
  
    
  


  Prologue


  
    ***** 

    


    I was tricked, I was tricked, she totally tricked me…


    Amaori Renako—a completely normal high-school freshman, lacking any distinctive features, is currently shaking.


    Right now, I'm in the middle of a grand party, a place where a commoner won't ever dare to enter. No matter which direction I look, it's filled with gentlemen wearing neat suits and ladies with their gorgeous dresses…


    Meanwhile, I surely look like I'm cosplaying, with this black dress that feels completely out of place. This is really disheartening.


    The sounds that are flowing inside this room feel so far away as I look around with a frown on my face. I feel like throwing up. This is the worst, much worse than any other situation I can think of.


    Those nobles sitting around the tables must be talking about complicated stuff like stocks or currencies. I don't get what they're saying at all.


    Suddenly, I hear someone's squeal coming from another direction. 


    The venue gets rowdy very quickly, and I can feel the source of that clamor coming closer.


    



    Like splitting a sea of people, she walks out from the middle of the crowd, straight in my direction.


    Clad in a scarlet dress, her elegance is truly on another level compared to all the women in this place.


    A well-shaped nose, succulent lips, and eyes that shine brighter than the sun—people are enraptured by every part of her, unable to look away.


    I can feel a lot of gazes from every direction on me, because right now, that woman—Oozuka Mai—stopped right in front of me.


    



    “What do you think? Did you have fun?”


    With an enticing smile, she asks me with a soothing voice. While on the other hand, I feel my emotions going numb.


    “Just kill me, please just kill me…”
“As usual, you sure have a unique personality.”


    Mai covered her lips with her palm and let out a graceful smile. Is it that interesting for you to look at this embarrassing commoner?


    “...Why did you bring me, to this kind of place…?”


    Even I was surprised with how small my voice sounded.


    “Because I got invited to this party, of course. Besides, you already agreed to come, right?”
“Really? Are you sure your memory hasn't been tampered with?”


    My brain, that is no longer able to work at full potential, desperately tries to remember.


    It all started with Mai speaking to me with an apologetic face, “I troubled you a lot, that's why, how about a dinner as an apology?”


    Since it's only dinner, I didn't really need to give it much thought and instantly agreed… Huh, wait.


    I'm pretty sure I asked her not to take me to any weird places, and she said that she won't. Since we became Rema friends, I thought we could understand each other better.


    Ah, Rema friends is our new relationship. Basically, we should decide what kind of relationship we want to have until our graduation. 
(TL Notes: For you who confused what Rema friends is please go back to the first volume's epilogue)


    



    Anyway, Mai told me that she would only bring me to a hotel buffet.


    Also, since it's a luxurious one, she asked me to wear a dress. It was a bit embarrassing, but I accepted her request. I bet it's just for her own entertainment. It can't be helped. 


    And this is the outcome!


    



    I was stupid for believing her words as it is...I really never learn…


    Good grief, why did it become like this...Where did I go wrong, I wonder…


    Middle-school? Elementary? Or could it be, since pre-school...? 


    



    I silently stare at the lantern in the party venue while Mai continues receiving greetings from other people.


    From a lady that looks like a celebrity with a sexy figure to gentlemen, everyone is taking their turns speaking out to her. Mai gracefully addresses everyone and bows her head numerous times as a sign of respect.


    It's all happening right in front of my eyes, not something that's happening on the other side of a television.


    Since people keep coming, she misunderstands my sullen face as me brooding from a lack of attention. She looks at me with a gentle smile.


    “Forgive me, but I'm with someone.”


    No, stop, don't look at me. Please just ignore me for all eternity.


    “Oh my, Oozuka-san's acquaintance? I'd be delighted if you could introduce us.”


    I can feel the pressure when I look at this beauty with scarlet lips in front of me.


    Mai casually puts her palm on my back. Let's see, after she introduces me as her classmate, the probability of me being able to say, “Nice to meet you” calmly is only around 2%. Even though the probability is that low, what Mai chooses to say in this situation is,


    



    “Her name is Amaori Renako, she's my fiancé.”


    



    That's wrong!


    



    That was way too controversial! I let out a silent scream.


    



    The beautiful lady in front of me answers with an elegant, “Oh my” while covering her lips with her hand. She's able to act gracefully even though she is clearly shaken.


    “Well then, I wish you a good time, Amaori-san.”
“Thank you.”


    While I'm still recovering from the bombshell of an introduction dropped by Mai, everyone who was here before is long gone. It seems like the greetings have come to an end as Mai lets out a sigh.


    “Finally we can be alone, Renako.”


    Her straight hair is flowing around and it shines like stars in the sky.


    “Want to eat something? Let me pick something up for you.”
“Nothing I eat would pass my throat right now.”
“Really? Do you feel sick? You should tell me if you are. I really did something horrible to you.”
“I truly felt hungry until around thirty minutes ago!”


    I accidentally let out a loud voice and every gaze turned in my direction. Those gazes hurt.


    “Who is this countryside girl?”
“How vulgar.”
“Who brought that lowly commoner here.”
“She looks so out of place.”


    I can feel the accusations floating in the air.


    I've reached my limit. I would get paralyzed if I stay here any longer.


    I'm a girl that needs to retreat to the school rooftop after getting overwhelmed by the pressure of talking to my friends in class.


    And you expect me to endure this harsh situation?


    



    I grabbed Mai's arm forcefully.


    “Yes? Is there something wrong?”
“Just come here.”


    Mai puts her orange juice on the table and shrugs her shoulders. She's acting like she's dealing with her selfish girlfriend. So annoying.


    



    Since I was desperately looking for a place without any people, we ended up in a bathroom. 


    Right now, we are inside a toilet stall. It's quiet, cramped, and dingy. Haa, so calming…


    Huh, it's not the time to calm down. I take a deep breath and yell at her.


    “Oozuka Mai!"
"What were you thinking, bringing me to this kind of place hm, Renako?”


    Don't you dare blush right now!


    “You...so you really don't understand me after all...Do you truly have no idea why I'm angry!?”


    Mai rests her hand on her cheek and thinks for a moment.


    “They prepared a lot of Italian dishes today. I thought you like Italian since we had pasta before, but am I wrong?”
“Who cares about that!? Also, I love Italian! Pizza, pasta, vongole, I love them!”
“Hoo, I see. It means I understand you well, right?”
“That's not the problem!”


    I desperately try to show her my displeasure.


    “I thought! It was only a normal dinner! But why on earth did you bring me to a party!?”
“I also intended to have a normal dinner, though?”
“We aren't speaking the same Japanese, are we!?”


    I covered my face with my palms. I just want to hide myself in a blanket and cry my heart out.


    Mai changes her expression and looks serious.


    “It seems like I did something wrong again.”
“...Mai.”


    At that moment, my anger suddenly died down.


    “No, umm...well, yes.”
“This hotel has a chef who's famous for their skills. I only wanted to enjoy their food together with you… I see. So I was wrong after all. It's meaningless if you didn't enjoy it.”
“...I'm very grateful for your thoughtfulness.”


    Mai's smile looks very lonesome, I can feel a pang in my chest.


    I feel bad, but Amaori Renako is a totally shabby character who will completely crumble if subjected to that kind of flowery environment.


    The problem lies with me...it's not like Mai should feel bad about it.


    It's true that Mai isn't able to understand me completely...but it's also true that she only wants to make me happy...and this is the outcome.


    “...What kind of party is this?”
“This party is held by one of my mother's company's investors. It's the event to celebrate the change of season or so. It's not like it has any special meaning.”
“So a party like that does exist…”


    It's like they celebrate nothing then…


    



    “You see, we accept that kind of invitation every other day, all year round; that's why I'd never expected this kind of thing to overwhelm you.”
“As usual, you're amazing, Oozuka Mai…”


    I can't say anything other than praising her.


    Once again, I'm reminded of the difference between the two of us. We live in completely different worlds with different standards.


    That's why, it would be unfair if I keep being angry at her…


    I bowed my head slightly.


    “I'm sorry, but I'll go home for now. It seems like you have a lot of acquaintances here, so enjoy your time…”


    This time, she grabbed my wrist.


    “What did you say? I can't let you go alone.”
“T-that's not it...I'm not being considerate, I just want you to fix their misunderstanding about the whole fiancé thing…”


    Mai stares at me with a stern look plastered on her face.


    “We are lovers, so it's a given that you are my fiancé, right? I thought I already told you that I intended to marry my first lover.”


    As Mai flicks her hair, I can't help but admit that she does look gorgeous. No matter how many times I see it, I feel a bit nervous when I look at her. Ugh, Mai's party appearance really has a huge battle prowess…


    That match between me and her is still going after all.


    At first, I thought that we did not need the condition of being lovers with her hair down and friends with her hair tied up, but Mai insisted on still using that rule.


    Even though I retorted that we are friends and not lovers, Mai simply brushed it off as usual…


    And so, right now, she has totally let her hair down.


    



    “Even so, if you introduce me like that...it feels so wrong…”


    I balled my hands into fists.


    “...Because…”


    I feel attacked by Mai's sudden melodious voice. Just by that, my heart beats faster...ugh...her voice is very alluring…


    “If I don't say it like that, some weird bugs might latch on you.”


    Mai brings her beguiling face closer onto mine, I avert my gaze out of reflex.


    “T-that's...as if that would happen. I'm just a countryside girl, a lowly commoner after all”


    Without minding my words, Mai snuggled and caressed my nape using her nose. Hiiee!


    “For me, you are my Cinderella.”


    Chu. She kissed the area around my collarbone directly. Uuuh.


    “You look lovely today.”
“It's just the dress, not me...”
“It suits you.”


    Hearing something like that from Mai…


    Since Mai is wearing a mermaid-style dress, it perfectly emphasizes her beautiful curves. Even though she already looks gorgeous all the time, that dress makes her more dazzling than usual. It's like Mai and her dress are complementing each other, the exact opposite of me who is simply wearing her dress.


    If we stay together like this, it's not odd if I end up falling into her trap; that's just how gorgeous she looks right now, and currently, that gorgeous lady has buried her face into my chest.


    “W-wait...Mai…”
“When I touch you like this, I really feel it, that you are my destined person.
“As if, that's...it's merely the fact that I happened to be the one to be there when you were feeling down...that's why even if it's not meー”
“I already told you, right? That was not a simple coincidence. It's fate. A what-if situation is meaningless, because at that moment, the one who appeared before me was you.”


    I can smell a very pleasant scent from her hair.


    People often say that you can feel pheromones through one's scent. In a situation where you are pleased with your partner's scent, it means that you're yearning for them on a genetic level. If that's really true, it means that my DNA is yearning for Oozuka Mai. That's troubling.


    In the first place, what are you doing, DNA?! Both of us are girls, you know!


    “I, I get it, I already understand. I completely understand your feelings!”
“If that's the case, then you also understand why you can't leave me and go home by yourself, right?”
“B-but, that's because you introduced me as your fiancé…!”


    At some point, somehow, Mai had managed to trap me between her arms and my back was touching the wall. I can't move. I no longer have any means of escape, I'm only able to feel my increasing heart rate.


    While we were stuck in that situation, suddenly someone opened the bathroom's door.


    “Hey, did you see? It seems like Oozuka-senpai is coming today!”
“Yep! That's rare, huh. It's been a while since I looked at her directly, but her beauty is really on another level. That small face and long legs really scream world-class!”


    Judging from their conversation, it seems like these girls are Mai's junior in her model work.


    “Ah, did you hear? They said that she came with her fiancé!”
“Eeeeh!? Really!? What kind of person?”
“I don't know, but they must be someone like Chris Hemsworth or Brad Pitt, right?”
“Uwaaa, they suit each other~~~!”


    I apologized from the deepest part of my heart.


    I am Amaori Renako, I have average looks, a perfectly average grade, and bottom average in sports….


    “...Now you understand, right? Like what they said, someone like me is…”


    Completely ignoring their words, Mai places her palm on my cheek and slowly brings her lips closer to mine as she eliminates the space between us.


    Nn, nnnn!


    And that was, not a simple kiss. She inserts her tongue inside my mouth and moves it around as she pleases. A kiss that was packed with her feelings.


     


    Nn, nnn...fu…


    Even though her normal kisses are bad enough, this time I completely lose control over my body and it slowly goes limp. It feels good...I guess. The only thing I understand is how everything inside my head has been buried by her persistent feelings.


    After a while, after I no longer feel anyone's presence inside the bathroom, she casually pulls her lips from mine.


    “...Uuhh…”


    What were we doing inside a place with thin walls like this…


    I quickly move my hand to wipe my mouth and fix my make-up. Then I awkwardly put my hands, due to the lack of a place to put them, in front of my legs hesitantly. My lips feel like they are burning.


    “Aah, how cute.”


    Mai pats my head while making sure she didn't make a mess out of my hair while I could only manage to hide my embarrassment.


    See, I end up not able to say anything in this awkward situation.


    My breath hitches, my chest feels like it's suffocating.


    What I feel is not a simple enjoyment.


    As I thought, to feel something like this, being lovers is...definitely impossible!


    



    After that, Mai chose to ditch the party and brought me home. It was the first time in my life that I rode a limousine.


    She dropped me off right in front of my house and then waved her hand, still in her party dress.


    “Well then, see you tomorrow at school.”
“Yeah yeah, see you...just properly tie your hair up.”


    She casually laughed and left. Oi, where's your answer.


    



    Good grief...with a lingering annoyance, I opened the door to my house. The one who greeted me is my little sister walking around with just a towel on her body.


    “Not you too. Stop walking around with that appearance, won't you.”


    It's been awhile since the last time I saw her half-naked state, as expected from members of sports clubs, she has an ideal body. She really exudes an aura of a normie after all. But still, after spending my time with Mai, she looks like a normal member from the Amaori family…


    Meanwhile, my little sister kept staring at me with her mouth hanging open.


    “I don't want to hear that from you, big sis. What's with that dress?”
“Eh?”


    I finally came to a realization…


    That I was still wearing this expensive-looking dress.


    “Ah, no, this is…”


    



    I was so desperate to go back home that I forgot to change into my casual clothes...How careless of me!


    So I frantically looked for an answer.


    



    “Uhh, Mai invited me, to a party.”
“A party!?”


    Her eyes were sparkling like she's looking at her favorite cake.


    Aah, t-this is…


    



    This happened before, those eyes, this feeling...a gaze full of respect…!


    



    My soul was supposed to be worn out from the previous incident, but my mouth kept moving as it pleased.


    “U-umm, well...that kind of place, you see? There was a party held by Mai's company sponsor, and then she asked me to come, and so I wore this dress.”
“Whoaa, amazing…”
“They had this buffet style with a lot of Italian dishes made by a popular chef. Well, it was quite an awesome place…”
“Heeee!”


    


    I didn't get to eat anything, though!

  


  
    
      

      
    

  


  


  I still felt like throwing up but I tried to put up a brave front and walked towards the dining room.


  “What's for today's dinner?”
“Eeh, you just ate at the hotel, right?”


  At the end, the taste of home is the best!


  



  ***


  



  Ashigaya High-School is a private school placed along Keio-Line, its grade is a bit above average compared to other schools.


  Both the teachers and students are pretty carefree. If I sugarcoat it, they are people with good manners. Frankly speaking, they just don't care enough about their surroundings. This might be our school's special trait...is it okay having something like that as a special trait, I wonder…


  But starting this year, this school has another special trait.


  Yeah, I'm talking about Ashigaya High-School's Goddess of the Sun, Oozuka Mai.


  



  Ever since she enrolled, she became this school's specialty.


  I wouldn't be surprised if the flyers and catalogues for next year's school promotion has a huge “Currently attended by Oozuka Mai” written on it.


  She has a gorgeous appearance, is wealthy, treats people well, and is a very refined person—that's Oozuka Mai.


  



  Under normal circumstances, no one would dare to call out to her and casually ask her to become their friend, but someone did it on the first day we attended this school! 


  That's me, Amaori Renako!


  Everything happened because I didn't want to repeat the same mistakes I made during middle-school; that's why I really did my best to graduate from being a shabby character. And so, my grand plan went smoothly, if only my mental fortitude wasn't so pathetic!


  Therefore I was bound to pay a hefty price for my careless action, and that is getting exhausted in both mind and body by interacting with these normies from the upper caste every day. And so, Amaori Renako will keep facing her battles (Fin).


  



  Ah, it's supposed to be (To be continued) since I'm a different person from the previous me.


  



  “Haah, school is so relaxing...”


  Since it's still early, no one has arrived yet. I lazily rest my head on my desk in the middle of an empty classroom.


  



  What makes me different is, I managed to safely get out of that party (you didn't). It's the birth of a new Amaori Renako. As the Neo-ori Renako, a place like school with people you know and friends from the same age are just a walk in the park. It's like they are my own family.


  Something like getting cold feet in school, it's impossible.


  



  I'm in the middle of enjoying my new self after I went through a successful evolution when someone opens the door and walks in.


  A woman with long, black hair and graceful mannerisms, Koto Satsuki, appeared from behind the door.


  



  Her beauty, combined with that air of mystery surrounding her, makes her look like an actress from a horror movie rather than your normal high-schooler. Her height is more or less the same as Mai and her prim and proper attitude makes her always look sharp.


  “You sure come early, Amaori.”
“Eh? Y-yup, well, sometimes!”


  Actually, it's for the purpose of returning Mai's dress that I came early, putting it inside her locker without anyone noticing. Well, it's true that I came early though.


  Talking about Mai with the current Satsuki-san is like stepping on a landmine, so I'm getting lost on what kind of attitude I should pick here.


  “I see.”
“Eh, ah, yup.”


  Satsuki-san's eyes are glistening just like a police officer determined to chase after a car violating the speed limit.


  Even though I didn't do anything wrong, I can't stop my body from breaking out in a cold sweat


  If I'm a koala, without a doubt, Satsuki-san would be a python looking at her prey. Since that last event, I feel like we've gotten closer, but I'm still not brave enough to talk to her like this.


  



  Usually, Satsuki-san would sit on her desk and do some self-study or read a book after greeting us in the morning.


  But today, she won't budge from my desk and keeps standing in front of it while staring at me…


  Huh, I thought school is like my own family…?


  If so, why do I feel like I am trapped right before a ferocious monster…?


  



  I accept my fate and peek at her through the corner of my eyes.


  “I-is there something I can help you with…?”
“What a great timing. Hey, Amaori.”


  Without any care, Satsuki-san points in a direction outside the classroom.


  “Stick with me for a bit.”


  Ah, is this déjà vu?


  



  We arrive at the rooftop.


  Both me and Satsuki-san stand at the water tower's shade that covers us from the sun. I nonchalantly look at the skies above.


  “...It's hot today, eh.”
“...It is.”


  Since we entered July, the temperature has steadily increased along with the cries of cicadas filling the air.


  Even though our classroom has a cooler, I wonder why she would go out of her way and invite me here…


  In stark contrast to my discomfort, Satsuki-san looks calm like she's not bothered by the scorching heat at all. I wonder if this is what they mean when they say that beauties don't perspire…


  



  Let's leave it at that for now since being cornered by her like this is an exhausting situation already. If by any chance I forgot my daily water intake, it would be certain that I'll pass out from this situation.


  Just listen to what she has to say, and go back to the refreshing classroom…!


  “U-um, I wonder why you called me out here.”
“...”


  Satsuki-san doesn't respond to my question.


  Even though you are the one who called me out!?


  “U-umm, is it about Mai?”


  It was short, but I can see that her cheeks are twitching.


  “I'm sorry.”


  I feel like the atmosphere pushes me to apologize so I bow my head.


  “Don't mind it, since you are right.”


  



  Right now, Satsuki-san is in the middle of a cold war with Mai.


  Because of that, she distanced herself from our group as of late while Mai never bothered to mention anything about that and that awkward situation continues to be a foreboding presence in our class.


  I think it's been around one week since Mai's romance activity party, so they've been at it for a while…


  As a reminder, the reason for Satsuki-san's anger is because of Mai's careless blabbering and her lack of tact for what she said before.


  Mai, weighed down with guilt, asked Satsuki-san to sleep with her in order to punish herself. Of course Mai asked her with a brimming confidence, “Because, you like me, right?”


  It triggered Satsuki-san's wrath. Since then, Satsuki-san decided to cut off that evil super darling for her own peace.


  Even though I don't want to speculate anything, I can't help but think about it since the atmosphere is pretty bizarre.


  I don't know if Satsuki-san really has feelings for Mai or not, but whatever the truth is, Mai's words were too impudent. It's the usual for her though.


  Deep down, I really wish that Mai would quickly solve this problem through an apology...but that girl doesn't even realize that she's wrong. 


  



  “Ah, could it be that since you want to make up with her, and it would be too embarrassing to apologize, you want my help!?”


  If Satsuki-san is the one who takes the initiative, it would be better for me. These two are the most influential figures in this school; if I get caught up in between their fight, it would spell the end for me!


  But then.


  



  “Who would apologize to whom?”


  



  I feel like Satsuki-san's black hair is swaying around while she stares at me. I hurriedly close the forbidden door I had accidentally opened by fixing my mistake.


  



  “...Mai, to you, right…?”
“You're right. But that idiot hasn't even realized what she did.”


  Satsuki-san lets out a huge sigh.


  “That's why, Amaori.”


  Satsuki-san slowly brings her face closer to mine. I feel captivated by those almond-shaped eyes before me.


  “I want to take revenge, or else, I would never be able to get over this displeasure. It's not my hobby to get led around by people.”
“R-revenge is a bit too much…”


  Satsuki-san's eyes look serious, just like a hitman deadset on eliminating their target. My hunch is telling me that she will get me wrapped up in another bizarre situation that will surely lead to my demise.


  Let's run away!


  



  “Ah, I'm sorry Satsuki-san, I suddenly remember that I have something to do!”


  



  Slam! Satsuki-san puts her hands on the wall and stops me from escaping. So this is that legendary wall-slam! I see, so this is how it feels. Huh, rather than sweet, this is plain scary, though!?


  



  “But on second thought, I might not be so keen on taking revenge against her.”


  After saying that, Satsuki-san lets out an enticing but dangerous smile like a beautiful but poisonous flower.


  What did she mean…


  



  “Hey, Amaori.”


  She whispers my name right against my ear and lightly blows into it. I feel like a mouse who has gotten cornered by a cat.


  



  “Will you go out with me?”


  



  Rather than a confession, her words sound like the snake who told Eve to bite into the forbidden fruit…


  It takes around five seconds for me to process her words.


  And the only answer that I could utter was,


  



  “Huh!?”


  
    *****
  


  Chapter 1: Being Lovers, Definitely Impossible! ー Satsuki's Arc (Part 1)


  *****


  Mai's group consists of beauties who stand at the top of the school's caste considering their popularity.


  The leader, Oozuka Mai, is Ashi-High's super darling.


  An angel who's kind even to someone like me, Sena Ajisai-san.


  A cute mascot-like character who's treated as everyone's little sister, Koyanagi Kaho-chan.


  A cool diva with gorgeous black hair, Koto Satsuki-san.


  And somehow there's this small fry mixed in, but let's forget about that for now.


  



  Despite being a part of this exclusive circle, the only ones I'm able to speak normally with are Ajisai-san and Kaho-chan. Mai is popular, so she is always surrounded by a crowd. So while she bombarded me with messages at school, we talked a lot when we were alone.


  And with Satsuki-san, it's rare for us to talk to each other. Till now, I was under the impression that she hated me, but it turned out to be a mere misunderstanding on my end. I didn't feel as frightened as before, but well…


  A sudden confession, of course I would be surprised.


  And I was painfully aware that her true intentions are far from genuine.


  Basically, it's that kind of thing.


  



  Satsuki-san wanted to enact her revenge against Mai. The problem is, Mai's mentality was on par with an iron fortress.


  Her strong mind was on such a level that I could just imagine her calmly say, “Hm, so it burned down. It can't be helped, let's sleep at a hotel for the night,” if her mansion were to suddenly catch on fire (Imagination).


  In order to leave a mortal wound, my existence was necessary and that's why I was the best pawn for Satsuki-san to use.


  



  “Am I right, Satsuki-san!?”
“You're not.”


  Satsuki-san shook her head after hearing Detective Renako's brilliant deduction.


  Under the scorching sun, Satsuki-san calmly opened her mouth.


  



  “I like you from the bottom of my heart. Somehow, I ended up falling for you, Amaori. I like you so much, it's crazy, I love you.”
“What a splendid, emotionless confession!”


  Dammit, if she's willing to go that far, I have no choice but to humor her...!


  “Well then, what part of me do you like!?”
“Eh? …..Uh let's see…”


  Satsuki-san rested her palm on her chin as she began to think.


  Her gaze wandered over to some empty space.


  “.............................Because, you properly understand your place?”
“As if that's an acceptable reason to like someone!”


  



  On top of that, you're answering me with a question!? At least give me a more convincing reaction, even if it's all a lie!


  



  “Huh, could it be that you're dissatisfied with me as your partner?”
“Eh!? N-no, t-that'sー”


  That's the kind of misunderstanding I wanted to avoid. I should admit that in that moment, Satsuki-san was scary. And that's why it was very difficult to turn down a confession coming from her.


  “Of course it isn't something like that. Satsuki-san is very charming after all...and…”
“And?”
“I've always admired your sharp and beautiful voice, and that dignified persona...You look so cool sitting on your chair, brimming with confidence. And you are such a straightforward person that I can't help but be envious of your personality…”


  I said everything in a small voice while looking down.


  This was surely the expected way for a shabby character to talk about their idols, right…? So that's what it came down to. I looked up to Satsuki-san…Everything that I said to her just then were my true feelings…


  



  “I see, thank you.”


  Satsuki-san's cheeks looked a bit red as she turned her face away. It must've been embarrassing for her to see me shamelessly talk about her like that. Ugh, this is awkward.


  



  “Well, but that's um, that's why Iー!”


  I admit that I was being honest in that moment, but that was a completely different matter.


  



  “It's impossible for me to have a romantic relationship with you! Of course, I'd be happy if we could remain as friends!”
“Aah, come to think of it, that's why you have an inexplicable relationship with that woman.”
“Uuuh, it's simply impossible no matter who the partner is. It's not Mai or Satsuki-san's fault, the problem lies with me since I have zero confidence…”


  Seeing Satsuki-san's sudden smile, I felt like my heart skipped a beat.


  That smile was warm, like a sun peeking out through thick clouds...Huh?


  “Don't worry. Even if you decide to date me somehow, I have a feeling that we'll end our relationship on good terms after a month. Now, don't be afraid and go out with me.”
“I'm really worried about the way you're trying to convince me!”


  The school bell signalled the end of my complaints to Satsuki-san. How mean of her to play with my pure feelings!


  



  I felt tired even though the morning period hadn't begun.


  We left the rooftop and headed toward the classroom after I made sure to lock the door.


  If it's possible, I really want to go to the infirmary and sleep. I wonder if I can change the course to [napping] until afternoon class…


  



  Geh.


  To add fuel to the fire, we encountered Mai right after we stepped into the corridor.


  



  “Morning, Renako. Also…”


  I wanted to answer her greeting with a cheerful smile, but.


  Satsuki-san who was walking beside me, didn't even spare Mai a thought and just walked past her. Uwaaa….


  “G-good morning, Oozuka-san.”


  At least I tried to change the mood and smiled at her.


  



  Mai looked like she was thinking about something as she rested her chin on her palm.


  Satsuki-san sure is amazing. She might be the only one who's able to ignore Oozuka Mai in the entire school. I wonder if Mai was hurt by her attitude…


  Absolutely betraying my expectation, Mai let out a refreshing smile like she was saying, “If you don't have any bread, you can just eat a cake, right? I prefer cake over bread anyway.”


  “Today will be a great day since I ran into you before class started.”
“Nnn~~~!!! Oozuka Mai!”


  I clenched my hand into a fist.


  



  Satsuki-san came up with an absurd idea exactly because you act this way! Thanks to your usual behaviour, she just confessed to me, you know!? Now take responsibility!


  If I said that out loud, Mai would surely say, “Of course I will take responsibility,” and give me a ring that cost her three months of salary. That's why, I'd never say it!
(TL Note: There's a saying that a wedding ring costs you three months of salary.)


  



  “Hm? Is there something wrong? You keep staring at my face, could it be that you're captivated by me?”
“Yes of course! You always look gorgeous anyway!”
“Fufu, it makes me shy when you praise me like that. As I thought, today will be a great day. Well, not that it will be any different than usual since it's me we're talking about.”


  



  Deep down, I conjured an image of punching her stomach and wiping that smug expression off her face. How nice of you to be so clueless! This, this annoying...!”


  



  Anyway, I normally called her [Oozuka-san] while we were at school. It's not like she minds it, and I don't want people to regard us as close friends since it'll trouble Mai. For me, the ideal form of a [best friends] relationship is one where we can be considerate toward each other, so this much is normal.


  



  “Aah, Oozuka-san, good morning!”
“Is it true that you did a live performance? I wish I could see it!”


  The other students who noticed Mai's presence started to flock over to her. Looking at the crowd, Mai released her superstar aura with an all-you-can-have free smile, “Hey, everyone.”


  Ugh, I wasn't good with those high-pitched noises coming from the crowd. It made me dizzy, like I was hit with a stun grenade.


  I'll just let her know about the dress later, for now let's hurry and go back to the classroom…


  Thanks to the Satsuki ◉ Mai double attack, my HP had almost reached zero…


  



  By the time I made it back to the classroom, it was already packed with other students. Since I had to pass Satsuki-san's seat to reach mine, I walked carefully, but she didn't show any reaction and I safely arrived at my seat. Fuuh…, huh why did I get jittery inside my own classroom, even though I'm not doing anything fishy…


  “Ah, good morning Rena-chan!”


  The girl sitting right in front took notice of me and greeted me with a wonderful smile.


  The light that came through the window made her hair look blinding, almost like an angel's halo.


  Looking at that pleasant and beautiful smile, it felt like she was made from sweet milk, honey, a massive amount of affection, and a little magic as the final touch. It's Sena Ajisai-san.


  I unconsciously closed my eyes and made a praying position.


  “Aaah, I'm revived…”
“Eh, what was that?”
“Ajisai-san, you will make a perfect priest if you decide to play an RPG.”
“Really? Personally I would like to try a martial artist class, though.”


  Ajisai-san took out her fist and placed it in front of her chest. Yup, she'll also make a fine martial artist. Imagining her in a china dress with a high slit, with her legs peeking through...how erotic!


  “Wait, that's not it, Rena-chan!”
“Ah, yeah, my apologies.”
“Eh? Huh, no, it's okay? Wait that's not it! Umm.”


  Ajisai-san looked fidgety, ah cute. Wait, that's not it.


  



  “You see, this morning when I was heading to the classroom, I saw you and Satsuki-san together and I thought that was rare…”


  It would be nice if I could've merrily denied it but I'm not good at lying. So I slowly nodded my head.


  “That's true…”
“Did something happen?”
“Eh!?”


  You're right, um, actually Satsuki-san confessed to me!


  As if I can say that!


  



  Sensing my questionable response, Ajisai-san hurriedly waved her hand.


  “Ah, I'm sorry. It's not like I'm that eager, umm, it's just that, I was worried. That's why, you don't have to force yourself, it's okay if you don't want to talk about it, and I don't really mind it anyway! Umm, yeah, so, today sure is hot, huh!”


  Ajisai-san spoke at such a high pace that I didn't catch her words or what she wanted to convey.


  Since that day of Mai's accident, Ajisai-san adopted the habit of talking at a fast pace with a flustered face at times.


  “Y-yeah! It's nice that the classroom is refreshing!”


  This time, I chose to imitate a parrot, repeating whatever she said and giving a little nod.


  I wonder why……


  But of course, I think I knew the reason behind Ajisai-san's odd behavior.


  



  Yes. That day when I declared my love for Ajisai-san. 


  It was totally my fault. So many things happened at once that I felt like my head would explode and my brain would boil. But still, that's no reason to do that...that…!


  Frankly speaking, I marked that event as my black history. It was enough to make me scream into my pillow whenever I remembered that day.


  Even now, I'm fairly sure that Ajisai-san thought of me as some sort of weirdo, fufu…


  It was a situation where your friend shouted out their love for you, just like a confession…


  If by any chance, Ajisai-san makes fun of that day “Rena-chan looked so unsightly back then, lol,” and uses me as a source of a joke, I think it would be the end of me. But no, Ajisai-san was very kind, she would never do something like that. She still behaved like usual and stayed as my friend after all...Goddess…


  



  “Ajisai-san.”
“Eh, w-what is it?”


  She appeared surprised and anxiously turned in my direction. Looking at her, I slowly bowed my head.


  “I caused you trouble last time, so let me apologize for the things I did…”
“Eh, what is it!? Which one!?”


  Faced with my sincere apology, Ajisai-san was at a loss. Ah, even her agitated face looks super cute…


  If only Ajisai-san had been the one to ask me out, instead of Satsuki-san, I might've hesitated. Well, enough with the daydreaming. No matter which alternate universe it was, there wouldn't be one where Ajisai-san picked me as a potential love interest anyway.


  Wait, what on earth was I thinking?


  



  “Hey, hey, Rena-chan, Aa-chan.”


  There's another beauty who suddenly appeared and rested her chin on top of my desk.


  The little sister of everyone in Ashi-High, Koyanagi Kaho-chan. With a straightforward personality, she was able to gain everyone's affection, whether it's from boys or girls. That side of hers resembled Mai a bit. She always proudly declared herself as “Mai's fan” and wore a yellow hair-tie, calling it Mai's color.


  She had clear eyes and a sharp nose line, and her cheerful attitude made her look attractive and charming to everyone.


  In fact, she would fit as an excellent lady if she were to act a bit more graceful, but I wouldn't have been able to talk to her if she became like that, so I preferred her current version.


  



  “Kaho-chan, the class is starting, you know?”
“Y-yeah, the teacher is coming.”
“Be-fo-re that!”


  Acting like she had a secret to share, she closed the distance between us and whispered.


  “That thing two weeks from now, let's do it in one swoop and bang.”
“Aah, that talk about an outing between the five of us?”
“Ssh! Too loud, Rena-chan!”
“Ah, sorry.”
“You're louder than Rena-chan, though!”
“Let's not get too hung up on the trivial details. There's one important thing that needs our attention.”


  Kaho-chan gave an eye signal toward Mai and Satsuki-san's direction.


  “Do you think those two will manage to make up before our promised date?”
“Let's see...their fight sure is dragging along for quite a while.”


  Both Kaho-chan and Ajisai-san nodded in agreement.


  Just like earlier today, Mai and Satsuki-san hadn't had a proper interaction for the past few days. Even if a third party were to step in, there's a limit to how much they could do for them. In the end, those two should have been dealing with their problems on their own, is what I thought but…


  “Uuu, uu, I want to hang out with everyone~~~! Wanna go wanna go wanna go wanna go~! It's unacceptable if we're not together~~~~!”


  Kaho-chan totally became a spoiled brat!


  Kaho-chan who swung her arms wildly suddenly stopped and peeked in my direction, and then started moving again like a fish out of the water.


  T-this is…!


  The sudden trial made me nervous.


  That obvious sign...she wanted someone to give her a sharp comeback, right…? ...I should do something… A retort, to Kaho-chan...!


  “S, stop thaaat...!”


  I timidly said it while grabbing the tip of Kaho-chan's finger.


  After I did that, Kaho-chan completely stopped her movements like a robot with their battery pulled out and looked at me with a lonely gaze.


  “Haa, I give you my thanks, Rena-chan...As I thought, it's not the same unless it's Saa-chan who does it for me. I think she already turned my body into something that's no longer able to survive without her…”
“S-sorry...”
“That momentary sensation where she hits you with a chop, that pain was on a level where it left you unable to laugh or cry. It was really something else…”


  From the back, someone let out an objection, “I've never done something like that.” Huh so she could normally hear us since the beginning.


  “If only we had an inkling of the source of the problem, we might have been able to provide assistance…”


  Listening to Ajisai-san's reasonable statement made me jumpy.


  Even though I knew the source of their problem, still...It's plainly impossible to tell them without Satsuki-san's permission, and that permission is not something you could obtain anyway…


  Kaho-chan stood up and thrust her fist upward.


  “I won't give up! I'll definitely make that outing come true! For now I'll do what I can to help them make up! The summer of our freshmen year won't come for the second time after all!”


  Kaho-chan's voice echoed inside the quiet classroom. Everyone practically heard her declaration…


  



  I peeked at two who were the source of the aforementioned problem.


  Mai tilted her neck slightly, while Satsuki-san acted like she didn't hear the whole thing and concentrated on her note.


  “Koyanagi, go back to your seat.”
“Okay, ma'am. Ah, your maxi skirt is very on point today, very cute!”
“Thank you for the compliment.”


  I secretly let out a huge sigh.


  In contrast to Kaho-chan's wish, Satsuki-san showed no willingness to patch up her relationship with Mai though…


  



  During the lunch break, Satsuki-san wandered off somewhere on her own while Mai acted cheery as always. The four of us proceeded to have lunch together as usual. 


  Our lunch time felt heavier than usual since it seemed like everyone was avoiding any topic concerning Satsuki-san. Even though I intended to keep the atmosphere in our group normal, once I realized that Satsuki-san wasn't present, I couldn't escape the sense of discomfort. Nonetheless, this feeling was obviously eating me up from the inside like paranoia.


  Coincidentally, I was the type that would get uselessly exhausted when exposed to this kind of dreary situation…


  



  I was in a pinch. My communication disorder was bad enough that I took massive damage just from a day's worth of conversations, and now this. I was stuck in a situation where I needed to pretend that everything was alright.


  This is too difficult for me...


  Yeah, plainly impossible. I would not last if this situation kept going. Of course, if by some chance, the two of them managed to make up and we ended up hanging out together, it would spell another disaster for me. But still, this was not the time to think about that.


  Because if this awkward situation kept getting dragged on, I'd surely die.


  



  “Kaho-chan, let me help you!”
“O, ou? You look motivated, Rena-chan!”


  I caught Kaho-chan in front of the bathroom.


  “Yeah! Well, it's not like I can do anything grand since I couldn't think of a plan and I have zero confidence. I'm only able to provide you with my feelings of wanting them to make up...Yeah, I have nothing other than, feelings...forgive me for my lack of social skills...Sorry…”
“Eh!? Okay then, I'll gladly accept your feelings………...Huh, if you phrase it like that, I wouldn't have any other choice than saying that, right!?”


  And then we arrived at the after-school time.


  The moment where I was inadvertently dragged into another ridiculous mess…………


  



  ***


  



  “Well then, let's go home, girls.”


  Mai walked over to my seat after greeting everyone in class. 


  It was thehe usual when Ajisai-san and Kaho-chan prepared their stuff for going home and I waited for them. 


  “Wanna stop by somewhere?”
“Ah, since I'm free today, that might be nice. How about taking a walk around the station?”
“Sounds good, right, Rena-chan?”
“Ah, yeah.”


  Honestly, my mental condition had already reached its limit considering the chain of events that transpired since morning. I really wanted to go home quickly...but I couldn't turn down their invitations…


  Thanks to Ajisai-san, that troublesome curse where I couldn't turn down any invitation had subsided to a certain degree, and I was able to overcome my trauma. But that didn't mean I was magically transformed into someone I aspired to be.


  Turning down others' invitations simply caused me a lot of mental stress!


  Of course, Mai recognized the turmoil inside my head.


  “I see, so you have something to do, Renako? Let's just go by ourselves. Kaho, Ajisai.”


  Uh, she helped me again.


  But I was really thankful…


  I felt happy, but also pathetic. I let out an awkward laugh in the form of an agreement in response to Mai's statement.


  When suddenly something soft latched onto my arm.


  



  “That's right.”


  Huh?


  Mai, Ajisai-san, and even Kaho-chan appeared to be surprised as they looked in my direction. Or rather than my direction, their eyes fixated on black-haired beauty beside me.


  It's Satsuki-san.


  “Amaori and I need to do something, let's go.”
“Eh, w-wait!?”


  She gripped my arm tightly like a spoiled girlfriend indulging in skinship with her boyfriend.


  Wait, no, this isn't something cutesy like that. It's like an officer restraining a prisoner's arms!


  “You have things to do, right?”
“Huh!? Uh, nah, that's!?”
“With-me-right?”


  She's staring like a hawk.


  What's written on her face is, “So you want to continue our talk this morning right here right now? I don't mind though, but I wonder what'll happen to you later?”.


  She's threatening me!


  



  Kaho-chan sensed something and took action before I could manage to say anything. 


  “I see I see! I'll trust Saa-chan to you! And we will go home with MaiMai! Right!?”


  Wink wink, Kaho-chan gave me a signal.


  No, stop it! You totally misunderstood the entire situation!


  Rather than a plan to mend their relationship, this was a plan to drive Mai into destruction, are you okay with that!?


  Satsuki-san was being really forceful as she pulled my arms, s-someone, help me~~!


  “Renako, you…”


  I felt like I was being pierced by Mai's sharp gaze.


