"Aaa! It's okay! A hug is perfectly okay! I will do it!"


  Mai, who in the middle of taking her second paper, stops her movement and looks at me with glimmering eyes.


  "Really? I see, I'm happy. There's also a choice to force you into doing this, but as expected, having your consent is the most important thing so I don't need to cross that boundary."
"Aaa...okay...."


  I accepted my fate and prepared myself. Just like the kiss on top of my nose back then, this time it’s something like a hug...


  "Then, please open your arms."
"Aye aye."


  I resigned myself to the situation and opened my arms just like a scare-crow. With a serious expression, Mai came closer.


  Of course having that perfectly carved face right in front of me is making my heart throbbing uncontrollably. This is a normal reaction, I'm not wrong.


  But even though she messed around about pushing down and stuff earlier, now she's showing a very earnest face...A beauty who recognizes her own beauty is really a troublesome being.


  "Well then, excuse me."
"Y-yeah."


  Slowly, just like treating a delicate object, she enveloped my body with her own.


  Up until now, I never did something like this with others than family, this feels foreign.


  I don't really know what I should do, it's just, even though my fingers are tense, I feel like this feels relaxing at the same time. It's a weird feeling.


  "Renako."
"..."


  Her voice is echoing inside my ear, it reminds me again that right now I'm between her arms. On top of that, she's not an ordinary person. She's someone who has each second of her life valued tremendously.


  Compared to me, I feel like I'm no one important. But when I realized that right now I'm monopolizing her precious time, my back is shivering.


  "Renako, I like you."
"I, I know...If it's that..."


  Right now at this moment, I'm the only one inside her mind.


  My temperature is the only one she feels.


  "I really like you, Renako. I always wanted to do this."
"I-isn't this too long?"
"Squeeeeeze."
"Guh."


  If she keeps pushing my body with hers like this, she might be able to hear my heart beat, it worries me. When I'm thinking that she might know, it makes my face get hotter.


  No, I didn't mean it as something strange. No matter who my partner is, if I got passionately hugged like this, of course I would get nervous. Ah, I already used this excuse earlier.


  Her personality aside, Mai is a gorgeous person, her beauty is on a level where it becomes unbelievable. It feels ridiculous getting jealous over her extraordinary appearance, Mai is that kind of person.


  "H, hey, Mai."


  I timidly raise my voice, she gently answers me with a soft voice, "What is it?" 


  It sounds like she's very content with this situation where she's hugging a girl she likes.


  That's why I can't help but ask her this.


  



  "...Mai, could it be that...you were serious when you said that you like me?"


  



  She pushes my shoulders. Our eyes meet. With a huge disbelief on her face her eyes open widely.


  It's like she's getting sprayed by water from a hose right into her face.


  She utters,


  "You realized it just now!?!?!?"


  Hearing my very insensitive question, even the super darling would receive huge damage, is what her face says.


  Chapter 2: Having My First Kiss, Definitely Impossible! (Part 1)


  Morning, before homeroom. This time is the most depressing one. I'm absentmindedly thinking about what kind of hardships I'll face today.


  From a long time ago, I always admired popular people or being loved by someone.


  But for the longest time I've just been a normal citizen, I always thought that I would spend my life without any extraordinary things happening. 


  That's why I thought of changing myself with my own power. I can't rely on others to improve myself. When I understand my life isn't the story of Cinderella, I've begun to understand that's just how my life works.


  If my friends [can do it naturally], then I [should work hard to do it]. The place where I belong, the group, those are things that I should work hard for to maintain preserving their existence.


  When I receive special affection from other people, I can't understand that form of emotion.


  To be honest, it's more likely that I can't believe it...


  "Rena-chan, you’ve been melancholic since early morning."


  Ha, it's Ajisai-san the angel.


  "Aah, um, yeah, a little..."


  Ajisai-san's eyes would be harmed if she was exposed to my complicated mood since early morning.


  Could it be that Ajisai-san is talking to me because she likes me...?


  Huh, nasty misunderstandings will occur at this rate, I quickly change the shift inside my mind.


  This is Mai's fault. I'm not guilty. But still, it's true that the one who invited her inside my room during lovers day is me. That was totally my mistake...


  "Waa, it's true. Your hands are cold. When the tips are getting cold, it's a sign that you are thinking about something bad. Is it true?"
"Hie!"


  When I got lost inside my own thoughts, Ajisai-san was holding my hands. From the tip of my fingers to my face get warmer instantly.


  As I thought, Ajisai-san likes me.


  No no no, that's not it. Ajisai-san is someone who likes doing body touch after all, it's not rare for her to even have body contact with boys...


  To be honest, I really want to hang out with Ajisai-san, just two of us. But what if I invite her and she brutally turns down my invitation like, [Ha, annoying...Don't get full of yourself, shabby character]. I'm too scared to do it for real so I ended up never bringing up the topic.


  That's okay...Because she's everyone's Ajisai-san and not only mine to begin with....


  "Huh? Your hands are getting cold again?"


  That's when I see Mai entering the classroom with a somewhat confused expression looking at me.


  Hii! She saw us! She saw me holding hands with Ajisai-san!


  Why did I become flustered, I'm the one who wants to know! I feel bad for a moment and swiftly pull my hands from Ajisai-san's grip and stand up from my chair.


  "I-I'm going to the toilet!"
"Eh? Ah, okay. Take ca~re!"


  I passed Mai who tied up her hair on the classroom entrance and got out of the classroom. My heart is beating so fast that other students might hear it.


  Let's do a quick cooldown, cooldown, I keep repeating the same word, but my heart won't listen to my command. My school life has become chaotic because of her!


  



  *


  



  "And that's why I want to do a quick exchange to make us understand each other's intention better."


  We went to the café after school and sat while facing each other. 


  While receiving a huge amount of attention from the other students, Mai lifted the corners of her lips into a fine grin.


  "Hou, using our lips?"
"Wrong! We are best friends right now!"


  I glare at Mai sharply. She plays with her hair with an attitude like she's steps ahead of me. This girl...


  Everyone keeps looking into our direction, I can hear some of their voices, "Hey, isn't that Oozuka Mai?"


  Mai is really a famous person because of her line of work whether it's inside instagram or popular magazines. By walking around while wearing her uniform she might become our school's cover girl at this rate.


  I'm already used to being part of the school's popular group, but I really dislike this feeling of getting a lot of scornful stares by strangers. I feel like I heard things like, "Why is that kind of girl walking together with Oozuka Mai?" or "She’s really unsuited for her, lol." It's scary!


  Nah, this is not a problem. I am Amaori Renako! I already changed from my middle school self! Be confident in yourself! On top of that, Mai likes me!


  "What are you doing? Why are you covering your face with your hands?"
"No...even though it's just to motivate myself, I just had a feeling that I sold my own pride...It's a fool's shameless attitude.


  For me to use the fact that she has feelings for me, to use that fact as a means to protect myself...That's too convenient! I'm so foolish!


  "Mai is a friend, Mai is a friend, Mai is a friend, Mai is a friend...Alright! I regain my composure!"


  I get the power I need through my own words. Looking at me, Mai just shrugs her shoulders and drinks her cappuccino.


  I set aside my milk tea in the corner of our table and pull out two sheets of paper and my pencil case. I put each sheet in front of me and Mai.


  "I'd like to organize things."
"Organize?"
"Yeah, I want to know what you’re seeking from me by being lovers."
"In short, you are getting really curious about me."
"That's right, in a certain way! Actually it's better if I just dissect that head of yours and analyze what's going on inside by myself but that's kind of impossible."


  And then I hand a pencil to her.


  "I will list things I want to do as friends, and Mai will also do the same with being lovers. And then we will show our list to each other."
"Fumu, I don't really mind, but I think one sheet won't be enough for me."
"Just writing it in general is good enough!...But still, I thought you won't agree on doing this and would say something like, "I want to keep it as a surprise so I won't do it."


  She covers her mouth with her hand and smiles modestly.


  "Haha, I don't really need to rely on something like surprises. If I want to make someone happy, they will become the happiest person on earth by default. It means I will make sure to make you happy from now on, Renako."


  What a time to boast.


  "You sure have a crazy amount of confidence...Even though you were really shaken back when you discovered your feelings didn't reach me at all."
"Well then, let's start to write things down."
"Aa! She pretended not to hear anything! That Oozuka Mai! The great Oozuka Mai! Miss Perfect is playing dumb! Is this really okay?"


  Mai just smiles over my provocation. She might be used to dealing with jealousy after all. She has a really high tolerance on things like this.


  Well then, let's just write things I want to do as friends.


  I'm not Mai, but I also thought about a lot of things that won't fit this one sheet of paper. Playing the latest games together is on top of my list. Mai is getting serious over gaming anyway, so it would be fun.


  And then I have places I want to go. It's basic but I want to try going together to Nezumi Land. If it's with friends, I bet it would be a blast.


  Ah, my list will keep growing at this rate.


  When I was getting too carried away with my own imagination and wrote down everything, I realized that Mai has been quiet since earlier, so I took a peek.


  Just like a statue, she pours all her focus on the paper in front of her with a gorgeous face.


  I feel my chest tightens. Knowing that she thinks about me to that extent, it would be a lie if I said that I wasn’t happy...


  Suddenly, I get curious. By being lovers, what does she want from me? I wonder if it's like a movie where we spend our time romantically, or being dramatic over our relationship...


  "H-hey, Mai. Is it okay if you show me for a bit?"
"Hm? Aa, of course. I don't mind."


  With a wonderful princess-like smile, she hands me over the paper like she's handing me an invitation to a night ball. For a moment, I feel like the bustle inside the café disperses into nothingness because this commoner is charmed by the princess.


  I take a look at the paper.


  [Kissing] [Inserting my tongue] [Groping her breasts] [Hugging each other while naked] [Getting into the bath together] [Washing her body] [Washing her hair] [Rubbing her legs] [Licking her thighs] [Biting her fingers lightly] [Touching her private parts] [Licking her ears] [Letting her lick my fingers]ー


  It's like a mega exhibition of lust and desires.


  "Wait, what is this?!"
"Is there something wrong? For you to be that loud...Could it be that you're getting excited?"
"Wrong! Stop it! Don't smile like that!"


  I desperately hold my desire to rip this paper apart and toss it to the trash can.


  "What were you thinking...Is it possible that you only desired my body all along...?"


  Like a nursery teacher who got confessed by her student, she's looking at me with a gentle gaze and warm smile.


  "Why!?"
"If I'm being frank, I won't chose you if what I longed for was just physical things."


  Ah, I feel like I just took painful stabs right into my chest.


  "T-that's, you don't really know, right! I'm an F cup you know! F!"


  She was being too direct when she pointed that out, that was embarrassing! She's so unreasonable!


  While I'm still struggling to take off the knives from my chest and recover from the embarrassment she put me through, Mai calmly crossed her legs and opened her mouth.


  "I want to touch my beloved. The heart is important, but it's also a given that I want to join our body. Is it really an unexpected thing?"


  What she said is basically the same thing as what she wrote. It might be because she's good at talking that she looks very sincere right now...


  "You only wrote things that were limited to that stuff...Of course I'd get surprised."


  My voice is getting smaller by each word. Mai keeps looking at me so much that I choose to avoid her gaze.


  "I always thought that dating a girl is something like a simple amusement for you."
"....Hou."


  I understand that I said a horrible thing.


  But I can't shake off that feeling since she's Oozuka Mai. It's not weird if she's interested in her first commoner friend.


  That's why, right now, I convey this feeling of mine while being fully aware of the situation.


  "Mai is very popular, if you are getting bored with boys you will play around with girls, is what I thought."
"It's sad when you won't trust me like that, but I do understand that my lifestyle is not something common for high school students."


  She smiles wryly.


  "Yeah, that's why, umm, when we hugged...somehow, your feelings were getting through...At that moment I began to wonder that, maybe your feelings were real. I was getting shaken back then because I really couldn't understand your train of thoughts."
"I see. That's why you suggested this."


  Mai's eyes are showing that she's in deep thoughts.


  After a while, she stretches her hand towards my direction.


  "...What? A hand-shake?"
"Please lend me your hand."


  After peeking at my surroundings, I slowly hold out my hand. Mai envelopes my palm with her hand and holds it tightly. Her hand feels a bit cold, but it is possible that my hand is the one who was hot right now.


  This sensation is very different from when I held Ajisai-san's hand back then. Somehow, it feels like she didn’t only grab my hand, she also grabbed my heart with that hand.


  With a gallant smile, she slowly put her other hand on top of her chest.


  "I want to touch the person I like. The relationship where we touch each other’s body, that's what I meant when I said I want to be lovers. It won't change whether my partner is a man or a woman. I already prepared my heart for whatever comes as long as I'm together with you."


  I'm glad that right now I'm sitting on the wall side. If by any chance I took a seat at the aisle side, I would definitely run away.


  "You normally can't do stuff like that with any other girl, right!?"
"If you want to know, I won't mind teaching you thoroughly in just one night."
"I still don't have that kind of resolution though!"


  While I showed her the paper, I tried to get my point straight.


  "Best friends won't do something like that in the first place!"
"Your palm is sweaty right now."
"It's a cold sweat! It turned out that the woman in front of me is a wolf while I'm just a tasty little sheep!"


  I pulled away my hand quickly. If we keep holding hands, I have the feeling she will end up breaking down my defense and I will accept her words then. It's scary.


  "What is this...You turned out to be a total carnivore..."


  Why on earth did she become someone like this...is what I want to ask but I choose to shut my mouth.


  Now if I'm thinking about her personality, she's a super celebrity who has a super bright personality. She’s also a quarter foreign and works as a pro-model. Taking those into account, it's no wonder she has a high sex drive (፠Prejudiced)


  "I know! Are you free this weekend? If you are, give your weekend to me, I'll take you somewhere. Ah, this is not a date invitation, I want to hang out normally as friends!"


  Mai looks interested with my suggestion and stares at me who’s currently standing up from my chair.


  "Of course. I wouldn’t reject any favor as long it's from you."


  Ah it's here, that cocky smile like she’s already won everything.


  Annoying.


  "T-this outing is not a simple activity between friends. I'll thoroughly make you understand the magnificence of being best friends!"


  Actually, I started feeling cornered by Mai. Even though that feeling is faint, I think I know the reason. But I choose to put on a brave act in front of her.


  This is not good, I should do something...I should do something to beat this woman!


  At this rate, Mai's value will keep going up and I'll definitely end up as a carefree girl who submitted herself into a love relationship with her....!


  



  After we left the café, we split up and I hurriedly went home.


  I pulled my personal note that was filled with places I want to go to. I gather the most important places on one page.


  It's not the time to doubt myself and be too afraid to fall for her trap. I decided on the place we'll go on the weekend. This will be my counter-attack to her and I'll make sure to leave a huge impact on her with this strike.


  For the sake of my success, I will observe Mai for the next four days to learn her likings as a basis of my plan. I'll definitely arrange the perfect plan for this.


  What I want is not something complicated that resembles a time-bomb like same-sex lovers.


  For the next three years, I want a relationship where we understand and respect our boundaries and support each other when things get hard, that kind of thing when we understand each other!


  



  But, when I check the weather for that day, the forecast shows that it will rain. Even though I already prepared this much! If things get worse, I have no other choice than cancel the whole plan. Damn, it turned out that even the weather is Mai's ally!


  



  ***


  



  Right now is the middle of June. The time left for our match is two weeks. The weather is my ally for today. Fufu. It's my win. (፠Too early)


  I'm grinning while enjoying this sparkling early summer.


  We promised to meet up at Tokyo Teleport Station. It took around 20 minutes from Shinjuku via the Rinkai Line. For me who only used to go around the area near my house up until Shinjuku, I consider this as a distant outing.


  Because today is the holy war to determine my fate for the next three years!


  I'm waiting in front of the ticket gate, it seems like there's a lot of people who bring their families or partners today.


  For today's clothes I chose a casual style with a calm shade paired with a knee-length skirt. Since I'll be walking together with Mai, I chose a sandal with a thick sole.


  I only relied on my sister's taste to make a combination for my outfit since I'm a total amateur, she really has good eyes. It makes me sad when I remember it.


  Just five minutes before our appointment time, a flashy beauty who looks like a celeb appears. It's Mai. She also wore her usual casual style this time.


  White shirt, long flare skirt, and sneakers. It doesn't seem like she put a lot of thought into it. Of course, she still looks gorgeous with that hair style. But it shows that this time she really is in her best friend mode.


  "Good afternoon, Renako. Today looks like a very comfortable day to have an outing, don't you think?"
"That's right, I'm glad it's sunny today! Could it be that you are a person who brings good weather wherever she goes?"
"Not really, when I want rain it will become a rainy day and when I want it to become sunny, the weather will become one."
"That's a bit too convenient, don't you think? Are you okay with having that kind of life?"


  We started walking and she's right beside me now. She offered to carry my bag, but I don't really like that kind of concern from her. As I thought, it's more comfortable with this distance.


  
    
      

      
    

  


  



  "Well, thanks for coming this far today! I already planned a lot of things, let's enjoy it to the fullest!"


  After a long ride with the escalator, we finally arrived at the ground level. The wind sure is strong since this is near the ocean. The sun also shines brightly.


  I really like this place that was built artificially because it looks different from my usual scenery. 


  "Mai, you said that you never went to Odaiba before, right? It's kind of surprising because you have an unexpected narrow activity range."


  "I don't really have friends to spend my weekend with after all."
"Eh, really? Even though you’re always surrounded like that?"
"People between school, workplace, and my private time are all different."
"Does it mean they all have a different role and position? I think I kinda get it."


  Even I would have never thought that I would go out together with her like this before, somehow this feels very strange.


  Right now, I'm hogging Mai for myself.


  "Why are you grinning like that, Renako?"
"Eh? I-I'm not though?"
"Are you happy because we are together right now?"
"That's partially true."


  I answer her question with a lively grin, somehow Mai is getting embarrassed.


  "...I, I see. It's a huge honor for me then."


  While we are talking about trivial things, we arrived at the most popular place in Odaiba, Odaiba Plaza. In here, there's a shopping mall, amusement park, and many fun places to spend your holiday. Apparently, the resort hotel for tourists is very close just right beside the plaza.


  Before the entrance, there's a super huge robot acting as something like a gate. Many people say that the robot will move when Odaiba is in danger. Interesting!


  When we pass the resort, I can feel a familiar sensation.


  "Mai, everyone is looking at you."
"That's true. When I'm alone I will definitely get called out by someone and it's kind of a pain so I don't really often go out to a crowded place like this."
"It's one of the hardships being a beauty...Hey, what do you think of your own appearance?"
"Since I was born, I was already blessed with fast legs, a healthy body, and this appearance. I thought of them as my splendid weapons."
"I see. A super strong weapon like a Gatling gun during the primitive era."
"Oh?"


  Mai looks at me with an amused smile and raises one of her eyebrows.


  "So that’s the case. You also like my appearance, right? Fufu, I'm happy."


  I want her to stop smiling suddenly like that, it's really bad for my heart.


  "Uee, no, that's....But considering that perfectly carved face, of course no one would dislike it, right?"
"Indeed, I get praised by a lot of people. But moreover, it makes me happier when this brings happiness to my beloved one. You are someone who saved me from a prison of loneliness, my one and only destined person after all."
"I already said that you are exaggerating, right? From now on, you will meet a lot of people and your true destined person. Just be patient!"


  After I said that, someone calls out to Mai. It's a pair of male university students, they must be aiming for Mai's contact details.


  "Aah sorry, I'm with a friend today."


  It looks like she will deal with them normally, so I quickly pull her arm. Since I'm a shabby character they won't really remember me after all.


  "Mai, if you deal with them one by one there will be no end, you know?"


  When we are far away enough, I tell her what I think. Mai is looking at me with an apologetic face.


  "But I should always be wary of the media's exposure, that's why..."


  I see, so she should always deliver something like fanservice and she's banned from ignoring people, huh...


  Alright.


  "Well then, I will protect you for today!"


  I smile proudly at her as a friend and Mai looks at me surprised and widens her eyes.


  "Protect, me...?"
"Yup, we are friends, right? Just leave it to me!"


  I hit my chest proudly. I won't let my friend get anxious because it would taunt our fun day! Of course I don't want that!


  Mai keeps staring at me with a feverish gaze....S-she doesn't believe me!?


  "I- it's okay! Even I can do something when I set my mind on it...I think!"
"No, that's not the case...No, forget it. Well then, for today I will properly enjoy the role of a heroine who gets protected by you."
"It's as a friend, not a heroine!"


  Geez, how many times do I need to repeat myself to make her understand!


  



  We enter Odaiba Plaza and the cool air is hitting us, it feels good. We make a beeline to a certain place. Fufufu, it's time to reveal my secret plan.


  "Actually, today I planned on doing a VR game with you."
"VR? Aah, Virtual Reality. I heard that it has become popular as of lately."


  Mai gazes at something far away with cold eyes.


  "You never did it before, right? I've tried them on a game show before, it was really amazing, you know! I bet you will get hooked!"


  While we’re still in the middle of the mall, Mai let out a laugh. That laugh is inviting a lot of stares from a lot of people again.


  "You can go on laughing all you want now, in a few minutes, I will make you cry and apologize to me."
"No matter how amazing virtual reality is, I don't understand why I should apologize to you...but okay. If you go  that far, I will hold my expectations high then."
"Yup yup."
"I’m already used to opera and musicals since my childhood, that's why I have discerning eyes for entertainment. In short, I'm quite picky, you know?"


  Ah, she just stepped on a defeated flag. That's great.


  



  The VR area that’s placed in the center of Odaiba Plaza is using a booking system. Once we’re inside, we are free to try a lot of games using our admission ticket.


  As a student, the prices are pretty hefty, it makes me hesitate to invite people here because I don't want to be a bother. But since it's Mai, I don't need to be afraid of that situation.


