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    Honestly, unbelievable… 


    I’m shocked at my own idea. But when I thought about it, I was very serious. I don’t want to turn my back here because if I did, I would feel like I’m losing to my past self. 


    It’s almost February and I’ve been wandering around the drugstore in the evening like a lost child for a while now. I’ve already found what I’m looking for! Ah, geez! You don’t know when to give up, Sakakibara Marika! 


    I have a popular face in class, but it’s pretty uncool to be here for 30 minutes, worrying about this. Well, what was the purpose of coming to this faraway store? Come on, make up your mind! 


    I tightened the mouth, which was hidden by my mask, pulled down my grey cap, and approached the corner in a suspicious-looking disguise.  After passing the shelves stocked with nursing supplies and supplements, I found myself frowning again. I checked earlier, but why were all the products gathered in a corner? It makes it difficult to pretend to look for other items while researching.


    In front of me was a row of rectangular boxes of different colors, each the size of a pencil box. Yes, this is the contraceptive section... Of course, not for the purpose of doing anything with the boys... but rather I made the effort to come all the way here for Aya’s sake. 


    It all started a week ago. While reading a fashion magazine in class, I was going through an article with my friends, Mitsumine Yume and Matsukawa Chisaki, about JK1 love knowledge. It’s no big deal, but the two of them were talking about condoms. They said that even when girls play with each other, condoms are also used. In fact, it is recommended in order to avoid damaging the mucus membrane. 


    “Oh, I see!” I thought.


    I’m glad Aya’s being nice to me, but the reason she won’t move on from there is because she didn’t prepare a condom?! Wait! Then I’ll buy it for you! I mean, I’ll go buy some then! When I decide to do something, I will do it. That’s just who I am.


    At the drugstore, I’m staring at the shelves, trying to decide on what kind of condom to buy. The large numbers written as 0.2 or 0.3 indicate the thinness, and the thinner the better, I thought... 


    I also read that the one with some kind of gel on it is better. But then I thought, one box is enough. If I were to buy three boxes or more, it might seem like I have a lot of plans to be intimate with Aya, which might lead to her teasing me. So, I decided to buy just one box.


    For the time being, I was about to pick up the box that stood out the most, but stopped myself, saying, “No, wait.” Aya, you’ve had experience with other girls, right…


    In other words, Aya won’t say it outright, but there’s a possibility that she might think, “Oh, this is the package I’ve used with someone else before.” Wow... I definitely don’t want her to think that...


    Well, I’m not jealous or trying to investigate Aya’s past now! I don’t like it at all. I didn’t care about thinness or anything anymore, so I’ll just go with the one that says, “new product”, even though it’s quite expensive. Holding the box alone is too embarrassing to go to the checkout, so I added some yogurt to drink and chocolate to eat. I got in line for the checkout.


    I felt like all the customers around me were looking at me, and the face inside my mask was incredibly hot. Let’s think of something different for a distraction... Yes, Valentine’s Day! It was almost Valentine’s Day, so I have to give Aya a present! It was fun to think of a gift. Especially if it was a present for Aya. Maybe I should give her some accessories or aroma goods again. But since it was a day like this, maybe normal chocolate would be nice.


    However, Aya doesn’t seem to have a sweet tooth. She always drinks her coffee black, and when she goes out for pancakes on a date, she usually orders tiramisu2 or plain pancakes. So, would making pancakes at home be an option?


    While thinking about that, it was my turn in the line. Naturally, and with composure... I put the condom I held in front of the part-time worker, who looked like a college student.


    Wait, what, why did you bother putting it in a paper bag?! It’s like I’m telling everyone that I bought a condom!　


    “The price for three is 1642 yen.” 


    “Ugh... okay.” 


    “Um, do you have a point card?” 


    “No, it’s fine!”


    I received my change, held the paper bag tightly, and quickly left the store with my hat pulled down. Why am I so nervous in the first place? I haven’t felt like this ever since I went to buy my own underwear for the first time.


    Wow, do boys and girls in the world feel this way and get condoms like this? Those in love are amazing! But looking back, even when I was getting sanitary products, they were also put in a paper bag. I may have overthought things, but at that moment I was desperate and didn’t understand anything.


     


    ***


     


    This year’s winter break was shorter than usual and went by in a flash. There were some accidents, but overall, I had a happy Christmas. I came out to my mom about Aya. It was actually scary. I wondered what she would say, how she would see me from now on, and how my relationship with my mom would change.


    Despite losing to the swirling uncertainty, I still spoke out of a sense of obligation or maybe... love to Aya. It was embarrassing to call it love, so it was probably out of stubbornness. The reaction I got from my confession was unexpectedly light. I was told “Isn’t that okay?” and felt disappointed that the bravery I mustered as a daughter was…! But it was much better than being taken seriously. Even if I was made to cry, I could never imagine breaking up with Aya. I mean, I knew Mum wasn’t that kind of person, which is partly why I spoke up. I feel much lighter now. 


    And that’s not all. My mother has begun to show understanding towards my dates and night-time activities. She says things like, “Well, it’s okay if Aya is with you.” Where did the difference in trust between Aya and me come from? She just pretends to be good in front of my mother, while I am actually much more well-behaved than her. Honestly…


    I decided to play the good girl as best I could, saying, “Wow, thanks, Mom!...” Thanks to this, Aya came to my house at the end of the year and the beginning of the new year, and we were able to enjoy ourselves comfortably. 


    Aya had become calmer and was doing her best to take care of me, saying things like “No, no, please don’t worry about me.” It was interesting to see her being so diligent. She even helped my mother prepare dinner in the kitchen and stood next to her. I didn’t even realize that Aya was in our house, but now Mom has officially approved of it, you know?


    It was really a strange feeling. But it’s becoming normal for me to be touched by Aya, who I never talked much to, and it was also gradually becoming normal to kiss her too. It became natural for me to like girls, and it became natural for me to go out with Aya. That’s how it feels. I thought to myself, “I’m sure that having Aya in my house will become a normal part of my life soon.” It was a wishful thought, though!


    During the winter break, Aya stayed over for a few days again. This time, instead of the living room, she laid out the futon in my room. Of course, since my mom was home, we wouldn’t do anything weird! And besides, we’re not always in the mood for that kind of thing anyway.


    We had very wholesome home dates. Even though we would sneak a kiss when no one was looking, we were just high school students after all, so that was normal. The special winter break filled with ordinary moments passed and school started, but Aya and I remained just as lovey-dovey as before.


    But unfortunately, while I was so happy, there was one big concern that had arisen. That was... Yes, the question of “Is Aya taking too much care of me?”


     


    ***


     


    After school, several days after I bought the condoms.


    Recently, Aya had been coming to my place more often than her own, since our parents approved. Since we both didn’t have to work for a while, we were sitting on either side of the table with our textbooks spread out on the table. I tried to focus my eyes on the homework, but my gaze kept drifting away.


    I have no choice. Today is the day I’ve heard my mom talk about for a while, the day when my mom will be coming home late... In other words, a perfect opportunity. I’m waiting for the correct time to use the thing I bought the other day... 


    “…”


    I glanced at her with upturned eyes, and at that moment, our eyes met.


    “What’s wrong?”


    “Ah, it’s nothing.”


    Was she waiting for me? She’s sensitive enough to pick up on my gaze. Fuwa Aya, with top-class academic performance in our grade, is well-trained in martial arts and has a good figure. On top of that, she is a beautiful girl with no flaws in her appearance. A second year in high school who has become the real embodiment of the ideal girl that everyone wishes to be.


    Each strand of hair is fine and silky like a little girl’s, and when I stroke it falls without any of it catching on the fingertips. I’m jealous. Her jade-colored eyes shone so deep that I felt like I was being sucked in, with a hint of mermaid-like melancholy in their depths. Her bored face and sighs suited her well because of Aya’s distinctive eyes.


    But what makes Fuwa Aya so cunning is that she can be charming in a way that makes your heart race, exude a mature sexiness that takes your breath away, and at times, be as cute as a cat taking a nap in the afternoon.


    Ultimately, a woman with a symmetrical and attractive face is seen in a positive light no matter what she does (known as the Halo effect). With a height of 163 cm, she could easily join any modeling agency. However, she also looks really good in a bartender outfit at night, so I don’t think it matters anymore.


    Aya is Fuwa Aya no matter what she does.... or at least that’s the impression she gives off at school with her serene face and comments like “Emotions? Do humans really need them?” 


    However, there are moments when her pace becomes disrupted. Because these moments usually involve me, I’ve started to feel proud of myself as her girlfriend. We’ve been together for over half a year now, after all.


    I was thinking it’s about time to move on to the next step here. 


    “Hey, Aya” 


    “Yeah?” 


    Since we came straight to my home from school, Aya was still in her school uniform. On the other hand, I had changed only my top, so I was wearing this sweater and even my wool socks. 


    “A-Aren’t you cold? Do you want to wear a cardigan?” 


    “Yeah, why not?” 


    The white cardigan I pulled from behind was Aya’s personal item. During winter vacation, Aya’s belongings have accumulated in my room, including her private clothes, a charger, and makeup remover.


    “Hey, Aya” 


    Aya’s long legs stretched out from her winter skirt. I gently teased the smooth curves of her legs wrapped in tights with my fingertips. 


    “Uh, umm…?” 


    “Do you have a problem you don’t understand? I’ll teach you.” 


    “No, not really...”


    Oh, this is bad. Ehh, what is it? It’s kind of embarrassing?! I don’t know when to say, “Oh, by the way, I bought condoms”? I know the answer. I should have said it naturally without thinking about it. But it’s too late now! 


    “Something you want to tell me?”


    I was taken aback by that comment. Aya placed her pen on her jaw and gazed emptily like a cat seeing invisible things. 


    “Are you trying to say it upsets you that I work at the bar, so you want me to quit the job at the bar, or something like that.”


    “Ehhh… I wouldn’t say something like that. I like that place.”


    “Then are you trying to say that you cheated? You found someone you like more?”


    “That’s impossible.”


    The safe word involuntarily came out which is “impossible”. Originally, “impossible” was my catchphrase, but my arrangement with Aya gave it a different meaning. It was a magic word that could interrupt any kind of play we were doing at that point. Well, I haven’t used it yet though...


    Actually, it’s quite the opposite. I’m struggling on how to bring up the subject of a condom with the person I like. My partner flashed a charming smile that would make anyone fall in love with them at first sight, even those who are immune to it.


    “It’s great to be told it’s ‘Impossible,’ but...” 


    “Look at yourself in the mirror.”


    Aya put a finger on her lips and smiled mischievously. 


    “Did Marika fall for me because she thinks I’m good-looking?”


    “Whaattt? Not just that… But it’s important to know if your looks are your type or not?”


    Although Aya has a face deviation score on the level of a top student at Tokyo University. But of course, I didn’t fall in love with her just because she was beautiful. In fact, I know several other beautiful people in our class. But that doesn’t mean I was drawn to others in the same way.


    If I had to say it, I think I’m probably in love with Aya’s face. Her expression, the angle of her eyebrows, the color of her eyes. I think all my tastes are influenced by Aya, including her voice, smell, and the shape of her fingers. 


    As I think about this, I can’t help but want to ask in the course of the conversation, “On the other hand, how about my face, Aya?”


    Even though I take good care of my appearance and think I’ve reached a decent level, still I wonder what Aya thinks of my face. As a girl in love, it’s natural to want to be praised directly by my partner. Ahhh, this is kind of embarrassing. 


    But Aya replied, “Marika, your existence is sexy.”


    She said something amazing.


    “We’re talking about faces now, right!?”


    “Yes, but we can’t separate them easily.”


    “I get it, but... huh, you think my existence is sexy? Me?”


    “Yeah, of course.”


    Flames lit up in Aya’s eyes. Oh no, this is dangerous. 


    “First of all, your face is sexy. When you laugh and open your mouth wide, or when you furrow your eyebrows when you’re annoyed, your emotional expression is sexy. Of course, your expressions, but also the shape of your face is amazing and attractive.”


    What is this girl saying?


    “It’s not that sexy!”


    “No, it’s sexy.”


    She declared as if it was the most natural thing in the world. 


    “Your body, voice, ear shape, personality, and taste, everything is sexually attractive at the genetic level, so Marika, you should be a bit more aware of that. Don’t show any weaknesses. I worry about you, so I hope you always wear proper clothing when you go out.”


    “Only Aya would say something like that!”


    Embarrassed, I instinctively hugged my body and shouted, and even that was pointed out by Aya as a “sexy reaction.” What should I do!?


    “Aya, were you looking at me like that…? You’re an animal…”


    “I was just thinking about how perverted you are today, Marika.”


    If it wasn’t me, I’d be disgusted. 


    “I didn’t understand you before, but now I’m understanding you less and less. It’s so confusing.”


    Even though I sometimes think, ‘Wow, Aya has a kind of sexy face,’ I mostly think she’s pretty and cute. 


    “What does that mean for a girl... to be sexy? Huh? Am I okay?”


    “That’s the highest compliment.” 


    “Well, of course, it would be, coming from you!”


    Seriously, what is she saying to a girl the same age as her? No matter how much she praises me, it doesn’t make me happy at all… No, I’m a little happy! The highest, huh! I’m so happy! It’s frustrating! I half-closed my eyes to hide my embarrassment.


    “Aya, could it be that you’ve been thinking that even before we met?”


    “Pretty much.”


    Does ‘love’ mean ‘erotic’ for this girl…


    Now that I know Aya’s mysterious preferences, I’d say this was my only chance, even though I’m worried about a lot of things in the future.


    “H-hey…”


    I stretched out my legs and snuggled them against Aya’s legs, who was sitting across from me. I rubbed my wool socks against her smooth tights as if to pamper her. 


    “Actually, Aya. Um, you see, I…”


    “Sexy.”


    “I already know that!”


    Her lingering gaze is so captivating, that I couldn’t help but look away. 


    “Mom comes back home late today.”


    “I see.”


    “Yeah, so…”


    She said it so erotically, that I almost became conscious of a lot of things. 


    “I’m wearing new underwear, not as expensive as the maid outfit, but I found a cute one. It’s like I brought it on impulse…” I glanced at Aya. 


    “Hey, Aya, don’t you want to see it?”


    Aya rested her elbows on the table and rested her chin on them. The atmosphere in the room was full of composure, like a career woman being consulted by a new graduate.


    “There’s never a time that I don’t want to see it.” 


    I’m not so sure about that. 


    “I-I see. In that case then, umm…”


    “Well then, I’d like you to show me.”


    I asked without thinking, “Ah, from me?” 


    “Yes. Raise the front and show me by flipping your skirt.” 


    “Wh-what’s that supposed to mean…? I don’t really mind, but… Aya are you okay with that?”


    What a weird hobby… It’s hard for me to understand though. 


    “Yeah, it’s fine because it’s Marika doing it.”


    Aya has fully switched to a gentle but cold master mode. Excited by the change in mood, I followed her orders and reached for the hem of my skirt.


    “No. That’s not what I meant. Stand up and come over here, in front of me.”


    “Ehhhh…?”


    That feels more like showing off rather than just showing….


    But Aya seemed to be having fun for some reason, and I thought I’ll just go along with it, even though it was embarrassing, just because I wanted to raise the mood. I wonder if this kind of atmosphere is the reason why I am being referred to as ’erotic’…


    Standing right in front of Aya, I felt like someone was peeking at me from below, making me more embarrassed than I expected. My skirt was at eye level, so it really was like ‘Here look at this please’. 


    “Uh, should…” 


    “Come on, hurry up, Marika.” 


    “Ugh.” 


    I decided to take off my shirt first. I pulled it up, just like a child changing clothes, exposing my bra.


    “Cute,” Aya whispered. My face felt hot.


    It’s a fully laced bra, which is really popular right now. It’s dark blue in color, and was brand new, so the fabric still felt soft and pleasant to touch. 


    Besides, underwear is something that’s seen every time you have sex and is not something you pay attention to when you change clothes in class. The sensation of being looked at makes my skin tingle. There was such a big difference between being “seen” and “showing off”. I mean, even when showing off new clothes, it’s embarrassing to flaunt it too openly.


    “Okay, down there is next.”


    “Yeah, yeah…”


    Once I took off my shirt, I lifted my skirt a little bit at a time with a mischievous attitude, not being fully submissive. The hem gently caressed my thighs. I glanced down to see Aya staring intently at the inside of my skirt. She had her eyes glued on it.
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    My head was going numb. Aya, who was waiting for me to lift my skirt, seemed so unbelievably cute.


    “Hehe”


    “…”


    When I stopped moving my hands, Aya snapped her eyes back at me. She seemed to be begging for me to hurry up and show her. Our roles reversed. Do you want to see that much? I relaxed my mouth without saying it and Aya’s expression sharpened. A tingle ran down my spine.


    “Marika.”


    “What is it~?”


    With a smile, I shook the hem of my skirt playfully like a cat. You want to see my underwear, don’t you? Right, right. Here you go.


    Aya then suddenly inserted her hand between my thighs. It was cold.


    “You’re teasing me, exposing your belly, and playing around, aren’t you, Marika?”


    “Th-this is what Aya told me to do, right?”


    “If you don’t hurry up, I won’t do it.”


    Aya stroked my inner thighs with her palm curled like a claw. Her fingers stopped moving near the hem of my skirt. She stroked my legs in a circle, and a tingling ache welled up in the depths.


    “You’re the one who wants to do it, Aya…”


    “You’re the one who invited me.”


    “That’s true, but…”


    “Or else.”


    Aya’s tone shouldn’t have changed at all, but it grew more intense. She asked, “Do you feel like being roughed up today?”


    Without thinking, I almost apologized with “I’m sorry” and swallowed my saliva involuntarily. I feel that my position has been completely established, but this is just a coincidence. As Aya said, today I am the one who is begging, nothing more. I’m normally supposed to be an equal…


    I swallowed my rebuttal and finally lifted up my skirt. My white panties, with a lace pattern similar to the bra, were now visible between my legs which were now exposed.


    “…G-Go ahead.”


    I showed it to her as if to say, “Please take a look.”


    A two-tone upper and lower set. There was a dark blue line on the bottom, and even though it was a different color, it was a cute set, so I brought it when I first saw it.


    I waited for Aya’s reaction while still holding up my skirt, but she had no reaction. Hmm… this is definitely payback for what I did earlier…


    “Um, Aya?”


    “It’s cute”


    “Hyah!”


    Aya’s middle finger suddenly traced the center line covered by my panties.


    “Heyyy! Wait a minute!”


    “Yeah, it’s cute. It was cute. Thank you.”


    “Then why are you touching it…?”


    She kept rubbing me repeatedly, digging her nails into me, making me feel a sharp tingling sensation with each rub, causing my hips to jump involuntarily.


    “Um, you see, Aya-san.” 


    “What is it?”


    “Hey, could you stop for a moment?”


    If I’m being tortured like this, I won’t be able to talk to her. I need to tell her I brought some condoms the other day. 


    Aya’s fingers stopped. Just as I thought she was following my orders; she suddenly slipped her hand into my panties. Hey!


    “Why!?”


    “As a way to say thank you for showing me.”


    “That’s weird!”


    The sight of a girl’s slender fingers slipping into my panties must be far more obscene than a man doing it.


    Aya lightly poked at me with her fingers, as if checking the ripeness of the fruit. The sensation that she’s carefully assessing something is extreme, which made me feel troubled.


    “This part of Marika,”


    “Don’t say it!”


    “Is already completely wet.”


    “I told you not to say that!”


    It was normal for Aya not to listen to me, but it was still embarrassing. This means she got excited as I was showing off my underwear. It’s a very shameful play to be caught in the act of showing off.


    As I stood there flipping up my skirt, Aya made a queenly face, like she was tasting wine that was being held out to her.


    During Christmas, despite the fact I was the young lady, and she was the maid…


    Aya slowly moved her fingers back and forth across the groove, smearing the honey-like substance that came out naturally, to make it slippery. It felt like I was being smeared in gel to prepare for a massage.


    Now, let’s get started. I will do it harder, are you ready? Is what she said...


    “H-Hey, Aya. I need to talk to you.”


    “Hm?”


    “Hyah!”


    Aya brought her face close and kissed me through my panties. My thighs were tightly held in her arms, and there was nowhere for my hips to escape.


    “Aya, this is…”


    She pulled down my panties with a gentle movement and stopped at my thighs. They acted like shackles and gently restrained me.


    “Mm… chuu…”


    This time, Aya’s lips touched me in a way that felt smooth and strange.


    “Fuah…gh, mnn…”


    This stimulation was much weaker than her fingers, but the pleasure shot through my spine all at once.


    Burying her face in the base of my leg, she planted a lewd kiss on my delicate part, her beautiful and desirable lips that spun sweet words.


    My heart throbbed in anticipation for what was to come. I’m the only one who gets to receive this passionate kiss from Aya, and it fills me with a lewd sense of superiority.


    “What? Marika.”


    “Eh?”


    “You wanted to say something?”


    “Ahh, umm…” I hesitated.


    On the off chance, I pulled out a condom here and ruined Aya’s mood, she wouldn’t continue…


    Aya smiled as she saw my wavering eyes.


    “Okay. I’ll make you feel good first then.”


    “Ahh, noo, that’s not what I meant.”


    She thrust her slimy tongue into me. The mucous membranes, which pushed their way through my skin and flesh, were gentler than her fingers, freely changing shape as they tormented me down there.


    “Ahh… Mmm!”


    It was different from being pinched, licked, and sucked and the various stimulations made me moan. The skirt I was holding in my hand fell which blindfolded Aya with a flutter.


    I only recall being kissed a few times by Aya down there. I had remembered that she said something like her lips are precious, so she doesn’t kiss anyone randomly. That’s why I decided to kiss Aya for the first time on Christmas, to convey to her that she’s special to me. However, the frequency of kissing wasn’t the main issue, it was the skill of it that was completely different. 


    “Yah, aah… Aya, wow…”


    My lower body felt like it was going to melt.


    “Marika, do you like it when I do this?”


    “Y-yeah, yeah… I like it, I love it.”


    I placed both my hands over my mouth as if my shameless voice might be heard outside. The kisses she gave on my mucus membrane were slow and steady, which made my knees buckle, and it made it hard for me to stand up. All the places that were being licked were burning up as if I had a fever.


    “Fufu… then I’ll do it a lot”, Aya said while poking her head out and smiling, then slipped back under my skirt.


    Sometimes, she would suck on it loudly as if Aya was telling me “See? You can hear me, right? Marika’s perverted.”


    “N-noo, I can’t… I can’t stand up anymore…”


    “It’s okay, Marika, I’ll hold you.”


    Holding Aya’s head in both arms, I arched my back and let out a long, deep breath. Aya relentlessly licked my protrusion at the same time I wanted to feel good. The height of pleasure washed over me all at once, sending sparks flying to my head.


    “Ah, ah, ah, aahhh... hah…”


    I opened my mouth wide and breathed heavily like I was hyperventilating. Taking advantage of the fact Aya was not watching, I made an amazing face…


    After reluctantly letting go of all the pleasure Aya gave, I relaxed my entire body.


    “Haaa…Haaa…Ayaaa…”


    Aya poked her head out from under my skirt and smiled lewdly as she licked her glossy and wet lips.


    “You were really into it, Marika. You were cute.”


    “Augh…”


    Aya patted my head as I plopped down, apparently still not satisfied at all, and she tried to slip further into my skirt.  I’m completely turned on, too, so I almost ended up giving her a pleading look saying ’Can we continue...♡’


    I suddenly realized. 


    “Ah, w-wait a minute, Aya, hey, Aya.”


    “What’s wrong?”


    “Don’t talk to me while you’re teasing me with your fingers! I can’t concentrate!” 


    I embrace Aya’s hand with both of my hands. 


    “Hey, calm down a little. I won’t be able to talk.” 


    “Honestly, I can’t stand the look on your face when you get all lewd and say ‘I won’t be able to talk anymore’. I love it so much, it might be one of my favorite things about you..” 


    “I don’t know what you’re talking about!”


    I crawled over and opened the nearby drawer. If Aya was getting in the mood, this would be my chance. I held it up in front of her face as if showing off a new cosmetic product.


    “Hey, look at this.”


    Sure enough, Aya also furrowed her eyebrows.


    “Condoms?”


    “Yeah, that’s right. Umm, well you see…”


    Ugh, this is bad! This is so embarrassing! Explaining what I intended to do with a condom was just as embarrassing as buying one! Since she already made me feel good once, I was sweating all over, and I’m sure my face was bright red up to my ears. I don’t have the time to decide if this was the best time or not. Argh, I have no choice but to say it now.


    “Look, it’s not good if the mucus membrane gets damaged when you put your fingers in!”


    There was no need to be so embarrassed! It’s important!


    “If you’re worried about damaging my membrane, Aya, you can use these, okay? Okay?!”


    Aya took the whole box and held my hand. 


    “Marika.”


    Her beautiful eyes were close. Her serious gaze made my heart skip a beat. 


    “Did you go buy this yourself?”


    “Umm, y-yeah. Well, I could afford it.”


    Is this a nice atmosphere…?! 


    However, Aya immediately slumped her shoulders in disappointment. 


    Why!?


    “What is it, Marika, who is shy, but went shopping for these, I definitely wanted to see it... I wanted to watch it from a distance…”


    “Could you not use other people’s shame as your entertainment?”


    “Hey, this condom is a little different, so how about running your first errand right now? I’ll be nearby recording you.”


    “That’s not running an errand, you’re just playing around! Don’t try to increase your weird video collection!”


    I looked suspiciously at the box she was holding.


    “Huh? I bought the wrong thing? I went through all the trouble to buy this…”


    “It’s not like you’re wrong, though.”


    Aya took something out of her bag. It looked like a condom, but it looked even smaller than the one I gave her.


    “It’s called a finger condom.”


    “What the…”


    “It’s a condom for your fingers. It’s a product to keep women’s vaginas from getting damaged, and eighty percent of the buyers are female users.”


    She took off the wrapper and showed me what was inside.


    “Huh… looks like a finger sock.” 


    I didn’t know such things existed before. 


    “Huh? Then Aya, you brought this with you every time?!”


    “Well, just in case. It’s etiquette… Why are you covering your face with both your hands?”


    Hyah.


    “Wow Aya, you at least thought of me, right? I mean, what’s up with you? After saying all those things, I thought she would at least get me proper protection. Why didn’t you say it earlier? Then I wouldn’t have to buy this condom…”


    “...”


    Aya remained silent and threw the findom into the trash, then firmly grabbed her wrist. 


    “Why!?”


     “...Because, Marika,  it’s important to value yourself.”