  This was bad. At this rate, she would confront Satsuki-san since she knows that I'm being held against my will and that would lead to a much more complicated situation……..No, please just spare me from that!


  



  “Y-yeah! That's the thing, so...sorry girls! I'll see you tomorrow!”


  If you (Satsuki-san) pull a stunt like this, I wouldn't have any other choice than going along with you, would I?!


  



  I quickly moved my legs and followed after Satsuki-san.


  From behind, I could hear Ajisai-san's hazy voice, “Re-Rena-chan~~? Why are you linking arms with her like that~~???” I toughened my heart and kept walking.


  You see, this is...simply Satsuki-san's evil plan to make Mai pissed, okay!!?


  



  “Just spare me, please.”
“That's why I'm treating you right now.”
“Vending machine stuff…”
“What? Dissatisfied?”
“Of course not…”


  Clunk. I picked the green tea from the vending machine and drank it to refresh myself. I think my mind managed to clear up a little. I walked toward the table where Satsuki-san was and took a seat.


  She brought me here, to the food court inside the station building.


  It's not that crowded and a pretty comfortable place, but I was still breaking out in a cold sweat thanks to Satsuki-san resting her chin on her palm across from me.


  “Anyway,”


  Satsuki-san laughed sinisterly after drinking her beverage through a cup with [I hate unpleasant taste] written on it.


  “Did you see her face? She was so shocked back there. I love this feeling.”


  What a wicked smile…


  



  “That's enough, right? You inflicted damage on her, doesn't that mean your revenge has succeeded? So you can make up with her and be friends again starting tomorrow, right?”
“Of course, this is only the beginning.”
“Right…”


  Satsuki, with her palm on her cheek, smiled while looking at me.


  “You really are her most precious, huh.”
“It really makes you wonder, right…”
“It's whatever at this point. What's important is, it would be very effective to date you.”
“You won't be satisfied until you go that far, eh...”
“I properly said that I like you, right? I'm pretty shy so my way of confessing might be a bit confusing...how about you assume it's something like that?”
“That's cute but still! That's not the truth, right!?”


  I lazily rested my body on the table. Satsuki-san looked like she momentarily wavered before making up her mind and staring at me.


  



  I unconsciously held my breath. Satsuki-san's sharp eyes, rather than shining brightly, looked muddy, to the point that they looked boring instead of gorgeous. Even so, I personally thought that they had their own charm and looked beautiful. 


  Her lustrous hair always looked dazzling, like a bird's feather that got wet after the rain.


  When I looked at her, she reminded me of the moon shining bright amidst a dark sky. I was always captivated by those lonely eyes, and whenever I gazed upon them, I couldn't help but feel a slight pain in my chest.


  “Ughh…”


  So I quickly averted my gaze. I think I'll never be able to beat her for the rest of my life.


  



  “Even you...went through a lot of hardships because of her, right?”
“That's...well, yes…”


  The latest event that came to mind is when she fooled me and took me to a party out of nowhere. My lifespan shrank by 100 years thanks to that.


  If I didn't do something about it, she'd keep leading me around. I understood it well.


  But rather than conspiring with Satsuki-san's evil plan, I preferred to do things according to my own will, using my own power…


  



  “However, I still think that this way of doing things is a bit...If we show Mai that we're dating, it'll only inflict wounds on her...and as a friend, it's a bit too much…”
“Friend…”


  Satsuki-san muttered under her breath. She moved her gaze toward the cup on her hand.


  “Amaori, are you, my friend?”
“Eh?”


  What do you mean…?


  If I interpret it in a literal meaning, it might be a bit hard to think of her as my friend..…


  “I, I don't know…”
“...You really are blunt.”
“Because…!”


  I gripped the green tea tightly.


  “We've never talked in private before, and when I thought of you as a friend, you denied it. That gave me quite a shock! Besides, if I merrily answer you with, “Of course! I always thought of you as my precious friend!” you look like you'll get mad anyway!”
“I won't get mad but I'll definitely ask for your willingness to cooperate with me.”
“That's not my point! That way of handling things, please stop it since I won't fall for that!”


  I shouted. I no longer had any way to resist Satsuki-san. Only thing that remained were my tears.


  But then Satsuki-san opened her mouth while resting her chin on her hand.


  “It's okay, I get it.”
“Eh…”


  Seemingly sulking, she turned her face away.


  “Even I understand that underhanded methods like these won't go well. Also, I never intended to use you against your own will. I'm sorry for making you go along with my selfishness.”
“Ah, umm, it's okay…”


  If she suddenly apologizes like that, of course I was going to get flustered.


  What should I do...


  



  “Also, we're not friends. We are just two people who got tangled up together since we joined the same circle. That's it.”


  Satsuki-san ended our conversation with that.


  ...I just made her confess her true thoughts.


  But to leave her with a, “Well then, I'll take my leave since my games are waiting for me,” here... I didn't have the courage to do that...


  “Umm.”
“What.”


  I observed her expressions.


  “Is it okay if I assume that you've agreed to make up with Mai?”
“................You, did you seriously come to such a conclusion based on our conversation just now?”
“Eh, am I wrong...?”
“This is why you are…”


  She stared at me like she was looking at an insect. Scary!


  



  “The bad blood between you two makes the atmosphere turn awkward and it's kinda hard for me to come to school...if I stop coming to school and burden my parents again…”
“Wait a sec, Amaori. Why do you look like you are about to cry...Eh could it be that that was a threat? You have the nerve to threaten me?”


  I don't understand myself…


  “Aah, geez.”


  Satsuki-san's voice filled with irritation.


  “I get it, I'll do it. You only need me to make up with her, right? Just like always, I only need to bow down to that clueless woman even though she's the source of the problem!”
“Eh...Satsuki-san...you're so kind…”
“But in exchange.”
“Scary!”


  Satsuki-san put up two fingers and directed them at me.


  “Two weeks. Give me your time and date me for two weeks. When we're done, I'll apologize to her.”


  Two weeks, it means everything will end just before summer break starts.


  “I'll properly ask you this time. That idiot, she has never considered me a threat this entire time, so there's no way I can let this chance slip away after I've found her weakness. That's why.”


  It's just slightly, but Satsuki-san bowed her head down.


  To this me.


  “I ask you to cooperate.”


  Unlike our previous conversations, this time her voice sounds serious.


  



  …….It's not like Satsuki-san hates Mai. I understood that much.


  Before, when Mai had that romance activity party, Satsuki-san asked me to stop her, even though she did not know what was going through my mind. She did it because she cared about Mai.


  In a certain sense, she saved Mai. If that Satsuki-san is asking me for a favor, then…


  I slowly looked into her eyes.


  “I think I can manage if it's that much...But still, don't ask me for the impossible since I have my own limit…”
“Sure.”


  Satsuki-san finally looked relaxed and the tense atmosphere since earlier went away.


  “Also, thank you, Amaori.”
“Yeah…”
“Well then, we'll be dating starting tomorrow for the next two weeks. Is this okay with you?”
“Uuuh, yes…”


  Everything happened so suddenly that my brain couldn't catch up with it all...


  But...yeah.


  My personality wouldn't allow me to reject anyone's request or invitation. Going by that, it would've hurt my conscience to reject Satsuki-san.


  



  Unlike this average me, Satsuki-san is a strong person. But that didn't mean she deserves to get beaten down numerous times just because she's capable of enduring it. That's why I could come to sympathize with the part of her reaching out to me for help. 


  I couldn't directly get them to make up since it was a problem between friends, but if I could help them mend their relationship by doing this, I had no other choice… this was my reason.


  Just a bit more.


  When I imagined a frustrated Mai defeated by Satsuki-san, I felt like I would like to see that, but also not at the same time...it's a little complicated.


  Don't lose heart now…!


  “Please take care of me…”


  And with that, we agreed to fake our relationship for the next two weeks.


  



  It's Satsuki-san after Mai, huh…


  



  But this could be a perfect chance. Since we are going to be pretend lovers for two weeks, unlike the switching situation with Mai, I might be able to grasp the true concept of being lovers. By doing this, I could make sure that I was really not cut out to have a romantic relationship with anyone.


  I should see this in a positive light, or it wouldn't go well otherwise, I thought. 


  



  We cleaned our table and then left the food court.


  The evening air during July felt lukewarm.


  I went through a lot of things today, mainly caused by Satsuki-san though…


  “Satsuki-san?”


  When we left the food court, Satsuki-san stopped her steps.


  “Hey, is it okay if we stop by somewhere before we go home?”
“Eh? Yeah, ah, if it's not a crowded place…”
“What was that? I'm not that woman. It's okay, it's close by.”


  I didn't really mind if it was close by, so I followed Satsuki-san's steps from behind.


  It took around five minutes of walking from the station before Satsuki-san stopped in front of a small shrine in the middle of a residential area. There were grade schoolers who had just come home from school and were playing ball by the side of the shrine's ground. 


  Amidst the calming atmosphere, a soft wind blew and made the air feel refreshing.


  “Somehow it feels nice here.”
“Yeah. This place holds special memories for me.”


  We walked past the Torii gate, following the narrow path leading to the small shrine.


  I sneaked in a glance at Satsuki-san standing right in front of the shrine. She sure was a sight to behold...Unlike Mai, her beauty screams Yamato Nadeshiko. I bet traditional Japanese clothing like a kimono or a Miko's uniform will look amazing on her.
(TL Note: Yamato Nadeshiko is known as the ‘ideal Japanese woman')


  “Umm, so you often come here?”
“That's right. Especially when I need some extra motivation to do my best.”
“That's lovely.”
“It was during elementary school when Oozuka Mai somehow got dejected and clung to me right at this very place as her last resort...Fufufu…
“Is that lovely!?”
“It was an unforgettable and exhilarating memory”


  Was she reminiscing a past where she managed to snatch a victory over Mai…?


  “What is your intention bringing me to this palace that stands as a memento over your battle?”
“Since we are determined to defeat that woman, no other place is more fitting to make our oaths toward each other, don't you think?”
“We won't defeat her! You need to make up with her! Tying your knots with each other!”


  Wait, tying knots sounds wrong.


  “Whatever, and that's why, Amaori. Even though it's just for two weeks.”


  Satsuki-san tucked her hair behind her ear and looked straight at me.


  Her cheeks were smeared in red when the sun began to set behind her, and my heart naturally skipped a beat looking at her.


  “I'm someone with a lot of flaws, and considering my personality, people often label me as a woman made of ice. I'm perfectly aware that I'm a loner. I might not be someone that fulfills your personal preference...but, I assure you that I'm someone that will surely repay you for your help.”


  I don't know about repaying a favor, but I'm perfectly sure that she's the type who could hold grudges really well.


  “No, that's...huh what did you mean by my personal preference?”
“Your type is a blondie with blue eyes, and has a quarter blood, right?”
“You normally wouldn't meet someone like that, though!?”
“Someone like Sena then.”
“Ugh.”


  Hearing the sudden mention of Ajisai-san's name, I couldn't give an answer.


  “Wait, I think you misunderstand something. I never said that I prefer women, right!?”
“Really? If that's the case, I really am not your type then.”


  Umm, but I never said that I don't like them though…


  Huh, no, that's wrong! Mai really dragged me down the wrong path!


  



  “Anyway, despite the circumstances, you're willing to go out with me, and that's why I need to do my best as your lover.”


  S-somehow it's become something serious…She's doing all of this really properly...


  “B-but it's not like you like me, right? You just want to date me since Mai likes me.”
“That's true.”


  See, I wasn't wrong!


  And then Satsuki-san continued.


  “My feelings have nothing to do with this, but since we are getting into a real relationship, I want to commit to this properly.”
“This is somehow turning into a formal marriage interview-like situation…”
“That's not too far fetched, this is a formal marriage interview in a sense.”


  



  These days, there were a lot of reasons that people got married. For example, for the sake of raising children, economical reasons, or simply out of love.


  Of course, there were a lot of circumstances behind a marriage that are more than simply love and the desire to be together.


  It also applied to me and Satsuki-san, since Satsuki-san wanted to take revenge on Mai and I simply wanted them to make up.


  This was a contract that would benefit both parties, and I thought it put us on the same pedestal. But I guess Satsuki-san wasn't satisfied with that condition. 


  



  “That's why, even though it's just for a short while, I'll do my best as your spouse to support you.”
“E-eeeeh…….t-that way of phrasing is a bit…”


  I felt my body temperature slowly rising, spouse...a spouse…


  Satsuki-san wasn't able to hide her embarrassment either.


  “Why are you getting flustered like that.”
“No, it's just, considering it's Satsuki-san, the way you phrased it startled me…”
“I don't know what kind of Satsuki exists inside your head, but I admit that I'm troubling you with this request. That's why I plan to show you that I can treat you well.”
“And what do you mean by that exactly…?”


  Satsuki-san simply stared at me without saying anything.


  What was it!?


  “You can go ahead and expect great things.”
“Hiii…”


  This was bad. My head felt like it would explode at any moment.


  



  Before I could end up picturing an indecent version of Satsuki-san, I desperately erased the whole thing from my mind by swiftly moving my hand.


  She usually walked around with a sour look plastered over her face and a stoic attitude, yet she suddenly made that kind of expression out of nowhere, directed only at me. The impact of that gap was so strong, it almost brought me to my knees.


  For a shabby character like me, rather than a sparkling character like Mai, someone who preferred to stand in the shadows, like Satsuki-san, was far more suited after all!


  “Wait...you, you are blushing right now”
“Eh!? I am!?”


  It was obvious!


  “You...so it's like that. I won't criticize your preferences, but if you really want to do stuff, I will, do my best...to indulge you…”
“W-wait!!”


  I couldn't stand that kind of relationship though!? I preferred being friends than lovers! Getting my heart beat faster over a romance-like event is simply a burden!


  “I don't want that! I totally didn't have any intention to do that! I swear stuff like that never occurred inside my mind since the day I was born!”


  What the heck was I shouting? This was not the type of conversation you have inside a holy ground.


  “Okay then, it puts me at ease since I'm not really experienced with things like that…”
“I definitely won't seek stuff like that from you!”


  When she heard my desperate rebuttal, she raised an eyebrow.


  “...But you did stuff with Oozuka Mai, right? I'm not convinced.”
“Can you stop competing with her over something like this!? Anyway, we did stuff but I never asked for it! She's one-sidedly doing this and that on her own!”
“Nevertheless, I'm also confident that society considers me to be at a high level according to beauty standards and you still say you're not interested?”
“I know it perfectly well! Since you are tremendously beautiful!”


  When she heard me say that, Satsuki-san started playing with her hair as she said, “That's a given,” while acting like she didn't care about compliments like that. But Satsuki-san, you can't look indifferent if you blush like that!


  



  “In the first place, why did you use words like spouse or marriage? Those words are too heavy...considering it's only for two weeks…”
“You...so you are that kind of an easy woman…?”
“Nnnnn!! That's not what I meant!”


  She looked displeased and that gaze hurt!


  “I don't know about you, but I'll still act based on my own beliefs.”
“But the real reason you're doing this is for your revenge against Mai, right…”
“I'll act based on my own beliefs.”


  I understood…


  “Well then, two weeks is a short time, but…”
“Yes. Please take care of me, dear.”


  ….Just now, did she call me [Dear] with that kind of nuance? It felt very wrong, don't you think? Did her [Dear] means that [Dear] which a wife calls her husband with? That's not it, right? It might have just been my imagination…
(TL Note: This is lost-in-translation but Satsuki uses [Anata] to refer to Renako here. It basically means [You] but is also a word that a wife uses toward her husband.)


  “Unexpectedly, Satsuki-san might have the potential to be a good wife in the future...”
“Really? I wonder. You really look like you prefer a woman who's good in bed after all…”
“That's a misunderstanding! A complete misunderstanding!”


  The me inside Satsuki-san's head had a completely perverted personality! Why did it turn into something like that!?


  We ended our conversation that sullied Satsuki-san's precious place, and left the shrine when she suddenly reached out her hand.


  Did she want to do a handshake as a way to start our contractual relationship?


  



  “That's not it, it's just, how about doing this...as a way to start off our relationship...kind of meaning.”
“Ah.”


  Satsuki-san smoothly intertwined her fingers with mine.


  A chilly sensation instantly enveloped my palm.


  It was a hand-holding between lovers.


  “I hate to do things half-heartedly after all.”
“Uhh, but, ummm.”


  Receiving that kind of treatment from someone who didn't even consider me as a friend just a moment ago gave me a bittersweet feeling.


  Satsuki-san, who walked beside me, looked like a strawberry with that color smeared all over her face.


  “...This isn't really a problem right? It's a basic thing to do as lovers anyway.”


  Looking at her pouting lips reminded me of a little girl who played with her mother's lipstick. For the first time since we met each other, rather than beautiful or scary...


  ...I thought of Satsuki-san as someone cute.


  



  The sensation in my palm was a completely different one than Mai's. It made it clear that she's a different individual. So I'm holding hands with a different woman...I won't get stabbed for this, right?


  I-I'm getting nervous…


  



  “Umm, Satsuki-san...As I thought, holding hands is…”


  



  In response to this frightened me, Satsuki-san pulled out her phone from her bag with an enthusiastic smile.


  “Hey, let's take a commemorative photo of our intertwined hands as a proof.”
“Eh.”
“Let's see, why don't we upload it on Insta? It'll certainly be a sign that she can't ignore, right? Fufu, sounds interesting. Just imagine the look of anguish on that woman's face.”
“If you do that, not just Mai but everyone in our group will discover it in an instant though!? If you do something like that, I'll file for a divorce! A divorce!”


  



  


  
    
      

      
    

  


  



  Why did I ever think of her as cute! Her real identity was a witch planning to assassinate the princess!


  



  With this, I had jumped straight into two weeks of uncertainties with no way to prepare for the things that were about to happen!


  
    

  


  Chapter 1: Being Lovers, Definitely Impossible! ー Satsuki's Arc (Part 2)


  *****


  By being lovers, it didn’t mean that we had to stick with each other while at school. In fact, everything was just like the usual before we were going out.


  Of course, we also didn’t do stuff like long phone calls or exchange romantic messages.


  Eh….then what are we going to do during this relationship….? Loving each other….? Huh, that one is the most impossible choice.


  There was only one thing that changed, which was that we always spent our time together after school, just the two of us. Umm, our relationship sure was a modest one.


  Regardless, everyone in our group didn’t say anything and perhaps assumed that it was part of Mai and Satsuki-san’s make-up plan. In fact, what I did...was really part of it, and they were not wrong to assume it like that, I thought...


  



  And so, today too, I walked home together with Satsuki-san.


  It was only a walk to the station, but unexpectedly we had a normal conversation (it’s the truth).


  “Amaori, what’s your hobby?”
“E-eh? Me?”


  I asked in return even though she was the one who asked. Satsuki-san looked at me like it was obvious. Yeah, of course…


  “For now, I want to know you better.”


  My hobby, huh…


  Gaming, watching videos about gaming, browsing the Internet, watching anime, stuff like that…


  No matter which one I chose, it’ll definitely put her off. If I told her that, I could clearly imagine Satsuki-san saying something like, “Huh, everything sounds stupid, it’s a fitting hobby for you.”... I couldn’t say it.


  No, but there was also the possibility where Satsuki-san secretly loved playing games at home, “I see. Actually I also love playing games. My playtime for Monster Hunter has reached 20,000 hours.” Let’s put a bet for this one chance!


  



  “Umm, if I should pick one, I like games, I guess.”
“Games, as in something like ‘The Game of Life’? That’s something you can play by yourself?”


  This was a reaction from someone who had never touched a video game in her whole life!


  “E-eh, yeah, something like that.”
“Amaori.”


  Her voice didn’t reflect any emotion. It made my heart skip a beat.


  “Why are you lying?”
“Eh.”


  Those magical eyes that could read people’s hearts instantly uncovered the weaknesses that lay inside my own heart.


  “Even though I asked a question for the sake of knowing you better, if you aren’t being honest, it’ll be meaningless. Just answer it properly.”


  I cried, “Uuuh, I’m sorry.”


  “Wa-wait, why are you crying?”


  I managed to keep it in so the tears didn’t flow, but Satsuki-san had made a really reasonable argument. It inflicted a perfect damage to my mental stats.


  “Actually, I love playing games. The kind of games when you play as a detective and shoot your guns—bang-bang-bang—towards people. A barbaric type of game…”


  As I thought, doing this was hard, Satsuki-san…


  



  I bet she was looking at me like she’s looking at trash. “I see, since your real life isn’t going well, you unleash your resentment through the game. I think these kinds of people are called fanatics, right? That’s pitiful.” She must be thinking something like that or other prejudices that often came from adults in television programs!


  



  Satsuki-san nodded her head.


  “Something that's called ef-pee-es, huh.”
“Do you have knowledge about those, Satsuki-san?!”
“Somehow I feel like you contempt me.”
“That’s nonsense! It’s just, since you always have this strict and uptight air around you, I thought that you labelled games as something bad! Like, it’s something for failures since it only makes you dumb!”
“I think those kinds of people with that stereotype are quite rare at this modern age, though…Well, my mother plays them once in a while, so I’m familiar with them.”
“Your mother…that’s unexpected.”


  That was very surprising. Considering it was Satsuki-san’s mother, normally I would never consider that possibility…


  “You thought that my mother was the type with sharp glasses who only say ‘Study, study!’ each time she opened her mouth?”
“You read my mind!”
“I’m not.”


  She looked at me and formed a smile.


  “But you’re right, I often hear those kinds of impressions about her even though she’s not like that. Well, it’s not like you’ll have the chance to discover the truth, though.”
“Ah, sure.”


  From her smile, it was as if she was looking at me like she wanted to know something. What was it, what was it?


  “Is it fun? That ef-pee-es?”
“Eh!? Well, umm, I wonder! It depends!”
“That’s a given, right. What I want to know is your thoughts on that.”
“R-right...Umm, then, I...like them. Whenever I play my games, I can forget about everything else…”


  Satsuki-san let out a small giggle.


  “I think I get it. When I find an interesting book, I always get so absorbed that I lose track of time and forget to sleep and eat..”
“Hee...ah, what kind of books do you like?”
“I don’t have any preference since I generally like books, but if I should mention a genre, I think something that focuses on humans…”


  Humans. I looked like I didn't understand what she meant, so Satsuki-san took a deep breath and explained it normally.


  “Something about human emotions...I guess. It’s often mentioned that people’s true nature will appear in critical situations, right? Or a situation when everything is hopeless but the character still desperately tries to look forward. I especially like it when everything is written in a frank manner.”
“I see, ah, I also like stuff like that!”
“...really?”
“Eh, I really am being honest right now!”


  Satsuki-san let out a smile when she saw me looking desperate.


  “I get it, I was joking.”
“B-bully…!”
“Why were you looking so desperate?”
“That’s…”


  I avoided her gaze.


  “I don’t want to be hated, by you…”


  I peeked at Satsuki-san’s reaction. She looked a bit surprised since her eyes were wide open.


  I was aware that I desperately faked a lot of things to make me look better on the surface. I also knew that my true self was just a nobody. That was why, I was sure that Satsuki-san would definitely hate me when she discovered that…


  But as if she was ignoring the weaknesses I buried inside, she opened her mouth,“I won’t hate you.”


  



  “Eh?”


  I couldn’t hide my surprise.


  Satsuki-san tucked her hair behind one ear and the corner of her mouth lifted slightly.


  “I never liked you that much since the beginning anyway.”
“Wait a minute!!!”


  I thought she would indulge me with her kindness, but my hope was crushed in an instant.


  Satsuki-san might just well be like a game with a rapid buff-and-nerf system, someone who I couldn’t read well.


  



  We arrived at the station, and since our houses were in opposite directions, we said our goodbyes right before the ticket gate. When I headed to my platform, she called me from behind.


  “Hey, Amaori.”
“Y-yes?”


  I prepared myself for the incoming spiteful remarks, but it seemed like I was wrong.


  “If you want, I have this novel I just finished...want to borrow it?”
“Eh? Okay, let me!”
“It’s okay if you don’t want to...huh, that was quick.”
“I’m interested in seeing what kind of books you usually read!”
“...I see.”


  Satsuki-san took a book from her school bag and handed it to me. 


  “You can return it when you’re done. I think the story is to your liking, but if you find it boring, you don’t have to push yourself to finish it.”
“Thank you!”


  With this, I could have a better conversation with her, and reading books was also one of my hobbies anyway. During my lonely time in middle school, I mainly spent my days in the infirmary or library after all…


  Satsuki-san looked a bit restless somehow.


  “I rarely do things like recommend a book to other people, but I think I should do at least this much.”


  Eh, is she being dere right now...?


  Suddenly reminded of her marriage declaration yesterday, my cheeks grew hot.


  It was late to say this now but, we are kinda dating now, right…? Borrowing her book like this, really sounded like something that lovers would do…


  



  “When I’m looking at you, it makes me want to do better.”


  Eh. My heart beat is getting louder. Do better, in what…?


  



  Satsuki-san let out a neat smile.


  “Even though we are dating, you keep dodging the question, acting distant, and keeping up an appearance. Thank you for showing me a splendidly bad example so I can learn.”


  “My utmost pleasure!” While hugging the book I borrowed from her, since it was irritating, I answered her with a yell.


  



  Inside the train, I took a seat and opened the book she lent me.


  The cover had a familiar sensation and was nice to touch. It felt like it still had Satsuki-san’s warmth left on it. I unconsciously brought my face closer to the book and just before I sniffed it, I broke myself out of my trance.


  What the heck was I doing. Time out, that did not count. Let’s just read the book.


  My experience with reading was limited to light novels, and this time it seemed like she had lent me...classic literature? Uh, if this turned out to be a kind of difficult book, it might be too hard for me…


  



  When I started reading, it turned out that the writing style was something that was easy to read, which was what I had thought initially.


  The story was about a 27-year old office lady as the protagonist. Uh-huh, let’s see how it goes.


  I see. Starting from the third page, the protagonist met this female high-schooler and slowly, it turned into a series of displaying their carnal desires over and over, while the depiction of their dramatic moment was written carefully.


  



  ………………………


  



  Feeling the blood rushing to my face, I closed the book in my hand with a loud thud.


  It seemed like the other passengers were looking at me oddly.


  



  Koto Satsuki...Koto Satsuki………


  My body was shaking to contain my feelings, while I silently lashed out with my anger.


  The heck with, “I think the story is up to your liking”!!?


  



  ***


  



  And with that.


  The next day, I went to school with the main intention of complaining to Satsuki-san. When I met Mai the first thing in the morning, she greeted me with a dazzling smile just like the morning sun, and my heart instantly filled with guilt.


  “Good morning.”
“G-good morning…”


  Without thinking, I gave her a simple reply to avoid talking with her any further and went straight to my seat.


  “Fumu,” Mai looked like she was convinced with something judging by her reaction, but since her voice was hazy, I couldn’t really be sure about that. 


  



  Once again, I couldn’t stop my negative thoughts. I was getting swept away by Satsuki-san and ended up agreeing with her condition to date her after all.


  While I was having my battle with Mai to decide our relationship between lovers and best friends, I had carelessly agreed to date Satsuki-san even though it was just for two weeks…


  



  Unfaithful? Unhealthy relationship? This was a huge problem considering her feelings...but this was for the wellbeing of Mai and Satsuki-san’s relationship., In short, I was doing this for Mai’s sake!


  So this was not a form of betrayal, and wouldn’t become a problem! Probably!


  Aah, a human’s relationship is so complicated!


  But still, yeah, in the end, they would  make up after two weeks and the atmosphere wouldn’t be as bad as before. I just needed to bear with this situation for a while and it would be over. I could do this. Yup.


  And just after I thought of that this morning!


  



  “Renako, just a moment.”
“Eh? ...Geh!”


  Mai called out to me during lunch break.


  W-what was the deal with this girl! Do the Royals really have special skills?!


  We walked along the corridor side by side. Right now, Mai had her hair tied up, so she was in her best friend mode. It gave me a sense of relief.


  



  “E-err, rooftop?”
“No, I’m sorry, being outdoors during this season is bad since my skin is pretty sensitive to UV rays. But since it’s an important place for us, I’ll prepare an umbrella so we can talk there if you want.”
“Too conspicuous...then, where are we heading to? Empty classroom?”
“A quiet place.”


  Nevertheless, considering her popularity, the place that was able to let Oozuka Mai have a private talk was scarce in this whole school. It would be different after school, but right now we were in the middle of lunch break. Even right now, she kept returning the greetings of other students we met while walking.


  I believed that Mai was aware of this fact...wait, was she? I was getting worried. She wouldn’t lead me to the broadcasting room and shout her love there while the whole school listened to it, right…? It was bad enough when we were at the party last time, but if she did something like that, I guarantee that the whole school would ignore me…


  



  We arrived at the school’s entrance and Mai changed into her outdoor shoes and headed outside. Were we heading to some sketchy place?


  I was wrong. Mai’s legs kept moving toward the school’s gate. I see. If we talked outside the school, there wouldn’t be any students who were able to listen to our conversations.


  I was wrong again. When I exited the gate, there was a black limousine waiting for us right in front of me.


  



  Ha? …...Ha?


  



  A woman in a black suit who looked like the driver stepped out and opened the door to the back seat.


  “Please go inside, darling.”


  Mai took my hand and escorted me inside.


  The interior was pretty wide, complete with a table that might have been the same size as a billiard table. There was also a refrigerator inside. Along the wall, there was a wide variety of western liquors lined up.


  Uooo, this was the world inside a movie…


  



  I took a seat and felt like my hip was getting sucked in by the cushion. So soft…


  Mai sat facing me and crossed her beautiful leg. What an overwhelming dignity.


  “Since no one would dare come here, we can talk about anything, right?”
“You’re right, but...yes, you are definitely right, but still?! Why are you so smug with a face like saying, ‘It’s a great idea, right?’?! Rather than being creative, this is plainly exploiting the power of money to win the battle!”
“It’s a win anyway, who cares about the means. Want to drink something? Scotch? Bourbon? Or should I order a cocktail?”
“Do you have your own set of laws so you can completely ignore Japanese law?! Where can you find high-schoolers who spend their lunch-break drinking cocktails?!”
“It’s another secret just between two of us. Somehow our secrets keep multiplying, huh?”
“We’re breaking legal drinking age, though?! I never thought the day where my own classmate invites me to do something like this would come!”


  While we were bickering with each other, the driver had already finished pouring Perrier inside some glasses and served them. Huh, so it’s just fancy water…


  



  Wait, no, now’s not the time to be calm. We still hadn’t touched on the main problem.


  I was sure that she called me out here to talk about Satsuki-san. I needed to explain this to Mai in a calm and precise manner.


  Mai let out a smile and asked me her first question.


  “...it seems like you’re getting along with Satsuki as of lately. Since when did your relationship become like that?”
“Ah, umm, the thing is!”


  The sudden question put my mind in a blank state. I was really weak when it came to the real thing!


  


  
    
      

      
    

  


  


  “That’s, somehow, uuuh...what was it again, umm...actually it started the day before yesterday, umm, I just thought that it would be great if we get along with each other, kind of thing!”


  I placed my hand on the back of my head while letting out an awkward laugh.


  “No, it’s...umm…”
“Yes?”


  Mai tilted her head a little. I let out a weak groan.


  “Please allow me to apologize.”
“Why is that? Renako, did you do something that you need to apologize for?”
“Uhh, I wonder...I just need to say it.”


  I groaned again, a bitter expression on my face.


  “Listen, Mai...we are friends, right...?”
“For now, we are Rema friends, right?”


  I anxiously moved my hand like holding an imaginary basketball. I needed to say it.


  



  “If, by any chance, you get involved with a person, but it’ll cause a clash with other parties since they are having different intentions…What do you think I should do when I am trapped in that kind of situation?” 
“I never thought that you would answer my question with your worries.”


  Mai let out a bitter smile.


  My worries…? So that’s it, this was that kind of thing…


  “Let’s see, I get it, Renako.”


  



  But Mai does look like someone I could depend on when it came to things like this. Wait, really? Are you sure you’re not deceived by her gorgeous appearance, brain?


  



  “I bet Satsuki planned something to get back at me and she asked you to cooperate, which led you to your anguish since you feel bad for me. Am I wrong?”
“Eh...how did you know…?”
“That’s a given, since I am Oozuka Mai.”


  With a charisma like a princess who dearly loves her subjects, she neatly summed up my problem in one go.


  “What a cool friend I have…”


  I restrained myself before other feelings grew for Mai (best friend version).


  



  “And so, your anguish was born out of love you had for me.”
“Ah, that one is wrong.”


  I rejected her notion instantly, but Mai didn’t seem like she minded it.


  “Of course I know. You are a lovely person who always thinks about your surroundings, that’s why you’re always torn between your friends’ circumstances. But since that’s one of your good points, I won’t dare to complain about that. I don’t mind if you have someone beside you for now, since I’ll make sure that you’ll come back to me, and this Oozuka Mai will be your last.”


  What was she...an empress...!?


  “Instead, I’m quite glad seeing you get along with Satsuki since it’ll also benefit me. Even though she looks like that, she’s a very gentle person inside. I’m sure you’ll have a great relationship with her.”


  So Mai thought of Satsuki-san as someone like that…


  Mai who had her hair tied up looked more mature than usual. So this was the quality of Ashigaya High Schools’ super darling...someone who took away every student’s heart, our school’s Goddess of the Sun…!


  



  “Err...Mai and Satsuki-san knew each other since before we enrolled in high school, right?”
“Aah, that’s right. We first met during spring in our fifth grade.”
“Since elementary school...”


  They were practically childhood friends then. Somehow it was a bit confusing.


  “Huh, you two had a period when you were attending elementary school…?”
“I was born normally as a baby and grew up to become the current me after all. But I’m glad that I met you in high school, since the childhood me was a foolish little girl.”
“Really!?”


  Mai looked a bit shy and placed her finger on her lips.


  “Aah, I thought it was natural for everyone to shower me with their adoration. I was a textbook spoiled little lady. I didn’t realize how lucky I was with everything that had been given to me since I was born. A really naive and arrogant little girl.”


  That was...not really different from her current self, right…? Still, I didn’t dare to point that out since the other party was Mai.


  “Satsuki is one of the very few friends I have who know about me from back then. Honestly, I have a lot of embarrassing things I don’t want to remember...Before, I said that you are my destined person, right?”
“Eh? Yes.”


  The topic suddenly changed.


  “The fact that I met you back then won’t change. It also applies to my encounter with Satsuki. She’s someone who has always stayed beside me since then. We spent our days together for a long time and made a lot of irreplaceable memories.”
“Yeah, I see...”


  I have never had any interactions with friends up until middle school...But I understood how Mai felt.


  During my truancy, it was a very dark period for me, but my sister stayed beside me even though we often bickered and she showered me with harsh words. Even so, it still saved me somehow and things had turned out to become like this.


  But unlike Mai, I couldn’t be honest and praise my sister, saying she’s a good person. As I thought, Mai really was more mature than me.


  



  “In short, Mai really likes Satsuki-san.”


  Not just as a normal friend, but her precious friend.


  Mai giggled at my words.


  “I wonder about that, since currently the other party is unwilling to talk to me.”
“Yeah...that’s it, that’s the case!”


  I enthusiastically pointed my finger at her.


  “If you think of her as someone precious, just hurry and make up!”
“Even though you told me to make up, it’s not like I have any problems with her, though?”
“Eeehh…?”


  In response to my disappointment, Mai shrugged her shoulders.


  “Satsuki is stubborn and won’t give up once she sets her mind on something no matter how much time has passed. It’s okay, you can play along with her plan and help her achieve what she wants.”


  While saying that, she let out a very confident smile.


  ...but that, she just agreed on something that spelled trouble, though...


  



  “Really? Are you really okay with me playing along with her plan?”
“It will reduce my time with you, and it will be hard for me, but I’m okay with that much. You also want to do that, right? Then what I should do is respect your wish. Please take care of Satsuki for me.”


  Facing Mai who showed her Empress’ level of generosity, I asked her one last time.


  “Are you sure? To let her do as she pleases? Are you really, really sure?!”
“Aah, I already said it, right? We still have a lot of time until our graduation to deepen our relationship. It won’t be a problem to make one or two stops for our growth. The minimum age of marriage is 18 years old anyway.”


  I wondered if Mai agreed on doing this much since she still felt guilty about what happened back then... 


  “Is that so...okay then…”


  Deep down, I was really thankful for her benevolence.


  With this, I could reduce the remorse and pain I had during my time with Satsuki-san. I didn’t know how much she understood, but...thank you, Mai.


  Mai let out a small breath. She looked at the glass with the Perrier inside with a cloudy face.


  “If only I knew we'd spend time with just the two of us like this, it would have been great if I hadn’t tied up my hair this morning.”
“B-but, since you tied it up, you helped me a lot with your advice as my friend.”


  “Really? I'm really glad if that's the case,” Mai answered with a crisp laughter.


  “If you choose to become my lover, I will treat you four times better and won’t let you meet any hardship in your life. Of course I’ll make sure to spoil you every day. How about it?” 
“No thank you! I’m trying to challenge myself to become a better person and you offer me that?!”


  Mai’s affection was really overwhelming. I felt like she was always trying to spoil me.


  For me, a pinch-of-sugar level of affection with a normal friendship sort of bond was good enough.


  



  ***


  



  “Amaori, let’s go home.”
“Y-yes.”


  Just like her initial plan, Satsuki-san fully intended to show how good our relationship was by leaving the classroom together like this but I couldn’t really put my feelings on it. Sounded like me alright...


  When I walked toward the door, my gaze met with Mai’s and I waved my hand.


  “U, umm...see you tomorrow, Oozuka-san.”
“Aah, be careful on your way home. See you tomorrow.”


  She replied my farewell with a bright smile that filled my vision. Suddenly the witch came to obstruct my view.


  “Now hurry and go home, dear.”
“Ah, huh.”


  What was she thinking, to use that word with that tone! Someone will catch on if you’re being that direct, Satsuki-san!


  “............”


  Mai still displayed her usual smile on the surface, but her cheeks twitched for a moment there!


  Uuuh, she perfectly made use of my personality for her own benefit…


  Once we reached the corridor, I questioned her behavior, “Aren’t you being too forceful, Satsuki-san?”


  “I already told you that I would treat you well, right?”


  Eh!?


  She looked at me, all shaken up, through the corner of her eyes and formed a thin smile.


  “Let’s go.”
“W-where…?”
“A good place.”


  Satsuki-san dragged me toward someplace she wanted to go...Hieee, I’m still underage, you know...!?


  



  Ah, we arrived at our destination.


  It looked old and quiet, the lighting was pretty dim, and I felt like we were entering our own secret base since I didn’t feel anyone’s presence other than us. The chilly temperature lingering around the air enveloped our skin.


  “This is a library!”
“That’s right.”
“It’s very refreshing since they have air conditioning!”
“That’s great, right? Now stop being rowdy.”


  Aye aye.


  This was a public library located a bit far from our school. We sat side by side at the studying corner. It seemed like she usually borrowed her books from this library.


  



  “Umm...and so, what did you mean by ‘treat me well’ exactly?”
“Of course, I’ll tutor you.”
“Is that so…”


  Satsuki-san looked confused when she saw my reaction.


  “Why did you cover your face with your palms? It’s not like you’re delighted that you want to cry, right?”
“It’s just that I hate my own thoughts.”


  I wanted to curse myself who had that kind of imagination during our trip here...I wondered why I thought of stuff like that considering it’s Satsuki-san we’re talking about…


  “Whatever. Anyway, we’re going to have final exams starting next week. How much studying have you done?”
“Eh?”


  Why did she ask me like I’ve already touched my study material?


  “A-around thirty minutes…?”


  There were days like that...when I had homework to do…


  We spent a lot of time studying in school anyway, so why should we study during our time at home? That's complete nonsense, right…?


  Satsuki-san’s eyebrows were twitching.


  “You sure are able to maintain your grade with that kind of attitude, huh. What was your average score during the last test?”


  Errr...I tried my best to remember and answer her question. Satsuki-san let out a huge sigh when she heard my score.


  Ah, that reaction hurts.


  “You see, I really don't want to date someone with terrible grades.”
“An immediate prickly reaction...Uuh, nonetheless, it’s still pretty average, even though it leans on the lower side.”


  I had desperately studied so I could attend Ashigaya High for the sake of avoiding my old classmates after all. Of course most of the students have better learning abilities than me…


  “If you’re going out with me, you should at least place yourself in the top 10, or else it would be troubling for me.”
“Huh, that’s harsh. Placing myself in the top 10 where not even three people can achieve it…!?”
“There’s precisely 10 people who are able to achieve it.”


  Her gaze felt like she was looking at a big idiot.


  “I won’t ask you to become first place like Oozuka Mai, but Sena always maintains her grade on the top 10, even Kaho can do that much.”
“For real!?”


  Uwaah...what a huge shock…


  I understand if it’s Ajisai-san, but I always thought that Kaho-chan is on my level…


  As I thought, you needed to be a top elite if you wanted to interact normally with people like Mai! A completely different breed than this perfectly normal Amaori Renako…


  Looking at me who became gloomy, Satsuki-san stared at me from my side.