  We arrive right on time and smoothly enter the gate. We put our belongings in the locker and head to the VR area to look around.


  It's around the same size as a gymnasium with a lot of booths that look interesting. It feels like I just entered a game world.


  "Do you have something you want to try, Mai?"
"Hm...I don't really understand, so I will leave it to you, Renako."
"Okay! Well then...alright, let's ski!"


  We hand our ticket to the receptionist lady and receive a short explanation about the game. We covered our face with something like a paper mask and put on our goggles.


  I can see a snowy mountain panorama and there's a slope right in front of me. This would be a nightmare for someone with acrophobia. I think this one has a better resolution compared to the previous version. I'm getting more excited, this really is a rapid advance of gaming technology!


  "Hou...this one is quite..."


  Mai lets out a voice filled with astonishment. When I'm looking at her, she wears a complete set of ski wear rather than her casual clothes. Okay, the preparation is complete!


  "All right, let's go, Mai! Can you keep up with me!?"
"....A, aa!"


  After making sure that she's affected by my mood, I push the ground and went through the slope. We cut through the wind, we keep sliding down the snowy area. This feels good. Right now, I'm not a high school girl, I'm a real snow mountain traveler who loves adventure!...Is what I thought until I crash splendidly into a rocky area and get blown away.


  I can hear Mai's laugh from my side.


  



  



  "That was awesome."
"Right! But I still can't accept the fact that you have a better time than me!"


  It's not like we are competing and it  didn’t displease me that much, but still, it's the truth that it would be satisfying if you seize a victory.


  After that, we naturally walk around to numerous booths that featured PvP mode.


  We got on a robot and punched each other, had a showdown in the middle of a baseball arena, fought aliens, sometimes we also teamed up to do an exorcism on a haunted mansion. When we tried to become a legendary hero, she got too carried away and said something like, "Now come at me, you monsters! I will protect this village!" 


  As we kept trying different games with different thrills, we started walking faster inside the arena.


  "Ah, right there! It's empty! Our time limit is two hours and we will get chased out in 30 minutes, so let's hurry, Mai!"
"Fufu, you don't have to tell me. But Renako, for you to keep something fun like this as a secret, you sure are mean. Why didn't you invite me earlier?"
"I brought you here right now though! Also, if you wanted to do this earlier you should change your face into something less intimidating!"


  We kept laughing since earlier while joking with each other.


  



  **


  



  "I'm tired...."
"I laughed too much that my cheeks hurt."


  We moved to the café inside the plaza and lay our body on top of the table. No matter how much fun we had back then, we were being too excited. I feel like a train that’s running wildly because we forgot to hit our brakes and crashed into the platform...


  "Aah this sour grape juice is so refreshing..."
"To be honest, I was wondering why you would invite me far to Odaiba just for playing...but that was fun."
"So you thought that..."


  I keep staring at Mai who straightens her back, and then she smiles at me.


  "Even if I bought a console for VR, I think the sensation would be different. Getting constrained with a certain condition, the moment when we decided on something was fun because we have friends to support each other."
"R-right! That's it!!"


  I reflectively point my finger at Mai.


  "That's the most important part. So you do get it, Mai!"


  Mai opened her mouth again.


  "But that can also apply to lovers, right?"
"You don't get it, Mai~!"


  With an exaggerated move, I lean my body back on the chair. Mai's shoulder is twitching.


  "If I do it with lovers, I would have to make sure to keep up my appearance because I don't want to get hated. I want them to keep liking me, it makes me considered a lot of things."


  While stroking her chin, she looks deeply moved.


  "I see. So you always think about that whenever we are on our date."
"Wrong! This is a what-if situation!"
"...Even though you never had a lover before."


  I'll pretend I didn't hear that.


  "That's why being best friends is the best. You were having fun for today without any coercion, right? If it's between lovers, it won't be the same, you know?"


  She accepts my words well and nods.


  "You're right. That would be possible."


  Yup, I feel zero resistance from her right now. I know that she had a lot fun after all, and that also applies to me.


  I feel like I still have a lot of energy inside my power gauge, at this rate I might be able to play until late at night.


  "Hey, Mai. Let's go shopping after this. I want to look at some stuff."
"...Aa." 


  I take her hand the second she nods her head and we stand up from our chair. But judging by her expressions, it seems like she still feels troubled by something.


  "...I see. So that's why. The meaning of a friend..."
"Eh?"
"No, nothing."


  I let go of her hand the second we left the café (We won't hold hands for too long because we are friends right now!). But then Mai stops her feet.


  "What is it? Is there something wrong?"


  When I'm looking at her, Mai is laughing with her shoulders shaking.


  "No, it's just. Well, you were right. It seems like we really needed to have that exchange. Even though we used the same words, they became completely different things depending on the one who said it, I guess."


  I don't understand what she meant by that.


  "...Are you messing with me again?"
"Impossible. Just like how irreplaceable the value of [friends] is for you, I also desire to convey the importance of [lovers] for me. I already accepted this much from you, so it's my turn next time to do my best and give a lot of things to you."


  I frowned at her declaration, it's like she was saying something along [I still haven't shown you my true power yet.]


  "Doing your best is alright...just don't do something extravagant like rent a whole Nezumi Land for a day for my sake, okay?"
"Isn't that pretty romantic?"
"Having a different value in money is one of the things that destroy relationships, you know?"


  



  We spend the rest of the day at the Odaiba Plaza. I don't know what kept her mind in a gutter earlier, but today was really fun.


  *****


  



  


  Translators' Note

  


  For those who confused and haven't realized, Nezumi Land is a parody of Disney Land. Also, Odaiba is a real thing, and the big robot (Gundam) also exists. That place was fun as heck.


  Chapter 2: Having My First Kiss, Definitely Impossible! (Part 2)


  We were going around a lot of shops and spent our time at a café again until it was time for us to go home. I feel a bit reluctant to end this fun time. When we headed to the station to board our train and leave the plazaー


  ーIt's 6 p.m. There's a sudden heavy rain outside.


  Why?! Today was supposed to be a sunny day, right!?


  



  "Damn! I thought weather was my ally today!"


  We quickly headed back to the plaza with soaked clothes. Mai kept wiping me with her handkerchief since earlier.


  Right after we left the plaza, the rain poured down. It was only for a few seconds, but the intensity of the water drops were so heavy that we got totally drenched. We look like people who just went into a pool with their clothes on.


  "Geez, what a time to rain..."


  There were a lot of people who were in the same condition as us. Everyone is complaining about the sudden weather change.


  While I was looking at my surroundings, Mai kept trying to dry the area around my forehead just like a mother, it's embarrassing so I pulled away my body.


  "You don't have to be that worried over me, you should do that to yourself."
"With only a handkerchief in our hands there won't be any significant change though."
"That's true....We can't ride the train like this, what should we do...Should we go back to the plaza to buy a towel or a pair of new clothes...?"


  Kushun, Mai started to sneeze with a small voice. The rain during June is pretty cold. I touched Mai's upper arm, it felt like touching an ice bar. I became flustered.


  "Wa-wait, Mai. We really should do something about your body."


  Looking at her, I also noticed one thing. Ah, she will really pull everyone's attention at this rate!


  "Because it's showing, it's really showing!"


  The matchless beauty who gets soaked from top to the bottom of her clothes, even I couldn't help but gulp. She looked so erotic after all.


  For now, I should really do my best to protect this best friend of mine. First, let's become a wall to cover her from other's gazes!


  



  
    
      

      
    

  


  


  Mai placed her hand on top of her mouth like thinking about something. Then, she pulled out her smartphone.


  "It will get cold, but may I make a call right now?"
"Eh? Aah, sure."


  She wiped her wet smartphone and then called someone. Could it be that she asked someone to pick her up?


  "ーYes, I'm getting a bit soaked right now, Mama."


  So she called her mother with mama. I see, it suits her.


  But even if she gets picked up by a car, that won't help with her current drenched situation. I don't really mind catching a cold, but I don't want to make my friend sick.


  I was looking at the mall's map and searched for stores we might needt. When I was back, it looked like Mai already finished her call.


  "Renako, will you stick with me for a bit?"


  It was just for a short while, but after seeing her again with her wet hairs, she looked so enticing just like a mermaid princess who came out straight from the fairy tale.


  "Eh, wh-what? It's okay but, where to?"


  She's mumbling like she's hesitating to say it. What is it? Is she planning on going home ahead? She's a lady, I don't really mind if it becomes like that.


  But I was wrong.


  She's pointing her finger at the hotel on the map and with an eye like a little puppy who got left in the middle of the rain, she's looking at me, "To the hotel."


  



  When she said that, I became speechless and only managed to let out a single, "Eh......?"


  After she explained her circumstances, I started to understand and accept her notion.


  It seems like she will be helping her mother's work starting next week overseas. If she became sick, it would become a total disaster. That's why the result of her discussion with her mother earlier is to get warmed up as soon as possible. That led to Mai concluding that she needs to rent a hotel room.


  For her to use it just to take bath and changing clothes, the way she's using her money sure is extravagant. Well, it's too late if I began to question it now.


  But still.


  "...Why should I come with you?"
"If right now I leave you here because I want to take a break in a hotel in the middle of rain and your soaked clothes, what kind of friend would I be?"
"That's right, but..."


  Right now, Me and Mai are standing inside the hotel room.


  Her argument was right, but still, the other party is Mai...But wait, right now she's my friend...Because she's my best friend it would be okay, it would be okay, right...? I'm confused.


  It's a huge room with a huge bed in the middle. Since this is a resort hotel, the bath tub is large, looks like it's intended for family use.


  While Mai is preparing the hot water, I messaged my mom, [I'm taking shelter from the rain right now, I'll come home a bit late.]


  I'm not lying...I just left out the part I'm taking shelter in a hotel room.


  Mai came back with a bath towel dangling on her neck and urged me to take off my clothes, "Renako, hurry."


  She wears only underwear right now.


  Right now I'm looking at Oozuka Mai's half naked state even though I just saw her swimsuit appearance the other day. She's wearing expensive looking black underwear. It gives off a different kind of charm...


  Her wet underwear gives out an ambiguous feeling of transparency...Eh, this is a bit too erotic, don't you think?


  In the first place, it's not about best friends or lovers, doesn't she ever think that taking off my clothes in front of her is an embarrassing thing to do as a woman...


  "Renako, hurry up and take off your clothes. I already called the room service and they will dry our clothes. Look, your face has started to get redder since earlier."


  The cause of this red is a bit different from what you think...


  "Just be patient...I need a huge amount of courage to do this..."


  Without any mercy she keeps pressuring me with that eye. If I keep postponing taking off my clothes, I bet she will forcefully take them off for me. That's dangerous. Mainly the impression she gave.


  I finally give in and slowly take off my dampened clothes.


  Even though I already took off my clothes and it leaves me with just a pair of underwear, she keeps staring at me.


  "W-what? I'm taking it off right now...?"
"No, I just think that pink underwear is cute."
"Haa!? I bought it for only 2,000 yen during the bargain sale though!?"
"I never asked you for the price. Now, hurry up or you’ll catch a cold."


  Her eyes gave off the feeling of overconfidence and commanding just like during her time in the class as the school's empress.


  As a shabby character, I'm really weak with those eyes. Besides, she has a sound argument so I can't really say anything.


  "Ugh...I'm going to the bathroom!"


  I take off my underwear and put it inside the laundry bag. After that, I put on the bathrobe and went back to the room. It seems like Mai already changed into her bathrobe too.


  I'm observing her body line that clearly shows through the bathrobe. The moment when I realized she had nothing under that bathrobe and imagined it, my head was steaming.


  This is weird, even though we are best friends for today...No, even though it was between friends, wearing only a bathrobe inside a room is an embarrassing thing to do as friends!


  After a while, the bell was ringing. The room service lady arrived to pick up our clothes and Mai handed her over the laundry bag.


  With this we can't go out from this room and are trapped inside until our clothes are back. 


  Without missing any beat, Mai keeps showing her quality as a leader.


  "Now then, the water is ready. Before we manage to catch a cold, let's warm our bodies inside the bath."
"Ah, sure...Um, well then you can go first, Oozuka-san."
"Don't be stupid."


  Hii, these eyes again!


  "Do you think of me as a despicable person who's enjoying her bath while leaving her best friend in this state? We get in together."
"Together...with Mai. Together!?"


  She swiftly pulled my wrist and ignored my yelling.


  "UWAAAA, WAIITTTTTT!!!"


  



  



  In the end while sticking close to each other, we went inside the bathtub. The water is splashing over due to our bodies.


  I'm getting very embarrassed, I don't dare to look at my side. But being overly conscious toward a best friend is weird, so I'm sure the problem is my own emotion. Theoretically, this is impossible after all.


  Fuu, Mai blew out a warm breath.


  "I'm sorry for the bad timing. Indeed, doing something like this might be easier as friends rather than lovers. If it becomes like this, I should plan something more to impress you next time."


  Are you really apologizing for that right now?


  I timidly play with the hair band on my wrist since earlier so I can peek at her face when she says that.


  She was being pushy earlier, but she's being very negative right now. But if she's getting excited with this situation, it would be a problem...


  Aah geez, friends, friends, I keep repeating the same word like a spell.


  This is pushing it, but I have no other choice, I should improve this mood.


  "Waah, I found bathing powder here! As expected from a luxurious hotel! Let's put it in, put it in!"
"You have a weird way to change the topic, don't you think?"
"Waah, yuzu scent is very good, this is the best! I decide that this will be the trend for this year!"


  I pretend not to hear Mai's retort and keep frolicking around. There's nothing more embarrassing than sticking my body with Mai inside a bathtub after all!


  I killed off my emotion and kept my own little play until Mai finally let out a laughter. I did it, it's my victory.


  "...Good grief you really are...But still, I'd like to apologize for suddenly inviting you to a hotel."
"Wordings...Well, Mai being forceful is not something new, don't mind it. I should be the one who should apologize because you paid for all of these even though I insisted that we should have an equal standing as friends."
"That's alright, this time is for my own circumstances after all."


  Hearing her gentle voice right beside my ear made me ticklish.


  To keep the mood, I tried to change the topic and questioned her in a neutral voice tone.


  "Anyway, so you are going overseas starting next week to help your mother with her work?"


  When Mai heard my question, I feel the air become heavy around her.


  Crap. It seems like I failed again at changing topics.


  Without holding back her emotions, her voice is echoing inside the bathroom.


  "My mama gave me a luxurious life up until now, so I don't want to make her worried about me."


  I'm peeking at her face, it's close. I reflectively turn my head and look straight in front of me. This is dangerous, my heart won't calm down.


  "S-so even Mai is thinking about something like that. Your mother is a fashion designer, right?"
"Aa, she’s vigorously going around the world. Even though there's a lot of beautiful models out there, she specifically called out for me. So I assume that there must be something she wanted from me as her daughter this time. That's why I will take some time off from school and go to Paris."
"Hee..."
"I'm blessed with a good environment, and I'm very grateful for that. That's why I want to pay her back with everything I have. This time, she has a request for me, of course I'll fulfill her wish. Besides, I don't really have the reason to reject it."


  She hugs her long legs and rests her cheek on top of her knees. When she's like that, she reminds me of a little kid.


  If it was a normal person, I'm sure they would react with, "What a beautiful story."


  She has a famous mother, is from a rich family, and she's doing her job as a pro-model. For her, who has youth, beauty, and talent, it makes me wonder sometimes why she's willing to become friends with me.


  But.


  "Mai sure has it rough too."


  What came out from my mouth were those words.


  "...Eh?"
"Ah, sorry."


  It's my third failure for today! I quickly reflect on my past failures, I'm really a fool. During my self-reflecting time, Mai keeps looking at me with a translucent air around her and a vulnerable expression.


  ...Is that really a failure? I don't know.


  "Why were you thinking like that?"
"Well, because..."


  It's embarrassing if you keep staring at me like that but I can't say it with this kind of mood, so I answered her with a mumble.


  "Before, you said something like you want people to look at the real you, right? That's why I thought that it must be tiring to keep living up to people's expectations. With that amount of pressure, it's not weird if your shoulders become stiff, don't you think?"


  
"Well, I should work on the pressure that was directed on me first before I talked about others." I said that with a laugh to lighten the mood, but Mai leaned her body on me.


  Hue!? My shoulders are twitching.


  "I see, now I remember. I fell in love with you because of that side of you."
"I-is it? But if it’s only this much, even the others wouldー"


  She brings her face closer to mine, I can feel her breath. 


  Hie! Naked, we are naked right now!


  "There's no one"
"Eh...?"
"For me, I have no one like that. I always become a subject of jealousy from every direction ever since I was born. When I behave like a queen and lead everyone, I thought that was the ideal outcome to control my surroundings."
"T-that's, amazing."


  This is not a simple flattery, I was being serious. It's a completely foreign world that I can't imagine, but I try to picture it.


  She is regarded as a rival by Satsuki-san, and Kaho-chan admires her like an idol...


  I can't, let's stop. If I continue this for another five minutes, I'll probably say "That's not true! I'm not that reliable!" 


  I should do my best here.


  "I-I get it. It's okay, Mai. Even though you are an existence that's like an illusion for others, I will keep looking at you as a big bully and a total carnivorous woman, I promise."


  I said it while pushing her body from mine. This time, she laughs like she's looking at some odd animals.


  "Aa, that's right. You are the only one who dares to say something like that to me."
"That's a given since we are best friends."


  I raise one of my hands and show her my finger with a smug face. While naked, I turned my body and faced the naked Mai.


  "I want this person to understand and know all the things about me. Doing stupid stuff together, having fun and get into the same excitement. When things go rough they will be there for me...That's my ideal relationship, my ideal friends."
"...Is that really a friend?"


  She muttered that while looking at me with a strange gaze, what's with that reaction, it's plummeting my confidence!


  "T-that's right. I've never had someone like that before. But I always thought that I wanted to become that kind of friend with you."
"I see, so that's the case. I should admit that that kind of relationship is really lovely."


  Receiving Mai's agreement is really improving my mood.


  "Right? That's why, being friends is the best!"


  Right after I said that, Mai touched my ear and stroked it out of the blue.


  "...Fueaaa!?"


  The area around my hip reacted to the sudden touch and jumped a bit. That's a sudden ambush!


  "Indeed, I want to have that kind of relationship with you. But, those are things that I sought from my lovers, not a friend."
"Ha...haaa!?"
"I tried to understand your train of thought. We did a lot of stupid things together, and having fun...Of course when things get tough, I will be by your side. I will hold your hands, and embrace your shoulders. Is there anything different?"


  My breath hitched, she's looking at me with a sincere gaze from above my eyes.


  "T-that's! Of course they are different! B-because, because...Best friends, and lovers, are..."


  I wanted to reject her statement, but I have no idea what to say.


  I always had a feeling that we were always passing each other. Right now, I finally understand the reason behind that uncomfortable feeling of mine.


  Since the beginning, we have been longing for the same things.


  What is this...What am I feeling right now, is this happiness? Is it because we have the same feelings, and it suits my ideal relationship? But for Mai, this is something that is called [lovers]...on the contrary, there's a huge gap between what type of relationship we desire.


  While I'm busy with my own thoughts, Mai proceeds to put her hand on top of mine.


  "Of course, there's also a huge difference between lovers and best friends."
"W-what is it? Ah, wait, no, I don't want to hear it. Yup, it's time for us to get out from here! I still need to wash my hair!"
"You're right. I think I also should wash my hair. It's gotten wet because of the rain."


  Mai took off her hair-clasp right in front of me. Her blonde hair is fluttering around the air and some of the strands are touching my cheeks.


  This. Could it be that―


  "Of course, I should let down my hair when I wash them."


  Her voice oozes out an alluring aura. Ha! Lovers mode!


  "Eh, wait, what are you doing so suddenly!? That's unfair, don't you think!?"
"What are you talking about? I just want to wash my hair."
"Then explain the meaning behind this hand! Why are you pressing me against the bathtub!? Ah, wait, y-you can't touch me!"


  Due to our differences in size, she naturally is stronger than me. She pressed right on my solar plexus. So precise!


  "It's natural if I want to wash my lover's hair during our bath together, don't you think? It's the part of being a maiden, right?"
"So I was right! What are you!? You were being a good friend for a whole day, but when you let your hair down you become like this! Is your personality being controlled by your hair or what!?"
"Haha, you sure are cute like that, just like a little puppy."


  She lifted my chin with her hand, she sure likes doing this.


  I don't know what sparked the flame inside her, but I know that she's being serious right now.


  "Ma-Mai..."


  She pressured me with an overwhelming gaze, I have no choice but to yield myself.


  "Alright, I get it, Mai. Let's talk. Let's talk about this, leー"


  I keep repeating my words while pushing her body with both of my hands, but she won't budge.


  From her slightly opened mouth, I can see her tongue.


  "...No matter how many times I said it, you won't believe me, right?"
"I-I believe! I believe you this time! That's whyー"


  I didn't get to say it until the end.


  Mai's lips were getting closer and touched my lips. 


  For a moment, I'm feeling a gentle breeze flowing around.


  My eyes are wide opened.


  My vision was filled with Mai, and then she pulled away.


  "Wa, wa, wa, wa......."


  The numbness in my lips transmitted to my whole body and made me quiver. My face must be very red and I can't stop moving my mouth in disbelief.


  "My first kiss!"


  With a face filled with emotion, she strokes her lips.


  "Me too. Having your lips touching the lips of your loved one is really a good thing."
"The part that touched each other wasn't only the lips, though!"


  I was trapped between the bath tub and Mai, our chests touching each other. Wait, that's not the case right now!


  "Aa, having my first kiss with a girl...I finally deviated from the norm..."
"That's not something to worry about. It's Reiwa, the era where love between girls is a standard."
"Really!? Isn't that something limited inside your head!?"