    “That’s why I’m telling Aya! Or is the previously taken sex video just one of the things you care about!?”


    As soon as I shouted, Aya put her hand on my cheek and kissed me. She entwined her soft tongue around mine. When she entered my mouth, my head went blank, as if I was being injected with anesthesia, to the point it didn’t bother me that she’d been licking my private parts.


    “Mn, fwah… Wait, n-no, that’s not it…”


    Staring nose-to-nose, I stared into Aya’s eyes. Despite being discouraged by the beauty of Aya’s face as it suddenly came close-up, I remained undaunted.


    “I-I wanted Aya to do it…”


    “That’s why I’m doing it for you now.”


    “That’s not what I meant!”


    Aya’s smile grew a bit wider. I flailed my hands as I tried my best to convey my feelings to her, but it was pointless. 


    In the end, I was overpowered again, and... made me feel really good. Even though I bought the condoms with such embarrassment, once again I was left in the dark. 


    After dropping Aya off at the station, I took a shower and then laid down on my bed with my phone.


    Hmm, Aya is really tough after all… I have to come up with another plan.


    After thinking that, I browsed the site out of curiosity. It looks like there are condoms for oral sex, and a Dental Dam, in addition to the findom. Huh, so there’s a lot of stuff to do, even though we were both girls.


    Lately, I’ve been staring at nothing but articles like these. So I was learning more and more things. It can’t be helped. People tend to search for things when they’re troubled.


    As I continued tapping away on my phone, I arrived at the adult toy section, before I knew it. It’s not like I intended to, but naturally, like this. 


    There were a lot of toys that looked like they were modeled after a man’s… 


    “But I don’t think I’m going to be graduating from this…”


    I imagined Aya holding a dildo and thrusting it in hard. No matter how wet it was, I can’t help but think that it’ll hurt.


    “In that case, I’d rather use my fingers…”


    When Aya’s beautiful middle and index fingers were inside of me, it felt good that I couldn’t hold my voice back.


    “Nn…nn!?”


    Wh-what’s this…? There are things like a dildo attached to a harness. 


    “....Huh? What is this? This is bad.”


    It says it’s a penis band. It’s apparently for a girl to use to put it in her partner.


    “It’s pretty common…”


    The pink clouds spread out, and I could imagine Aya standing there wearing this and putting her hands on her hips. It’s… kind of a strange feeling. Maybe this probably wasn’t good.


    Then, as I lay down and spread out my legs, with Aya, who was wearing it, leaning over me? Aya’s face was nearby, and she smiled as she whispered to me, “Well, Marika… I’ll make you feel really good…” Then she started moving her hips…


    Well… we could do this.


    “…Not bad, I guess! No, I don’t know, I don’t know!”


    Anyway, while I was putting that thought into the corner of my mind…. As I was doing something on my phone, I got a LINE message. Oh, It’s from Aya.


    “I need some advice! For Valentine’s Day!”


    Valentine’s Day. Hmm, I feel bad for Aya, but I’m not in the mood for that right now.


    It reminded me of my middle school days. It was a long time ago when the boys and girls were making fun of me for being too friendly with the chocolate. I’ve never had a sweet exchange like this with a boy before. 


    For me, Valentine’s Day is just a place where I hand out chocolates to my friends and my dad, and receive a little extra allowance on White Day, so it doesn’t leave much of an impression.


    I was just going to give Aya my main chocolates and I would be done with just that.


    Or so I thought, but…


    No, wait.


    “I see, Valentine’s Day… Valentine’s Day could work!”


    I started at the ceiling, ignoring Aya’s message. 


    Valentine’s Day is a confession day, just like Christmas! 


    “....okay, okay.”


    Aya was cautious as ever, so unless there was an opportunity, she just keeps dodging the issue. If she cares about me that much, like I’m a princess and won’t cross the line, then I’ll just give her the opportunity. 


    I’ll give her chocolates as a present on Valentine’s Day. Maybe I’ll confess my love to her passionately.


    I’ll wear a cute outfit, three times cuter than usual. Then Aya will easily be overcome with emotion… and then she’ll want me so badly! 


    Aya gives me a lot of love, and I graduate from virginity… That would be the plan.


    “Huh? What’s the big deal…?” 


    Still holding the pillow, I muttered with a sigh.


    “Isn’t that too perfect…?”


    Aya. You’ve been talking about me a lot. In that case! I’ll provoke you with all my power! 


    There were still about two weeks left until Valentine’s Day.


    Hmm, whether Aya’s reason wins or my plan wins… It’s a match!
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    I arrived at class, enduring the morning cold with my thick Bordeaux scarf. I greeted Yume, Chisaki, and Aya with a sniffle as they arrived before me. 


    “Marika, you’re sensitive to the cold, aren’t you?” Yume, the energetic child of wind from this morning, welcomed me with a smile. 


    I posed slightly. “Well maybe, it’s because I don’t have fat.” 


    “I see~ Then let’s check it out~”


    “Stop that!” I dodged Yume’s mercilessly approaching hands and hid behind Aya. “Aya, throw her away! Ugh!”


    Aya pinched my side hard. A sudden betrayal!


    “What are you doing!?” 


    “Yeah, there’s no fat. As expected, you manage yourself well. Best proportion, Marika.”


    “Shut up! There is fat!” The excessive praise was nothing but teasing. The fact that she might have said it in earnest made it even worse.


    “Chisaki’s laughing too much!”


    “Oh, sorry for shouting that there’s fat. It must have been tough, Marika. Sorry.”


    “Stop with your half-hearted apology!” 


    After playing around with the group for a bit, I headed to my seat. Ah, the air conditioning at the back of the classroom is on and warm…


    Still, I’m glad Aya got used to being in the group, but her being in the group was a weakness for me…


    At school, I need to properly differentiate between different contexts… Actually, it’s Aya’s fault for trying to show off even at school. What's with the “best proportions” thing? If I don't turn it into a joke, I'll feel embarrassed. And if I feel embarrassed, it’ll create a weird atmosphere!


    Honestly, sheesh.


    As I was stealing glances at Aya, a shadow broke into my sight. 


    “Oh?”


    “Morning, Sakakibara!”


    “Morning, Natsumi-chan.”


    It’s Natsumi Itou who is in the same class as me. Although Natsumi-chan and I are in different groups, we talk to each other fairly often. 


    She is the captain of the badminton club and the class president, and she is an honor student. She has the action power and bossiness that is typical of someone who manages a situation, as much as the calories contained in a tapioca drink. 


    She is exactly what you would expect from an athletic girl, but even so, Natsumi-chan is good at handling herself and is not easily disliked by others. It seems that she has a natural charm. 


    She’s a lively girl with a strong mentality and has an energetic smile that spreads liveliness all over the place.


    “Sakakibara, you’re so cute this morning! So, do you have time later?”


    “Don’t compliment me like it’s an obligation.”


    “Wow...what a beautiful girl...4.6 billion years of talent...! I’ve never seen a girl this cute in all of human history... From today on, the title of the world’s three most beautiful girls will undoubtedly be monopolized by the world’s only beautiful girl, Sakakibara... So, do you have time later?”


    “Hey, shut up!?”


    It seems like today was the day I got bullied by everyone. After shouting, I rested my cheeks on the desk.


    “Later, okay? I’m fine, but what?”


    “Ehh? I can’t say it here~~!”


    “Well then, during lunch break maybe?” 


    “Okay then! You and I, alone... right!”


    With a wink, Natsumi-chan dashed off. She was like a hurricane. 


    I watched the swaying ponytails, which were tied up high, and tilted my head. Oh, a secret, huh? I wonder what it is.


    I’m used to people asking me for advice, so I don’t really mind, but… Natsumi-chan seems like she can solve pretty much anything on her own, so I thought she didn’t really need anyone to help her. 


    I don’t know whether it was about class or club activities. It’d be a problem if she asked me to help out with the Badminton club because they were short-handed.


    Starting today, I had to start conquering Fuwa Aya, the impenetrable fortress. 


    Lunch break.


    After eating, I put away my lunch box and stood up. 


    “I have something to do.”


    “See ya.”


    Yume and Chisaki waved at me. For some reason, I couldn’t help but feel Aya’s normally unconcerned gaze prickling against my back. It was almost like she was asking me where I was going today.


    No, I was just giving Natsumi-chan some advice… Can’t I go because I’m your lover? I’m not going to ask her every little thing! I’m not going to be confessed to.


    This was just me getting oversensitive. Aya wouldn’t get upset about my actions at school, either. I was maintaining an appropriate distance from her.


    And so, without any guilt, I decided to head to the library with Natsumi-chan. 


    Honestly, standing around in the hallway with no heater this time of the year would be hard, even for five minutes, unless you’re fully dressed…


    I came to the library to have a chat, but it feels like it might offend some people’s beliefs. But since I’ll talk in the corner of the bookshelf, I hope they’ll forgive me. Oh, but I thought it wouldn’t matter because of Natsumi-chan’s loud voice! 


    But as soon as I arrived in the corner, she let out a voice so thin, you couldn’t imagine it from her usual energetic appearance. 


    “Um… you know, Sakakibara, you’re like, really girly, aren’t you~...”


    Natsumi-chan wriggled and twirled her fingers in front of her chest. 


    “Huh? Why are you so excited? I wonder if I can handle it.”


    Natsumi-chan, who was taller than me, shrank back like a dog with fluffy hair after getting wet.


    “Certainly, there is no mistake that I am a girl,” she said with a serious tone. 


    “If it’s a serious matter, what should I do? I can listen, but I wonder if I can be of any help.”


    “Actually, um… personally… well… you see…”


    Natsumi-chan, who had been teasing me, glared at me.


    “Sakakibara, don’t tell anyone, okay!?”


    “I won’t tell anyone, but if you don’t want others to hear, you should lower your voice a little more.”


    “Sure~~~!” Natsumi-chan nodded her head, clenching her fists as hard as she could. Her face turned as red as a tomato. 


    It all clicked. It was a girl’s intuition. Could this be…


    There was only one thing a girl shyly would talk about. 


    “You see… I’ve found someone I like~...”


    “Ohhh…!”


    As I thought, it was love advice. I was getting excited because of my selfishness.


    Of course, Natsumi-chan is beautiful, and she stands out, so she is often confessed to by other students. But to think Natsumi-chan would fall in love with someone. That’s quite the incident.


    I couldn’t help but take Natsumi-chan’s hand. 


    “Tell me more.”


    “Uhihi…”


    Natsumi-chan’s laugh was kind of creepy when she was in a good mood. 


    “Whaaat? What kind of girl is she? You never seemed to be interested in anyone till now.”


    Natsumi-chan looked embarrassed, which was unusual for her. 


    “You know, I just realized something. I thought I was never interested in love before, but suddenly I became aware of it when I woke up in the morning.” 


    “Yeah, that kind of thing happens, I understand.”


    The normally tall and energetic person had shrunk and the gap between her former self was now noticeable. Natsumi-chan is cute. She truly was a girl. 


    “Well, actually, she’s my junior... ” 


    “Hmm.” 


    “She’s cute and adorable, like a small animal... I don’t know how to describe it...” 


    “Oh—”


    It’s not just that she was embarrassed. But I think she was having a hard time saying all of this. 


    For a moment, I wasn’t sure if I should ask her, but… maybe it’d be easier for her if I brought it up myself. So I asked her.


    “Is it maybe a girl?”


    At that moment, Natsumi-chan’s face lit up. 


    “Ehhh? Oh no, Sakakibara, how could you tell?! How?! You’re a genius~~!”


    “Well… I guess it’s because I’ve been consulted like this before.”


    There’s a part of me that can’t say it was a real experience. I couldn’t help but look away from the guilt. 


    Natsumi shook my hand energetically.


    “Sakakibara, you really have a lot of experience in life~~... Despite being the same age, you’re one or two steps ahead of me. I only have my energy and physical strength going for me~~”


    “Well, it’s different for everyone and so it’s okay, right? There are many people around who are helped by that energy and physical strength.” 


    “See, that’s the kind of perspective you have, right? You have a strong sense of selflessness, so you can see others from that perspective and it’s enviable...” 


    “Let’s not talk about me, let’s talk about Natsumi now!” 


    I shook off her hand.


    Natsumi-chan staggered and then put her hand on the bookshelf and looked down.


    “Well, it’s a girl we’re talking about right? And she’s a junior in the club, too? But you couldn’t stop yourself from falling in love with her?”


    She glanced at me and the corners of her mouth curled into a smile.


    “No matter how many dating manuals I read, there was no such thing as trying to hit on a girl. So I thought why not just go for it, full steam ahead, with all my might! That’s always been my approach.” Her shoulders drooped. “In that case, Valentine’s Day is coming up, so I thought I should at least try to do something like that.”


    “I see. So, what kind of girl is she?”


    “Ehh? Why are you asking me that!?”


    “If you don’t want to tell me, it’s fine, I don’t mind at all”


    “Oh well, it’s not like I have a choice! I’ll tell you!”


    “What the hell!”


    Natsumi-chan wrapped her arms around my shoulders and showed me her phone like she was taking a selfie, which displayed an image of a girl with a bob cut holding a racket in one hand and flashing peace signs with a smile, it looked like it was taken during club activities.


    “Ah, this girl.”


    “You know Haru too!? Is there anything that Sakakibara doesn’t know!?”


    “No, that’s not what I meant. You know, she often comes to the classroom to call you.”


    “True!”


    It’s noisy. I pushed Natsumi-chan aside as she shouted in my ear. 


    Natsumi was looking at her smartphone with a lovesick smile on her face. 


    “Her name is Shukumine Haru-chan~... She’s so cute, and she’s my personal favorite. I can’t stop thinking about her all the time~~!”


    I laughed at Natsumi-chan, who was clutching her head in agony. 


    “You’re deep in love.”


    “Right!?” 


    In response to those words, Natsumi-chan responded with an abnormally strong reaction.


    She suddenly hugged me. It’s too hot!


    “I knew it! This is love, isn’t it?!”


    “Really?”


    “Personally, I wondered what it was... maybe it’s different, but the person is a girl so... I spent sleepless nights thinking about it and ended up taking a deep sleep during breaks, so I’m pretty worried.”


    While confused, I patted her on the back.


    “Yep, yep, it’s love. I, Marika Sakakibara, who knows everything, assure you.”


    “I’ve never thought of a friend like this before, so I’ve been worried about what was going on~~! Maybe I’ve gone crazy!? Or something like that~~.” She said with a sigh. 


    But I kind of get it. It’s like feeling anxious about being different from others.


    We all go through a period where we need courage to be different from others, even just in small ways like fashion. When that difference becomes an unspeakable love for another girl, it can be overwhelming. I see a lot of girls who are in love with other girls around me, but generally, it still feels like a minority.


    I don’t care about anyone else! I’m going my own way! That’s not something you’d normally do, is it? Everyone can’t be like Aya. 


    After comforting her for a while, I pulled away to see Natsumi-chan crying. Woah.


    “Thanks, Sakakibara…I was in love…”


    Natsumi-chan wiped her tears away with a handkerchief. 


    I don’t know if she was relieved or wound up tight with tension. I was taken aback by this unexpected side of her, which I always thought was a strong mentality.


    While trying to build a wall around the crying Natsumi-chan, I thought that I should have picked a more deserted place.


    “N-Natsumi-chan, there, there… It might be hard to do right away, but calm down.”


    “Hmm, I’ve calmed down!”


    “Are you feeling stupid?!” I snapped at Natsumi-chan who was smiling brightly without even thinking.


    I wasted my time getting depressed! On top of that, I completely forgot to pay attention to my surroundings. If someone had heard this… 


    “...fufufufu…”


    Just as I was thinking that I heard a suspicious laugh. When I turned around, there was a girl hiding in the shadows on the bookshelf, her eyes flashing like a surveillance camera. I was startled.


    “I heard your conversation... So you’re saying that you’re going to take advantage of Valentine’s Day, right? That’s a really nice idea…”


    “W-who’s there!?” Natsumi-chan screamed.


    Then I thought, so am I.


    “Y-you’re… Mitsumine Yume!?” 


    Yume, who was a member of the Marika group and had a small appearance like a corgi dog, came near without apologizing for eavesdropping. She wiggled her fingers and said, “But, young lady, haven't you overlooked something? Indeed, beyond a mere confession, there is an opportunity for your confession to enhance its sweetness by incorporating something more.”


    “What? Really… Fudge…?!”


    “Are you trying to appeal to old ladies?! No, it’s chocolate! Homemade chocolate! The one filled with love!”


    Natsumi-chan was shocked by Yume’s words.


    “What do you mean ‘Homemade chocolate’... Only professional pastry chefs who’ve been training in France for thirty years can make them, right…?”


    “Yes, and standing in front of you is a professional pastry chef who’s been training for thirty years!”


    “Chef~~~” 


    What’s with this short skit?”


    Yume strikes a confident pose with arms crossed and smirked gleefully.


    “If you’re motivated, I’ll teach you everything I know.”


    “D-does that mean… I can make homemade chocolate too!? Even though the most I can make is ramen and rice with eggs!?”


    “Don’t worry! Making chocolate is really easy! You just melt it and harden it again! It’s just like a construction project!”


    “Eh, really? Then I think I can do that. I’d like to try making some chocolate! Chef!”


    “I wonder if you can keep up. I’m strict!”


    “How strict?” I cut in.


    Yume thought, “Hmmm” and then answered, “If you could do my daily homework for me… I’ll help you.”


    “Do that yourself.”


    “Alright! We’ll do our best on our own, chef.”


    “What…that’s…” Betrayed, the chef was speechless.


    Yume clung on to me, looking down.


    “Nooo! Let me join in! I like chocolate! Uh, no, I like fresh cream!”


    “It’s not like it’s any good.”


    “But fresh chocolate is delicious, right?”


    “It’s annoying!”


    Yume subbed up against me, and I pushed her way harder.


    At this rate, Valentine’s Day would arrive and Yume would still be playing around, so I will explain it to Natsumi-chan instead.


    “Actually, Yume and I were originally making chocolates together.”


    “Hmhm,” Yume nodded desperately, her eyes shining


    Yume sent a message last night inviting me, that said, “I want to show Chisaki how good I am at making chocolates, so let’s make some Valentine’s chocolate!”


    Of course, I replied okay.


    After all, it may not look like it, but Yume was a professional in making sweets. She likes to eat and make sweet things and uploads everything on Instagram a lot.


    If the chef helps us, it’ll be a piece of cake. It’ll be like using a selfie-enhancing app.


    Natsumi-chan let out a loud “Owa–!” 


    What do you mean owa.


    “Is it okay for amateurs to join?”


     “I’ve never trained in France.”


    Yume looked away, “Actually I haven’t either…” 


    I said that I already knew that and then I smiled at Natsumi-chan.


    “I’m also an amateur like Natsumi-chan. Let’s do our best while being taught by Yume. It’s reassuring to have you with me, Natsumi-chan.”


    “You’re too kind and too cute… Are you an angel, Sakakibara…?”


    Natsumi-chan suddenly sounded overjoyed. I was worshipped.


    “Besides, making chocolates sounds more fun when it’s the three of us instead of just one person.”


    “That’s for sure!” Yume declared firmly.


    Natsumi-chan looked back and forth between Yume and me and then bowed deeply.


    “Then, I’ll be in your care! Senpai’s! Osu!”


    It was a pleasant greeting, typical from a person who’s in a sports club.


    Ping, ping, ping, and Natsumi Itou has joined the team.


    “All right, in that case…” 


    Yume put her hand out, “It’s the formation of the Valentine’s Day Alliance!” 


    Natsumi confesses to her junior. Yume expresses her gratitude to her girlfriend. And I seduce Aya. For each of our own goals! 


    With our hands on top of each other, we shout, “Ooo!”


    And so… we left the library, apologizing to the students around us.


    I knew it! “So this is how it’s going to be.”


    We were on our way home from school, and the three of us gathered in the kitchen at Natsumi-chan’s house.


    It was a spacious counter kitchen. The dining room was clean, and it looked so magnificent that it could hold a cooking class. Natsumi-chan’s house was huge!


    I see. This is why your voice is so loud… is that it?


    “Thank you for letting me use the kitchen, Natsumi-chan.”


    “It’s a small price to pay! Well then, I look forward to working with you, chef!”


    Natsumi-chan put her apron on, put her hair in a triangular cloth, and bowed her head like a cafeteria lady. She was bursting with enthusiasm. 


    —On the other hand, Yume only had her hair tied back and smiled fearlessly.


    “Leave it to me. I may not be good at studying, but I’ve been making sweets since I was a child. Especially for Valentine’s Day, I have a special attachment to it. If you’re going to confess, Valentine’s Day is the time to do it. After all, I have a lot riding on this Valentine’s Day too!”


    Surely, with Yume’s skills, she must have been well received on Valentine’s Day every time. Being a romantic at heart, Yume’s love life must have been full of drama.


    “The secret to making chocolate… is love!”


    “Love!” Natsumi said in shock and leaned back. “Does that mean, Sensei… Are you good at making sweets because you’re overflowing with love…?”


    “Exactly!”


    “Then… I’m already a pro…!?”


    “Fufufufu, I have nothing more to teach you…”


    Watching the two of them enjoy themselves in the corner of my eye, I lined up the ingredients I brought on the table. There’s whipped cream, cocoa powder, and decorative toppings. To actually make the chocolates, we’ll use Natsumi-chan’s equipment.


    I also tied up my hair in two knots with a hair tie, and continued, “So, what kind of chocolate do you want to make?”


    “The best ones!”


    “Yay! Let’s make the best ones!”


    “Okay! Oi, wait!”


    The two of them were joking around, so I had to be strict today.


    “Anyway, it looks like I’m a middle-ranked person, Yume is the high-ranked person and Natsumi-chan is the beginner, so let’s choose what to make first. Come, come.” 


    “Woof!”


    “Woof, woof! Woof!”


    “So annoying!”


    Caught between the tiny dog and the big dog from both sides, the three of us looked at our phones.


    On the confectionary maker’s site, there were various chocolate recipes displayed along with the difficulty level, and they were pretty easy to understand.


    While we argued and excitedly said things like “This one is mine, personally!“We each decided on which chocolate to make.


    “Natsumi-chan, what about heart-shaped chocolate? It’s simple, but isn’t it really cute?!


    “Maybe it’s fine. It’s for beginners and it looks delicious! Oh but if you want to make it look like you’ve made it yourself, wouldn’t this chocolate tart look good?”


    “Wow, they’re so cute! They’re both so cute! Ugh, they’re so girly～～!”


    Why are you shouting? Does Natsumi-chan like girly things? Even with all the fuss we made, we each decided on what to make.


    I’m going to make a small chocolate truffle and decorate it a lot.


    Natsumi-chan was going to make chocolate tarts, and Yume was going to try to make macarons. Wow, she can make macarons at home.


    “Wow… but this looks like a lot of work.”


    “It’s fine, it’s fine. We can do it with the power of love.”


    “Love is amazing~~~!” And that’s how Natsumi-chan learnt how amazing love was…


    Since we were waiting for Natsumi-chan to finish her club activities, by the time we decided what to make, it became dark outside.


    If I don’t do this efficiently, I won’t be able to make chocolate.


    So, let’s not get derailed too much, you guys! Maybe I’ll bring my whistle next time.


    After leaving all my ingredients at Natsumi-chan’s house, we left, saying ‘See you next time.’ We decided to discuss when our next session would be, in our LINE group ‘Valentine’s Day Alliance’.


     It was two weeks until Valentine’s Day.


    The whipped cream had an expiration date, so I’d like to get together as quickly as possible. I would like to get together at least two times before I make the final product.


    “Uhee, it’s cold…”


    I huddled down the road to the station like a penguin. The hand warmer in my pocket had long worn off, but I don’t want to give up. It’s cold…


    “I’m surprised Yume is okay with such light clothes…”


    Yume, who was walking beside me, was wearing only a hoodie over her uniform. She’s small so she doesn’t feel the cold.


    “You’re just sensitive to the cold, Marika. Your nose is bright red.”


    “Really? That’s embarrassing… Guess wearing a mask in winter is a must…”


    I pulled my scarf to hide the lower half of my face. This isn’t the time to think about makeup. The prickly feeling of my hair was really annoying.


    “Still, you were really fired up.”


    “You said you were going to make chocolate for the first time, right?”


    “Nacchan looked like she was having fun. She was so cute.”


    “I know. She’s cute. She is like a preschooler.” 


    I giggled and said, “Don’t worry about the steps, Yume-sensei will be there to help you. In fact, it’s a great help. Really.”


    “Well, Valentine’s Day is Yume’s time to shine. Anyway, thanks for coming with me, Marika.”


    “No, no, I felt like making homemade chocolate.”


    “No no, I also felt like making homemade chocolates.”


    “This is your first time as a girlfriend?”


    “Haha, well, of course, the enthusiasm will be different.” I laughed shyly as if to hide my embarrassment. She was correct.


    There was another bigger reason though…


    Ahh, it’s really cold. 


    “Hey, Marika.”


    “Hmm—?”


    “Could you listen to me for a second?”


    “What is it?” What’s the matter with her?


    “Lately, Chisaki-san has been replying pretty slowly and stuff.”


    “...hmmm?” Are you complaining? 


    But her tone was awfully gloomy. When I looked at Yume, she looked so depressed that I wondered if she had dropped her wallet.


    All of a sudden!?


    “Wh-what’s wrong? You two are the same as always at school!”


    Of course, I talked with Chisaki today, and Yume was smiling happily, too. Aya had a fixed expression on her face, like an anti-social butterfly with no variations in pictures.


    Yume smiled fleetingly. 


    “It’s not like anything specific happened.”


    “Y-yeah.”


    “But we’ve been together for almost a year, so I thought she might be getting tired…”


    “I-it’s okay. She has always been slow to reply, Chisaki. She doesn’t look at her phone at all. She replies slowly to me as well.”


    “Ehhh? I see. You think so?”


    I nodded repeatedly as if I was trying to fold up.


    “Yes, yes, that’s right. Aya doesn’t really look at LINE, either. I get goodnight messages every day. That girl is really picky. No matter how much I say “respond properly!”, she doesn’t change, so I’ve given up.”


    “Ahaha, I see. But if it’s Aya, it might be something like that.”


    Relieved that Yume was smiling, I tried to say what was bothering me.


    “Besides, no matter how much I say it, she won’t listen to my request at all—” I suddenly stopped. 


    Yume looked at me.


    …No, I want her to take my virginity, but she won’t do it all. Can I say that? With Yume’s carelessness? Isn’t that impossible?


    I’m seriously worried about it, but it’s just a joke!


    “W-well! There are problems like that everywhere! You can come complain to me whenever you want!”