  It would make me nervous if you suddenly entered my field of vision like that.


  Satsuki-san seemed aware of her own beauty, but she’s totally indifferent to what kind of damage she could inflict with that look...for me, both she and Mai have the same destructive power!


  



  “I don’t really care but, Amaori, you have a huge inferiority complex, right? If by any chance you can reduce it by your own ability, why not try doing it? I think it wouldn’t hurt to try.”
“Uh…”


  I felt like I got  punched by her fair argument…


  “Let’s see, I might’ve asked too much for top 10. It’s not good to force someone to achieve good grades that way. Still, I think getting good grades as the results of your efforts is pretty fulfilling, don’t you think?”
“That’s...I think I can understand…”


  It’s the same with playing fighting games. It’s fun when you’re able to defeat your opponent, but it excites me more when I realize that my skills have gotten better. The moment of triumph only lasts for seconds, but the moment when I figure out which part of me is able to improve, it makes me want to do even more.


  When I thought about my smiling practice, intensive make-up training, and everything that I did to improve myself...I thought working hard did suit me.


  Studying, huh…


  



  “Well, my mother will be happy if I manage to improve my grades…”
“That’s a good thing.”
“You’re right…”
“Then, let’s start. Take out your textbook.”
“Yesh…”


  And with that, our studying session began.


  At least, rather than a cheerful event like Surprise☆Sparkling Barbecue Party!, my study session with Satsuki-san felt completely normal. A thought like ‘this is impossible, totally impossible, just let me die’ never occurred in my mind.


  



  “Excuse me, Satsuki-san. May I ask about this problem?”
“Which one? Aah, this one really is a bit complicated. Listen well, to solve this problem you should change the logicー”


  Unexpectedly, Satsuki-san was really good at teaching others since it was easy to understand her explanation.


  When I had a problem, first she would confirm which part I didn’t get, and then she would break it  down step by step  and explain them to me systematically. She wouldn’t make a fool of me or get angry and annoyed at my question. She was really being objective and very patient when she taught me.


  “Could it be that Satsuki-san is the type of a good wife who’ll properly take care of her good-for-nothing husband...like, you usually look cold, but you are very kind when you teach me...something like a carrot-and-stick approach?”
“It’s not like I’m doing it on purpose. But I think being too harsh during times like this isn’t a good thing. It would be different if you get more motivated by being taught harshly though.”


  It’s okay. I was completely okay with the current arrangement.


  



  “When you are in a relationship, are you the type that will say, ‘It can’t be helped,’ and then take good care of your partner? Someone who likes taking care of someone…?”
“I've never been in one, so I can't answer that question…”


  Satsuki-san twitched her eyebrows and her cheeks were getting red.


  “It feels funny when you look at me with that kind of look…”
“Eh? No, uh, huh, no that’s not, I didn’t say it in particular meaning, it’s just a hypothetical situation. I simply thought that your lover will have it great if they have you as their partner.”
“...right now you are that partner.”
“Ah, t-that’s true.”


  Looking at the flustered Satsuki-san made my body grow limp. Huh, this is weird. I frantically swung my hands to hide my embarrassment.


  “F-for example, if it’s Mai, she’ll simply brush it off with a face like saying, ‘It can’t be helped it if you don’t get it.’”
“If you compare me with her right now, it will only trigger my annoyance, so please be careful next time.”
“Yes.”


  I took a mental note of that and shut my mouth obediently. 


  We went back to studying.


  



  “And then, the part right hereー”


  The movement of her finger somehow gave off a sense of indecency. I held myself from gulping. 


  I tried to call the Mini Mai inside my head so I could suppress these weird thoughts. Mini Mai looked composed while saying, “You don’t have to mind me,” with a graceful smile. No, no, do your job!


  



  “I couldn’t do this back then.”
“Huh?”


  When I was in the middle of fighting my own battle, Satsuki-san said that out of nowhere.


  “It was hard for me to understand the concept of what I learned. Well, I am still troubled by that even now. I wasn’t really good with studying, that’s why I thought studying was a boring activity to do since I should repeat the same thing over and over to get the grasp of it.”


  So even Satsuki-san had that kind of phase in her life.


  “Even then, I still continued to struggle.”
“And so you’ve become strong.”


  Satsuki-san let out a giggle.


  “Those were nostalgic memories. Back then, no one could beat Mai both in study and sports. Everyone showered her with an abundant amount of praises and considered her as someone extraordinary. But that was wrong. I knew that she put a lot of effort to achieve everything in her life, and it made me regard her as a normal person, which means I could take victory over her and that’s why I challenge her every time.”


  That smile on her face wasn’t a form of self-mockery. It was simply a face remembering the memories from her past. A beautiful, sepia-colored smile.


  Up until now, the mark of their path wasn’t very visible so people couldn’t understand their bond. But now, I feel like I’m starting to discover that path.


  Currently, both Mai and Satsuki-san won’t speak to each other, but the fact that they are best friends still remains. This might be something I shouldn’t worry about in the first place.


  It made me relieved that I was able to joke around her.


  “I see...well then, it means as long as I put a proper amount of effort, I might be able to snatch the second place, right?”
“As long as you strive for it.”


  Sheーwho was once the same as meーanswered me with a smile. Since I’m a simple person, I might get easily led around by this good-wife-and-wise-mother-like partner.


  



  “If that’s really the case, I’ll try to put in more effort than usual. Just kidding!”
“Aah, forgive me, let me make a simple correction.”


  Satsuki-san let out a smile once again.


  “As long as you push yourself until you reach your limit and vomit blood, I’m sure that you'll be able to do it.”
“I think I’ll do stuff moderately!”


  



  That day, I discovered another side of Satsuki-san I’d never seen. 


  



  I didn’t realize that in the days after that, I would discover another side of hers that I’d never imagined.