  I feel like a paper that got tainted by ink at one side, so the other side isn’t directly touched by the ink, their color is changing, is what I think. I pushed her body from me.


  "Uuu, you're satisfied, right? Just let me go now."


  There are fragments of lust left inside those eyes.


  "You aren’t!?"
"I always thought that I'm good at controlling myself...But after touching these lips of yours, it felt like tasting a forbidden fruit."
"E-eei! Don't get carried away now!"


  I'm already fed up with this situation. I'm starting to consider kicking this lustful woman to bring back her sanity, but she already pushed her legs between my legs.


  Th-this position is not good!


  Her leg is touching! A lot of places! The dangerous spots!


  I used my brain at full throttle so I could get out of this racy situation, but she stole my lips when I'm not paying any attention to her.


  It's the second time. Her fluffy lips are like marshmallow, the sensation is spreading on my lips.


  "N, nnn, nnnnn."


  My body slowly lost its power. From my lips, every part of my body is dyed with Mai's color. At this rate, we will do everything on her list from the beginning to the end!


  This is not good! I already....


  ーI don't have any other choice!


  I placed my arms around Mai's shoulder. It looks like I'm hugging her and accepting her advance from the depth of my heart. But...That's not my intention.


  After we kissed for a while, Mai pulled her face and looked at me with a questioning look.


  "...Renako?"


  My insides melted, tears were coming down from my eyes, but I still tried to speak even in a very low voice.


  "I-it doesn't count."


  She's blinking with surprise.


  "What do you mean?"


  The steams are filling the bathroom, also, Mai's scent. While she's hugging me with that snowy white skin, the sensation of her lips are already carved on me that I won't ever forget. But I still manage to launch my last attack, I laugh mischievously. 


  It wasn't driven by either stubbornness, or the feeling of not wanting to lose.


  "Because right now, we are [best friends]..."
"We’ve already done that much and you still insist on saying that."


  And that's when she realized.


  The hair band that is supposed to be on my wrist is on her hair right now, it changed her hair into a side ponytail.


  With this, by tying her hair up like this, this situation is something between friends. Which means...


  "I heard that it's normal for friends to kiss as a joke...So this is a 'no count', right?"


  Mai stared at my eyes.


  "I see."
"Yup, that's why, those kind of thingsー"


  I did it well! As expected of me!


  I'm satisfied with my cleverness at this situation and nod at myself. But then I realized something. Mai's eyes resembled the boys' gaze when they were eyeing our group. In other words, right now her eyes are dyed with lustfulness.


  ーAh. This might be bad.


  I remember the feelings when I fell from the rooftop.


  I will die, right? Kind of feelings.


  Right after I thought that, Mai took my lips for the third time.


  This one is very different from before, I felt a hot and wet thing move my lips apart and went inside my mouth.


  "N, nnn!?"


  W-what is this!? Tongue!?


  No way, no way no way! Mai's tongue is rampaging inside my mouth!


  "Nnnnnn!?"


  I already heard the rumor that this type of kiss does exist. She wrapped my tongue with hers and licked the inside every nook and cranny! Uwaaaaa!


  As if I will let you pass this as a joke, is what she conveyed by this kiss.


  Her kisses were strong, sharp, and burned with passion. She's messing me just like a rampaging storm.


  This is dangerous. I'll die.


  I kept clinging hard to her body to endure the sensation she gave me. When it ended, my cheeks were wet from my tears.


  "Haa, haa..."


  She slowly pulled away her body. When she let go of my lips, strands of saliva were formed. That's erotic.


  Like a fish that's away from the water, I couldn't really move my body. I rested my back on the bathtub. I let out a meaningless whine.


  Adult kisses have a really huge impact...


  In contrast, Mai licked her lips and narrowed her eyes. With a composed voice, she opened her mouth.


  "Since this is between friends, it's a ‘no count’, right?"


  I can't even laugh at this.


  "I-indeed."


  We are looking at each other’s eyes. This naked woman who took my first kiss raised her hand and stroked my cheek gently.


  Like feeding a little chick, she touched my lips with hers softly.


  "I love you, Renako."


  Rather than those forceful kisses like earlier, this one has more effect on me.


  "What are you saying to a friend...."


  What came out from my mouth is not criticism of her behavior nor gratitude for her confession. I chose to say that.


  Aah geez, we finally crossed the line that should never be crossed. This is...


  



  



  After that, we received our dried clothes from the hotel staff, put on our clothes and left the hotel. When I was looking at the skies, the huge rain earlier seemed like a lie. It reminded me of Mai's word earlier about the correlation between her will and the weather. 


  When we walked home, in contrast to Mai, who acted normally, my chest felt painful with a lot of words I wanted to say.


  I expected today to end with our exchange about our VR experience, or talking about stupid things.


  "Even though you said that you hate being forceful."
"If I did it a week ago, it would have become forceful. But today, that wasn't the case, right?"
"...Of course, you were..."


  When we parted ways, the only words that managed to come out of my mouths were only these.


  ...As I thought, I don't like this.


  As friends, our fun times when playing with VR, cooperating on a mission, and our enjoyable moment...it's like those things became a mere extra for our kiss today.


  Even though I wanted the fun times to keep going on forever.


  And the annoying thing, the most annoying thing...after it was over, I thought that today was a really special day for us.


  It's like I'm dancing on her palm all of the time.


  Aah, geez.


  I can't describe these murky feelings inside my chest, and I don't have any idea what I should do with them. If this is what I got from being a lover, being best friends is definitely the best choice.


  It's wrong of her to say that these two relationships are the same.


  



  I strengthen my resolve...


  



  That day, I couldn't sleep due to my excessive heart beat.


  Chapter 3: Being Forced to, Definitely Impossible! (Part 1)


  Two weeks left before June ended, I suddenly came to realize.


  First kisses have various meanings and impressions depending on the person.


  For example, there are people who think of kisses as a simple act of touching body parts and nothing more than that. But there are also people who think the opposite. (Of course I'm included in the latter category!)


  It's when people think of kisses as something that changes their life.


  But considering the condition of modern Japan, I think those types who get fussy over kisses are decreasing during this time.


  Let's forget about that for now, because what we did before were kisses between friends, and I will insist that those are not counted as one.


  Whenever I see Mai, my heart will squeeze. It makes me remember the sensation of her lips and the reaction from my body on that day, it's hurting my chest. I want to think of it as a mere imagination.


  That's why.


  "You are looking at her too much."
"Eh?"


  Lunch break. The passing Satsuki-san was talking to me out of nowhere. I get surprised by her sudden words, was that directed to me?


  "Did that woman do something to you? Your eyes look empty."
"That's..."


  Satsuki-san throws her gaze toward the flawless beauty Mai.


  "T-there's nothing wrong. I just thought that she sure is gorgeous too today, kind of thing."


  Mai will begin her one week absence due to her overseas work starting today after lunch break. It became a hot topic for students in our class so she has always gotten surrounded since this morning.


  From the center of attention, Mai is looking at me and shakes her hand with a thousand dollar smile, I received it for free.


  She's an existence who gets a lot of attention just by existing. That is Oozuka Mai. Rather than simply having bewitching looks or graceful manners, her beauty can't be described by those common words. She has a mysterious quality that can captivate everyone just by being there. I think this is what they call [a natural].


  Uuuh...I accidentally looked at her lips again. When I wanted to do a quick self-reflection, Satsuki-san talked to me again.


  "Amaori, have you ever thought that it would be great if humanity turned into Oozuka Mai?"
"Of course not!?"


  I reflectively let out a loud answer because that sure was an outrageous question. Satsuki-san doesn't really like noises so as expected, she frowned.


  "Ah, sorry..."
"Nah, it's okay. Hey...you are being too depressed."


  I was disappointed in myself for losing a point from Satsuki-san. She's very strict toward everyone so I'm always getting nervous whenever we talk together like this.


  "What about you? Have you ever thought about that?"
"Rather than I had, I always think about it."


  Huh, so there's also someone who thinks like that...Scary.


  "Satsuki-san has been friends with Oozuka-san since a long time ago, right?"
"Well, yeah. I always thought that if I got to know that super darling a bit later, my personality would be a bit cheerful."


  I don't really know what I should say, so it helps when Satsuki-san continues her words.


  "Rather than friends it's more like...inseparable relationship...? When I'm sticking close with her, the moment she lets out an exasperated face, I will be able to see it."
"Eh, that kind of reason? Really?"


  When I'm having a conversation with Satsuki-san, Mai finished her talk with the rest of the class and prepared to leave the school.


  She brought her bag with her just like an elite businessman who was ready for their business trip.


  "Well then, I'm off."
"Ah, take care."
"Yeah yeah."


  We also wave our hand to send her off. Mai didn't give any specific eye signal when she left the classroom, don't get dejected, Renako. You are not a special existence, you are just a friend. I'm not dejected though!


  And I realized.


  "Could it be that Satsuki-san wants humanity to turn into Oozuka Mai so she will become an average person, and that would increase your chances of seeing her exasperated face?"
"...Eh?"


  She looks surprised.


  "Ah, no, I've just thought about that before."
"Amaori, you."
"Y-yes?"


  My heart feels like stopping the moment she called my name. She's a different kind than Mai, but Satsuki-san's beauty is on the upper level in our grade. Her sharp eyes are narrowed when she looks at me.


  "You have changed. Did something happen with Oozuka Mai?"
"Kaho-chan already asked about that before...Umm..."


  Yeah! We kissed!


  ...As if I can say that. (※ That's a given)


  "U-umm, well, a bit."


  I played with my hair and avoided my gaze from her eyes. But she won't let me off.


  "...You fell in love? With that woman? I personally advise you to not do that."
"No! Of course not! Never! Impossible!"


  It's not me who fell in love with her, it's her who fell in love with me that it troubles me!


  "Kaho confessed to her when we just enrolled."
"!?"


  The shocking truth almost peeled my eyes off when my smartphone rang, there's a message. Ugh, it's from Mai.


  [We won't be able to meet for a while and it makes me lonely. Won't you spare some of your time to meet me on the rooftop?]


  Uh.


  I timidly look at the screen on the top of my palm.


  "Is it from Oozuka Mai?"


  This person, does she have an ability to peek through others' vision?


  "Eh!? No, I wonder, I don't really understand! It's probably from God!"
"...Were you always this interesting before?"
"Ah, I'm sorry since we are in the middle of conversation but I should excuse myself to the bathroom."
"Oh my is that so, I see, then me too."
"Why!?"
"Because I want to use a bathroom..."


  Satsuki-san furrows her eyebrows like she's troubled by something, somehow it looks so natural on her, could it be, that expression is a mere act and she already discovered the truth behind our relationship...?


  "Ah, it's alright now. It seems like I no longer have to go to the bathroom! I'll be waiting for you here!"
"Is it...? I'll go since I need to though..."


  She's really getting suspicious over me, but due to my cleverness I successfully shake her off this time. What an accomplishment. Eh, but what if she really just needs to use a bathroom...


  



  Anyway, why would Mai become this desperate to see me...For now, let's hurry to the rooftop.


  I wonder what kind of hairstyle she used today, it would be best if she tied her hair...


  The winds are pretty strong today when I open the door leading to the rooftop. 


  A person is standing there, I only manage to see the silhouette of her back since the sun is also very strong today. Her flowing blonde hair is dancing around and she’s resting her body on the fence.


  It's the opposite from the first time we met that day, but this time she looks like a gorgeous painting from my point of view.


  "Hey, so you've come, Renako."


  She turned her back and faced me, with the light behind her, she looked more dazzling than usual, it's bewitching. And then I realized.


  "You let your hair down!"
"Aa, the wind feels good today."
"And of course you'd make excuses!"


  I closed the door behind me and glued my back on the door without moving any steps.


  "We-we are only going to talk! Don't misunderstand just because we are alone right now!"
"If you are being that frightened, it only works as a temptation for me, you know?"
"Hii!"
"It's a joke, a joke."


  She grinned and then laughed at me, I'm not in the position to laugh, though.


  She walked closer and I automatically stretched my hands out.


  "W-wait! We’re at school, okay!? We can't do anything obscene on this holy ground where we seek knowledge, you understand?!"
"In short, if it's sacred behavior, it's okay, right?"
"[Behavior] is no good!"


  But it's futile, in just a short moment she already closed the distance between us and grabbed my wrists. 


  Her smile in front of me is more dazzling than the blue sky behind her.


  "Y-you can't do this..."
"Why is that?"


  Seeing these eyes, I feel like I won't be able to lie.


  



  "Because...I ended up only thinking about you."


  



  Her gaze on me is fiercer than the sun rays during June.


  "I like you."
"I, I also like you...as a friend..."


  She's wall-slamming me. Hiie!


  I couldn't look into those eyes.


  "Mai...It's time for your airplane..."
"I have a very skillful driver, you don't have to worry. Rather than that, I want to treasure the time we have right now."
"Uuuu..."


  She brought her face closer right below my face, just like a spoiled dog who asked for attention from its owner.


  It's ticklish, but...there were also other things, and I'm sure that it was because she poured me her sincere feelings through her touches and gazes.


  "I-It's only for a week, you know..."
"If it was me from before, I would have thought that. But right now, whenever I can't meet you I have no direction and the time I spend feels longer. On top of that, we are in the middle of our match.
"I, I also thought that it would be lonely if I can't meet my friend! Hey, that's why, could you, please, get away from me. Hey, wait, house, house!"


  I tried my best but this clingy dog won't listen to me.


  "I see, so we have the same feelings. Fufu, this smells like Renako."
"Geez! You, fool!"


  I tried my best to push away her face from mine, but she won't even budge even though I used all of my power.


  "You are too strong..."
"It's the power of love."
"It's the muscle!"


  She bit my ear, hii. My body loses all of its power.


  "T-that's unfair..."
"You are cute, Renako. Aa, why are you so lovely. Hey, once we graduate, why don't we get married? Let's live together, I'll properly earn income for both of us."
"Proposing!? Right now!? With this timing!?"


  I reflectively turned my head to her direction and she swiftly stole my lips.


  Ugh. Her feelings and warmth are flowing from her lips. I feel like I no longer care about whatever happens when I taste her kiss, but...


  I push her body and wipe my mouth.


  "I-I already said that we can't do this in school!"
"Umu, you're right...even though I thought that I would end this in a proper way."


  Unexpectedly she backed down and put her hand on top of her mouth.


  "Since we had our kiss last time, I started to feel weird."


  Mai's face became red. If that super darling got embarrassed, of course I would also get embarrassed.


  "I can't stop thinking about you day and night, wanting to feel you more than this."


  She placed her hand on her chest and looked down, her figure swaying in the wind, it's beautiful.


  ...Having kiss as a final borderline where it makes people conscious of their partner, it seems I'm not the only one.


  Well, it's more likely that Mai felt that emotion much more directly than me.


  Could it be that she likes me more than before!?


  "I, I won't lose!"


  I tried my best to declare my fighting spirit while she hugged me.


  "I will make sure you understand that being friends is far more fun!"


  She stroked my head gently.


  "Well then, I'll go now. I'll get lonely for sure, but I'll endure."
"Aaah yes just go, hurry and go."


  For the last time, she hugged me a bit stronger than before, and then smiled. After that she left the rooftop.


  



  The bell rang, if this drags on, I will be late for class.


  I leaned my body on the nearest wall and hugged myself, "Uu...it smells like Mai."


  I groaned and pushed my hands on my face.


  Aah, geez. Smelling the scent she left on my body, it makes me look like a maiden in love.


  "Let's forget about Mai! I'll enjoy my own school life! I don't care about that forceful and egocentric person like that!"


  After I realized that my yelling just now sounds like a pouting girlfriend, I stopped myself with an extra annoyance.


  **


  



  That night, we had a family dinner when Oozuka Mai appeared on the television. It's a small section of the news but it's a special program for Japanese models featured on Paris' Fashion Show. It clearly shows the part where she's walking on the runway.


  Me and my mother had the same reaction, "Oo..." and then sighed with admiration.


  "Father, that girl came to our house last time, you know."
"Eh...? Really?"
"Yup, she's a friend."


  I boasted about it, but my sister who sits beside me is looking at me with half-closed eyes.


  "Big sis...I know you are excited with your high school life, but for lying like that...As expected, I will no longer call you [big sis], I'll call you with [oi] or [hey you] if you are being like this.
"Ehh, but it's true."


  My sister just took a side dish from the table while shaking her head.


  "I’ve always been with Mai during school, you know!"
"Hey you, bring that mayonnaise over there for me."
"Eh already!? Wait, mother, you should say something!"


  My mother placed her hand on her cheek and stared at the television.


  "...Uuum, as I thought, it's very strange that someone like this came to our house, right?"
"Mother!? I understand, that's true, but don't twist the truth, okay!?"


  No matter how hard I tried, the three of them were ignoring me and talking about how good today's dinner was. I can't accept this...


  ...Wait, it's not like it was that bad.


  Once again I'm staring at Mai on the television, she really looks like someone far away, just a gorgeous model from a different world.


  If it was me from my middle-school years, I'm sure I won't be able to call her out like that day. Forget the high-school debut, I was simply really brave back then...


  Fell from the rooftop, went to the poolside, took a bath together, is that merely a dream, I wonder. Mai's existence inside television made her feel so alien and far away that I can't help but think of it like that.


  Come to think of it, more than coming to our house, this girl just went ahead and kissed me, huh...


  When I'm looking back at everything, once again I thought that everything happened between us might be just my mere imagination.


  "What's up, you over there? Have no appetite?"
"Oh my, you over there, even though I thought today's karaage was well fried and good enough.
"Mother and father too!? You already met her, mother!"


  



  ***


  



  The school when Mai isn't here has turned into a completely plain and mediocre, standard private high-school. Well, maybe this school only has a small distinction between the students in the first place, Mai was just too extraordinary. It feels like the brightness toned down one or two levels.


  Break time. I stared at the rainy skies from my desk right beside the window.


  The beauty who sits right in front of me, Ajisai-san, also rests her cheek on the desk lazily.


  "I feel so sleepy, could it be that because Mai-chan isn't here today."
"That's true, and it's raining right now."


  When I'm looking at the rain, it always reminds me of our Odaiba date where it led to our kiss. I breathe a heavy sigh.


  "What should we do for today? Kaho-chan is also feeling down since Mai-chan isn't here."
"Aah, you're right..."
"Meanwhile Satsuki-chan is getting fired up with her study for this chance to beat Mai-chan during her absence."
"Haha...that's very like Satsuki-san."


  Well then I guess that would lead to Ajisai-san who will get invited by another group to have fun somewhere.


  It's been awhile since I feel like this. Since Mai is gone, I feel like a loner again...my stomach hurts.


  Even though you always get tired whenever you are in the group, you don't want to be alone in this situation. Weak! But that's also the reason why I'm being a coward and can't invite anyone to hang out with me!


  That's right...while she’s away I should show her that I can manage well without her...because at this rate, if I don't do something I will end up getting caught by her. Forever.


  "H-hey, Ajisai-san."
"What is i~t?"
"If you are free for today, and of course if you are okay with it, want to go somewhere after school?"


  I tried my best to form a smile, it ended up a bit stiff.


  I bet she's busy so she will turn me down, but what I need right now is bravery to take a step ahead! For the sake of being freed from Mai's curse!


  "Yup, let's go."
"Eh!?"


  That's surprising, this is unbelievable...


  Eh? A trap? Is this a trap?


  Is this something complicated that people with communication disorder can't understand?


  But Ajisai-san's eyes are filled with purity, and simply want to have fun.


  "It's my first time going somewhere with just the two of us. It's rare for you to invite me first."
"Eh, well, uhm...rather than afraid to ask you out it's more like...you are too far above me?"
"Ahaha, what's with that. We talk normally, right?"


  Ajisai-san has a lot of people inviting her out, and she’s always the one getting asked, so there's a waiting line for her. For me to skip that line and just normally hang out with her, since when did I receive a backstage pass?


  "I feel treated like a VIP."
"VIP?"
"Well, it's just that you look busy since you get invited a lot almost everyday."
"Eeh? That's not true. Everyone was just being nice to invite me and I just tagged along because it looked fun. That's why, thank you for inviting me today, Rena-chan."


  Ajisai-san smiled and bowed her head a little, the ears hidden by her hair. Ah, I'm being purified.


  "Me too! It's my pleasure to be able to accompany you!"


  With this I ended up going with Ajisai-san after school. 


  Of course this is not cheating.


  In the first place, can you even call this cheating since she's a friend!? I'm lost!


  



  **


  



  Since today I'm going to hang out with Ajisai-san, I was so excited. When homeroom ended, someone from my class was calling out to me.


  "U-umm~ Amaori-san, do you want to go home together?"
"Eh?"


  It surprised me, but on top of that.


  "Like, would you spend your time with plain girls like us once a while? We also have days where we want to touch cute girls, you see!"
"Eeeh!? What is that, c-cute!?"


  It's the calm Hasegawa-san and the cheerful Hirano-san. I think they are in the art and literature club. Since our seats are close we talked for once in a while, but still, eeehhh?


  "D-did you just say cute? W-were you referring to me?"
"Eh, of course! Amaori-san is really cute after all! You have pretty skin, and a dazzling smile! The cutest in the world!"
"On top of that, Amaori-san seems easy to talk to, don't you think~ Even though she's from the upper caste she doesn't let out an intimidating aura."
"I-is that so?"


  I got praised by Hasegawa-san and Hirano-san, they made a fuss out of me, I will get carried away like this.


  The inside is a complete shabby character though!?


  Uuu...but, I already made a promise with Ajisai-san today.


  Even though I already told myself to keep smiling and never reject anyone's invitation, I feel heavy in this condition like I just drank two glasses of bubble drink...


  I tried to explain the circumstances when suddenly,


  "Re~na-chan, let's go."


  Ajisai-san came with a huge smile.


  "Ah, um, Ajisai-san, right now..."