    Yume smiled breezily as I glossed over it with my general opinion. 


    “That’s true.”


    “Hmhm, let’s make the chocolate and grab hold of her heart. Chisaki has always been devoted to Yume.”


    Good, good. Now Yume’s mood was looking better…


    “So, I heard that she’s been chatting a lot with the really cute blonde girl she met at the Christmas party! It doesn’t matter though, right?”


    This is dangerous. I kept a fake smile and broke out in a cold sweat out of sight.


    I had no idea that my friends were in such a situation.


    “Astarotte…Astarotte…”


    “So, that person is…!”


    Despite feeling frustrated, I voiced my thoughts but the person on the other end of the call was too reasonable. 


    “If they’re cheating, it’s Matsukawa’s fault, not Asta’s. Blaming Asta’s would be a mistake.”


    “Well… that might be true.”


    I swallowed my words as I ran my fingers through fresh and dry hair after a bath.


    When I got home, after eating dinner and taking a bath, I consulted Aya about Yume and Chisaki.


    “But at least you could have told her that Astarotte is someone to watch out for…”


    “I’m telling you now.”


    “I feel like I’m going to be a snake…  but I don’t want to tell this to Yume either…” I let out a big sigh.


    I believe in Chisaki, but she has that personality. She’d pushed a half-eaten dessert onto Yume just because she was full the other day, too.


    I had an image of her easily switching between women, the moment she got tired of it…


    Image! Just an image! I believe in you, Chisaki!


    Maybe it’s because Aya’s been coming to my house so much lately, but I was feeling kind of lonely in my own room. Thanks to that, we called each other more.


    “It’s not like I’m taking Asta’s side, though. But dating and parting ways is common everywhere. It’s wrong to think this is true love because we’re both girls or that we can be together forever.”


    “That’s…” Still hugging the cushion, I fell silent. Aya’s stern tone bothered me. Could it be that Aya thinks the same way about me? Maybe she thinks we’ll break up someday, so she’s trying not to go too deep so as not to hurt me. In that case…. I think that’s kind of bad.


    “Why are you saying that?”


    “Because it’s the truth.”


    I’m sure Aya has seen many scenes like this at the bar she worked at, though.


    “I don’t know. I want Chisaki and Yume to be happy… And I want to be with Aya forever.”


    Aya hesitated a little at those words. 


    “...Same goes for me.”


    Ugh… She’s so cute.


    “Th-Then let’s be together. As long as we have our feelings, we’ll be fine!”


    As I pushed my thoughts out of my mind, Aya’s words came pouring out like water spilling from a glass.


    “...I love you, Marika.”


    She suddenly sounded so emotional that I couldn’t help but tense up!


    “Wh-what? What’s wrong?”


    “Nothing, I’m just overflowing with love.”


    “I-I see. I’ll be surprised if it overflows so suddenly, so be careful, okay?”


    As I blushed, Aya’s gentle voice slid into my earlobe from the phone. A sweet tone, as if her fingers were tickling my spine. 


    “I’ll always love you, no matter what decision you make, no matter who you choose. I’ll always be with you.”


    That’s a weird way of putting it, but…


    “In that case, let’s be in love for ten or twenty more years to come!”


    When I said that so confidently, there were no words of agreement from Aya. What a jerk.


    Right now, I didn’t really mind, but watch on Valentine’s Day, you.


    The stubborn Aya suddenly changed the subject, “By the way, did you go to Natsumi Itou’s house today?”


    Why do you use someone’s full name when you call someone? It’s scary.


    “Y-yeah. Oh, but it’s not just the two of us, Yume was with us.”


    “Fuun.”


    “What’s this? Were you lonely because you couldn’t come with me?” I laughed teasingly.


    “Nope.”


    “You’re so stubborn—”


    “If it were those members, they’d probably be making Valentine’s Day chocolates, right? I’m sure they wouldn’t have called me.”


    “...I wonder about that.”


    What’s with this girl? She’s so sharp-witted.


    I wanted to keep it a surprise until the day she woke up…


    “Umm, Aya-san…”


    “It’s fine, really. Even if Marika tried to hide it from me, I won’t comment or ask.”


    “When you’re so understanding, it’s actually kind of scary.”


    “I’m not that burdensome of a woman.”


    “You brought me for a million yen for a hundred days.”


    “It’s normal, just normal.”


    “Just like the people who come to the bar that Karen-san was talking about.” 


    Aya’s self-awareness bugged me.


    “So in exchange…”


    “So there really is something like that!?”


    “No, it’s different. Marika seems guilty, so I’m going to make her feel better.”


    “I see… You’re so kind, Aya…”


    Although she says that, she can only do so much over the phone and can’t suddenly appear in front of Aya and freely touch her body. Aya seems to understand this too.


    “Let’s play the I love you game”, is what she said. 


    It’s a game I’ve seen on Youtube. The rules are simply like a party game, like the Pocky game.


    “...Is that the game where you say you love each other in turn?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Oh, are there winners or losers?”


    “I think you lose if you laugh out of embarrassment.”


    I nodded, “Yes,” even though I was a little worried. It was embarrassing, but it was completely better than lifting my skirt and showing off my panties myself.


    Huh? Is my sense of embarrassment glitching too? Is this normal? It feels different. Well, whatever...


    “Errr, then who should we start with?”


    “I said earlier, so let’s start with Marika.”


    “Ah, okay... uh…”


    Pretending to be as casual as possible, I tell her like it’s nothing.


    “...Aya, I love you.”


    “...”


     The room was quiet. My cheeks started to heat up when I heard my own humid voice.


    Ehh? Shit. This is more embarrassing than I thought.


    “Okay, it’s your turn, Aya.”


    As soon as I said that…


    “I love you, Marika. Thank you for always giving me courage, Marika.”


    Her high firepower confession shook my heart.


    “Wh-what’s that supposed to mean? I should be the one thanking you for teaching me so many fun things…”


    “Marika’s turn.”


    That’s right, this was a match.


    “E-Erm… I love you, Aya. Thank you for always being so kind to me… I can always tell how you feel.”


    “...”


    Aya fell silent. That seemed to have worked pretty well.


    “Oh-oh? Did I win?”


    “I’m not done yet.”


    Ugh, I can’t see Aya blush… I should have started a video call.


    Still, Aya would never admit defeat herself in a game like this… I was starting to sweat a little. I waited nervously, wondering what she was going to say next.


    “I really respect Marika’s thoroughness in not making the people around her uncomfortable, and is a fun and enjoyable girl. I love you.”


    Ugh. I’ve been overpowered.


    “Wh-what’s that…? I’m not, uh…”


    My stomach felt warm, to the point it was hot.


    I could tell that Aya was definitely serious about that, so I couldn’t help but write in agony. When I closed my eyes, I felt like Aya was right next to me, but she wasn’t nearby, so I was getting frustrated.


    “A-Aya, it’s so cool that you don’t let other people get in your way, and you carry yourself… I can’t do that, so I envy you and… And I love you.”


    It wasn’t a game anymore, I was just telling her how much I really loved her.


    “...Marika.”


    The more I said it out loud, the more I couldn’t hold my feelings back, and the more excited I got.


    “I love you too, Marika. Forever and ever.”


    “Yeah…”


    I turned off the lights. I rolled onto the bed, listening carefully to Aya’s voice. But this wasn’t enough… Instead of burning the aroma or anything, I, um, buried my face in the cardigan that Aya had left at home.


    I had Aya put it on just the other day and replenished the smell, so it still smelled like her…


    No, I didn’t always do this, it’s only when I got lonely or stressed out. Unlike Aya, I’m not a pervert.


    …But it felt good. It felt like Aya was hugging me.


    “I want to touch you, Marika.”


    Those were different words from the rules of the game, though.


    “Yeah… I feel the same way.”


    Hearing her voice and being enveloped in Aya’s scent, but none of this compared to the real thing. The physical distance between us through the phone was painful.


    “I think… I want to see you.”


    “Yeah.”


    I vaguely thought of a map in my head. It’s not like I’ll ever be able to see her again.


    “I wonder if I can still go to Aya’s house now.”


    It was about a few stations away by train from mine.


    Tomorrow, or rather, in less than twelve hours, we’ll be able to see each other at school… Why do I want to see her so badly right now?


    However, Aya was being realistic.


    “You can’t, it’s too late at night. Your mother will get mad at you.”


    “But.”


    I was just about to tell her that if we were just going to meet for a bit, she might not find out.


    “I want to see you too, Marika. The feelings are mutual. But I have to keep my promise. —If I let my emotions get the better of me for a moment and do something weird, we’ll both regret it forever.”


    That was a very mature opinion.


    Normally, I would think that Aya was thinking about us properly, but this time it was a little different. What she said earlier still bugged me.


    Maybe she thinks that if we do something weird, we’ll both regret it forever.


    We’re lovers, so I won’t regret it if it’s something we’ve decided on together. But I wonder if I’m the only one who feels like that.


    For some reason… I really didn’t want that.


    It was Aya’s words which broke the long silence. “Hey, Marika. Can I kiss you?”


    Without saying things like “how” or “impossible”, she nodded while being nervous. 


    “Yeah.” 


    Chu, the sound of love could be heard from the other side of the line.


    “...Yeah.”


    Chu. I could hear her kissing me on the other end of the line.


    “I love you, Marika.”


    A memory of a kiss floated up like a gentle sea breeze, but it still wasn’t enough.


    “Aya…”


    Aya responded to my voice. This was the one side of Aya that really understood me. After all… It was Aya’s fault that I ended up like this.


    “...Hey, I’m going to touch Marika’s body.”


    “Yeah…”


    Even Aya didn’t think she’d actually be able to touch me. This was just a play.


    Seriously, love makes people go crazy. There was something wrong with this.


    “Let’s start with your chest. Be gentle.”


    I ran my hand over my chest. It was as if my own hands had become Aya’s for now.


    “Ah…”


    “I’ll make the tip feel good, too. Just like I always do for you, Marika.”


    I couldn’t help but let out a moan.


    “Mm… ahn…”


    “How does it feel, Marika?”


    “...It feels good…”


    I moved my fingers in time with Aya’s voice. Remembering, just like how Aya always does to me.


    “Hey, Aya… I love you.”


    “I love you too.”


    “Do it… more.”


    “Yes, I’ll do it a lot more for you. I’ll make love to you. Then, next time—”


    I turned down the volume of my phone and put her on speaker, and placed it next to my pillow.


    I pulled my blanket over me and held Aya’s cardigan and rubbed my fingers against it as ordered. I wonder if I’ve gone crazy too. It really felt like Aya was making me feel good.


    “...Ayaaa…”


    “You can’t do your chest alone. Let’s touch the bottom, too. Look, it’s really wet anyway.”


    “Th-That’s not… true…”


    Gritting my teeth, I reached inside my panties. I tried my best to hold back my breath, so I wouldn’t let my voice leak out, but I couldn’t.


    “.......Aaahhhh!”


    “Hey, what’s going on, Marika?”


    “I-It might be a little…umm, wet… due to a physiological phenomenon…”


    “Marika. If you don’t tell me the truth, I’ll stop.”


    “...No way.” I shook my head like a toddler, and moved my fingers back and forth.


    I couldn’t do it as well as Aya, though.


    “It’s…really slimy…”


    “You’re right. I mean, Marika, you’re such a dirty girl.”


    “No, but… when you do it to me, I end up like this… because I love you.” 


    But right now, I was doing it with my own fingers so the stimulation was kind of different. 


    If Aya had normally used a toy or something to bully me, I was sure I would have been able to experience the same pleasure even now, I thought to myself.


    But even so, I can’t just say, “I prepared a vibrator today, let’s play around with that,” or something like that. That’s much naughtier than saying I prepared condoms. 


    However.


    “You’re really, really cute, Marika… Ahhh, Marika…ah…”


     I hear a voice on the other end of the line, like someone’s plucking a string. 


    I felt like my mind was going blank.


    That Aya was doing it alone, thinking of me.


    When I closed my eyes, I could imagine what she looked like right now. My juices overflowed like nectar, much more than before.


    Crap…Aya, you’re so cute.


    “I love you, Marika.”


    Crap, crap, I can’t take this. Aya’s voice, which sounded more pained than usual, seemed to reverberate directly into my womb.


    No, I can’t stand it anymore.


    “Me too… Hey, Aya, be rougher…”


    “Yeah, yeah…. I’ll do it a lot for you…”


    “Do it, Aya… do it… I love you, Aya… Hey, make me feel good..”


    Then for some time after that.


    Aya and I melted together over the phone and we went crazy together.


    This was way too embarrassing, but if I was going to go crazy over Aya, well, I guess that’s fine, I thought…


    Once again, the secrets between the two of us have increased again.


    We said good night and hung up around midnight.


    I really wanted to stay on call until morning, but then she stopped me before because I wouldn’t go to sleep. Aya was the one who wouldn’t let me sleep if we were in the same room.


    I closed my eyes while savoring the echoes of Aya’s voice in the staged room.


    When she came to stay the night on Christmas, I was so happy…


    I’m happy to be able to play and chat with Aya with my parent’s approval, but I still wanted to sleep in the same bed as her.


    Even now, I should be really happy, but now I know what happiness lies ahead, I wonder if it’s selfish of me to want more.


    I wonder if I have to be satisfied like Aya to be okay.


    As I thought about that, I absentmindedly thought about Natsumi-chan.


    If I had always had unrequited love for Aya... thinking about that makes me feel even more spoiled in the current situation.


    Even when I can’t see her when I want to, I can still hear her voice. Back when I couldn’t reach Aya, I thought only I was being toyed by her one-sidedly.


    Wow, that transparent and beautiful glass-like profile. Is now my lover, it felt like a dream.


    That’s why… I want Natsumi-chan to be happy too.


    In the end, I have to do what I can.


    The dream I saw on that day was filled with desire, with me attending Natsumi-chan’s beautifully successful wedding, holding a chocolate-colored bouquet, and returning home hand in hand with Aya.


    How much did I desire to be tied to Aya?


    At this rate, I’ll be the heavier woman!
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    When I make a decision, I follow through with it. That’s who Sakakibara Marika is. During break time, I wandered around the first floor, where the first-years were. I felt curious gazes from all around, but I ignored them with an iron heart.


    Ever since I started high school I’ve been in the go-home club, so the only things I got involved with the underclassmen are committees, sports festivals, and cultural festivals. I really don’t socialize with them at all.


    Well, even so, if you wander around aimlessly, you’ll find one or two people you know. And so I wandered around like that with that kind of excitement.


    “Oh, if it isn’t Sakakibara-senpai!”


    Someone called out to me from the other side.


    “Oh, it’s you, a convenient junior!” 


    “Huh? What is it? Are you looking for someone?”


    “Yeah, Kana’s the perfect person.”


    “???”


    Kana Sugibuchi, a first-year who was taller than me and had an atmosphere like Inari-Sama3, was a junior from the track and field club from junior high school.


    In middle school, everyone in the track and field club got along well, and Kana was one of them. She was not exactly an obedient junior, but more like a mischievous friend who did silly things together.


    She went to my school which was known for its high average test scores and it’s too-relaxed school environment, so her behaviour was to be expected. That’s why she and I might have gotten along well.


    Well, I was a little more foolish in middle school, or maybe I should say I was about a quarter of my femininity right now… no, that’s okay!


    “Huh? Senpai, are you saying you wanted to join the track team in high school, but it’d be embarrassing to submit a registration form now, so you want my help? Oh well, if it’s for Senpai’s sake!”


    “You’re putting together too many stories in your head, kouhai. Anyway, I have exams next year, so why would I start now?”


    “It’s fun!”


    She’s a little taller than Natsumi-chan, who was over 170 centimeters tall. When she spread her arms wide, it felt like she was like a peacock spreading out its wings.


    “If I want to run, I’ll run around on my own.”


    She put her hands on her hips and spoke firmly, and was giving a face that said “Ehh.”


    “You too, Kana. Are you taking this seriously? You’re not causing trouble for anyone, are you?”


    “Whaaat!? Senpai, are you my mom!? It’s too late for an old woman to interfere now, so please leave me alone! But please come see me every now and then.”


    “You’re at a difficult age.”


    She looked up at me and brought her face close to mine, so I flicked her on the forehead to push her away and was told “gyafun.” Gyafun.


    “Well, I’m busy with work after school right now, I can’t join either way.”


    “Ahh, I see. That’s too bad. Where do you work? At a maid cafe?!”


    “Impossible. Do you think I’ll look good in that?”


    “Hmm... you’d look better than most people.”


    I shook my head and said “No way” to my junior who was gazing at me with her fingers making a rectangular frame, as if she was looking through a viewfinder. That kind of thing a more docile girl would do.


    “Normal family restaurant. However, I guess I have a talent for serving customers. I climbed the B-rank crew in half a year.” I said smugly, as I put my hand to my chest. 


    “Huh? Is that amazing?”


    “Of course it is! The manager even complimented me, saying, ‘Sakakibara is the first one to be promoted so fast!’”


    “Isn’t the sudden pressure too much?”


    Ugh… This is why kids who don’t know about society… I clenched my fist.


    Getting too worked up wouldn’t be very mature, so I got down to business.


    “Anyway, Kana, do you know a girl named Shukumine?”


    It’s a rare last name, so I asked with the feeling that I’d be lucky if they knew each other.


    “Haru? If you’re looking for Haru, she was over there earlier…”


    “Oh?”


    She looked around and saw someone. She stood on her tiptoes and waved.


    “Ah, there you are, hey!”


    Geez.


    I tried to ask my underclassman about Haru’s reputation, but she called out to her before I could stop her.


    “What’s going on —?”


    The girl who trotted over was much smaller than she looked at a distance, about 150 centimeters long. Her bangs were pinned at random with a gold pin and she looked like a cute girl, reminiscent of a squirrel or hamster.


    “Well, I…”


    “—Eeehhh!?”


    And her eyes have been sparkling with excitement for a while now, and she’s squeezing my hand. Wh-what, what?


    “Aren’t you the second-year, Sakakibara-senpai?! Why?!”


    “She said she had business with Haru.”


    “Eeh, eeh!? Crap—!”


    Ugh, this damn kouhai, you’re so energetic!


    Oh no, I’m being overshadowed by youth. It’s so cold, but she’s not wearing tights, and she’s got short skirts and bare feet, it’s frightening.


    “By the way, do you know me?”


    “Of course, I do! I follow you on Instagram all the time! I check it every day! But the real thing is crazy! Your face is tiny, but your eyes are big!”


    “Really? So you’re my fan?”


    “That’s it! That’s it! I go to the classroom with Kana every now and then! I’m looking at you furtively! Huh? Is this stalking…? Isn’t this creepy!? I’m not scaring you!”


    “Ahahah, I’m not scared of you, but.”


    However, I just had a bad feeling about this. I wonder what it is.


    Kana hugged Haru-chan from behind as if she was a waitress telling her about today’s recommended menu.


    “She’s stubborn and admires you, Senpai. See?”


    As she twirled around, I noticed that Haru had her hair tied back with a white ribbon, just like the one I use.


    Oh, my.


    “That’s the same ribbon I’m using.”


    Her hairstyle was one of the styles I put on Instagram every now and then.


    “Why are you doing this, Kana!? Ugh, this is so awkward! Her face is so hot!”


    After slightly scolding Kana, Haru-chan fanned her hands to cool herself down. Even her ears were bright red.


    “Ah, it’s so nice to have someone imitate me.”


    “No, no, no, no, no… I’m sorry, I’m really sorry!”


    This feeling of being adored by my juniors was kind of nostalgic.


    “Senpai’s really popular with the underclassmen.”


    “Really? I’ve never heard of it before. I don’t really interact with them in high school, so why is that?”


    “No, you stand out no matter where you are. Even from a distance, you’re gorgeous, and you have the aura of a celebrity all over your body. Hah! Do you really want to make your underclassmen say something obvious so you feel good, Senpai?!”


    “Hey, you’re going too far, Kouhai.”


    However, was it really that obvious that I had let her say so much?... I hadn’t realized at all.


    I don’t know what’s going on. Recently, it felt like I was losing my self-control in the pursuit of popularity. Maybe I’ve become too content with my private life... This isn’t good!


    Oh well, I’ll reflect on myself later. 


    “Okay then, Haru-chan.”


    “Yes!”


    Faced with a dazzling smile, I involuntarily squinted my eyes. FIrst-years are so innocent.


    Anyway, I was exchanging LINE IDs with Haru-chan and reached for my phone… Haru-chan’s smiling eyes met mine and I felt a bolt of lightning hit my head. 


    Wait a minute, this... 


    My brain began to spin rapidly. I don’t know what’s going on, but…


    …Haru-chan, could it be that Haru-chan likes me in that way??


    No, surely not.


    Even though I’m the type of person that many girls seem to have a liking for (apparently), would such a coincidence happen, where the person I randomly asked for advice has feelings for me?


    It felt like it was becoming a trend for girls to fall in love with girls because of their surroundings, but that’s not true, okay? It’s impossible.


    But… even now, Haru-chan, who looked like a small animal, was still looking at me with sparkling eyes, as if she believed I was her idol of choice.


     No, no, it can’t be…


    My face desperately tried to maintain a smile, but as expected, I broke out in a cold sweat.


    “Ah, umm…”


    “?”


    No matter how much of a fan she is, that’s just admiration and there’s no way she has romantic feelings for me. That’s definitely not the case.


    However! Let’s not exchange LINE!


    “Well, you’re the underclassmen I’ve heard so much about from Natsumi-chan, so I wanted to see your face once.”


    With that, I voiced my second plan.


    In moments like this, instead of panicking and trying to fix it, it’s important to be straightforward and clearly express your intentions, whether they’re based on curiosity or interest.


    As I looked at Haru-chan, she leaned forward eagerly.


    “Natsumi-senpai told Sakakibara-senpai about us! Huh? What did she tell you!?”


    “Well, she’s just talking about how cute one of our juniors is lately, Natsumi-chan seems to have taken a liking to you, Haru-chan.”


    She smiled as I spoke. Don’t worry, it’s just the truth.


    It’s a classic strategy to make the person in question conscious by burying the moat.


    “Cute? No way, ehhh! Prez, you’re embarrassing me! I can’t believe she said that to Sakakibara-senpai… I mean, you’re a billion times cuter than me!”


    This clearly won’t work. Yeah.


    Let’s retreat.


    “Besides, I wanted to see my junior’s face again after so long,” 


    I added on, with Kana blushing and putting both hands on her jaw. 


    “Uh...Senpai...?” (Thunk) 


    “Don’t lie, don’t lie.”


    “Well then, Sakakibara-senpai, we’ll come visit you next time!” (Thunk!)


    “Oh, okay. I’ll be waiting, Haru-chan.”


    “Kyaa!” Haru-chan said in excitement.


    This is okay, right? This isn’t romantic love, is it? I don’t know anymore!


    “Well then, I’ll be going. See you later.”


    I waved my hand, and my underclassmen responded energetically.


    But soon enough, I heard a loud voice saying, “Ahhh! I should have taken a picture with her!” and quickly left.


    I don’t know what Natsumi-chan would say if I left behind evidence like that!


    Just as I retreated to the landing, I took a deep breath.


    Haru-chan was cute, polite, and had the image of an ideal junior.


    I feel like I’d want to treat her to a lot of things if we ate together. I can tell just from talking to her. She liked me a lot.


    But you know… 


    “No, no, not at all. Falling in love with me? That’s impossible... I may be a noticeable type in my grade, but I heard that even first-years have reputations like that...right?” I muttered to myself as I put my hand to my chest.


    Someone suddenly appeared from the side.


    “I wonder about that.”


    “Hieh?!” I quickly moved my body. 


    I grabbed the arm of someone and pulled it in a circular motion. It’s a basic self-defense technique that Aya taught me, Kotegaeshi4.


    But my technique failed. Despite having a body size difference of more than 10 centimeters, she escaped easily.


    I was still inexperienced. This won’t work against a thug…


    “Wait, didn’t you realize it was me?”


    Hinano Shirahata, the blue-haired white gal, stared at me with half-closed eyes. Yeah, pretty much. But to be honest, I couldn’t deny that I didn’t really mind if it was against Hinano. I wanted to try using the technique Aya’d gone out of her way to teach me.


    “I couldn’t tell at all! I’m glad you’re not hurt!”


    “You sound so insincere...” 


    “Sorry, sorry. But I was surprised when you suddenly talked to me from behind. What are you doing here?”


    Hinano is a high school girl who works at a popular clothing store in Harajuku and is a bit of an airhead. She skips school a lot, but she has unfounded confidence and says things like, “I’m a beautiful girl, so everything in life will be okay.” I wish she would live life a little more seriously.


    “Actually,” she interrupted me meaninglessly. “I was keeping an eye on Marika because she was acting suspiciously, and I thought she might be cheating on someone. If I could find her weakness, I thought I could make her do what I wanted to say.”


    “I should have thrown you away as hard as I could!”


    What a girl.


    “What a cute underclassman. Is that your next sex friend?”


    “I’ve never done that!” 


    “Marika, it’s time to be honest with your desires.” 


    “I’m perfectly satisfied with my desires!” 


    “With Marika’s potential, she should aim higher and soar in the world.”
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    “There’s no such thing as higher or lower!”


    Why am I engaging so earnestly with Hinano like this? It’s exhausting.


    “Why are you trying to drag me down this twisted path?”


    Hinano narrowed her eyes and looked up at the ceiling. “Since there’s a woman with once-in-a-century talent nearby, it’s natural to want to see what she’s capable of. How far will the real Makika go? How many dozens of people will be taken in? Let’s make the Ooku5.”  


    Hinano seems to be imagining the illusion of the Ooku that I built. Maybe she’s sneaking around by my side, surrounded by many concubines.


    …I don’t think so, but she’s not on any dangerous drugs, is she? As a classmate, I was worried.


    After returning from the trip, Hinano nods comically and says, “But before that, we need to correct your personality. I have to make Marika more like a wild and unruly general. Marika right now is a little too kind.”


    “Haa”


    “You’re the type to shoulder other people’s hardships.”


    “You think so…? Anyway, I want you to be aware that the woman next to me is causing me trouble.”


    “Something like that.”


    She pointed at me with a limp index finger. “Sometimes my heart skips a beat because you look like the person I love.”


    “Yeah, yeah, thanks…”


    I changed the subject like a billionaire avoiding a commitment. Hinano didn’t say anything in particular, but she shrugged her small shoulders.


    Well, since she’s already here, she might as well take advantage by indulging her. 


    “By the way, Hinano, if you were eavesdropping, I’m curious... did that girl seem to like me?”