  


  ~~~


  


  
    
      

      
    


    
  


  


  
    
      

      
    

  


  


  


  


  Chapter 2: There's Too Many Secrets Between Us, It's Impossible!


  *****


  Each person has a weakness they never want exposed.


  For me I definitely didn’t want people to find out about my past, when I was a social recluse.


  The me right now was surrounded by kind friends, which was why I was sure that even if they discovered my past, they wouldn’t make fun of me. Still, when I imagined hanging out with them, I felt like I wouldn’t be able to act like my usual self, since I would be very conscious of them knowing the huge differences between us. That was why I had decided it was better to carry this secret to my grave.


  Considering the situation, honestly keeping things as a secret was very hard, since someone who knew about my past could easily appear now and then as long as I was alive. Everything could happen, except being able to completely erase my past.


  That was why…


  “Hey hey, Big Sis. Will Mai-senpai and Ajisai-senpai come again?”
“Eeeh? It’s not that easy for them to come.”


  It was after school in the evening. I was lying on the sofa in the living room playing a smartphone game when my sister suddenly appeared.


  “Are you okay, Big Sis?”
“Eh? Why?”
“Nah, it’s just...this isn’t some new form of bullying since you’re socially inept, right?”
“Of course that’s not the case?!”


  What on earth was she saying?!


  I swiftly propped myself up and received a lukewarm gaze from my little sister.


  “Y’see, when I imagine this social recluse is dating someone like Mai-senpai and getting married in the future, I can’t really believe it. That’s why I thought that everything must be a dream.”
“It’s not! This is reality! Ah! But we aren’t getting married!”


  Since my parents would come home late today, I could talk about Mai frankly in the living room like this.


  “Listen, don’t say anything about this to Mom and Dad, okay? Also, don’t you dare bring up my past again. Keep both of them as a secret, got it?!”
“Of course I get it.”


  My little sister poked my thigh. Stop it! Why are you doing that?! I know that unlike me, you have an ideal body but would you stop?!


  “After all, I’m not that cruel to mess up your spring that I never thought would come.”
“You jerk…”


  So this was how Satsuki-san felt whenever she confronted Mai. Yeah, I bet you couldn’t be honest if you were in this situation.


  Just as she had planned(?), my little sister managed to put me on edge. She casually folded her hands behind her head.


  “Aaah, now I want to eat doughnuts. Hey, let’s buy some doughnuts. There’s this doughnut store I want to try.”
“Eeh, how bothersome. Just buy doughnuts at a nearby convenience store.”


  My little sister waved the two thousand yen bills from our mother for our dinner today.


  “That’s not good. If I’m not eating that doughnut, some weird words might slip out. Social recluse, social recluse, social recluse.”
“Come here so I can kill you!”


  The store she wanted to visit was four stations away from our house. At this rate, I would totally get roped into her evil schemes not far in the future.


  



  I sloppily put on my shirt and we headed to the doughnut store.


  “Yay, I love you, Big Sis!”
“Yeah yeah.”


  Despite my original resistance, I also started to crave for that doughnut during our earlier conversation...I felt like I suffered a huge loss somehow…


  



  Queen Doughnuts was a fast food chain that had expanded quickly over recent years. In addition to sweet doughnuts, they also sold bread-like doughnuts that could be eaten as a main dish. Sometimes I wondered if they were practically a bakery, but since it looked tasty I didn’t really put a lot of thought into it.


  Also, their employee uniforms were pretty popular.


  It looked like something that came out of Alice in Wonderland since the staff wore dresses layered with an apron that was decorated with cute frills. I never saw it in person, but there were a lot of pictures of the uniform on the Internet, and it was quite memorable.


  Once we entered the store, we were greeted by a colorful display of doughnuts.


  “Uwaa, this will be difficult to choose.”


  From her glistening eyes and her statement, it was clear my sister was a newcomer to the store. But I was different. I had already looked up the menu during our trip here on the train. 


  “Huh, holy crap. Big Sis, look, there’s a gorgeous woman at the counter.”
“Hee, well, I’m used to seeing beauties in school, though.” (Flicking hair)
“Could it be that Mai-senpai and Ajisai-senpai have a side business? A rent-a-friend service, maybe?”
“Are you really saying that considering my 10,000 yen monthly allowance?!”


  Aah geez, stop talking to me! I’m trying to find that doughnut I want!


  I conducted a few mental simulations on placing an order and then joined the queue.


  I always tried my best to order quickly so the employees wouldn’t have to wait even a second for me. It wasn’t because of my habits as a social recluse, it was simply just the way to respect employees as humans…… I wasn’t wrong, right?


  As I was struggling with my own insecurity, it was finally my turn to order.


  “Welcome. Is it for here or to go?”
“Ah, uhmm.”


  I wasn’t prepared to answer the sudden question that came at me like a bullet. I got nervous and pointed at a specific doughnut inside the display.


  That’s when...


  “Ha?”


  Hearing a dumbfounded voice, I raised my head and saw someone standing past the counter. A black-haired beauty. Huh.


  “.........eh, Satsuki-san?”


  Both me and Satsuki-san gaped when we recognized each other.


  “Uwaa, that uniform is extremely cute.”
“................”


  Ha!


  Just now, I felt like I carelessly said something I shouldn’t have.


  “Amaori.”


  The Satsuki-san who seemed like she would never agree to wearing that cute and lovely outfit even if someone pleaded let out a deep voice. It was as if she was cosplaying, but honestly, it suited her. It was probably because of her extremely beautiful appearance.


  “Ah, umm, well…”


  I felt someone’s presence next to me. When I turned my head, I saw my little sister with a puzzled expression, her head tilted.


  She’s here?! Ah, that’s right, we came here together! The shock from my sudden encounter with Satsuki-san gave me brief amnesia.


  “Eh? You’re acquainted with this pretty lady, Big Sis?!”
“Rather than acquaintances, we’re classmates…”
“That’s wrong, right, Amaori?”


  Still holding tongs in her hand, Satsuki-san exposed our relationship.


  “So this is your little sister. Nice to meet you. My name is Koto Satsuki, and I’m currently in a relationship with Amaori Renako.”
“In a relationship?!”


  I felt a piercing gaze from my little sister.


  My little sister’s mouth trembled. That look on her face...the last time I saw the same expression was when she caught me taking an ice bath to catch a cold so I could skip the school trip, since I didn’t have any friends back in middle school…


  In the first place, huh, err…


  “Eh, what, chea…? Ah, no, umm, th-that’s, so that’s the case, ahahaha!”


  Out of consideration for me, she tried hard to swallow the word “cheating”, huh. Really, you make it sound real by reacting like this. You don’t have to do that.


  



  “W-well, let’s forget about that for now! Umm, order, yes, may I place an order?!”


  My little sister looked like she wanted to say a lot of things, but I forcefully put a stop on the conversation by pointing my finger at the menu.


  This was...my little sister will definitely confront me the second we’re home, huh...so in the end, it was my responsibility to explain everything to her about this whole mess, huh...My stomach hurt…


  But before that—


  “Amaori, my shift will be done in 15 minutes. Will you wait for me?”
“Eh?”


  Satsuki-san flashed me a business smile. Her eyes weren’t smiling, though.


  “You will, right?”
“Yes.”


  I didn’t know what kind of business she had with me, but if I ran away, I bet that she would definitely chase me to my house. If I had to face Satsuki-san and my little sister at the same time, I would definitely be fighting a losing battle to the point where I would have nothing left. It was better to face them one by one.


  “That’s the case, so, little sister...you can go ahead and eat those doughnuts.”
“I’m okay with that, but Big Sis, we should really talk when you’re home.”


  I felt my little sister was grabbing my collar.


  She had totally misunderstood…


  Wait, no matter how you look at it, this was definitely Satsuki-san’s fault, right?! Hey, Satsuki-san! Do something!


  



  My little sister went home with the take-out doughnuts.


  I stared blankly at my phone. I was currently waiting in the eating area with a fresh doughnut on my table.


  I was the type who didn’t really care if I was eating alone outside. Rather, it was much more relaxing to eat alone. I slowly ate the highly anticipated doughnut. It was delicious.


  After 15 minutes, I saw Satsuki-san leave the counter and go inside, so I cleared my tray and headed towards the back door.


  When I arrived, I met Satsuki-san as she was taking out the trash. She was chatting with two ladies that looked like her coworkers. It was hard to approach her…


  As I waited for the right timing, looking at them from afar, Satsuki-san noticed me.


  “Sorry, Amaori. I’ll change now, wait a bit.”


  



  “Ah, Koto-chan’s friend?”
“Eeh, a high-schooler? How cute!”
“Ehe, hehehe…”


  I wasn’t used to being the center of attention, so I let out a weird laugh.


  Ah! Satsuki-san left me! I was now trapped between two unknown ladies.


  “You see, Koto-chan just entered around a month ago but she’s very reliable.”
“She’s a quick learner and very amazing~”
“Hey, you’re her classmate, right? How is she? Since she’s diligent and hard-working, she must do things like run for class rep or something, right?”
“Aah, I get it. She also seems like a natural leader!”
“Uhh, umm, err, th-that’s right! She’s smart and a very reliable friend!”


  Actually, she prefers to read her book alone without anyone around, though!


  It seemed like Satsuki-san really did her best in her job to communicate with other people. I felt like I was closer to her somehow…!


  “Does she have a boyfriend? Koto-chan is very pretty after all, so it seems like she probably has one!”
“It would definitely be someone like the student council president or a popular upper-classman! Ah, or maybe she has a romantic childhood friend?”
“How fitting!”


  The ladies before me laughed cheerfully. 


  The truth was, she didn’t have a boyfriend. She had a girlfriend. She also has a childhood friend, not a handsome one but a crazily gorgeous woman.


  In this situation, I used my special skill, “Casual Laugh”, since smiling was magic that could be used for anything (That’s not how you use it).


  While I was enjoying the attention from these ladies, Satsuki-san, who had finished changing, came out through the back door.


  “Thank you for your hard work, I’ll take my leave now.”
“Yes~thank you for your hard work!” Both ladies chimed in unison.


  After properly bidding farewell, Satsuki-san shifted her attention to me.


  “Let’s go, Amaori.”
“Y-yeah.”


  



  We walked together under the night sky. Judging by the direction we were headed, it seemed like we were going to the train station.


  I had no idea what she wanted, but on top of that, I had to be cautious of the field full of landmines from here on. I needed to carefully consider what sorts of things would trigger these landmines, and what things would not.


  This was the moment to prove my skills as the person who had completed Minesweeper at expert level.


  “Err...so you have a part-time job, huh.”
“........”


  I stepped on a landmine during my first attempt?!


  Satsuki-san placed her hand on her forehead and shook her head side to side.


  “Why would you of all people.”


  Ouch, that wasn’t it. I just tagged along with my little sister who wanted to eat doughnuts from your store…


  “D-don’t worry, it’s not like our school prohibits students from working part-time! You’re not breaking any rules!”
“Were you trying to comfort me? How admirable.”


  My instinct told me that she wasn’t really praising me.


  “Are you loose-lipped?”
“O-of course not! If you want, I’ll keep it a secret and not tell anyone!”


  More than caring about the school rules, the most important thing was to consider the wishes of the person involved. I didn’t know why she was working part-time, but if she wanted to keep it a secret, I would do as she wanted.


  Since I was also on the same boat!


  “That’s the case, so Satsuki-san, you don’t have to worry. You can trust me, Amaori Renako.”


  I tightened my fist to show her my determination, but her eyes still looked doubtful.


  “No, I can’t do that.”
“But why?!”
“...I have a nasty personality, so of course I don’t trust people easily.”
“Th-that’s not true! You’re a good person!”
“.........”
“I’m sorry.”
“If you’re apologizing, it’s quite irritating in a different way...”


  What she said just blatantly showed her personality.


  “A-anyways, we’re lovers, right?”
“That has nothing to do with this though?”
“Eh?! Huh, th-that’s, you asked me to form a lovers’ contract since you trusted me...no?”
“It’s not like I have other options since her ‘Destined Person’ is you. Even though we have a different relationship, it doesn’t mean I can guarantee how your personality is or the way you handle people’s secrets.”


  That was reasonable!


  “You’re right...since I’m not a good person like Ajisai-san or Kaho-chan…”
“Kaho is…”


  Satsuki-san’s voice got quiet.


  “I don’t know what you think about her, but she’s not that good of a person, I think…but she’s an interesting one for sure”
“Eh, really? Ah, but you sure get along well with her.”
“Get along well...Yeah, well, it might be true. I feel like she only made use of my body though.”


  Made use of?! Not Satsuki-san to Kaho-chan, but the opposite?!


  What did she mean by that exactly…


  “About that, no matter how curious you are, I will definitely not tell anyone. Let’s end it here.”
“Okay…”


  The mystery regarding Kaho-chan just kept getting bigger. What was going on with that mascot-like, cute Kaho-chan…


  “Eh, what about Ajisai-san then? You don’t have any problems with her, right?” I hesitantly asked her. 


  Satsuki-san narrowed her eyes.


  “....you won’t tell anyone?”
“Eh?!?!?!”


  Even though we were talking about Ajisai-san, it was normal for humans to have one or two sides of darkness inside their heart. Rather, it would be weird if they kept hiding it without showing that side of them..


  When you wander around the city at night, you would see a lot of the darkness that was typically invisible during the day...which was normal. If by any chance society was filled with nothing but good people, the balance would stumble.


  However, I didn’t really want to hear about the dark side of Ajisai-san! Wait, that was a lie, I was a little interested in that side of Ajisai-san! ....sorry, actually I was really interested in that side of Ajisai-san! I wanted to know everything about Ajisai-san after all!


  



  “I-I won’t!”
“Okay...”


  I couldn’t see her eyes clearly. Was it something that hard to say? I was getting nervous now.


  “Sena is...”
“Uh-huh.”
“During lunch break, I was eating my lunch box in the cafeteria by myself.”
“U-uh-huh.”
“When suddenly she appeared beside me and talked about trivial things like recent TV shows, or how it was going lately. She kept talking like she was having fun.”


  Judging by the way she spoke, it was as if she was telling a horror story…


  “...that’s…”


  I gulped nervously. Satsuki-san furrowed her eyebrows.


  “Also, she already had lunch with you guys which meant she was full already. Still, she brought her bread or rice ball and joined me.”


  When I was listening to her story, the imaginary Ajisai-san inside my heart smiled bashfully.


  So I yelled out, “That means she’s just her usual, a very gentle and caring Ajisai-san!”


  “That’s right.”


  Even that self-proclaimed nasty-charactered Satsuki-san agreed with me.


  “I have no idea how that kind of person can be born.”


  Satsuki-san’s face looked like she was eating bitter medicine. Was that a face to make when praising someone?


  “If I said that I can’t trust Sena, I can’t even avoid feeling like a failure as a human…”
“Amazing…”


  Someone who could unleash Satsuki-san’s goodwill…


  I wondered where Ajisai-san's darkness existed…? Could it be that she didn’t actually have any? Was there a single human that didn’t have darkness inside their heart? Ajisai-san wasn’t a human...she must be an angel.


  “Compared with Ajisai-san, your trust in me might be on the same level of trusting a habitual criminal, huh…”
“That’s...a bit higher, I think.”


  Hearing my downhearted response, even Satsuki-san tried to cheer me up, huh…


  “But, well.”


  Walking ahead of me, Satsuki-san sounded slightly awkward. Her words sounded a bit dangerous to me, someone who couldn’t earn her trust.


  “Have you ever heard of the phrase, ‘If you eat poison, eat it until the plate’?”


  Dear little sister, even though I had planned to eat a sweet doughnut, it seems like I’ll end up having poison thrusted inside my mouth.
(TL Note: what Satsuki said here is a phrase [毒を食らわば皿までーdoku wo kurawaba sara made] in English it has the same meaning with ‘in for a penny, in for a pound’. At first I wanted to localize the whole thing but Renako’s monologue was on point so I changed my mind.)


  



  From the station, we walked for a bit until we finally stopped.


  “We’ve arrived.”


  I wondered what to do in this situation.


  To state it simply, I would describe this place as a ‘rundown apartment’.


  It was a two-floor building with deteriorated stains on the wall. The stairs, made of iron, looked rusty. Abandoned in the bike stand before the apartment were a few unused bikes without tires.


  On the first floor, there was a nameplate labelled “Koto” stuck on the second door from the entrance.


  I was still dumbfounded when Satsuki-san tried to unlock the door in front of her. It took a bit of effort to turn the key since the door looked like it was no longer in its peak condition. When it opened, she said, “I’m home.”


  Err…


  



  “Is there something wrong?”
“Ah, no.”


  Satsuki-san turned around at the entrance and gave me a smile that reminded me of  the witch from the story of Hansel and Gretel.


  “You can just relax. We’re dating after all, right?”
“P-pardon my intrusion…”


  I nonchalantly entered this unknown dungeon. My skin was tingling with the bad feeling that had been attacking me since earlier.


  Satsuki-san walked down the narrow corridor and pulled open the door in front of her. She turned on a lamp and gestured around with her hand.


  “Please enter. Welcome to my room.”
“Err…”
“Even though my house is small, I hope you can enjoy your time. I mean it literally.”
“Is that last part really necessary?!”
“You look extremely nervous, so I’m just trying to calm you down.”
“The reason I look like this is because you won’t explain anything and you were saying disturbing things earlier!”
“Is that so? Now come to think of it, you might be right.”


  Satsuki-san dropped her school bag in the corner of the room. She then arranged the table and handed me a cushion to sit on.


  This room looked like a traditional Japanese room, but its size was half my room. Inside the room, I found old-looking clothes, a small bookshelf, a dresser, and an electric fan. So this was Satsuki-san’s room…


  I timidly knelt on the cushion she had given me earlier.


  



  “What do you think?”
“A-about what?”
“My room. Any impressions?”
“...it has its own sense of elegance. Also, it’s intricately aesthetic, something like that.”


  Even though I did my best to give her an extremely honest answer, it seemed like Satsuki-san hadn’t wanted to hear that.


  “It’s cramped, right?”
“Err…”
“You don’t have to mind, since it’s the truth.”


  She said it like she was throwing everything away.


  So she wanted to show me this.


  Was she planning to silence me using my sense of guilt? Even though she really didn’t need to do that since I wasn’t planning on telling a single soul about today.


  I couldn’t help but feel a bit dejected knowing she couldn’t trust me. I knew we weren’t friends yet, but we had spent our time together in the same social group up until now…


  



  “Listen, Satsuki-san, I...”


  No matter why she was working part-time, I didn’t think that having a part-time job was a bad thing. I wanted to make sure Satsuki-san understood that by discovering this side of her, it wouldn’t change anything. When I was just about to say those words, I was suddenly interrupted.


  “Aaaah!!!!”


  A very cheerful voice echoed from another room, and with it came the sound of someone approaching. Someone suddenly appeared. It was like seeing Satsuki-san with a perm—a black-haired beauty.


  “What’s this?! A friend?! So you do have friends, Satsuki-chan?!”
“This is normal.”
“Ha!!! Whoever thought there would be a day where Satsuki-chan brings a friend home! Let’s have red rice for dinner tonight!”
“No, this isn’t really a suitable situation for that, you know?”


  It was easy to figure out the identity of this tall lady.


  Sharp, black eyes framed by long eyelashes. Their faces were too similar to each other. It was  easy to see that she was definitely Satsuki-san’s older sister.


  “Ah, umm, nice to meet you, Big Sister. Satsuki-san always takes good care of me.”


  I could do it if it was only this much. I bowed my head as a basic courtesy. In front of me, the lady’s lips curled into a friendly smile.


  “Eh?! That’s right, I should also thank you for being her friend. I’m really grateful. Satsuki-chan is this kind of girl, right? That’s why I was worried that she would get bullied in school. She’s really quiet and timid, but actually, she’s a good girl, you see.”


  Whoa, she sure spoke a lot. I couldn’t really grasp the timing to respond and became cornered with her endless words.


  Also, quiet and timid…? Who’s that? Was she talking about me?


  



  Satsuki-san sighed loudly.


  “She’s really bothersome, right?”
“Eeeh, I’m not! I’m really not! Aaah, it’s this late already, even though I wanted to hear about Satsuki-chan in school. Big Sister really loves Satsuki-chan after all. Big Sister is, you see, Big Sister...ufufu. Ah come to think of it, Satsuki-chan was…”


  Satsuki-san pushed away her older sister while shaking her head.


  “Amaori, she’s not my big sister. She’s my mother.”
“Huh?!”


  That must be a lie. She looked very young…


  Could it be that beauties really don’t age after all…?


  When Satsuki-san’s mother saw me stupefied, she laughed again.


  “Eeh, let me be your big sister a bit longer, stingy Satsuki-chan.”
“Mother, please…”


  Satsuki-san looked worn out, like a boxer who had just finished her match.


  “Eh, is that true…? But mother, you look very cute.”
“You don't have to compliment her. It has the same effect as feeding strays.”
“Satsuki-chan, you meanie!”


  Satsuki-san’s mother puffed out her cheeks. 


  Even though she had the same appearance as her daughter, her eyes were sparkling, and she had a larger chest. I wondered if the adult Satsuki-san would become someone like this minus her dark personality. Could it be that she was Satsuki-san who had come from a parallel universe...? Ah, it might be the world where she hadn’t encountered Mai.


  “Don’t you have work today?”
“Yes, but I’ll meet the customer midway so I can take my time for today.”
“I see...this was a huge mistake…”


  Well, uh-huh...of course you would get overwhelmed if your own family did something like that. I totally get it, Satsuki-san.


  “Ah, but I think I should go get ready now. Err, Amaori-chan!”
“Y-yes.”


  Her mother grabbed my hand. She smelled like a mature woman.


  “Please take care of Satsuki-chan for me. This girl has zero interest in showing her charm, but she really is a good girl. A while ago, on my birthday, she gave me hand-knitted socks. She worked so hard that she even borrowed an instruction manual to learn hand-knitting and asked her friend to teach her. She really practiced a lot!”
“Mother!”
“Ufufu, how scary. Well then, enjoy your time!”


  With that, Satsuki-san’s mother left. It felt like she had spoken more words to me than the number of words I had shared with Satsuki-san during a conversation in one day.


  Satsuki-san and I remained in awkward silence…


  I heard Satsuki-san grumble for a moment.


  “That’s my mother.”
“Y-yeah.”
“Don’t misunderstand. She might look like a blockhead, but she raised me by herself as a single mother. Wait, she might be a bit of a dummy…”


  Rather than a blockhead, she looked like she was having fun though…


  “So that’s why you’re working part-time.”
“Stop. You don’t have to try to sympathize with my circumstances even though you’ve met my mother.”
“Ah, okay.”


  I only thought that she was very admirable for trying to support her family’s financial situation…


  So she hated it when others looked at her with those eyes, huh…


  But then Satsuki-san shook her head like she changed her mind.


  “...still, since our relationship is serious, I think this is important. Personality, career, and the next important thing is family circumstances.”
“...is that what you meant by ‘If you eat a poison, eat it until the plate’?”
“That’s right. I didn’t have any intention to hide it but it also feels uncomfortable if I don’t say anything.”


  The light slowly went out from Satsuki-san’s eyes.


  “At first, I only intended to show you my house to tease you a bit because you saw me in that embarrassing outfit, and then let you off.”
“U-uh-huh.”
“I’d never thought you would see this much. This is the end of me.”


  Satsuki-san looked like she lost her strength.


  ...having your mother expose your hidden personality sure is painful…


  My inner humiliation sensor just detected another comrade.


  



  “I-it’s okay, Satsuki-san...I won’t say anything about this…”
“I can’t trust you...tomorrow everyone in school will hear about this…that I’m someone who gave her mother a present to protect her from the cold weather…”
“Isn’t that a good thing?!”
“Everyone will point at me and think that even though I always appear distant, I actually have a serious case of mother complex.”
“It’s simply caring for your family…”


  Satsuki-san lost her will to do anything and silently brooded in her own thoughts.


  C-could this be that quiet and timid side that her mother had talked about…?!


  Honestly, I had always seen Satsuki-san as a very reliable beauty whenever I saw her at school...when you learn that she has a soft spot for her mother, that perception difference made her look more attractive, was what I thought…


  W-what should I do.


  Should I end this and say, “Ah, it’s getting late today. I’m leaving now, see you tomorrow!” and go home?


  How could you choose to escape this situation, Amaori Renako?! Are you okay with letting Satsuki-san spend the rest of her high-school days alone?!


  Uuh, I was in agony.


  



  “Uh, ummm!”
“...What is it...?”


  Satsuki-san lifted her face.


  “T-the truth is, I-”


  I didn’t know why I was doing something like this.


  It just felt unfair somehow seeing something that Satsuki-san hadn’t wanted anyone to see.


  I was a clumsy person after all. I couldn’t chase someone to the skies, but at least I could fall together with them.


  If this could make her feel a bit better, then...


  



  “Actually, I was a social recluse before my high-school debut!”


  I said it. I really said it.


  



  I hadn’t wanted anyone to find out. I didn’t even talk about my middle school days with Mai. In the end, I spilled the secret that I had been determined to carry to my own grave.


  I was scared to hear her response.


  Following up to my confession, Satsuki-san uttered, “I see.”


  “What a flimsy response!”


  It gave me quite a shock.


  With an uninterested gaze, she opened her mouth again.


  “Nah, but...what came first into my mind was, ‘So that was the case.’”
“So that was the case?! Even though I succeeded in my high-school debut, your thought is, ‘So that was the case’?!”
“Sometimes your behavior is odd, you often look down upon yourself, and you have very low self-esteem. Your eyes often dart around, refusing to meet people’s gaze, but you look at ease when you’re staring at your phone by yourself.”
“Stop it! You don’t have to analyze me further!”
“Let me ask you now, did you really think I would answer with something like, ‘Eh, even though you look like a naturally bright person!’? Not even Sena can hold her wry smile if she hears you.”


  Hearing her answer, I couldn’t stop myself from feeling upset.


  “Even though I really did my best!”


  I stood up, feeling tears leak out of my eyes.


  “I really tried my best to change myself...but no matter how hard I try, the past will keep haunting me!”
“Ah, waitー”


  I turned my back on Satsuki-san and dashed out of her apartment.


  I felt like everything was suffocating me. It was like the day that I had escaped to the rooftop.


  I recklessly ran out in the middle of the night.


  And then I got lost.


  



  ***


  



  Sob, sob...where was this…


  My phone was low on battery, and it was also pretty dark here. No one had passed by since earlier, though not that I would’ve been able to talk to them anyway…


  It started getting colder, and I felt discouraged. Also, somehow there was a farm in front of me…


  There was no other choice. I guess I would die here.


  If I had known things would turn out like this, I would’ve treated Mai better…


  



  I sat by the road and stared at the skies in a daze.


  The moon sure looked beautiful when it was thinly veiled by the clouds like that.


  I always admired beautiful things like this.


  For me, beautiful things always referred to things that weren’t me.


  For example, my ex-classmates during elementary school who always looked like they were enjoying life, or someone radiant just like the sun—Oozuka Mai.


  As long as I only gazed from afar, I wouldn’t feel suffocated like this. This was the end.


  But deep inside, I also longed to be in that place. I wanted to become like them.


  Even though I was only able to reflect that radiance, just like the moon.


  



  “F, finally found you…”


  



  I raised my head, and what appeared before me wasー


  


  
    
      

      
    

  


  —Satsuki-san in a ponytail standing before me, out of breath.


  “Eh…”


  



  Dumbfounded, I blinked my eyes several times while staring at her.


  “Why Satsuki-san…”
“I figured out the place you most likely ran to.”


  Again, she glared at me with those eyes that could read people’s minds. She sighed heavily.


  “...is what I’d like to say, but actually I had no idea, so I ran around looking for you. This.”
“Ah, my wallet…”
“You can’t ride the train if you leave it behind.”


  She passed it to me with a thump. I hadn’t even thought about my wallet until now. It seemed like I really was a hopeless person.


  I even made Satsuki-san run around looking for me this late at night.


  



  “Uuu, I’m sorry to trouble you…”


  I prepared myself to face her wraith.


  “No, don’t mind it.”


  Satsuki-san turned down my apology bluntly.


  “I’m used to doing this after all.”


  Satsuki-san held her hand out to me.


  After hesitating for a while, I slowly reached for that hand. Satsuki-san pulled me up from the ground and helped me stand up.


  Unlike the cold hand that I had held before, her hand felt sweaty right now, and she was warm. It seemed like she had really run around searching for me.


  



  “Good grief, how reckless.”
“Yeah...I’m sorry.”


  I wondered why even though she was behaving like her usual self, I felt spoiled by her kindness. We kept our hands intertwined and started walking.


  At one point, without me noticing, the clouds above had dispersed, and the clear skies now allowed the moon to illuminate our path.


  



  “My mother has to work at night.”
“Uh-huh.”
“That’s why I often take care of her in the morning since she always comes home drunk. Not only my mother, for some reason our house also often takes care of this other plump lady.”
“I see.”
“Yeah.”


  There were too many things sitting on my chest that I couldn’t really spell them out. Satsuki-san tightened her grip on my hand.


  “Why?”
“Eh?”


  Satsuki-san, who wasn’t good with words, rephrased her question blandly.


  “Why do you want to be a person with a bright personality?”


  



  Since I didn't think she was interested in me, I wondered if she was only trying to analyze the cause behind my sudden behavior.


  “Err...how should I put it. I think I was, envious…”
“...with what?”


  “Everyone looks like they're having fun when they’re talking with their friends. Things like hanging out after school, dating...enjoying your time with other people somehow looks fun, and I was envious of that…”


  



  It was calming to talk to someone about this, maybe because I had spent my time alone in the darkness for too long. But I wondered if I spoke too much, since this had nothing to do with her after all.


  “Fuun.”


  She gave me a weak, flimsy response again. Well, whatever.


  It wasn’t like I told her this because I wanted her to understand me.


  “Back then, I basically spent my days immersing myself in games, and I didn’t hate it, I really had fun...but something like that, I can do it anytime...Unlike gaming, there are a lot of things I could only do in the moment...”


  I slowly spelled it out for her.


  



  When I looked back, I wondered if I was being too greedy...I had single-mindedly plunged myself into something I couldn’t manage, out of my own selfishness after all. How foolish…


  I decided on this path myself, but whenever I met huge obstacles I simply tried to run away. I really was the worst.


  



  “I see.”


  Her voice was faint, but she nodded her head.


  “For you, it’s important.”
“Y-yeah…”
“If so, thank you for letting me know.”


  What were these feelings…


  I felt something like embarrassment, but it also felt ticklish.


  If all of this had happened during the day, I wondered if my chest wouldn’t have felt this painful, like right now. It was almost as if my heart was threatening to jump out of my body. But that was merely a figment of my imagination since right now, the only things that I was able to see were the moon and Satsuki-san.


  If she thanked me for that, I would probably get on my high horse and assume that it was a good thing that I told her about my story.


  If she behaved like that, I would think that she sympathized with me.


  Probably—no, I’m sure that it would be something precious at least to me.


  



  “Well then.”
“Eh, ah, this isn’t the station! We’re back at your house!”
“You’re cold, right? It’s July right now but still, your hands are freezing. I’ll prepare a bath for you, so just sleep over tonight.”
“Eeeh? Then I feel bad for you…”


  I wanted to turn down her offer when I remembered something. Right now, my little sister was waiting for me at home. That little sister with scary eyes who misunderstood and assumed that I was two-timing Mai and Satsuki-san.


  If I went home and faced her after this, it would turn into a super troublesome situation...uuhh…


  



  “If you want to get in touch with your family, you can use my phone.”
“...thank you.”


  I guess I would indulge myself with her suggestion for now.


  But well, I came to this house with no plans to stay over...it made me more nervous than usual.


  I entered Satsuki-san’s house for the second time. The apartment was quite old and the room wasn’t very wide, but when I looked closely at my surroundings, I found a few things I had failed to see back then. From the beautiful embroidery on the curtains to the wide variety of seasoning neatly lining the kitchen shelves, it gave off the impression that the people living in this home enjoyed their daily lives.


  I hadn’t noticed those details on my first visit. Somehow...I felt that this place was comfortable.


  I borrowed Satsuki-san’s phone and quickly contacted my family. Geh, so it was this late already...It was a given that my family was worried about me. I pushed my way through to escape from the dire situation.


  



  “Haa...I will go home tomorrow early morning so I can change my clothes properly before going to school…”
“Just put on your school gym clothes and make a good excuse. I’ll lend you mine.”
“Wearing your gym clothes while going to school together…”


  I tried to imagine the situation. The imaginary Mai in my head suddenly screamed indignantly.


  



  “As expected, that would be a bit dangerous, don’t you think?!”
“Is it? I’m okay with that though...kukuku…”
“Uwaa, what a nasty expression…”


  I had really hoped that she would stop using me as a means to attack Mai, but well, this relationship had started with that, though…


  



  “The bath is ready. I just recently bought new underwear so you can wear that.”
“Eh, I feel bad.”
“Since it was 980 yen for three, you pay for 326 yen, I rounded down the number as a bonus.”
“So you’re taking money for it?! Nah, but compared with Mai’s situation, I’m perfectly okay with this!”


  Rather than someone who splurged their money on me, I preferred to divide costs fairly with my partner like this, since it wouldn’t hurt my conscience. Huh, no, I didn’t mean partner in a weird way!


  “I’m going then.”
“Yeah.”


  I excused myself from Satsuki-san who had already changed into her indoor clothes, and headed to the bathroom.


  I took off my clothes and put it inside the laundry basket, then entered the bathroom. It was a bathtub made of stainless-steel. I tried to turn on the light by flipping the switch a few times but it didn't work.


  “Huh.”


  Did the lightbulb burn out…?


  It couldn’t be helped if it had passed its lifetime…


  



  I poured hot water over my body and then stepped into the bath. Ah, how warm...but this dark situation was a bit disheartening.


  Uuu, as I thought, it wasn’t enough to only rely on moonlight.


  



  “I’ll leave the towel here...huh, why is it dark inside, Amaori?”


  Satsuki-san’s sudden voice shocked me as I had immersed myself in the hot water.


  “Eh? Because I couldn’t turn on the light…?”
“Aaah, so that’s why. Sorry, give me a minute.”


  From outside the bathroom, I could hear a rustling sound. I wondered what she was doing.


  After a short while, Satsuki-san opened the door and entered the bathroom.


  



  “Huh?! Why are you naked?!”
“Just because.”
“I don’t get it!”
“You went into a bath together with that woman, right? This can be one of our battles.”
“The heck?! Did I get lost and for some reason, get transported into another world where taking a bath with Renako holds great value?!”
“How noisy...and cramped. Can you scoot over?”
“The noise and the crampedness is your fault though?!”


  



  I narrowly escaped from death thanks to this darkness since I couldn’t clearly see Satsuki-san’s naked body. If by any chance the light worked and I got a clear view, I might have to stare at the wall instead for eternity…


  Since we didn’t have enough space inside the bathtub, Satsuki-san got out of the water and sat on the edge of the tub with her legs joined together.


  “Amaori, move your legs a bit.”
“Eh? Ah, okay.”


  It was right after I moved my legs that there were suddenly tiny lights floating on the bath water.


  It looked so wondrous, like magic, that I was lost in amazement.


  



  “This is…?”
“A specially made bath light. But I’m not done yet.”


  Satsuki-san turned on the switch before the shower. Turned out it was a switch for the indirect lighting inside the bathroom.


  When she flipped the switch, the walls around us gleamed with a flower pattern. It was almost as if there were flowers floating in the air. 


  Blue, red, and white colours joined and formed huge flowers. 


  This was a sight to behold.


  



  “These wall stickers look great, right? And lastly, I just need to do this.”


  Satsuki-san took a small box and turned it upside down. From the box, flower petals showered down and filled the tub.


  Uwaah, how wonderful. It was a flower petal bath. What a great scent!


  The blooming anemone flowers on the walls and this fragrance made me feel like I was having an open bath in the middle of a flower garden. I felt like I was in the scene of a story.


  “Satsuki-san, everything is so pretty!”
“Fufu, right?”


  Because I was so excited, I carelessly raised my head and was met by Satsuki-san’s figure. I instantly regretted my decision.


  



  “Uwaah, pretty.”
“Hm?”


  Satsuki-san had tied her hair up using a hair clip, and a few strands of her hair were hanging loosely down her shoulders, sticking to her damp skin. Water droplets slid down her pale skin like morning dew.


  There was no sign of excess fat on her body. Her thin frame emphasized her sharp stature. I could clearly see the shape of her body outlined by the indirect lighting behind her. 


  To describe her beauty, it was like that last art piece at the gallery, a magnificent work of art that took away your breath and made you forget all the previous works you saw.


  



  “Aa, do you like it that much? Our special bath?”
“Ah, umm, well, yeah…”


  I averted my gaze and submerged myself up to my mouth.


  “See, I have this special book stand so I can read books inside the bath. I made it by myself. It looks great, right?”
“Y-yup…”


  



  Not good, I almost forgot that the person right before me was someone no less than Oozuka Mai, one of the elite students at Ashigaya-High—Koto Satsuki.


  She was someone that I couldn’t even imagine talking normally with or having a bath together in a normal circumstance.


  Her beauty was on the level where it put me at a loss for words. It instantly threw me back to reality. 


  Satsuki-san seemed to be in a great mood when she received praise for her bath.


  



  “Ah right, Amaori, let me wash your back for you.”
“Fuee?! W-what’s your intention?!”
“Even though we get into bath together, it won’t mean anything for that woman if we did nothing. Why? Embarrassed?”
“That’s a given!”
“Okay, you don’t have to move.”
“Howaa?!”


  Satsuki-san dipped into the bath for the second time. Inside this cramped space, we didn’t have any choice other than to stick our bodies to each other. 


  Moreover, Satsuki-san was facing me right now. She had placed her leg between my legs, and it touched various places. Th-this sensation!


  



  “Sa, Sa, Sa, Satsuki-san!”
“Eh, what’s with that expression?”


  Satsuki-san stretched her arm out and took a small container, pouring the contents onto her palm.


  “This is the kind of body soap you can use inside the bath. I’ll wash you so stop resisting.”
“Impossible! This is plainly impossible!”
“Why are you acting like this?”


  Satsuki-san glowered at me, then opened her mouth.


  “You like stuff like this, right? It feels good right, to get your partner to wash your body like this, dear?”
“Rather than feel good…!”


  Geez, geez!


  This atmosphere, it had turned into a totally sensual situation though?!


  Why does she look so clueless?! Was she actually unaware and regarded this as normal skinship?!


  Satsuki-san formed bubbles with her palms and took my right arm.


  



  “Yeah yeah, now stay still.”


  She held my arm using both of her hands and started to rub my skin. Hii, she really moved her fingers carefully. Satsuki-san’s soft and slender hand...on my fingers…!


  On top of that, I could clearly see Satsuki-san’s glistening eyelashes since she was focused on washing my hand. Was it okay to receive this extraordinary service from a unrivaled beauty for free like this...If only this was a dream, I would gladly receive the whole thing. But since this was reality, I think I might die!


  



  Ah I’ve reached my limit, even though it was only the fingers of my right hand...If by any chance she was doing this to my whole body, I was sure that by the time she finished the whole thing, my brain would overheat from pleasure and I’d turn into a dysfunctional human being.


  



  “U-umm, you see, Satsuki-san.”
“What is it?”


  Rub rub, wash wash.


  “Right now, the thing you’re doing, that’s...”
“Yes?”


  I gathered my courage. With my eyes shut, I sounded out my complaints using all my strength.


  



  “I think this is very indecent behavior!”
“Uh-huh………...huh?”


  



  Finally Satsuki-san looked up and glanced at me. Our gaze met across a very short distance. Her eyes sharpened in an instant, and her face was smeared red up to her ears.


  



  “Eh, eh, wait...wait a minute, you-what were you imagining?”
“But, it’s because you...!”


  I’m totally innocent, right?! It’s really not my fault, right?!


  “Because you blatantly created that kind of atmosphere!”
“That’s not it! I just wanted to wash your body, though?! Like simply, washing your back!”
“Nonsense! It feels erotic after all!”
“E-ero…”


  Satsuki-san’s voice was unclear as she mumbled under her breath.


  



  “W-wait, give me a second, Amaori...I did say before that I don’t really care about people’s preferences and everything is up on their liking, but still, can you stop involving me in that kind of stuff?”
“That’s not the case! The one who’s being seductive here is you, Satsuki-san! Ah, I remember! In the first place, what did you mean by that book you lent to me?! I ended up reading it on the train, you know?!”
“You can read books wherever though? You don’t have to complain about minor things…...ah.”


  It seemed like Satsuki-san was starting to remember and she gave me a grim expression. 


  “Now come to think of it, there were a few scenes with that depiction, if I remember well.”
“A few? It was a lot! The first 40 pages are practically filled with those kinds of scenes, remember?! What made it worse was that the lady and the high-school girl were completely engaged in very passionate scenes! I was really wondering, what was I in your eyes?!”
“Th-that was not my intention! Why are you being so particular with those kinds of scenes, anyway? Read the story properly, the story! Considering the main theme, that scene was a very essential part for the plot!”
“Aah, geez, whatever, I’ll get out first! If you keep doing these indecent things, my brain won’t last!”
“W-wait a moment, Amaori! Both of us are girls, so these kind of things are totallyー”


  



  I might have gotten a bit too hasty.


  The moment my hand touched the edge of the bath, it turned out that there were remnants of the body soap from earlier.


  



  “Awawa.”
“Wait, Amaoriー”


  



  My hand slipped and I tumbled over. What a clumsy girl!


  



  Splash! The water and petals splashed around.


  Wafuu...it hurts…


  Huh, wait, it didn’t hurt?


  It seemed like I’d landed on a soft surface. I had successfully avoided the crisis, huh. That’s good.


  



  “...Amaori…”


  An icy voice sounded above my head.


  “Eh?”


  



  Finally I was able to feel the sensation on my fingers. This size, it felt familiar, yet was also a weird sensation.


  Could it be that this was…


  I slowly raised my face and found that my palms were gripping Satsuki-san’s breasts tightly.


  



  “E, err…”


  In this situation where our skin was practically stuck to each other, I turned to look at Satsuki-san.


  Satsuki-san was...her expression looked like she had just murdered three people, and she was glowering at me with that expression.


  Scary…


  



  “I-I’m sorry.”
“...it’s okay, so hurry up and move.”
“B-but! Satsuki-san’s breasts are very soft and warm...basically it’s very comfortable to touch! Thank you!”


  Now her expression transformed to that of someone who had murdered 100 people. I shut my mouth. 


  



  “I beg your pardon.”


  



  I slowly applied strength to my knees and tried to get up from my position.


  The moment I moved my hands from her breasts, the crease between her eyebrows got deeper.


  “Nn…”
“......................”


  Wow, a lewd voice…


  That Satsuki-san...usually she reads her book with a composed expression, a cool beauty admired by everyone…


  



  “H-hey, would you hurry up?”
“Ha! Y-yes! On it!”


  



  This time I practically jumped out of the bath. I was getting cold feet and quickly pressed on my own chest so the sound of my excessive heartbeat wouldn’t leak out. Before I left the bathroom, I sneaked a peek at Satsuki-san sitting inside the tub.


  “....Amaori.”
“W-what is it?!”
“...rinse the bubbles from your body properly.” 
“O-of course!”


  After I did as she said, I exited the bathroom. It seemed that even lukewarm water had no effect on my burning body.


  



  ***


  



  After I put on the brand new underwear and the pajamas Satsuki-san lent me, I slid into the guest futon she had prepared.


  This was Satsuki-san’s room. After that incident, we hadn’t talked much and went straight to our beds. 


  She lined our futons side by side. Satsuki-san laid down and turned her back to me. I was sleepy, but...


  I-I couldn’t sleep.


  



  Even though I was under cozy covers, I couldn’t relax at all!


  The moment I closed my eyes, Satsuki-san’s naked figure appeared inside my head!


  On top of that, it triggered the memories of my bath with Mai back then. My head was really filled with weird thoughts right now.


  Good grief, this was why beauties were...


  Suddenly I heard a rustling sound from my side. It seemed that Satsuki-san had turned over in her sleep. I had thought it was the sound of my obstructive thoughts leaking out.


  Satsuki-san looked peaceful in her sleep.


  After my eyes got used to the darkness, I could clearly see Satsuki-san sleeping quietly.


  I unconsciously let out a huge sigh.


  She was really beautiful. What a valuable chance I had, to be able to observe this beauty in her sleep. What made her look so different from me, I wondered...Ah, everything, I guess.


  



  Still, it was all so unbelievable.


  



  I had enrolled in Ashigaya High and met Oozuka Mai right after the entrance ceremony. If I hadn’t asked her to become my friend that time, it would’ve been impossible for me to spend a night together with someone that I’d never imagine I’d have any connection with in my whole life.


  From Satsuki-san’s perspective, someone like me might be something no less than a pebble on the rails. 


  And as for me, Satsuki-san was a being that was out of my reach, someone that shone bright in the faraway sky.


  Today, I discovered a lot about Satsuki-san that I’d never imagined before. She works part-time, she treasures her family, she hates to lose, she did her best to find me, and she also likes taking baths. I found out that Satsuki-san was a gentle person.


  That’s why this social recluse couldn’t stop herself from thinking that everyone sure was amazing, that they did their best for the sake of living. They faced everything in their way and kept going on with their life. They had a different set of values in life experiences than mine.


  If I set ‘being able to talk to everyone in school’ as a goal, of course it still wouldn’t be enough.


  The road for Amaori Renako to graduate from her past was still long, since I had only begun walking from the starting line…


  



  Like a calm wind, a soothing voice drifted next to me.


  “Are you asleep?”


  Ba-thump.


  “N-not yet.”
“Oh.”


  Satsuki-san opened her eyes slightly and looked at me.


  In the darkness, her eyes glistened like gemstones.


  “That futon you’re using right now, it was something that Mai left here for her own use.”
“Ah, so that’s the case...”
“Is there something bugging you?”
“N-not really.”


  Actually, it smelled like Mai. Of course I couldn’t say that since she would think I was a pervert.


  



  “Does she come over often?”
“During elementary school, she came here a lot. But then she slowly started working more and got busier.”
“Ah, she even went overseas last time, huh.”


  She didn’t respond for a moment. Then I heard a small yawn from her direction.


  Satsuki-san shifted her body again and turned her back to me.


  “We have school tomorrow. Now go to sleep.”
“Ah, yeah. Good night.”
“Good night.”


  



  I forcefully shut my eyes but...since earlier, my loud heartbeat wouldn’t slow down. It seemed like it would take me a long time to go to sleep.


  Satsuki-san was sleeping next to me, and this futon really smelled like Mai...ugh.


  After a while, I heard a rustling sound for the second time from Satsuki-san.


  ...could it be that she also couldn’t forget what happened today and couldn’t sleep?


  Even though we were only tied by a contract, it was like our hearts were connected. I couldn’t help but think of Satsuki-san as a friend.


  ...it would be great if she became my friend.


  



  Thinking about things made me want to go to the bathroom.


  I carefully got up from my futon so I wouldn’t bother Satsuki-san and left the bedroom.


  After I came back from the bathroom, I tried to not make any sound as I slipped into my futon again. 


  



  “Ah, right.”


  A sudden voice.


  “Huh…? I’m sorry, did I wake you up?”


  She didn’t answer me and stretched her hand out to pick up her phone beside her pillow.


  “I forgot to take a picture. A picture as a proof of our relationship.”


  Ah, why did that idea come now? It would’ve been okay if we didn’t do anything...


  “Since we’re in this kind of rare situation, let’s do something bold.”
“Bold…”


  I was so drowsy from the desire to sleep that I couldn’t really think clearly. The boundary between dreaming and reality felt hazy.


  “What about a kiss?”


  Those words sound far away, like they were coming from the next room.


  “Eeh…”
“Your cheek, hurry up.”


  Satsuki-san moved her body closer while still holding her phone. Ah, a person’s warmth. It seemed like she wasn’t going to let me sleep until she achieved her goal.


  It couldn’t be helped then.


  



  “Promise me you won’t leak them, okay...?”
“I understand. A handgun is safe as long as you hide them in your clothes. If you shoot, then that would lead to problems.”
“Yeah yeah...”


  She brought her face closer to mine.


  I turned my head in her direction.


  I felt something soft on my lips.


  Satsuki-san’s lips felt cold. It was just like her.


  Our lips connected for a moment, and then moved apart.


  Satsuki-san froze solid and didn’t say anything. It seemed like she also hadn’t taken any pictures.


  ...Huh?


  “Satsuki-san?”


  In an instant, Satsuki-san’s face blushed fiercely.


  “Y, y, y, you…?!”
“E-eh?”
“What were you doing?!”
“You’re the one who said to kiss…”


  Hearing her yell shocked me awake.


  “Kissing is normally done on the cheek, right?!”


  Eh, eeh…?


  What, what did I just do?


  Did I-did I just kiss her?


  



  “Even though it was my first”


  ………….


  Could it be that I just did something outrageous?


  My heartbeat raced and grew louder. This nervousness felt like the feeling I had when I overslept and was late to my appointment.


  “No, uh, listen!”


  Finally, my brain was fully awake and I frantically swung my hands.


  



  “It’s okay! Kisses between friends do not count!”


  That’s not what I meant to say!


  “We are not friends, but lovers, right…? So, in the end it counted…?”


  No matter how sleepy I was, to take Satsuki-san’s precious first kiss like this was a bit…


  “For now, I’m sorry. I’m really sorry. I really didn’t mean to do it like that.”


  



  If Satsuki-san was the type that treasured her first kiss, I really couldn’t do anything to make it up to her. What I could do was to prepare something as an apology…


  While I was in the midst of getting worked up on my own, Satsuki-san turned her back to me again and laid down on her futon.


  



  “...well, it’s not that much of a problem.”
“You look composed right now but you can’t hide those ears that turned red!”
“Kissing is not something that important anyway. I did it often. That wasn’t my first time, I’ve done it around three hundred million times after all.”
“What is the purpose of that lie?!”
“Would you take responsibility then?!”
“Ah, well, that’s, umm…in what meaning exactly...?”


  Satsuki-san didn’t say anything.


  “Nothing! Forget it! Stupid! It’s nothing, so hurry and go to sleep!”


  Satsuki-san yelled, but her face was scarlet.


  The secret between us was no longer just something about our personal lives. We had created a bigger secret between the two of us...why did things turn out like this…


  



  Aaah, geez. I totally couldn’t get any sleep~~~~!!!


  
    


    ~~~


    


    
      
        

        
      


      
    


    


    
      
        

        
      

    


    


    Translator's Note:
For those who's unaware, bath light is really a thing, Japan really eager to invent everything as long it optimizes their bathing experience huh...


    


    
      
        

        
      

    


    


    


    


    

  


  Chapter 3: Dealing with Something Like Battlefield, Definitely Impossible! (Part 1)


  *****


  I had a dream.


  I dreamed that I graduated from high school and became a university student. The me in my dream lived alone and led a very fulfilling life.


  With a bright personality, I’d successfully became popular on campus. I had more than 30,000 friends, and they fawned all over me. My schedule was jam-packed down to the minute, and people shouted my name here and there like I was at a rock band concert. 


  “Good grief. Everyone is so hopeless without me.”


  In my dream, when I woke up and checked my phone, there were more than 999 unread messages. I’d be needing a lot of effort just to reply to those messages, fufu.


  I smiled elegantly when someone opened the door.


  That person was of course my handsome boyfriend—an actor with an annual salary exceeding two hundred million yen. Thanks to him I also played a side role in a drama airing next month. Moreover, the drama was scheduled for prime time.


  Ever since I had successfully debuted in high school, my life had taken a huge turn.


  I’d managed to realize my dreams since starting university. Yes, I wasn’t going to let this dream end. Right, an endless dream…


  



  “Well then, Renako, let’s do our best for another beautiful day.”


  He stretched his hand out towards me, flashing a dazzling smile that radiated like sunshine.


  So this was happiness. Feelings of love overflowed so much that I was able to feel it. I slowly reached my hand out to his pale hand…


  “Wait. Oozuka Mai! Why are you here?!”
“Isn’t the answer obvious? We are...fufufu, do you still intend to make me spell it out for you after all these times?”


  Mai swiftly crawled into my bed and brought her body closer to mine. Hii.


  “H-hey, wait! Can you stop barging into my dream?!”


  Just like a big, persistent dog, she refused to budge even as I tried to push her away from me.


  Everything had been going well, but at this brief moment, it had suddenly turned into a nightmare!


  “I’ve said I had no intention of becoming your lover, right? We are friends! Rema friends! It’s not like I’m wishing for this from deep inside my mind, okay?! Don’t misunderstand!”


  She finally brought her face out from under the bed sheets. With nothing on her body, she looked down at me from above. Hyaa.


  The black hair that flowed smoothly down was touching my cleavage, giving off a ticklish sensation, since I also wore nothing on my body.


  ….wait. Black hair?


  What I saw before me was a pair of radiant black eyes that resembled the starless night sky, releasing a faint radiance like moonlight.


  



  “Hey, Amaori…”
“This must be a joke!”


  



  Satsuki-san let out an alluring smile, something I’d never seen before that caught my breath.


  She slowly brought her lips closer to mine and our lips touched…


  



  “I like you...I’m in love with you, Amaori.”
“Higyaa!”


  I forcefully pushed her and kicked the sheets off from my body, and finally jolted back to reality.


  



  What a terrible way to wake up.


  



  Ever since the day I stayed over at Satsuki-san’s place, I would sometimes wake up from that kind of dream. 


  What was that...why…?


  



  It was bad enough with Mai even though I was still okay...wait, no, it wasn’t okay. It was true that it gave me a bitter feeling when I had that kind of dream, considering what had happened between us, but let’s just put that aside for now.


  Why…why did Satsuki-san keep appearing in my dreams……...


  Moreover, we were in that kind of situation, right...we were naked after all…


  Could it be that……I have feelings for Satsuki-san….? Nope, no, no, no! It was just a dream. Why was I getting affected by a mere dream?!


  



  What happened between us was just...I accidentally touched her boobs, we slept in the same room, and we kissed.


  Huh, that’s a lot!


  



  Uuu, this didn’t mean that I had stronger sexual desires than girls my age...right? I wondered if everyone else had the same type of dreams as me...it wasn’t like I could ask others about this kind of stuff though…


  



  I went to the washroom to freshen up myself and arrange my hair. Suddenly, someone appeared out of nowhere. 


  “Bi~g sis~”


  L-little sister!


  I had managed to dodge her these past few days, but she had finally cornered me…


  



  “Today for sure, I’ll make you listen.”
“Y-yes.”
“How should I put this. Okay, I admit that you had a great high-school debut, and you might have gotten carried away. But still, what you did wasn’t right.”
“Ugh.”


  My little sister, who stood in front of me with her arms folded, looked like a counseling teacher in her lecturing mode.


  “Whatever happened, the most important thing is honesty. If you enjoy your life without any consideration for others, you’ll slowly lose what you have, and everything will be gone the moment you realize, it’ll become too late.”
“Uuh…”


  I’d never had any intention to cheat in my relationships, plus my relationship with Mai wasn’t something like lovers anyway, but hearing those words was like receiving a deep stab…


  “In the end it’s your life after all. I don’t have the right to butt in. But let me say this, what you’re doing right now isn’t being a bright person or a normie. Even if you’ve become somewhat popular, it doesn’t mean you can hurt others. You’re basically behaving like a scoundrel.”


  



  Oh, my respectable little sister…!


  



  Getting seriously scolded by a second year junior high-school girl made me want to bow deeply into a dogeza while apologizing.


  



  “Well, that was everything I wanted to say. I have morning practice so I’m going now.”
“Yes...thank you for your words…”


  



  My respectable little sister in her sailor uniform turned her back on me abruptly, leaving me alone in the washroom.


  When I gazed back in the mirror, I found myself with a deadpan expression. I went back to arrange my hair and clipped on my hairpin properly.


  This was good enough...hehehe…


  



  My little sister’s scolding seeped through my mind and my chest became heavier with each passing second. It’s okay, I told myself. My relationship with Satsuki-san was going to end in two weeks, and once everything ends, she would make up with Mai. Everything would return to normal then.


  Which was why I was sure that these impure dreams would also stop in two weeks, without leaving a single trace.


  ...I really meant it, okay?!


  



  I left for school while grumbling.


  I wondered what would happen if I met Satsuki-san in this situation…


  No, considering Satsuki-san’s personality, I was sure she would answer me with something along the lines of, “What were you thinking...are you dumb?” with that empty gaze. I almost guaranteed it.