  Right after she arrived, Hasegawa-san and Hirano-san opened their mouth and they turned red.


  "Uwaa, amazing...The eyes are so big...the face is so small..."
"Hieeee...a beauty...she's so close...crap..."


  Eh!?


  The two of them are completely fascinated by Ajisai-san.


  "?"


  Huuh!? Even though they said I'm the world's cutest!?


  "We thought this was our chance since Oozuka-san is not here...but I see, we were being reckless..."
"We totally live in a different world...We're sorry, Amaori-san! We will never dare to talk to you again! It's okay! Well then!"
"Aaaah."


  I stretched out my hand, but they quickly got away. They look like they completely regret talking to people from the upper caste!


  Ajisai-san tilted her head questioning the whole farce.


  "What happened? Did they need something from you?"
"Um, it's okay...let's go, Ajisai-san."


  I turned my head and looked at Ajisai-san.


  When I'm looking at her, she really looks soft just like a super expensive marshmallow. Could it be that I was the one who was being impertinent to ask her out like this...


  "Ajisai-san must taste real sweet when bitten huh..."
"Eh, what was that, a horror story!?"


  Even that surprised face is super cute.


  **


  



  Since there is a new release for cosmetics which we wanted to see, we both went to a department store located in Shinjuku.


  My hand was pulled by Ajisai-san when we headed to the cosmetic floor. There's a lot of fashionable ladies on this floor, it makes me feel very out of place.


  W-well, even I have an angel with me! O' angel, please guide this foolish human.


  As soon as we arrived at the display, Ajisai-san compared two lipsticks on her hand with the same seriousness as when I chose what I should eat at the cafeteria.


  Just like using a lightsaber, Ajisai-san put out the latest summer special lipstick and then she turned her body to me.


  "Between this and this, which one do you like?"


  Just like a scene where they’re in the middle of a date and the girl is trying to get the boy's attention, what a sly move! But when Ajisai-san did it, it felt so natural!


  I only used something cheaper up until now, so I don't really understand the differences...


  But Ajisai-san's question earlier is not [Which one will suit me more?] rather, she asked [which one do you like?] and I thought that was kind of amazing. Even though she could just choose the one based on her preferences...


  "Eh, um, let's see...I think, the pink one..."
"Really? Actually, I also think that this one is better!"


  Yeah! It was spot on! I did a victory pose inside my head.


  Right after I snapped out of my merriness, I realized that if it's Ajisai-san, whichever I choose she would have responded with that...I seriously thought about that when I came into the second realization, I'm a completely hardcore shabby character, thinking about stuff like that!


  Ajisai-san who's being cute with her smile since earlier called out to one of the storekeepers and received a sample. Hee, so even in department stores they have something like that, I didn't know.


  "Since we are here, let's also do this with Rena-chan."
"Hah!?"


  I still haven't reacted properly when she already made me sit in front of the mirror.


  W-wait, I don't have that much money, you know!?


  Ajisai-san who's having her lips done is looking at me through a sidelong glance, there's also a pretty lady walking toward my direction, and then she smiled.


  Awawawa.


  "What do you want for today? Should I put the same thing like the one with your friend?"
"Eh, um, well, I'm sorry, I didn't bring much with me for today..."


  The lady laughed a little.


  "I see, well then, what about trying out our latest product? I'll give you the sample, if by any chance you take a liking, please come again."
"I-I'm sorry for troubling you..."
"It's alright, it's alright."


  The lady twisted the lipstick, the color is very pretty just like a diamond. While letting out a fine business smile, she put her hand on my cheek as support. Wa, wawawa...


  "Do you like putting on makeup?"
"Eh? Well umm, I wonder...I usually imitate the ones I see from videos.   "


  I thought I saw her pout, I wonder if I made her angry...


  But the lady laughed again like rejecting what's inside my mind.


  "Fufu, I see. You are very honest. Then, you might be our customer one day. Please do your best, and I will make you cuter from here on."
"Awawawa!"


  I let the fired up lady play with me, and after she was done, she handed me the sample product. She finally released me.


  Ajisai-san's lips look softer after she put on the lipstick, her smile looks more mature than usual.


  "You sure went all out."
"Hahaha...she took a lot of care of me."


  Ajisai-san who's just bought the latest lipstick is staring at me. When I saw her glossy lips, I unconsciously gulped.


  "Yup, Rena-chan is really cute!"


  When I receive a powerful praise from an angel, of course my cheeks feel like burning.


  "Well that's because of the one who applied it, and the cosmetics are very good."
"In short, Rena-chan wants to get better at applying make-up, and then pick the good ones by yourself, then you will become cute?"
"N-no, no, that's impossible!"


  I shake my hand vigorously, ah it's hot.


  "Anyway, Ajisai-san you look so good with that...you will become unbeatable."


  The cute Ajisai-san has become cuter, so this is how an angel who descends to earth looks like. 


  Hearing my compliment, Ajisai-san let out a sweet smile.


  "Ehehe, is it?"


  While looking a bit embarrassed, her eyes are moving around. And then.


  "Chu."


  While pursing her lips, she threw me a kiss through the air.


  Eh...Cu...cu...cute....


  Ah I think my heart just stopped.


  I took my phone out and held it strongly.


  "Ajisai-san, once again! Just once!"
"Eh, you want to take a picture!?"
"You were crazily cute after all! It's okay, I won't show it to anyone! I will use it for my own fun in the house! Encore! Encore!"


  Her face blushed once again and threw me a more moderate one, "Chu."


  I took a video. I'll treasure this forever. I'm glad I'm alive. But I wonder if I crossed the line just now.


  Whenever Ajisai-san is here, my heart always moves frantically just like doing sports and won't calm down.


  
    
      

      
    

  


  


  After we were already done with make-up, we walked to the upper floor and looked around the stores.


  Ajisai-san naturally holds my hand.


  Eh!?


  "Ah, sorry. You hate it?"
"Of course not, that's not the case...Eh, but why? Do you like me!?"


  My inner thoughts are slipping out.


  Ajisai-san looked at me with questioning eyes like she's saying, [Why are you asking me something like that?]


  "I like Rena-chan though? That's a given."


  Haaaaaa!?


  The commotion inside my head is really dangerous. Because of Mai, every time I hear something like that I interpret it in a weird meaning, I think this is a curse. Moreover, the other party is Ajisai-san!


  And we are holding hands right now. Her fingers are smaller than Mai's, she's so adorable that it troubles me.


  Ajisai-san who's walking beside me looks happy, I always thought I would never have something good in my life, so I'm sure I must pay back for this amount of happiness another time.


  "Hey, is it okay if I complain a bit?"


  Ah it's here. Isn't this too quick? This is scary.


  "Ah, sure, forgive me."
"Why are you apologizing?"


  I make her laugh again. I was sure she would say [Rena-chan, actually I really think that I can't stand someone in our group and her name starts with 'R' and ends with 'O'. What do you think?]


  "I told you that I have little brothers, right? So I always nag and scold them whenever I'm home."
"Eeeeh!? Even Ajisai-san can get angry?"
"Of course, actually I’m a ball of anger. They won't tidy their stuff, keep forgetting something, won't clean the bathroom even though it’s their turn. Also, whenever they play games they won't answer me."
"Big sis..."


  Big sis Ajisai...haa it sounds great. I don't have enough courage to say it out loud, though.


  "That's right. That's why once in a while big sis also wanted to go out and have fun with cute girls, and charge my girl's power, you see."


  Just like a vampire, Ajisai-san showed her eyetooth and laughed. Cute.


  "Eh but my girl's power is on the pico scale though..."
"Actually it's my first time hanging out in a department store with a friend like this, and it's fun. Thanks for accompanying me, Rena-chan."


  Her hand is wrapped around mine while saying that.


  Uwaa, I'll blush.


  Wrong, wrong. She likes me as a friend, and we have fun as friends. Because she's an angel, she's very upfront with her emotions and she's a natural at making others happy.


  That's why, this throbbing is my own fault!


  What's with this feeling of wanting to steal those lips!


  Do I like girls now...? I can't believe this...


  "What's wrong? You suddenly stopped and hugged your head...Eh, could it be that you’re feeling sick?"
"No...it's just, I feel like I just found my desired treasure inside the dungeon, which I won't enter for the second time, and then mistakenly overwrite it with another data, or something..."


  Since I said something like this, I should pay a hefty price for this soon, huh...


  "Oo." A sudden voice from another direction. I raise my head.


  "Sena and Amaori. In the middle of shopping?"


  Huh, it's two hot guys.


  No! They are our classmates, Shimizu-kun and Fujimura-kun. If my memory serves right, they are in the basketball and soccer club. In front of a tall, wide-shouldered, and well-carved handsome face, I automatically become a lump of nervousness.


  If I can't handle girls well, what about popular handsome boys from our class? Of course I can't even talk!


  Ajisai-san, who's still holding my hand, of course naturally talked with them without any fear.


  "That's right. It's rare for two guys to come to this kind of place, though. Looking for presents?"
"Right right. Birthday present for this guy's girlfriend."
"Well, but I already know which one she wanted though. That's why, want to grab some tea together?"
"Eeeh, I wonder."


  Ajisai-san answering their question with a smile plastered on her face. I let go of her hand and take a step behind. Ajisai-san is kind to everyone, so she probably would prefer to go together and ask me to join them.


  Ah, somehow, when I'm looking at my empty hand I remembered that thing.


  ...I had something like this before.


  



  



  It's from a long time ago, around middle-school.


  Since the boys were coming, everyone wanted to hang out together, but I was nervous so I didn't know what I should talk about, so I rejected their offer.


  And then the next day.


  "ーAmaori, why did you reject our invitation yesterday? You were very conceited anyway so we would never ask you out again."


  The me from back then wasn't scared or sad, I just smiled at them, I think. Looking at my behavior, the girl probably got more pissed.


  The reason behind my lonely time during middle-school was that trivial thing.


  Maybe that day she was in a really bad mood, is what I simply thought.


  She was a popular figure in our class, so she asked everyone to avoid me. Rather than openly opposing her, I chose to go with the flow and act like I didn't really mind it. There's no one who cared enough to defend me anyway.


  Until the day we graduated, I was always alone.


  It's not like I want to make a huge deal out of these and call it a trauma, but since then, I really became mindful of people around me. For example: What do they think of me? Do I have value for them? I can't help but think about those.


  And then I became extremely fearful to reject someone's invitation.


  I'm not really good with the boys, it can't be helped.


  



  



  This is okay. My date with Ajisai-san will end here and I will hurriedly go home and bury myself in my bed. That's not really a problem.


  Rather than spending my next three years being alone again, this much is nothing.


  If only Mai was here.


  Just like always, she will pull my hand and come to my rescue, or so I thought.


  I absentmindedly think about that.


  



  



  I started to resent my own train of thought.


  ーWhat am I thinking, that's not good.


  It's like I'm using Mai for my own convenience. It's very different from the concept of the ideal friend I had in my mind.


  A friendship without self-interests is what I wanted. If I rely on them whenever I'm on my wits end, I wonder just how weak my heart is.


  It's frustrating. Indeed, Mai is an amazing person who can do anything, but this wasn't the case. If this keeps going on, I can't show her that being best friends is better than lovers.


  She's doing her best in France right now, so I should be brave enough to reject their invitation on my own! (※ The scale is so different though!)


  "Hey, Rena-chan, what do you think?"


  Ajisai-san asked me in place of the other guys, so I took a deep breath.


  Who cares about the past. Who cares about middle-school. I already changed.


  Because in this school, I already found my true friend!


  "I'm sorry! I can't really go out withー" (Bam)


  I felt dizzy so I collapsed right there.


  "Rena-chan!?"


  *


  



  It's a light anemia.


  "Here, Amaori, drink a lot."
"Are you okay? Should we walk you home?"
"No, umm...Thanks for the offer..."


  I hold the pocari from Shimizu-kun with my hands and take a rest on a nearby bench. These guys are so kind...


  Even though I already prepared myself to reject their invitation, my mentality is too weak...


  "Thank you, both of you. I will take care of her from here on, it's okay!"
"Is it? Well then, we will go for now. Take care."
"Eh? What's with that, aren't you being too cold?"
"...Fool. At this time it's best to rely on the girls. If we are here, she won't be able to relax."
"Ah, so that's the problem. Sorry, I was being insensitive. Well then, see you at school."


  Thank you, Shimizu-kun, Fujimura-kun...Boys with bright personalities are kind...I'm sorry for being bad with you guys...


  And the awkwardness keeps going on. It's just me and Ajisai-san now, I really feel bad for her.


  "Umm..."
"I'm sorry, Rena-chan."


  She beat me in apologizing. What does she mean? Would she say something like [I no longer have the confidence to befriend you]? Then it's the end for me, let's just cry my heart out later.


  I steeled my heart for my own mistakes.


  "Rena-chan is bad with boys right, or maybe it's strangers, I think. It would have been great if I took the initiative to reject them earlier. I'm sorry."


  My cold sweat flowed down.


  "Eh, but, well...I would have be okay if you just left me and went with those guys and had fun, you know?"
"That's not it."


  I timidly said what I thought, Ajisai-san looked at me like she's scolding me.


  "It would be meaningless if you weren't having fun, because today I came here with you."


  She holds my hand, hii, it's soft.


  "Today I came here to have a date with Rena-chan, right?"


  She said something like that with a pout, and then she smiled. She pointed out that we had different things in mind, so I hurriedly apologize to her, "I-I'm sorry." 


  But Ajisai-san seems like she has other things she still wanted to say.


  "Do you understand now? That I'm not really a perfect beauty like you always thought."
"I-I get it."
"Really? Did it really get through you? I'm a selfish person who often gets angry, you know?"


  She poked my nose lightly while saying that, I only managed to nod my head timidly.


  Could it be that, like Mai, Ajisai-san is also tired with how others view her?


  "I-I'll properly remember it."
"It's good if you properly understand. Fufufu, you see, whenever I scold my brothers, I'll also hold their hands like this. By doing this, those kids will get embarrassed and they will properly be honest and hear what I want to say. This is big sis' special secret technique."
"Properly hear what you say, this is..."


  Forget being honest, right now I feel like the blood inside my body is flowing around rapidly, my heart is beating too fast it's scary!


  "Anyway, how are you? Can you stand? What about walking?"
"Yeah, I'm perfectly okay now. I'm sorry to put you through that trouble."
"I see, well it's okay then."


  She stood up ahead and then stretched out her hand to me.


  "Let's go home for today, but we should have another date next time."


  Her smile is bright. I can see the light from behind her and imaginary wings. Even though she's selfish and a strict big sister, she's still an angel for sure.


  



  



  When we arrived at the area around Shinjuku Station, I looked at the advertisement for the game that just released. I stopped my feet and let out a simple reaction. Ajisai-san who walked beside me also looked at the board before me.


  "So you play games, Rena-chan?"
"Eh? Ah, no, a bit!"


  Ajisai-san took her phone and took a picture of the board.


  "Really? Sometimes, I play these with my little runts, but the one who gets hooked by the previous version is me."


  What was that?


  When I realized what was going on, I already grabbed Ajisai-san's shoulders with my hands.


  "I, I, I also...I also like playing games!"


  Ha, what am I doing. Not good, I unconsciously behave like a creep. Even though we had the same interest it's not good to breathe heavily like this!


  Even Ajisai-san would get uncomfortable if I acted like this.


  "Hee, so that's the case, it's unexpected. I thought you don't like those kinds of things. Hey, what kind of game do you often play?"


  An angel~~~~!!


  During our way home, I keep talking like there's no end and make sure I won't get too carried away by her kindness. I also make sure to keep the topic general and not being too detailed with my explanations. Calm down calm down calm down calm down.


  Ajisai-san listened to me like she's having fun.


  And thenー


  "Hee, so you bought that one. I also want to try it."
"T-then."


  "I will lend it to you once I finish!" Is what I almost said but I quickly swallowed it.


  "N-next time, would you like to come over?"


  Just like earlier, I tried to be brave and invite her. When I did it, Ajisai-san narrowed her eyes and smiled.


  "Is it okay? I'll go!"


  Uwaa, I'm happy.


  I thought that our outing today amounted to my lifetime luck, but who ever thought that I have another chance with Ajisai-san...Could it be that I already grasped the attitude of being a bright person?


  "Ajisai-san, let's become friends!"
"We weren't friends all these times!?"


  



  Mai, I'm sorry...When you are so far away below distant skies, I ended up making another friend...Fufufufu....


  Chapter 3: Being Forced to, Definitely Impossible! (Part 2)


  During her time away from Japan, Mai frequently sent me messages.


  After I finished my bath, I tried out the sample I got from the cosmetic lady. As I thought, good stuff sure is different from my usual simple ones...


  After that, I picked my phone and opened the usual messenger app.


  There's a lot of pictures from her when she's in a theater or posing in front of a café. I feel like seeing an exclusive photoshoot for a magazine.


  [Are you captivated by me now?]


  Seeing that line with her usual overconfidence, I breathed out a sigh.


  [Yeah yeah, please do your best for your job.]


  She suddenly called me. It surprised me a bit but I still put my phone on my ear.


  "H-Hello."
"What's wrong? You were being cold. Are you missing me so much and getting lonely so you were sulking because you wanted my attention? Cute, that's cute, Renako."
"That's complete nonsense!"


  Even though it was meant as a menacing move, it didn't work on her because she's laughing. It's our usual bantering.


  "Don't worry, I currently have my hair tied up, so I'm your best friend for now."


  If you are saying that, I can't treat you coldly. She's so unfair.


  "Geez...Ah right, I saw you on television last time. I honestly thought you were cool and awesome."
"I see, it makes me bashful. So, did you fall for me again?"
"We are friends, right!?"


  She made it look easy to cross a certain line, so I ended up scolding her.


  When I thought she spared her time to call me from France out of affection, the tingling sensation on my lips won't stop. This must be a simple illusion, yeah, because I'm using this toner right now.


  "So, how's it going over there? Are you doing well with your job?"
"That's a given, because it's me."


  So Ashi-High's super darling also flourished well on the worldwide stage.


  "Is what I wanted to say, but it's not like they specifically need me for this job."
"...Why is that?"
"Because they only needed me to take a sit and smile, then speak the words they wanted to hear. Sometimes I would change outfits and do a few poses, that's all."
"I don't really understand but...that's basically what models do, right? Rather than being the 'only one', the value is on the body style, or something like that..."


  She took a strange interval to answer my question.


  "My only value here is for being my mother's daughter."
"Eh?"


  When I let out a surprised voice, the weird air from her was gone.


  "No, just forget it. I ended up saying something strange. Please forget it."


  I pout my lips.


  "...As if I can forget it that easily, because right now, we are best friends, right? I can't simply ignore what you said. Because even though you are so far away right now, you sound so lonely."


  The words I can't say to Ajisai-san or the boys from our class, I can easily say to her. Why does it become like that, I don't really understand myself.


  Fuu, I can hear her laughter from across the phone.


  "Aa, I am really in love with you..."


  She said it under her breath, I can't say anything for a moment.


  "It's not really a big deal. I just wanted to complain for a bit."
"O-okay. But I'm okay with that. Just say anything you want to say, we are not on the rooftop right now, but I will accept everything. Hurry and say what's inside your mind to big sis Renako."


  I'll tease her using my newly acquired technique from Ajisai-san.


  "Big sis Renako, huh...If I had a big sister like you, I would let you spoil me everyday for sure."
"If I had a little sister like you, I'd feel down everyday because I'd always be compared to you..."
"Then you could just let me spoil you, don't you think?"
"That's simply being codependent with each other..."


  She's laughing. It's embarrassing. I should've never said something like big sister.


  "For me, an existence like a lover is a very special one."


  I wanted to ask why the sudden topic because it's a dangerous one, but I can't do anything other than simply listening to her right now.


  "I can't be replaced or act as a replacement, because we treasure each other from the bottom of our hearts. For me, that existence is you."
"Well, but that's-"
"You always questioned why I would choose you. On that day, that time, that place, you were the one who stayed by my side. I think destiny is not simply where we meet a stranger for the first time. For me, meeting you that day was my destiny."


  That theory worked because things turned out this way, though.


  



  I should admit, that day when we fell from the rooftop and she saved me, it worked just like a miracle. But what if one day, there comes a moment when Mai realizes, [Turned out that wasn't a destiny]?


  Honestly, I really want to treasure Mai as [A precious existence], I always thought that...probably.


  "...Then you are saying I can't be replaced by other people?"
"Of course. There's no one in this world who can replace your existence."


  I think there are a lot, though...


  "...Well, let's forget about me for a bit. As for me, I think of Mai as an irreplaceable existence."
"Is that true?"


  She sounds like she will get discouraged if I let the mood stay like this, so I tried to give her my stamp of approval, "That's a given, right?"


  



  The reason is not because she's a crazily gorgeous person, or because she's a super darling, that's not really the case.


  "A person who approached me forcefully like you did, there would be no one else other than you after all."


  ...Right now, I'm getting a bit flustered because I really can't predict when I would end up falling for her. It could be anytime.


  Of course I won't say it! I'm content with only falling from the rooftop!


  



  "Thank you. It calmed me for a bit...You really are a kind person."


  She whispered to me without her usual power, my heart felt like melting when hearing her plain and honest words through my ear. I see, the distance created between phones is pretty dangerous.


  I hurriedly try to change the topic.


  "I'm normal, okay? Normal. A-anyway, what time is it right there? What are you doing now?"
"It's afternoon right now. I waited a bit before when it's finally my turn for the photoshoot session. I finished it just now. I spent my time looking through your pictures while waiting, it improved my mood well."
"When were you taking those...It's embarrassing..."
"It's okay, when I said you are my aimée, everyone was praising you and saying you are mignonne."
"It makes me more embarrassed though!? What were you thinking!? Why would you even show it to everyone!?"
"I want to brag that I have a great lover."
"Friend! Friend!"
"How about over there? Did anything happen over there?"
"Just listen to me, won't you..."