    Hinano tilted her head.


    “Why are you asking me?”


    “I heard Hinano has a lot of experience with women.”


    “Well, to some extent. I’m good at kissing. Want to try it?”


    “I’m good for now.”


    According to her, she had been kissing multiple members of the same sex since elementary. She was hardcore.


    I want to show Natsumi-chan my pure heart.


    “And, by the way, Hinano seems like a tight-lipped person.” 


    “Even though she looks like this.” As Hinano pinched and tugged at her boldly dyed blue hair, I thought to myself that she had said something surprisingly normal.


    I went into it in my usual tone. 


    “No, appearance has nothing to do with it. Hinano is Hinano, right?”


    Hinano’s eyes widened, puzzled. “I am me, though.”


    “Yeah. I don’t hate that sharp fashion sense. And it’s pretty amazing that you come to school like that. It’s cool, like you’re the only one, right?”


    Hinano put her arms behind her back and swayed her body. 


    “...Hmm, yeah, I guess?”


    Hinano’s gaze wandered unusually.


    What’s with this girl? She’s always messing with people, but she’s weak to being messed with? It makes me feel a little better.


    “Oh, Hinano’s blushing? Wow, so that’s what you look like, Hinano-chan. You’re so cute, Hinano-chan. So you’re a girl after all.”


    “Hey, stop that. You’re going to fall in love.”


    “Give me a break!”


    I made a bat with both hands and shouted. It’s a weapon that I shouldn’t swing for real.


    After that, Hinano left behind her unhelpful opinion, “I don’t know if that kouhai-chan likes Marika or not, but Marika attracts women, so if you think about it logically, she should fall in love with Marika.”


    That would be a problem!


     


    ***


     


    A few days after I first met Haru-chan.


    The Valentine’s Day Alliance has gathered again, on the day Natsumi-chan’s club ends early. Today was the second time we’ve made chocolate.


    Just like last time, Yume and I had a practice session at Natsumi-chan’s house.


    “Let’s do our best!”


    “Yeah!”


    “Uh…”


    While Yume and Natsumi-chan were filled with a burning motivation that melts chocolate, I was the only one weakly thrusting my first into the air.


    I-it’s awkward. Too awkward.


    Even after some time had passed, I couldn’t digest what had happened with Haru-chan.


    I mean, I might have realized that she likes me, but then I’m still helping Natsumi-chan with her love life. What kind of face is that, you know?!


    I want to tell her everything… I want to tell her, only to make myself feel better…


    But this is another difficult story, and it’s entirely possible I’m mistaken.


    Even if I say, ‘Actually, Haru-chan, she might like me’ … No, no, no.


    I’m such a jerk. Natsumi-chan’s going to cut me off.


    Ahh, why did I go to see Haru-chan…? I wish I didn’t know anything at all…


    I feel like I’m wrapped around by a big snake and can’t move.


    Putting my anguish aside… Today was ganache practice.


    Natsumi-chan and I take turns chopping chocolates under the supervision of Chef Yume.


    Simple tasks are so soothing. I don’t have to think about anything…


    …I can’t do that. I’m not alone right now.


    With the knife in one hand, I raised my head with a strained smile. 


    “A-actually…”


    First of all, Marika Sakakibara is a woman who will do it if she decides to, so she has to face it without running away forever. Because of my enthusiasm, it made me feel terrible guilt.


    “I saw the kouhai Natsumi-chan was talking about the other day.”


    “Hohoho?”


    “She had the same ribbon as me on her hair. It felt like we were in sync. I was like wow, we’re matching.”


    I didn’t know how to bring this up. Natsumi-chan might have heard something about me from Haru-chan.


    Furthermore, even if she didn’t know, it could become a lead for Natsumi to hear about me from Haru herself later.  This is my subtle technique of guiding the conversation!


    Natsumi looked over and gasped. “Huh, oh wow! That’s really popular, huh!”


    Hey, wait a minute! You should be questioning it! That’s the kind of thing you’ll forget when you wake up from sleeping!


    “Sakakibara’s hair tie looks really good on you! It’s so girly and cute, I’m so jealous~!”


    “Th-thanks…”


    She praised me with an innocent, pure smile. Her good intentions pierced my heart, and now my stomach was starting to hurt.


    Natsumi-chan pursed her lips as she pulled on her bangs. “Maybe I’d be more girly if I did that too~~ I always wear my hair in a ponytail~~”


    Yume, who was preparing ganache while heating a pot with whipped cream, turned around.


    “Whaaat? You’re so cool, Nattsun! I’m jealous of how tall you are! You’re like my type!”


    “Really!? Yay! Then why don’t you come watch a match sometime? My kouhai are always squealing at me!”


    “Ehhhh, I’m definitely going!”


    I stared off into the distance as the two of them played around. Girls in love are so cuteee…


    I dropped the chocolate into the pot. Now, it’s time for the whisk. Mix, mix until it becomes a smooth cream. 


    “Hey Nattsun, what did you like about your kouhai?”


    “Eh!? You wanna hear that!? You wanna hear it!?”


    Natsumi-chan looked like she wanted to talk a lot. She’s been in love with her secretly for a long time, so she probably couldn’t talk to anyone about this.


    By the way, if Yume and I are both dating a girl, that means I’ve already confessed to Natsumi-chan. Of course, I didn’t tell her who I was talking about, but I told her I really understood how she felt.


    Natsumi-chan was happy, but she’s also surprised and shouted “That’s the current trend~~!” 


    I don’t know if it’s a trend or not. No, even if our school is a high school for girls, since all three of us are in love with girls in the same class, maybe it’s already a trend…?


    No, no, no. There’s no trend in liking someone or falling in love.


    And so, under Yume’s guidance, Natsumi-chan started talking as she was learning how to make tart dough.


    “At first, I thought Haru was quite a pain in the ass at first~”


    “Oh-ho”


    “Hmm, hmm.”


    “She’s the type who asks about almost anything, you know? Like, ‘Senpai, what should I do about this?’ and she would stick close behind you. And even though she does that, she would also give her opinions like ‘But don’t you think that’s not right?’ or something like that~”


    With a face that resembled a proud mother happy with her daughter’s growth, Natsumi-chan talked about uneasy things. 


    “She followed me around like a hamster, which was cute, but to me, it was a bit of a pressure to be the club president and be pushed around by underclassmen. I struggled with it.”


    Haru-chan seemed to act like she’s my number one fan in front of me, but she seemed to be the type to clearly speak her own opinion.


    But I guess that’s true. It might be hard to say something like ’I’m a fan!’ directly to the senpai’s she supports.


    “Nattsun is the captain and the committee chairman after all.”


    “Well yeah! Personally, I’m doing it because it’s fun, but it’s not just fun 24/7, 365 days a year, you know!” 


    Yume and Natsumi-chan laughed.


    “At a pretty stressful moment, I accidentally said something harsh, so I apologised and told her to ask another senpai since I was busy. Then, Haru’s face turned bright red and she didn’t back down, saying ‘I prefer Itou-senpai.’ I was like, ‘What’s with this person?’”


    While recalling the memories, unable to hold back, Natsumi flapped her hands. 


    “I asked her later, and she actually kept in touch with the first-years and supported the club so they could get along well! When I found out, I was like, wow, this kid is so earnest! She was really trying hard!”


    “Ooohh!” Both Yume and I applauded.


    So, I understand because I have my own memories, but being part of a sports team is like a miniature version of a girls’ society, even more so than your regular class. Trying to navigate it without being disliked by either your senpai or your kouhai is a difficult task that requires high communication skills. Unless your abilities are outstanding and at a national competition level or something like that.


    That’s why, when I find someone who is on my side and supports me during those moments when I’m feeling overwhelmed, it makes me incredibly happy.


    “Wait, isn’t she so cute!? She’s the best, such a good kid! I ended up looking at her with my eyes no matter what she was doing ~. Despite being small, she has both leadership and a sense of responsibility, anyway, she’s such a great kid ~!”


    I see. 


    “I see what you mean.” (Note: two people where one person is expressing their thoughts and the other is acknowledging that they understand.)


    I couldn’t help but sympathize with her. 


    “When they help you out in a time of need or show you a sudden gap or cool aspect, it makes your heart skip a beat, right?”


    “It does! It happened to me! Hehehe, I love it~~~!”


    Natsumi-chan screamed as she opened the refrigerator to lay out the tart dough. For some reason, even Yume joined in and yelled “I love it~~!” What is this space?


    Yume grabbed Natsumi-chan’s hand tightly.


    “Then, it has to be Valentine’s Day, right, Nattsun? If you’re going to confess, it has to be on Valentine’s Day! It’s the cutest day of the year for girls!” 


    “Ehhh!? Can I be cute too, Head Chef!” 


    “Of course you’re cute! I’ll give you five trillion points!”


    “Yay! Number one in the world!”


    While enjoying other people’s love stories, Natsumi turns her attention to me.


    “Wait, I haven’t heard, but Sakakibara, but did Sakakibara also start dating because of that kind of gap moe6?” 


    “M-Me?” 


    My heart skipped a beat, “Well, errr…”


    I folded my arms and groaned. Come to think of it, I might have only ever talked about her love life with people who knew Aya, like Karen, Sae, and Mom.


    “Let’s see, umm…”


    I chose my words carefully, but nothing came out!


    “Well, I… umm, I thought she was cool from the start, you know?”


    Yume looked at me with a surprised face. What the hell?!


    Certainly, there was a time when I always yelled things like “Fuwa is annoying” or “Fuwa is unbelievable” but it didn’t seem like it…


    But that was over six months ago, wasn’t it? That’s ancient. It was in the Jurassic era. The statute of limitations.


    “Well, yeah! That’s just like you, Sakakibara!”


    “Huh? What do you mean?”


    “Nufufu, Sakakibara seems idealistic, after all!”


    That’s the first time I’ve been told that.


    “Whaaat? Do you think so? I’m pretty much the type who can make friends with anyone.”


    “Friends and lovers are different aren’t they!?”


    Natsumi-chan denied it with all her might.


    “But you know, lovers...well, you know, they want to be spoiled and want to spoil each other! They want to do it, they want to do it, they want to do it~~! I want to do it~~~!”


    After saying it herself, Natsumi was embarrassed. 


    “Well, yeah, maybe... that’s right...” 


    Seeing Natsumi covering her face and writhing, I also feel embarrassed. Certainly, the time when you can rely on your lover is special... being hugged tightly, being given a knee pillow…


    “I understand!” Yume also raised her hand.


    Of course, you are the type who loves love affairs the most, aren’t you?


    After taking a deep breath, Natsumi calmed down and said, “I don’t mean it in a bad way, but since Sakakibara has such high specs, she might think something like ‘I can do this much, so please do this much for me’ towards her girlfriend, without even realising it!”


    Yume laughed hard at the sudden impression.


    “You jerk. I don’t usually think things like that!”


    “Now, now. Sakakibara has a hurdle to jump before she falls in love with someone, but when she jumps over those hurdles, you’re completely devoted! Like giving everything! Something like that!”


    “Huh? Really?”


    Looking back at myself. 


    If you ask whether I have overcome a hurdle for me to fall in love with Aya... well, I guess I did overcome it, but.. It’s not like I had a choice, right? She’s just so beautiful, kind, and cool, and she cares about me... 


    “No, but that doesn’t mean I’m all devoted and stuff? I don’t plan to devote myself completely...”


    I remembered the purpose of Valentine’s Day. I was going to offer my virginity to Aya.


    ….She might be right. 


    It’s embarrassing to be seen through. With her experience as a class and club leader, Natsumi may have a high ability to distinguish and identify people’s types.


    “Okay, okay,” Yume said, hugging Natsumi-chan’s arm.


    “Hey, what about me?”


    “Yumecchi, when she falls in love, she can’t stop. She becomes completely engrossed and doesn’t notice anything else.”


    “Wow! That’s definitely me!”


    With a ‘yahoo,’ Natsumi-chan exchanged a high five with Yume.


    In this way, working together on a project like this allows you to see things that you wouldn’t be able to by talking at school. 


    Girls are like chocolate - when cooled and hardened, they can take on any shape. They show various faces depending on the situation, but their essence remains the same. 


    In class, Natsumi Itou is a slightly forceful, carefree, athletic girl who doesn’t worry too much about others. Despite appearing carefree and without any worries, she has quick footwork and sticks her nose into anything that seems interesting. 


    Since I received the consultation from her, my impression of Natsumi-chan has changed considerably. In reality, she is an extremely serious person. When it comes to love, she reads manuals and studies everything from making chocolate to confessing if she has any doubts.


    Perhaps, she might not be satisfied unless she starts everything from the basics. She might be the type to aim for a perfect score in one subject rather than getting 80 points in all subjects like me. But, probably, she’s the same type as Aya. 


    ...So, I strongly want Natsumi-chan to be rewarded. It’s just my selfishness. People often say that there’s no such thing as friendship between women, but that’s obviously not true. I want everyone around me to be happy.


    “However~”, Natsumi-chan, who had been frolicking with Yume for a while, spoke casually with a casual tone and a refreshing smile. It pierced my heart.


    “I don’t know who the other person is, but it seems like Haru has a crush on someone. Personally, it would be great if it were me~!”


    “Huh!? Marika, what’s wrong, Marika! Why are you crouching down and holding your chest?! Did the ganache not taste good?!”


    Having made it through my time with Natsumi-chan with my steel mentality, I forcibly took Yume’s arm as soon as we left.


    “Yume.”


    “Huh, what?”


    “I want to go karaoke. Come with me.”


    “Why are you so stiff? But no, I can’t. I have work today. And Marika, you should study chocolate-making at home, okay? Make sure you can do it on your own on the day.”


    I yelled at the stars, “Damn it!”


    But I still didn’t know. 


    The next day, I would be hit with even more stress piled on me…


     


    ***


     


    School is peaceful. I love school.


    I have Aya and many close friends.


    Well, I heard that Yume’s and Chisaki’s relationship might be in trouble, so there are times when things get a little tense. Oh wait, it’s not peaceful at all!


    On this particular day, I was in the middle of talking to Chisaki and Yume.


    “But I’ve been watching VTubers a lot lately, and they’re all so cute,” I said


    “Oh, really? Any recommendations?”


    “As for Yume… why don’t you choose someone you like the most in terms of visuals?”


    “Are you saying that I have no taste!?”


    “Haha, that’s funny,” Chisaki laughed naturally, too. If you didn’t know the situation, you wouldn’t know that their relationship was in danger…


    As I stare off into the distance, I hear a voice calling out “Senpai” from somewhere. I can’t help but stiffen up. Did my anxiety summon an auditory hallucination?


    That wasn’t it, a first-year student poked their head into the classroom from the entrance. 


    H-Haru-chan! 


    “Ah, sorry about that.” 


    Creating the image of a friendly, helpful senpai who responds to the calls of their kouhai, I left the group. It was lucky that Aya was out of her seat in the restroom. It would have been troublesome to make excuses! 


    While suppressing the urge to dash away, I made my way down the cold hallway. There, Haru-chan isn’t alone, but Natsumi-chan, with her conspicuously tall ponytail.


    That’s right, Haru-chan comes to see Natsumi-chan from time to time to talk about club activities. In that case, it’s only natural that she’d want to talk to someone she knows…


    I’m starting to feel like this is the decisive moment. I have no idea why this ordinary scene has turned into a tense battlefield-like situation!


    Haru-chan immediately looked at me and clapped her hands together.


    “Yay, yay, Sakakibara-senpai, you’re cute again today! Your winter makeup is amazing. The material is so good, so it looks great!”


    “Haha… The star of today’s show is the clear mascara that just came out. It has great hold, so I recommend it at school.”


    “Ohhh, please tell me about it later!”


    Natsumi-chan showed off her insensitiveness to love without regret. “Huh? Did you two know each other, Haru and Sakakibara?”


    “Not really, but…”


    “Actually, um, I’m a huge fan of Sakakibara-senpai!” Haru-chan’s face lit up.


    “Really? I didn’t know that!”


    “Ahaha, I was surprised when I found out the other day too.”


    I smiled appropriately at their exchange. I’ve overcome many things with this smile that had high power.


    Natsumi’s reaction was, “I see~! Sakakibara is definitely cuuute~~!”


    She was smiling as if she had been complimented. Hmm, good girl!


    “That’s right! Sakakibara-senpai, you’re so sparkly every day, and I can’t believe such a cute person really exists..!”


    “Isn’t she~! Her skin is so white and smooth. Just being nearby makes me feel like I’m getting prettier and prettier!”


    “Natsumi-senpai, I’m really jealous that you’re in the same class as her!”


    “Hahaha, it’s fine, isn’t it? I can see Sakakibara for free every day.”


    “Please switch places with me! That’s not fair, that’s not fair!”


    Haru-chan was cute as ever, like a hamster.


    But for some reason, I feel like there’s a special, prickly something mixed in with the way she looks at me.


    I felt a little bit of it the other day, but now it’s much more obvious. Is it because Natsumi is here? I wonder why though... Or maybe it’s a lovey-dovey aura after all. Hmm, it seems dangerous. 


    “Now, now, enough about me being cute. You know, it’s great to have a good relationship between a senpai and a kouhai like the two of you, isn’t it?” 


    It was a subtle change of topic. Anyway, Natsumi put on a delighted expression and went along with it.


    “That’s right! Well, to be honest, there have been times when the second and third years were kind of awkward with each other, but the current group gets along really well~~”


    “But that’s because Natsumi-senpai and I are close!” 


    Oh, it seems to have hit home with Haru-chan.


    “Hmm~~~! Well, to be honest, I guess that’s true! The president and the next president are close, so it’s a good influence!”


    “Ahaha, well, that’s because I really love Natsumi-senpai!”


    “Nufufu, you cute kouhai~~!”


    The two of them were embracing each other in public, in the hallway no less. How daring! 


    While Haru-chan maintains a strictly platonic attitude towards physical contact, Natsumi-chan’s behaviour is clearly suspicious and flustered. She seems somewhat out of breath.


    Poor Natsumi-chan, it’s tough. This kind of thing is usually not common between men and women, right? Being touched casually by someone you’re conscious of can be quite a problem.


    I caught a glimpse of the pain of unrequited love between girls.


    “Ahh–, it’s so soothing when I’m wrapped in your arms.” 


    “Right? I’ll hug you anytime!” 


    “Natsumi-sempai, you’re such a great club president! You’re great at taking care of your kouhai’s mental health too!” 


    “Yay!”


    Despite being teased quite a bit, Natsumi-chan managed to keep her composure, although her cheeks were slightly flushed. But the truth was, she had been feeling confused all along. 


    Even though they were both girls, she couldn’t help but feel a fluttering sensation from their physical intimacy, and it made her wonder if there was something strange about her. It’s not the kind of thing you can just ask someone about in a serious tone, so she was left to deal with her worries alone. 


    In contrast, for me, I already knew from the beginning that Aya liked girls, it was a bit easier… so when I think about it, Natsumi-chan is really amazing.


    Haru-chan savors Natsumi-chan’s warmth for a while, then pulls away in satisfaction.


    “Fuu, thank you very much, Natsumi-senpai. Thanks to you, all the painful things and the English words I memorized have vanished.”


    “Umu, you can rely on me anytime. But the compensation for that, Haru, is no joke!”


    The two of them laughed like regular senpai and kouhai. Just the thought of Natsumi-chan hiding her love and pretending like everything is fine makes my heart throb.


    That’s why I want to support Natsumi-chan. I want to, but…!


    “I-I feel like Sakakibara-senpai’s looking at us greedily! President!”


    “Huh? You want a hug too, Sakakibara? I heard that half of your stress goes away, though!?”


    “Yeah, maybe I’ll have you do it… It’s cold in the hallway…”


    She spreads her arms wide with an expression of nothingness. Then, the ‘squeeze’ comes from both sides.


    Natsumi-chan’s fine, but…


    Haru-chan was blushing and panting with excitement! I feel like she’s sniffing me out! Isn’t that a little too obvious!? This is pretty much confirmed, isn’t it!? 


    “How about it, Sakakibara, did you relieve your stress?” 


    “It’s twice as much since there were two people, so it’s all gone now!” 


    “Yeah, I know, thank you.” 


    Although my body was warmed by their body heat, my stress had definitely doubled rather than being reduced since before we hugged...! I’m going to die!


    I was so tired that even after the last class of the school day, it was a pain to go home, so I flopped down on my desk for a while.


    Ugh, I have work after this…


    I wonder what it is. I feel like I used to be more dry in terms of relationships. I used to try my best within my limits, and at least I didn’t carry this much stress.


    It’s probably because I decided to take things seriously and get involved that I end up feeling so tired like this…


    But I couldn’t afford to lose heart, especially after the way I talked down to Reina at the bar on Christmas day. (Reina Nishida from vol3)


    Honestly, I feel like going home, burning some aromas, and going to sleep.


    “Marika, got a sec?”


    “Fueeh?” I raised my head.


    In front of me was Aya, the Silent Queen, with a bag in her hand. Seeing a listless, beautiful girl with bright hair eased my stress a little. It was a feast for the eyes.


    But Aya seemed somewhat restless.


    “Ahh, sorry, I have work, so I don’t have much time to come over.”


    “Don’t worry. I’ll be done at school.”


    At school.


    …At school?


    “Huh? What, a secret meeting in the library?”


    “There’s a better place. Come.”


    The moment I finished getting ready to leave, Aya pulled on my hand.


    Getting pulled along by Aya, who was unusually forceful, I quickly followed her. 


    “H-Hey, I’m not even wearing my scarf yet.”


    Aya was heading towards the training building where the cultural clubs were gathered. I wasn’t familiar with this place at all. I only came here for cooking practice and music classes.


    There were fewer and fewer people passing by.


    “What, what, Aya, what’s wrong? I don’t think you’ve explained your intentions enough!”


    “...”


    I thought back to Aya’s actions this morning, but there wasn’t anything out of the ordinary.


    Well, since Aya is good at freezing her emotions, she might have been planning to thaw and explode after school!


    After that, we climbed the stairs to the third floor.


    I was finally dragged into a mysterious classroom I didn’t recognize.


    There were a few scattered desks and a few chairs in the room. Is it an unused classroom? It’s not as cold as the hallway, but there’s no heater, so it’s still chilly. I readjusted my bag on my back.


    Aya quickly closed the curtains and stopped there. She was playing with her hair awkwardly in the dimly lit classroom.


    What was this really about? I don’t want you to be quiet after bringing me here.


    “Hey, Aya, what is it? And where am I?”


    “An empty classroom.”


    “Haah, I’m surprised you know a place like this.”


    “Yeah, I didn’t have any friends, so I was wandering around here and there wondering if there was a place I could spend my time alone.”


    “There it is, Aya’s collection of sad episodes… So, what’s the reason you wanted to be alone with me so badly? …hey”


    Aya’s face came closer, and I thought she was going to kiss me.


    But it was okay.


    Aya wouldn’t do something like that.


    She knew I cared about my character at school, so no matter how excited or horny she got, she would never do something like that to me at school.


    That’s why I think that Aya respecting and understanding me is really kind—


    “Nn…nnn!?”


    She kissed me.


    What the hell!


    “Why?! Wait, wait!”


    I reflexively tried to push her away, but she wrapped her arms around me.


    Aya tried to thrust her hand in even further under my clothes.


    “Wait, wait, wait!”


    She wouldn’t wait at all!


    “Aya, why so suddenly?! You’re being too pushy! Wait…”


    Her long, almond-shaped eyes were staring at me intently from such a close distance.


    Unlike me who relies heavily on makeup, Aya’s natural eyes are beautifully round and clear. On top of that, the flames of her passions were burning fiercely in her eyes, and they were glowing bewitchingly.


    Aya’s beauty is like watching a breathtaking view from a high place or the shining full moon in the sky, almost unattainable for humans. It’s as if she belongs to a different realm of beauty.


    On the other hand, she seems like a transcendent being beyond human understanding, and now she’s kind of scary!


    “Marika.”


    “Y-Yes.” What was with this pressure? It’s like she is going to lecture me.


    As she peered into my face, Aya’s soft lips moved.


    “...right now, you belong to me.”


    “Y-Yes…?”


    You don’t have to tell me. Right now, or rather always.


    The hand that had slipped under the shirt squirmed. Aya’s fingers, with her relatively low body temperature, felt cold, and it felt like a knife made of ice was being pressed against my skin.


    I tried to be careful not to stimulate Aya’s desire... Just to make sure, I ask her, “Um... We’re not going to do it here, right? Surely not, right?”


    As if crushing my feeble resistance, she kisses me again. Even though I haven’t accepted it, my lips reflexively part just from the touch of her lips.


    Contrary to the chill of her fingers, Aya’s tongue which is entangled with mine was hot and felt like it’s melting me from the inside.


    A mass of immoral feelings raged in my mouth, and for some reason, I felt like nothing else mattered anymore. I want to forget that this is a school and just want to touch Aya… But, no, no, I won’t.


    Aya pulled her tongue out and removed her hand from my cheek.


    Just as she was about to say something, I grabbed Aya’s wrist.


    “W-Wait. What if someone sees us… I’ll be in serious trouble…”


    “If that happens…” Aya brought her face to my ear and blew, making my shoulders grimace and tremble. 


    “Everyone will find out that I’m dating Marika”


    “Well—”


    Aya was about to say something, but swallowed her words. No, but, she did do it… I took a step back, holding my ears. I didn’t know if she was serious or not.


    Her eyes were completely different from usual. Her hair even seemed to flicker like a flame.


    Why is she so fired up…?


    “Could it be…”


    I casually poked at the tense atmosphere around Aya, who was inflated like a balloon.


    “...Are you jealous?”


    “Huh?”


    A low-pitched, ‘Huh?’ came back.


    Ehh? Scary.


    I want to run away.


    But I have to follow up without flinching. After all, I didn’t do anything wrong!


    “When Aya comes on strong, it’s usually like this, right?”


    “......”


    As expected, she must have felt guilty, Aya blushed slightly and averted her eyes.


    “Yeah,”


    She’s like a pet that doesn’t get attention from her owner. Cute.  She’s cute but… No, no, it’s no good… School rules are being broken, I have to tell her off! 


    Discipline! I have to discipline her properly!


    But why was she jealous?


    “I just happened to see Marika hugging someone in the hallway today.”


    “Ah, yes”


    We are just friends, and there was nothing for Aya to worry about, but…


    That said, it was easy to imagine that even I would be shocked if I saw Aya hugging a girl I didn’t know, so I couldn’t really blame her!


    “But in that case, let me explain! I was pretty scared when I was suddenly attacked  in an empty classroom, you know!?”


    “Sorry about that.” Aya sincerely apologised. Is she a good girl?