  I was perfectly aware that the Satsuki-san who answered with something like, “S-stop being dumb…” while looking embarrassed was someone that only existed inside my head.


  



  “Ah, good morning! Amaori-san!”
“Good morning~”


  When I entered the classroom, Hasegawa-san and Hirano-san greeted me.


  “Ah, yeah. Good morning.”


  Like being influenced by Satsuki-san’s phantom, I responded to them with a stiff smile.


  Hearing my response, the two of them look thrilled and let out a blissful sigh.


  “Haaa, I’m grateful this morning...since this is the only time I’m able to talk with a beauty without any worries, how blessed...!”
“We’re only able to approach Amaori-san in the morning after all~ Ah, today might be the best day of my life~”
“Eh, wh-what were you girls talking about? Ahaha…”


  Whenever we interacted, these two always talked like they admired me. Of course I was fond of these two. I like people who like me after all.


  The way they treated me fulfilled my desire for acknowledgement from those around me. That’s right. I am Amaori Renako...part of Mai’s group. The Amaori Renako...let’s change my mood.


  I channeled my inner Ajisai-san and let out a graceful smile.


  



  “That’s not true, we can talk whenever since I also want to get along better with you two.”
“Really?! Eh?! That’s not some sort of lip service from a beauty, right?! No, well, even if it's lip service, I’m still happy!”
“Waa~ let’s get along well then, Amaori-san~ Hee~ So I’m allowed to look at your face everyday, what a grand opportunity. Could it be that this’ll lead to your permission for your contact info~?”
“Yeah of course, let's get along well!”


  Aah, so this was happiness. This was what I wanted. I wasn’t looking for chaos where I had to work hard to maintain my position. I just wanted to casually enjoy my days with friends.


  We had fun talking with each other, when suddenly—


  



  “...morning.” Satsuki-san entered the classroom.


  



  “Hiee...Sa-Satsuki-san, morning…”


  She halted for a short moment right beside me, and then headed to her own desk.


  Th-that was surprising...the Satsuki-san from my dream slowly emerged again from the corner of my mind.


  



  “A-anyway, about your contact info.” I turned my body.


  And when I did, Hasegawa-san and Hirano-san’s eyes had turned into heart shapes. Eh?!


  



  “J-just now, Koto-san said ‘morning’…! That, that black-haired beauty Koto-san...eeh? This isn't a dream, right…?”
“I’d never thought that Koto-san would greet me like that…today would be the greatest of the greatest day of my life…”
“Umm, excuse me?! Contact info, what about exchanging contact info?!”


  They weren’t even joking, they’d seriously stopped hearing my voice since earlier. Their cheeks were red as they gaped in Satsuki-san’s direction. Seriously?!


  “Aah, that glistening black hair...that thin and nice body, she really is a form of perfection…”
“Haa...I want to have that face in my next life...”


  No matter how hard I called out to them, it seemed like they no longer bothered to answer, so I left and trudged to my own desk.


  So this was reality…


  



  As I was walking, Satsuki-san suddenly called my name, “Amaori.”


  “Wh-what is it?”
“Uhh...let’s meet after school.”


  As I glanced at Satsuki-san, who averted her gaze, I felt my heart tighten for a moment (might only be my imagination!).


  “Ah, yeah…”


  Eh, wait a minute, what was this...why was it that Satsuki-san looked nervous...


  No, really, what happened? This was dangerous, really dangerous. With just those two lines from her, I felt like my world was spinning uncontrollably.


  This-this made it feel like I was being very conscious of our relationship!


  You can’t. Finally, we were at the stage where Satsuki-san could potentially become my friend. But with this mood, it felt like our relationship would become a mess!


  I finally sat down at my desk, with nervousness piling up inside my chest. When I turned around, Satsuki-san’s eyes met mine.


  Uhh…


  As if wanting to hide the fact that our eyes met, we hurriedly averted our gazes from each other.


  Hasegawa-san and Hirano-san had already said this, but she really has a beautiful face…


  Wait, no, I told you that you can’t!


  The heck was with this bittersweet mood that resembled middle-school students after their first kiss?! My relationship with Satsuki-san wasn’t like that!


  



  “You’re sure early today. Morning, Rena-chan.”


  As I continued to battle with my own thoughts, Ajisai-san arrived in the classroom. I timidly raised my head to look at her.


  Aaah, she sure was cute today...look at that fluffy hair that resembled that of an angel...I unconsciously bowed my head in an act of worship.


  “Eh, what is it? What are you doing?”
“Ajisai-san, I like you…”
“Eeeh?!”


  Ajisai-san turned red after hearing the direct praise that came straight from the bottom of my heart. Looking at her reaction, she really scored a perfect point as a maiden. A totally different type of person from Satsuki-san.


  “Eeerr, umm, errr...why were you saying something so bold in place like this...besides...actually, there’s something I had been meaning to ask for a while...umm, umm…”


  Ajisai-san’s eyes darted restlessly about as she fidgeted with her hair.


  Staring at Ajisai-san, who emitted cuteness from the top of her head to the tips of her toes, I pleaded desperately, “You are the only one for me, Ajisai-san, so stay as my friend till the end, okay…? We’re going to be friends for our whole life...a friend for life...”


  



  “Eh? O-okay! ………..eh?!”


  



  That day, while getting healed by Ajisai-san’s healing aura, I somehow managed to survive until the end of school.


  I was so grateful for having Ajisai-san in my class. If it wasn’t for her, I was sure that I would’ve been brought to the infirmary since I would’ve definitely passed out in the first period.


  



  Mai had been considerate of me and my situation with Satsuki-san during this time, but on the contrary, I couldn’t help but feel awkward, almost as if I had been avoiding her…


  Uuh, with this I could really prove that I really wasn’t suited for romance. My mind wasn’t strong enough to overcome these romance-related problems…


  Well, the real trial starts now, though!


  Really, I wondered if someone could come and rescue me from this whole mess...someone like a prince on a white horse, maybe...no, wait, as expected, I couldn’t really deal with boys after all so I’ll pass on that choice! Please make it a princess somehow!


  



  In the end, my life wasn’t so easy to have a long-awaited princess come and save me from my agony, but in exchange, an adorable, top-class angel shyly pulled on my sleeve.


  



  “U-umm, you see, Rena-chan.”
“Hmm?”


  I was in the middle of tidying up my desk when she called out to me, so I stopped and turned towards her. There I found Ajisai-san’s smile.


  A smile so beautiful that it sparkled like a rainbow in the blue sky. With a smile like that, there was no other choice than to stan her.


  



  “You see, today I don’t have any plans with anyone.”
“Ah, really? That’s rare.”
“No, it’s not like I have that many plans in the first place…”


  Right after she said that, Ajisai-san looked like she realized something and clapped her hands.


  “Ah, no! Y-yes, you’re right! It’s rare!”


  A sudden line as if she noticed her popularity. How adorable.


  Ajisai-san was really popular after all, so everyone often asked her out.


  Thinking that ‘this me’ was able to freely chat with ‘that Ajisai-san’ whenever I wanted to really was a blessing.


  No matter how cute she is, Ajisai-san only has 24 hours a day just like regular humans, and since I didn’t want to bother her, I often planned to get lost from her sight before I could bother her any more than that. But it seemed like Ajisai-san still had something she wanted to say, so I waited for her. She coyly intertwined her fingers while looking at me from the corner of her eyes.


  “And that’s why, umm, I wonder what I should do.”
“Uh-huh.”
“............I really wonder what I should do.”
“U, uh-huh…?”


  Ajisai-san didn’t say anything and stared intently at me.


  H-how should I respond to this, and this uncomfortable feeling...hearing the sound of a clock ticking just added to the nervousness building inside of me. What was with this feeling, like someone was telling me to hurry and make some decision…?!


  Eh, I really had no idea what to do! What should I do...I wanted to fulfill her expectations and make her happy, but how…!


  I was becoming absorbed in my own thoughts, and my head started feeling dizzy, the signs of me reaching my limit.


  



  “Amaori, what are you doing?”


  Satsuki-san approached me. Just like a jet-black curtain, she instantly obstructed Ajisai-san’s light.


  “Ahh, err, nothing. Well then, see you tomorrow, Ajisai-sanー”


  I gently waved my hand but then I saw Ajisai-san with an unexpected expression on her face.


  Eh, what was it?!


  “E, err...is there something wrong, Ajisai-san...?


  



  It was my first time seeing Ajisai-san showing that kind of emotion. It was like seeing Kaho-chan when she was treated coldly by Mai…


  But in a blink of an eye, she became her usual self again, showing her usual charming smile, she waved her hands.


  
    
      

      
    

  


  



  “N-nothing! There’s nothing wrong at all! Now come to think of it, I also have something I should do! That’s right, I’m busy! See you tomorrow!”
“O-okay.”


  Well, that was a given.


  I answered her with a simple “See you,” and let Satsuki-san drag me away like usual.


  



  Although she looked a bit agitated this morning, Satsuki-san now looked stable, like her usual self, as she walked beside me.


  “Did something happen with Sena?”
“She said she was free today but turned out she had something to do. Ah, can we invite Ajisai-san to our study session next time? If she’s free.”
“My bad, I don’t really like to study with many people. It’s not efficient.”


  Huh, so that was the case. Since I was the one being taught I didn’t really have a right to push it any further so I couldn’t really say anything. I was the little lamb who should obey Satsuki-sensei’s rule after all.


  Suddenly, a blondie with blue eyes appeared before me and the witch who controlled my reins.


  “Oh, Renako. So you’re together with Satsuki too today?”


  Oozuka Mai stood before us with a composed smile.


  “What do you think, Satsuki? Renako is really a wonderful person, right? Doesn’t she make your heart beat faster and make you feel warm inside? Of course that’s the case, since that’s part of Renako’s charm.”


  Mai nodded her head, agreeing with her own words, absorbed in her own world. Hey, what were you saying in the middle of the classroom?


  Normally, Satsuki-san would ignore Mai and just walk past her and Mai would shrug her shoulders at that behavior.


  But it seemed like today was different.


  “Well, you’re right. Certainly, Amaori is different from other people.”
“Eeeh?”


  Satsuki-san put her hands on her hip with a confident smile.


  “In fact, we studied a lot of things together, like then, right, Amaori?”


  Eh? Then...could it be that she was referring to that time during the sleepover?


  My cheeks were getting hotter with each passing second.


  Wait, if you said something like that, not even Mai would stay calm…


  Huh, I guess I was wrong. Mai kept her composed smile as she peered at us.


  “Hee? Could you tell me the details?”
“I guess I can’t, right, Amaori? It’s not something that we can tell ‘Outsiders’ anyway.”
“O-of course!”


  Even though I had noticed her hidden intention, I couldn’t really give other responses.


  As if I could let her talk about that kind of stuff in the middle of the classroom!


  Aaah, if you behaved like you were picking a fight, of course Mai would…


  Oh, she smiled! What happened?


  “I see, it’s a secret between the two of you. Well, I hope someday you can let me join in your ‘secrets’.”
“Too bad.”


  Satsuki-san, with brimming confidence, pulled on my arm and embraced it tightly. Uwaa, what on earth was this, an afternoon drama?


  “This is a secret between me and Amaori, something that’s shared between the two of us, right, Amaori?”


  Someone, please help me. I set a deadpan expression on my face and averted my eyes from her gaze.


  When I looked away, I caught the look of Kaho-chan, who had been in the middle of talking with people from another group.


  She gave me a thumbs-up, flashing an optimistic smile like everything was going according to plan and that the relationship between them was moving in a positive direction. 


  I could understand if it was Mai being positive, since she was a natural-born empress, but where did that positivity of Kaho-chan come from...was it because she’s a lovable person that she had her own driving force…?


  



  Mai cleared her throat and shifted to the side like she was opening a path for us.


  “I see, that was rude of me. Please do as you like to deepen your bond. How ill-mannered of me to try to get in between two of you like that. I’m sorry.”


  Mai really kept her smile on until the end of our conversation.


  I was sure she was trying her best to keep her promise to me.


  I dragged my feet, feeling downhearted. Uuh.


  Satsuki-san covered her grin with her hand, looking gleeful.


  “She looked really frustrated there.”
“Sh-she was?”


  Back then, Mai had made a move on me when she was driven by her jealousy towards Ajisai-san. Considering her jealous nature, she must have struggled a lot to contain her hostility towards Satsuki-san.


  “...I wonder if it’s okay to do something like this. I feel bad for her.”
“You’re right. If I want to fire her up more than this, I’ve got no other choice than to show her our photo from that night.”
“Just restrain yourself from doing that, okay?!”


  This time it was my turn to pull her forcefully from the classroom.


  



  With this kind of tension between them, I wondered if they could really make up...there was only one week left until the end of our agreement.


  I hadn’t seen any signs of improvement from their relationship, and the only thing that progressed smoothly was my studying for the upcoming test.


  “Amaori, you tried to solve it without trying to understand the main problem again, right?”
“Eh? No, but, I thought that this way would be more efficient…”
“That’s true if your goal was to get a good score on an exam. But we’re still in our first year, so it’s better to progress bit by bit while looking ahead.”
“Satsuki-san, did you teach me while considering my future…?!”
“Eh?”
“Ah.”


  We sat side by side in the library and our hands touched.


  From that small gesture, I could feel a small flame erupt in my chest.


  As I was confused over that feeling, Satsuki-san pulled her hand away while staring at it.


  “...listen, I’ll say this just in case.”
“O-okay.”
“I admit that we did...ki-kiss back then. However, my heart is still mine, and no one can snatch it to become theirs. That’s why, uh, well...don’t get your hopes up.”


  She tried to sound indifferent judging by the way she said it to me, but her cheeks were scarlet.


  ...I had said this before, if you told me something like that with that kind of face, it would only make me more embarrassed!


  



  “It’s not like I’m hoping for anything...but, can you give me an example?”
“Let’s see, for example...like, treating me as one of your women?”
“I never did that though?!”
“I bet you’d snatch all of my income and use it to gamble...but it would be okay, since I chose you after all...I would make sure to allocate money for your personal spending…”
“Can you stop that?! Moreover, you said that really naturally!”


  Right after I retorted back, I realized that it was part of Satsuki-san’s bad joke.


  Seeing her embarrassed reaction also made me wonder.


  “Anyway, why did you set my character as a violent husband…”
“I thought you fit as a good-for-nothing who relies on their women.”
“Wha-that’s a bit mean don’t you think?! Even though you really look like someone who would be easily manipulated by her unpopular band member boyfriend!”
“In short, if we put you and me together…?”
“A good-for-nothing me, and Satsuki-san who works hard for the sake of providing for me…?”


  Let’s imagine that for a bit. Me laying around watching TV while getting full of myself, “Don’t worry, I’ll make it big soon!” Uwaa, it was the worst future possible.


  Compared with being Mai’s pet, the scale was getting larger somehow. This was terrible…


  “In the first place, I doubt that you’ll indulge me in that kind of convenient situation. I bet once I lose my job you’ll say something along, ‘I already got you a new job, go there starting tomorrow,’ and kick me out of the house…”
“You’re right, I would do that. But don’t worry, I would prepare a warm cup-noodle once you're home.”
“Even though you can cook?!”


  Satsuki-san let out a small laugh followed by a sigh.


  “But I’m sorry to let you down, since I won’t fall in love with anyone. Romance is meaningless after all.”


  Ooh, that sounded like Satsuki-san.


  I didn’t know whether she really meant it or not, but at least it made me understand her better.


  Satsuki-san once said that we couldn’t really understand ourselves, but...I know that Satsuki-san is someone who understood what she wanted and turned it into reality.


  I knew that much since I had the same view regarding that.


  What I was doing right now was trying to reach my ideal self, someone that I admired, someone popular with a bright personality. I felt like I could slowly make it happen, with the huge amount of effort I’ve put in.


  That’s why, I decided to genuinely support Satsuki-san’s resolve.


  



  “And what if Satsuki-san who said all of that was actually already in love with me, hm?”


  I let out a playful smile, imitating her usual self.


  My forehead received instant damage from the ruler in her hand.


  “Ouchh!”
“Next time you share any stupid ideas, I’ll make sure to do that until you get 0 in all subjects.”
“I was joking you know?! That threat is seriously scary!”


  We argued with each other loudly, as if we were ready to fight. 


  But if I look at what happened, somehow, I felt like we really looked like two friends.


  



  And that was soon followed by that night.


  Looking back, that day was the beginning of the turmoil that would soon mark the end of my first term.


  



  ***


  



  I was studying in my room that night. 


  Since the night air today felt refreshing, I opened my window for better air circulation. Even then, I had managed to stay focused until the end. Maybe I really was amazing after all.


  It felt like I had slowly understood the enjoyment of studying.


  I was completing my school homework as well as the practice work assigned by Satsuki-san.


  While playing games was fun, doing stuff with friends must be even more fun. Playing battle games and FPS was fun, but games like Action RPGs sounded more exciting when I had friends to talk about our character’s progress with. Well, in reality, it wasn’t like I had those kinds of friends though!


  This concept also applied to studying. Since the other person was Satsuki-san, who took her studies seriously, of course I would eventually become influenced by her keenness.


  Actually, that wasn’t really needed as long as I could discover the fun of studying through the typical classes...but too bad, I wasn’t that kind of honor student...


  Haah, for me to be seriously studying in my own home, what if I accidentally claimed first place in our grade! I wondered if Satsuki-san would bear a grudge!


  I ignited my motivation with my newly found arrogance and tried to power through the rest of my homework.


  



  But no matter how hard I had studied these past few days, of course my academic power hadn’t improved that drastically, so I had one problem left unsolved.


  Should I just leave it at that for today and ask Satsuki-san tomorrow? 


  ...umm, but leaving one problem like this felt a bit uncomfortable…


  I took out my phone and searched for Satsuki-san’s name in my chat app. I opened the chat room and stared at it with one arm folded.


  She had probably just finished her shift, so she must be tired. I would become a bother to her…


  Whoops, my phone suddenly vibrated.


  Someone who would send me a message at this hour would likely be no one other than Mai. I bet it was something like a luxurious selfie or something like that...wait.


  It was a message from Ajisai-san! But why?!


  



  [Are you free now?]


  



  Eeh…? Free, well, I could say that I am, but, why…?


  If I replied to her with a [Yeah I’m free], what if she replied back with, [As expected lol, how funny lol]...?


  



  No, no, it was Ajisai-san, she wouldn’t say something like that!


  So being honest, I typed [Yeah, I am] and sent it.


  



  [Is it okay if I call you?]


  



  Eh??!?!!


  Wait, huh? W-what should I do?!


  Still cradling my phone, I closed my window and paced around my room.


  Phone calls were one of the deadliest weapons to use against us social recluses. Having a personal conversation felt like plain punishment...on top of that, you couldn’t really see facial expressions and gestures through the call, so you could only rely on the voice and tone. If by any chance we talked at the same time, I would feel so bad I would die!


  I didn’t really want to do this...I didn’t want to get teased by Ajisai-san with something like [Rena-chan is really bad at phone calling, huh (laugh)]...


  Uuh, what if I asked first by sending her something along the lines of [Eh, what’s wrong? Is it something that should be done by phone?]. If I asked the subject beforehand, I could prepare myself and I could maybe do it more calmly...probably. But when I read my message over, it sounded a bit too cold…


  I really had no idea how to leave a good impression on Ajisai-san. Whatever, I’ll just reply with [It’s okay!]


  Right after that, as if she had been waiting for my approval (of course that was the case!) my phone started to ring.


  Hii, I wanted to run away.


  



  With a feeling like pointing a handgun to my own head, I slowly brought my phone to my ear.


  “H...hello.”


  Right after that.


  “Ah, hello?”


  Ajisai-san’s lively voice resounded right by my ear.


  Uoooo…I writhed in agony.


  “I’m glad, I thought you were already asleep and I didn’t know what I should do since I didn’t want to bother you.”


  Ajisai-san, Ajisai-san’s voice sounded so close!


  It was like she was whispering right in my ear!


  “Ah, no, I was studying.”
“Is that so? Sorry, am I bothering you after all?”
“No, of course not! I just finished!”
“Eeh, I see. That’s great then.”


  I frantically tried to gloss it over. When I heard a small breath that sounded relieved, I felt like my heart released tears.


  Honestly, as a socially awkward person, I really wanted to avoid phone calls at all costs...as if I could say that. Uuhh…


  “And, do you need something? For you to call me like this…”
“Err...just because?”


  Just because! So it was an angel’s whim!


  But wait a minute, eh, what was this, so it was okay to call another person without a particular reason? Was this some rule between normies? Ha, if that really was the case, this would reveal my true identity as a social recluse, right…? What if she found out since I had no idea...


  I shook my head.


  “Th-that’s right! There are times when you want to call someone on a whim after all!”
“Y-yes, that’s true.”


  After Ajisai-san agreed, we both stopped talking.


  Since I was afraid of this kind of awkward silence, I hurriedly talked about something else.


  “Wh-what are you doing now, Ajisai-san?”
“Nn, I just got out of the bath, and when I was drying my hair, I wondered what you were doing so I called you.”
“So you spent time thinking about me in your own house…”


  I felt guilty for taking up space in Ajisai-san’s brain.


  “Eeh? I often think about you though?”


  Ehehe, she laughed after saying that. What should I do, the warmth was spreading and filling up my chest.


  So happy. So this was happiness…? So this was the taste of happiness. This was my first time feeling this kind of emotion. If I opened the dictionary to look for the definition of happiness, it must be defined as 'Night call with Ajisai-san'.


  “E-err, and when is that?”
“Hmm, for example, when I listened to a wonderful song, I kinda wondered if you would like this too or not, something like that?”


  I thought I started to understand the reality of making phone calls. Even just from Ajisai-san’s voice and her intonation, I could perfectly understand the emotion behind her words.


  I couldn’t see her in person, but I could perfectly picture her smile, and the way she waved her hands during our conversations in person. Huh, could it be that I was doing something awesome after all.


  “Ah come to think of it, what kind of music do you like?”
“Eh...m-me? Uhh, well, actually...I don’t really keep up with recent songs.”


  The truth was I often listened to game soundtracks. When I wanted to improve my mood, I would play the piece where the player faces off against the last boss.


  Of course, I couldn’t say that to anyone. It also wasn’t something that I could share with Ajisai-san. If someone asked me why I listened to that kind of music, I would really have no answer other than, “Eh, is that bad…?”


  



  “M-more importantly, I’m really interested in your favourite songs! I would be happy if you’re willing to tell me next time, the kind of songs you like!”
“Eh, l-like?!”
“Eh? Y-yeah, songs you like.”


  For a moment, Ajisai-san’s voice faltered. Why was that?


  Ha, could it be that, I just stepped on some landmine…?!


  “A-ah, no, you can also share the songs you hate, okay?! Your most hated song!”
“E-eeh~...? Hated song...what was that, ahaha.”


  My desperate remark turned out to have a positive result since Ajisai-san’s voice returned to normal while laughing.


  A kind of laugh that sounds relaxed, something that I didn't often hear in  the classroom.


  Err...I didn’t get it, but it seemed like I hadn’t stepped on a landmine.


  It seemed like she was enjoying this conversation, and I felt relieved.


  Eh, was it really that funny? I couldn’t help but wonder since her laugh hadn’t stopped after a while. In the end, she let out a long sigh that reached my ears.


  



  “I know, let’s play a game, shall we?”


  Eeeh? Th-that was sudden!


  The memories during our hangout at the department store resurfaced. She had looked a bit different from the usual Ajisai-san in school. That time, she looked relaxed rather than her usual warm and fluffy image (Renako’s lack of vocabulary).


  That was why I thought that Ajisai-san probably had the same problem that Mai had, something like putting on a performance for the sake of fulfilling everyone’s expectations. That time, she did tell me that in truth, she was more selfish than people think. She might’ve tried her best to fulfill her role as a role model for her surroundings.


  Yeah, I was taken aback when she asked me to play games. But, if by any chance an angel wanted to take a break and rest her wings, I would definitely fulfill that wish for her. 


  “O-okay but, what kind of game?”
“Let’s see, I wonder what we should do~”


  Ajisai-san sounded like she was enjoying this, like she was choosing a cake from a display. 


  “Ah, that’s right. What about the one we played together before? We can play it online together, right?”
“Ah, aah, certainly...eh, we’re really going to do it?”
“Yup.”


  The way she answered me with the tint of happiness in her voice instantly sent me to cloud nine. I felt the love overflow through my entire body. I thought my heart would stop thanks to her sudden adorable attack.


  You can’t do that, Ajisai-san...that kind of voice isn’t something that you can show anyone…


  I guarantee if boys heard that voice of hers, they would instantly fall head over heels for Ajisai-san...Even though I know that romance is plainly impossible for me, Ajisai-san’s sudden attack struck my heart.


  “Sorry, I need to bring the console to my room, can you wait a bit?”
“Ah, okay, take your time.”


  After that, I heard the sounds of her moving from her room. In the absence of conversation, Ajisai-san’s faint breathing reached my ears. Somehow this made me nervous…


  “Anyway, it’s my first time playing an online game with a friend.”
“Really?”
“Yeah.”


  In the first place, I have only ever played games with Mai and Ajisai-san.


  After hearing my confession, Ajisai-san responded back.


  “Hee, I see. So I’m your first then.”
“Eh? Y-yeah.”


  She sounded unlike the usual Ajisai-san. I couldn’t read her emotion from that voice. Somehow that sounded a bit erotic though?! Wait, or was I the only one being weird right now?!


  I thought I might pass out.


  



  “Now come to think of it, when are you going to come over to my house?”
“Uee?”


  I accidentally slipped out a weird sound due to the sudden, suggestively seductive question.


  “S-somehow, you’re a bit more aggressive than usual tonight, huh…!”


  “Fufu.” Her honey-like giggle sent a weird sensation to my brain. Aah, I felt like I shouldn't be doing this!


  “Well, I’ll come whenever you invite me, as long as it’s Ajisai-san…”


  It would be a bit hard before finals, but I had turned her down once. If I rejected her twice, it would hurt me in various ways…so I had vowed not to do that again.


  “Hmm, but I think we can’t do it before finals, huh. Also, Rena-chan is always sticking with Satsuki-chan anyway.”
“N-no, that’s not like what you think!”


  Worded like that, it was like I prioritized Satsuki-san over Ajisai-san!


  “Because no matter what happens, you’re my number one!”
“...I-I see.”


  The atmosphere was getting a bit weird somehow.


  She didn’t believe me, did she?!


  



  “...Rena-chan, you shouldn’t do that, you should be more mindful of what you say. If you say something like that, people will interpret your intention in a different way, you know? Bad Rena-chan!”


  So I was right! Considering I had already turned her down once, of course right?


  “Aah uhhh.”


  When I didn’t know how to respond, Ajisai-san laughed like she had already forgiven all my wrongdoings.


  “Fufu...but to be honest, I’m happy hearing that from you. Thank you.”


  That word of gratitude sincerely spoken made my face burn up in an instant.


  “I’m sorry for being a bit harsh. You’re doing your best right now, so you don’t have to mind me. Ah, but let’s enjoy the summer break together, okay?”


  She was being considerate after teasing me like that. Deep down, I felt relieved.


  “Yeah, of course...I’m looking forward to it...”


  Speaking of going to Ajisai-san’s house, I bet I wouldn’t be able to sleep a wink the night before out of nervousness...Uuh, let’s stop thinking about that for now. Before then, I should just run simulations inside my head to make sure that everything will go smoothly…


  



  Judging by the background noises, it seemed like Ajisai-san was bringing the console to her room. Could it be that it was usually placed in the living room?


  



  “I’m setting it up right now, wait for a bit, okay?”
“Okaay.”


  



  Ajisai-san’s room. I wonder what it looked like. Let’s imagine it for a bit. I bet it was cute. An adorable room with blooming flowers rustled by a refreshing breeze, and a small river where many small animals frolicked together…


  



  “Hey, so I heard from Kaho-chan, that Rena-chan is...”
“Ah, what is it?”
“You’re trying to mend the relationship between Mai-chan and Satsuki-chan.”


  Yes, that was my main intention.


  That’s why if they saw me going home with Satsuki-san everyday, it might have looked like I was trying hard to persuade her. In fact, the truth wasn’t too far-fetched but well...


  Hearing my answer, Ajisai-san asked me again with a voice that sounded more careful than usual.


  “Umm, this might sound a bit rude, but I was wondering, why are you trying so hard?”
“Err…”


  I wondered why. So it looked like I was pushing myself doing this. Well, that was a given!


  Ajisai-san, the truth is I have poor social and communication skills. Even though it was something ordinary to me, I needed to put in more effort to accomplish what others considered as ‘normal’. That might have been why I appeared desperate.


  If I answered her with something like that, I was sure that Ajisai-san would try her best to reassure me that it wasn’t true. It would then lead to more damage so I stopped myself from saying it.


  “Um, as I thought, since I’m in the same social circle as Oozuka-san and Satsuki-san, I want them to make up. Also, I personally dislike it if they keep fighting like that.”


  This was likely an unsophisticated answer, but she clearly understood what I was trying to say.


  “Yeah, of course...You see, sometimes Kaho-chan also mentioned Satsuki-san when she talked with Mai-chan without worry and honestly I thought she was brave. Could it be that I was being too cold as a person…?”


  



  No no no no no.


  



  “If you’re a cold person, then without any doubt, Satsuki-san’s body must be made of liquid nitrogen rather than water...”
(Science trivia: liquid nitrogen’s boiling temperature is around -196℃ / -320℉)


  Also, I had very few friends I could talk with in school. If Mai and Satsuki-san keep fighting, I wouldn’t be able to withstand it any longer. I would die from the pressure…


  Since it was a matter of death and life, of course I looked desperate!


  In short, I was doing this for my own benefit! Yeah, I’m a loser!


  



  But then, Ajisai-san sounded like she refuted my words.


  “That’s not true, besides, thanks to this accident, I reevaluated the way I treated my friends. So I decided that I should try to change myself, and become more caring about the people around me.”
“Eeh…? So you were thinking about something like that…”


  Turned out that the Ajisai-san I thought was a different type of person from Mai. Even a perfect person had that kind of thought…


  “Yeah, and so, this call might also be my first step towards that.”
“I see…”


  Ajisai-san was a thoughtful person. She even went out of her way to talk to Satsuki-san who had been eating lunch alone, out of kindness. That side of hers was something that no one could imitate, so she really was an amazing person.


  “You are fine the way you are,” wasn’t something that she wanted to hear as someone who wanted to change herself. How did I know? Of course I knew, since I was also the same.


  



  I was sure that if someone denied my effort to change myself and told me that I didn’t have to do anything, it would give me more pain. 


  I was glad I didn’t get too worked up to say that to Ajisai-san. That was close.


  



  As I bubbled in my own negative thoughts, Ajisai-san let out a gentle laugh from the other side .


  “You see, it's because I actually quite...like Rena-chan, you know?”


  Her voice slowly seeped into my chest, filling me with an adorable and endearing feeling.


  “Uuu, I am extremely delighted to hear those words. It’s my honour...”
“Eh, why are you being formal out of sudden? I’m not a king though?!”
“I also like you, Ajisai-san.”
“Aaaaah~~~....uuuh~...a-anyway, I also want to change this reserved side of me so...I’ll change it!”
“Yup, looking forward to it!”


  Honestly I was a bit worried since she let out a voice like she was in agony, but it seemed like she really wanted to work hard this time.


  One day she would be promoted into a superior angel from a normal angel, so she might grow another set of wings later.


  Right after Ajisai-san told me that she finished setting up the console and launched the game, suddenly—


  “Huh? What’s wrong?”


  Just like that, Ajisai-san sounded a bit different.


  “Yes?” I asked her to make sure, but it seemed like the question wasn’t directed to me. She was probably talking with her family.


  “Can’t sleep?”


  Judging by her intonation, she was probably talking to someone younger than her. It was likely that she was talking to her younger brother.


  “Eh? It’s unfair since I’m gaming this late at night? Big Sister is allowed since I’m already in high school.”


  Big Sister Ajisai …


  It really made me feel strange. The popular Big Sister Ajisai’s whispers, you can stream it for 6980 yen… (Free for me since I’m her friend...)


  



  “Nope~you can’t play now. You have school tomorrow, right?”


  I heard a small protest. Judging by the voice, it was a little boy. Was it me in her brother’s body? Wait, it wasn’t me though.


  “Go back to your room and sleep now, okay? Eeh? Nothing, Big Sister is on the phone right now, so don’t bother me, okay?”


  Aah it really was Big Sister Ajisai, and she sounded troubled. Unlike me who would directly say “How noisy! Go away!” to my sibling, of course the caring Ajisai-san wouldn’t do that.


  “Eeh? Geez, no matter how much time has passed, you really are such a spoiled boy. What about Mom? You don’t want to? You want to be with your Big Sister?”


  A huge sigh.


  It seemed like she gave up.


  “Good grief. Alright then.”


  Right after that, she shifted her attention back to me with an apologetic voice.


  “I’m sorry, Rena-chan.”
“No no, it’s okay.”


  At first I thought that apology was for making me wait, but turned out I was wrong.


  “I’ll put him to sleep just for a bit, I’m really sorry.”
“Ah, no, really, it’s okay!”
“Yeah...see you later.”


  And the call ended.


  It felt like I had suddenly been transported back to the world where only I existed. I collapsed on the carpet in my room.


  Ajisai-san’s voice was still reverberating inside my ears as I stared absent-mindedly at my phone screen. 


  It must be hard having a little brother with such a huge age gap. Apparently, she also often had to take care of her little brother after school.


  As if that gentle Ajisai-san was a cold person.


  Haa, I want to be her little sister in my next life...getting spoiled, putting me to sleep…


  While I was deep in thought about my next life, the imaginary Mai inside my head suddenly appeared. “But in this life, you are my fiancée, right?” she said, flashing her super darling smile.


  I shook her off. Can you stop barging into my imagination out of nowhere?


  



  I waited in front of my own console for a while until she messaged me with an apologetic sticker: [Forgive me, it seems like today is a bit impossible for me. I’m really sorry].


  Too bad...of course I couldn’t lie with my own feelings. But rather than say it to her, I chose to gloss over them and respond that it was okay. I was just some ordinary character that came out of a free gacha game anyway so I didn’t want her to feel bad.


  



  I leaned my head on my bed.


  Ah, that was tiring.


  To think that having a phone call with the adorable and cheerful Ajisai-san drained most of my energy. How was I going to live my life from now on?


  Pondering about my future, I finally reached my limit and proceeded to slip into my bed.


  Become more caring to those around her, huh…


  The problem between Mai and Satsuki-san would be settled soon.


  The next thing would be...my match with Mai.


  She had looked composed when she told me that she would definitely make me fall in love with her within the next three years, but it was unlikely that she would passively rely on time and let everything flow naturally.


  On the other hand, I also wanted to improve myself so I could proudly say that the Super Darling was my best friend.


  “...’kay.”


  I decided to get up from my bed and sit at my desk again.


  It wasn’t like I could change my personality in such a short time frame, and I definitely couldn’t change my looks to be on the same level with her—that was plainly impossible. That was why...


  I should make do with effort.


  I stayed up a bit later than usual and struggled against that last one question, somehow managing to solve it in the end.


  These were baby steps, but by taking a step everyday, I really felt like I could move forward!


  Chapter 3: Dealing with Something Like Battlefield, Definitely Impossible! (Part 2)


  [bookmark: more]*****

  
    A few days after, during lunch break, we were eating our lunch together without Satsuki-san in our usual classroom spot when Mai opened her mouth and said casually, “I think it’s time for me to have a serious talk with Satsuki.”


    I blinked my eyes repeatedly while chewing my bread.


    A talk with Satsuki-san? So that means…


    



    “Ooh!!”
“As expected from Mai Mai!”


    Ajisai-san clapped her hands and Kaho-chan praised Mai. I was one step behind in my reaction, only managing to blurt out, “Talk...eh, a talk?!”


    It wasn’t unusual for her to act so abruptly like this, but what on earth had happened so that she had a change of heart…?


    Shimmering with her usual dazzling aura, she shifted her gaze and smiled at the beauty next to her, Ajisai-san.


    “This morning, Ajisai came to talk to me.”


    How unexpected.


    Mai and Ajisai-san get along well, but it was uncommon for them to have a conversation just between two of them.


    To think that the two most influential individuals in our class had a talk like that, it almost felt like an important summit between nation leaders.


    Ajisai-san looked bashful hearing Mai’s answer.


    “Sorry for being so sudden, Mai-chan.”
“No, it’s okay. I also thought that I should do something. You came at the right time and gave me a push that I need.”
“It wasn’t really a big deal.”


    Right at that moment, Ajisai-san turned towards me, looking at me like she was giving me an eye signal.


    Eh?!


    “I want to do something to help my friends after all.”
“Fufu, you really are a courageous girl after all.”
“No, I’m not like that at all.”


    The two young ladies conversed back and forth with elegant smiles on their faces. It might have been my imagination, but I could see flowers blooming behind them. How gorgeous...it looked like a background from some scene…


    Without a word, Kaho-chan took her phone out and began snapping photos. It was a weird timing for photos, but I perfectly understood the reason she was taking photos.


    



    “And with this, the MaiAji side takes the first lead…”


    



    “What do you mean by the MaiAji side...?!” To ensure that I wasn’t ruining the mood between them, I asked Kaho-chan in a quiet voice.


    “After the entrance ceremony, there was a fierce battle underground, between the MaiAji side and MaiSatsu side…”
“Huh? Wait, that’s weird…! They’re all girls, right...?!”


    With a serious look as if she was reading a history textbook, she recited her answer flatly, “Most of the popular boys in our school already have girlfriends after all.”


    



    “Is that a reason though…”


    Mai did have the title of Super Darling, but she was also a full-fledged girl. I might say that she’s classified more as the sparkling princess type.


    Even then, they would still ship her with another girl, huh…


    



    Meanwhile, Mai and Ajisai-san were laughing together elegantly like a pair of childhood friends who had finally reunited at some high-class party after a few years.


    “I have few people around me who treat me as an equal. This straightforward attitude of yours is something I need. I think we can get along long-term.”
“Aha, it makes me happy hearing something like that. You see, I feel really happy to have a lovely friend like Mai-chan.”
“The feeling is mutual, Ajisai.”


    They suited each other so much one couldn’t help but think that these two were a match made in heaven, a couple arranged directly by God.


    It might only be my imagination, but somehow, it was like Mai was a protagonist in a main story...and Mai’s heroine would be Ajisai-san. Or Satsuki-san would also be possible, I think. Kaho-chan was also suitable as one of the options, though she hadn’t made her appearance yet.


    As for me, of course my role was to be the protagonist’s best friend...best friend, huh, I felt an overwhelming pressure due the heavy responsibility…


    While I tried hard to keep my behaviour neutral to preserve the splendid MaiAji scene in front of me, Kaho-chan fearlessly raised her hand with enthusiasm.


    “Here here! I want to know how Aa-chan managed to convince Mai Mai!”


    Kaho-chan was amazing. She had the power to break through this type of atmosphere.


    Some people might regard her personality as annoying, but Kaho-chan was really good at reading the mood, finding the perfect time to do things like this so she wouldn’t ruin the mood. That’s a high-level skill.


    


    


    
      
        

        
      

    


    



    “That’s...”


    Out of consideration, Mai looked towards Ajisai-san.


    Almost as if she were nervous, Ajisai-san put her hands on her chest and opened her mouth, “Umm, since I really like Mai-chan and Satsuki-chan, it made me lonely seeing the two of them act like strangers. I was simply being honest and conveyed my feelings to Mai-chan.”


    While acting reserved, Ajisai-san smiled gently.


    “That’s why, in the end it was for my own sake. Mai-chan just spoiled me with her kindness,” she said, smiling bashfully.


    Up until now, perhaps Ajisai-san had only shown her ‘selfishness’ in front of her family and I since I never really saw that side of hers in school.


    Ajisai-san is popular. She also held good relationships with Mai and Satsuki-san so she didn’t really need to stick her own neck out into this problem.


    Despite the risk of getting scorned from involving herself in others’ issues, she still gathered her courage and stepped into the problem.


    Compared to me who was doing this for my own survival, she was on a different level.


    She truly is a gentle and caring person.


    “Rena-chan? Is there something wrong?”
“Eh?”


    Turned out I had been staring at Ajisai-san, lost in thought. She had turned her attention to me after noticing. I hurriedly averted my eyes from her gaze. I was very moved and almost teared up, after all. That was dangerous.


    So Ajisai-san was the type willing to sacrifice herself for the sake of others.


    I had always considered Ajisai-san a wonderful person, but actually she was more amazing than I had initially thought. She wasn’t just cute and kind, she also had a strong heart and was a very admirable person.


    



    “What is it?”
“Uhh, nothing...I just thought that Sena-senpai is very cool…”
“Eh, calling me that feels a bit unsettling, though?!”


    I couldn’t restrain my overflowing admiration...I felt so grateful to God for having her enrolled in this school. Really, thank you, God. Let me properly offer You my prayer…


    Before I ended up choking with tears of gratitude to God, Mai took over the conversation.


    



    “Well, that’s what happened, Kaho. I realized that I’d never considered that my actions could affect others’ feelings and was very ignorant. Ajisai taught me that my behaviour could hurt my precious friend’s feelings.”
“No, I also should thank Mai-chan. It’s hard to listen to others and properly accept their thoughts and discuss it with them thoroughly. I think that side of you is really mature and praiseworthy.”
“Haha, you make me blush.”


    In the end, not even Ajisai-san could see through to Mai’s true nature. That woman was the complete opposite of ‘mature’...


    For a while, I enjoyed the scene of Ajisai-san and Mai flirting with each other.


    



    “And that’s why—”


    Suddenly, Mai continued the conversation.


    “I need some help.”


    Mai moved her eyes, fixating her gaze on me.


    “Renako, I want to ask you to become the eyewitness. If it’s only me and Satsuki, I’m sure we will end up cursing each other without any proper solution. Of course, I’m aware that it’ll trouble you since it would take up your time.”


    Fumu, I see…


    



    Huh, eh?!


    



    Since she had suddenly roped me into some important stuff, my head had stopped working for a few seconds.


    “Why did you mention my name?!”
“You really want me to state the reasons?”


    Fufufu, Mai smiled meaningfully. Wait, no.


    It’s because I know the reasons for your fight, right?!


    



    “Because Rena-chan is MaiMai’s fan, right!”
“Exactement.”


    Kaho-chan who splendidly scored the right answer for the mock quiz show hosted by Oozuka Mai pumped her arms in excitement. No, wait, she might be right in some sense, but in the end aren’t you being too much?!


    



    “What do you think, Renako? Is it too much for you?”
“T-that’s…”


    Mediating between Mai and Satsuki-san...I really didn’t have the confidence to.


    Even though I did say that I no longer wanted to run away from my problems, I was still the same old me who had escaped to the rooftop for the sake of being alone, you know? To have that kind of person act as a main support...no, it was impossible, definitely impossible. There was the matter of taking care of yourself before others!


    In the first place, they didn’t really need to talk it through anyway. We just needed to wait one week and Satsuki-san would eventually reconcile with Mai. That was the plan...but...


    “You don’t have to push yourself if you find it too difficult, okay?”


    This was the opportunity created by Ajisai-san, who was showing me her gentle smile right now. I couldn’t let it go to waste. I understood that much at least.


    



    Uuh, at least let Kaho-chan tag along!


    When I stared at Kaho-chan for help, she put her hand on my shoulder and shook her head. Her gesture implied that this wasn’t her role.


    “This isn’t my role.”


    Wait, she really said it aloud. To be able to understand what I wanted just by reading the mood, she truly was a blessing for us social recluses. She was showing me a splendid example. I should learn from that!


    



    Anyway, the beauties focused their gaze on me. Honestly, I really thought I wasn’t suitable for this role.


    But Ajisai-san had worked hard for this! Even Mai was determined to have a proper talk with Satsuki-san! So, the rest was up to me!


    I confidently pounded my chest with my fist.


    “I understand...just leave everything about Oozuka-san and Satsuki-san to me...I’ll do something about it…”


    I tried my best to stop myself from puking the contents of my stomach out of nervousness. I was sure even my smile right now looked zombie-like.


    



    As I wondered how to tell Satsuki-san about the whole thing...turned out that Ajisai-san had already reached out to her first.


    In short, after hearing Ajisai-san’s request, Satsuki-san had only managed to answer with, “It can’t be helped then…” while looking reluctant, but agreeing anyway.


    Of course it was a good thing, since they now finally have the chance to talk things out.


    ...no, of course I understood. Satsuki-san had said that everything would go back to normal after two weeks, but it was because she planned to compromise and yield to the situation.


    If by any chance Mai bowed down her head while apologizing and reflecting on her mistake, it would be the best outcome.


    But!


    The one who was going to be present during that important moment was me! Me, you know?! Not Ajisai-san, but me!


    Aaaaah, I really had no idea how to reconcile two sides!


    Since that was the case, Satsuki-san, don’t expect anything from me, and do your best on your own! I’ll stay by your side and cheer you on!


    Fight, fight! Satsuki-san! Do your best! Do your best, Satsuki-san!


    



    “That’s annoying so stop it.”
“Okay.”


    



    After school, the time finally came.


    Satsuki-san and I stood in front of the school gates since Mai had told us to wait for her.


    “But this is a chance to test my current communication skills after finishing one semester…”


    That’s right, I should demonstrate the results of my hard work after getting along with a popular group for a whole semester.


    Remember that moment when you had a terrible stomachache, or horrible dizziness, or even a feeling that you had been thrown into a foreign world alone? Yep as expected, it sounded impossible.


    



    “Don’t worry, Amaori.”


    I received a word of encouragement from Satsuki-san (I bet she thought that she had said it with a gentle expression).


    “Just having you be my side is enough since it gives me courage.”
“...really?”
“Yeah, of course. You make my heart feel warm, and it calms me down. I think you can do it well, just act like your usual self. If it’s with you, on top of being able to achieve anything in a harsh environment, I’m sure I can win something like a two hundred million yen lottery.”
“Why the fishy advertisement-like encouragement?!”


    She really had a questionable method of cheering someone up.


    “I’m sorry for lying.”
“No, it’s not really a problem...I’m happy with your feelings.”
“In fact, I’d never bought a lottery ticket before since it's meaningless to put your hope on something so vague like that.”
“That’s what you're apologizing for?!”


    Hearing my retort, Satsuki-san clicked her tongue all of a sudden. Scary.


    “But still, it’s hot, huh...why should we be waiting for her at a place like this...and it might be my imagination but people have been looking at us since earlier...”


    Since it was right after school, other students passing by the gates were looking at us...but this-the main reason for this was Satsuki-san, who was unaware of her languorous and erotic appearance in the middle of summer…


    Haha, I didn’t have any other choice. I must keep her anger in check before she explodes and decides to go home. Finally, it was time for my mediation skills to shine!


    



    “C-come to think of it, she had said that she would bring us to a quiet place suitable for a discussion, right? I wonder if it’s some sort of cozy café?”


    “You really don’t understand her at all, huh.” Satsuki-san snorted.


    “As if she would choose a place for ordinary people. We’re talking about that woman. Of course it’s something beyond our imagination, in a bad way.”
“In a bad way…”


    I think I could understand.


    As expected from Satsuki-san, the life-time honorary president of Oozuka Mai’s Victim Association.


    “Hmm, well then, something like a luxurious hotel lounge?”
“Still too naive, Amaori. There are also possibilities of bringing us to a 30-person meeting room at her mother’s company. ‘How is it? We don’t have to worry about other people if we talk here, right?’ with that annoying smile as she sits on the seat designated for executives.”


    “Eh...scary…”


    Satsuki-san let out a sigh like remembering something. The  warm wind made her strands of hair dance in the air like wings.


    “Listen well, Amaori. You can’t keep showing your bewilderment whenever she does these antics. She’ll keep planning other surprises since she’s elated with your reaction. Doing stuff like that purely based on good intention is her personality.”
“C-copy that, senpai!”
“The way to counter her attack is by emptying your thoughts. Whatever she does, wherever she brings us, just gloss it over like it’s normal.” 
“As expected from senpai...Oozuka Mai’s Countermeasure Specialist!”
“Yes. By continuing to do that since our elementary school days, she ended up having thoughts like, ‘Her reaction is not enough...okay then, I’ll form a better plan next time!’ and the cycle repeated. In the end, I had created a monster who enjoys doing things like that on a daily basis.”
“So everything is your fault huh?!?!”


    I was astounded by the impact of getting hit by the sudden truth.


    



    So in short, all of my hardships and suffering—if we trace it back to the past—the main cause was Satsuki-san, right…?!


    Satsuki-san smiled innocently.


    “My bad, Amaori.”
“Responsibility! Take some responsibility!!”
“R-responsibility…? You, what are you saying with a loud voice in the middle of crowds...?”
“That’s not it! Things with Mai!”
“I know though.”
“I also know that you were joking from the beginning though!”
“Mu…”


    For a moment, she looked displeased and furrowed her eyebrows. While deep down I became a bit frightened like usual, I also kind of felt glad since she had been honest and told me the truth…


    I was still trying to reorganize my complicated thoughts when Mai arrived. Wait, rather than Mai, I guess it was more her limousine that had arrived.


    “It's a limousine again...at this rate I’ll start to think that our country has no car other than limousines.”
“Calm down. Keep your composure, Amaori.”


    Up until now, I thought the limousines she rode were different kinds because they were different models. I had noticed at least three different kinds of limousines. Was it because she’s rich? Well, yeah, she's rich.


    



    The limousine stopped before us and the female driver got out of the car, opening the door to the back seat as if she was opening a door leading to the king’s throne. 


    When the door opened, I was momentarily captivated by the sparkling being inside the car. A woman with long, shiny blonde hair looked at us.


    “I’m sorry to keep you waiting. Are we set to go?”


    She stepped down from her car and walked in our direction.


    Due to the sudden appearance of the Super Darling, many female students started squealing while male students gawked at us.


    Umu, that face, that body, that wealth...the combination of the factors that defined one’s worth in society...


    Keep your face straight, yeah, empty thoughts…


    



    “Too slow.”


    Right after Satsuki-san said that, the gorgeous chauffeur slightly bowed her head.


    “My apologies, Koto-sama.”
“...no, I wasn’t talking about Hanatori-san.”


    The chauffeur let out a simple laugh.


    “Fufu, I’m aware. I just want to see Koto-sama troubled.”
“........................Amaori, I’m going home. Take care of the rest for me.”


    You haven’t even had a proper conversation with Mai?!


    “W-wait, wait! It would be meaningless if I go alone though?! Hey, hey, wait, ahh! Listen, if you go home right now, tomorrow Ajisai-san will be sad, you know?! She would say, ‘I see…’ with a sorrowful expression, but still try to hide it anyway with a smile! I don’t want to see Ajisai-san with that face!”
“Ugh…”


    My trump card, “Sena Ajisai’s Sorrow”. To use a powerful attack right from the beginning…


    With a frustrated grimace, Satsuki-san stopped walking away. 


    “As long as you live, your bonds with your surroundings will keep growing...even though living alone without the needs of others would be far easier…”


    



    “I don’t get what you girls are talking about but well, let’s go, shall we?”


    As the exact opposite of the dark and gloomy Satsuki-san, Mai flashed us her flawless bright smile.


    Hanatori-san (we’ve met before since she was always the one to drive us around, but now I’ve finally gotten to know her name) opened the door for us with a calm “Please get in.”


    “Th-thank you very much.”
“It’s okay.”


    Hanatori-san’s smile was so perfect I couldn’t spot a single flaw—it was such a truly exemplary business smile that it was horrifying...!


    Satsuki-san and I sat in the rear seats (I wonder if ‘seat’ is a proper word for a limousine), facing Mai.


    Huh, why don’t we just talk here instead of going elsewhere?


    With that boring question of mine, the limousine’s engine started and we departed. I could hear the engine sound but didn’t feel any shaking. Was it because of Hanatori-san’s skill, or the quality of the car, or maybe both? I really didn’t know.


    



    “Err…”


    I timidly raised my hand as Mai perused a fashion magazine, and Satsuki-san gazed out the window.


    “Where are we heading…?”


    Mai answered me with an effortless laugh. Looking at that smile, I felt like groaning.


    “A perfect place for having a talk. A good place.”


    She rested her palm on her cheek. My cheeks grew hot as I stared at her simple yet beautiful gesture. 


    No doubt, it was none other than the smile of a charming beauty who simply enjoyed her own course of actions by surprising others.


    



    



    “I told you, right?”
“Something beyond our imaginations, in a bad way…”


    Facing us, Mai tilted her head, “Hm?”


    Considering the place we arrived at, I think I understood what Satsuki-san had meant.


    It was a high-class Ryoutei located in Ginza District.
(TL Note: Ryoutei is a traditional Japanese restaurant.)


    The car halted right before the ryoutei’s entrance, and we stepped out of the limousine. We entered the ryoutei easily. It seemed like Mai was a regular, since the staff just let her in upon seeing her face. We took off our shoes and walked along a long corridor. It felt like we had been thrown into another world since I couldn’t see the end of the hallway.


    I had never seen something like this except in some dramas, especially this Japanese-style room. The room had something like a traditional scroll hung up on the wall, and I could even hear the hazy sound of a water-filled bamboo with its classic “Pon” sound from somewhere.


    I had never thought the day would come when someone casually told me, “Hey, I know, let’s stop by a luxurious ryoutei I know in Ginza”. So today was my first and my last ryoutei experience, huh…


    Mai who appeared very used to this environment took a sip of her tea.


    “This is a quiet place and no one can listen to our conversation—a perfect place for a discussion, right? I’m sure that this time, my behaviour isn’t wrong. This is a perfect decision.”
“This scale isn’t something usual for high school girls you know...something like this place is usually reserved for some secret political deal, or to hide someone from something like a scandal, right…”


    Of course I admit that she wasn’t wrong since it really was a place for a discussion. It was just...this level was like Mai bringing me a wedding cake when I was craving for sweets. In short, it was excessive!


    “Ah, since it’s this time already, how about having dinner together? They have quite an impressive dining menu. What do you think?”
“That’s a given, huh! It’s a ryoutei after all, right!”
“That’s not necessarily true. There are a lot of places with ryoutei signs but they actually aren’t really doing it properly. But I guarantee the authenticity of this place.”
“I see! I’m sorry for being so clueless! But that wasn't my point!”


    Mai had provided her explanation with a smug expression, her eyes sparkling.  Now she murmured, “Oh my, is that so,” and then averted her gaze.


    “I wasn’t able to serve you a great dinner experience last time, so I thought of this method to fulfill that promise to you...if it’s here, there aren’t any other people and it’s quiet, right?”
“Uu…”


    I lost my calm as Mai formed a weak smile.


    It was exactly like she had said. A ryoutei was a quiet place, and it would be just us, a perfect place for an ex-shut-in like me since I wouldn’t need to escape to a washroom to calm myself.


    Could it be that she had reflected on what had happened during the party last time…? How unexpected.


    It troubled me to see her suddenly behaving like that…


    Because it made me happy to think she had really thought of me to that degree…


    



    As I agonized over what to do, Satsuki-san, seated beside me, calmly raised her hand.


    “Thank you, but I should refuse your offer since I’ve already prepared dinner. If you want to have a meal, have it after this discussion ends.”
“I see, well then, how about just the two of us, Renako?”