  I told her about my first time going out with Ajisai-san.


  "It seems like she played quite a lot of games, so she will come over tomorrow."


  Hehehe, it's nice, right. I boasted to her.


  I was getting carried away because I can hog Ajisai-san for myself two days straight. That's why I couldn't really sense the change in her mood.


  



  "Hou. Just the two of you?...I see."


  I wanted to say that we always hang out together as a group anyway, so what's wrong with having fun with Ajisai-san, but before I managed to say anything, she let out a cold voice.


  "...I see. I never thought that you are that kind of woman."
"Eh. What are you talking about..."
"Even though you have me, you still invited another girl to come into your room...So you were playing with my heart all along."
"Wait!? The relationship between me and Ajisai-san are just friends, though!?"
"So you are an evil woman who will cheat the second you do a long-distance relationship!"
"The misunderstanding is a bit too much, don't you think!?"


  Honestly I don't really understand what part she misunderstood!


  "Anyway, it's not like we are true lovers, it's up to me with who I want to hang out with, right!?"


  Why I'm doing something like this. It makes me sound like her real girlfriend!


  "Okay then! Just do whatever! We are only friends after all!"
"I already said that since the beginning, right!? Why would you become so handful out of nowhere!"


  I really don't get her!


  "And you better speak for yourself! Even though I already said no and rejected your advance, you keep forcing yourself to me! Just taste that feeling when someone is doing something you don't want to!"
"You were allowing me back then!"
"You keep saying stuff that benefits you!"
"Then just do whatever you want! Just remember that I will definitely have a fulfilling date with a beauty over here, do you hear me!?"


  Ugh. I can't answer her.


  I remember a lot of beauties from that show on the television.


  They look so distant, I can't even reach their feet with the current me. The inferiority complex inside me kept piling up and attacked me.


  But it seems like Mai was also surprised with her own words more than me.


  "...No, I won't...It was a joke, my bad...I almost just casted away my pride as Oozuka Mai..."
"I-I see..."


  I sigh a little. But, why? Why was I sighing? Rather than sigh, I feel...relieved?


  "That's why you can be honest now. That thing about having Ajisai coming over to your house was also a joke, right?"
"That one is true."
"You are so unbelievable!"
"This again!?"


  That day, we closed our call with a mood like we are in the middle of fighting. Since that kiss, Mai is getting weirder each day...


  ...At this rate, I had a hunch that we would definitely have a nastier fight than this one someday.


  Romance is very risky just like I thought, everything has become weirder, mainly Mai. I just want this to end already!


  ***


  



  Friday when Mai is absent isn't really boring like the previous days. Everyone is busy with their plans to hang out during the weekend.


  "Uwaaaa, booori~ingg!"


  But there's one person who still gets tired with the whole situation, a person who likes Mai, Kaho-chan. She hugs her head and wails on her desk.


  "Calm down you 16 years old brat. Geez, I still don't understand what's so good about Oozuka Mai."


  Hearing Satsuki-san's remark, Kaho-chan hurriedly stands up from her desk.


  "Everyone just doesn't get it! When we have that super darling in our class, it acts as a kind of remedy, you know? It means we are super lucky! Of course you end up longing for her presence!


  Ajisai-san who sits beside her smiles and has her hands joined behind her body.


  "Eeh, I thought that I was lucky though. Right, Rena-chan?"
"Y-yeah. Because of her our uniform has a high value in society."
"That's not it! Hey, Saa-chan!"


  Satsuki-san smoothly avoids Kaho-chan's sudden hug.


  "Not really. Whether she's here or not, our life will keep going. We still have stuff we need to do everyday. In contrast, it feels relaxing because the impertinent one is gone."
"Even though you look so lonely since you have no one you can argue with~?"
"..............."
"It hurts! Wa-! Stop hitting me with that book!"


  Kaho-chan just stepped on somewhere we shouldn't because it only resulted in Satsuki-san's wraith. Looking at that exchange, Ajisai-san only watches over them with a smile like she's having fun.


  When Mai isn't here, the balance gets pretty weird, it feels like hearing music through the earphone where the one side isn't working. But it’s still pretty peaceful.


  Meanwhile, without her I simply spend my time without interruption in school and doing things I should do...(I bought juices for Shimizu-kun and Fujimura-kun as a thanks and I apologized once again. They are being really kind.)


  ...But, wait...Could it be that the main reason my MP diminished so quickly before was because Mai was here, so I got very nervous, and it ended up like that!?


  And finally, homeroom has ended. Today is the day when I have a promise with Ajisai-san.


  "Well then, let's go home, Rena-chan!"
"Yes, let's go!"


  She's the second friend I invited to my house this month after Mai. It's not an exaggeration if I say my high-school debut is a huge success.


  From the corner of my mind, a mini Mai looks at me with a pout while saying, "You are so unbelievable!"


  I chase her out with my hand. So I’m currently walking home together with Ajisai-san.


  I feel really happy during our time together in the train. The conversation flows smoothly but that's because Ajisai-san has strong communication skills, don't misunderstand, Amaori Renako.


  We finally arrived at my house and I welcomed her. When I opened the door, there's my little sister inside. Even though she usually comes home late because of her badminton club, why is she here at this time!


  But that's okay, I let out a smile while looking at Ajisai-san.


  "I'm home. Ah, today my friend is here."


  I said it while flicking my hair trying to show off. Just like what I predicted, she looked surprised and mumbled, "Uwa, a total beauty has appeared," in a low voice.


  "Nice to meet you, Rena-chan's little sister? Thank you for the compliment."


  Ajisai-san smiled brightly, I think my little sister was already taken by her charm. She's my friend, alright? Mine.


  "Aa, yes. I'm sorry, I suddenly became rude earlier. Umm, please take care of my big sister, even though she has no redeeming value, a completely normal and ordinary big sister."


  Huh. My little sister just naturally said something so unnecessary during her greeting. What am I expecting from a muscle-headed bright character.


  "Well then, we will play in my room, so don't bother us, okay?" (Flicking hair)
"Ah, Ajisai-san, can we exchange contact info later?"
"Okay~"
"Don't bother us later!"


  Damn. My little sister is really tough at times like these!


  My little sister finally left while I glared at her back. Ajisai-san the angel is looking at us with a smile.


  "As expected from Rena-chan's little sister, she's different from the runts from my house. A total beauty, huh. Ehehe."
"Because she probably has the same preference as me...oh wait, no, please forget that!"


  I tried to shift her attention by leading her to my room.


  "Well then, what should we play first."
"Waa, amazing. There's a lot. It's on a different level from our house."
"I-is it? This much is normal, right?"


  Well, because during my truancy in middle-school I had nothing to do other than gaming. 


  Aah, when I'm looking to my side, Ajisai-san is there, sitting in my room. So this is happiness...


  Wait, no! This is not the time to get carried away and enjoy my rapid heart beating. What if she said, [Why are you keep looking at me? Annoying...]


  Ajisai-san would never say something like that though!


  "Ah, then let's play this one. I took an interest the last time I saw it."


  What she picked was not the one we saw on the advertisement board before, but the one I played with Mai last time...


  Mai started wailing inside my head and Ajisai-san smiled beautifully in front of me.


  Un...un! You see, that time she ended up beating me with another game! Besides, we could play it again later!


  "Let's do it then!"


  Just like when Mai was here, we sat right beside each other facing the screen.


  "I will say this beforehand, but I'm not really good in this game, so I'm sorry if I become a burden."
"It's okay, it's okay. Just leave it to me! I won't let them touch you, not even the tip of your fingers! I'll obliterate them before they can manage to get on screen!"
"That's, I won't do anything then?"


  Crap, I let my emotions run wild.


  "T-then I'll make sure to leave them good enough for one hit."
"Geez, just do this normally."


  Ajisai-san hit my shoulder lightly while laughing. Hiee, body touch...she smells good.


  "T-that's right. When playing games with a friend, it's best to do it normally. Normal."


  But, what is normal? I never played together with anyone other than Mai!


  Just by holding the controller, I got very nervous. I sweated profusely. With a stiff movement I started the game.


  But since playing games is something like a natural activity for me, once I start I naturally grasp the thing and do it just like usual. Let's do this without any mistakes, not even a minor one...


  "Waa!"
"ー!"
"Aah, how embarrassing...I let out a real scream..."


  She flapped her hands while laughing to gloss over her blushes.


  No. It’s impossible to be composed in this situation...She's so cute I ended up staring at her from the side...


  When I played with Mai, she always said something like, [I sense a presence of something, they might come out after this...Okay. You can take a cover over here, I will take a look.] It makes us look like we're playing a ranger show.


  Not good, not good. Why would I think of another woman when I'm together with Ajisai-san!


  "Rena-chan, you can handle this well, huh. Do you remember the spots where the enemies appeared?"
"No, of course not. It's a fluke, a fluke!"


  I just played this the other day though...


  "You are so cool, Rena-chan."
"Eh? Aah, the character I used? Yup, they’re amazing!"


  That was dangerous. I almost misunderstood.


  "That's not it, I really thought it's cool that you’re good with games. It's amazing."


  Hm? Is being good at gaming cool...? I can't really understand Ajisai-san's sense of value.


  "I-if you are glad with it, want to come over to my house next time?"
"Eh, I'll definitely go."
"Really? I'm happy."


  If by being good at games make her interested in me, I'm really glad I became a shut-in and drowned myself in games.


  "If a big sis who's good at playing games is coming, I'm sure my little brothers would be happy. You will totally become popular with my little guys!"


  Ah. So that's what she meant...But I could see Ajisai-san in her big sis mood, I'm good with that...So her brothers like people who're good at playing games, I see...


  "Umm, this is just for reference, but what kind of people do you like, Ajisai-san?"
"Eeh? Do I look like I have unreasonable standards for a partner?"
"No, that's not what I meant...it just interests me a bit."


  Since we reached the checkpoint, we took a short break so I put down my controller. Just like Ajisai-san, I also stared toward the empty space above us.


  "To be honest, I don't really have someone like that. I'm okay with anyone as long as I had fun, but that's pretty general, right? Ah, but I think I prefer someone who's calming, I think? I'm not really good with someone too dominant, I guess."
"I see so, someone scary like Oozuka-san is not good."
"Mai-chan is kind, you know. Everyone in our group is kind after all"
"An overwhelming big sister's look...!"


  To call people like Mai and Satsuki-san good girls...As I thought, she must be an angel with a duty to oversee humanity.


  "Why so sudden? Do you have someone you're interested in?"
"Eh? Eeeh? N-nope, I don't have any."
"Based on Ajisai's personal experience, someone who asked is either liking the one they asked, or they have someone they like."


  She folded her arms and said something detective-like.


  "Going by your theory, that implied that I like you..."
"Ah you're right...Eh, is that the case?"


  Ajisai-san pushed her hands on her mouth with a blush.


  "N-no, of course that's not the case!?"
"Aah, so that's it. Eeh, I was surprised. Ehehe, I thought I was getting confessed by a female friend for the first time."
"That's not true, okay!? I was...anyway, that's not true!"


  I stand up and strongly reject the idea. But if I'm being this desperate it would turn into the opposite...


  Ajisai-san looked at me from below with an upturned eyes, "Eeh? That's too bad."


  "P-please just spare me..."


  I took a seat again, hiee, my face is burning. Somehow Ajisai-san looks so happy though.


  "Could it be that you had fun messing with me?"
"Ah, busted?"
"Heeey!"
"Kyaa."


  I only intended to jokingly press her body but I ended up pushing her down on the floor.


  With her hair disarranged, she looks at me from below because her body is laying on the floor in my room. Somehow this feels improper.


  Uu, it's like she's in a fallen angel mode where she's tempting others...It's like she's living between light and darkness! But if my life is getting swung away by Ajisai-san, it doesn't sound too bad...


  Ah! Because of Mai I became a woman who thinks about stuff like this toward her friends!


  Don't do this! She really changed me!


  "Uuu, I'm sorry, Ajisai-san."
"It's okay, I don't mind, I'll forgive you. I don't really understand why you would apologize though."


  She made an okay sign with her fingers, it makes me want to hug her right now, but I'm sure my current self is filled with impure thoughts so I will contain myself.


  And that's when my house's bell rang.


  I already turned my body toward the door, but then I remembered my little sister was downstairs, so I turned my body again toward Ajisai-san.


  "Is it alright?"
"It's not a problem, my little sister is here after all."


  Ajisai-san fixed her hair, she's really adorable. When I'm enjoying the warm sensation from observing Ajisai-san, there are loud steps coming to my room.


  "W-wait, what is it?"


  Bam. The sound of the door opening loudly. Due to the loud noise, I reflectively turned my body and there I found my little sister with an appalled expression on my door.


  "Big sis..."
"W-what is it?"
"Somehow, someone who looks like a Hollywood actress is here."


  I furrowed my eyebrow.


  It's Mai.


  *


  



  It really is Mai.


  "Hey there, darling."


  I already had a bad feeling so I asked Ajisai-san to stay in my room. I let my little sister accompany her for now. It bugs me to leave the two of them like that, but in this situation I don't have the leisure to think about that.


  Mai is standing with a smile on the entrance.


  She's wearing clothes that emphasize her curve with that pair of suits, and high-heels. She also had sunglasses dangling on her forehead, just like a Hollywood celebrity.


  On top of that, she brought a bouquet of flowers in her hands. It's red roses. Dear Lord, it suits her so much...


  "W-why...?"
"Well, my job ended early. At first I wanted to do some sightseeing before going home, but I canceled the whole plan."
"And why is that!?"
"Fufu, do you really want to make me say it? Obviously because I wanted to see you."
"And you let your hair down..."


  Mai raised her hands and got closer like she wanted to hug me, but I stopped her. Wait, wait. I don't have any other choices because this entrance is my last defense line.


  "Wa-wait, wait. You can't do that. I already told you, right? Ajisai-san is here right now."
"Then it's good timing, right? Let's play together then."
"For real...?"


  She handed over the flowers to the driver who came out from the limousine. We sure have a huge difference of value over these kinds of things...


  She already came here, so I couldn't just make her go home. I ended up letting her in. When we went inside my room, Ajisai-san was very surprised to see Mai.


  "Eh, Mai-chan!?"
"Hey, Ajisai. I finished my work so I decided to stop by."


  Seeing my stiffened little sister on the corner of my room, Mai also smiled at her.


  "So you are Renako's little sister. Nice to meet you, my name is Oozuka Mai."
"Little sister...? Eh, who? Queen Elizabeth...?"
(TL Note: In here, Mai is using 御 (-go) after saying little sister which is the polite form to refer someone's little sister. It's rarely used so the lil sis is taken aback.)


  With an expression like she's getting charmed by a fox, she let Mai shake her hand. But after that, like not believing what just happened, she absentmindedly looked at her hand. 


  "Hey...don't seduce people's little sister so naturally like that."
"You also saw it, right? I only did a simple greeting."
"Ahaha, maybe the impact is too strong...But I think I understand, I also was very surprised when I first met Mai-chan. She has a really small face, I thought she had no skull."


  We had a normal conversation just like usual when finally my sister snapped out of her daze.


  



  "Y-you are my big sis' friend!?"
"Aah, she always treats me well. Thank you."
"Eeeeeh....? Eeeeehhhhhhh~~~~~...?"


  It's the second time she lets out a terrible face.


  Oi, don't look around relentlessly like that. This is not a prank so you won't find any camera. Besides, this Mai over here confessed to me last time, so I'm the one who's doubting everything more than anyone else, you know?


  I wonder what I should do in this odd situation.


  My sister seems like she doesn't have any intention to leave. Currently, to my right, there's this angelic beauty Ajisai-san while to my left there's a gorgeous super darling Mai.


  Getting squeezed by these two, I started to hear imaginary things.


  From Ajisai-san on my right I heard [Even though we are in the middle of our date, why Mai-chan is here?] and getting annoyed.


  Meanwhile Mai said [I should do something to punish this cheater] with a super cold voice.


  Why am I feeling like a two-timer evil!? We are all friends here, right!?


  I hug my own head inside my imagination. I decided to escape from this tricky situation by talking with my little sister.


  "Well then, want to join us play, lil sis!? Let's do it together!"
"Eh!? I'll do it!"


  It's my first time hearing her voice being this lively.


  



  And with that, the four of us ended up playing together.


  With a lot of witnesses, even Mai won't dare to do anything strange...Is she a werewolf or what?


  We changed to a game that can be played by a lot of people. We picked Sm**h Br*s and I mindlessly play the game...Ah this is so fun...Anyway, Mai is too strong, isn't she? Even though this is her first time...Eh, what's with this girl, I'll definitely beat her!


  We were being too caught up with the game so when Ajisai-san checked her phone, she was surprised because it's already late. 


  "I'm sorry, I should go home now since I should pick up my brother from her practice. I'll go ahead. Please enjoy your time."


  Ajisai-san gestured her apology while standing up. I also want to stand up when my little sister beat me to it.


  "Well then, let me take you to the station."


  While saying that, my little sister was desperately grabbing my wrist. Her eyes are saying "Don't you dare leave me here alone with Mai-san."


  I understand that feeling, but...!


  "H-hey, what about you, Oozuka-san? Should I also take you to the station?"


  I said it with a smile, hoping that Mai will understand. But she chose to feign ignorance.


  "Aa, my bad. I already asked them to pick me up later, maybe in around one hour and half. I hope you don't mind."


  Y-you...!


  While I'm still looking for an answer, my sister already saluted to Mai, "It's okay, please take your time here! Ah, well, I'll take Ajisai-senpai to the station then!"


  Yoouuu!


  "Let's go, Ajisai-senpai!"
"Eh? Is it really okay, little sister?"
"Of course. I want to talk with you more..."
"Ahaha, I'm happy to hear that. I'll gladly spoil you then. Well, Rena-chan, thank you for today, I had fun. Mai-chan too, see you at school."


  She took Ajisai-san away...My...my Ajisai-san is...


  On her way out, my sister peeked through the door,


  "U-umm, Oozuka-senpai, see you later."
"Aa, see you."


  Bam.


  The door is closed ruthlessly.


  



  



  This silence is so painful in my ears...


  



  



  "Well then, let's continue our game, let's...Alright, Mai, I won't loseー..."


  When I stretched my hand to take the controller, she suddenly hugged me from behind.


  "Higyaa!"
"That's a weird shrieking noise."
"You are too fast with your hand! This wolf! Werewolf! You'll get hanged someday!"
"Even though I came home quickly for your sake."
"It's for your own sake, right!?"


  Her hands got stiff for a moment.


  "...That's true. It's just like what you said. I said that I'm doing this for your sake, but in the end it's for my own interest. You are able to see through this shallowness of mine."


  I could feel her breathe right behind my ear. She took a breath and I tried my best to not let out any sound.


  "Even though we have come this far, I can't help but want to look good in front of you, huh."
"Eh."


  Mai placed her hand on my cheek and pulled my face to the rear-side. Just like a passing rain, she showered me with kisses.


  For a moment, I feel like she took my heart and my body was filled with her warmth.


  But then, I pushed her body away.


  "W-wait, stop it."


  I placed my hand on my mouth and glared at her.


  My parents have yet to come home, and my sister is still on her way with Ajisai-san to the station, she won't be back for a while. Right now, I'm alone with Mai in this house.


  Just like a character from a drama, she put her hand on her chest and faced down.


  "Right now, I'm burned with jealousy. I never thought I'd feel this way toward Ajisai. It's just like you said, being in love with someone doesn't only consist of beautiful things...
"Jealousy...W-why would you...for someone like me..."
"But still, you are the one I have feelings for after all."


  She grabbed my wrist. She looked at me like she's clinging onto me, it threw my head into a disarray.


  "I really don't understand you, not even a bit...There's a lot of people better than me out there. Like, Ajisai-san."


  Mai stretched her hands and then hugged me gently.


  "I like you, Renako."
"W-wait...no, stop. Mai, please..."


  It's been around three weeks since the first time she hugged me inside this room. Since that day, I’ve always looked at Mai in a different way.


  "Gentle and nice, it's Renako's scent."
"I-I said that it's embarrassing..."


  It's a completely different sensation than when Ajisai-san held my hand. Mai's touches feel more direct, like she's conveying her feelings. Her affection is pouring into me.


  It's these feelings again. The feeling of suffocating, swallowed by muddy ground.


  "H-hear me out, Mai...My feelings for you is, as a friend..."
"But right now, we are lovers. We already decided on those rules, right? Also"


  Her lips are creeping up toward my ear.


  The feeling of something wet, my whole body is reacting.


  "Hyuu..."
"Going out with each other, marriage, both are the same. It's when the involved parties are consented with it. That's why this is not something that can be passed on as a joke."
"I-I already said that I don't want this..."


  Just like always, she interpreted everything in a way it would benefit her. This girl...


  I tried to hit her back, but I didn't have the power to do it, so it was just like I was stroking her back. It's like I'm asking her for more and I slowly laid down my body.


  No! I can't!


  "I want to make everything of you become mine."
"No one owns me because I am mine...!"


  From the ear to the nape, she slowly moved toward my cleavage and put her lips there.


  Her hand is floating around the back of my thigh, it made me ticklish, my body reacted to her touch.


  "Mai, that's, it feels weird..."
"It's sweet, Renako's body."
"W-why did you lick it!? Why would you do that!?"


  Without bothering to answer me, she proceeded to take off the buttons on my shirt.


  "Eh, c-changing clothes!? Is it really that weird seeing me wearing uniform inside my own house!? I get it, I will change by myself! It's alright!"
"Renako."


  She only left my ribbon and took off my shirt. She flipped my undershirt and, as expected, my underwear was showing.


  "W-wait, Mai..."
"I love you."


  Far from being calm, her eyes look like night skies filled with stars. Looking at that beauty, I only managed to swallow my breath.