    “But I knew there was probably nothing going on, so I didn’t really ask. In that case, I figured I’d wait until after I vented my frustrations.”


    She’s too far of a bad girl.


    “Wait. Then what? You mean my body helped relieve your stress?”


    Then it didn’t have to be at this time…we could have done it after we got home.


    “I think that’s pretty selfish, you know... especially since you know I don’t want this kind of thing happening at school...”


    “I always want to respect Marika’s feelings, but I also want to respect my own feelings.”


    “True! You’ve been like that ever since we first met!”


    The woman who brought a classmate for 10,000 yen a day was very persuasive, amazing.


    She pouted.


    “I apologise for touching a girl you don’t know, but isn’t it common for girls to have physical contact with each other? You know that, don’t you, Aya?”


    “If Marika had told the whole school that I was her girlfriend, there wouldn’t have been many kids who would mess with her so easily.”


    “T-That isn’t fair to bring that up? We decided together to keep our relationship a secret!”


    “You’re the only one who agreed, Marika. I just respected your wishes because I love you.”


    “Y-You’re just trying to scratch at my taboos because you’re in a bad mood! There’s no way I’d say that’s okay!”


    “I don’t know about that. I just want to do it with you right here and now.”


    I definitely hadn’t said anything wrong, but I felt like I was being pushed back. Let’s end this conversation before I set a record for consecutive defeats in a fight with Aya!


    “Anyway, I don’t want anyone to see me, so that’s all for today. Oh, and it’s not like I don’t want them to see me… Hey!”


    I yelled at Aya, who locked the door from the inside.


    “Hey, don’t do that!”


    Aya came up beside me and said one thing, “Don’t you respect me, Marika?”


    With her gaze piercing through me, for a moment, I couldn’t breathe.


    “Th-That’s not fair! That’s so unfair!”


    “It’s not unfair”


    “But I can’t refuse that! I love you too, you know! I want to do what you want me to do! It’s just a phrase you use after carefully blocking my escape route!”


    Aya closed in on me, slowly driving me to the edge.


    Uuuu. She’s so pretty…


    “I-It should definitely be  impossible for anyone to see us like this… although we might still be visible through the door window here…” 


    “It’s okay from this angle.”


    Aya pushed on my shoulder and I leaned back on the desk. 


    “Hey, Marika. Just a little... Can’t we do it?” 


    Aya, who was always so confident, spoke in a delicate voice as if trying to gauge my mood, and it was full of power.


    In the empty classroom that was supposed to be cold, I could feel the heat rising from inside.


    Since the time we talked on the phone the other day, we haven’t had the chance to do that again...


    “Marika, I like you, I love you… I love you… I want to do it with you, Marika.”


    “B-But we’re at school…”


    It would be a problem if the popular Sakakibara Marika was seen doing it at school, it was a violation of school rules after all.


    School is where I belonged, and that was why I wanted to treasure it, and I thought Aya understood that…


    “Marika, hey, Marika…” Aya let out a flattering voice, and her eyes glazed over, that would only appear during an intimate moment. When seen in the context of their daily school life, it seemed to enhance her lewdness even more.


    She was so cute that I wanted to feed her as much as I wanted.


    But, but, but…


    I want to do it too, though.


    But still, it’s impossible. No matter how much it’s Aya, I can’t surrender now.


    “It’s no use… you know, Aya… this is school… Friday, I’m free… okay?”


    She hugged me tightly, and in the feeling of her touch, I weakly patted her shoulder.


    As her girlfriend, it hurts my heart that I can’t fulfil Aya’s cute desires, and I feel like crying. I was so embarrassed that I was on the verge of spitting out the safeword. But then, Aya lets out a small sigh.


    “I guess begging isn’t good enough for Marika.”


    “Eh?” My vision shakes.


    “Hey”


    She pushed me down onto the desk.


    My legs floated up, and I looked up at Aya.


    Sunlight shone through the closed curtains. The sound of the wind carrying the music of the brass band. Aya’s voice pierced my ears so clearly that all of it faded into the distance.


    “I can’t hold back, so I’m going to do it, Marika.”


    The certainty of the situation comes crashing down.


    “N-no, stop it!”


    She kissed me as if she’s biting into me.


    She held my head in her arms, pinning me so firmly that I couldn’t move.


    Aya’s tongue licked my tongue noisily. My hair was ruffled. It was such a ferocious kiss that it could even be called a verbal attack.


    I protested vehemently, as I was catching my breath.


    “What was with that cat-like attitude until just now?!”


    “Well, I’m not exactly an angel myself, Marika”


    “I know, you succubus!”


    “I care about Marika, so I don’t want to hurt her and I don’t want to do anything bad. So if Marika can come to terms with it and say ’maybe it’s okay’, that would have been the best.”


    “Isn’t that what you’re going to do in the end!?”


    “But, to begin with, I didn’t understand Marika. Marika is a person who can’t even say ’I want you to do it’ even if she wants it. I’m sorry I couldn’t sense it.”


    Aya’s whisper was truly the temptation of a succubus.


    For a moment, I didn’t know if I really hated it or if I was just pretending to hate it to protect my own character.


    No, no, no, that’s not it! Don’t lose yourself, Marika! I really don’t want to!


    Because that character is my identity!


    And yet, my body had long since wanted to accept all of Aya, so my feelings were incoherent.


    “I don’t want you to do it! I don’t want you to do it!”


    While I was distracted, Aya’s hand slid under my skirt.


    “Yah, wait… nnnh.”


    This time, it’s completely different from the usual invitations. I really don’t want to do it, and it’s not part of any play. I really do think that doing it at school is absolutely impossible. But, oh no. This is bad, really bad.


    Judging by the way she’s touching me now, this seems to be a very disadvantageous development for me.


    “Marika”


    “D-Don’t say it…”


    “Alright.”


    Aya licked the back of my neck with a sensual smile on her face. Her saliva sped up my heartbeat like poison entering my skin.


    “You might need a new pair of panties.”


    “I told you not to say it…”


    I should really hate it, but… how did it end up like this? Does that mean I’ve been thoroughly rejected after all…?


    “How about I bring diapers to school next time.”


    “Isn’t the play way too special…” As I say that, she rubs against my sensitive spot again.


    I clenched my throat, trying to at least hold back my voice. But that didn’t go well today, and every time Aya did something, I let out a short gasp of “Ah…nn…”


    This was too embarrassing, Tears welled up out of the corners of my eyes.


    “Aya, you idiot…”


    No, no, no, even though we’re at school…


    “Hey, Marika, have you noticed? You’re feeling it a lot more than usual today.”


    “Ah, ah…yaah…”


    With my back to the desk, I shake my head side to side, “Nooo I don’t wanna… Aya’s doing something…”


    “I’m not doing anything different than usual. No, maybe a little more intense than usual.”


    As Aya said. Normally, I could still respond even if I was being punished, but today the stimulation was too strong, and I couldn’t think about anything else because of the pleasure.


    “Ahhh…Yes…Y-Yes…”


    And yet, today was so stimulating that I couldn’t think of anything. Is it because it’s been a while since I received it from Aya? Or maybe...


    Aya whispered to me, overcome with emotion, “It’s not good to have sex at school…”


    It’s like she’s speaking for me.


    Ugh, I didn’t give permission, it’s not okay, not okay at all…


    Along with a kiss on my earlobe, Aya whispered sweetly, “Me too… I’m really wet.”


    “....hh”


    Crap… Just imagining it makes me feel like I’m about to cum.


    She’s still just rubbing me…


    Aahh, geez, I’m too weak to the situation where Aya’s turned on because of the other day…


    Aya pulled down my plain panties that I wore to school.


    The bottom of her uniform skirt felt refreshing, and it was far too depressing. But when Aya moved her fingers lazily, that feeling was blown away.


    A tingling numbness dominated the sensation in my lower body, paralyzing me from my spinal cord to my brain.


    Ahhh, geez, it’s been a while…Aya’s fingers…


    “Look, Marika. You like it here, don’t you?”


    “Uuuh…gh.”


    In my sparkling vision, Aya’s blushing eyes stared at me the whole time, which was so beautiful.


    “I like Marika, I like you, I love you…”


    Aya’s voice, which was seeping into my eardrums, sounded like fuel to set my carnal desires on fire.


    “Stop… don’t…”


    At the same time, she rubbed the inside of my mucous membranes… I felt like Aya’s fingers had pierced all the way to the core of my body. I wished she’d just thrust in deeper… I was almost unconscious, but I moved my hips as if urging her on.


    Her thin, hard, and smooth fingers relentlessly stimulate my entrance, like cotton candy that changes its position when you try to catch it. 


    But of course, she didn’t go easy on me.


    “Ah, no...please, Ay-...I can’t take it anymore...”


    I let out a small tearful voice. Like a chocolate on a plate, I shook my head left and right reluctantly while sitting on the desk.


    “It’s twitching and twirling around my fingers. It’s okay, you’re getting sloppy down there too, Marika. You can feel good. You like it, don’t you? We’ve done it a lot.”


    “It feels good, it feels good… Aya, Ayaaa…!”


    Before I knew it, my top uniform had been pulled up along with my underwear. She kissed the tip of my chest, making my voice and hips jump even more.


    “Yaaaa…”


    Since a little while ago, Aya had already noticed that I had reached a small climax several times. Each time, the throbbing sensation intensified and I felt like I was being swallowed up.


    If I let myself get swept away like this, I’m sure that I would be overwhelmed by pleasure beyond anything I’ve felt before, to the point where I would lose all sense of consciousness. That moment is both terrifying and eagerly exciting, making me feel like I’m going crazy.


    “Marika, you’re really pretty.”


    Aya’s finger movements became more intense. I was being led up the stairs of pleasure step by step, filling my chest with a happy and lewd feeling.


    The devil shows no mercy to my pleasure.


    “Even though you said you hated it that much.”


    “—!”


    I mean, that’s…


    “I didn’t know you could feel good so easily. No, if anything, it’s because we’re at school that you’re feeling this good, right?”


    It was because Aya forced me to.


    “Hey, don’t stop. Marika’s a really naughty and very dirty girl who can turn immoral feelings into pleasure.”


    “That’s not it—”


    “—I’m not wrong, am I?”


    At that moment, she pinched my sensitive spot.


    “Ahhhhhh!”


    A painfully strong pleasure that felt like the pleasure nerves themselves were being ripped out. My brain overloaded and short-circuited, causing my vision to turn completely white. My brain couldn’t keep up with the processing, and I saw flashes of light multiple times.


    In the midst of the feeling that I was going to lose myself, only Aya’s smile, which loved me, seemed to sparkle.


    “Aya, Aya… Aaaah…”


    The waves were deep and high, and I continued to convulse for a while. The sweet numbness from my lower body shaked my hips over and over again as if it were an aftereffect.


    While I was calmed down, Aya hugged me tightly so that I wouldn’t fall off the table. I felt embarrassed that I was so greedy for stimulation and even though Aya said some terrible things, I still felt good, there was nothing I could do about it.


    When my breathing finally calmed down. 


    “I’m not wrong, am I, Marika?”


    “N-no, it’s not…” I shook my head.


    I tried to get up, but Aya held me down even more. No way.


    A-after messing me up so much that I couldn’t even breathe, she’s still going to do it…?


    “I want to see more and more of you get messed up at school.”


    Instinctively, I felt a sense of fear. I felt my lower abdomen tighten in fear. 


    I-I was going to be killed…


    “I love you.”


    Of course, there was no way Aya would stop after doing it just once…


    “I don’t wanna, I don’t wanna… I hate you, I hate you, I hate you Aya…”


    “If you say so, you know I’ll make you feel even better, right? You really are erotic, Marika. Fufu, your hips are trembling.”


    “~~~~!”


    Aya bit into me again.


    With her long hair flowing, Aya looked like a beast with beautiful golden hair.


    It’s like my body is being devoured by her mouth and tongue.


    “Marika, your part-time job starts at five, right? There’s still some time left.”


    “Uuaa…aaah…!


    The lingering sensation was so hot and sticky that I wriggled, trying to shift my sensitive areas, but it only served as fuel for Aya’s aggressiveness. With my legs folded up and tightly restrained by her arms, my body, already limp, was completely under Aya’s control. I could only make sounds to please her.


    “Hey, Marika… let’s open the curtains like this.”


    All I can hear is the sound of my own heartbeat and me moaning like a cat in heat, so Aya’s voice sounded like it was coming from far away.


    “Let’s show the real form of Marika who can’t control herself at school to more people.”


    It was like an elusive memory from a dream that I couldn’t quite make out.


    Aya’s words soon grew hoarse and disappeared.


    I’m sure she just said something to set me on fire again.


    Even though I’ve melted to the point where there was no need for that.


    “Sticking my face out of the window, raising my voice a lot, feeling embarrassed even if no one notices. Getting addicted to feeling embarrassed, unable to stop doing it at school.”


    Aya looked up.


    Aya’s fingers slipped between my legs.


    “Ah, nn, nn…!”


    “But if Marika is happy, then I’m fine with it.”


    It was like a forced injection. Even though I was crying because my body felt like it was going to burst, pleasure poured into me regardless of my will.


    “Even if you skip class and hole up in the nurse’s office, even if you do something that no one can tell you when there are people outside during break time. If it’s you, I’ll service you forever”


    I have absolutely no idea what she’s talking about.


    The vibrations coming from Aya’s lips were nothing but caressing my head. 


    “I’m fine. Even if no one else is around, as long as I have Marika, I’m fine.”


    Aya’s voice is damp and sticky. But there was something different about it.


    The painfully intense gaze penetrates deep into me.


    “If you’re okay with it, it’s fine if it’s just the two of us forever.. In exchange, I’ll do anything you want to do. I’ll be gentle, I’ll tease you, and make you happy. Hey, just feel me, Marika. I’ll make you feel even better”


    “...It feels good…”


    “Yeah.”


    Aya’s fingers rubbed up and down on my sensitive spot. My hips instinctively jump, and I let out a pinkish “hnngh!” in pleasure.


    For a moment, I come up for air from the pool of euphoria. But in reality, I’m just a hopeless girl who’s getting messed up by her lover at school and feeling nothing but pleasure. There’s nothing I can do about it.


    I covered my face with both hands. I shake my head.


    “No... I can’t take it anymore…”


    “Marika.”


    Aya gently licks my breast. She pursed her lips and pecked at me.


    The stimulation of her rubbing against my crotch is so intense that my body and mind feel like they’re going to fall apart. 


    “I’m a pervert at school... No, no more, no more... I don’t want to feel good... I don’t want to feel good anymore…”


    I shook my head like a spoiled child, like Aya’s toy. 


    “It’s okay, geez…s-stop it, Aya…I don’t like this, nooo, I don’t want to feel good, I don’t want to…”


    As if to finish me off for not being able to come for a long time, Aya moved her hands downward, still kissing me. 


    “Let’s make you feel really good, okay, Marika?” 


    “No, nooo, ah, ah, ahh... nooo!”


    The pleasure coursing through my veins gathered at a single point, and before long, it was crushed under Aya’s fingertips, bursting like a big bang.


    My whole body convulses, and my small body trembles with pleasure. And, I fell into heaven.


    “I’m feeling so good...”


    If those were her final words, perhaps even Aya would come to regret this forceful act —my remaining consciousness murmured, and soon everything became completely dark.


    And so, even though all I did was get hugged by my friends and juniors, I was forced to go through something terrible......Uuu, stress, stress~~...


    Feeling sick of it, I stare up at the ceiling.


    Aya took a wet wipe out of her bag and wiped my dirty spot like a gentle daycare worker.


    Aya didn’t say anything for a while.


    However, her cheeks were red.


    “Aya”


    “Sorry.”


    Aya was the first to apologize. It’s rare for something like this to happen.


    “That’s not it.”


    “nnn…”


    “I adore and love Marika, who’s popular at school. I have someone important to me too... So, that’s not it. I don’t really think so”


    I had no idea what Aya was apologizing for when she turned her face away...


    I feel like she said something while I was occupied, but… “Ahh... that.”


    For now, I decided to go along with the conversation. 


    “I was a little surprised to hear you say something like that, Aya”


    “Well…”


    Aya’s eyes wavered in embarrassment. 


    “It’s just that sometimes I feel that way... I’m not that narrow-minded...Really.”


    The more I talk, the redder Aya’s face gets. 


    “I won’t say those things anymore... so please forget about it.”


    Aya flustered, is so rare that I’m really curious about what she blurted out in the middle of sex...


    She notices that I’m giving her a dubious look. Aya notices me easily.


    “...Marika. Could it be that you don’t know what we’re talking about?”


    I nodded without a hint of guilt, “Yeah.”


    “...”


    Aya cleared her throat with a small cough.


    “It’s nothing”


    “But still.” 


    “I love you, Marika. Thanks”


    She kisses my cheek, and I fall silent.


    It was an abnormal act, and just like me, Aya had probably gone crazy somehow… but I wasn’t satisfied with that.


    I stared up at Aya. “...Actually, I’m the one who should be saying that. It’s not like I gave the okay until the end at school.”


    “You’re right.”


    Aya quickly smoothed things over and made a beautiful, composed face. 


    “I’m a pervert driven mad by jealousy, but I selfishly said I wanted to do it no matter what, so you let me do it. You really are kind, Marika.”


    “Y-You don’t have to go that far...”


    “But Marika looked like she was having a good time.”


    “Ugh…” I feel like I’ve crossed a line that should never have been crossed... It’s unbelievable, doing it at school… “It really isn’t like that. It was just......umm, a coincidence.”


    Aya furrows her brows in confusion for some reason as I withered away my excuses. 


    “But just because you liked it doesn’t mean you can hug and embrace other girls in front of me all the time. If I know you’re doing it on purpose, I’ll push you down in the classroom next time.”


    “Hiii!” It didn’t sound like a joke at all, and I couldn’t help but scream.


    I get up, put on my pants, and get my clothes in order. 


    “I told you, that’s not it... You know, I’ll say this because it’s you, Aya.” I felt like I was in danger, so I decided to tell her. “...Actually, I’m helping Natsumi-chan with her unrequited love right now.


    Of course, it’s partly because I trust Aya, but my dignity is just as important. I don’t want to die of dehydration.  “So, um, the two of us were talking to a junior named Shukumine Haru-chan….and that’s how we ended up hugging.”


    That was all I had to say, but I wasn’t satisfied with Aya pushing me down without question... Well, I was sneaking around too, so maybe Aya was worried, too.


    Aya can be pretty stubborn sometimes. That’s what makes her so cute, but… I can’t tell Aya that Haru-chan might like me even if my mouth splits open! If I tell her, she’ll punish me again! Irrational!


    “Shukumine Haru. A first-year? From the badminton club?”


    “Yeah,”


    Aya looks like she’s absentmindedly thinking about something.


    “Eh, you know her?”


    “Or rather,” Aya moved her hand to her well-shaped chin. She hesitated as she opened her mouth. “She confessed to me before.”


    Seriously?


    



    


    
      3 Inari Ōkami-Japanese god of foxes, fertility, and many more, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Inari_%C5%8Ckami

    

    
      4 Kotegaeshi = aikido move, where the opponent is brought down by twisting his or her arm away from the body

    

    
      5 Ooku: The Shogun’s Harem,


      https://www.bajs.org.uk/mediacentre/events/the-ooku-the-shoguns-harem-life-in-the-womens-palace-in-nineteenth-century-japan/

    

    
      6 Gap moe is a term used in anime and manga fandom to describe the feeling of attraction or moe towards a character who exhibits a contrasting and unexpected trait or behaviour.
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    To summarise, it goes like this. 


    Aya was confessed to by Haru-chan in September of last year, at the end of summer vacation. At that point, Aya was already dating me. As such, when Aya refused, she seemed to have told Haru-chan about me. “Sorry, I can’t go out with you. I already have a girl I’m dating.” She said she refused, or something like that.


    On the way back to the station, Aya and I walked side by side. Aya hung her head a little, looking apologetic


    “I’m sorry for saying your name without consulting you just because you worked up the courage to confess.”


    “No, no, that’s not really... I think it’s sincere.” 


    Aya shook her head, perhaps reflecting on her slip of the tongue.


    “We just started dating, so I was excited too.” 


    “Hey now!” I slapped Aya’s chest with the back of my hand. She was being careless. 


    “It can’t be helped. Those days were rosy, like a dream.” 


    “D-Don’t exaggerate!” 


    “I skipped to school every morning.” 


    “No way!”


    The thought of the most beautiful girl in the world skipping around expressionlessly scared me. I changed the subject. “So, what did she say?”


    “Yeah, she thanked me and said it was nice to hear the truth. I think it would be better if we publicly announced that we’re dating.”


    “Certainly… but that’s not going to happen.”


    I mean, the fact that Aya was still being confessed to by a girl made me feel gloomy, but… I’m kind of happy that my girlfriend’s so popular, but I’m also kind of worried... No, no, it’s a little late for that. Aya’s been showing off a lot at the bar! 


    “Could it be that Marika…”


    Aya made a face as if she’d just thought of something bad again. 


    “Just so you know, it’s definitely not like that.”


    “Sorry, but swapping and netorare are completely out of my range. I can read about them in fiction, but I can’t stand the idea of letting Marika be embraced by someone else, it’s really impossible for me. It’s just unpleasant to imagine.”


    “I told you, it’s not that!”


    My voice trembles. I’ve already been forced to struggle before work, so don’t waste any more of my energy!


    “Well, that’s all I have to say.”


    “I see…”


    Still, I didn’t know Haru-chan liked Aya


    Valentine’s Day was getting closer, and I’d learned a terrible truth.


    As expected, it was impossible for a girl as intuitive as her to keep her feelings for someone hidden inside. Haru-chan had already taken action and confessed properly.  I see, so the person she likes is not me, but Aya... I see. But, yeah. It’s a bit of a relief. It was just my mistake to think that I couldn’t show my face to Natsumi-chan! But I can’t be happy about it. I think this could just be my imagination, but...


    ”...I think Haru-chan still likes Aya.”


    “Is that so? Sometimes, I can feel her gaze on me.” 


    ”...” 


    Although I said “maybe,” I was almost certain. 


    I mean, she’s even imitating the hair tie that I, her girlfriend, wear... That basically means she’s making a sincere effort to match Aya’s taste and win her heart, I think.


    The reason she was so excited about hugging me was that she was feeling Aya through an indirect hug... That sounded like something a pervert would do, though. I wonder how Haru-chan felt when she talked to me. I mean, I’m her love rival who stole the heart of her beloved Aya... 


    “Hmm...”


    If I start thinking too much about Haru-chan’s feelings, I might get a little depressed. Aya peeks into my face.


    “What’s wrong, Marika?”


    “Ah, it’s nothing. I’m okay.”


    Aya is worried about me. I smiled a little, but she still looked worried. Honestly, after all, you’ve done at school...


    And yet, in the end, the reason I can’t hate Aya is that I know how kind she is. Wait, isn’t this kinda unfair?


    “I was just thinking how unfair you are.”


    “Really?”


    “Yeah”


    “In that case, we’re similar”


    “Eh—?”


    I always try to be honest and cute... though I’m not sure if I’m actually succeeding... I asked, pouting slightly. “By the way, you never wavered even for a moment, right?” 


    “Of course not, that’s obvious,” Aya answered as if she were sulking. “I’m not looking at anyone else. I’ve always been obsessed with you, Marika.”


    Those casual words pierce my heart.


    Geez, geez, geez. 


    “Aya, that’s not fair!”


    After saying that, Aya was a little surprised, then immediately smiled as if she understood what I was trying to do. 


    “That’s right, you didn’t know?”
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    I gave Aya a quick pat on the back as she got carried away. 


    “I knew from the start! All this time!”


    “Actually, I sensed that the problem was solved, but you haven’t solved anything!?”


    After parting ways with Aya, I headed to the changing room. After my part-time job at the family restaurant, I snapped back to my senses and shouted without thinking.


    Enomoto Sae, my part-time friend who was changing clothes next to me, looked at me, startled. 


    “Wow, you scared me... Um, Marika-chan. Even if you’re emotionally unstable, could you not scream in the changing room?” 


    “Sorry! But there are some things that make people scream!”


    “Do you think the world revolves around you...?”


    Sae said something I didn’t really understand, but she was a black-haired beauty who was surprisingly rare around me. In fact, in our high school, there are only people who have strong opinions... So who can be her friend? Sae seemed to be more careful about taking care of her hair than most, and even under the cheap fluorescent lights in the changing room, her cuticles shone brightly.


    As she talked, Sae took off her uniform. Then, her ample cleavage became visible and my gaze was involuntarily drawn there. It couldn’t be helped...


    “Marika-chan, you didn’t seem to be able to concentrate today. Are you okay? You were staggering as if you couldn’t move your legs.”


    “That’s sexual harassment!”


    “I was just worried!? Is this such a harsh world in Reiwa era?” Sae screamed.


    I open my locker as if trying to hide my flushed face. 


    “Well, that’s fine and all, but...” 


    “I can’t put any strength into my legs... Oh, I see, I overdid it with the squats! In the winter, you have to exercise even if it means pushing yourself, otherwise, you’ll quickly start storing fat, you know?” 


     


    “Oh yeah, well then let’s just leave it at that.” 


    “So, is there anything else...? Jogging, step-ups, jump rope...”


    “Sae-chan, are you the type of person who thinks that if you kiss, you’ll get pregnant?” 


    “Eh?”


    Crap. Another dangerous snake. 


    I don’t want her to imagine the truth. Ugh.


    Sae’s ears, which peeked out from her black hair, were bright red. 


    “Wh-What are you saying all of a sudden, Marika-chan... K-Kissing me... is so lewd…”


    Huh? Sae-chan, seriously? 


    “I-I’m surprised that Marika-chan would say something like that.”


    “Eh? Oh, really...? I often get told that I look like I play around a lot, though.” 


    “Everyone’s eyes are clouded. There is no other maiden as pure and innocent as Marika-chan. She’s kind, honest, and always works hard for the sake of others. If this were a different era, she would undoubtedly have descended as a saint to save the world.”


    They’re not just blind, they can’t see anything at all. No, maybe they can see. They can see Sae’s fairytale world behind their eyelids…


    Well, yeah, that’s true. I also had never kissed anyone before meeting Aya, so in a way, what Sae says might be partly true. But I wish I could just completely forget the memories of what I did in school before coming here!


    “So, Marika-chan, please continue to bloom with nobility on this polluted earth as a pure and beautiful girl... Because Maruka-chan is so cute, I can live another day…”


    “Ah, yes”


    I don’t think making love with someone you love is impure, but it’s pointless to argue with Sae about it. After all, I’m supposed to be a saint who saves the world.