“Uuuu~~....w-well…”


    



    My body was instantly drenched in cold sweat. I moved my head stiffly.


    This was sudden but, this was an emergency! I should calm my mind and consider each factor. Was it okay?! Of course it was, right? Thank you!


    



    If right now I chose to enjoy a luxurious meal with Mai and let Satsuki-san who worked hard in her part-time job go home first by herself since I didn’t want to hurt Mai’s feelings, it would be bad, right?!


    But what about Mai who had worked hard to prepare this for my sake?!


    Also, it wasn’t like I had the ability to turn down people’s invitations, right?!


    



    My mind was being pulled by three different opinions towards three different directions. I decided to accept her invitation before I felt like I was torn apart.


    As if she realized something, before I could answer, Mai said, “Ah.” and directed her gaze on the teacup before her.


    “Pardon me, we don’t have to.”


    When I raised my face, our eyes met and she was smiling.


    “We don’t have to today since we still have a lot of chances for dinner later. I didn’t intend to change our purpose of coming here. Let’s just have a talk for today.”


    My chest! There was an unbearable pain in my chest!


    Why are you being that kind! Even though I betrayed you...I betrayed your feelings and dated Satsuki-san…


    This wasn’t good. I might die from guilt before they even start talking.


    



    My soul was secretly leaving my body when Satsuki-san interrupted our conversation, “More importantly, you want to talk to me, right? Let’s just hear it out.”


    “You’re right. Okay then.”


    Mai accepted her suggestion.


    “How’s your job going? Are there any problems?”
“Nothing like that. We’re even allowed to buy the doughnuts at a discounted price.” 
“I am more experienced in being part of the workforce after all. Just ask me if you need some advice.”


    As expected from Mai, she even knew that Satsuki-san had a part-time job.


    But wait, part of the workforce…? What kind of job was this queenly woman doing...ah, of course, she had been modelling since a long time ago!


    “Workforce...eh, are you classified as a worker?”


    The definition of ‘worker’ inside my mind was a lady in a suit. Mai instantly broke it into pieces, replacing it with her image.


    Mai beamed.


    “That’s right, Renako. The money I used whenever we hung out was the money that I earned from my job. I’m usually too busy between school and work after all, so I don’t often have time to spend it. That’s why you don’t have to worry and just enjoy spending my money. I like to support you with the money I earn after all.”


    Hearing that, Satsuki-san looked at me scornfully.


    “Amaori, so you are…”
“No, wait, that’s not it! That was a misunderstanding! I never pestered her for money, you know?! She spent it on her own accord! That’s not the truth!!”


    I objected to it with all my might and pressed the two of them to move on from this topic.


    “There's something more important, right?! Just continue the talk!”
“Ahh, you’re right. Err, Satsuki.”


    Mai who laughed as if she was enjoying herself changed her expression in an instant, now looking serious.


    Usually, Mai exuded a gentle aura around her, but when she switched into her serious mode, she looked like a different person. It gave off the impression that no one could bend her will, like a goddess that wouldn’t become sullied by evil.


    I shut my mouth so I wouldn’t disturb them.


    “We’re talking about me after all, so there must be something that you found unpleasant from my behaviour, right?”


    Ooh, looking good there.


    “...not really.”


    Satsuki-san averted her gaze.


    It would be far more simple if you just answered with, “That’s right.” Geez, she had a maiden heart.


    I had discovered that Satsuki-san could be more stubborn than usual, especially when it came to Mai. Her stubbornness level could likely surpass the toughness of a diamond in this situation.


    “You sure haven’t changed at all. You’ve never said it directly and wouldn’t tell me the reasons. You’re always like this. This might sound unfair, but it’s not like I did you wrong because I wanted to.”
“...even though you did a lot of things out of your personal interest.”
“If that’s the main reason for your anger, I guess I don’t have any way of overcoming it. But if that wasn’t the case, it might be something that I’ve done unintentionally. Could you at least tell me why you’re angry? I might be able to find a solution after hearing your answer.”
“...that’s...”


    Satsuki-san looked reluctant to answer. She swallowed the words she had been about to say, shutting her mouth. Judging by her expression, she looked like she had wanted to say it, but now couldn’t.


    Compared to her, Mai appeared more perceptive than usual. It was a complete opposite of how they usually behaved in the classroom.


    “This time, you weren’t angry like usual, your anger was stretched out to a large degree. Usually you would return to normal after three days of fighting, with a face like there’s no other choice after all. You finally exploded after all these times, huh. That’s why, it would be great if you just tell me the reasons.”
“That’s why I told you that I really don’t…”


    No matter how hard Mai pressed her for an answer, I was sure that Satsuki-san wouldn’t tell her the truth.


    That’s why I decided to open my mouth since I couldn’t bring myself to see this farce any longer.


    “U-um, listen, Mai. That time you said, ‘Because, you like me, right?’ and that’s why—uff!”


    Beside me, Satsuki-san striked my side with her hand!


    While using my hands to press on the part she had hit, I shouted at the suddenly violent Satsuki-san, “That’s because you won’t tell her anything!”


    “Then just make sure that this woman understands that she is the center of the problem! I bet she’ll take control of you for the rest of your life if she understands! Wait, it’s not like she’s so significant that she has become the center of the problems in my life, though?!”
“Eeeeh…?”


    Even I could figure out that the last part was slightly pushing it even for Satsuki-san...as if understanding what my facial expression was relaying, Satsuki-san’s face turned red in seconds.


    “Listen now! This is a good opportunity so let me say it so you won’t misunderstand any longer!”


    Satsuki-san squeezed her eyes shut while pointing her finger at Mai.


    “I’m going to say it! In truth, it’s not like I harbor special feelings for you, okay?!”
“That line totally sounds like something from someone who likes her...”
“Shut up, Amaori!”


    I had intended to mumble that but she caught it perfectly. Scary.


    Satsuki-san redirected her gaze at Mai, hostility flaming in her eyes.


    “The main reason is you. Why would you think that I like you? Stop saying something so baseless like that.”
“Was that really necessary though? You’re the one who has always stayed by my side since a long time ago. Of course your feelings have reached me.”


    Mai placed her hand on her chest and nodded by herself.


    Satsuki-san looked taken aback.


    “F-feelings?”
“Since long ago, you’ve always challenged me into doing things, just like a grade schooler boy who wants to trouble a girl he likes. Of course I get it.”


    I-it’s here! Oozuka Mai, the Princess of Positivity! A sparkling world that she saw through that special lens of hers!


    “The heck is that...it’s not like you were troubled by my behaviour right?”
“Of course I am. Even now, I don’t know if I could answer Ajisai, Kaho, and Renako’s expectations to make up with you. That’s why I’m troubled.”
“In the first place, I’m already a high schooler now, of course I wouldn’t do something childish like that.”
“Aaaah!”


    I clapped my hand upon realizing something.


    “I see. Since Satsuki-san likes Mai, that’s why she wants to trouble—ufff!”


    Another sharp pain flared up in my side!


    “I’ve grown, in both mind and appearance.”


    What Mai chose to say next, after hearing Satsuki-san’s words was...something that sounded cruel at least for me. “Are you? From my personal viewpoint, you haven’t changed much since our first interaction though.”


    



    “...wh...what are you saying?”


    If you asked me whether Mai had the ability to assess someone’s quality or not, I’d answer that she didn’t. I could say that because she had regarded me as her “fated person”, so of course she couldn’t judge people well.


    But even though she was like that, I was perfectly aware that she’s a person who could see through to others’ true nature.


    Perhaps it was because she had spent her days putting up the facade of the superstar Oozuka Mai that she was able to identify the parts others want to bury deep inside them.


    It was a given that Mai, who tried to treat people the way she wanted to be treated, appeared as a person filled with brilliance.


    Even though I understood, still...if someone desperately tried to change herself into someone better, being honest and straightforward towards her goal, I couldn’t really say that I agreed with what Mai said.


    Once again, I realized that Mai and Satsuki-san’s personalities were polar opposites...


    Honestly, I could sympathize with Satsuki-san who had gotten upset after hearing Mai’s words saying that she hadn’t changed at all.


    



    “...why...why were you saying something like that…”


    



    Satsuki-san’s dreams and determination were her main everyday weapons, to fight and strive for her goals.


    When I imagined the worth of Satsuki-san's efforts in Mai’s eyes, it scared me.


    What if for Mai, Satsuki-san’s desperate attempts to better herself hadn’t left a single impression at all?


    What if, from Mai’s perspective, everything Satsuki-san did had been meaningless…?


    But as expected, it was impossible for Mai to think like that. This was the mere byproduct of my excessive imagination!


    



    Satsuki-san shouted, lashing out her frustration and anger, “ーand what about you!”


    



    “What is it?”
“Putting up a front, but when things don’t go in the direction you expected, you just bawl your eyes out!”
“That’s...”
“You might intend to look mature by behaving like that, but it has only caused trouble for the people around you! In the end, deep inside, you’re still that little girl I had met back in elementary school!”


    



    Satsuki-san ultimately pointed out the undesirable parts within Mai. Unlike Mai, who hadn’t intentionally injected malice in her words, Satsuki-san’s words were swords aimed to hurt her opponent.


    Not even Mai could hide the displeasure inside her heart.


    



    “That has nothing to do with this problem, don’t you think? Ah, now come to think of it, you ended up telling Renako about everything back then, huh. How careless of me to not shut your mouth.”
“That’s right, that careless side of you hasn’t changed at all since childhood. You’re always like that. Even when you face a situation where it’s normal to hesitate, you keep walking ahead with baseless confidence, convincing yourself that everything would be okay since it’s you. Of course you ended up falling into the hole you’ve dug for yourself, like that time when you angered Amaori.”


    Stung by her words, like she was getting stabbed deeper, Mai narrowed her eyes.


    



    “...that was completely my fault. I admit that it was a mistake. But that’s why, I’ve decided that I would do my best not to repeat the same mistake a second time.”
“Oh my, how admirable. Amaori, you can come to my house next time. I can show you pictures of Mai crying after her failures. I think I can find around twenty pictures if I look for them properly.”
“Eeh…?”


    Mai’s crying face...I really couldn’t picture it. Of course I wanted to see it, but…


    At that moment, Mai struck the table. Hii.


    At last, Mai’s patience had run out.


    



    “Why would you involve Renako in this?! That’s really spiteful of you!”
“Really? I think I’m really kind, considering I let you bother me until 5 in the morning with your crying and complaining?! Because people keep treating you kindly, you think it’s normal for you to receive nothing but kindness! I really hate that part of you!”
“Even though I had intended to pay you back for that favor, I know that your personality won’t let me do it! If you're getting like this now, why didn’t you turn me down from the start!”
“Ha! And what if I really did that? You wouldn’t have anywhere to go if I turned you down back then!”
“No, you’re wrong!”


    Ah, they’re fighting. It would only escalate at this rate…


    As I became scared sitting on the sideline, Mai suddenly walked over to me and stopped beside me.


    And then, she grabbed my arms….huh?


    



    “Right now, I have someone I love from the bottom of my heart. I’ll make sure to depend on her from now on.”
“Eh?!”


    Mai gave me her usual enrapturing smile.


    And then, she looked sharply back toward Satsuki-san.


    “That’s why, thank you for being with me until now, Satsuki. From now on, Renako will be the one who stays beside me. We’ll walk together into the future. That’s why, let’s get married, Renako.”
“We won’t though?!”


    Why are you taking advantage of this chaos to say stuff like that?!


    On top of it, you were the one who hadn’t wanted to show me your tears back at the pool. I don’t think our relationship will go smoothly if you can’t show me your emotions. Anyway, I think this was just her form of retaliation against Satsuki-san’s words. She wanted to show Satsuki-san that she could fight back…


    



    Upon seeing Mai’s reaction, Satsuki-san scowled at her.


    “‘Thank you for being with me until now’, huh…?”


    I could feel resentment behind those words. Something like, even though I’ve always put up with your absurdity, what are you saying now?  Satsuki-san was someone who would properly return a favor, even for her enemy, but...


    I felt goosebumps erupt on my back.


    



    What was this…? Cr-crap, I didn’t know what was coming, but my gut was telling me that if I stayed here, I’d get involved in something dangerous.


    



    Ah, my stomach hurt. It really hurt, I thought! I could feel the trauma from my middle-school days resurrecting. If I thought it hurt, my stomach would actually hurt. By doing this, I had been able to skip a few classes back then. What a real accomplishment. Alright then, time to excuse myself for a toilet break.


    



    “Fufu.”


    Satsuki-san grabbed me as I started to stand up from my seat.


    “Fufufu…..”


    I peeked at her. Close beside me, her lips had turned into a perfect crescent moon shape, a wicked smile. Scary.


    She gripped my wrist with all of her might, just like a spider who had caught its prey.


    



    “How laughable. If it’s really like that, then, you’re alone after all. Your loss, Oozuka Mai.”
“...what do you mean?”


    Ah, this was dangerous.


    



    “Let me tell you quickly, in the way you can understand. Right now, the one who’s dating Amaori is me!”


    



    Bambam!


    That was the sound of Satsuki-san’s confession inside this ryoutei. Ahh!


    I bent my shoulders lower and squeezed my eyes half shut. But after a few moments, Mai hadn’t reacted.


    I slowly opened my eyes.


    Looking at her, Mai was blinking her eyes repeatedly, confused.


    Ah, of course, huh. For people who knew my relationship with Satsuki-san before, this truth would sound like utter nonsense.


    Even if you asked Ajisai-san and Kaho-chan...no, well, Kaho-chan kind of had the weird ability to sense things, so I couldn’t really speak for her, but I bet they wouldn’t believe this.


    



    “Stop your ridiculous joke, Satsuki. I’m perfectly aware that no one would choose you over me if they really needed to pick between us.”


    Even though that might be true, I couldn’t help but think that she was too full of herself by that argument!


    



    Facing Mai who was laughing complacently, Satsuki-san pulled out her phone.


    “Time for a picture of a kiss as evidence, then.”
“Impossible?!?!?!”


    After staring at Satsuki-san’s phone, Mai collapsed, shocked. Mai!


    Her screen showed a picture of our kiss that night.


    



    “Whaaaaaa! Why do you have this?! Satsuki-san!!”
“I figured this situation would happen, so I made sure the camera was working back then.”


    This woman! She really had no gaps in her defense!


    Anyway, even though it was to Mai, showing a picture like this was very embarrassing. I felt like my brain would boil over. 


    No, more than that—


    



    “If you show her this—!”
“If I show her this?”
“Mai will misunderstand!”


    Hearing my yell, Satsuki-san calmly answered me like she wasn’t bothered at all.


    “Misunderstand? What were you saying?”


    Satsuki-san placed her palm on my cheek. Hiee. Her palm felt hot, and her excitement in this situation got through to me.


    That beautifully shaped face was staring at me. She smiled enticingly, her perfectly sculpted lips looking like a masterpiece.


    “That picture speaks no lies, though? Hey, should we do something more than that picture right here?”


    If this was me from two weeks ago, without any doubt, I would be defeated by Satsuki-san’s pressure and wouldn’t be able to say anything, or even fight back, all while blushing furiously.


    



    
      
        

        
      

    


    



    But I had changed. So I smacked her hand away and pointed my finger at her.


    “You act like this right now, but you were so embarrassed back then!”


    Slowly, Satsuki-san’s face grew redder.


    “Th-that’s a given, right! It was my first time after all!”
“D-don’t worry! That kiss did not count! Since I was half asleep!”
“You keep saying that for your own convenience!”
“Because it’s impossible! As if I could accept the fact that I took your first kiss. I’m not strong enough to bear that reality!”
“That’s not really a good reason and it's far more annoying when you pretend it never happened!”


    Satsuki-san and I quarreled back and forth. Meanwhile, Mai was still dumbfounded, recovering from the shock of what she had just seen.


    “That’s nonsense...I’ve lost to Satsuki…?”


    That line made her sound like the last boss from an RPG.


    “Ah, no, Mai! At first she had only intended to provoke you by kissing me on the cheek! In short, that was simply an accident! That’s why don’t misunderstand, okay!”


    “That’s why I asked you what you meant by misunderstand?” Satsuki-san pulled me into an embrace from behind. Wait a minute!!!


    I tried to shake her off but she was strong!


    She brought her mouth closer to my ear and whispered, sounding just like the God of Death’s sweet whispers.


    



    “We became lovers, we kissed, and you’re still saying that? Then, can you explain the true form of our relationship other than lovers? I bet you can’t.”


    Satsuki-san’s words echoed inside this quiet room, unwavering.


    



    “Became lovers…?”


    



    Mai’s eyes widened. I clearly saw the state she was in.


    “U-uhh...i-it’s not what you think...this is, we’re just dating for two weeks…”
“You’re right, but currently, we are dating, right? Dear.”
“Renako…”
“Uuuuhhhh.”


    I was crushed between Satsuki-san, Mai, and my own regrets.


    



    Why had things turned out like this...Well, I should’ve known that it was going to end like this from the moment I had agreed to do this.


    The moment I had agreed to being Satsuki-san’s lover, Mai would get hurt.


    At that time, I had been too engrossed in patching up their relationship that I hadn’t considered  the consequences. Even though there should’ve been other methods to doing this…


    I had determined that I should treat Mai thoughtfully since I treasured her as a friend. Even then, without telling her, I had chosen to go out with her childhood friend. I really was the worst.


    



    Mai slowly raised her head, a hurt expression on her face, her wet eyes looking straight at me.


    Since I regarded her as my precious friend, it would be the end of me the moment she pummeled me with words of hatred and disappointment.


    She slowly opened her mouth.


    



    “Why would you...Renako...even though you have me as your lover, you cheated on me...?”
“Friends! We are friends! Rema friends! We aren’t lovers!”


    This again?! Wait, were we supposed to be dating now?! Did she alter her own memories?!


    “Because you already agreed back then! You told me that it was okay to let Satsuki-san do whatever she wanted! And this is the result!”
“I see, so that time, you were testing me…? The truth is, you desperately called for help from the bottom of your heart, that you wanted me to stop you, but I chose to let go of your hand…”


    “Did you just describe me as some bothersome woman who likes to test her lovers by cheating with other people?!” I desperately protested with a yell.


    Honestly, the way I said this really looked like I was pinning the blame all on Mai, but still, the one who had backed me into this was Mai. That was the truth.


    “You were the one who had said that you don’t mind since in the end you would be my last, right!”
“So that means even though you’re doing this, your heart is still mine…?”
“My heart is my own!”


    



    Satsuki-san stood before Mai, who was stricken with grief, and pulled me tighter into her embrace.


    



    “This, this is the sight I’ve always wanted to see...”


    Just like the ruler of darkness who had already secured victory over her magical girls opponents, she cackled wickedly.


    “I’ve always wanted to see this! What a sight to behold, where Oozuka Mai grovels before me! Ahh, what a pleasurable occasion! Today will be the day of my rebirth! Koto Satsuki’s life has been fulfilled as of today!”


    With a joyous smirk, she laughed eerily.


    Ahh, geez, what should I do in the middle of this hellish situation…


    Ajisai-san, I’m sorry...with this puny communication skillset of mine, I couldn’t do anything after all...I’m sorry for being so useless…


    



    Amidst the victorious sound of Satsuki-san’s triumph, Mai spoke once again.


    



    “...wait a minute. Before, Renako said that you were dating for two weeks. What would happen after that?”
“Ah yeah, at first we intended to just leave it at that but right now I’m in a great mood. So depending on Amaori, I think it would be okay if I let her continue our relationship after two weeks.”


    Eh?! W-wait a minute, Satsuki-san! That was different from our agreement!


    The only reason I had agreed to do this was to create a chance for you to make up with her…


    Huh, wait, as if she could casually say, “Well then, it’s been two weeks so let’s make up now, Mai.” after she boldly declared her victory like that! That’s a given, right?!


    



    “Do you intend to marry Renako at this rate?”
“I wonder. Well, let’s just do that then.”
“We won’t do that though?!”


    Don’t just casually choose your marriage partner as a form of retaliation, Koto Satsuki!


    After hearing that, Mai regained her composure to a certain extent.


    “That means, from now on, I still have a chance. I’m not the type of woman who would easily give up after just a single defeat.”
“Mu...how obstinate.”
“I will make her forget about you. I’m confident enough to do that much.”
“Even though I’ve already snatched her from you?”
“It’s okay to make short, temporary stops in our life once or twice, right? Actually, if she’s really going out with you, it’ll serve as a chance to help her discover my true charm.”
“Mumumu…”


    Having just gone through a brief moment of despair, Mai stood up once again with a new shine in her eyes.


    Right, Mai was bad at giving up. No matter what my answer was, she would keep chasing after me without giving up. That resiliency of hers was one of her greatest strengths.


    Just a minute ago, Satsuki-san had basked in glory and declared her life fulfilled. Now her expression instantly changed, and she groaned, “Well, alright.”


    Satsuki-san caressed her own hair. For now she had already secured one victory over Mai so she looked satisfied. But it seemed like she hadn’t really thought about the next step.


    I had recently figured this out, but Satsuki-san really had this careless side to her, huh…


    



    During the pause, Mai took advantage of the situation.


    “That’s why, Satsuki...how about having a match with me?”
“A match?”
“Aah, it’s a simple one. Right now my relationship with Renako is still stuck between friends and lovers. Going by that situation, to leave me hanging like this will be a threat to your relationship, and you don’t want that, right?”


    Satsuki-san showed her displeasure bluntly.


    “That’s, well, you’re not wrong. In order to protect our relationship from you I think I really should do it properly, huh. It would be terrible if I don’t fully benefit from this relationship since I’ve been through a lot of hardships because of this.”


    She really had no love for me! Ah, but if there was love, it would be more troublesome though!


    “...but, hearing you say that gave me chills. You have no intention to lose, right?”
“Of course. I’ll win and take Renako back.”


    I’m not yours so you can’t do that.


    “She’ll marry me in the future, and we’ll make a happy family. I don’t really mind how many kids you want. We can take turns in giving birth, Renako.”


    “Whose kids?!” I couldn’t hold back any longer, so I objected.


    



    In the first place, I had the feeling that things would escalate towards unfavorable situations mainly for me if I keep quiet.


    Both Mai and Satsuki-san were really strong opponents, so getting between their fights was the same as stepping into a rampaging typhoon.


    It was time to go against this mood. I couldn’t stay quiet any longer. I must do it for my own sake!


    



    “I see.”


    



    A cold voice instantly turned my burning spirit into nothingness, like pouring a bowl of ice onto a flame. Satsuki-san scowled, stating, “Then, if I win, Amaori’s life will become mine completely.”


    “Life?! I’m still in my first year in high-school and you’re already asking for my life?!”


    



    Ignoring my protest, she fixated her gaze on Mai.


    “Right, your life. I’ll stay beside you, and we will spend our time together dearly. Holding hands, kissing each other, also...things beyond...that.  We’ll also do it.”
“Are you insane?!”


    I desperately shouted my disagreement. Right, I was desperate.


    “Do as you please. Let’s start this match and put Renako on the stake.”
“Yeah, let’s put an end to this.”


    Mai and Satsuki-san glared intensely at each other.


    These girls, these girls…!


    If I was a naive maiden, I bet I would be excited since the school's Super Darling and her rival were fighting over me, but this, this was a completely different situation.


    



    From an ordinary person’s point of view, these two were unreachable beings. Mai was a rich lady with a celebrity career. Satsuki-san, although poor, was smart and a hard worker. It was a given that she’d become an outstanding person not far in the future.


    No matter who I ended up with, I was sure I would secure a bright future.


    



    Mai who had showered me with her love, and Satsuki-san who was diligent and would properly take care of her spouse—having people like them as a partner made the boundary of gender and sexuality seem meaningless since they would make my life go smoothly.


    To be honest, I would actually like to try yelling, “Stop fighting for me!” like a heroine from an afternoon drama. Of course, that would mean I was receiving a lot of love, overwhelmed by their feelings.


    But of course, that was impossible for me. Absolutely impossible!


    If you asked if this made me happy, yes, their feelings did make me happy.


    But this kind of happiness felt like the happiness I had felt during my isolated middle-school days, when I had shut myself in my room and happily passed the time gaming. That kind of happiness.


    



    Right here, if I chose to stop thinking and let them decide my happiness, then I shouldn’t have pushed myself in my high-school debut in the first place!


    



    “Wait a moment, you two!”


    



    I jumped in between the two of them and instantly caught their attention.


    “Renako.”
“What is it, Amaori? We are talking about something important right now.”
“Well of course, since it’s my life you are talking about?! Of course I’m aware. Like, completely aware!”


    Ignoring that intimidating, cold stare, I insisted on expressing my objection.


    “In the first place, I would lose my freedom regardless of who wins this battle! Also, I’ve already been saying this from the beginning—I absolutely don’t want a lover since it’s impossible for me! What I want is friends!!!”
“But Renako, the main reason you insisted on having a lover was because you’re afraid of losing that person the moment your relationship ended, right? Don’t worry, I'm really determined to devote my whole life to you.”
“Ah, ditto.”
“Satsuki-san you’re treating this too lightly, don’t you think!? Even so, it’s impossible if you spring this on me out of nowhere. I definitely don’t want that! Either it’s my love or my life, I’m the only one who should get to decide that!”


    Of course, the real reason was that I still didn’t have the courage and confidence to have a special relationship with other people. I was aware that there probably wouldn’t be a second time where I met someone who was so willing to love me sincerely like her. I knew that and was also afraid by that truth.


    But who cares! The probability isn’t zero anyway!


    



    “That’s why—”


    I stretched out my arms and shouted, “I’m also doing this! Your battle, let me participate!”


    



    Even those two were taken aback by my sudden declaration.


    “What?” 
“Excuse me?”


    Dammit, these people, treating me like I was some casual object.....


    My social recluse’s soul was burning with passion before these selfish women. Although I’m bad at socializing, although I was a coward, I could still strike ahead using the power of anger.


    



    “It’s okay, right?! Not even you girls will be insolent enough to say that I have nothing to do with this, right?!”


    Mai and Satsuki exchanged stares with each other.


    “Having you join this battle is a bit unexpected, but...”
“Of course, I also won’t object to it, but...”


    Mai placed her hand on her chin, “Fumu.”


    “Well then, this is a good chance since we have finals starting next week. Let’s use that for the final showdown.”
“Just as you wish. I’ll make sure to turn the situation in my favor this time.”


    



    “Wait!” A yell painted with grief escaped from my mouth.


    Seeing my reaction, Satsuki-san smiled silently.


    “It’s time to prove your true ability after our training, Amaori. Prepare for the real deal. Either the form of the battle or the enemies, you already get the grasp of it, right? You just need to do your best.”
“Do you really intend to send novice adventurers to the devil king’s castle?! You and Mai are the top two in our grade?!”


    Satsuki-san was the one who taught me anyway. She was my master. Of course she understood how far I could go in my studies.


    “But Renako, you are a woman who is able to enthrall me. That’s why I think you have a potential befitting your charm. As long as you want to, I think you could surpass us.”
“My last grade was around bottom average though?!”


    I didn’t know why she had said that with a smug smile, but she sure was able to say something embarrassing like that.


    I had yelled too much today. My voice would probably be hoarse tomorrow.


    But if I stepped down right now, that tomorrow wouldn’t come!


    



    “Hey, that’s why, let me decide the form of the battle! You are putting my life on the stake here, so you’ll let me do that much, right?!”


    I think my argument was reasonable enough, right?


    



    “No, but...” Mai disagreed in a heartbeat.


    Eh, what is it...why…


    The current me had been blabbering spontaneously since earlier so if she put a stop on me during this state I would weaken. Even a paper plane couldn’t fly properly from the rooftop without proper driving force!


    



    Mai averted her gaze and her cheeks turned red. “In case you win, and you ask for my life just like the situation we put you in, I think it is...”


    



    “Ah I won’t ask for something like that, so don’t worry!”
“Could it be you will ask for Satsuki’s?!”
“Wrong!”


    I’ve already decided at the beginning what I’d ask for if I won this battle.


    Remember the reason why we came here. Remember who was responsible for this situation.


    That’s right, everything was for the sake of reclaiming that stress-free and peaceful life. 


    Also, to answer the expectations of Ajisai-san, who believed in me.


    



    “If I win, you will keep your relationship as is, friends from the same social circle! And then, you will make up with each other!”


    



    Immediately, Mai and Satsuki-san turned to look at each other.


    Both of them scowled and looked displeased by my request. As expected, this wouldn’t go smoothly.


    But, let me do that much! I was already betting my life for your sakes, okay?!


    Satsuki-san was the one who first agreed, “Well, I’m okay with that. That’s understandable.”


    For Satsuki-san, her chance of a complete victory over Mai was around 1:3, so I thought that probability wasn’t that bad. Even if by any chance I was able to strike a victory, she would only be fulfilling the contract between us.


    After seeing Satsuki-san’s reaction, Mai also nodded her head. “I also don’t mind that. Now, what kind of thing would we compete over, then?”


    



    Heh, there was only one answer for that.


    



    I pulled out my phone and showed them the image on my screen.


    While they observed my screen, I read out the title triumphantly, “FPS! First Person Shooting Game. Let’s do our match with this!”


    



    Our battle would take place in one week, the last day of our first semester. In short, next week.


    We would each have seven days to prepare for this competition, but with our final exams starting Monday and ending Wednesday, of course the training time would become shorter. That was intended to reduce their time to prepare and train.


    



    “How childish.”
“It’s okay if you don’t want to do this! It’ll be your loss by default, a forfeit! It means…!”


    It means I chose this method since it would give me a high chance of winning!


    “How’s that?!”


    In response to my question, Mai smiled calmly. “I don’t really mind this method.”


    



    Her smile looked composed. It seemed like she was really confident in beating me as long as she had one week to prepare for the whole competition. Fufufu, you fell for my trick, Oozuka Mai...


    On the contrary, Satsuki-san appeared troubled.


    “This is a game, right? I don’t have a console for this.”


    Indeed, there was that problem. It was a PS4 game and of course I couldn’t ask her to buy a console just for this match…


    But then Mai raised her hand.


    “Ah, just take mine then. There’s one that I haven’t used yet, I'll lend it to you.”
“Eh, why do you have two?”
“I bought it to practice so I could beat Renako in that PvP game we played before*. I asked my attendant to help me practice so I bought two sets. I didn’t think that one console was enough to do it.”
(TL Note: *In case you forgot, this refers to volume 1 chapter 1)


    I-I see. So there were people who thought of doing something like that.


    



    “Well then, I’ll take you up on your offer.”
“Alright, I’ll also send the TV over later.”


    ...it seemed like those two were taking this seriously. Crap. I started to sweat out of nervousness.


    No, no no...it’s okay, it will be okay.


    No matter how gifted they were, I wouldn’t lose. I definitely wouldn’t lose. It wasn’t like I was being stubborn. It was just I believed in my ability to win this.


    I chose the method that I was skilled at after all!


    “You’ll make up with each other when I win this, okay!”
“Of course. But in exchange, once I win this—”
“Y-yeah...wait, no it’s okay! You don’t have to say it out loud! I get it!”
“I don’t have any experience in gaming, but...well, I’ll make do somehow.”


    Satsuki-san quickly pulled out her phone and started researching the game we were planning to play, reading every detail available. This wasn’t something that the inexperienced would do! This quick-witted woman!


    Even though I had confidence, of course I’d get a bit scared knowing their abilities…


    



    With this, we started our holy war.


    Literally, a battle that put my life on a stake!


    



    In the limousine on our way home, I received a message from Ajisai-san.


    [How did it go with their make up plan?]


    I didn’t have any idea how to respond, so I thought for a while and then typed out a reply.


    [I’m sorry. I can’t really tell you in detail but it ended up with another battle…]
[Their relationship got that much worse?!”]


    


    


    

  


  Chapter 3: Dealing with Something Like Battlefield, Definitely Impossible! (Part 3)


  *****


  “And well, that’s the case.”
“Errr...so in short, if you win, Mai-chan and Satsuki-chan will reconcile with each other, right?”
“Yeah.”


  It was noon on the day after the talk, Saturday. I was in my room, chatting with Ajisai-san on the phone.


  My hands busy with the game controller, I connected my phone to a wireless earphone.


  After we had agreed on the gaming competition in the ryoutei, I’d hurriedly set out the competition rules—mapping, limitation on items, PvP rules, and many other things to be considered while playing an FPS game with more than two people—so Mai and Satsuki-san could practice following the guidelines. I’d tried my best to make the game fair, following the standard rules commonly set by players.


  And thus, for the sake of remembering every nook and cranny of the battle area, I had been repeatedly training myself by playing.


  Also, since this was my second time having a phone conversation with Ajisai-san, I didn’t feel as nervous as the first time. The fact that I was calling her while gaming probably also helped. Lastly, this call had a clear purpose, to provide a status report on the progress of Mai and Satsuki-san. Even I could properly talk on the phone as long as there were clear reasons for calling, hehehe…


  But well, considering that I had failed at making them reconcile yesterday, this was a bit awkward!


  Ajisai-san responded with another question that she obviously wanted to ask after hearing my explanation.


  “Then what would happen if either Mai-chan or Satsuki-chan wins?”
“Guh.”


  I couldn’t answer her.


  I really couldn't answer her with “The thing is, whoever wins would get the right to marry me~”


  What would her reaction be if I answered her with that…


  Let’s do a simple mental simulation.


  



  Renako: “Well y’see, it seems like I would marry them~”
Ajisai: “Hee, I see. That must be rough.”


  Uh, the imaginary reaction from her was so lacking it hurts... 


  Wait no, that wasn’t it.


  Even if Ajisai-san really had zero interest in me, if the partner was Mai and Satsuki-san, of course she would get excited.


  Let’s try it again!


  



  Renako: “Actually...they said I would marry them.”
Ajisai: “Eh, Mai-chan or Satsuki-chan?! That’s amazing! Considering their beauty, that’s good for you, Rena-chan! To think that people like them would accept you—you who would typically be in the bottom average level of society, no matter which community you are! This really is a miracle!”


  



  “Dasshaaa!!”
“Eh, what is it, so sudden?!”
“Nah, um, sorry. The Ajisai-san inside my head just said something really cruel, so I just…”
“Me inside your head?! What’s that? Is that really something normal to have?!”
“Relatively…?”
“Really?! Why?!”


  I had successfully replaced the cold Ajisai-san with the cheerful Ajisai-san, but to think she might shower me with snide remarks...the damage she would inflict would likely be a lot more powerful…


  But, of course, that’s right.


  No matter how you see it, Mai or Satsuki-san, generally speaking, would be the greatest person you could ask for as a lover.


  Considering my circumstances, did this count as humble bragging after all…? 


  Uuh, yup, I couldn’t tell her…


  



  “I-if they win, let’s see, it would be...something like a punishment game…”
“Eeh? You really need to win then!”
“Yes...I should. I’ll definitely compete and win like my life is at stake….”
“So you’re really determined to help them reconcile to that degree...you really are amazing after all. That’s wonderful.”


  This guilty feeling…


  



  “Um, anyway, err...what should we do for today?”


  I thought back to the last time, when we had ended up not gaming together.


  “Ah, um, I should bring my little brother to the park after this. I’m sorry, Rena-chan.”
“Aah, no it’s okay. It’s not a big deal.”


  I felt sorry for Ajisai-san when she apologized to me. Her existence was a blessing for this world, not something that I should keep to myself.


  “But, you see...”


  In a low voice, with a tone like that of a spoiled child, she said, “I still have a bit of time...so I wonder if we could talk a bit more.”


  



  “Eh, ah, y-yesh, e-ehehe...of course, hehe…”


  That was dangerous. Upon hearing her sweet and adorable voice, a rather creepy smile crept onto my face. I hid it with my palm. It wasn’t like Ajisai-san could see it, but still!


  “Well then, errr...what we should talk about...? Ah, it’s getting hotter recently, huh.”
“Right, it will be summer break soon.”


  Ajisai-san responded with kindness towards the amateur-like weather conversation starter from me, the social recluse. Was this how it felt when an angel played along with a mere human…?


  This resembled one-on-one conversation training. The other side was Ajisai-san who was kind enough to respond to every topic I brought up after all, so it felt like the easy mode!


  At that moment, I felt like someone was calling me. 


  “Big Sis!” 


  Ah it was my little sister. I ignored her, as usual.


  



  “Ajisai-san, what are your plans for the summer break?”
“I’m not sure. I want to travel, but it might be impossible to go somewhere far.”


  As expected, she had to look after her little brother after all. It must be rough.


  Once again, the same voice called me, “Big Sis!” 


  —and I ignored it again. 


  Why would I pay attention to mortals when I was in the middle of talking to an angel?


  “That’s why, in exchange, you’ll come over next time right, Rena-chan?”
“Th-that’s...of course! I’ll bring lots of games!”
“Waa, thank you. Let’s see, I’ll bake a cheesecake then. Do you like cakes, Rena-chan?”
“Eh?! I-I do like them...”


  With Ajisai-san’s handmade cake and the chance to taste it, I would practically become part of the “winning in life” group, huh...


  Right at that moment, my door opened with a bang.


  “Big Sister!”
“Wa- I'm having a good time with Ajisai-san right now!”
“Oh my, then could you prioritize me, considering I’m your lover?”


  Like a queen from Moon Country, Satsuki-san stood there.


  “Eh?!”
“Rena-chan?! What do you mean by lover?! Rena-chan?! Rena-chanー”
“Ah.”


  Satsuki-san took my phone and cut the call short...th-that was awful…


  “Why is Satsuki-san here…?”
“No matter how many times I called, you wouldn’t pick up the phone. So I asked Hanatori-san for your address.”


  Bam. Satsuki-san put down her heavy-looking luggage on the floor. It was Satsuki-san in her casual clothes. She wore a long dress with thin-looking fabric, her long black hair pulled back into a single braid.


  She usually looked regal, but right now her appearance was refreshing, like a girl enjoying summer. That didn’t mean it didn’t suit her, since her fair skin made her look conspicuous, particularly as she looked on with that calm attitude.


  



  “Big Sis.”


  My little sister, standing next to Satsuki-san, glared at me with an expression like she was looking at walking trash.


  “Why would you ignore Satsuki-san, your own lover?”
“Eh?! N-no, well...I was on the phone with Ajisai-san, so…?”


  In the first place I was ignoring you, not Satsuki-san…


  My little sister clicked her tongue rudely after hearing my answer. Huh, did she really click her tongue at me?!


  “...Big Sis, I think you really need to live your life as a better person.”


  After she said that, she left, slamming the door shut. It was much louder than usual, so I was surprised.


  “What is it? Are you both fighting?”
“Uh, no, I wonder...haha…”


  Crap, my sister’s perception of me was getting worse each passing second...Once everything ended, I would really need to solve this misunderstanding…


  



  “Uuu, the messages from Ajisai-san keep coming…”


  For now, I’ll just tell her that Satsuki-san who had come over was just being playful with her joke...to think that I would spout lies toward my precious person...for what purpose was I living for now…


  



  “You sure take it easy, huh.”
“Eh?”


  I raised my face.


  “A-anyway, why are you in my house?”
“I wanted to ask you about stuff.”


  Satsuki-san unpacked her luggage, revealing a monitor and a PS4 console inside. Eeh? Did she really bring them here from her house?


  “Would you mind if you let me practice here?”
“G-go ahead.”


  Satsuki-san started to set it up, and I stared at her. The fact that she was in my room right now still hadn't really sunk in.


  



  “Ah, Satsuki-san, that cable goes over there.”
“...”
“L-let me do it.”


  Since Satsuki-san hadn’t made any progress since earlier, I took over her job, taking the HDMI cable. When I peeked at her, the Satsuki-san who had nothing to do was looking around my room.


  “You have a clean and tidy room.”
“Eh? I-is it?”


  Well, my mom was the one who always cleaned it though…


  “Hmm, so this is where Mai attacked you.”
“Buh.”


  I choked.


  “Sa-Satsuki-san, I advise you to treat delicate topics like that a bit more carefully…”
“I already know everything anyway. Also, thanks to that, I get dragged into your problems as a victim.”
“You’re not wrong but…”


  Satsuki-san took a seat on my bed and crossed her legs. From my position on the floor, I felt like I could see that so I hurriedly averted my gaze.


  “I-I’m done.”
“Thank you.”


  Satsuki-san slowly approached. Looking at her, I was reminded of Mai from that day. It made my face get hotter for some reason.


  She naturally sat next to me and took the controller in front of her. Well of course, what did you expect! She came here for that!


  



  “What is it? Something wrong?”
“N-nothing…”
“Did you think I would attack you like her?”
“No!”


  Right after that, Satsuki-san put down her controller.


  She chuckled, crouching down and moving in my direction. Why?!


  “Now if I think about it, I don’t really need to win over this battle. Right now, if I made you think that you wanted me more than Mai reconciling with me, it would be my victory, right?”
“Eh, w-wait?!”
“...Amaori.”


  Satsuki-san’s hand caressed my cheek. I felt the temperature from the place she touched rising.


  “No, you can’t do this.”
“Just relax.”


  I could see her face clearly as she tucked her hair behind one ear, coming closer.


  “Wait, really, wa-wait, you can’t!”


  I appeared frightened since she was doing this, but deep down I knew that after I closed my eyes like this, she would stop and move away while saying, “It’s a joke.”


  



  That’s why the moment I felt a gentle sensation on my lips, I felt like I could die from shock.


  



  When I opened my eyes, Satsuki-san was right before me, touching her lips gently while looking absorbed in her own world.


  Her gesture was so beautiful I couldn’t say anything for a while.


  



  “Wh-wh-wh-wha…”


  Trembling all over, I pressed my own lips with my fingertips.


  “D-did you just take another evidence picture…?! What do you intend to use it for?! Ajisai-san?! Kaho-chan?! O-or could it be...my little sister?!”
“How noisy. I wouldn’t do anything like that.”


  She shrugged her shoulders, displeased, and her cheeks turned red.


  “I wanted to make sure of something.”
“What’s with that reason…”


  My limbs lost their strength in an instant and I fell on my knees. Then I directed my gaze towards Satsuki-san.


  “I really don’t want to do things half-heartedly after all. That’s why I tried to think about stuff, well, about you.”
“M-me?”
“Yes. Judging by our conversation yesterday, it ended up like I will make you mine for the rest of your life after all.”
“Ah, uh-huh.”
“After I calmly thought about it, I guess I was taking it too easily considering we’ll be spending the next few years together as partners.”
“I think you don’t really need to ‘calmly’ think about it to arrive at that conclusion though?!”
“I always get blinded by my hostility towards Mai whenever something like that happens. That’s why I did some self-reflection, and finally figured out the problem.”
“Uh.”


  Satsuki-san held my hand and caressed it slowly with her fingers.


  “I want to know how I feel about you.”
“Th-that’s…”


  We gazed at each other while I pathetically trembled with the rising turmoil in my heart.


  I really thought that it would be great if we could be friends. We had spent a lot of time together having fun after all, and I’d discovered that she was truly a gentle person.


  That’s why if someone asked me whether I wanted our relationship to move one step further than this or not, then…


  While Mai was someone who always pulled me toward a series of unexpected events considering our differences in many aspects, Satsuki-san was someone who shared the same set of values as me. Assuming our relationship evolved to become romantic, I felt as though we wouldn’t encounter many differences. My ordinary days would still be the same as usual.


  We would still talk and act normally in class, study together after school, wait for her shift to end, and then stay over at her house, and then, and then…


  



  Ba-thump ba-thump.


  I would get to see her hidden, adorable side, plus other sides that she had never shown anyone before.


  When I tried to imagine it, my head felt like it might explode from the suddenly rising heat.


  



  “N-nope, impossible! As I thought impossible, impossible!”
“I haven’t said anything though...dirty-minded like usual, eh.”
“Th-that’s a misunderstanding! U-uh, a huge misunderstanding! You were the one who kissed me out of nowhere anyway! You’re the one with a dirty mind here!”
“You, do you like me?”
“I, uh, rather than like it’s…”


  This wasn’t something limited to Mai.


  The girls around me were beautiful, cute, smart, had proper communication skills, and were very charming. Even though I didn't hold any romantic feelings towards them, it was a given that I would end up liking them. As friends, I mean!


  



  “And how about you, what do you think about me, Satsuki-san?!” I snapped loudly. 


  At that moment, I realized—


  Crap.


  What if she said, “I like you,” and pushed me down? It would be a reenactment of what had happened with Mai! It would have been better if I had phrased it carefully rather than repeating the same mistake!


  Uwaah, I swiftly stretched out my hands and made sure our eyes didn’t meet. At that moment, Satsuki-san opened her mouth.


  “I don’t know.”
“Eh...eh?”


  Satsuki-san played with her own hair.


  “To be honest, I can’t really describe my thoughts about you. Well, it can’t be helped, considering this is my first time spending a lot of time together with someone like you.”
“Someone like me.”
“...if I described what I thought frankly, it could hurt your feelings. Still want to hear it?”
“It’s fine…”
“...well.”


  Satsuki-san mumbled like it was something hard to say.


  “You are quite...weird.”


  



  What a shocker...branded as a weirdo again, huh…


  Even though I had done everything so I could become a normal, “mass-produced”, typical high school girl…


  “I-I’m not...I’m perfectly normal no matter how you see it…”


  My defensive stance, already weak, was instantly crushed by her answer.


  “A normal girl wouldn’t agree to date me for two weeks in a contract. Also, normal girls wouldn’t try that hard to make Mai and I make up because she would die out of awkwardness. You’re living in a frenzy.”
“Kyuu.”


  I couldn’t say anything.


  But somehow, Satsuki-san looked like she was having fun.


  “You’re a very thoughtless and reckless girl. But somehow...I don’t hate it.”
“...Satsuki-san?”
“Because I’m also often like that, thoughtless. You see, this game is really difficult.”


  Satsuki-san took the controller and then laughed.


  “I want your cooperation so I can defeat Mai. Will you teach me how to play so I can get better? Of course, considering I’m also your enemy, this is a request.”
“O-okay.”


  For some reason, I instantly accepted her request.


  I knew that she was my opponent, and it wasn’t like my victory is guaranteed that I was cool-headed enough to do something like helping an enemy.


  I could think of a few reasons that I had agreed to help her, but I believe it was because we both had the same goal to beat Mai so...no, that wasn’t the case. It was something even more simple.


  In this room, Satsuki-san and I were gaming together. This turn of events was enough to make me happy.


  



  Butー


  



  “Satsuki-san, you’re going to get shot!”
“Eh, what was it? Did I just die?”


  



  “Why would you punch your enemy even though your gun was properly loaded?!”
“It was hard to get a hit after all.”


  



  “Look at the map! The map! See, the enemies are coming from that direction! Look there! At the upper right! Look at the map!!”
“Ah, this one? I had no idea how to read it so I’ve just been ignoring it.”


  



  I think we were still far from our goal.


  



  ***


  



  And so, with a TV, two sets of PS4 consoles, and my voice that had become four times louder than usual, the day had come to an end.


  Satsuki-san once again said something surprising, “Let me sleep over tonight.”


  She took out her sleepover items from her bag.


  I sounded out my disapproval since she was being too sudden, but—


  “I can’t improve if I’m gaming alone at my place, and today’s the only day I don’t have to work at night shift. That’s why I wanted to use this opportunity to polish my skills...is that not possible after all…?”


  It troubled me if she suddenly acted meekly like this…!


  My practice time would also be reduced if I accepted her request...but I couldn’t say no to her.


  



  Since having a (kind of) friend in your house, and staying up late to game sounded like youth, right?


  



  “Uuh, okay...first, let me ask my mother.”
“Thank you. Should I tag along to greet her?”
“F-for now, just stay here.”


  I left Satsuki-san in my room and headed to my mother.


  At this hour, she was in the kitchen preparing dinner.


  “Umm, mom.”
“Ye~es?”


  I fidgeted while asking her, “My (kind of) friend asked if she could stay over for tonight, is that okay?”


  Somehow, this felt embarrassing, huh, asking something like this…


  Right after she heard my question, I heard something hit the floor loudly. I raised my head and saw that my mother had dropped her rice measuring cup.


  “Eh, eeh…? What is it?”
“Renako-chan…”


  She placed both hands on my shoulders and gripped them tightly.


  Eh, eeehh…?


  “Wh-what is it?! Really, what happened?!”
“Of course it’s okay...whether it’s for a week or two weeks, she can stay here as long as she wants...she’s your friend, right?”
“Y-yeah.”


  Not really a friend, but...if I told her the truth, I got a feeling that she would end up crying so I nodded my head stiffly.


  My mother picked up the measuring cup, staring at the ceiling like she was overwhelmed with emotions.


  “Haa, the last time I made dinner for Renako’s friend was during fifth grade, on August 27…”


  “Why do you remember that?! Scary!” I yelled as I tried to hide my embarrassment.


  



  Never mind staying over, I’d never had a friend come over in the three years during middle school after all. In fact, Mai was the very first friend who had ever stepped inside my room!


  But still, to see her so delighted over this...even though she had been present during Mai’s visit. But well, Mai was...how should I put it? Like, it was better if we pretended she had never come in the first place. For example, if my future son brought a friend over who introduced himself as Yonezu Kenshi, of course I wouldn’t believe that they were friends so easily.
(TL Note: The musician Yonezu Kenshi also was a famous VocaloidP, using Hachi as his stage name before he debuted as an artist.)


  



  “W-well then, please take care of the rest!”
“Yup, just leave it to me. I’ll do my best so she’s willing to come again.”
“Do it in moderation!”


  And just like that, our dinner had turned into an extravagant meal as Satsuki-san dined with us.


  She perfectly activated her work mode, showing the proper and composed attitude that my mother and father could easily trust.


  Mai was also the same but, they really were amazing...I couldn’t help but admire their personalities…


  But, well—


  “Thank you for the food!”


  My little sister finished her dinner quickly and dashed back to her room. Uuh, the mood was getting awkward…


  



  “I finished the bath. Thank you.”
“Okaay.”


  Satsuki-san had even brought her own towel. She entered my room with her hair neatly wrapped in it, wearing pajamas resembling the one she had worn during my visit, a simple shirt and shorts. Her slender legs, usually hidden behind her skirt, entered my vision clearly. How pale...how long…


  She did her light skincare routine and then took the controller up again.


  Without a word, she sat in front of the TV naturally and started the game.


  



  “Err, well I’m going to the bath now.”
“Enjoy your bath.”


  Satsuki-san had really been glued to the screen since noon, without pausing except to use the toilet, take a bath, and eat dinner. 


  Right now, as per my instruction, she was playing against the CPU in easy mode. To get used to the game, it was important to do something practical like this. Also, it was ideal for nurturing her winning mentality.


  If we directly attempted the PvP battle despite Satsuki-san’s amateur skills, she wouldn’t be able to grasp the basic concepts to win the battle. That’s why, we should first help her understand the environment and become familiarized with the typical flow of the battle. This would affect how well she handled her weapons after all.


  “........”


  Satsuki-san silently played the game while hugging a cushion. Looking at Satsuki-san doing this earnestly made my heart skip a beat.


  Huh, what the heck was that?!


  



  Who knew? For now, I grabbed clean clothes and hurriedly rushed to the bathroom.


  As I entered the bathroom, I took a deep breath to calm myself.


  After washing my body, I moved to soak in the warm bath...and a sudden evil thought entered my mind.


  ...this was the bath that Satsuki-san had just entered.


  Huh, no no. That wasn’t really a big deal, right?! We’d already shared a bath together! I jumped into the bath and let my body enjoy the warmth of the water.


  



  “Satsuki-san, huh…”


  She really was doing her best. Well, that was a given, right?


  But…


  “No matter how I think about it, one week isn’t enough for her to secure a victory…”


  She wasn’t bad at gaming. In fact, with her high level of concentration, she had really polished her skills, training efficiently. She had also been able to grasp the fundamentals even quicker than I had. Come to think of it, her coworkers had remarked that she was very dependable even though she had just started her part-time job, right?


  No one could be instantly good at playing games regardless of what type of game it was, and of course this also applied to FPS.


  Just like math, when you first start off with a simple subtraction, then get better step by step, by the end, you’d be able to solve some calculus problem.


  “If only we had one month...no, three weeks, she might manage somehow…”


  Right at that moment, I rapidly shook my head.


  What was I thinking! If she really won, my life would become hers, you know?!


  That’s right, what was I doing, feeling moved after seeing her work hard like that. I had to steel my heart, since I was going to win myself and take back my own life.


  Even so, I would still keep my promise to help her. Since I wanted our battle to be a fair one, I’d answer her questions honestly, which was enough since the world of competition was harsh. I couldn’t possibly provide any more help than this!


  



  “Uuh.”


  Once again, I was consumed by feelings of guilt. I felt like I was experiencing some sort of mental health concern considering the amount of guilt that had been continuously pestering me these days…


  Buried in my own thoughts, I heard a voice from the other side of the door.


  “Big Sis.”


  It was my little sister!


  I bet she wanted to nag me again.


  To think that she would ambush me during a bath when I’m alone...what a surprise attack! I couldn’t avoid her!


  



  “I’m sorry.”
“...eh?”


  It made me panic when she suddenly apologized. Her voice was also very low, and her tone was serious, like that time when I had mistakenly taken and ate her Häagen-Dazs ice cream.


  “You see, earlier Satsuki-senpai came and we talked for a bit.”
“Eh, eh...Satsuki-san?”


  I wondered if they’d talked after Satsuki-san finished her bath...what were they talking about?


  “She told me that she was probably doing something uncalled for, but she wanted to know if we were really fighting.”
“Nn, nnn…”


  Not even my little sister would answer her with something like, “Yes, because my big sister is someone unfaithful”, right?


  No, wait, this was my little sister we were talking about. She would probably say that after all! Did you really say it, Little Sister?!


  My mind was in chaos. 


  She continued her words, “Y’see, we ended up talking about stuff. Satsuki-senpai said that you only went along with her selfishness. It was her fault that her thoughtlessness made me judge you wrongly. So it wasn’t like you’re at fault.”


  “No, well.”


  So, Satsuki-san had said something like that.


  “Well, that’s not really wrong…”
“Since the one you really like is Mai-senpai.”
“No, that’s really wrong!”
“That’s why I’m sorry for getting the wrong idea about the whole thing and blaming you!”
“No, well…”


  Getting a proper apology from my little sister felt a bit embarrassing somehow.


  “I was also at fault since I did something that had easily caused a misunderstanding…”
“That’s true.”
“This jerk!”


  The moment she assumed everything had ended with her apology, she’d instantly act normal, huh!


  “But Satsuki-senpai also said it.”
“About what?”
“That she also often fought with her mother so she understands. When you’re fighting, the atmosphere in the house would become so strained that it was suffocating. Being honest with your feelings is hard, but it would be great if you could make up.”
“Satsuki-san…”


  So she had felt something wrong with the relationship between my little sister and I such that she chose to stick her neck out.


  Behind the door, I felt like my little sister was smiling.


  “You really did great after you started high school, since you have an amazing person like Satsuki-senpai as your friend.”