  I was pushed down by her on the carpet inside my room, she looked at me from above, her flowing blonde hair was so gorgeous it looked like a shining golden lace.


  "Mai..."


  Even though she supposedly pressed my body in this position, I didn't feel anything at all. It felt like she's as light as a feather, it made me view her as something inhumane.


  From below, I looked at her on top of me and couldn't help but think.


  What a beautiful girl...


  At this rate she will make a mess out of me, I think I can brag about it with others later...Because my partner is that Oozuka Mai.


  "I'll take it off."
"No, no, you can't..."


  Mai's slender fingers were moving and slipped between my chest.


  "I still...haven't...something like this, with Mai..."
"I always wanted to do this."
"I know...You wrote this on that list after all...!"


  Right now, that exhibition of lust and desire is taking place on my body.


  Wait, it's not the time to say something like this.


  Meanwhile, Mai's other hand smoothly entered my skirt. Hiee!


  "Why would you...want to touch me...we are both girls..."
"I don't know."


  Her eyes are filled with passion, she looked at me using those eyes.


  "I just simply want to feel your warmth right now."


  She placed her hand on my cheek. The sensation of her hand, I don't hate it.


  Touching each other's skin sure felt pleasant. But, if she desired for more than this, I'm sure that we can't stay as friends.


  Snap. I tried to push Mai's legs.


  "...I don't want this"
"Renako's legs, they feel soft. They have the right amount of meat."
"D-did you just say that I'm fat!? Excuse me for not having a slim body like yours!"
"But because it's yours, it feels lovely."
"You’ve surely easily said 'like' or 'love' since earlier..."
"I'm always serious."


  Ah that's right, she proposed to me enthusiastically back then.


  She always thinks about these things seriously.


  "I really want to have a real relationship with you."


  This time she directly said something like that right in front of my face. The damage is huge.


  ...Mai is a good person.


  At this rate, if I just go along with the whole situation, and end up really falling for her, I'm sure I'll change.


  Can I change into someone I want to become...?


  But if I do that, the only thing that would change is my standing. In the end, I won't be able to change myself by my own power.


  After going this far, I decided to reject her and shake my head.


  "...I'm sorry, I still, haven't..."


  It’s almost the end of June, we have one week until our match ends. I want to properly think about this and decide it by myself. I'm sure that Mai will understand.


  Because she's my best friend.


  



  



  "Hey, Mai...Mai...?"


  



  Hm? Where is she looking at?


  "Umm?"


  Her gaze is fixated on my underwear down there, behind my flipped open skirt.


  "Renako!"
"Eh, wa-wait, wait!?"


  She wholeheartedly leaned her body forward to me.


  "This is a joke, right!?"
"I love you!"
"You already saw me naked, right!? Why would you get turned on by mere panties!?"
"What are you saying! If this was a stranger's, I would definitely warn them to be more careful. But the underwear of the one I love is special!"
"I don't understand your words! Not even a bit! Gross! School's super darling, creepy!"


  She completely pinned me down while her hand was touching my underwear!


  "It's okay, Renako, I'll do this gently...Right, today is our special anniversary...Fufu, I love you, Renako..."
"Nooo!"


  Mai's eyes are looking around relentlessly, she completely can't hear my voice. At this rate she will totally take my chastity. I don't really know how it works for a girl to take another girl's chastity, though!


  "W-w-wait, could you stop shoving your head inside my skirt, please!? Also, you can't spread my legs like that, wait what are you doing to take it off so normally like that!?"
"I love you."
"Don't say it at this time! Hyaa! Stop it, you idiot!"


  



  



  At that time.


  



  



  The sound of the door opens.


  



  "Mai-san, big sis, I'm home!"


  My little sister appeared with a carefree attitude.


  Right now, my underwear is down to my knee, I cried a bit while Mai is on top of me. She also slipped her head inside my skirt, and then, my stunned little sister.


  



  We looked at each other.


  



  "..."


  Bam. She closed the door.


  Mai slowly raised her body.


  Ehem. She cleared her throat.


  "My bad, Renako. I got a bit carried awayー"


  I reflectively stretch out my hands.


  I let out a parched voice.


  I slapped her cheek.


  "The worst! Idiot! We were being seen! That's why I told you not to do it! Idiot! Stupid!"
"..."
"As I thought, something like being lovers is the worst! Get out!"


  Mai pushed her hand on the place where I slapped her earlier. Her gaze is swaying around.


  When she got up, she only said one last thing, "Aah, I'm sorry." 


  



  



  



  I sent her home in that kind of situation.


  "The worst.........."


  I'm finally alone. I sit on my bed while hugging my knees. Of course I feel down right now.


  "It might have been better if I refused her stronger back then..."


  The reason why I couldn't do it, it's not because I was afraid of losing her as a friend.


  Whenever I'm together with Ajisai-san, her face is always floating around inside my mind. But the opposite never happened whenever I'm together with Mai.


  For a moment, I really thought that I was okay with it and just got along with the flow.


  Could it be that I li....no, not that one. Umm, err, well...


  "I probably just got worried about her..."


  Knock knock, someone is knocking my door.


  "Big sis..."
"Uuu..."


  It's my sister. It turned out that I'm still in a dire situation!


  What should I say to a little sister who saw her big sister getting attacked, and by another girl on top of that...


  For now, I put the blanket over my head and completely hide myself. In the end, the only friend I had was this guy...Blanket-san...I really don't want to see my little sister's face.


  She opened the door.


  "Ummー..."
"Your big sister is not here...Please leave your message after the dial tone..."


  This useless farce feels like a match where I fought an iron ball thrown with a 160 km/h speed in a match.


  "Big sis, you have that kind of relationship with Mai-san?"


  Should I just throw up here.


  But she already saw everything, to deny it right now would be a bit...


  



  It's the end.


  



  "Let's see...just like what you saw earlier."
"So that's true..."


  



  Why do humans need emotions, I wonder.  Why was I born as a human...When I thought of that.


  My little sister breathed out a sense of admiration.


  



  "Amazing...Eh, it's really amazing!"


  



  



  "...He?"


  



  I flipped my blanket a bit and peeked through the small space. Turned out that she's looking at me with sparkling eyes.


  "With that Mai-san...what did you do, big sis!?"


  What's with that face, that eyes...


  "U-umm...she fell in love with me, somehow..."
"With you!? Why!?"
"I also want to know."


  Is this...could it be this is a sense of respect? This is, respect?


  That cheeky little sister is respecting me...?


  "That's amazing...I always thought you’d end up deceived by a good-for-nothing man and I would get a terrible brother-in-law...But if Mai-san ended up as my sister-in-law, it's a total reversal home run...!"


  She talked too much.


  No, even though you looked at me with eyes full of expectation...


  Big sis and Mai won't get married, you know...?


  



  



  After dinner, to shake off my little sister's impertinent questions I escaped to the bathroom and took a bath.


  Finally I can be alone and take a breather...But my heart hasn't calmed down since earlier. I can't forget the pained look on Mai's face.


  I was being too emotional and slapped her back then...


  No, but, I think that much is okay. I think. But this pain in my chest when I remember raising my hand on my friend...


  ...The most unforgettable thing is her face when I slapped her, she looked like a lonely little girl...


  Even though she pushed herself to meet me, we ended up parting ways like that. Well, Mai was getting too impertinent back then, and I already asked her to stop before...


  Aah, geez. I can't think straight. I'm only someone with super low interpersonal skills after all.


  "For now...it's better if I apologize, right...?"


  When I got out of the bath, I opened the messaging application.


  No, it's better to call...


  I shake my head.


  "Let's say it...directly..."


  I sighed heavily. This and that, everything, the problem keeps showing up because of our lovers' relationship.


  Getting jealous and getting jealous of. Losing confidence because you get compared with others. Getting lonely and longing to meet. Getting rejected and not wanting to be hated.


  Really. Being lovers is such a handful.


  "...Mai."


  Just by one word, my heart is aching.


  "Bad Mai."


  



  Everything is because of her confession from that time. Since then, everything has just become weird.


  If we stayed as friends, I'm sure everything would become peaceful.


  But I turned into someone who gets nervous around another girl, at the level where it became a hindrance when I hung out with my friends.


  I think one flick on her forehead is a cheap price.


  "Really, that Mai is..."


  Just hurry up and admit it already, is what my heart said. But I shake my head with a firm resolve.


  "For now, I do feel bad for slapping her. But, that's it."


  



  That's why, I don't really have anything else I need to say.


  There are also good things from being lovers.


  It’s possible that I actually hold special feelings for you.


  As if I can say it.


  



  "...Haah, really."


  I pushed my chest with my hand.


  "Mai...I will definitely make you become my friend..."


  



  



  When I stroke my lips,


  I feel like there's still part of Mai's feeling that stuck inside me.


  



  *****
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  Chapter 4: Being with Mai, As Expected It's Impossible! (*It's Possible)


  Monday started with cloudy weather since morning, also, this heavy feeling inside my chest won't go away.


  Even though this is the last week of June, the mood between me and Mai makes it hard for us to see each other. How depressing...


  ...Since that day.


  When I washed my face, I couldn't shake off the sensation of her fingers lingering on my body, or the pain on my palm after I slapped her.


  I get it. I'll apologize.


  Even though she's the root of this problem, I admit that I was going too far to raise my hand on her. Moreover, she's a model, so it's not good to damage her battle weapon like that.


  But still, apologizing even though she's the one who did something like that to my body is humiliating...


  



  Whatever. At least I'll put on my best battle mode by carefully applying this makeup from the other day. I also arrange my hair neatly and go straight to school.


  



  Even though I was fully prepared for our battle, Mai didn't come to school this morning. She really messed up my rhythm.


  ...I wonder if she’s still busy with her works.


  During lunch break, I eat together with the usual members. I chewed on my bread while letting my mind float around.


  When I'm looking at Ajisai-san who’s pulling out her handmade lunchbox, I can't help but have my heart beating faster...Now that I think about it, after Ajisai-san left on that day, I ended up grappling with Mai after all...


  Satsuki-san didn't talk as much as usual, but just like using her energy, Kaho-chan has been very merry since earlier.


  "Kaho-chan, is there something good happening?"
"Hehehe, so you realize, Ajisai-chan? Y'see, today after school, y'see. Fufufu."
"Ah! I smell romance.
"It's still a secret for now!"


  When I'm looking at them, I instantly think about us. I wonder if our relationship can be fixed and we'll be able to enjoy our time like that again.


  ...I don't know, but I really want for our relationship to go back like before.


  Like before...what kind of relationship was that? Friends from the same group? Best friends? Or...?


  Still, can I even apologize when my head is in a mess like this...


  Somehow I keep being anxious and doubt everything. Me and my poor communication skills!


  



  When I'm in the middle of pondering over everything in my head, suddenly.


  "Hey, Amaori."


  When I'm alone, Satsuki-san approaches me.


  "Can you spare your time after school for a bit?"


  Eh, that's rare.


  I'm not really in a mood to hang out today...But I can't reject someone's invitation.


  My stomach hurts.


  But when I look at her eyes, they were not a look when you invite your friends to have fun. They look like marble, eyes without any emotions.


  "I want to talk about Mai."
"Eh?"


  Without saying anything, she kept looking at me with that mysterious air. The black stains inside my heart are getting larger.


  "After school, at the rooftop."


  That was supposed to be a secret just between me and Mai.


  Eh.......could it be that Satsuki-san already knows!?


  
    
      

      
    

  


  


  ***


  The door toward the rooftop is unlocked. Even though no one else than me and Mai were supposed to have the key...


  I placed my hand on the door timidly.


  I slowly opened the door and looked around the rooftop, the only thing that greeted me was only the cloudy sky.


  ...She hasn't come yet?


  



  "Did you know? Actually, the rooftop key hasn't changed since a long time ago, so there's a lot of spare keys around."


  I heard a voice so I'm looking around the rooftop. From the water tower's shadow, Satsuki-san appeared calmly. With that gorgeous black hair and cold eyes, she looked like a witch who materializes from the darkness.


  "Why were you hiding..."
"I don't want to invite any misunderstandings if someone saw us after all."
"What kinds of misunderstandings?"
"...Who knows."


  She answered with a brusque manner.


  Usually, she holds a proper conversation following society's standard, but looking at her current behavior, it seems like she doesn't have any intention to have a normal conversation as friends...


  Eh, could it be that she hates me now? Thinking about that possibility made me shudder.


  "A-anyway, is there any need to specifically ask me to come here?"


  Her intention was very hazy, I ended up using keigo when questioning Satsuki-san. Like she's being uninterested, she calmly walked toward the fence.


  "Suicide attempt."


  My body reacted to those words.


  "Match between friends and lovers."
"Umm."
"Pool café, Odaiba Plaza, taking shelter during rain in the hotel room."
"Why did you know about those!?"


  Long distance vision? Is she really a witch?


  Satsuki-san let out a simple laugh and turned her body to my direction. Her long hair is swaying around due to the strong wind. At that moment, just for a short while, her figure is leaping with Mai inside my head.


  When it's just us alone, I finally figure out the fact that Satsuki-san's beauty is really something that’s worthy to stand beside Mai as an equal.


  "Well then, I wonder how?"


  Her beauty is tantalizing, I feel like I would get cut if I tried to touch her. I'm getting taken aback by her appearance.


  "C-could it be, you are my stalker...!?"
"Are you okay? I think you got influenced by her over-high self-esteem"
"Then, are you Oozuka-san's stalker?"


  She let out a heavy sigh like she's losing hope in humanity.


  "Yesterday, she came to my house. She told me everything."
"Everything!?"
"While crying."
"While crying!?"


  So she also cries...


  "She cried, that girl. She won't show it to anyone other than me though."


  She answered me casually like she knew what was inside my mind. Scary.


  "Thanks to that I got a severe lack of sleep...It's all her fault..."


  She set her eyes with an overbearing killing intent that kept appearing and disappearing. I thought of apologizing to her, but if I really do that, I feel like I would only pour fuel to the raging fire...


  "Umm...why would she do that..."
"She just wanted someone to hear her out, I guess. She was so frail that she looked like she could snap anytime."
"Why..."


  I pondered by myself when I realized something.


  



  Eh. She told Satsuki-san everything?


  



  "E-everything...Umm, she told you, like, everything?"
"I already said that."


  I feel like my blood has drawn away from my body.


  Everything, including those stuff we did, she told Satsuki-san, all of them?


  This must be a joke. Right?


  Even if it's Satsuki-san, she knows that it's bad enough that she avoids her gaze.


  "...Y-you don't have to mind it that much. Whatever your interests are, it's something up to yourself. Even though it was between girls, it's not a problem. I don't have that kind of prejudice anyway."
"That's not the problem! But wait, that's also wrong! I was not able to refuse her..."
"Well that's true."
"Eh?"
"She told me. She admitted that she did something that hurt you."
"...Mai."


  When she heard me calling for Mai by her first name, Satsuki-san's shoulders twitched a little and she raised her eyebrows while looking at me.


  But then, she let out a huge sigh again.


  "She told me that it must be scary to get attacked by someone that you don't even like. She was being too impertinent, is what she said. She was being too confident that all of humanity would love her...That was very stupid, right? Is what she thought."
"..."


  Hearing her self-loathe thoughts, I can't help but feel a pain in my chest. This is because I couldn't be honest to her. That's why I hurt her like that.


  "When I listened to her, there's one thing that kept bugging me."


  Without wasting any moment, she narrowed her eyes and told me.


  "Why Amaori?"


   The wind blew stronger, the thick cloud slowly moving away and showered us with an evening sun.


  Satsuki-san moved one of her folded arms and rested it on her cheek, she's staring at me.


  I always thought that, but, when someone said it right to my face, I felt a stab in my chest. 


  Satsuki-san's eyes are prying me just like a magic mirror that can foresee someone's heart. 


  "Amaori is plain, always too cautious with others', her grade, sport, face, style, everything is average. She also didn't come from a family with an exceptional background."


  She's really being blunt.


  I'm sure that she always thought of that all along. "It can't be helped since we are in the same group, but I won't approve of your existence," is what she thought, I'm sure.


  



  "Yeah."


  But I feel relieved.


  "I understand."


  Because that's a given.


  Mai and Ajisai-san are kind, but Satsuki-san's reaction is normal. Because I also realized that since the beginning this is not the place where I belong.


  Seeing me accept her words well, Satsuki-san looks displeased and frowned at me.


  "If it's her, I bet she can freely choose anyone, someone better than you. She knows a lot of celebrities due to her line of work. If she wanted someone from our class, well, I think someone like Ajisai might fit her well."
"Also, Satsuki-san?"
"...So you choose to say my name there, huh."
"Eh. Sorry."


  I think I just stepped on a landmine.


  Satsuki-san walked a step closer to me. With a strong word, like a needle, it mercilessly stabs my neck.


  "Personally I, well, I don't know about her, but as for me I really think of her as my friend, and I respect her. I was the closest to her, and that's why I know that she worked hard to achieve everything in her life."
"..."
"That's why, when I discovered the fact that she chose someone boring, I couldn't stop myself to keep wondering why. Of course I asked her, why did you choose Amaori? And when she heard my question, sheー"


  Somehow, at this moment I already know her answer.


  I know that while answering Satsuki-san's question, she must have smiled gently, just like a spring breeze.


  "[I feel that she's my destiny], is what she said."


  I remembered her words, she said that our meeting for the first time was not fate, but the moment when she was together with me on that day, that was something she regarded as her fate.


  Satsuki-san who's standing right in front of me is exuding a huge pressure like a guardian deity, but still.


  I also have something I want to say.


  "Actually, I also thought the same. Someone like me is definitely not suited to be by her side."


  That's an easy thing to figure out.


  "Well that's a given."


  Satsuki-san also agreed with me.


  I reacted upon hearing that lack of reaction.


  "Eh?"
"I'm not a fool, you see? It's easy to figure it out when we were together. Amaori is very careful with her conduct toward her surroundings, just like a turtle who likes to hide its body behind its shell. Even though that's not really necessary since there's no one who will eat her."


  In fact, I feel like I'm being eaten by her words right now. Not that I can say it.


  I timidly asked her again.


  "Umm. As I thought, you don't like it, right? About me and Mai."
"...What's with that, 'as I thought'?"


  She let out an exasperated face. Huh. Did I say something wrong!?


  "What I feel doesn't have anything to do with your relationship, right? I'm not that free that I would voluntarily involve myself in other people's romance. But Oozuka Mai dragged me into this problem, so what I wanted to say is, you are being half-hearted in your relationship and it's hurting her. It annoys me seeing her like that."


  Satsuki-san continued her words.


  "But you can't do it, right? Your personality isn't capable enough to do that."
"Satsuki-san, you sure know me well..."


  Does she have observing humans as her hobby...?


  "No comment."
"Why!? It's scary!"


  But by doing this, I feel like I also slowly know her better...


  Satsuki-san is a beauty, and she's tall, she has a stiff expression, at first she had an impression like that, but...even so, she really cares about her surroundings.


  "...Could it be that, you are not angry?"
"I'm just pissed. Just because of your stupid love problem my sleeping and studying time is reduced drastically."
"Is that the reason behind your resentment right now?"
"Half of it. But you already understand, right?"


  I finally realized what kind of feeling she had in this situation, and what kind of feeling I should have to face her.


  It's not like she's in the mood to push me down from this rooftop. I think it's good enough if I treat this like...lending my ears to her grumbling...maybe.


  I see. That's why, I will ask Satsuki-san about this.


  "But, you see. I don't know. What does she want, what does she seek from me...I have no idea. Because of that, I ended up facing her in a half-baked manner and hurt her."
"It's about yourself, right? Are you stupid?...Is what I wanted to say, but-"


  It's like she's hitting me right on the vital point that I only manage to turn away my gaze.


  "...I understand your feelings. That kind of feeling when you're lost and don't understand yourself."
"Have you ever felt like that before?"
"Of course. We are still a high-school first-year after all."


  So she's being objective right now...


  



  "I always perceive you as someone sharp, like you’re able to control everything, even your hair strand's movement..."
"That's the ideal condition, but I'm also a mere human. I'm not Oozuka Mai."
"Mai is a human too, though!?"
"Nah, she's a single race. Oozuka Mai."


  This, I feel like I heard this before...This is something that I've thought once...


  I suddenly felt closer to the strict Satsuki-san. Even though it was about Mai, we felt the same about her. It's a fact that I'm an ordinary person, but Satsuki-san is Mai's strongest ordinary best friend...


  Moreover, she admitted that she's Mai's friend, I'm sure that she's not an enemy. Then what I should do is...


  "Umm, as I thought, I should apologize to you."
"For what?"
"Because I hurt someone who you regard as your precious friend."
"Muu...."


  She was scowling after hearing my reason, but that sullenness, I felt like it wasn’t because she was angry. She only tried to hide her embarrassment. 


  "I also should apologize to Mai. Since I slapped her, I don't know if she would forgive me, but I'll try my best so we can make up."
"...I see."
"That's why, if you know where she is right now, please tell me."


  Satsuki-san holds her hair to keep it from the wind. The image of a witch in the middle of darkness is no longer there, the one who's standing there is definitely a friend I spent my two months with.


  "Amaori, you've changed."
"R-really?"
"Before, you depreciated yourself too much, well, it's not like I hate that part of you...But now, you resemble Mai a bit. If you want something, you'll get it even by using force."
"Eh, no way!?"


  I plainly shout my displeasure.


  For the first time, at that moment, I saw Satsuki-san laugh. Just like enjoying my flustered state, she let out a teasing smile.


  "Don't worry, when you interact in the group, you have your usual air around you. Honestly, I never thought that I would have a talk with you like this. If by any chance after this talk I would have ended up talking one-sidedly and made you cry, I planned to just break up our group."
"I see..."


  So she talked to me with that kind of determination...