    What should I do? This is getting awkward. Let’s stop talking about this. Let’s see... 


    “Hey, Sae-chan. There’s something I’d like to discuss with you since you’re a year older than me.”


    It took a lot of courage to bring this up, but I succeeded in changing the subject. “Eh?”


    Sae’s expression sparkled like that of an infant receiving candy. “Marika-chan’s relying on me...? Are you okay with me!?”


    “Y-yeah. It’s hard to talk to my school friends about it, and it’s also a little embarrassing to ask Karen-san for help every time...”


    Ever since Aya kissed me at the bar on Christmas, it’s been kind of hard to go there… I won’t be teased or anything, but other customers will look at me with sparkling eyes and say, “Wow, that’s Aya-chan’s girlfriend...” so it’s a little uncomfortable...


    By the way, Sae didn’t seem to have seen the kissing scene and just had a blank expression on her face when asked about it. Maybe she was in a daze. 


    And so, I figured it would be perfect for Sae, my part-time job friend, who is in a perfect position since she knows Aya and I are dating. But maybe the only good thing was her position. I don’t think Sae would be able to give a good answer to someone’s questions... 


    “I just want you to listen to what I have to say, so don’t get so worked up about it, okay? If I want, I feel like it’d be fine if you were a Jizou on the side of the road. Okay?”


    Sae quietly shook her head and put her hand to her cleavage. Then, she smiled like a proper woman, at least in appearance. 


    “No, Marika-chan has done so much for me in both public and private life. If I can repay you even a little here, that’s what I want. Now, let’s go.”


    “No, I haven’t changed yet! Sae-chan’s still in her bra!”


    I might’ve gotten ahead of myself. What’s the point of creating more problems? 


    And so, Sae-chan led me to the winter park. By the way, this is the park where Sae almost stabbed me, but she’s already sitting next to me on the swing and looking at me with a smile.


    Sae has a lot of bad points, but there are also moments when I think she’s polite, and methodical, in her part-time job and also a smart girl. As a person, I like her. As a person!


    I was holding a warm can of compote7  that I bought from a nearby vending machine, wondering how to bring up the topic. I looked down at my palm and started counting my fingers.


    “I was thinking about it during work, and there are three problems for now.”


    “Ah, so that’s why you were distracted during work...”


    “I didn’t make any mistakes! I’ve been fulfilling my duties as a B-rank crew member!”


    “I’m not worried about that... So, what are those three problems?”


    As I hesitate, Sae, who just took a sip of the sweet red bean soup she got as a thank you for her advice, urges me to continue. 


    The first thing is, of course, about my friend (Natsumi-chan) who has a crush on the same person who has a crush on Aya. When I told her that, for some reason, Sae had a mischievous expression on her face. “Fuwa has always been popular.”


    She spoke with the attitude of a leading figure in Ayagaku. “Everyone loves a mysterious beauty who always sits alone in the corner of the class. If I can win her heart, it’ll be a home run for my life.”


    “Why do you sound like a virgin boy? And why do you fall in love with someone you barely have any contact with...?”


    “That’s because of her looks.”


    “I know that! I understand better than anyone that Aya is beautiful! But that isn’t something that can turn a personality rating of 1 into 10 or 5 into 50. No matter how beautiful someone is, if I can’t understand them, it’s still a 0.”


    Sae gave me a warm gaze. “That’s because Marika-chan has a good face too.”


    “No, no, no.”


    “You see, cute-faced girls look at themselves in the mirror and their faces look good every time. So, the standard for a good-looking partner is raised across the board! Cute faces are national treasures in themselves!”


    “What position are you really taking, Sae-chan?”


    I can’t really agree when it comes to myself, but actually, Aya is kind and has a good personality. No no, it’s not about being infatuated with my girlfriend or anything, I’m really serious.


    So, I can’t say for sure that the person confessing to me hasn’t figured out my feelings from my demeanor!


    “But, do you really need to worry about this unrequited love? After all, it’s just your friend’s crush.”


    “Well, that’s true... But, she asked me for help, so...”


    “Marika-chan…”


    “No, no, it’s not like that. I know it might sound like I’m trying to be a really nice person or something, but it’s all for my own sake! It’ll be fun if my friend’s crush is successful, right?”


    She swings back and forth on the swing, but she didn’t agree. “I don’t have any friends, so I don’t really get it.”


    “I-I see…”


    The reason was so excessive that I was starting to worry about whether or not she was really the right person to talk to.


    Sae looked at me, trying to gauge my mood. “But if that’s the case, then the only way is to work hard on making chocolate together and properly convey your feelings. I don’t think there’s any shortcut.” 


    The words “there’s no shortcut,” hit me hard. 


    “Uuuun, I see…”


    After hearing unexpectedly sensible words, I swallowed a lump of agreement.


    I realized that Natsumi-chan had fallen in love with Haru-chan, and was looking for a magical idea that would solve everything. “...Yeah, you’re right.”


    It’s true that when it comes to people’s love lives, I’m starting to feel like I can’t do anything more than support them. I did my best to do what I was asked, but from now on, Natsumi-chan herself has to solve it. Maybe that’s how it is. Hmm... I wonder if I got carried away... I feel ashamed and regretful for trying to do unnecessary things.


    At the same time, I reevaluated Sae a little bit. “Sae-chan, you can really be a great senpai... I thought you were only interested in Aya.” 


    “It’s not that I’m interested in Fuwa. It’s because she hates me so much that I can’t help but be conscious of it. The order is reversed. It’s just that I was influenced by Fuwa because she’s the cause. That’s all there is to it.”


    It was the usual Sae. Thank goodness. But Sae withdrew her smug face and lowered her gaze. “Actually… a lot of things happened between Fuwa and me in middle school, and I was worried about my relationships, or rather, I decided to think about it…”


    “I-I see…”


    “I just had no choice but to do so… fufu…”


    After losing her place once, Aya worked hard to make the bar her place again, but did Sae also have a similar experience? Well, that’s probably true. Sae was the one who tried to stab Aya after all. Her school life afterward must have been more than just awkward.


    Although I sometimes worry about things on the spot, I am good and don’t get discouraged. I’ve had a smooth sailing school life, so I never had to think deeply... Eee? Wait, am I...? 


    “Fuck, what should I do?” 


    I put my hand on my cheek and panicked. 


    The cold wind made me feel like it was blowing through my chest. “So, what are the other two problems?” 


    Sae urged me with a senpai-like expression, but despite only being a year older than me, she seemed very mature. 


    The contents of my problems were about the love triangle between Chisaki, Yume, and Asta, and, also the fact that Aya won’t take a step forward with me…


    I can’t bring myself to drink the leftover compote and release a white breath. “Sorry, Sae-chan. Maybe I relied on people too easily... I should have thought more for myself.” 


     


    “Oh, I was happy to be relied on by Marika-chan... is that so?” 


    “Yeah, sorry for being half-hearted when you went to the trouble of going out with me.” 


    It seemed to have hit my heart more than I thought. 


    When I made an apology gesture, Sae’s face clouded slightly. “Hmm, but I don’t mean to make Makika-chan hesitate.” She gave me advice, as a friend. “Marika-chan is good at consulting with others, so I think it’s not a bad thing to use your own strengths. The ability to borrow someone’s power is Marika-chan’s greatest strength. That’s my personal opinion.” 


    “Uh, my resolve wavers so quickly!”


    The compass needle pointing to my future is spinning round and round. “B-But, I still think I should think more carefully on my own.”


    “Well, I think that’s a good thing. But if you ever need help, please feel free to ask me. I’ll always be there for Makika-chan, who always takes care of me... so that we don’t break our friendship...”


    I couldn’t help but frown at Sae, who was wearing an unusually obedient smile. “Eh, what. I’m happy, but what’s wrong, Sae-chan? Are you still aiming for a chance with me? It’s Impossible since I’m dating Aya.”


    As I said that, Sae laughed bitterly “I’m not aiming for you. Besides, Marika-chan has terrible taste, I don’t know what’s good about Fuwa. She’s smart, athletic, a stunning beauty that makes everyone turn their heads when she walks down the street, considerate, and kind despite her clumsiness... What’s good about her?” 


    “Aren’t you just answering your own question?”


    Sae had a lot of question marks floating above her head. Oi. At any rate, it wasn’t as if I wanted to thank her for listening to me. “By the way, how’s Sae-chan doing?” 


    “What do you mean?” 


    “The older sisters you met at the bar on Christmas.” It was a story about how Saechan had chatted with a group of female customers, pretending to be a high school girl looking for a boyfriend. 


    “Oh no, Marika-chan,” Sae put her hand to her mouth and smiled elegantly. “Do you think that just because I received a lot of attention and got contact information from those beautiful sisters, I, who am shy and have trouble communicating, would be able to easily socialize? Of course, I haven’t read a single one of their messages.” 


    “Is that something to be proud of!?”


    I couldn’t help but pray for Sae-chan to have a good encounter at university... But I won’t meddle in this matter! Be happy on your own, Sae! 


    Having accepted Natsumi-chan and Haru-chan’s situation, I now confront my next worry. It might be an unnecessary thing to do, and might end up being a complete waste of time... but I just can’t keep quiet.


    On that day, when I got home and contemplated what plans to make, I decided to send a message to either Chisaki or Asta. Once I make a decision, I follow through with it. However, now I’m struggling with what to write. While lying on my bed, I pressed my phone to my forehead and pondered. I considered that asking something like, “How’s Yume been lately?” would be too sudden and direct. However, discussing Asta would also be too abrupt. 


    Perhaps I’ll casually inquire at school tomorrow instead of messaging, as a message might appear too serious. Just as I thought that a message appeared on my screen without me typing anything. It was from Chisaki.


    Gee, at a time like this. Even though she doesn’t usually send messages.


    “Can you come with me tomorrow?” 


    Her message was as short and simple as always, so I couldn’t really tell what she was thinking. While sending back an “OK” sticker… unpleasant thoughts crossed my mind. What if this a serious matter that Chisaki wants to discuss with me… like “I’m thinking about breaking up with Yume”? or something like that…


    …Depending on what I say, our close group could either collapse or continue to exist, right?


    Uwah…


    I’m exhausted! I buried my face in the pillow and kicked my feet around. Sae’s voice came back to me, saying, “There’s no need for Marika-chan to worry, is there?”


    Well, that’s true. No matter what I do, there are things I can’t do. The world is not kind. Things will only turn out the way they will.


    But, but! That doesn’t mean I should give up from the beginning and not do anything! That’s not who Sakakihara Marika is! And besides, Aya must have gone through many tough nights like this to get to where she is now. If that’s the case, then I have to do it too.


    I stood up and headed to the bathroom, not wanting to mope around anymore. To regain my strength for tomorrow’s fight, why don’t I use my favorite bath salts tonight?


    Come on, come on Marika, do your best!


     


    ***


     


    The next day after school, under the cloudy winter sky, I went with Chisaki to the café in front of the station. As we walked, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I had been in this exact same situation before, like a sense of déjà vu.


    Oh right, combined with my pounding heart, I suddenly remembered the day when Aya called me out for the first time. 


    “I-It’s so cold today too. It’s a relief that it’s not snowing though.”


    “Yeah.” 


    “I wish it would warm up soon. Even though spring has its own issues, I’ve been suffering from hay fever lately.” 


    “Mhm.”


    ...The conversation wasn’t going anywhere, and I had no idea what she was thinking as she walked beside me. Chisaki and Yume. They are both important friends of mine, and I want them to be happy. 


    But as I talked with Sae yesterday, ultimately it’s up to the two of them to decide on their destination…


    Even if they do end up breaking up, if that’s what they wanted, then there’s no helping it......But, but, but! 


     


    It’d be nice if there was a way for everyone to be happy without interfering too much...!


    I’m the one who gave myself such a difficult mission. For now, I’ve thought up a lot of patterns for my responses. All that’s left is to complete the real thing…


    We arrive at the café. After receiving our ordered cafe latte, we went upstairs. There was a familiar face sparkling and shining sitting near the window. It was Fuwa Aya, a girl who raised the overall beauty level of the store.


    “This isn’t just déjà vu!”


    And she had black coffee in her hand. Was this a reenactment of that day? 


    “Am I going to be bought by Aya and Chisaki for a million yen this time?”8


    “What are you talking about, Mari?” 


    As I stopped, I was pushed from behind by a tray. I was sandwiched between the two and sat down at a table, not knowing what was going to happen next. I put my mouth on the straw and took a wait-and-see approach.


    Well, I knew that Aya and Chisaki had been getting along well lately, but...what’s this? Really, what was going on? I really don’t know what’s going to happen, even with my ability to read the atmosphere. 


    “Umm, for now, is it okay if I start talking?” 


    “Yes.” 


    Seeing the two of them make eye contact made my chest sting a little.


    No, I don’t mind that the two of them are getting along well. After all, it was me who brought Aya into the group. It’s not jealousy or anything like that! 


    “Lately, she’s been asking me for advice.” 


    “Wh-what kind of advice?”


    I asked with a half-hearted question mark, but there was only one thing to ask Aya. It’s about Asta, of course. 


     


    With a feeling of “I knew it…”, I swallowed the overly bitter cafe latte. Chisaki looked away and muttered, hiding her mouth. 


    “...Yume’s.”


    Huh!?


    I looked at Aya. She was drinking black coffee with an innocent face. She’s letting Chisaki do all the explaining!


    The way she can relax like that. I think that’s amazing. I don’t think I could imitate it though! 


    “Eh. Are we talking about Yume? What’s going on?”


    “Um, well…”


    Chisaki seemed hesitant which was unusual for her. I still can’t let my guard down. I feel like it’s something difficult to say, so I tense my stomach muscles. 


    “It’s our first anniversary of being together.” 


    “Yeah.”


    Chisaki’s cheeks were red. “So, what should I do...”


    Hahaha, Chisaki laughed as if trying to brush it off.


    Yeah.


    …Ehhh!?


    Is it over?!


    I ask in a flustered tone, “Wait! Weren’t you talking about breaking up or not!?” 


    “Eeee, why would you think that.” 


    “Well…”


    Does this mean I was wrong about everything...?


    Does this mean that Yume’s concern that “Chi-chan being cold to her recently” was a needless worry?


    No way…No way!


     


    “No, even if that’s the case! I was called here today because Shy Chisaki-chan couldn’t think of any ideas to celebrate your one-year anniversary together, right?”


    “Oi, Mari...” She glared at me, but I wasn’t the least bit scared.


    Instead, Aya chuckled. “That’s how it is.”


    I had so many complaints, like “If that’s the case, you should have said it first on LINE” or “Don’t use ambiguous language”, but… 


    Somehow my chest feels tight and I can’t find the words. 


    “That’s why I didn’t want to invite Mari...I knew I would definitely be teased,” Chisaki pouted and pursed her lips in a sulky manner. She rested her cheek on her hand and turned away.


    However, she glanced at me and opened her mouth in surprise, and said, “Huh? Are you crying, Mari?”


    “...Marika?”


    I wasn’t aware at all. 


    For a moment, I didn’t realize that I was being talked to.


    “Huh?” I rubbed my teary eyes with my sleeve. It was true. I wasn’t crying my eyes out, but tears were welling up in my eyes. It was probably because all the tension in my body was released at once.


    I am exhausted and lean my weight on the chair. “No, but, you know... Recently, Chisaki’s behavior has been strange, and I’m starting to wonder if they might break up...” Oh no, I should be calm, but my emotions are too high, and my voice trembles. I want to explain that it’s not like that, but if I speak any further, tears might really start to fall. It’s frustrating. Then, Aya tightly grabs my hand. No, I’m sorry.


    Chisaki also looked at me with a troubled expression. “...But why is Mari crying even if we break up?”


    That’s because... 


    “Both of you are my friends... I don’t want my friends to go through sad times...” 


     


    “Honestly...” Chisaki, who is weak in friendship, laughed with a teary smile. “I’m sorry for worrying you... By the way, did we really seem like we were going to break up?” 


    “I don’t know... but I heard that you’ve been in contact with Asta a lot.” 


    “Haa? You probably heard that from Yume, right? I was just giving her advice.”


    “Advice...?” Upon hearing those words, the tears receded. But I couldn’t shake the feeling of a bad suspicion regarding Asta’s consultation. I frowned, wondering if he was going to invite them again for a threesome.


    However, Chisaki’s tone of voice remained natural. “She seems to be taking the high school entrance exams at our school.”


    “What!? Her!?”


    “I’ve been giving her advice about them.”


    W-Well, that’s a perfectly reasonable reason.


    Huh, what? Asta’s coming to Kitazawa High School?


    She’s my kouhai......? Is she okay? 


    “At first, it seems like she asked Aya, but she said her reasoning was too smart for her to understand.”


    “Well, if that’s the case, wouldn’t she contact me next?” I’ve already exchanged contact info with her. 


    “I heard he didn’t want to contact Mari because her ’master’ is too strict.”


    I looked at Aya, but she didn’t even try to explain herself. 


    “Because Asta is dangerous.”


    Well, that’s, yeah.


    Chiskai shrugged. “You really are overprotective, Aya. She’s just a middle schooler.”


    That’s just because you don’t know her true nature, Chisaki. She kissed me on our first meeting, you know. 


     


    But for now, it seems that Chisaki hasn’t fallen into Asta’s clutches, which is a relief. It was all just Yume’s misunderstanding. Chisaki truly treasures Yume. 


    Haaaa… I let out a big sigh. “Phew...I see, that’s good to hear...”


    Just as the conversation reached a stopping point, Aya gave Chisaki an accusing look. “You made Makika cry.” 


    ”...Sorry about that.”


    I’m not crying or anything. It’s just that water is coming out of my eyes…


    “That being said, Yume is too suspicious about everything. This isn’t the first time she’s done something like this you know. Just how little does she trust people?”


    “That may be true, but...”


    I took a quick glance at Aya. I can totally understand her feeling of anxiety. Chisaki is also the type who lacks words like Aya. What sets Yume apart from me is that she is a romantic and tends to rely on her partner, but she is too timid to question them on her own.


    ”...Well, you know, it’s not always like the person you’re dating will be a perfect match in every way.” Chisaki smiled mischievously and averted her gaze.


    You don’t have to say that out loud. When I pouted, Aya pointed at Chisaki as if mocking her.


    “Matsukawa is trying to look cool in front of Marika, right?”


    “Ehhh?”


    “Actually, you just want to give her a gift to show your gratitude, don’t you? If so, why don’t you just say it?”


    I thought it was rare. Aya spoke her mind so bluntly to someone other than me.


     ”...Don’t say it so bluntly, Aya.” 


    “If I don’t say it, it won’t get through. It’s because I was like that.”


    Despite the short exchange, Aya had completely taken the initiative at this table. When she smiled and said “Right?” even I felt strangely embarrassed.


    I see... so this is why Aya was present in this situation... She was like a safety device in case Chisaki started saying something weird…


    And Chisaki, who was blushing just as much as me, said, “I understand that, but...even if we say it, it might not get across, right?” Despite her usual cynical attitude, Chisaki seemed small. “Actually, Reina9 didn’t understand me. Once I get fired up, I can’t help getting hot-headed too. Instead of fighting, I would rather wish for us to continue to date half-mindedly. Once we break up there’s no telling if we can return to being friends, after all.”


    Chisaki has been bothered by the fight she had with Reina Nishida all this time, so she must have taken various precautions to ensure that the same thing didn’t happen with Yume. 


    I haven’t had any experience dating anyone other than Aya, so my experience points are still lacking, but I feel like I understand what Chisaki is saying.


    It’s about how much you fell for them. If it’s moderate, you can break up without too much damage. To have insurance that both of you aren’t serious, it is important to set the ground rule, but in Chisaki’s case, she stared at me and said “But, you know, Mari said that you wouldn’t know until you try doing it.”


    “Eehh? Me?” 


    “You were so cool when you lashed out against Reina. So, I thought that I’d like to try that, in my own way, too. Then after I consulted with Aya, she said that Mari too should come together.” 


    “Y-Yeah, I see, I see, I understand.”


    Being complimented by the sharp-tongued Chisaki made me feel uneasy. I made a bold statement to Reina. I told her that it’s lame to give up superficially. Certainly, Chisaki seemed a bit strange at that time. 


    We took a little break and drank some ginger ale, and then Chisaki sighed, “I’ve dated a few times in middle school too, but I didn’t really care if it was a boyfriend or girlfriend. I just dated them because they confessed to me. So what?”


    Chisaki chuckled suddenly. “I’ve never felt restricted being myself, and I always thought it was pointless to change for someone else. I didn’t understand the point of holding onto someone who wasn’t working out. Actually, even if I broke up with Yume, I think someone else would confess to me again soon enough.”


    “Wow, that’s harsh. That’s so like you, Chisaki.” I lightly joke and laugh along with Chishaki, who has regained her composure. 


    “But when I heard Mari’s words... I thought, ‘Isn’t that the same thing as what Reina is doing?’”, Chisaki said with a smile as she lowered her gaze. “Aaaa, compared to Mari at that time, I feel so uncool... So, yeah, maybe I’ll just try doing what I want to do.”


    I see. The words I told Reina also struck Chisaki. Although I feel somewhat sorry, I’m glad she’s seriously considering her relationship with Yume... maybe. Like Chisaki, I also think Yume is a good person. I want her to be happy.


    Noticing that I am listening eagerly, Chisaki laughs as if teasing me, “But even then, I called Mari and asked, ’What should I do!?’ so it’s still pretty lame.” 


    “That’s not true! Chiskai, you did a great job!”


    I held Chisaki’s hand. “It’s not lame at all, it’s much cooler now!” 


    “R-Really?” 


    “Yeah!” I looked into her eyes and nodded, and Chisaki’s face turned even redder.


    The sight of Chisaki, who usually has a cool vibe, being shy was oddly cute. Besides, a girl who tries her best to make her crush happy is definitely cute, isn’t she? 


    At that moment, Aya interrupted us. She grabbed our wrists and silently separated our hands. She seemed to be shaking her head as if to say, “I won’t allow that.” 


    Who does she think she is... my owner?


    —For a moment, things got a bit awkward, but well, never mind.


    “I’m more than happy to help! When’s your anniversary?”


    “It’s on February 14th. Valentine’s Day.” 


    “I-Is that so?!”


     


    While keeping an eye on Aya’s expression, I nod deeply. 


    So Yume was planning to make chocolates for her one-year anniversary with Chisaki from the beginning. Come to think of it, she seemed to be really fired up about Valentine’s Day. I just assumed it was because she was good at making sweets. So it was because it was their anniversary.


    Eeeh—, so that’s how it is! I’m starting to feel really excited! 


    “Alrighty, then we should do something as well, Chisaki! Ah, how about a present!? Don’t worry, trust me! As a high school girl, I’ll think of something for you!”


    “Nono, I’m also a high school student. I’m often mistaken for a working adult, though.”


    “In exchange, I’ll leave the budget to you, Chisaki. Work hard and earn some overtime pay this month for your beloved high school girlfriend!”


    “Ahhh, jeez. You’re right. In terms of mental age, there’s only that much of an age difference. So, what would make my high school girlfriend happy?”


    What would make Yume happy? I wonder... Something important?


    “I think she would definitely be happy with things like a wedding ring or a marriage certificate. There’s no doubt about it.”


    “Wh-what’s with your fantasies? Are you some kind of marriage-hunting girl or something?”


    After all, talking nonsense like this with Chisaki is enjoyable. If I can make people happy with my own ideas, I would like to participate as much as possible. 


    An idea suddenly struck me. “Ahh—, I wonder if I should work in this kind of job in the future!”


    “Like a wedding planner? Mari, it seems to suit you quite well.”


    “Yeah, someone who’s trying to make people happy with their money, and someone who’s trying to stick their mouth in from the sidelines.”


    “Apologize to all the wedding planners in the world.”


     


    Aya, who hadn’t said anything for a while, gracefully crossed her legs and smiled with a black coffee in one hand. “See, I told you. Everything will be fine if Marika is here.”


    “No, why are you so smug about it, Aya?”


    “It’s not fair that Aya gets to have that position.” 


    Both of us agreed excitedly, “I know!”


    Aya had a slightly dissatisfied look on her face.


    Afterward, the strategy meeting continued until Aya had to leave for her part-time job. It was just a fun conversation where we could relax and let our guard down for the first time in a while.


    Valentine’s Day is coming up. Even though I didn’t go to karaoke, my stress vanished.


     


    ***


     


    The sweet smell of chocolate is wafting in the kitchen at Natsumi’s house. 


    It’s Saturday afternoon, and it’s the third and final cooking class. 


    “I-It’s done” 


    “It’s done” 


    “Here it comes.”


    Aside from the bowls, cutting boards, and dishes piled up in the sink there were a bunch of cute sweets on the table.


    Today, when we had plenty of time after Natsumi-chan’s club activities ended, we finally managed to complete handmade chocolates from start to finish!


    Wow, the feeling of accomplishment is amazing. And Yume’s skill is really something. She was so efficient and seemed to be running on a different battery than usual. Even so, I can’t believe she can make something this good after only three times.


    Natsumi seems so fond of the chocolate she made that she seems like she wants to rub it against her cheeks. “Ah, my child, my precious child... Nufufu, my chocolate baby...” 


    “If you’re that attached to it, won’t you be unable to give it away!?”


    Natsumi looks at the chocolate with an intoxicated expression. “On the other hand, there’s nothing better than being able to entrust such a precious child... Haa, haa... Haru, please take my baby...” 


    “If you give me a wrapped baby, I’ll be traumatized.”


    On the other hand, Yume crosses her arms and nods in satisfaction. “I’ve used all my skills. This is the culmination of my days spent just making sweets without studying or doing homework.” 


    “It’s really amazing, Yume, it looks like the macarons in the store. But you should still study and do your homework.”


    Yume’s composed expression lasted only five seconds. She took out her smartphone while gasping for breath. “Oh, this will definitely look good... I want to post it on Instagram right now and show it off to the whole world... The macarons I made... the cute, cute macarons that were so difficult to bake slowly at low temperature...” 


    “Take the photo now and post it on Valentine’s Day.” 


    “No way! Now is better! Because I made them so cute! It’s so aesthetically pleasing!” 


    “Stop it already!”


    While holding and restraining Yume tightly, my heart was pounding. Part of it was because the petite truffles were done well, but also because one of my three concerns had been resolved, making me feel as if I had taken off a huge backpack.


    At the very least, Chisaki and Yume cared for each other. There may have been some slight misunderstandings, but it would all be settled by Valentine’s Day, and it would surely be a wonderful day.