  Her words resounded inside my head.


  I nodded my head slightly.


  “...yeah.”


  



  After I finished bathing and drying my hair, Satsuki-san and I spent some time together until it was time to turn the lights off.


  At first, I thought that she had fully intended to pull an all-nighter, but then she said, “Rather than doing something like that, it would be more efficient if I wake up early and continue at it for a whole day.” 


  She wasn’t wrong. I guess it meant she that perfectly understood how to manage herself.


  “In the first place, I’m the type that can’t get my head working if I lack sleep.”
“I see.”


  “Mai’s the type who can go on full throttle even if she doesn’t sleep for 3 days and 3 nights. I once had a bad experience with her because I kept her company until late at night.”


  “Hahaha…I can picture that…”


  I was in my bed, while Satsuki-san was using a guest futon on the floor.


  Satsuki-san gathered her hair together and then laid her body on the futon, pulling the blanket over her body. It seemed like she was ready for sleep.


  “Well then, I’m turning off the lights now.”
“Okay.”


  The lights went out after I pressed the remote control. It was the complete opposite arrangement from the time I had stayed over at her house.


  



  “...the game display popped up the moment I closed my eyes.”
“Ahaha...that also happened often to me.”
“It sure was very hard, huh, to hit the moving targets.”
“Next time, we should try practicing by doing simple movements while trying to get a hit on a moving target.” 
“I felt like I wouldn’t be able to accomplish that in my lifetime.”
“I also thought that, a while back.”


  In the darkness, I could hear a faint rustling sound like she was shifting her body.


  “How did you manage to do it?”
“Eh? That’s...since I was a shut-in, I gamed like crazy almost everyday...:”
“So you like it?”
“Well, I do enjoy gaming, but...it wasn’t something pretty like that. It was more like, pouring out all the negative energy inside me and releasing it as attacks in the game…”
“Something like a stress reliever?”
“It’s more like feeling, ‘Heh, so even you guys got killed by this pathetic me, huh,’ kind of thing…”


  “What was that?” Hearing my violent remark, Satsuki-san laughed.


  “That side of you.”
“Eh, wh-what is it?”


  This was Satsuki-san’s favorite phrase.


  Usually, she wouldn’t bother to answer me, but this time, she chose to open her mouth.


  



  “You look like a harmless creature, but when cornered, you’re always ready to bite back.”
“Are you implying that I can’t read the mood...?”
“Well, this time, but also last time. You’d suddenly said something unreasonable like that after all. But it’s not like I hate that side of you.”
“He, hehe…”


  I didn’t know how to respond, so I could only laugh awkwardly in the darkness.


  Could I consider this as praise from Satsuki-san? At least, having her seal of approval gave me peace of mind.


  “You see, Amaori.”
“Y-yes, I’m sorry for being too carried away.”
“I haven’t said anything though…”


  She sounded fed up. Ugh, I really tended to get carried away…


  



  “...thank you.”
“Eh? You don’t have to. It was a given to teach you how to play since you’ve already taught me in school stuff. Something like gratitude...”


  That being said, we’d spent our weekend gaming, just a day before finals.


  I bet we would be practicing even during finals…


  I figured my test scores would be the same as usual. My typical bad grades would likely be offset by the results from the study sessions I’d had with Satsuki-san recently…


  



  “No, it wasn’t about that.”
“Other things that made you grateful to me…?”


  I wondered what it was.


  “Is it something like...thank you for becoming a part of Koto Satsuki’s life…?”
“Sometimes I really wonder about the extremity between your low self-esteem and overconfidence.”


  It seemed like I was wrong. Well then, I had no idea.


  



  I yawned. Last night, I couldn’t shake off my nervousness since things had escalated so quickly that I had difficulty falling asleep.


  



  “Thanks for giving me a chance to have another match with Mai.”
“Hyo…?”


  Her gentle voice seeped through my heart, causing me to leak out a weird voice. It would be scary if she realized that I hadn’t been paying attention, so I tried to smooth it over.


  “E-even though you often compete with each other over test results?”
“Well, I also try my best to fight her in that domain, but that’s not what I meant. I’m referring to a match where both of us really start from zero, doing something that we’re not really used to. That’s a rare chance for us.”
“So that's what you meant.”
“Yeah. I was sure that Mai wouldn’t easily go along with everything that I said after all. But this time, I know that even she’s getting fired up doing this. That’s why no matter how hard I tried, it was just never enough. Something like this made me feel strange.”


  Satsuki-san shook her head.


  “Phrasing it as 'feeling strange' might be a bit off...I think. I see, now I clearly understand.”


  The transient moonlight that passed through the curtains illuminated her and her surroundings. I could clearly see her expression.


  My gorgeous classmate with dogged determination had a smile on her face.


  “That I’m enjoying this.”


  When I carefully considered the circumstances of the relationship between Mai and Satsuki-san, I couldn’t really say that I understood her feelings...but, yeah. I think it would be enjoyable when you have a friend who can respond to the results of your hard work.


  



  “That’s why, thanks, Amaori.”
“...don’t mind it.”


  Honestly, I regretted this a bit.


  If only I had chosen a game that I also had zero experience playing, I could enjoy my match with these two at the same level. I was sure that would be far more interesting.


  But I couldn’t do that. My top priority right now was to secure a victory.


  



  “Good night. Please take care of me tomorrow.”
“Yeah...good night.”


  I was envious of Mai and Satsuki-san’s relationship.


  To have someone you could trust to that degree, resulting in feelings that piled up year after year.


  ...it sure was nice, huh, to have a friend.


  



  As I thought, I wanted to be Satsuki-san’s friend.


  I wanted to be best friends, so we could have fun and enjoy our time together.


  What if I deliberately lost to achieve that?


  At least I could stay next to her for a short period, right?


  Considering the gap in abilities between the three of us, I figured I could manage to somehow defeat Mai and let Satsuki-san triumph over me.


  We would spend our days in high school together, and by the end, we would end up as friends.


  



  But I couldn’t do that.


  I couldn't do it this way.


  I wanted Satsuki-san to be happy.


  I couldn’t let Satsuki-san and Mai’s fight prolong further. It must be lonely, because even I can feel it.


  Satsuki-san should make up with Mai.


  



  That’s why I would win.


  Without minding my appearance, I would become the victor.


  I would definitely not lose against Mai or Satsuki-san.


  



  And with this, Friday had come—the day of our decisive battle.
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  Chapter 4: Complete Victory Over Mai and Satsuki-san, Impossible! (*It's Possible)


  *****

  “Well then, I’m returning the test results now~” said our homeroom teacher Hirosaki Michiru-sensei, with a casual tone like deciding today’s dinner.


  Michiru-sense is a responsible woman in her thirties. She’s quite petite, with a height of around 150 cm, she’s good at socializing, and popular amongst her students. A lot of students even call her Micchan-sensei.


  There were rumours floating around that at the faculty meeting, no other teacher was brave enough to oversee the class that Oozuka Mai was in. There was only one person who merrily raised her hand and assumed that responsibility. “Ah, well then, let me, Hirosaki, do it~”


  I’d wondered how brave that person was to make that decision, but turned out she was just an ordinary teacher.


   


  “Next, Amaori~”
“Yes.”
“You’ve worked hard this time~”
“Eh? Ah, yes.”


  Ashi-High is a prep school, so we also received a paper with our rank noted inside. I decided to open it once I arrived back at my desk…


  My grade was a bit higher than usual. I usually placed around the bottom average, yet this time I had managed to score around the midpoint average. Even though I had been so engrossed in gaming this week...the study sessions with Satsuki-san were really worth it. Somehow this made me happy.


  After feeling momentarily content staring at my result, I tucked it away inside my desk. It seemed like the other members of our group had way more desirable results than mine, so I had better make sure that this was hidden away…


  But still, in around two weeks, I’d never expected my score to change this much even though I had spared some time to study after school.


  Could it be that if I kept doing this, in three years, I could snatch Mai’s throne as the top of our grade...? As long as I pushed myself until I reached my limit and vomited blood…


  Huh, that sounded like some pipe dream, but also not…


   


  “Err, what is it again. Aah, yes, tomorrow is closing ceremony so no class tomorrow~ Don’t forget, okay~”


  I peeked at the other students.


  Between Mai and Satsuki-san, I wondered who had won this round of test results.


  Usually, they would instantly compare their score with each other to see who had the best mark, but this time they weren’t doing anything. 


  Mai seemed like she didn't really care about her results. I figured she was putting her focus on our upcoming match.


   


  After homeroom, Ajisai-san, who sat in front of me, turned to face me.


  “Hey, Rena-chan. It’s today, right?”
“Yeah.”


  Today, after school, we would head to Mai’s house.


  We’d also already told Ajisai-san and Kaho-chan that the two would settle this through a gaming competition.


  Well, you see, I had been very nervous up until yesterday, okay?


  But when I think that the only thing left to do is to just do it, I felt like I could bring out my real strength. Something almost like how hard work wouldn’t betray results? With that feeling, I was sure that I was invincible.


  With a smile brimming with confidence, I looked at Ajisai-san and declared my optimistic thoughts, “I-I-I-I-I will do my, my, my best...you don’t have to worry, and leave it to me…....just wait…….kahyu….”


  “Rena-chan?! You look like someone who slowly had her soul leave her body though?!”


   


  Even though I had intended to say it the way Mai had in her overconfident declaration, how peculiar…


  Huh, my hands were trembling. What was happening…? Could it be that I was nervous? This me was…? Nonsense…


   


  “Uuuh, Ajisai-san…”


  If only I could just go home and sleep. This was so weird! I had suddenly become weakened!


  “It will be okay, Rena-chan!”
“Ouch.”


  Kaho-chan, who had suddenly approached, striked my back confidently.


  “Even if you failed miserably to the point where MaiMai and Saa-chan would instantly unsheathe and point their swords at each other the moment their eyes met...you can leave it to me and Aa-chan!”


  With a reassuring wink, Kaho-chan gave me a thumbs up.


  Uuh, I was grateful…


   


  “Kaho-chan, Ajisai-san..”
“She’s right. Of course, I also won’t put the responsibility on Rena-chan. If by any chance it doesn’t work out, just come back and we can find another solution together.”


  Goodness gracious, they were so reliable.


  So it would be okay even if I failed…? No, wait, if I failed here, my life and freedom would be taken away. Failure was not an option!


  Despite that realization, I felt like the weight on my shoulders was slightly lighter, thanks to Kaho-chan and Ajisai-san.


   


  “Just remember, our promised group outing is tomorrow, so in the end the best outcome is when you manage to do it flawlessly!”
“Uuuh, I’ll try my best………”
“W-wait, Kaho-chan, don’t give her more pressure...Rena-chan, i-it will be okay. Don’t cry. I’m sure it will work out somehow, okay?”


  After being reassured by them, I felt like I was finally able to move ahead.


  I sure was a handful, considering I needed to be taken care of in this situation!


  When my heart was nearly done with its weeping, Mai and Satsuki-san came to me.


  “Well then, let’s get going, Renako.”
“Yeah, we’re going, Amaori.”


  It wasn’t like their relationship was back to their usual one, but it had been quite some time since all five of us had gathered in one spot.


  As I thought, the aura that was released when these girls gathered with Mai at the center was awesome. It felt like a hotspot of legendary Pokemon. Of course, excluding me.


  “I’m going then!”


  With support from Kaho-chan and Ajisai-san, I followed behind Mai and Satsuki-san.


  Yeah, once everything was done, I was going to immerse myself in enjoying the summer break!


   


  ***


   


  It was my second time coming over to Mai’s house.


  Last time, the house was empty since her helpers were out, but this time we had Hanatori-san together with us.


  Inside the elevator, Satsuki-san yawned many times.


  Looking closer, I spotted dark eye bags under her eyes.


  “Satsuki-san, were you up late last night?”
“Yeah, well, since it was my last chance before the real thing.”


  Even though she’d said that she couldn’t get her head working if she didn’t get enough sleep. I wondered if she was going to be okay.


  “I’ll be okay. I slept for a bit inside the limousine.”
“You read my mind again…”
“You’re just too easy to read.”


   


  I looked at Mai, who was on my other side. She sure looked gorgeous even from this angle. Her skin looked flawless, as if it was made of marble.


  Upon detecting my gaze, Mai brought a finger to her lip while forming a smile.


  “I guess I should also try to guess what’s inside your mind.”
“Go on.”
“Let’s see. Right now you’re thinking that if only Satsuki weren’t here, you would want a hug and a kiss...right?”
“An extremely wrong answer!”
“Really? So you’re okay even if Satsuki is here? But still, even I would be a bit embarrassed doing something like that…”


   


  “We’ve arrived.” Right after Hanatori-san finished her sentence, the elevator door before us opened and we arrived at our destination floor.


  We let her guide us towards our battleground, a room that had been specially arranged for us to game.


   


  “Whoa, this is amazing…”


  Inside the wide room, there were three sets of screens arranged into a triangular shape and connected to a PS4 console. On top of that, each screen was paired with a comfortable-looking game chair. This was just like some sort of e-sport tournament studio.


  Un-unbelievable. Usually, I was appalled with the ways Mai flaunted her wealth, but this time I couldn’t help but feel sheer excitement looking at the scene before me…


  Mai sat down and rested her chin on her elbow, looking proud.


  “How is it, Renako? You like things like this, right?”
“Uuu...I-I like it.”
“Can you repeat that again?”
“I like it...”
“Again.”
“I like it...a lot…”
“Fufufu, of course, right? Me too, Renako…”
“When will you guys be done with this charade?”


  Slap. Satsuki-san hit the back of my head. That hurt.


  “Ah right, let’s start our lovey dovey time after we send Satsuki back home. Anyways, I asked the entertainment company to set things up for us, so the chair is also custom-arranged based on your body and posture. Just in case, try it out and adjust it properly so you don’t feel any discomfort.”
“I-I see…”


  Mai’s chair was red, Satsuki-san’s was black, and mine was pink. She had really designed things specifically just for us, huh…


  “Let me help you.”
“Ah, yes. Th-thank you very much.”


  Hanatori-san taught me the way to handle the lever, and I adjusted the seat so I could see the screen and hold the controller comfortably. I mainly played games while sitting on the floor so at first I thought it would feel a bit weird, but I quickly got used to this. So this was the power of an expensive chair…


  “Looking good, eh.”


  Like me, Satsuki-san sat on her chair and picked up the controller. The screen was displaying the game we were about to play. 


  “Could it be that Mai would gladly provide us with the PC version if we asked for it…?”


  My mind had been affected by some greedy thoughts.


  “Is there a difference between this and the PC version?”
“Nice question, Satsuki-san...fufufu. First, they have completely different frame rates. Also, the PC version is basically operated by a mouse so the aiming ability greatly differs...in the first place, this game was originally a STEAM game, then adapted into a PS4 version later after the first release. Thanks to the change in mechanism, the PvP battle was down from 100 players to a 30-player capacity...In exchange, we could build a private match like this by system. But still, as expected, the PC version offers a great playing experience. The PC version basically provides the players with an exceptional performance so I’ve really wanted to try it out. It’s basically a desire for every student player like me, or something along those lines...hehe…”
“I have no idea what you just said, Amaori.”
“Ha!”


  I regained my composure. The light finally returned to my eyes.


  “D-did I say something?!”
“Err.”
“No, that’s a misunderstanding. It’s not like what you think, Satsuki-san! That wasn’t me, that was the middle-school version of me!”
“I-I see...I didn’t really get what you meant back then, but now I understand...you sure did your best, eh…”
“Stop looking at me with pity in your eyes!”


  What an unexpected huge failure from the start...I’d worked hard to change the way I talked so people could properly hear my voice…


  I’d trained my abdominal muscles everyday for the sake of a loud and clear voice, yet even though I’d done all that, I-I, u-uuh……..


   


  “I don’t get what you’re talking about, but I like every side of Renako.”
“Stop spoiling me!”


  If that Oozuka Mai tried to accept even this part of me that I loathe so much, it only made me feel terrible to the point where I’d want to end my own life. 


  Why should I suffer such a huge damage before our match even started? Even the RPGs nowadays provided a proper save point before the last boss match…


   


   


  “Well then, if you’re ready, let’s start our match.”


  Mai, seated in her chair, elegantly crossed her legs.


  With that, our seating arrangement also formed a triangle.


  I placed my phone on top of the table and then took a deep breath.


  It’ll be okay, just play like I usually did.


   


  “I’m ready."
“Me too!”
“Hm.”


  Mai was on my left side. She tied her hair into a ponytail so her hair wouldn’t get in the way. On my right was Satsuki-san who had also tied her black hair back, focusing her gaze on the screen.


  I couldn’t sense whether they felt nervous or not with these normal eyes of mine. It was also possible that they’d already experienced something like this a few times during their lifetimes.


  I was nothing compared to them, but I loved gaming. It was time for me to reinstall the me from back then who had nothing to brag about except her ability on PvPs. 


   


  “The private match will begin shortly. The map layout will be selected randomly among the smallest areas. Battle royale mode. The weapons to be used are the standard arms. Three players limited. The player to secure the first two victories will be the champion...if the rules are clear, now...”


  I gave them the password to the private room and then the two of them joined shortly. The only thing left to do was for me to start the game by pushing a button.


   


  If Mai wins, she will marry me. If Satsuki-san wins, she will marry me. If I win, they will make up with each other. Now that I think about this condition, everything is so poorly balanced, huh!


  But I had no other choice.


   


  I took a deep breath again and blew it out. Then I pushed the button.


  “Begin!”


   


  With this, the first round had begun.


  I immersed myself in the screen before my eyes.


  The map selected for the first round was a residential area. I was starting from a point where my surroundings looked like some prefabricated buildings on an American farm.


  This game has a system where we start with no equipment or weapons. In short, we start off barehanded. We needed to search for weapons, collect them, and then assemble them for the incoming PvP battles.


  The first stage was most important since the equipment we gathered would determine the outcome of the match. If we didn’t do this step properly, in the worst outcome possible, we would face our opponents barehanded.


   


  Well then, if we were using this setup, I figured there would be something on the second floor.


  Err, so we should look around and assemble stuff, and…


  “...Nnn?”


  I think I heard something…


  Right, we weren’t equipped with headphones, so I totally forgot about that. If I increased the volume, it would only intermix with sounds from the other’s screens so it wouldn’t do much.


  But still, usually I played this game with a limit of 30 other players. This time, it was just the three of us. That’s why, to have an encounter with an opponent this early in the game was simply impossiー


  Something crossed my field of vision.


  It was Mai.


   


  “Ha?!”“Ei.”


  Mai’s character raised a long bar that looked like she had just randomly picked it up midway and struck me with it.


  Wait, wait a minー!


  I quickly fired my gun in her direction but she was too close. I couldn’t aim properly.


  It was a fatal misjudgement. Things might get better if I quickly put distance between us, or I could counter-attack her with my fists.


  As I decided between my options, my screen suddenly turned red.


  Mai landed her finishing blow, which was accompanied by a gruesome sound from my screen.


  [You Are Dead]


  The letters showed up on my screen with a loud sound effect. 


   


  Wha, wha, wha………….


  “What the heck was that?!”


  On instinct, I pounded the table like a boorish player.


  Mai looked like she was having a blast.


  “Did I surprise you?”
“That’s a given, right?!”
“That’s good then. I didn’t think it would work that effectively.”
“There was nothing good from that though?! Wait, what the heck were you doing?!”


  We were still in the middle of the game, but I really had a great urge to stand up and shake her chair furiously. Of course I wouldn’t do something like that though!


  Like swirling an expensive wine glass, she elegantly moved her controller with a laugh.


  “Well well, it wasn’t that complicated, you see? In the event of a small battleground for four-player-limited areas, the distance between each player’s starting points is only 24 units, right?”
“Eh? For real?”


  I’d never played a private match before, so I hadn’t even bothered to memorize something like the spawn area.


  “There were a few points that would most likely be set as the starting point, so I quickly sprinted towards that point. If my hunch was wrong, it would become my opponents’ advantage. I’m glad that my plan worked well.”


  Mai gracefully brushed her hair back and formed a smile.


  “I have great luck after all.”
“...this, this jerk…”


  I was so frustrated I felt like wanting to vomit blood.


  It wasn’t like Mai had displayed her overwhelming strength. She just had the composure to form a proper strategy. It frustrated me when I compared myself to her. I easily became uselessly agitated by the whole situation.


  “Anyway, putting aside whether this plan would work well or not, I arranged a few strategies to counter you especially.”
“Strategies…”
“That’s right. At first I arranged around 20 strategies after considering your personality. After doing a simulation practice, I narrowed it down to three options. I’d already used one so there are two strategies left.”


  Mai really looked like she was relishing the whole thing. I was sure that I would be happy gaming if my friend had that kind of expression under normal circumstances.


  “Fufu, you’re a strong opponent, but let me say this. There’s no one in this world who thinks about you to this degree other than me, okay?”
“Guh, gah, gugugu…….”


  This jerk, she’d really intended to defeat me from the beginning.


  I wondered why I hadn’t considered that kind of approach from this woman. She was someone who decided to focus on combo practice for the sake of defeating me in a battle game within a short span of time after all. If she could achieve that, of course she would also do it with FPS by considering the limitations of her ability, seeking the most effective way with the highest probability to let her win this fight!


  Of course, it was a given that I would win if she faced me head on comparing our abilities. That’s why she had purposely put her aim on me with well-crafted strategies. I had become ensnared in her plan. How frustrating!


   


  Displeased, I leaned my body back as my screen changed views. Since I had died first, I’d now be able to watch the other players’ movements from my screen.


  I couldn’t keep feeling downhearted like this. For now, I should carefully prepare for the next battle, and gathering intel was my first step…


  Satsuki-san steadily accumulated necessary items and selected appropriate equipment for the battle. Looking at her movements, the Satsuki-san who had been a complete amateur during our first practice session at my house seemed like a completely different person.


  It appeared that she had memorized the map, and she was also being vigilant whenever passing through a space that was perfect for a sudden raid. Her actions really showed that she had done her research.


  Honestly, I was really moved. So this was how a teacher felt when her disciples were leaving their nest…


   


  “Satsuki-san, you really got better at this…! That’s amazing, really!”
“How noisy. Shut up, you’re distracting me.”
“Ah, ‘kay.”


   


  On the other hand, Mai was...being absurd. I couldn’t grasp what she was trying to do since her actions were kind of undeveloped. Comparing the two in fundamentals, Satsuki-san’s movements looked better compared with Mai’s rough maneuvers. 


  Normally when you’re playing this game, you could land a kill, but a death could also take you with an almost even probability. Watching from the sideline like this, I did my best to not say anything.


   


  At last, the two of them had found each other, and engaged in battle, they started to exchange fire.


  Mai, who had positioned herself on the higher ground with better equipment, seemed like she had a high chance of winning, but Satsuki-san, positioned well herself, also managed to counter-attack perfectly.


  Even then, the result was a win for Mai.


  That was a close one.


  The battle was so even it wouldn’t be weird if either of them secured a win. Satsuki-san might have fought an unfavorable battle with that situation.


   


  “That was close.”
“.......yeah.”


  Satsuki-san unlocked her phone and glanced at her notes.


  Her notes revealed her strong desire to win, considering the amount of things written. This diligent side of hers really showed Satsuki-san’s personality.


   


  “My first win. Also, match point. The next round will also become mine.”


  Mai’s eyes looked like the eyes of a child who had just received permission from her parents to buy all the toys she desired. She directed those eyes on me, sending a chill through my body…


  “A-as if you can easily secure a winning streak like that….”
“Renako, once everything ends, we should go straight to your parents for greetings. I know that we’re still students, but what do you think? If you’re okay, we could arrange to live together a few days a week. Hanatori-san is really great at cooking. It would be great if you get to try her cuisine next time.”
“Can you stop planning someone else’s life during a casual break?!”


  Was this part of her psychological warfare?! It was working perfectly, in case you were wondering!


   


   


  “Game, start!”


  Second round. This time I would definitely win.


  My tactic this round was a simple one.


  First, I would randomly look for a weapon. Once I got it assembled, I would then go straight to a perfect place to observe my surroundings. If I was engaged in a gunfire, I would simply show the difference in our skills. A 30-meter distance from your enemy was the easiest way to do this, based on personal experience.


  Fortunately, our stage this time was a desert area. We were basically in an open space, which was relatively prone to lengthy combat. 


  This stage was a natural disadvantage for Mai, since she relied on her swift attack strategy.


  I wondered what face she was making right now so I peeked at her. What I saw was surprising. Mai had set down her controller and was resting her hand on her chin, thinking. “Fumu.”


  “Eh, we’re in the middle of battle though?!”
“Of course I’m perfectly aware. I just tried to consider a few patterns that will allow me to grasp a win in my own way. This is something that I need to do.”
“I-I don’t get it…”


   


  This time, I managed to get my hands on the weapon I usually used, an assault rifle. I grabbed it single-handedly and ran hurriedly. I had raised my awareness enough so I wouldn’t get ambushed a second time by Mai’s surprise attack.


  I mentally prepared myself so I wouldn’t get caught in Mai’s incoming strategy. No matter how good Mai was at reading my behavior pattern, unlike real life, the things you could do inside a game was limited to a certain extent. 


  Even if she came up with another strange scheme, as long as she didn't take over the flow of battle, leaving a major disadvantage for me, it wouldn't mean anything.


  That was why the most important thing to do for now was to be wary of my surroundings. If I managed to keep up my composure and focus, I should be able to deal with whatever she had planned...I hope!


   


  “What will you do, Mai!”
“Just let me think a bit more. It’s an important strategy for how to deliver you your glass slippers after all.”
“Excuse me, the prince over there, weren’t you the one who brutally cracked Cinderella’s skull a while back?!”


   


  Uh-oh, there was another person’s shadow.


  It wasn’t Mai...it was Satsuki-san.


   


  “Tch, so it’s Amaori.”
“Clicking your tongue in the middle of battle is terrifying, you know!”


  We exchanged shots while I carefully watched for the timing to pull the trigger. Satsuki-san took cover and returned fire, perfectly aimed at me. Aah, yeah, this is how you're supposed to play this game…!


   


  “Mu…”
“Oo?”


  Satsuki-san’s voice sounded distressed.


  Did she find out about my prodigious aiming ability...yeah, of course not.


  Mai threw her character into the middle of our battle as the third contender. Satsuki-san was caught between our crossfire. In this situation, where there were only three players, aiming at two players simultaneously was a tough thing to do.


   


  “Satsuki, how about we team up for a bit to defeat Renako?”
“Heh, as if. You’re going to come out as the winner if you defeat me after that.”
“Oh my. Are you implying that you have zero chance in defeating me if we face each other?”
“It’s not like that. I just calculated the most effective way for me to win this, and your plan won’t give me the highest probability out there.”
“I see, probability, eh. But Satsuki, what we’re doing right now isn’t the same as your favorite hobby of studying.”
“...what do you mean?”


   


  The sound of gunshots weren’t stopping.


  I deduced that Mai was trying to disturb Satsuki-san’s concentration with her talks since earlier, and it appeared that Satsuki-san had taken the bait.


   


  “Imagine you’re under a surprise attack, and there are two choices between a small passage and open space for your escape path. The thing is, both of these choices have enemies lying in wait. So, which one would you choose?”
“What are you trying to say?”
“Of course anyone would choose the second choice, since the probability of surviving with the second choice is higher, hence, a [true] answer. That’s a given.”


  Mai and Satsuki-san gradually moved further from my position.


   


  If I waited and observed their fights and ambushed them in the middle of their battle, my probability of winning this would be pretty high. So while I was going after them, I tried to remember the sense of discomfort I had felt earlier.


  During the first round, why was it that Satsuki-san couldn’t land a blow and win? Could it be that I had misunderstood something?


  Was their fight earlier really a close one?


   


  “But listen, Satsuki. The only true answer for my question earlier is a path where there are no enemies lying in wait.”
“?!”


  At that moment, Satsuki-san was killed.


  Oh no, would Mai also win this round and take victory over us?


   


  “You kept choosing the [true] choice. That’s why you couldn’t defeat me.”


  Mai had on her usual smug expression, showing her feelings of triumph. Taking advantage, I quickly shot her and the bullet went through her.


   


  “....................”


   


  She was perplexed for several short seconds.


   


  I was also the same.


   


   


  “Errr...well, you were just standing there anyway, so, y’know…”
“Yeah, uh, well, that was inevitable.”


   


  Renako, win!


   


   


  With this, I was also at match point. The only one who hadn't won so far was Satsuki-san…


  Rattle. Satsuki-san stood up from her chair.


  Her strands of hair danced in the air as she said, “I’m going to borrow your washroom.”


  “Go ahead.”


  Mai pointed in a certain direction and Satsuki-san walked past her.


   


  “Satsuki-san…”


  I muttered her name under my breath out of concern while Mai shrugged her shoulders.


  “I wonder if I was too harsh with that one.”
“...right, what you said back then.”


  That wasn’t something that someone would say to her friend.


  But I chose not to blurt that out.


  I felt like it wasn’t right if I’d applied my own concept of an ideal friendship to Mai and Satsuki-san’s relationship.


   


  “But you see, even though I said all of that, I once thought, what if I let Satsuki grasp an easy win? What do you think would happen? In the end, I concluded that she did her best for the sake of defeating me, and if I easily let her have it, do you think that would have made her happy?”
“That’s…”


  I was perfectly aware that if her opponents held back, it would only make matters worse. Especially if the opponent was Mai.


  “It would be great if she could live her life a bit more carefree.”
“...she’s Satsuki-san because she can’t do that, though.”
“You’re not wrong.”


  Hanatori-san approached with a tray filled with refreshments. She really came at the perfect timing.


   


  “Th-thank you very much.”


  I accepted the teacup from her and brought my nose close to it. What a wonderful fragrance. Once the tea touched my palate, the warmth quickly filled my mouth. Swallowing the hot tea, I felt like I calmed down.


  The sweet taste combined with a slight sour flavor was perfectly balanced with a tint of bitterness. It quickly relieved me of my fatigue. It tasted great.


  After emptying my mind for several seconds savouring the tea, I remembered the match back then and opened my mouth.


  “Hey, Mai.”
“Nn.”
“You really are amazing after all. How should I put this, like you have your own way of thinking, something that’s not quite ordinary.”
“That’s right. I’m someone who would accompany you for the rest of your life, Oozuka Mai.”
“We won’t though.”


  We won’t, but…


  The fact that she’s attractive, I should admit it whether I liked it or not.


   


  Even though Satsuki-san practiced desperately, Mai had managed to defeat her completely, huh.


  Mai brought her teacup to her lips and sipped it.


  “But she’s the one who taught me freedom.”
“Which means…?”


  Her blue eyes stared at something far away, as if she were reminiscing about something far in the past.


  “It was a long time ago. The moment of our first encounter.”
“During elementary school?”
“Aah.”


  Mai shrugged again.


  “Good grief...why should I get so fixated on something like this.”
“I don’t really get it but…”


  Satsuki-san hated to lose, but she wasn’t someone who would be hostile to someone because of that. Mai was an exception. Well, she behaved like that out of frustration since she couldn’t beat Mai, not even once. And they were childhood friends after all, but…


  Why Mai couldn’t understand something simple like this, I wondered while glaring at her.


   


  “Anyway, I also wondered the same thing, about your feelings to me.”
“That’s because you’re my fated person.”
“You’re still saying that…”
“Of course. I’ll keep conveying these unchanging feelings to you, even after 100 years.”


  Muu...even though we were in the middle of a break, it didn’t mean that she should say something like that…


  I drained my cup and exhaled warm air. I wondered how the next round would progress. Personally, I would like to settle this with Mai on this round. It would be okay. I was composed enough to do it. I would definitely win the next round.


   


  And that was when I remembered.


  “Isn’t she taking too long?”
“You’re right. Let’s just leave her for a while.”


  I stared at the empty black chair as Mai calmly answered my question. At that moment, I redirected my gaze towards her, wide-eyed.


  “Eh, leave her for a while…”


  Mai didn’t respond.


  It seemed like she was trying to respect Satsuki-san by not saying anything.


   


  “So this is something like that?”


  I stood up from my chair.


  My body moved so naturally, even I was a bit surprised.


  “I-I’m going to take a look.”
“It would be better if you leave her alone.”
“Don’t wanna.”


  Those words left my mouth so instinctively that it left me stunned. Even Mai looked astounded.


  “I-it’s because.”


  I hurriedly came up with some answer since I kind of didn’t want to leave it at that.


  “That time, you came for me. That time when I ran away to the rooftop.”
“Thanks to that, I made you jump from that height, though?”
“Th-that’s right, but...”


  I was desperately searching for the right words, but I couldn’t find them.


  What I could think of right now was only something plain, not something wonderful like a beautiful, fancy phrase.


  I bit my lower lip and expressed my feelings, “I was happy.”


  When she heard my words, Mai smiled.


  “I see. Well then, I’ll respect your choice.”


  From her face, I could see her expression change into something like loneliness.


  “I’m sure that my words can no longer reach her, after all.”


   


  I quickly moved my legs to the washroom. It was as if I had been entrusted with something important, even though I wasn’t someone capable of something great after all. I was just me.


  Before me was a tightly sealed door, resembling an immovable giant stone at the mouth of a secret cave.


  I was sure that she wouldn't accept my words easily. So I timidly called her name.


  “Um...Satsuki-san?”


  First time. There was no answer.


  “Satsuki-san.”


  The second time, I waited a while before I heard a voice.


  “Amaori.”


  Her usual commanding tone was nowhere to be heard. I clenched my fist at my chest.


  “I’m sorry, did I make you worried? I will go back soon. Just give me some time. I’m thinking about how I should proceed in the next round.”


  I planted my palm on the door and gently pushed it.


  Of course, the surface felt cold and firm.


   


  “It didn’t go smoothly at all. As expected, Mai is really a great person. But you see, even I worked really hard, right? It’s just, if only I had a bit more time…”
“...yeah. You really did everything you could, of course I know about that. You really improved wonderfully after all.”


  A brief pause.


  “...but, I’m not good enough to defeat Mai.”
“That’s…”


  I couldn’t say anything.


  Something like that, well, it happens. There are players so skillful you can’t beat them.


  I’ve already witnessed that numerous times. Even though my play time and the number of my matches were higher, there were players higher in rank than me. Some players were so incredible you couldn’t help wondering if they were what you called prodigies.


   


  Mai had worked as a model since her childhood. This meant she had continuously beat the rivals who had the same dream as her, to reach her current level.


  She didn’t need to fight CPU players to nurture a winner’s mentality. She was a natural-born champion after all.


  That was why it couldn’t be helped.


  I swallowed the words that had reached the edge of my tongue.


  Satsuki-san was someone who doesn't accept ‘it can’t be helped’ as consolation.


  “During our finals, I still took shifts for my part-time job.”
“...eh?”


  “The manager told me that it would be okay if I took the day off, but I’d already promised my mother that I would earn money to help out. I didn’t want to violate something that I had been determined to do.”


  “So that’s the thing.”
“I properly studied, I also practiced a lot.”


  That was why she had those eye bags…


  She had sacrificed her sleep time to do a lot of stuff.


  “I see. I understand. You really are a remarkable person, Satsuki-san.”


  Her part-time job, her studying...from the perspective of someone who lazily completed her own studies, Satsuki-san was someone high above the clouds.


  Someone who was far in the sky, a moon that shone brightly.


  Someone unreachable.


  That was how I saw Satsuki-san.


  “But everything I did, they were things that I did to make an escape from reality.”
“That’s…”


  That wasn’t true, Satsuki-san.


  You can’t say that.


  “I risked everything for the sake of victory over her, but I can’t even scratch her skin as she easily tramples me. I no longer have anything left.”
“Satsuki-san…”


  ‘I’m enjoying this.’ I remembered the night she said those words with a smile on her face, shining with her ambition of defeating Mai. I regretted one thing.


  The fact that I was a fool.


   


  I’d thought that as long as I won this game, everything would go back to normal, including their relationship.


  But things weren’t as simple as that.


  If we returned and resumed our match, even if I won, Satsuki-san would no longer be able to see herself as Mai’s equal.


  They wouldn’t be able to stay friends.


   


  “...Satsuki-san…”


  Outside the secluded room filled with despair, I hung my head.


  That time I had been happy when Mai came for me, because she was Mai. I couldn’t do something grand like Mai since I wasn’t good at conveying my feelings with beautiful words. I also couldn’t do well to comfort Satsuki-san.


  In the corner of my mind, I understood that it might be better if I just left her alone rather than making things worse.


  I really was a fool.


  But still…


   


  “You can’t give up, Satsuki-san.”
“...the heck is that.”


  Now it was too late to regret anything.


  The match had started. That was why I was standing here right now.


  I couldn’t change my past, like the times I had shut myself away from the outside world. I had harboured a lot of regrets, always overthinking my past actions inside the warmth of my bed, year-round. But in the end, I had managed to come out of that shell and completed a splendid high-school debut, and met Satsuki-san.


  So I raised my head.


  It was never too late to change yourself after all.


   


  “Even if you don’t win today, there’s still tomorrow. You might be able to win the day after this. No one knows, but perhaps you could overtake her someday.”


  I was spouting very irresponsible words.


  “I...I always thought that. But the opponent isー”
“Even though your opponent is Mai, you can’t give up! I don’t want you to!”


  I wasn’t simply being selfish. This was the point where I expressed my personal desire.


  I just wanted Satsuki-san to look ahead.


  “You want to defeat her, right? You’ve always yearned for that since a long time ago, right? That’s why you can’t quit now. Because I also want to see it, the moment you defeat her! I really want to witness a frustrated Mai when you defeat her, I really want to see it!”
“...it’s too late...for that.”
“It’s not! Because you already dragged me this far into your scheme after all! I decided to go with your words back then, you know? I chose to take your hand even though you were planning to betray your own friend! Let me tell you, doing all of that made me feel so suffocated, okay?! “


  That was right, our relationship...


  Since the beginning, we weren’t simply strangers.


  We were already friends. 
(TL Note: The kanji used here is 共犯者 which is accomplice or partners-in-crime, but the author written the furigana as friends.)


  “That’s why you can’t stop now! If you lose, you just need to flash your usual daring smile and say ‘I wont lose next time’! Things that you usually do, being the usually impudent Satsuki-san! Don’t lose heart to someone who’s only good at appearances but a cocky jerk inside!”


  Bang. I beat the door before me.


  “...you.”


  What I had said wasn’t something like words of consolation or pity.


  I wasn’t someone worthy enough to say something like that to Satsuki-san after all. I wasn’t insolent enough to praise her efforts when my own efforts couldn’t even compare with her hardships.


  What I could do right now was to put my expectations on her.


  That was the best thing Iーthis mediocre and dull meーcould do to support her.


  A moon can’t shine if there’s no sun. Even then, since long ago, no one could help but be taken aback by the moon’s beauty. Both the sun and the moon have their own charm. One wasn’t better than the other.


  That was why I liked to see a Satsuki-san who looked forward and forged her own path.


  “Hey, Satsuki-sanー”


  When I hit the door for the second time—


  As if it hadn’t been locked from the beginning, the door opened quickly. Eh?!


  Moved by momentum, my body plunged forward towards Satsuki-san, who was seated on the toilet cover. She looked perplexed when she saw me but still caught my body anyway.


  “Awa,wawawa.”
“What are you doing…”


  From the bottom of my heart, I was really grateful that she had her skirt on.


  “M-my apologies...it’s just, I was being too eager...”
“To think that you’d resort to violence like that.”
“I admit that I hit the door! But, eh, are you just starting a logical argument with this timing?”


  My body was still embraced by her arms, and I couldn’t move freely. For some reason, Satsuki-san wasn’t releasing her grip on me…!


  Her soft body with supple skin was holding me firmly. Her flowing long hair covered my body gently like a blanket. No matter which direction I directed my gaze, my view was filled with Satsuki-san. It was like the scent of a night basked in moonlight.


  “Wh-why won’t you let me go…”
“When I listened to you, I remember one thing.”
“You really have no intention to answer me, huh! Eh, and that was…?”
“The fact that Oozuka Mai isn’t someone as amazing as she thinks.”
“Satsuki-san…”


  I lifted my head, and when I did that, Satsuki-san’s face was right before mine.


  Her lips formed a smile like a crescent moon. An eerie laughter emanated from her.


  “You’re sure bold enough to say everything to your heart's content like that, even though you’re Amaori.”
“Eh?! I-I’m sorry…”
“Don’t mind it. It’s not like that I hate that part of you.”


  After she said that, her previous smile changed into a light one.


  And then she brought her face closer to mine. Eh?


  She planted her lips on mine and we kissed.


   


  “But why?!”
“Nothing deep, business as usual.”
“Stop treating people’s lips like it has the effect of a nourishing tonic!”
“When are you going to hug me until? Can you release me now?”
“You’re being very unreasonable! You’re the one who should let me go now. Just, let, me, go!”


  Inside the cramped washroom, I squirmed with all my might to release myself from her grip, but she was strong. I couldn’t really budge her arms to move as she laughed at me. Grrr.


  After a while, she finally let me go. I was too tired and gasping for air. Thanks to her I had worked up a nice amount of sweat.


   


  “What was that…”


  I rolled over to escape the washroom. While still trying to catch my breath, I stared at her.


   


  “Thank you, Amaori.”
“No, well, I don’t really get it but, it’s alright.”
“Now if I think about it, it would be very irrational if I let her break my spirit like that. I also should mess with her heart just like what she did to me.”
“What are you scheming?!”
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  Her jet black hair was swaying like an assassin's coat as she answered, “Of course, the continuation of our war.”


  Could it be that I had just awoken a forbidden monster from her slumber…?


  



  “Hey there, you sure took a long time.”


  Greeting us, Oozuka Mai looked gorgeous as usual, like how she had sent me off a while ago.


  “So how did it go? Did you find a way to defeat me?”


  Satsuki-san answered her question bluntly, “Yeah, thanks to you.”


  Oh my.


  “Hou, I’m looking forward to it.”


  I didn’t know whether Satsuki-san’s answer was true or it was just a bluff. Even though she could read my mind, I really couldn’t understand her at all.


  “But still, what were you doing in the washroom? You were taking so long and Renako is also quite drenched in sweat.”


  That was because Satsuki-san had been picking on me and wouldn’t let me off…


  Before I managed to say anything, Satsuki-san answered first, “You’re right, it’s because I just embraced her.”


  



  “Ho?”


  



  “I mean, Amaori.”


  Satsuki-san threw a flirtatious glance in my direction.


  Huh? No, wait, wait, wait, wait a minute!


  Your choice of words! That would surely invite a misunderstanding! Was this part of her plan to disturb Mai’s composure?! That was too obvious, not even Mai wouldー


  “Ho, hou, h-h-hou?”


  It worked!


  



  Mai, who had tried to calm herself, picked up her teacup, but her hand was trembling so hard that it let out a loud clattering sound. Satsuki-san’s plan was very effective!


  



  “You really have no tact in choosing your words, Satsuki. Actually, she just let you hug her, right? But still, I’m envious…”
“We also kissed though. Right, Amaori?”
“We did but still!”


  So this was what she meant! She had done that for this moment! How terrifying!


  “Renako……?”


  Mai’s gaze was quite impressive in a certain way. Her childhood friend had changed into a very terrifying person since she sacrificed her first kiss two weeks ago for the sake of her goal! This wasn’t my fault at all, okay?!


  I couldn't stand this atmosphere any longer, so I boldly pressed the start button.


  It was better if we finished this quickly, right!


  “G-game, start!”


  This time the stage was—ah, a quite well known stage, an urban area, huh. It was mainly developed, with factories and business towns.


  



  “Hey, Amaori. Should I tell you the reason why I’m so determined to defeat Mai?”
“Eh?! We’re in the middle of a match though?!”
“A long time ago, Mai was your textbook spoiled rich girl.”


  Somehow she started talking!


  “Wait, Satsuki. What kinds of things are you intending to tell her?”
“The time of your most, no, the only cute phase in your life.”


  Satsuki-san continued moving her mouth as her hands skillfully maneuvered the joystick.


  L-let’s concentrate…! Of course this was her trap so I didn’t have to lend her an ear…


  



  “That time, she was popular just like her current self. She was always surrounded by a lot of people. But that was limited to school, since she never had spare time after school. Besides her modelling job, she also had several lessons after all. Of course it wasn’t something easy to endure as a child.”
“...Mama put me in a special class for gifted children. I think it’s part of her education policy which is to extend your children’s potential until it reaches its limit.”
“But back then, you felt shackled by that, right?”
“What I felt was probably jealousy. Since you and the other children always looked like you were having fun all the time.”
“And that was why you did something foolish like that.”
“That’s part of youthfulness.”


  Guh, if only we had headphones!


  I kept overhearing their conversation and it impaired my concentration!


  



  “One day, Mai came to us and said that she was free that day so she joined us after school to play. Of course, the other girls welcomed her since it was rare for the popular Mai to join us like that. But that day, Mai didn’t look like her usual self. She looked absent-minded.”
“...you really intend to tell her everything, eh.”
“Yeah, is there anything wrong? You don’t want her to know?”
“...even though I’m telling you to stop, you won’t, right?”
“You know me really well.”
“We’ve known each other for a long time after all.”


  Satsuki-san smiled calmly while Mai shrugged. The bantering just now really felt like something between childhood friends.


  Huh, wait, this wasn’t the time to get carried away with their story!


  “After that, it was evening when the other girls had already gone home, leaving only the two of us. It was at the park near the shrine where she crouched down and with a face like she was almost crying, she said that she didn’t want to go home.”


  Shrine...ah, that shrine.


  The place we’d visited for our agreement that day. That place.


  Aah, geez.


  



  “Wh-why is that?”


  I ended up joining their conversation. For now, I picked up a rifle that I usually used, and left a few things that I probably wouldn’t use.


  “Actually, Mai was skipping her after-school activities. It wasn’t only her lessons, but also her modelling job. She’d turned off her phone and chose to play with us. I think that time she’d reached her limit.”


  So it was something like that…


  “I was a child back then. Of course, I made mistakes during work, got scolded by adults, had small fights with Mama. I went through a lot and finally reached a rebellious phase.”


  “And then what did you do, Satsuki-san?”
“I brought her home with me. I couldn’t really leave her like that after all. She was someone who always wore beautiful clothes, someone who was sparkling like a princess. It was a given that I was ashamed to bring her to my house. My mother was like that, and my father was not around ever since I was able to remember.”


  So Satsuki-san had that kind of circumstance.


  “It was my first time to visit a friend’s house. Of course I was nervous. But that time, Auntie was very kind. Of course, you too.”
“I did my best to treat you with hospitality. When I saw your face with that uneasy look, I was desperate to comfort you. I also frequently had fights with my mother and left home after all, so I could empathize with your feelings.”


  Somehow I felt like relaxing due to this suddenly gentle atmosphere, but it was an illusion. This was a battlefield, so everything was a mere illusion. The only reality we had was the smell of gunpowder.


  Even though I was aware of that, the dissipating tension between us felt like the time we normally had as friends.


  



  “A-and then?”
“Let’s see, after we had dinner, Mai’s mother came to our house.”
“Uwaa.”


  I automatically let out a groan.


  “Could it be that, something like coming with anger, or…?”
“No, rather, she looked so calm she was like a robot. She calmly gave an apology since her daughter was bothering us. But that time, I’d thought that adults would definitely be angry during times like this. Looking at that attitude somehow brought me greater fear than ever.”
“It was also my first-time seeing Mama act like that. But now if I think about it, since I had done something unreasonable like that, she was able to reflect on her behavior. She was clumsy at expressing her emotions, so she really didn’t have any way to show what was inside her heart. But that time, I also definitely thought that she was scary.”
“Especially since your actions caused huge trouble for others when you decided to skip your work. Hey, did you know? That time I was really sure that at that rate you would be taken away and killed.”


  Satsuki-san laughed, and Mai let out a bitter smile.


  Mai’s ears had been red since earlier. Was this what she meant when she said her childhood self was a foolish little girl?


  



  “You’re exaggerating. But I also thought that she would stop me from going to school, even though we were just in elementary school back then.”
“And then, what happened after that?”


  The one who answered my question is Mai.


  “Satsuki covered me.”
“Eh, Satsuki-san…?”
“Aah.”


  



  “You can’t bring her back!” said the little girl.


  The black-haired girl stood up in front of the blonde girl.


  And then, while she glared towards the woman in the black suit like she was trying to intimidate her, she shouted, “Mai just wanted to play with us, she didn’t do anything bad! My mother said that playing around is part of a child's job! That’s why I’m sure that Mai isn’t doing anything bad at all!”


  The blonde girl cried as she saw the black-haired girl spread her arms in front of her like she was protecting her.


  The blonde girl didn’t quite understand the reason behind her tears. She did fear her mother, but there were also other feelings as she saw her friend protecting her like this, something precious. She didn’t want to be apart from her friend. Her feelings were unleashed and the tears flowed.


  “Mai, you don’t have to go anywhere! You can be part of our household! I will always be by your sideー!”


  



  “Ah,” a small voice from Mai’s direction.


  She stared at me with a passionate gaze.


  “I see, so that’s why I, you…”
“Eh?”
“No, it was nothing. Right, this is something boorish, let’s stop that. Listen, Renako, I really love you from the bottom of my heart.”
“Wh-why were you suddenly saying something like that…”


  Satsuki-san let out a sigh.


  “My mother got really mad since I had gotten angry out of nowhere without trying to understand the circumstances. After that, Mai also got taken from our house. That day was really terrible.”
“Since that, right, Satsuki?”
“What?”
“Whenever I’m alone, you’ve always come to me, which leads you to see me as no one special. In the end you even concluded that I wasn’t that amazing.”
“Well, that’s a given. A girl who cried like that. Also, you had acted like an adult before so it can’t be helped.”
“But that’s why you started to compete with me and also act like an adult. Why was that?”
“That was because you started to act like an adult. I was just playing along with you.”
“And why was that?”
“Because.”


  Satsuki-san put her controller on top of the table. It was like she had abandoned the match.


  She stood up, and she looked at Mai from above, pointing her finger.


  It was like she was saying, “Why don’t you get it?”


  “If I hadn’t done that, one day when you’re alone again, I couldn’t stay by your side, right?”


  



  Both Mai and I turned our heads and stared at Satsuki-san.


  In short, she did everything for the sake of staying by Mai’s side as her equal.


  So Mai wouldn’t be alone again.


  



  “Fu.”


  Mai hung her head in embarrassment.


  “...things would be better if you just honestly said it. I was sure that you no longer cared about me and shunned me… But as I thought, you haven’t changed at all since our first encounter. You’re really a kind-hearted person.”


  



  Without any real intention, I muttered, “Huh, so in the end you really do like Mai after all, Satsuki-san...”


  Satsuki-san, who toppled back onto her seat, let out a huge sigh.


  “I don’t really care about that. That was something that I had decided for myself, something that I did without any intention to make her feel gratitude for me… Also, it would be embarrassing if I said it straight up.”
“Fufu...but I finally get it. About your true feelings. Thank you for telling me.”


  While still looking down, Mai couldn’t contain her grin while rubbing her chin, looking happy.


  



  “And then, well.”


  At one point, Satsuki-san had picked up her controller, proceeding with the game.


  “With this long conversation, not even Mai can keep her guard up since she became vulnerable thanks to my feelings.”
“...excuse me?”


  The sound of a gunshot echoed.


  Middle-range sniping. With all her training, Satsuki-san took down Mai in one shot thanks to her polished aiming ability.


  



  ““Eh?””


  Both Mai and my voice echoed in unison.


  Once again, Satsuki-san stood up from her chair, but this time she put one leg up on the chair like a hooligan.


  



  “STUUU~~~~~~~PID~~~~ YOU REALLY PUT DOWN YOUR GUARD, HUH~~~~~~!!!!”
“Wh-wh-wh-wha…….”


  Even Mai was lost for words.


  “Didn’t you say that you like me…”
“That’s that, and this is this! The heck with ‘always be by your side’!? Being by your side, it was always loss, loss, loss, a chain of losses! Of course I would get pissed! This is why a naive girl with a flower field inside her head like you are so troublesome! Did you really think I’m that pure, huh?!”


  She really answered like she felt refreshed.


  “...for the sake of putting mud over my face, you went to that length…you conveyed the feelings hidden inside your heart, just for the sake of one win…..?!”
“If it’s for seeing this look on your face, this is a cheap price to pay~~~~~!!!”
“This is too much…!”


  Mai somehow had tears welling in her eyes.


  



  “How’s that?! The feeling of getting deceived and destroyed by me?! Sorrowful?! Frustrated?! Or could it be that you're hurt?! Hey, tell me, just tell me! Your feelings, everything! You see, right now I’m feeling very joyous! This is the best! I’m so thankful that day they brought you home!”


  With this tension, it wouldn’t be weird if Satsuki-san applauded herself soon.


  “Why are you being that vile?!”


  



  So this was what she had meant by messing with her heart…


  But, yeah.


  The thing about Satsuki-san liking Mai, and being glad the day they brought Mai home, I think both of those were her true feelings.


  I turned around for once and looked at the two of them who were swearing at each other with vulgar words. Somehow it made me laugh.


  I was really envious after all.


  One day, I also want to have that kind of relationship like them, a relationship that allows you to compete with each other whole-heartedly.


  Wait...whole-heartedly might be a bit impossible. I might cry for real if Satsuki-san crushed me with all of her might, so it would be great if she held back.


  



  Well then, now.


  “Satsuki-san, now it’s time for our showdown.”
“........”


  Satsuki-san became quiet as she sat back onto her chair and picked up her controller.


  



  “Amaori.”
“What is it?”
“Err. I like you. I really like you. I like you so much, it's crazy, I love you.”
“What a sloppy confession! Tell me then! Which part of me do you like!”
“...let’s see…”


  After thinking for a while, she turned her face to look at me.


  And then, as if she had prepared to say something grand, she opened her mouth.


  



  “You’re thoughtless, bad at socializing, and on top of that, reckless. You also have no real talent…but—”
“Yeah.”
“—but you perfectly understand your own weaknesses, and that’s why you’re kinder than anyone else… also, that single-minded intention of yours that somehow brings embarrassment even to someone who witnesses it...these are the reasons, I think.”


  Somehow, her words really sounded sincere and gentle.


  Hearing those words that appeared earnest, of course even I………...wouldn’t get deceived.


  



  “I see~~~! Thanks~!”


  



  From a rooftop across a 200-meter distance, I channeled my gratitude into one shot, a perfect headshot.


  



  Amaori Renako, grand victory!


  