  Hm? Wait, does it mean the blame is all on me for hurting Mai...?


  Because I made Mai suffer, she wanted to make sure what I wanted to do from here on. If she hadn't liked my intention, she would have already prepared to cut the main problem to protect Mai, which was me...right?


  "Eh, Satsuki-san, you like Mai too much, don't you think?"
"..."
"Forgive me for being too impudent."


  Somehow the air was pressing me to apologize so I bowed my head.


  "I don't know her whereabouts, but I know what she intended to do."
"And that is...?"


  Satsuki-san mumbled slowly. It seems like it's something hard to say.


  "That girl is..."


  She heavily opened her mouth.


  



  "After she finished her monologue about you, she said, Embrace me."


  



  



  .....................


  



  



  "Eh!?"
"Yeah..."


  This is not the right time to say a simple 'yeah' don't you think?!


  



  "[I hurt Renako so badly by forcing myself onto her even though she doesn't like me, I need to understand her feelings. That's why, Satsuki, as someone that I hold no feelings for, I ask you to embrace me right now. Because, you like me, right?]"


  She probably recites Mai's line word by word.


  "And then..."
"So I said [You often make me look like a fool, but this time you crossed the line] and then this morning around 5 a.m., I kicked her out from my house."


  I'm curious...I'm really curious about her real feelings toward Mai...


  But if I straightly asked her that, I got a feeling that she would chuck me instantly from the rooftop...Mai is not here right now, so I can't really guarantee that the trees will act as my pillow this time. I can't sacrifice my life for that question...


  "Thank you for your hard work..."


  I choose to appreciate her hard work.


  Besides, right now I feel a huge relief when I heard they didn’t do anything! I don't understand why, though!


  "Seeing her insatiable lust caused by her tattered body and heart, for a moment I thought if I hurt her in that state, my gerd would satiate. What do you think, Amaori?"
"Even if you ask me that..."
"We can't really understand ourselves, right..." 
"Right..."


  Wait, this is not the time to sympathize with each other.


  "In short, right now, Mai is."
"Well, she's looking for someone to embrace her, don't you think?"
"That's..."


  I get bewildered. If that's true, right now, Mai might be in someone else's arms.


  "W-why didn't you stop her, Satsuki-san!?"


  I grab Satsuki-san's hand.


  "I just don't have any time to spare for that fool who's doing a completely foolish thing at the level that I never thought before."


  She's looking back at me looking a bit surprised and then shook off my hands.


  Huh? Her hand was trembling?


  "Besides, if she doesn't listen to any word I’ve said, even though she wanted advice, and chooses to act as she pleased, it's better if she just falls into the deepest hole...She won't answer both my calls and messages anyway."


  Seeing her strained expression from her side, I couldn't say anything. I'm sure that right now she's deeply regretting not having stopped her.


  If half of the reason she called me out here is for grumbling, then the other half is...


  ...She wanted me to stop Mai, right?


  "I get it."


  Even though I still don't understand my own feelings.


  But this is probably truly what I feel. That's why.


  



  "Satsuki-san, right now, I'll stop Mai for my own sake, this is something that I’ll do by my own will."
"...I see. It's for your own sake. But, is this really okay? She's the one who hurt you, right?"
"That's...well, yeah."


  On top of attacking me in my own room, my sister also witnessed the whole thing since Mai was being forceful. I don't really want to remember it...


  But.


  My answer is simple.


  



  "Because we are friends. Sometimes we can't help but hurt each other."


  Because, that's how I picture the ideal relationship between friends.


  



  Hearing my answer, Satsuki-san laughs again. And then, she closed her eyes slowly.


  "She's really self-centered, you know? She won't listen to others."


  That might be true. She even kissed me forcefully before. That's why.


  "ーIf it turn out like that, I'll slap her once again to make her stop."


  Satsuki-san opened her eyes widely.


  "I see...Well, I think it would be okay then."


  



  When I reached the rooftop door, she called me again in a low voice, "Amaori."


  "I don't know where she is, but, please take care of that idiot. Please tell her that she's not as amazing as she thinks."
"Got it."


  I make a peace sign with a huge grin, "I will make sure to tell her. Thank you!"


  I ran from the rooftop and hurriedly went down through the stairs. 


  As bystanders, this scene might look like something that came straight out from a youth drama, but actually I'm just in a hurry to save Mai from her despair before it's too late.


  But considering the target is Mai, well, this sure is something huge. Because she's supposed to be a queen that no one can reach.


  For now, let's go back to the classroom. Well then, where is she right now I wonder. I don't have any idea about the places she most likely goes to.


  



  



  



  "Ah, Rena-chan, welcome back."


  There's only Ajisai-san left inside the classroom. There's no one else here, that's rare.


  "Aah, yeah. I'm back. What's wrong? Do you have something to do, Ajisai-san?"
"Nnn, that's not really the case. Everyone was going home but I saw your bag was still here, so I chose to wait for you."
"Eehh...Ajisai-san was...waiting for me...!?"


  Eh, is this really happening? Today’s not my birthday though!


  While bringing her bag, she leaned her body to me.


  "Hey, what about today? It seems like Mai-chan is absent today, that's why, want to come over right now?"
"Eh? Is it okay!?"


  I'm being invited by an angel to her house. Does this mean we are best friends now...? This must be the moment where the hardships I went through in my life are getting rewarded...


  The me who gets depressed and feels like in danger after seeing her friends' social media is long gone...


  The one who stands here is a normie who succeeded on her high-school debut, Amaori Renako!


  To celebrate this event, the sound of a trumpet echoed inside my head. I walked closer to Ajisai-san.


  ーBut then I stop my legs. Mai with her gloomy expression shows up in the back of my head, like she’s pulling my steps.


  



  Aah, I'm sorry.


  



  Her face when she said that hit me like a cold shower right on my head. If she's in that state while getting embraced by someone I don't know...


  "I-I'm sorry, Ajisai-san. I'm..."
"Ah, you have something to do?"
"Uh, well........"


  My knees are shaking. I can't look at her face.


  That's right, as expected I should turn her down right now. I should be looking for Mai. The one who can stop Mai right now is me.


  But this is not good. My head can't think straight.


  If rejecting an invitation from boys made me dizzy at the point I passed out, what about rejecting an invitation from Ajisai-san the great angel? I don't want to be hated by her, definitely.


  "I want to go, but..."


  I let out a weak smile and shook my head.


  "Rena-chan?"


  Uuuh, my chest hurts. It turned out that I hadn't gotten over this trauma!


  Ah, I really want to crouch down and just pass out right now. But if I do that, I can't find Mai. Right now, I should...


  Somehow I manage to raise my head, and there's Ajisai-san who looks worried in front of me.


  "Are you okay? Do you feel nauseous again?"
"Uuu...I'm sorry. Just, invite me next time..."
"Rena-chan, you're crying!?"


  So I cried...I didn't realize...


  But to turn down an invitation from Ajisai-san, having a determination this much is a must.


  "I see, so you have something to do for today."


  Hearing her downhearted response, my head feels a great pain. No, but...well, it's true...


  If I'm not turning her down right now, it means I don't believe in her.


  I can't keep being affected by my past and being anxious. The possibility of being avoided...there's none. Because, even though Ajisai-san is a selfish person who often gets angry, she's not someone who would do something like that.


  Her little devil side behind that angelic personality is my mere imagination!


  That's why I should properly convey my feelings.


  This desire to have good times together with Ajisai-san!


  



  I tried to remember what Mai did so her feelings reached me properly. I realized her sincere feelings since the day she hugged me. 


  This time, I want my feelings to reach Ajisai-san, that's why...!


  Just like treating her little brothers, she wiped my tears. But then I grab her wrist.


  "Listen!"
"Eh? Ah? W-what?"


  While holding her hands, I put my feelings into words.


  



  



  "Actually, I like you, Ajisai-san. I really like you!"


  



  



  "Eeh?"


  



  Her face was close to mine, so I can see her face turned as red as an apple.


  "That's why, I'm sorry...I really am sorry! I also want to be together with you! But, today is impossible!"
"Re-Rena-chan...?"


  While strengthening my grip, I keep going. With a sense like saying goodbye to her for the last time, I convey my feelings.


  I looked into her eyes.


  "I beg you to understand, Ajisai-san. Right now, it's the truth that I really want to go to your house, because, I really like you, Ajisai-san!"
"Eh, eeehhhh...!?"
"Actually, I want to spend every day together with you! Because, I like you! But, I have something important to do for today...That's why, I'm sorry! I will make sure to make up for today! Because, you are my important person!"


  



  
    
      

      
    

  


  



  I'm really glad no one is here right now. Because, it'd be impossible for me to say things like these if there was someone else here.


  "Since we got together in the same group, I always thought that you are cute. When we went to hang out together last time, I felt very happy. Ajisai-san, you are an angel for me, that's why, I really like you!"


  I really hit her with my sincere feelings.


  Even without considering the other party's feelings, as long as I keep pouring my feelings, I can move someone's heart. That's what Mai has taught me!


  While looking confused, Ajisai-san nods her head. 


  "Y-yes...I also, like Rena-chan, you know...?"


  The distance between our faces is very close, we almost touch each other's noses.


  Inside this empty classroom, Ajisai-san slowly closed her eyes. She readies her lips that were covered with the latest summer-color edition...


  



  



  



  ...Huh? What's with this situation?


  



  



  



  For now, I tried to break the silence between us, "Umm."


  Ajisai-san quickly opened her eyes. Her pale skin instantly dyed on a red.


  "Eh? H-huh? Re-Rena-chan?"
"Nah, umm, well, that's the case, so..."


  



  Ajisai-san rarely got flustered and then she quickly pulled her body. As expected, getting a rejection from someone like me must be a huge shock for her...


  No, this is okay. I properly said my feelings. I won't be avoided after this, yup, let's trust Ajisai-san.


  "That's why, how about inviting Satsuki-san or Kaho-chan today...?"
"Y-yeah, t-that's right! You have something to do for today! Yeah...I got it."


  I released Ajisai-san's hand and she quickly pulled out her hand mirror. She hurriedly fixes her hair, yup, as expected, she's a super cute Ajisai-san after all.


  "Ah, but Kaho-chan also has an errand for today."
"Part-time job?"
"Nope, something like a luxurious hotel in Akasaka, I think?"


  What's with that, why is Kaho-chan...


  "Hmm...? That's...could it be that..."


  It finally hit me, I hurriedly picked my bag. I quickly pulled out my membership card that Mai casually made for me, and then I looked at the location on the card.


  "It's in Akasaka!"


  I see, I bet this is the answer. Mai must be there.


  That hotel she brought me to, that pool!


  "Thank you very much, Ajisai-san!"
"Eh? U-um, yes."


  Once again, I grasped her hands. Amidst the confusion, Ajisai-san also gripped my hands back.


  With those red cheeks, she smiled bashfully.


  "I don't get it at all...But, do your best, Rena-chan."
"Yup! I will!"
"When everything has ended...at that time, you should come to my house, okay? Ah, or could it be that, you prefer days where my little brothers aren't home...?"
"Eh?"
"N-nothing! T-that's not it! There's nothing!"


  Ajisai-san flapped her hand swiftly, looking at her adorable gesture I really wanted to give her a hug.


  



  With heart-broken feelings, I said my goodbye to Ajisai-san.


  "Well then, see you tomorrow."
"Yeah, see you."


  Even though I just turned down her invitation, I felt content.


  This must be because Ajisai-san just saved me from my old trauma.


  Now I'm sure that she's an angel who was sent to lead lost little lambs like me.


  But still, I can't shake off this feeling like I just missed something important, I wonder what it is...Something like I just overlooked a once in a lifetime chance...Well, whatever!


  Dammit, that Mai! Because of you I can't hang out with Ajisai-san!


  Everything, since the beginning! It's all on her!


  



  



  



  Mai asked Satsuki-san, "You like me, right?" back then. The result was a total rejection from Satsuki-san, but she surely chose someone else after that.


  Someone that she holds no feeling for, but someone that has feelings for her. 


  If that's the case and what Satsuki-san said is true, Kaho-chan, who confessed to Mai two months ago, might be the best candidate.


  When I figured it out, it gave me a bit of a relief knowing her partner was a girl and someone I knew...But that's not something she's wishing for, so I still need to stop her.


  It's not like she would die if I failed at stopping her...But still, I don't want that! 


  Inside the train, I tried to call both Mai and Kaho-chan, but they wouldn't pick up their phone.


  



  With an impatient feeling I hurriedly walked to the hotel in Akasaka, and when I arrived.


  "Ha?"


  The hotel lobby is filled with Ashi-High's students.


  "Haa!?"


  



  I wonder how many people were here. Around twenty? No, it's more than that. Around one class? They look like students on their school trip. Considering this place is a high-end hotel...the image is so mismatched...


  The ratio between girls and boys doesn't look even, maybe around 2:8. The people here consist of first to third grade students. Everyone brought a certain envelope with a nervous expression.


  



  In the middle of those students, I finally found someone I was familiar with and pointed my finger at her.


  "Kaho-chan! Found you!"
"Eh? Waa, so even you also came, Rena-chan!?"
"What did you mean by 'even'? Anyway, what's with this gathering?"


  I tried my hardest to reach Kaho-chan by passing a lot of people, she was surprised when she heard my question.


  "Eh, you don't know but you came anyway? Or is this a simple coincidence!?"
"Rather than coincidence...Hey, can you show me that envelope for a bit?"


  She handed me the envelope and I read the paper inside.


  
    
      

      
    

  


  Greetings,
During these rainy days we missed the gentle touch of the sun.
I hope you are doing well, Koyanagi Kaho-sama.
At this moment, I'm wishing for a huge chance in my life which pushed me to make
a huge step in my life.
I already designated a specific place for everyone and I hope to see you there.
It's not very grand, but I wish to notify you that you are invited to my romance activity party.
I am sorry to bother you during this busy time.
But I welcome you to participate in this event.


  



  Sincerely,
Oozuka Mai.


  



  "The heck is this."


  Kaho-chan poked my shoulders and I looked to the direction she pointed at.


  In front of the hotel escalator there's a sign board pointing at a specific direction.


  [Oozuka Mai ◎ Lover's Recruitment Venue]


  I read it once again.


  "The heck...is that..."
"In short, an audition!"
"I never saw something like this other than in reality shows..."


  In short, everyone here are people who got summoned to participate in her audition....? Ah, that's why the classroom was empty back then!


  Wait, now that I'm looking more closely, the people who gathered here aren't only students. People who look like hotel guests also hold the same envelope...Aaah! Even that grandpa!?


  "So, Mai invited everyone who confessed to her before...?"
"It seems like that was the case! Her popularity sure is awesome~!"


  From realizing the way I was calling Mai by her first name, Kaho-chan gripped her hand tightly. 


  Meanwhile, it still bugged me when I saw this kind of thing on this scale...Why would she book a hotel hall for this...She's still a high-schooler, right...?


  Well, I see...If this many people gather, I bet Mai's wish will be granted...Since Satsuki-san already rejected her offer, she chose to indiscriminately pick someone.


  But still, she got kicked out by Satsuki-san's house at 5 a.m. this morning, and here she already made something grand like this...Mai...she must be pretty serious.


  "Kaho-chan, do you still long to be Mai's lover even after seeing this?"


  Ashi-High's little sister character, without any doubt nods her head.


  "Yup! Because, she's rich, and she's a celeb with a gorgeous face after all!"


  She gallantly said something that was totally related to a worldly desire. Kaho-chan unexpectedly has a scheming personality!


  Could it be that everyone here has the same motive as her!?


  "Kaho-chan, I'm sorry. I know that you are looking forward to this party, but as I thought, I will put an end to this farce..."
"Eh!?"


  



  I bet Mai is somewhere in this hotel. When I decided to start looking for that stupid super darling, Kaho-chan grabbed by arm.


  



  "What was that, you can't! It would be troublesome, it'll trouble me!"
"Ah, wa-"


  Kaho-chan is small and light, but she's good at sports so she's strong enough to restrain my movement.


  Who would have thought that at this point Kaho-chan would become my biggest obstacle!?


  "Kaho-chan, are you really okay with someone who made this kind of event!?"
"It's just simple humor, right?"
"She's an airhead!"
"That part of her is cute, don't you think? She already has looks, personality, and wealth anyway!"
"Grrr."


  This is not good. As an ex-shut in, it's plainly impossible to fight her with muscle power...


  



  I have no other choice, I should use my communication skill even though I'm crazily weak at that!


  "Hey, Kaho-chan, listen to me."
"Nope! Don't wanna!"
"Right now, this is a simple audition, right? The one who will get chosen is one person among these many people. How many people participated in this audition? Judging by the crowds, it's not weird if it reached hundreds. Are you really sure you will get chosen?"
"It's also possible that everyone gets chosen, you know!"
"That's the worst possible outcome, though!?"


  That's not even on a two-timing level...


  I grabbed Kaho-chan's cheeks with my hands and stared directly into her eyes.


  "Listen well! Between losing your chance in this audition, or me putting an end to this ridiculous farce, think carefully about which one has a better outcome for you!"
"U, uuu?"
"If by any chance I succeed in stopping this party, of course Mai will stay single. Which is why, for you who belongs to the same group as her, you would have a higher chance to win over her heart, wouldn’t you!?"
"Ha...! That's true!"


  Kaho-chan eyes were sparkling.


  



  "Do you understand!? Of course you will, think this for Mai's sake, okay?"


  I released her cheeks, but then she stared at me.


  "W-what?"
"But, I won't do this for free. In exchange, answer my question, Rena-chan."
"O-okay..."


  



  With her eyes half-closed, she let out a fine grin and stared at me like appraising something.


  "It's always been on my mind, you see!"
"Uh."


  Satsuki-san's question from before echoed inside my head, "Why Amaori?" If by any chance Kaho-chan also thinks that I don’t belong to the group, then I'm sure I won’t be able to recover from the huge damage.


  But Kaho-chan, while staring at my face, inquired one thing.


  



  "ーRena-chan, you are in love with Mai, right!?"
"Haaaa!?"


  



  I'd never considered that question before so it's an unexpected thing. I can't help but feel surprised hearing that from Kaho-chan.


  "As if! To a woman who made this kind of event?! Impossible!"


  After seeing my response, Kaho-chan looks satisfied. She laughed hard and then pat my shoulder.


  "Got it! It means you are my rival, then! Let's do our best from now on, Rena-chan!"
"You don't get it at all!? Why!? Why did it become like that!?"


  She calmly shook her hand and walked away, I only managed to shout angrily at her back. But then, after a few steps, she turned her body to face me and showed a thumbs up with a lovely smile.


  



  I-I can't accept this......!


  ***


  



  Oozuka Mai leaned her body on a chair with her swimsuit on her body.


  She looked sluggish but that expression of her just added an air of eroticism around her. She joined her legs like a well-carved statue. Her tied long hair was flowing smoothly just like a milky way.


  "...It's almost time for the event."


  She looked at the clock inside the café. She let out a little sigh from her lips.


  "I'm really sorry, Renako...I don't have any other way to atone for these huge sins I did to you, but I hope this enough will attain your forgiveness."


  For the last time, she looked for a pair of amethyst she loved, but she couldn't find it. That's why she was determined to do this until the end.


  



  "ーIf you really feel like that, just apologize directly to me!"


  A sudden angry yell that was not fitted among high society could be heard.


  "Uoo?"


  Mai raised her head, so finally you're looking at me!


  



  I hid my chest with my hands, and had a huge blush on my face. That's right! I’d already stood in front of her since earlier! But she wouldn't realize!


  "...Renako? Why are you here?"
"I was looking for you, searched everywhere, and finally found you here!"
"Besides, what's with that appearance?"
"T-this...When I showed them my member card, they said that I can't go in unless I wore a swimsuit, so I had no other choice!"


  I was currently wearing a daring striped bikini.


  I didn't really have the time to choose! So I just vaguely told them the type of swimsuit I wanted. It turned out that they handed me this thing...


  Turning down stuff is not my hobby anyway...


  



  "I see. It suits you very well...Let's take a picture...Huh, where's my smartphone?"
"As if I know, idiot! It's in the locker, probably! I called you like crazy earlier!"


  Mai looked sorrowful and let out a weak smile.


  "As I thought...You are angry."
"Yeah that's right!? You made me do a lot of stuff after all!?"


  Crap. At this rate we won't manage to do any talks.


  Let's calm down a bit. Since I found her, I unconsciously let my anger level hit the top.


  The other people also started to look at us anyway...So I decided to calmly sit down facing Mai.


  



  "I heard what happened from Satsuki-san."


  Mai furrowed her eyebrow.


  "...That's, how far?"
"Everything."
"...I see...That jerk, she unexpectedly has a loose mouth..."


  After that, Mai didn't say anything. It looked like she was looking for something to say, I felt like I couldn't approach her right now.


  That's why this time it's my turn to let out a heavy sigh.


  "...Listen, let's just stop this, Mai."
"I refuse."


  She swapped her leg position and focused her gaze on me.


  It was her forceful gaze, that I'm bad with.


  "I hurt you."
"And that's why you feel the need to accept a punishment? Even though I already said it's okay...? Besides, I was also wrong and I want to apologize since I slapped you that day."


  For now, I'm glad I could be honest and said that I was sorry, but Mai won't budge and turned her face away from me.


  T-this girl! Are you a kid!?


  



  "Besides, you are being rude to your partner if you treat dating like some sort of punishment game. If you really want to date, please look for someone who you really are in love with..."
"I can't date the one I really love."
"...That's..."


  She's talking about me.


  Her voice sounded cold, it startled me a little.


  I might have been too hasty back then when I thought that as long as I could meet her, she would change her mind somehow.


  



  "And that's why, I have no other choice, I want to keep looking for someone I can love. Are you saying that you will take that chance again from me?"


  My heart aches upon hearing her question.


  "Mai..."