    As for the matter between Natsumi-chan and me... well, I think we’ll figure something out! There’s no use worrying about it too much! 


    After making a fuss for a while, we finished cleaning up the various cooking utensils on the work table. We moved to the dining table, and our second battle began.


    On the table, there’s Natsumi’s chocolate tart, my decorated truffles, and Yume’s macarons (along with a lot of other failed attempts).


    In front of them, Yume raised her finger with a face like a variety show host. “Now, it’s a question for Marika and Nattsun. What do we need to make this wonderful chocolate even more wonderful?” 


    “Yes.” 


    “Go ahead, Nattsun.” 


    “Of course... It's love!” 


    “Incorrect! Because at the point of making it, a loooooot of love is put into it~~~! Isn’t that right, Nattsun?”


    “Indeed! It’s possible that only love is present!”


    Then I raised my hand instead and said, “It’s something to make it even more wonderful, right? It’s too easy. Just add a 10,000 yen bill next to the chocolate.” 


    “That’s it! Correct, Marika!” 


    “That’s not it!”


    Why am I the one who gets teased for making a joke? 


    “That’s enough of the farce. The correct answer would be to... put the chocolate in a nice box, wrap it in a beautiful piece of paper, and then tie it with a cute ribbon!” 


    “Eeee, what the… Yumecchi that would definitely look beautiful...” 


    “It will look super decorated, and it won’t get crushed like when you carry it around in a plastic bag!” 


    “You’re a genius! Killing two birds with one stone!”


    It may be hard to believe with such a low-IQ conversation, but Natsumi-chan is actually good at studying. Yume is not. 


    “So, here is the product I am introducing—”


    Yume and I spread out the wrapping materials we bought at Hands on the table. Colorful wrapping paper, sparkling stickers, and one-pointed ribbons were truly gorgeous. Since Yume and I picked them together, every design looked divine and absolutely stunning.


    Natsumi-chan blinks her eyes in surprise. “Ehhh, what’s this?! Since when?! A magic trick?!”


    “I bought it and prepared it in advance. You see, Yume and I aren’t in any clubs, so we have a lot of free time after school.”


    “Plus, I have a part-time job, and have extra money~ I have over ten billion yen in savings~”


    “Y-you two~~~”


    Even though she said that Natsumi took out her wallet and split the bill. I’m really grateful for letting me use her house, so I didn’t mind paying for it, but she’s really diligent about things like this. So earnest.


    With our spirits lifted, we watched wrapping tutorial videos on our smartphones and clumsily ruined several sheets of paper while trying to imitate them. 


    “Ah, they say you should use newspapers or flyers for practice first!”


    “Once it had fold marks, it’s no longer usable, Marika! Uwah, what a waste!”


    Yume, who had savings of ten billion yen, was struggling to straighten the folds. The box-style wrapping, diagonal wrapping, and caramel wrapping all seemed a bit difficult and required some practice. The version with a drawstring bag is easy and simple. Natsumi-chan seems to be challenging herself by trying the drawstring bag style and was struggling to tie the ribbon. 


    “But seriously... thank you so much, both of you.” As she moved her fingers, Natsumi muttered softly. Her voice was more sentimental than usual. 


    Indeed, this was the last time the three of them would make chocolate together. After this, we would have to do our best to prepare the chocolate on our own the day before.


    In other words, it’s a battle for each of us.


    “Oh, are these Nattsun’s closing remarks?”


    “Will the leader of the Valentine’s Day Alliance give us a heartwarming speech?”
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    As we took turns teasing her, Natsumi-chan sheepishly said, “I’ve never really been involved in these girly events before. I’ve always been on the receiving end of chocolate. But now trying it, it is so much fun! I realized that the girls who gave me chocolate in the past must have worked really hard to make it~~ I feel like I have discovered something new. I’m so glad I tried making chocolate!”


    It’s true that Natsumi-chan does seem to receive tons of chocolates. She’s tall, athletic, and refreshing.


    “But it’s all thanks to Sakakibara and Yumecchi!”


    Before I could say anything, Yume hugged her exclaiming, “Nattsun! Seriously, I’m cheering for you! You’re the cutest in the world, and I really want you to be rewarded for all your hard work! If I didn’t have a girlfriend, I’d totally date you!”


    “Eehh!? I’ve been hit on by such a cute Yumecchi! What should I do? Well, then, if Yumecchi breaks up with her girlfriend, please let me know!”


    “Got it! But that’s assuming Nattsun won’t break up with her girlfriend!”


    “Th-that’s true! So let’s just keep it as a backup plan!”


    “She suddenly became a villainess!?” 


    Yume laughed, then took out her phone. “Actually, Nattsun, I wanted to tell you this, so I’ll tell you in secret... I’m dating this person.”


    Uh-oh.


    “Ehh!? Who, who!?”


    Of course, the two in the picture were Yume and Chisaki. Natsumi-chan was very surprised. “Ehh!? I know this girl! I’ve seen her before! She’s Matsukawa-san, right!?”


    “Ehehe... yep, that’s right.”


    Natsumi-chan’s reaction to Yume’s blushing was surprisingly simple. “It’s great to be in the same class!” Even though she was told a shocking truth, there!? But it’s also so Natsumi-chan-like. 


    “Ehee, isn’t it?”


    Yume swipes the screen to switch images. A series of photos of the two of them playing together at various places flow by. They’d been going out for a year, and countless memories filled the storage.


    “Eehhh? Sakakibara already knew about this?”


    “Well, kinda”


    “I seeee. No, but Matsukawa-san is tall and cool, isn’t she?”


    “Exactly!” Having obtained the opportunity to express her love, Yume, like a fish that has found water, brims with affection for Chisaki. “Chi-chan, you know, is not only good-looking but also kind to me. She always seems uninterested in people, but the other day when we went out, she held my hand!”


    “Nuhyaaa!” Natsumi-chan let out a strange scream and covered her mouth. If this were a bed, she would probably be rolling around on it. 


    You are doing your best, Chisaki... You really got love in your heart, don’t you? Yes, yes. I’m feeling like a parent right now for some reason.


    And so, while Yume and Natsumi-chan were talking, I practiced wrapping for a while, glancing sideways… but I could feel someone’s gaze on me. I hope this situation doesn’t lead me to coming out too. 


    “Hey, hey, what about you Sakakibara!?”


    “As I thought!”


    “Ah, no, sorry! You don’t have to say anything if you don’t want to!”


    You don’t have to keep making that apologetic face over every little thing! Seriously, even though I’ve already heard all about Haru-chan from Natsumi-chan! 


    “Ugh, seriously!” I couldn’t help but shout. Yume was grinning.


    “...Fuwa”


    “Ehh?”


    I resigned myself and told her, “It’s Fuwa Aya!”


    Natsumi-chan was stunned with her mouth open for a while. She shouted with a voice louder than when Yume revealed.


    “Eeeeeehhhhh!? Fuwa Aya, that, um, um person!?”


    “I don’t know which Fuwa Aya you’re thinking of, but probably, ummm, that… one.” Not knowing what she was so surprised about, all I could do was nod vaguely.


    “Wh-why!”


    “Well, um, I was confessed to…”


    Did I confess? Or was it me who confessed…? No, no, that one million yen incident was like a confession, wasn’t it? I’ll decide it was Aya who confessed first.


    Natsumi-chan’s eyes lit up even more. “But Fuwa-san is, like, soooo beautiful, right!? Ehhh!? That’s amazing, you two are such a perfect match! Like two goddesses!”


    “No, no, no… Aya might be, but I’m not.” I started to feel humiliated. “So, you see, that’s how it is…”


    “Hey, hey, what do Sakakibara and Fuwa usually do together!? They’re so high up in the clouds, it’s beyond my imagination! Are they invited to a ball in a pumpkin carriage!?”


    “Like that would happen.”


    I tried to change the subject, but Natsumi-chan wouldn’t leave it alone.


    “Pe-perhaps you two already… kissed and stuff!?”


    “No comment!”


    “Oh my gosh! Sakakibara and Fuwa-san are like art! They look like a pair of Venus statues!”


    “Are you even listening to what I’m saying!?”


    “Oh, Nattsun... Actually, Marika pulled Aya into our group because she wanted to be with us at school too.”


    “You don’t have to bring up unnecessary things!”


    “Ohhhh!! So that’s why you’ve been hanging out with her lately!”


    With Yume joining the fray, things have become a complete mess. She stands out even more in class, dating that enigmatic and mysterious beauty, which only adds fuel to the teasing I endure. Honestly, as long as I keep quiet, Aya remains a perfect girl detached from reality... There were even rumors circulating that she’s a wealthy heiress. If my patience had worn any thinner, I would have spilled everything about Aya’s misdeeds, exposing her true perverted nature. No, that would expose me too…! 


    “Hey, hey, don’t you have any lovey-dovey episodes together? I wanna hear about them!”


    “W-well, in that case, let me tell you about the double date we had at the amusement park the other day.”


    “Waaaa, waaaa.”


    “Oh jeez…”


    But, I don’t know what it is. It’s not just Yume. I feel like I’ve been friends with Natsumi for years.


    Love can make you feel anxious, jealous, and painful, but it also gives you the power to move forward. 


    The reason why I helped everyone isn’t just because I enjoy it, but that I might also get some part of that power in return.


    In the first place, the reason I thought of putting effort into Valentine’s Day was because Yume invited me to join her.


    I see. I thought I was doing my best for the two of them, but I was just spinning my wheels... I think I was the one who was really being helped.


    With Natsumi-chan and Yume’s endless love talk beside me, I muttered quietly, “...But thank you too.”


    “Hmm?”


    “What for?”


    Unexpectedly, the words flowed smoothly from my mouth. “Because you two were there, I made up my mind to gather my courage. I think if I had been alone, I would have been trapped in indecision and unable to move forward at all. So, thank you.”


    The only problem left for me to overcome was my own. But now, I feel like everything will be okay. The energy of a girl in love is overflowing here. 


    I’m thinking about Aya too much, I know my girlfriend will not disappoint me because I love her so much.


    I shyly smile and say, “That was really fun.”


    Then, I was hugged from both sides by the two of them. “Wow, Sakakibara is so cute! Super girly! And she smells so sweet! Should I snatch her away from Fuwa-san!?” 


    “Hey, hold on, Natsumi-chan, stop it!” 


    “That’s right, Nattsun! No, you can’t have Marika because she’s mine!”


    “That’s not true! You have Chisaki, don’t you?”


    “Yumecchi, you said earlier that you would go out with me?!” 


    “Marika’s mine and I’m keeping her! You two can go and get your own room!”


    “I’m not even second place! I can’t help it! Considering Sakakibara’s cuteness!” 


    “Don’t rub my head like that! Oh, come on! You guys!”


    After separating from the two, we held a grand chocolate-tasting event with the remaining chocolates. Each of us held a drink in one hand. 


    With a smile of a lovestruck maiden, Natsumi-chan made a declaration. “Even if I were to be rejected in love, our friendship with each other will last forever~!” 


    And so, the long-awaited day of the showdown finally arrived.
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    On the morning of Valentine’s Day. 


    I was staring into the mirror. “...Hmm, okay”


    Although it was a weekday and there was school as usual, so I couldn’t put on too much makeup, so I applied a slightly brighter than usual pink lipstick from the drugstore in front of the mirror. 


    “Cute, cute,” I tell myself while changing my angle to confirm. Yeah, isn’t it good? It’s good, right? It doesn’t feel much different from usual. I think it would be better to put more shimmer around my eyes…


    Once I started to notice one thing, I couldn’t help but worry about my bangs, cheek, and other details. But I don’t have time to start my makeup from scratch again, and I know that there’s no time limit! 


    “Marikaaa, You’re gonna be lateee!” 


    “Aaah, jeez, I knoww!”


    After shouting to my Mom, I put on my coat and wrapped my scarf. I carried a bag full of handmade chocolate to the entrance.


    “Well then, I’m off.”


    “Ah, Marika, are you going to be late today?”


    I hesitated a little at Mom’s casual question as she poked her head out of the living room.


    “Umm, I don’t know.”


    “Alright. You have school tomorrow, so don’t be too late.”


    “Yeah.”


    I think my mother is understanding and a good parent, but it’s still embarrassing to have these kinda conversations with her. I pretended to be in a hurry and quickly put on my brown loafers. 


    As soon as I opened the door, a chilly breeze rushed in, causing me to grimace. Uuu, it’s cold. However, today I decided not to wear a mask as I walked. More than anything, I wanted to preserve my makeup and remain the cutest version of myself. It’s okay, just for today, it won’t be cold. After all, my heart has been pounding non-stop all this time. 


    “Here’s your chocolate!”


    “Me too!”


    When I arrived in the classroom, I was handed a brightly wrapped chocolate with a character design by a gyaru-looking girl. It was the Kishinami and Tomatsu combo.


    “Ehh, whaaat, for me?”


    The two followers of Reina Nishida have little contact with our group. I only talked to them about Reina-related stuff the other day, so it was quite surprising. Plus, it doesn’t seem like they’re giving chocolate to everyone.


    About half of the students are still arriving at school. However, there was a faint smell of chocolate drifting in the classroom.


    Kishinami and Tomatsu are loosening their cheeks with a happy “hehe.” 


    “Actually, Reina has started to hold regular mixers for us since then,” Kishinami said. 


    “And she even took us to clubs in Shibuya and stuff. There were lots of industry people and handsome guys! It’s full of opportunities! Well, we haven’t had much success yet! But we aren’t cheap!” 


    “Oh, really? That’s great,” I said.


    They nodded with a party-like smile. They’re kind of like twins. Cute. “So, we got Sakakibara some giri-choco{tl note} as a thank you!” 


    “Giving presents again would be too formal, right? Our feelings are all packed into the chocolate! Enjoy it to the fullest!”


    I know these girls aren’t bad people, but they can be quite shrewd. I asked, just to be sure. “Is this some kind of bribe or something?” 


    “No, it’s not!” They both replied together. It seems like I can trust them.


    “Okay, thanks. Oh, I’m happy. You two are surprisingly loyal,” I said with a smile. 


    What’s this? They grinned at me with a smirk. “Got it, got it... If we end up in the same class next year, let’s get along! We don’t need anything for White Day! See you then!” 


    “Is it still a bribe!?” They’re really cheeky. Didn’t they use to say mean things to me before? Like Cinderella’s stepsisters.


    But I can’t help but laugh at their smooth-talking and smiling faces, so I guess I lost. “Okay, okay, I got it... I don’t want to be a loner either, so if we end up in the same class, let’s get along. I’ll make the Marika group again.” 


    “Yay!”


    Just as we finished talking, someone spoke from behind. “Well, it’s always better to have insurance, right?” “What!?” The two of them turned around like they were being bounced back.


    Reina Nishida appeared with her usual silly smile. She’s a beauty who rivals Aya and is a tall model. Her face is so different from Japanese people’s that you feel like you want to step back when she suddenly appears.


    Kishinami and Tomatsu immediately clung to the boss’s arms. “Of course, being in the same class as Reina is the best!” “And even if we’re in different classes, we’ll go see Reina during break time!” They sounded like cats purring.


    “No, that’s annoying. Thank you, though.” Reina gave a merciful smile, as if she were tickling a cat’s chin with her finger, and handed them two wrapped packages. “Here’s a gift for you two cuties.”


    Kishinami and Tomatsu both gave a yellow voice. “Wow! Reina’s chocolate!” 


    “Amazing! And it’s Godiva{tl note = expensive chocolate store}!” 


    “It’s sticky, but thanks a lot!” They said in unison, hugging Reina with hearts in their eyes.


    Reina’s dominance is amazing. She properly rewards them on event days and takes care of them regularly... 


    Reina, who was petting the heads of her subordinates (or pets?), received adoring looks from Tomatsu and Kishinami. It feels like some sort of Yakuza boss and their favorite hostess. Could this entourage be one of Reina’s harem? At the very least, if Reina were to make a move on them, they’d probably be head over heels and succumb to her... No, surely not in the dead of night...!?


    “Hm?”


    As I was having some naughty thoughts, Reina laughed. “That face, could it be that Marika wanted it too? Reina-san’s chocolates?” 


    “Ah, no.”


    She gave me a carnivorous-like smile that I couldn’t ignore. 


    “Well, it’s not like that, but...” I couldn’t possibly tell her that I was fantasizing about her and her entourage. Besides, if I accepted chocolate from Reina, I’d be in for a world of trouble... 


    “Ah, right. Reina-san and Marika aren’t like that, are they?” 


    “I won’t ask what kind of relationship they have.”


    I fumbled around in my bag and took out a furoshiki wrapping. I waved it around to the left and right in front of Reina. “Here.”


    Reina’s face became serious for a moment. So scary. “Eh? For Reina-san?” 


    “Yeah. Ah, don’t worry, it’s not handmade. I mean, not Godiva or anything, just a store-bought one.”


    Reina gave me a suspicious look as she stared at me. Her eyes are so big and intimidating that I feel like a delinquent being scolded when she’s silent. Maybe she’s aware of that and that’s why she usually talks in a laid-back manner.


    Well, that’s fine. I waved my hands. “No, no, it’s alright. I’m not expecting anything in return for this. Just thought I’d make up for last year. You know, patch things up?”


    Reina smiles lightly and tilts her head. “I don’t recall having any fights, though?”


    Seriously? Is she really insisting on that just because we’re in the classroom? After all the fuss we made.


    “But, well...” Reina uses her fingers, resembling a bird’s beak, to delicately grab the wrapped pouch from my hand. “If you’re giving it to me, I’ll graciously accept it. You know, due to my work, I can’t eat a lot of chocolates,” Reina says. 


    “It must be tough with dietary restrictions. That’s why I chose Inca berries, dried fruits that even famous models use.” 


    ”...Ah, I see”


    “Yeah.”


    And then for some reason Reina suddenly fell silent, looking displeased.


    Tomatsu and Kishinami looked at each other like, “What do we do?”  I felt the same. 


     


    As the one in charge, I hope she behaves in a more appropriate manner to maintain the atmosphere, like a queen.


    Reina crossed her arms and, after a while, opened her mouth. “Marika is really clever, isn’t she? I wonder how much of it is natural...” 


    “Eh, what? You’re praising me?”


    “Ugh, never mind...” Reina says with a half-hearted attitude.


    What the heck! 


    Still, with an indecisive attitude, Reina instead grabs my hand with both of hers. 


    “I’m sorry, Reina-san, I didn’t bring a return gift for you–” I say.


    “No, I don’t need anything like that—” Reina responds, and her face draws closer.


    My cheeks were caressed by her hair. A moist sound echoed, and something soft was pressed against my cheeks. 


    …Ehhh? Reina’s voice, like glass being struck, came to my ear. “—Thanks a bunch, Marika, I love you”


    “Hah?”


    Holding my cheeks in surprise, I jumped back. “Whaaaaa!?!”


    Tomatsu and Kishinami were also shocked. This girl had just kissed my cheeks in the classroom.


    Reina was laughing mischievously. This isn’t the time to be laughing! 


    “Good thing Fuwa hasn’t come to school yet, Marika.” 


    “That’s my line, you know!?” 


    If Aya were here, she would have thrown things at Reina without any mercy! And I would have been pushed down in the classroom!


    Ugh, I can’t believe it, unbelievable! This is infuriating, Reina! Is she really going to dedicate her life to harassing me!?


    Leaving behind Tomatsu and Kishinami, who were stunned, Reina returned to her seat with a cheerful face, saying “One win–, One loss–” in a singing voice. She was also happily looking at the wrapping paper I had given her. I shouldn’t have given her a present!


    “Marika.” 


    “Ahh!” I exclaimed, raising my head, which I had been holding in my hands, I saw Aya, who had just arrived at school. Nothing’s wrong, I waved my hand as hard as I could to show her that. I didn’t want her to see any unnecessary blood. 


    “Good morning, what happened?” 


    “Wha, no, nothing!?” Frantically shaking my head, Aya stared at me.


    Wh-wha-what…


    It’s alright, nothing happened, nothing happened!


    The “Fuwa Incident: High School Version” is absolutely not allowed! My body remains pure!


    In front of the timid me, Aya smiled gently. “Your lipstick today is really cute.”


    All my strength left my body, and I replied “Thank you…”


    Even from her distant seat, Reina was still making a devilish face while laughing. God, please put her in a different class next year!


    Amid all this commotion… Even though it’s an all-girls school, it seemed like everyone was in a rush since the morning. There were chocolate exchange parties in class, and some girls were risking their lives after school because their boyfriends were waiting outside.


    Thanks to my announcement in advance on Instagram and other places which said “I don’t need obligation presents! Let’s hang out again instead!” I didn’t get too many presents, but there were still some people, like Kishinami and Tomatsu, who really wanted to give me something, and my bag was getting heavier.


    This is one of them. During the break, I was called out by Chisaki, “Mari, your kouhais are here,” and I stepped out into the hallway. 


    Sure enough, there were Kana and Haru-chan, both of them shrinking back with bashful faces. Though I felt a momentary flutter upon seeing Haru-chan’s face, I quickly regained my composure. “Oh? Kouhais, huh? On a chocolate present trip?”


    “Yes! A cute kouhai came to deliver it to Senpai!”


    Hmm, how obedient and cute. I figured they must have been nervous on the upperclassmen’s floor, so we walked together to the landing. I quickly regretted it. It’s cold! Putting on a stoic face, I smiled. 


    “Well, you didn’t have to come all the way here. You could have just sent me a message.”


    “Ahh, no no, it’s just good manners for kouhais to visit their senpais, right? Have you forgotten the basics of etiquette since you quit the club activities? Do you want to start from preschool?”


    “Hahaha, you little–!” 


    “Ouch, but it was just a joke, that was a bit too strong!”


    I lightly pat their backs. Hmm, it felt like a scene from junior high school.


    Speaking of which, what was Haru’s situation...? Of course, to an outsider, it would appear that she’s nervous because she’s giving me chocolate, her admired senpai... But I already know the situation. 


    The truth is, she wants to give me the chocolate as an obligation, but she’s actually feeling tense because she wants to give the real Valentine’s chocolate to someone else—someone who happens to be my girlfriend. That’s why she’s feeling awkward. As a senpai, I want to help her relax, but as my love rival, it’s a complex position that confuses me.


    “Here you go, senpai!” Kana said cheerfully as she handed me a small package. Inside was a dancing river otter. It had a unique charm to it.


    “Thanks. I’ll offer it to the gods and pray every day,” I said as she accepted it. 


    “I also bought some delicious cookies, so please have some!”


    “Whoa, I’m unexpectedly popular with the juniors. It makes me happy.”


    “Of course! There was no one else at the track and field club who was as cool as Marika-senpai! You’re our generation’s idol, legend, and role model, Senpai!”


    “Hahaha, go on, compliment me more!” 


    I loved hearing the compliments and laughed heartily to lighten the mood. In truth, I was really enjoying it.


    With my chest puffed out, I laughed, and Kana urged Haru. “Come on, Haru, it’s your turn.”


    Finally, it was Haru’s turn. She nervously handed me the chocolates.


    “U-um, here! This is chocolate!”


    “Yay! Thank you so much! I’m so happy!”


    I received the simple blue package with both hands and cheered cheerfully. Expressing my happiness to the fullest was one of my specialties. I believed that being extra was the best way to show my gratitude.


    Hugging the package close, I smiled brightly. “Thanks, Haru-chan. I’m so happy you said you were my fan!”


    At my words, her face suddenly became pensive. “Yes... um, uh…!”


    “Hmm?”


    Her face drew closer, and she looked up at me from below. Her normally cheerful eyes were serious, filled with determination. “Um, well, I... ”


    I tilted my head and gave her a faint smile. “Yeah?”


    Haru-chan swallowed her words. “I... ”


    “Haru?” Sensing that Haru-chan was unable to say anything, Kana looked at her with a puzzled expression and spoke up. 


    Ah, yeah, I understood. Haru-chan intends to confess to Aya once again, and she’s trying to confide in us about it. She doesn’t want to lie about her own feelings and wants to be honest and straightforward. She’s a sincere girl, just as I heard from Natsumi-chan. 


    Taking a small breath, I... As gently as possible, I show a smile. “Hey, Haru-chan, do you have someone special this time?” 


    ”...Eh? uhm...”


    Not expecting me to take the lead, Haru-chan’s eyes widened. 


    “You have someone you like right? Haru-chan”


    “Well, uhm… Senpai…”


    A kouhai who resembled a small, anxious animal, trembling with unease. In situations like this, I know from experience how to approach and speak to her. I should be like Karen-san, who always helped me when I was in trouble at the bar. Meeting Aya, being in a relationship with her, and going through many ups and downs have taught me a lot of things I wouldn’t have understood otherwise. This is just one of them. Whenever Karen-san would listen to my concerns, she always smiled in a captivating way.


    So, I want to be able to support Haru-chan too. 


    “Haru-chan, it’s such a waste if you can’t convey your feelings to someone because you’re worried about what others might think.” 


    Haru-chan lifted her face and looked at me. She had an expression that seemed to say, “Are you saying that?” 


    Well, yeah.  It’s not like I’m acting all confident. Haru-chan is really cute, and I can’t help but feel a bit worried about losing Aya to someone else. I trust Aya, but that doesn’t mean I’m not worrying. But you know, right now, I’m not just Aya’s girlfriend or her senior in life.


    I’m saying this as Sakakibara Marika, a girl who’s in love just like Haru-chan. 


    “Love is mostly just a selfish desire, right? We go through the trouble of making chocolates even though we can easily buy them at a store. And even though cooking isn’t really our specialty, we put in a lot of effort. The taste is probably better at a shop, so it’s really just self-satisfaction. But you know, in the end, we do it because we want to.”


    Right? I tilt my head and continue, “So I think it’s okay to pursue what you want with your own feelings. We should just forget about our positions of senpai and kouhai. Well, maybe it’s weird for me to say that...” 


    I place my hand on my chest and gently convey my words, like stroking a baby’s cheek. “Do your best, Haru-chan.” 


    Haru’s eyes tremble. Even if Aya doesn’t respond to Haru’s confession, or even if she does, it’ll be at that time. Because life is like that. 


    I’ve been watching over the effort of a girl like Natsumi, who has a crush on someone, with all her smiles, tears, blushes, and struggles. But those who are in love don’t want us to watch over them like that. 


    Therefore, “Let’s make sure that the person you like only sees the cutest part of you, Haru-chan, the part that you worked so hard on.” 


    Haru-chan’s eyes start to get teary. That’s the end of my speech. 


    Finally, with a teasing smile, I laugh and say, “Well then,” and try to leave, but Haru-chan grabs my sleeve. 


    “Senpai...” 


    “Eh, yes?”