  ~~~
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  Epilogue


  “Great work, everyone!”


  Kaho-chan raised her glass as the rest of us followed with a cheerful, “Cheers!”


  Right after the closing ceremony, We’d dropped by a café near our school.


  By ‘we’, of course I meant me, Kaho-chan, Ajisai-san, followed by Mai and Satsuki-san, all five of us. The revival of Mai’s group! Yay!


  While drinking her cream soda, Kaho-chan grinned, her body swaying in excitement.


  “Summer break starts tomorrow~!”
“Do you have any plans for the summer, Satsuki-chan?”
“Let’s see. I have a lot of books I want to finish. I’ll probably spend my break reading books in the bath, immersing myself for whole days at a time.”
“Wouldn't that damage your books, reading them while dipping inside a bath?”
“That’s because of the humidity inside the bathroom. If I open the window and let the air circulate, it’ll be okay. I also have a book stand anyway.”
“Th-that’s right. Satsuki-san’s bathroom is quite amazing, you know.”


  Sitting at the edge of the table, I finally found an opening to join their conversation, so I took the chance and put on my best smile. After I said that, Mai also joined in and said, “Right,” like she agreed with me.


  “Certainly, the Koto household has a great taste in arranging their bathroom thanks to Satsuki’s meticulousness. Which reminds me, why would you know about that, Renako?”
“Eh?”


  Mai tilted her head, a smile plastered on her face. Her slightly-opened eyes didn’t smile at all though…


  This was followed by Ajisai-san, with a voice like she was in shock. “Re-Rena-chan…?”


  Th-this mood...I felt like my blood was draining from my body.


  Could it be that I just did something again……..? (In a bad way)


  As if she was enjoying the whole charade, Kaho-chan also joined in.


  “Eh, what does it mean, what does it mean?! Explain yourself, Saa-chan!”
“It wasn’t something that grand. She just came over.”
“Hou?”


  Satsuki-san confronted Mai’s agitated stare while stroking her own hair, saying “That’s not something strange, right? Having friends over in your house.”


  I felt like my head was being jerked around.


  The contractual relationship between us was now over.


  Our formal relationship as lovers, those heart-throbbing moments, the suffocating everyday life.


  But to be honest, the Satsuki-san who played her part as the virtuous wife was adorable, and I had also greatly enjoyed our time together.


  That’s why, I thought once everything was over, we would go back to being strangers in the same social circle. 


  When I heard those words from Satsuki-sanー


  



  “Sa-Satsuki-sa~~~~n…..!”
“Eh, wha, Rena-chan you’re crying?!”
“Rena-chan?!”
“Wh-what’s wrong with you…?”


  Sniffle. 


  My hardships for the past two weeks hadn’t been in vain.


  “B-because...Satsuki-san, you said that, we are friends~~~........!”
“Just because of that?”
“That’s important for me~~~~~~~~!”


  



  Aah, not good. I couldn’t hold back these tears, which kept flowing.


  Although I was pretty sure that these people would find me funny with this kind of reaction, Kaho-chan and Ajisai-san unexpectedly took my arms, embracing them.


  “Me too, me too, I’m also Rena-chan’s friend!”
“Y-yeah, m-me too...we are fr-friends, okay?!”
“Kaho-chan, Ajisai-san~…”


  How warm...everyone was so warm….


  It only made me cry more though.


  Aah, Mother, Father, Little Sister, I really had great friends...they were very kind even towards someone like me…it was like a dream.


  “You really are weird.”


  Satsuki-san looked at me with her cold eyes...


  But, she had already said that we were friends...she really said it...hehehe…


  “Why are you crying while grinning…”
“She’s really interesting, right?”


  Mai stroked her chin while flashing an adult-like smile.


  “She’s my idol.”
“Since a long time ago, I really haven’t been able to comprehend your preferences.”
“My preferences have never changed, since a long time ago. I like pretty things, you see?”
“It’s currently covered in tears and snots though, are you sure…?”
“Pretty, right?”


  She answered Satsuki-san while settling her gaze on me, smiling. I couldn’t agree more with Satsuki-san about not being able to understand Mai’s preferences.


  Ah, Satsuki-san handed me a pocket tissue...how kind...friends…


  “You look pathetic, and you make us stand out.”
“My apologies…”
“Ah, here, me too.”
“Then, you could use this too.”


  I also received pocket tissues from Ajisai-san and Kaho-chan. Now I held three pocket tissues in my hands...a friendship of pocket tissues...


  



  “Let’s leave it at that. Why are we gathering today again? Don’t tell me it’s to celebrate my return to the group?”
“Of course not, since celebrating every minor thing would be troublesome. Which is why we wouldn’t do something like this each time you leave and return.”
“......I wouldn’t do something like that.”
“Personally I’d like to do stuff like this once a week. It’s fun after all.”
“I won’t do it!”


  Like giving a barking dog their favorite bone, Mai set a long box in front of the annoyed Satsuki-san.


  “...the heck is this.”
“Happy birthday, Satsuki.”


  Satsuki-san blinked and looked rather perplexed.


  “...I see now. I was very busy lately that I’d forgot.”
“And with this, you’ll become the older sister for a while, eh.”
“That’s right.  Well, since I’m older now, I will stop being menacing since it was kinda meaningless.”


  Satsuki-san accepted the gift genuinely and turned to face us. We had already prepared our own gifts and handed them over.


  “Here you go. Happy birthday, Satsuki-chan.”
“Thanks, Sena. I’m happy that you’re celebrating with us.”
“Satsuki-san, my friend! This is a gift from Renako, your friend! A proof of our friendship!”
“Annoying…”
“How mean!”


  Lastly, Kaho-chan gave a huge thumbs up, a wide grin on her face.


  “I’m so glad we somehow made it by this day! I had been anxious these days, thinking we couldn’t make it!”


  That was the main reason why Kaho-chan was in such a hurry for them to make up.


  She had simply wanted to celebrate Satsuki-san’s birthday with everyone. We’d already joined the same group after all. Of course she wanted to celebrate this as our first special day.


  “...could it be that was the reason why…”
“Well! Right!”


  Kaho-chan brought out her other thumb and joined them like doing a thumb sumo.


  “.....thank you, everyone.”
“Saa-chan is embarrassed! How cute! Can I take a picture?!”
“You definitely can’t.”
“Alright! I’m going to take it now!”
“I’ll break both you and your smartphone into pieces.”
“Me included?!”


  Good grief, how lively.


  As expected, this group was lacking without Satsuki-san’s sharp comebacks. 


  Huh, this felt good after all...she really was an irreplaceable existence to us.


  Fufu, friend.


  I let out a carefree grin from ear to ear. I think my face wouldn’t go back to its normal condition for today.


  While I was enjoying my moment, I vaguely overheard Mai’s whispers to Satsuki-san.


  



  “Unlike those times, right now we are surrounded by great friends. We’re not alone, and we won’t be alone, Satsuki.”


  Hearing that, Satsuki-san appeared solemn, and then she nodded.


  “You’re right...it’s just like you said.”


  She agreed with Mai as she stared at the four gifts on the table before her.


  Yup...that was right. I also felt the same.


  What Mai had said, it hadn't meant for Satsuki-san to stop trying. Of course that wasn’t what she was trying to convey. It was just that she wanted Satsuki-san to stop cornering herself and live her life a bit more freely.


  Well, the gold chain that had bound her up until now was a pretty robust one, and apparently it still strongly bound her.


  But Satsuki-san probably already has the key to unchain herself from those shackles.


  



  “Ah right.” Satsuki-san changed the topic and she pulled something from her bag.


  “Mai, I also have something I want to give you.”
“Oh my, what is it? A trophy?”
“...for what?”
“I just blurted out something I’d like to have.”
“...I’ll consider that for your birthday. This is what I wanted to give you.”


  The thing that Satsuki-san handed over to Mai was a sheet of paper that was rolled into a scroll.


  Ah, her test results.


  



  “This is?”
“Just open it and you can see for yourself.”


  Mai opened it and read the paper, gradually becoming completely dumbfounded.


  



  “........Eh?”


  “I bet you immersed yourself in practicing, right? I’d already said it before, right? That I would give it my all for everything I did.”


  Satsuki-san clasped her hands together and rested her chin on them, beaming.


  “This is my first victory over you, huh.”
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  After Epilogue


  “And that’s the case, so I’d like you to console me.”


  “Wait, no, I don’t really get what you just said.”

  


  It was noon on the very first day of summer break. I was in Mai’s mansion.


  We sat side-by-side on a huge, L-shaped sofa. Mai looked dispirited as her shoulders drooped, and she rested her body on mine. You’re close, too close.


  Today I had come over to retrieve something I had left here during our match, but look at this…well, I couldn’t change what had already happened, so…


  “Because I lost to you in the game, and on top of that Satsuki also beat me in the test....not even I can accept this sudden reality that’s trampling me…”
“Other than that stuff with Sastuki-san, you’ve already crushed me completely in other subjects. That’s not enough for you, eh…”
“That’s not true. I also lost the chance to tie the knot with you after all.”


  She really sounded dejected, so I shut my mouth.


  



  Ultimately, I was one of the main causes of this...of course it was hard for me to say something in this situation…! I had completely crushed her hopes with that last headshot. Ugh, these guilty feelings…


  



  But then, Mai flashed a weak smile.


  “...even though I’d said that, actually I hadn't really intended to marry you if I won the match.”
“R-really?”
“Aah. This isn't the Shakespearean time period where I can just snatch you through a battle after all. What I really want is the moment you choose me based on your own decision and your feelings.”


  I couldn’t help but think that Mai, who said that with pride and earnestness, was admirable.


  “Even though you looked so desperate…”
“It’s my policy to face a battle with everything I had. If not, that would be a huge disrespect to my opponent...or so I thought.”


  Mai folded her hands together and slouched, looking really depressed.


  “So I really faced two consecutive losses, eh...against you and Satsuki…”
“Uuuh.”


  Today Mai had her hair down, so she was in her lover’s mode. Considering this situation, it would probably be better if I don’t meddle further for my own sake, but…


  Seeing Mai being timid like this, of course I couldn’t help but feel a twinge in my chest. That was the truth. Especially after recalling how I’d kept looking after Satsuki-san and neglected her these two weeks. 


  That’s why, well...if it was only for a bit.


  



  “Aah, geez. Alright then.”


  I sighed heavily. What was with my attitude? That wasn’t the behavior of someone who wanted to comfort others.


  I patted my long skirt on my lap.


  “Lap pillow.”
“Eh?”
“I’ll do it for you.”


  Mai looked at me with disbelief.


  “........”


  Huh...I thought that she would totally jump in at my suggestion. What was with this awkward mood?


  I felt cold sweat starting to flow.


  I often gave my little sister a lap pillow, so I thought it wasn’t a huge deal...


  And that was when the social recluse me from my middle school period emerged, gloomy as always. 


  “Eh this is something that usually happens in manga, right? Y’know, like those kisses out of gratitude. But those things, they’re stuff that happens when the giver really sees herself as someone worthy to give something like that, right? Uuwwaaah, what’s with that excessive amount of self-confidence? Cringe.”


  Stop it!


  No, that wasn’t what I meant, really! I wasn’t that kind of woman! I thought this would make her happy since it was Mai! You really had no idea how Mai was!


  



  “Hurry up, lap pillow, here.”
“No, but—”
“Lap pillow!”


  I dragged Mai and forcefully made her head rest onto my lap. Lap pillow complete!


  “Muu...so forceful…”


  “Right back at you. Why’re you being so reluctant...Satsuki-san had already decided to stand on her own feet, and you also chose to try and rely on other people besides her, right?”


  I repeated what she had said during our ryoutei meeting. Mai moved her mouth, mumbling, “Muu...I really did say that...”


  Even though she was okay with kisses and probably stuff more than that...I couldn’t understand why she was being so embarrassed by a mere lap pillow. It wasn’t like I had zero reluctance to do something like this, but seeing her reaction somehow lessened my embarrassment.


  I gently caressed Mai’s hair. I could smell a refreshing scent like sun rays from her strands.


  “I already said this before, but it’s okay to make mistakes. It’s normal to lose at something. You always do your best after all.”
“Kuh.”


  Mai buried her face into my lap. H-hey, you.


  But well, it wasn’t like she was intending to do something indecent, she was just trying to hide her embarrassment. While she couldn’t show her face, her legs were kicking around, hitting the sofa.


  “I felt like feelings I couldn’t describe are overflowing!”


  At last, Mai fell into a swamp of contempt. And she was struggling…


  “You’re already used to having people’s stamps of approval and praises, so why are you like this now because of what I’d said…”
“Of course, since being a winner is part of my ordinary life...but I really never had people praise me for losing, for doing my best.”


  It seemed like she wasn’t used to being spoiled like this. I see.


  Somehow I was slowly enjoying this.


  “I see, I see. But it’s okay, since I perfectly understand how hard you try. Fufufu, Mai-chan is really an admirable girl, good girl…..fufufu.”
“You, that side of you...you’re...geez……!”


  Mai’s ears got redder with each passing second.


  I was getting excited since it was like coaxing a splendid person from the valley of failure.


  


  But it was really alright, since Mai was too powerful anyway. It was okay to stop trying for a short while. By doing this, I felt like we were becoming closer. That was why it was okay for her to stop being her usual Super Darling self, since being an ordinary girl was enough sometimes.
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  Especially this time, she had really tried her best to suppress her own desires, seeing me off with Satsuki-san almost everyday. Actually, that was really helpful.


  “Thanks to you, I was able to befriend Satsuki-san.”
“Honestly, I was feeling quite reluctant about that...but if that made you happy, then great.”


  I kept caressing her hair. To think that I had this valuable head on my lap, with my hands running through her hair...it made me nervous…


  Seeing Mai showing me her vulnerable side made my heart tighten.


  No, I meant it as a friend. It wasn’t like I had something romantic going on inside, don’t misunderstand…


  



  “Even though it would be great if you stay meekly like this, it feels easier after all...”
“...are you going to be happier if I’m like this?”


  When she asked me that, I thought for a while, a bit lost. But then I shook my head.


  “Nn….….nope. It’s okay to be your usual, Mai. You can be angry when you feel anger, laugh when you want to laugh, feel down when you are down. Just be your usual self.”


  It was my role to push myself to my limit to get others’ stamps of approval after all.


  Mai was okay by being herself. Since I wanted to be friends with her, the real Mai.


  …..well, things like that, seeking from others what I didn’t have, it was just the mere selfishness of this ordinary person.


  



  Haa. Mai let out a sigh.


  “Just now, I think I fell deeper than before.”
“Mu….”


  If Mai was someone who starved for approval from others, then Satsuki-san was her polar opposite.


  



  I think I’d just said stuff that I shouldn’t have said, so I took out my defense shield, just in case.


  “What I said wasn’t what you think...I spoke as a friend, okay?”


  “Even though you think like that, it’s also alright if I keep this love for you inside my heart. That’s how our relationship, Rema friends, is, right?”


  “Somehow it feels like you turned this situation in your favor!”


  



  Mai slowly lifted herself up. She’s taller than me, so she was looking at me from above. She brought her face closer to mine, and that’s when I felt my heart beat faster.


  “Renako, how many times did you kiss Satsuki?”
“Eh, err, uhhh.”


  She grabbed my wrist. Crap, this was dangerous.


  The relaxing mood from before vanished in an instant.


  



  I counted them on my fingers. That time when I slept over at her house, when she came over to my house, and lastly in the washroom during the match…


  “A-around three times, I think…..?”
“Three times in two weeks………..? Why are you so….”
“W-wait! It’s a misunderstanding!”


  Satsuki-san did everything! It didn’t mean I had strong sexual desires! That absolutely wasn’t the case!


  I floundered about, looking for excuses, but before I managed to say anything, she had already forcefully sealed my lips with hers.


  Uuh...our first kiss after two weeks.


  No, well...Rema friends’ limit was kissing between friends after all...this much was okay, this was perfectly...okay…


  



  Mai pulled her face away and licked her lips, resting her hands on my cheeks.


  “Since you said that you don’t mind me being true to myself...it means it’s okay for me to lash out these suffocating feelings inside my chest. I no longer have to hold back, right?”


  Eh, we’re going in that direction? In the fulfilling-desires way?


  “Wait, it’s better if you can hold back a little...there’s a limit on how far a friend would be willing to accept every part of you after all…”
“Of course, I wouldn't do things that would hurt you.”


  Once again, she joined our lips together and pushed me down onto the sofa.


  In short, she was intending to see how far she could go before I started to get uncomfortable with the whole thing, with this kiss…


  And that’s why she wouldn’t let me go...


  Our second kiss was longer.


  She repeatedly enveloped my lower lip in hers, biting it gently like she was slowly chewing it.


  The power had already left my body. I stared at her, who was on top of me, intoxicatedly. Gazing at me, she flashed a bewitching smile.


  Oh no, as expected, being seen in this state was so embarrassing.


  I covered my face with my hands, and then confessed.


  “Uu, uuhhhh…..listen. Honestly, I felt a lot of guilt reflecting on my actions these past two weeks. So, as long as you don’t overly do it, I won’t push you away, so don’t be too hard on me...”


  Mai let out a troubled expression.


  “Are you trying to challenge my ability to control myself?”
“No, wait, I’m absolutely not trying to do that.”
“Good grief, you’re really an unfair one.”


  Once again, she put her hands on my cheeks and pulled me into another kiss.


  But she didn’t do it forcibly. She gently licked my lips with her tongue and then slowly inserted it inside my mouth. Could it be that it felt like this since I hadn’t tried to push her back, choosing to accept all of her…? No, of course that wasn’t the case!


  In any case, she was really licking each nook and cranny of my mouth. It felt like my body was filled with Mai. I couldn’t think straight.


  Haa, haa...th-that was an intense experience…


  



  “Three times, for now.”


  Judging by the impact, rather than three times I felt like we had just did it 300 times though…


  She smiled, appearing satisfied.


  “I love you, Renako. Let’s have an enjoyable summer together.”
“Yeah, um...yes…”


  



  Just like Satsuki-san, who had harbored a sense of rivalry toward Mai, of course Mai also held the same feelings towards Satsuki-san. Thanks to that, I totally understood now.


  I truly would never accept something like contractual lovers with other people ever again. I was a woman who learned from her past regrets and mistakes after all…


  No, not just other people. It applied to everyone, definitely!


  Mai and I wouldn’t become lovers. Having my heart beat faster, feeling my chest tightening until it was painful, the nights when I couldn’t sleep, that kind of relationship...no thanks.


  



  With both of my hands, I pushed Mai, who was still on top of me, and said in a loud voice, “As best friends! We’re spending our summer break as best friends, so please take care of me!”


  



  With this, the match between Mai, Satsuki-san, and I had come to an end….


  


  And then, the new curtain leading to a brand-new kind of chaos had been lifted.


  ~~~
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