  At this moment, I remembered her words back then.


  



  "I just want to make you understand that it's a bit impossible for someone you rejected to keep being nice to you"


  



  Could it be that, without me realizing the whole thing, I inflicted a lot of pain to her all the time, and at this moment I was finally able to understand her suffering.


  



  Mai rested her hand on her temple and with a calm voice she opened her mouth.


  "That's why, it's okay, Renako. Thank you. I really enjoyed the time we spent together. For the last time, as your best friend, I just wish for your blessing for me to look for a new fulfilling love."


  On this day, she decided to tie her hair.


  An obstinate, and someone strong who won't rely on others. She's Oozuka Mai.


  So for Mai, this is the proper distance as friends.


  



  "I also pray for your happiness, from the depth of my heart. If you face any hardship, just tell me. You are someone that I really loved once. I'll make sure to do anything, no matter how far we are apart."
"Wait...Then, how about our match?"
"It turned into nothing."


  Mai's eyes fluttered for a moment.


  "We are strangers now."


  



  



  I stretched out my hand.


  I forcefully made her face me.


  "Renakoー"
"Don't wanna."


  I moved my hand.


  I took off her hair band, and let it down.


  Her hair was shining while swaying around.


  Her blonde hair was reflecting the light around us.


  



  "...Renako?"
"It's still, not over...Don't, decide it as you please."


  



  Our gazes finally met.


  The fact that she's really a difficult woman, I already knew since the beginning.


  But you know, I’m also a woman who can do anything if she wanted.


  If I can't do that much, I can't proudly say that I'm her best friend.


  "Satsuki-san told me, that Oozuka Mai, that Mai is not someone as amazing as what you thought. And I also agreed with her."
"Even though it's the truth, I always strive to be the ideal version of me. I won't accept her view of me."
"...Even though you can't even control your own lust."


  Mai's eyes changed.


  



  Just like receiving a damage right on her vital point, she clenched her teeth.


  



  "...! That's why I decided that I won't hurt you again for the second time! So I won't fail this time! That's why, for your sake, Iー"


  



  It's the first time.


  It's the first time I gave her a kiss.


  



  It was only a simple touch, but we kissed for a short moment.


  Even though there was another guest, what did I do, I wonder.


  



  But after being kissed, Mai had her body stiffened.


  "Even though...I already prepared myself...to give up on you..."


  



  The me who reflected in Mai's eyes had a stiff expression, but smiled anyway.


  Honestly, I really want to let out a gorgeous smile like Mai, but I just can't do it well.


  But I decided to properly say this.


  "Hey, no matter how many times you fail, that's not really a problem. Even though you made a lot of mistakes, I will definitely still accept you, I already said that before, right? So you also didn't believe me, huh.
"But."


  She spoke in a weak tone.


  



  Seeing how this super darling behaved just by a single kiss somehow made me want to laugh.


  "I lead a life full of mistakes, it’s an everyday thing for me, you know?"
"But, I can't forget that moment, whenever I lay on my bed...That time when you hit my cheek."
"I also already said that before, though. The moment you lay on your bed is the time for your self-reflecting. It's every night for me, you know?"


  I stuck my forehead to hers, and decided to just be honest.


  "I'm sorry. I'm also at fault here. I should’ve properly said this before, because this is unfair to you. That's why, I'm sorry."
"About what...?"


  This is embarrassing.


  "The fact that...you are the one I’m always thinking about."
"...Which means?"


  Normally, if it was Mai, I wouldn't say this. But for this once...


  ...Only for today, it couldn't be helped. She looked so fragile to the point where she couldn't make fun of me even just a bit.


  



  "Since you kissed me...I was aware that I already regarded you as a potential love interest..."


  



  I tried to peek at her reaction.


  Her face is red.


  "Is that, so? You don't, hate me? You slapped me because you hate me, right?"
"That's, you were going overboard...I want you to properly think about the time and place..."
"I can't believe it."


  She covered her face with her palms.


  



  "I already thought that everything was over."
"We just had a fight once..."


  Her pretty voice is quivering.


  "More."
"Eh?"
"Say something, that can make me believe you."
"Uee? That's, kinda embarrassing."


  She keeps staring at me.


  With that weak gaze, like she clung her hopes on me right now.


  U-unfair...


  



  "...Geez. I get it. Mai."


  



  I can't reject her if she uses that kind of face.


  Ah, geez.


  



  "At first, I was frightened by your appearance...until when you embraced me, since that time, I really think that you are simply in love with me."


  I trace back our memories during this one month.


  The time where I became her lover, also her best friend.


  



  "And then, when we had fun at Odaiba, also, when we went into that hotel...when you, did that, to me. Of course I started to become aware of you. That was my first time, and, whenever I thought of you I couldn't stop my heart beating loudly..."


  



  Why would we talk about something like this with only swimsuits on our body.


  This was so embarrassing I couldn't look at her face.


  "That time when you asked me, just the two of us, on the rooftop before you went overseas, also, when you came home quickly because you wanted to see me, probably, no, the truth is, I was really happy...I was, glad."


  I could feel my body becoming hotter, just like burning.


  



  "That's why, when you pushed me down back then, for a moment I thought that I was okay with it...If at that time I simply accepted it, I think I wouldn't regret it that much. But that's when I realized that my half-baked feelings hurt you, it hurt both of us."


  Everything happened because I tried to hide my romantic feelings for her.


  



  "Forgive me, Mai. Actually, I quite...like you, you know?"


  



  I tried to say it with my own will, and it turned out that this word, really felt heavy that I ended up trembling.


  For the first time, I conveyed my honest feelings not as [best friends], but as [lovers].


  



  "Umm...as expected, I already reached my limit. Is this good enough...?"


  



  I slowly raised my head to make sure what kind of face she made right now.


  When I did that, she still looked downhearted.


  



  "Renako...So I hurt you that badly."


  



  But what came out of her mouth was that. So my words didn't reach her at all!?


  "Aah, geez!"


  I'm getting fed up with this.


  I forcefully grabbed her hand and pulled her from the chair.


  "Listen, Mai. I can't do something as grand as jumping off from the rooftop for the sake of saving someone like you. But."
"Eh?"
"But, if it's only getting hit by sudden rain, or plunging underwater together with you, I can do that much. Also, it's not something where only you protect me, but where I also protect you. That's what you regarded as [lovers] and what I regarded as [best friends], right!?"


  I pulled her hand to the pool side.


  



  "If you are the Oozuka Mai, then I am Amaori Renako!"


  



  After saying that, I made both of us jump into the pool.


  With a huge splash sound, we started sinking underwater.


  Just like swayed by a strong wind, her hair spread around. She opened her eyes and looked at me with a hugely surprised face.


  



  



  If it's here, no one can see us. So I won't get embarrassed.


  That's why, I grab those cheeks, and kiss her lips.


  



  



  Amidst the blue world where gravity didn't exist, we exchanged kisses.


  Mai put her arms around my back, and pulled me into a hug where we became one.


  



  After a while, we went back to the surface.


  A place where we needed to use our words again.


  But I'm sure that this time I don't need to say anything to make her understand.


  



  "Did it reach you this time...?"


  



  While pulling up my hair, I tried to ask her and she nodded timidly.


  



  "Aah."


  



  Just like defying the coldness of the water, Mai's body felt hot.


  Her wet hair that glued on her skin looked like a golden dress. It's pretty.


  
    
      

      
    

  


  


  Mai leaned her head on my chest.


  "Your feelings reached me properly. I'm truly thankful."
"Nn....I'm glad."


  



  If my heartbeat also reached her this time, I couldn't help but feel embarrassed.


  But, really, she's a handful.


  



  "...You’re so spoiled, Mai."
"Fufu...that's true. This is what I called [lovers], while for you this is [best friends], huh."
"Well..."


  Best friends aren't supposed to kiss each other, though...!


  Mai pushed her palms on my face, and hid my eyes. I couldn't see.


  "Eh, wait, what are you doing."
"But still, I'm Oozuka Mai."


  I know that.


  "I can't show you tears right now, so please just stay like this for a while."
"Eeh...Well, it's okay though...."


  What's with that self-made rule...


  She's really a troublesome woman.


  But it couldn't be helped. The one who’s getting interested in her was me after all.


  "Hey, Renako."
"What is it?"
"You said it earlier. You remember your mistakes the moment you lay on your bed every night."
"Yup."
"People other than me sure are amazing...They could live their life with those kinds of thoughts every night."
"Please note that even though it’s true, I didn’t want to die back then, okay?"


  She removed her hand, the light hit me suddenly.


  Just like the sun, it shined beautifully.


  Mai's smile.


  



  "And that's why, you are kind and strong."
"...That's."


  I avoided her gaze.


  



  "You are being unfair..."
"Fufu."


  Well, that's okay...as long as it made her happy.


  "That's why, let's continue our match. We only have one week, though."
"I understand. Let's do this to our heart's content."


  She got out of the pool, and I followed her and sat beside her.


  Our hands intertwined, just like a pair of lovers, at this moment, I felt that her touch was pleasant.


  I ended up laughing.


  "The moment you realize that you have a big chance to win this, you quickly become this lively. You are so calculating."
"I am simply happy. Because you, my destined person, has reached out your hand to me, and you treated me as your princess."


  This Mai who casually threw an embarrassing line like that, and that Mai who wouldn't show me her tears, both of them are the Mai I like.


  ...About dating, or the feeling of love, to be honest, I still don't really understand.


  



  "Then, this means we already made up, right?"
"Aah, it does. The things when I hurt you, and when you slapped me, they are already in the past.
"Yup."


  I let out a relieved smile. I'm glad, I really am glad.


  In the middle of this relief, I was suddenly hit by a huge problem ahead.


  "That's right! What about your romance activity party? You won't continue that, right? What would you do with the people who already gathered here? There's a lot of people."
"I'll just explain the circumstances and send them home. I’m already feeling well anyway so I don't really need it."
"That's mean!?"


  



  Hearing my protest, she smiled with a huge confidence like the usual Oozuka Mai.


  "What were you saying? Of course they would rejoice. Because, I’m already being this lively after all. That's a given, right?"


  This girl...


  She really is Oozuka Mai to the core!


  



  



  Following my order, she reluctantly apologized in front of her guests. 


  And then, for some reason Mai started to sing while playing the guitar. "As an apology, I would like to sing a song." The atmosphere turned into a big concert right after she announced it and everyone was fired up.


  Her singing skill is on a par with a pro, and while looking at Kaho-chan, who shook her light-stick with full power at the front row, I couldn't help but mumble tiredly.


  



  "The heck is this..."


  Epilogue


  After that, many things happened.


  First, I told Satsuki-san that I managed to patch things up with Mai, and her chastity is safe. She simply replied with, "I see. That's great."


  It's a bit hard to understand her real feelings when she answered me with that curt answer, but I'm sure that Satsuki-san is also glad with this result.


  "Even though you said those things, actually you really like Mai, right!"


  I tried to tease her by saying that with a huge smile, but she hit me with the tip of her book. It seems like it's a bit hard to have her as my opponent for the current me.


  As for Kaho-chan, she still misunderstood the relationship between me and Mai. Meanwhile with Ajisai-san, I have yet to visit her house. On top of that, right now there's a cold war between Mai and Satsuki-san.


  



  On the surface, our group looks normal, but actually there are a lot of problems underneath.


  But after that, whenever I look at social media, I wonder if the happiness from these people inside the pictures are genuine.


  



  My quarrel with Satsuki-san, the moment I became friends with Ajisai-san, Kaho-chan who misunderstood me, and my fight with Mai.


  Looking back, I think I didn’t desperately protect this place for my own sake. At the end, I was able to do a real high-school debut considering everything that happened.


  That's what I feel...


  



  And finally, we reached the end of June.


  It's the day where we put an end to this match.


  



  After Satsuki-san told me the fact that a lot of people have keys to the rooftop, we decided to talk in another place.


  And that is Mai's house.


  



  It's a stupidly huge mansion like a castle. She lived at the top, the penthouse on the 25th floor. It has a special elevator that was connected to the parking lot, and when we reached the floor, we instantly arrived at her house. That kind of thing.


  This is funny. But my face is stiff, though.


  



  "Crap..."


  Did she really make passes on me? That was not a prank, right?


  My brain was suddenly filled with Kaho-chan's voice, "Looks! Wealth! Power!"


  



  "What's wrong? The parlor is over here."
"It's my first time seeing a house with a parlor..."


  Since it's after school, Mai who went home first already changed to her casual clothes. She wore a soft-looking shirt that looked like it was made of silk, and trousers. Her hair, of course she let them down.


  We passed a room without anything inside that was just like a dance floor, and went toward a specific room. When we passed the corridor, there were a lot of paintings and pots that looked expensive...


  "Somehow I feel like I would get swallowed by you with this kind of pressure..."
"Hahaha, we will become together forever then."
"An unexpected psychopath!?"


  I shrieked when looking at her who stroked her stomach happily.


  



  When we arrived at the parlor, there were two huge sofas with a table in the middle. When I almost sat in Mai's opposite direction, she pulled my arm. And then, she made me sit beside her.


  "It's not like we will talk about something serious like a contract. Just sit over here."
"O-okay, I don’t really mind..."


  When she's this close I can't calm down. On top of that, she held my hand, and also rested her other hand on my thigh. I'm not a cat, you know.


  "Is there no one else here?"
"There are two helpers, but they currently have errands outside. Mama also won't come home for a while. If you are willing to stay, we can spend our night together, just the two of us."
"No, it's okay! I'll leave once we're done here!"
"Huh, that's boorish."


  Hii! She kissed my nape!


  



  "S-stop, stop! You can't do this! We need to talk before that!"


  I shook her hands off me, and took an appropriate distance. Mai shrugs her shoulders while looking disappointed.


  "Well then, let's talk about the main issue. We did a lot of things for this one month."
"Y-yes, you're right."
"We spent time as lovers and best friends on the same degree."
"That one is a lie! After that huge uproar you never tied your hair!"
"And for both of us, there's still a lot of things we haven't shown each other yet."
"Of course there's a lot! The period for best friends was too short! Oi, don't ignore me!"


  She's being her usual self. No, it's more like, since she knew that I was being conscious of her, she's getting too cocky.


  Even though it was for her sake, for me to say something like that back then...But now, it's too late to regret anything!


  



  "Well then, now."


  Mai urged me with her hand.


  "Let's hear your answer."
"...Okay."


  At last, this day has come.


  Mai already smiled triumphantly, convinced that it was her win.


  Because I already let her touch my body, and I also kissed her back then. So, is there any need for us to keep being friends?


  But, I don't want to lie to my own feelings.


  I’ll put my trust in Mai.


  



  "Listen."
"Aah."
"As I thought, I still can't, with us being lovers."


  



  Her smile cracked. She looks bewildered.


  



  "What did you say...? You already made me head over heels over you like this and you still said that? Are you femme fatale...?"
"No, listen!"


  I stretched out my hands.


  "Let me phrase it in a way that won't cause any misunderstandings, and I don't have any intention to play with your feelings either!"
"You forcefully stopped me from looking for a new love..."
"That one is a given! It would be different if you really found someone you love, I would definitely cheer on you! ........Probably."


  



  I said last bit while turning away my gaze from her and made a little pout. Looking at me, Mai let out a sigh.


  "And of course you tempted me by showing me that kind of expression..."
"You are the one who saw it as a form of temptation! I'm not guilty!"


  Everything is her fault anyway.


  "I still have a lot of things I want to do as friends! It turned out like this because you wouldn't tie up your hair!"
"We can do it as lovers!"
"It's impossible!"
"Why!?"
"Because."


  I stopped at that point.


  "...Because?"


  When she asked me, I felt my face was boiling.


  



  



  Because, I'm sure if we became lovers, I would do my best to keep up my appearance in front of her so she wouldn't hate me, and I can't plainly behave as her friend...


  Besides, I'm sure I would get jealous if I saw her together with another person. Also, I think I might cry out of loneliness during her time away when she has work.


  



  I realized that there were a lot of changes.


  



  And I'm sure the me, who still needs extra effort to spend my days normally at school, is not ready yet for something like this.


  



  That's why.


  



  "...I want to stay friends with you."
"..."


  I honestly said my feelings.


  She calmly looked at me like she already accepted everything.


  "I see."


  That voice wasn't filled with emotion.


  



  "But."


  



  In response to her nod, I whispered while keeping my face down.


  "I really like you...And as a friend, I also think to let you do what you want...And that's why..."


  Mai blinked while looking at me.


  "That's why...?"
"And that's why, um...what about a relationship, something like, more than best friends but less than lovers?"


  



  I know that I said something unreasonable, but pushed by the momentum, I kept pressing her.


  "For now, let's keep our relationship, at least until you find someone you really like! We will keep our relationship between best friends and lovers...Right, Rema friends! How about that!"
"Rema friends."
"The new relationship between Renako and Mai...What do you think..."


  This silence is painful.


  



  "That's."


  



  Mai rubs her chin.


  "...That's a bit pushing it, right...?"
"Ugh."


  That's true.


  Because, I still don't have the courage and confidence to step further.


  Before, I polished myself for the sake of my high-school debut, but...as I thought, one month was too short for everything. That's why, this kind of massive change, I'm still not capable enough to handle it.


  But, I was aware of my own effort during the trouble with Mai last time. I chased after her, and tried hard so we could reconcile.


  That's why, if it's possible...


  There's a chance that someday, I can go forward, together with Mai.


  



  Deep down, I might think that Mai's [lovers] relationship is a good thing after all.


  And it led me to this...


  "What...do you think...?"


  



  Someone who is impudent and doesn't know her place, enough to ask a super darling to wait for her, I bet there's no one in this world other than me...


  



  "I never thought a third option other than lovers and best friends would appear right now."
"Y-you did it first, right? Back then, you wanted us to become [strangers] out of nowhere..."


  Mai covered her face with her palms.


  "...A-are you getting troubled by this? Well then, uhh, okay, as I thought we should justー"
"No."


  She cut me before I finished my words.


  "To be frank, everything went into an unexpected direction, and I wasn't good enough to make you fall in love with me. Also, I troubled you a lot, that's why, this outcome was inevitable."


  She suddenly pulled me into a hug.


  "Hiee."
"Good grief. This is the first time in my life to meet someone as formidable as you. You are an interesting woman."
"Um, hey, we are Rema friends, right? This kind of behavior is."
"You said that as a friend, you think to keep letting me do what I want. Isn't this what society labelled as sex friends?"
"No, our relationship is something we made by ourselves!"


  



  I feel like she will kiss me so I quickly avoid her attack.


  



  "...Fumu, I see."
"Ah, wai- ears are no good!"


  After I managed to avoid her lips, she moved her attention to my ear and bit it lightly, I-I'm losing my strength!


  "So you do feel guilty because you can't make up your mind. Well then, why don't we have another match?"
"Ma-match?"


  She slowly blew air to my ear, it made my body tremble.


  "Aa, you will insist on being Rema friends, and I'll also strive to make you become my lover. I still don't have any intention to give up on you anyway. The time limit is, let's see."


  While looking at me, she let out a wonderful smile.


  "Until our graduation, what do you think?"


  



  I was blinded by that bright smile. I think I can stand her overwhelming pressure better than before, but it's still a long way until I can handle it as her equal.


  



  "I-I get it. Okay, I'll accept that. But still, I'll always think that being friends is more wonderful than lovers."


  



  When I wasn’t still done with my speech, I felt like suddenly floating. Huh, she lifted me up.


  Isn’t this what they call princess carry...


  "E-eh, Wait!?"


  While still lifting me, she walked toward a certain direction.


  "W-what is this!? You are being scary!"


  If I struggle right now, she might drop me so I was only able to shudder in her arms. After a while, Mai finally put me down on top of a soft spot.


  This is... a stupidly huge bed.


  



  Bed...hm? Bed?


  



  "Eh, w-what's with this canopy bed that looks like it came straight out of a manga!?"
"This is my bedroom. Well then let's start our match right now. Let's begin with improving our intimacy as lovers."
"That's too sudden!"


  She stretched out her hand to take off my ribbon.


  "I said that the time limit was until graduation, but I'll make sure to end this today."


  Her daring smile filled my vision, and in just a short moment, I can feel the softness of her lips on mine. She completely sealed my lips.


  It's been a while since our last kiss, it was sweet, and tasted like Mai.


  



  "U, umm..."
"Come to think of it, what are the  limits of the Rema friends relationship?"
"Kiss! Kisses between friends!"


  Without showing any mercy, she took off my button one by one. Hey, you!


  "I see. Then without any doubt, being lovers is far more better, am I right?"
"It is, for you!"


  



  Before she managed to see my underwear, I hurriedly placed my arms in front of my chest, but she easily got rid of them.


  Ah, this is exactly like what happened before! I will be swept away by her pace!


  



  "I'm not that easy!"


  



  So I tried to put a bluff, but.


  



  "You are really cute, Renako."
"No no, no no no..."


  Ah this is embarrassing.


  



  "No, you can't! We are not lovers! Today is an interval day! The match only starts tomorrow, in July!"
"...I see."


  Mai stopped her movements and pulled her hands.


  I looked at her a bit surprised, and then she smiled calmly.


  



  T-this girl...


  



  "If you want to do it, just tell me, I will make sure to treat you well."
"So you choose to reverse the situation!"


  She enveloped my body with her warmth, and then, she slowly whispered into my ear.


  "If you choose to become my lover, these wonderful days will last, you see. Days where I'm only looking at you, where I'll only shower you with my love. The two of us, on this bed, we will keep embracing each other without anything on our body, without anyone bothering us."
"T-this kind of thing, everyday..."


  



  Looking at that perfectly made smile, I gulped slowly.


  And then, while pulling the sheets, I shrieked loudly.


  



  "It would be more impossible to not choose best friends then!"


  



  With this, our match has ended.


  



  



  



  And another battle just began.
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