    Haru-chan quickly releases my sleeve, realizing what she did. Her face was bright red and she bowed deeply until her face was hidden, expressing gratitude.


    “Um, I’m sorry... Th-thank you so much!” Haru-chan looks up, and there’s a small smile on her face. 


    “No, it’s not a big deal.” 


    “No! I really... love you, Senpai!” Haru’s cheerful voice echoes on the landing. “Senpai, you’re my favorite. That’s why I’ll do my best!” 


    “Okay,” I give a thumbs up awkwardly. 


    “Cheer up, kouhai.” 


    “Yes!” Haru-chan bows again and runs away, with Kana waving goodbye and following her with her athletic legs, disappearing in no time. It was much faster than the time I knew her, and I vaguely thought, “Ah, she’s really dedicated to her club activities. It feels like youth.” 


    Left alone, I let out a white breath.


    Was this the right thing to do, I wonder? Acting all cool and pushing Haru-chan forward. If I say I have no regrets... it would be a lie. What if Aya decides to break up with me because she’s decided to date Haru-chan? What should I do then?  Maybe I should start dating Natsumi-chan... She seems happy every day.


    Thinking such insincere thoughts only hurts me unnecessarily. I squat down in that spot. But since this is a seed I sowed myself, I have to take care of it properly. I’m not wrong. Haru-chan isn’t bad either. It’s just my weak heart that keeps pricking at my chest. 


    The landing should be cold, but I couldn’t bring myself to go back to the classroom right away. Being in a bad mood is a character breakdown for me. I need to at least feel like I’m allowed to be in public a little longer. I absentmindedly gaze up at the sky. And then, someone small comes up next to me. 


    “Marika, you’re a good person, aren’t you?” 


    “Hinano...” 


    Right now, I don’t have the luxury to pay much attention to them. “You really love eavesdropping, don’t you...? Don’t people call you weird for that?”


    “I don’t really mind. I’m just doing what I want.” Drinking strawberry milk from a pack, Hinano stands next to me. Her lifeless eyes make it hard to tell what she’s thinking, as always. Taking out frustration on others is something popular Marika-chan would never do. 


    ...But it’s Hinano, so it’s okay, I guess. I look up at Hinano with a sulky look. “So, did you bring me an encouraging chocolate?” 


    “Nah, I only give chocolate to my true love.”


    “Well, in that case, I guess I’m relieved...” After that, Hinano didn’t say anything in particular. She just stood by my side for a while. 


    ...What’s up with her? Is she actually being considerate? Even though it’s Hinano. “Well, sometimes unusual things happen.”


    “What?” 


    “Nothing, really?”


    I stand up and go next to Hinano. With a cool and clear profile, I ask her. “What kind of person do you like, Hinano?”


    “Someone whose face matches my preferences.” 


    “I see...” I couldn’t say anything in response to her immediate answer. What a waste of a question, really. 


    “And also…” Hinano continued “Someone serious, hardworking, and kind. But surprisingly stubborn, selfish, and greedy. Those aspects are cute too. And their lips are really soft.”


    Hinano spoke with a very gentle expression, and I ended up blushing. 


    “You’re bragging, Hinano.”


    “I know.” She gave me a smug and almost expressionless peace sign. How dare she have such a cute face, even though she’s Hinano. Well, maybe those were the words I needed right now. Pure affection directed towards someone you like. It’s a warm light that truly reaches the heart.


    Today is Valentine’s Day, a day that pushes forward girls who want to convey their feelings. And of course, I am one of them. That’s right, what am I giving up for? If Aya accepted Haru’s confession, then it’s my turn next. It’s just a change in circumstances. I can’t just give up on love because I got overshadowed a little. Love is a selfish thing. So, I’ll make countless fierce attacks on Aya and seize my love.


    That’s Sakakibara Marika. Once she decides to do something, she’ll do it. 


    “Yep, it’s great to see you happy.”


    A smile naturally appears on my face. I laugh at Hinano, and she nods in agreement. “But she’s a hardcore athlete, always busy with practice, so I don’t get to see her much, actually.” 


    “Ah, I see.” 


    “Yep, that’s why...”


    Hmm, she hands me the strawberry milk. Hinano’s tiny lips form a smile. “I only give chocolate to my true love, but how about a bite? Do you want it?” 


    “I don’t need it!”


    Hinano looks disappointed. So, she’s saying a bite-sized portion is for a convenient friends-with-benefits situation, isn’t she?! Hinano is still Hinano after all! I was so moved, but now… I part ways with Hinano and return. 


    Then, in the classroom, Natsumi-chan is lying there. “Itou Natsumi!?”


    I rush over. Natsumi-chan, who was slumped on the desk, weakly raises her pale face. “Ugh, Sakakibara... I’m done for...” 


    “W-What’s wrong?” 


    “I’ve been so nervous since yesterday that I lost my appetite... I could only eat two bowls of rice... I’m going to starve...”


    “You don’t need to worry about that. Natsumi-chan is stubborn and will keep on living.”


    But her complexion somehow looks off. Is she really okay? Even her ponytail, which always stands up straight, seems a bit disheveled.


    Natsumi-chan made an effort for today’s Valentine’s Day... Well, it’s understandable to be nervous. I think it can’t be helped. Every girl in love has it rough…


    Then, Natsumi-chan let out a delicate voice. “You know, I’ve always been a nervous wreck since forever.” 


    “Is that so?” 


    “Yeah. Before important matches, I get stomach aches and feel nauseous. Even though I’m the captain of the badminton club, it still hasn’t gotten any better. It’s so pathetic...”


    The timid Natsumi-chan took out a straw bottle from her bag and took a sip. “Huh, then what about when it’s before a match? Is it always like this?” 


    “It varies, but mostly...” 


    “That sounds tough... Natsumi-chan, I thought you were pretty capable of anything.” 


    “There’s nothing I can do... I’m not good at Japanese either...” 


    “Are you okay!?”


    Despite the upcoming major event of confessing her feelings, will she be able to endure until then? I’m starting to worry in a normal way. 


    “Ehh, should you go to the infirmary or something and rest?”


    She extended her hand. It was a gesture to stop. 


    ”?” 


    Natsumi-chan pulled her chin in. ”...It’s okay, wait, they should be here soon.”


    What?


    Natsumi-chan, who had a face as if she would endure even hiccups, sighed deeply while stroking her chest. “Aah~ I’m starting to feel better, maybe it’s getting better...” 


    “Huh, is being nervous supposed to be like that!?” 


    “This is the ultimate routine I came up with...”


    Natsumi-chan started speaking with a solemn face. “If I’m going to be nervous anyway, I thought I would push myself to the limit with nervousness beforehand, and then just relax... I have overcome numerous scenes with this method...”


    “It seems like it would put a lot of strain on your body!” I shouted for now. But Natsumi-chan’s complexion was actually improving.


    It’s like the mental control techniques of athletes or the power of self-suggestion. I have this image that Natsumi-chan tries to perceive things simply, so it seems effective. “Well, even if you fail, it’s not like it will cost you your life! Regretting not doing it is worse than regretting doing it! It’s the spirit of going all out!” 


    ...It’s amazing, but from an outsider’s perspective, it looks like her emotions have gone haywire.


    Well, whatever, that’s one of Natsumi-chan’s good points, this ability to switch her mindset. In that case, I’ll also go with a sports-drama-like attitude. “Don’t worry, Natsumi-chan. Yume and I will definitely give you chocolates today. You won’t be left alone, Natsumi-chan.” 


    “Yeah!” We firmly clasped their hands together.


    Natsumi-chan smiled brightly and cheerfully. “When I crash and burn, Sakakibara, make sure to collect my bones!” 


    “That routine of yours doesn’t exactly make you positive, does it!?”


    And just like that, before we knew it, it was after school.


    Natsumi-chan’s decisive battle was drawing near.


     


    ***


     


    Yume and I were waiting behind the school building, accompanying Natsumi-chan. I’m not into peeping or anything, but Natsumi-chan begged us, saying, “I feel more courageous when you two are with me, so please, pretty please!” I was torn between my principles and the situation... but I couldn’t help it. Natsumi-chan asked me to pick up the pieces for her. As her friend, I wanted to do everything I could.


    So, hidden in the shadows of the school building, we watched Natsumi-chan, standing alone, waiting for her crush. Natsumi-chan had a serious and composed demeanor as if it were before a match. Her routine was working wonders. Yume was the one who seemed more fidgety. 


    “Since Nattsun has been working so hard, I hope it works out for her.” 


    “I agree.”


    Despite the biting cold wind, I didn’t feel too cold. Maybe it was because I was nervous too. Seeing someone else’s turning point in life unfold before my eyes fill my heart. “Nattsun is really beautiful and a good person. Once you get to know her, you’ll definitely fall for her, right?” 


    “Yeah.”


    I kept giving nonchalant replies, but Yume didn’t seem to mind. We were just exchanging words to ease the tension. After a while, Yume tapped my shoulder. “S-she’s... here.” I felt the tension surge within me too. It’s finally happening. The days we spent making chocolates with Natsumi-chan, the memories, were all rushing through my mind. This is the moment of truth... 


    Do your best, Natsumi-chan...!


    And then, Haru-chan came from the other side. But... there was something unusual in Haru-chan’s expression. It seemed to be filled with a heavy seriousness. Even her way of walking seemed a bit hesitant. “That girl... Did Nattsun-senpai call her out and make her nervous...?” 


    “Y-Yeah...”


    Thinking that way is only natural. But I’m the only one who knows the circumstances. ...Could it be that Haru-chan, by any chance...? My phone trembled. It was a message from Aya. “I’m done with what I had to do, so I’ll be waiting in the classroom.” 


    Just like that. I unintentionally let out a sigh. So, Haru-chan... She gave the chocolates to Aya before me. She tried her best to convey her feelings. And Aya... she must have properly turned down Haru-chan’s second confession. Otherwise, Haru-chan wouldn’t have that expression. Thinking about a love that had already ended, I swallowed the words I couldn’t speak. I understand both Aya’s and Haru-chan’s feelings, so various emotions swirl within me, making it hard to sort them out. 


    “Natsumi-chan...”


    But...


    If there is one wish I have.


    ...Now that Aya has firmly rejected her, perhaps Natsumi-chan’s confession might reach Haru-chan. With such despicable feelings, I watch over Natsumi-chan. Unaware of anything, Natsumi-chan raises her hand to Haru-chan. 


    “Th-thank you for coming~!”


    Haru-chan gently shakes her head. “Erm... but what is it, Senpai? Being behind the school building on a day like this, might give the wrong idea, you know?” 


    “Ah, ahaha, yeah, that’s true, it’s confusing... ahaha.” A gift-wrapped chocolate box hidden behind her back trembles.


    Yume tightly embraces my arm. I feel my breath being taken away from watching. 


    “Hey, um, today... I’ve been wanting to thank Haru for a long, long time~~” 


    “Thank me? For what?” 


    “Yeah. You see, even after summer ended and I became the captain, you’ve been supporting me all this time. You’ve helped me a lot!” 


    “Ehhh, what’s with the formal talk? You’ve always treated me like a dog, saying ’Good job! Well done!’ and all.” 


    “Ah, ahaha! Yeah, that’s right! I’m a bit weird, aren’t I? I wonder why! Maybe I have a fever or something! Hahaha...” 


    After deliberately laughing, Natsumi-chan looked at Haru-chan with determination.  “So, um, I’d be happy if you accept this... well...” She offers a beautifully wrapped, one-of-a-kind chocolate. 


    Haru-chan’s eyes widen in surprise. “Huh, Natsumi-senpai, to me?” 


    “Yeah, because you’ve always supported me... um, thank you!”


    Yume slaps my arm, and her eyes seem to say, “If you accept it like this, it won’t be a confession, just a thank-you!”


    Yeah...


    But I can’t help it,


    Haru-chan might hesitate... At least for now, it can pass as a joke.


    Even if I can’t do anything here, I can’t underestimate Natsumi-chan.


    But...


    Natsumi-chan, who extended the chocolate to Haru-chan, for some reason didn’t let go of her hand. Haru-chan seems troubled. “Huh, you don’t want to give it to me!?” 


    “No... well...” Such a bitter voice. Why say that now? 


    “Because I’m carrying the grudges of the girls who helped me make the chocolates... I thought, you know, things might not be right like this...” 


    Who’s the evil spirit? 


    “If I were alone, I might have run away from the enemy... but! Right now, the power of friendship is supporting me! So, Haru!” Natsumi-chan, the captain of the badminton club, slaps her own cheek and shouts from the bottom of her heart. 


    “Y-yes!”


    Natsumi-chan lowered her head and held out the chocolate with both hands. “I like you!” “Huh!?” 


    “Please go out with me!” 


    “Eeeeeeeeee!?”


    She said it! I instinctively embraced Yume tightly. And she went straight for it, face to face. Oh, how ladylike! 


    After shouting, Haru-chan froze for a while. “Ehh…whaaatttt—!?”


    With a momentum that could make her flip over, she shouted again. “Why!? Senpai, did you have feelings for me!? Why!?”


    “Even if you ask me why!”


    Natsumi-chan’s ears turned bright red. “But, you’re cute, you’re affectionate towards me, you’re an amazing person, and you’ve been working hard for my sake! I can’t help but fall in love with someone like that~~~!” 


    “Eeeeee...!”


    Haru-chan, to an outsider, seemed extremely happy and covered her mouth with her hand.


    “Natsumi-senpai, I didn’t know... that you’ve always felt that way about me.”
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    “S-so that’s how it is! I didn’t really understand what it meant to like or dislike someone, but ever since I started practicing making chocolates, I can’t help but think about Haru all the time~! Every time I do, my heart races, and I just want to see Haru~!”


    Natsumi-chan turned bright red and gathered her courage. “Whenever I eat something delicious, I think of Haru. And when it’s raining outside, I worry that it must be tough for Haru to go to school. That’s the kind of feeling I have! So, from now on, I want to go and have fun with Haru in various places, even after graduation—” 


    “I’m sorry!” 


    ”—Whaaat!?”


    She was rejected!?


    Natsumi-chan... 


    “Nattsun~~~...” Yume was already crying, tears flowing uncontrollably. Natsumi-chan let out a scream too. 


    “Huh!? What does that mean? Wasn’t the situation heading in a good direction just now?” 


    “I have someone I like, so I can’t date you, Natsumi-senpai!”


    Natsumi-chan shook her head vigorously. “I-I see... I see... I understand... That’s how it is. Well, yeah, I guess... We’re both girls, so it’s impossible, isn’t it~~... Uuu, actually, it’s not a joke... Uuu, thank you for responding to me~~...” 


    “But, senpai...” Haru-chan squatted near the collapsed and dead senpai. Haru-chan smiled sadly. “Actually, I confessed for the second time, but I got rejected again...”


    Natsumi-chan regained her breath. “Huh... I-Is that so?” 


    “Yes... That’s why I can understand your feelings, senpai.” 


    “No, but seriously! That person doesn’t understand anything about Haru! Haru is so adorable and wonderful~~!”


    As if her anger was contagious, Haru-chan raised her eyebrows too. “Even if she’s a senpai, please don’t speak ill of the person I like! I was serious about it!” 


    “Huh!? I’m sorry!? I was thoughtless!” 


    “I forgive you! I love you as my senpai!”


    Natsumi-chan’s face brightened up. “That’s a sign of hope! Hey, girlfriend, won’t you go out with me?” 


    “Trying to flirt with a recently heartbroken junior, I don’t think it’s appropriate as a person!” 


    “I’m sorry! I got carried away!” 


    “I forgive you! I respect you as my senpai!” 


    “As your senpai, huh~~~!”


    Eventually, the two of them laughed together. They were clearly good kouhai and senpai. Even though one confessed and the other got rejected, there was no awkwardness at all. It felt like... their usual dynamic was continuing as it always had. 


    Yume whispered in my ear. “I think she got rejected, Nattsun.” 


    “I think so too...”


    They looked at each other’s faces. But Natsumi-chan and Haru-chan were cuddling together with happy expressions, continuing their lively conversation. 


    Despite confessing and not being lovers, they couldn’t remain just friends.


    It feels like I’m witnessing something really strange.


    I wonder what this is.


    ...It was a strange sight, but it didn’t feel bad. “Marika, what could this mean...” 


    “I’m not sure, but...”


    Murmuring while watching the two. “Is it because they’re both girls... I wonder.”


    That surely wasn’t the only reason. But it felt like it played a part. The length of time they shared together. The bond between them, forged through friendship and their positions, remained intact even after the confession.


    Haru-chan already understood Natsumi-chan’s charm well enough.


    That’s why she was happy to be confessed to. She couldn’t give up on her own love, so they couldn’t be in a relationship. But still... if Natsumi-chan continued to do her best, their relationship might change even more.


    Yume let out a sigh, seeming impressed. “There’s something that’s neither a happy ending nor a bad ending, huh?” 


    “It feels like... that’s just life.”


    Maybe Haru-chan, who fully understood Natsumi-chan’s goodness, would accept her and they would become lovers. Or perhaps Natsumi-chan would develop feelings for someone else, and they would remain close friends.


    Either way, their relationship would continue to evolve. They were still in the middle of that process. 


    ”...Shall we go, Yume?” 


    “Yeah, let’s go.”


    What Natsumi-chan summoned the courage to open wasn’t the door to paradise, but there was still a path ahead. As long as she kept walking, Natsumi-chan would surely reach somewhere. Who would stand by her side at that time, she wouldn’t know until then. But surely Natsumi-chan would be happy, holding hands with the person next to her.


    There was no longer a reason for us to watch over her, so we quietly left the scene. “Oh, by the way, can you tell me one thing!? What made Haru fall in love and confess!? I want it as a reference for the future!”


    I abruptly stopped in my tracks. Yume looked at me with a puzzled expression, but I gestured for her to wait.


    This was complete eavesdropping. But... I wanted to know the reason why she was popular.


    I wonder what it is. Maybe it’s her kindness. Like helping someone in town.


    Or perhaps they knew each other since middle school, and she had been harboring a crush since then.


    I wonder what kind of romantic trigger led the girl to fall in love.


    I could hear Haru-chan’s joyful voice. “When I saw her at the entrance ceremony, she looked just like a princess! That’s why I fell in love at first sight! In other words, it’s her face! I really liked her type!” 


    “I see~! Not helpful at all~!”


    Yep.


    Natsumi-chan’s goal might be closer than she thought. Keep going! Almost falling for the terrible ending of Natsumi-chan and Haru-chan’s story, Yume and I returned to the classroom.


    Aya and Chisaki were sitting in the empty seats by the window in the classroom, waiting for us. The classroom was dyed in the color of the evening glow. Chisaki raised her hand and greeted us with a faint blush on her face. 


    “Ah, Chi-chan.”


    I nudged Yume with my elbow.


    Yume nodded at me, then concealed her expectations and anxieties behind her smile as she made her way to Chisaki. It seemed like it was my best friend’s turn this time. 


    “Um, you know, I have something I want to give to Chi-chan today.” 


    “Hmm.”


    Aya subtly distanced herself from Chisaki. I also moved next to Aya. This time, like Yume earlier, I hugged Aya’s arm. Ahh, I’m worried, and it’s embarrassing. It’s bittersweet!


    But seriously, I’ve never seen Chisaki so nervous before. The Chisaki who would coolly handle being approached by adult men with a calm expression is now wandering her gaze around when it comes to Yume. 


    “It’s Valentine’s Day, right?” 


    “Ehh, yeah! It’s something I made myself.”


    It was Yume’s carefully wrapped macarons. You could see the two cute candies through the transparent part of the wrapping.


    They were incredibly adorable. As expected of Yume, who devoted herself to making sweets every day without studying or doing homework. She’s a first-class confectioner.


    Chisaki blushed as she received the heartfelt handmade gift. 


    “Thank you, Yume.” 


    “Yep.”


    But Yume, engrossed in her own world, didn’t seem to notice Chisaki’s blushing and embarrassment. She was staring intently, expecting more words. 


    ”...Is that it?” 


    “Well, um...”


    Chisaki averted her gaze, holding the gift. “Well, Yume’s handmade sweets have become quite a treat for me. It’s not really anything new at this point.”


    As a cover for her embarrassment, she started saying negative things! “What’s that supposed to mean?”


    Yume let her dissatisfaction show on her face as she pouted at her lover. “I worked hard on it, you know.” 


    “I know that, but...”


    I got anxious and looked at Aya. Chisaki’s bad habit had resurfaced. She’s just trying to put on a cool front. Or maybe Chisaki stayed behind with Aya because she was also anxious... 


    That’s what I thought. “Matsukawa, zero points.” 


    Aya butted in!


    ”...That’s harsh.” Chisaki turned around and gave her a sharp look. What’s going on? Yume had a puzzled expression.


    However, Aya, oblivious to the atmosphere, was trying to do something that would truly benefit the two of them. In a way that was different from Karen-san or me, with her own unique approach.


    With her usual smile towards her meddlesome friend, Aya said, “Just give it to her already.”


    In response to that decisive statement, Yume looked at Aya and Chisaki alternately, asking, “Eh, what?” 


    Aya pushed Chisaki even further. “If you keep hesitating and being indecisive, I’ll explain everything. But wouldn’t that make you look uncool?”


    Chisaki, being provoked by Aya, seemed to have no choice. “Okay, okay, Aya.”


    As expected of Aya. She knows how to handle stubborn people better than anyone else. She must be used to it. Well, I don’t know who this Marika is that she’s comparing to other stubborn people.


    Chisaki’s almond-shaped eyes reflected Yume’s anxiety. 


    “Hey, Yume.” 


    “Yeah.”


    She took a cylindrical box out of the desk drawer and handed it to Yume. Surprised, Yume had a face as if she was double-checking the winning lottery number. 


    “Eh!? This...this is?” 


    “It’s a present.”


     ”...Eh!?”


    Yume was completely frozen. Chisaki, with a serious expression, continued to speak without emotion, as if reading a pre-written script. “I find it embarrassing to say it all verbally, so I wrote a letter.” 


    “A letter!?” Yume exclaimed loudly.


    That was close. It was so unexpected that I almost screamed along with her. I covered my mouth with both hands. “Well...we’ve been together for a year, and we’ve been through a lot. So...I wrote it all down in a letter. I had a pretty good time reminiscing and writing it. It would make me happy if you read it later...”


    On top of the cylindrical box, there was a cute cat-marked stationery (quite thick), and Yume couldn’t find any words to say. She just stared blankly at Chisaki.


    And Chisaki remembered something. “Oh, and one more thing. There’s nothing between me and Astalotte! It’s your misunderstanding! Even if I’m like this, I have a girlfriend, and I won’t get involved with other girls. So...”


    Chisaki was taken aback. Tears overflowed from Yume’s eyes. 


    “Uwah..”


    “C-Chisaki...I...I...”


    Trembling, Yume seemed unsure if she should hug Chisaki, but instead, Chisaki tightly embraced Yume. 


    “H-hey, isn’t this a bit too much?” 


    “Even though I’ve always said how much I like you, you’ve always been so indifferent, like a wax figure...and now, you’re being so caring~~...It feels like a dream~~...”


    “I’m sorry!”


    Watching the two of them remain still for a while, I secretly whispered to Aya. “Did you tell her to do that letter thing?” 


    “Yeah. When I greeted everyone at the shop, I initially wrote it in a letter. It has a good effect on those who are bad at expressing themselves verbally.” 


    “I see...”


    Chisaki was comforting Yume, patting her gently. 


    “Does that letter still exist?”
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    “I won’t show it to Marika. Absolutely not,” I was bluntly rejected. It’s a testament to Aya’s efforts, so I can’t help but not smile. 


    After getting permission from Chisaki, Yume opens the gift wrapping. It’s a ladies’ necklace from a brand for high school girls, simple with a cute heart motif. 


    This is something Aya and I chose together. 


    “...Well, it’s a pair necklace. If you don’t like it, you don’t have to wear it separately,” Chisaki pulls out a chain from her chest, revealing a different-colored heart motif that sparkles. Yume burst into tears even more. 


    “Ji-yan, ji-yan! I luv you! I’ll never take it off!” 


    “Uwah, so noisy...” 


    “It’s embarrassing! But I love you!” 


    “Ah, I know, I know... I love you too...” Chisaki sighed as she embraced her. 


    But really, how many sweets had she given her before? Aya and I made eye contact. Aya seemed to be thinking the same thing as me and smiled wryly. 


    “...They’re really troublesome, aren’t they?” 


    “Fufu.” However, it’s inevitable that my cheeks would loosen. After all, it’s a happy ending. Though I didn’t do much! 


    “Well, everything’s fine now, right, Aya?” 


    “Yeah, you’re right.” Seizing the opportunity, Aya and I tried to leave the classroom first when a voice called out from behind. 


    “Marika!” Yume blew her nose with a tissue and wore a teary smile. 


    “Thank you~...We’ll be happy...” 


    “Ah, yeah, yeah. Invite me to the wedding, okay?” 


    “Yep~! Please give a speech~!” Chisaki, standing next to her, smiled with a clear and refreshing face. 


    “Aya... Thank you for everything.” 


    “No, I had fun too. See you tomorrow.” 


    “Yeah.” Chisaki and Yume, holding hands tightly, had a pair of necklaces sparkling like a crystal of love on their chests. 


    “See you tomorrow.” 


    “See you tomorrow~!” Aya and I walked silently. Both of us chewing on the memory of our friend’s happiness. It felt like we were on our way back from watching a wonderful romantic movie. 


    We left the shoe lockers and walked towards the station. In the sentimental atmosphere that felt like the aftermath of a festival. 


    Aya suddenly took out a package without any warning. “Here.” It was a commercially wrapped chocolate. 


    “Oh, chocolate from Aya. You prepared it for me?” 


    “Yeah. Since Marika will probably receive a lot, I thought it might be bothersome.”


    Thoughtful girl, Fuwa Aya. Even if she couldn’t read the atmosphere of a group, she was spot-on with one-on-one care.


    There are times when I think it would be nice if she could be a little more selfish, but not in the sense of suddenly attacking me at school or anything like that.


    I accepted Aya’s chocolate with a smile. “Don’t worry, don’t worry. Specially made chocolates like these have a separate stomach.”


    I gently placed it on top of the tightly packed bag. Thanks to the announcement I made on Instagram, I didn’t need a paper bag this year. 


    “Actually, Aya, aren’t you the one who will receive a lot of chocolates? Isn’t it tough?”


    On the other hand, Aya is also carrying a heavy bag. Even though she doesn’t have any friends, it seems like she’s receiving chocolates from all over the place. It must be her appearance... 


    “It’s not like that after entering high school. Karen-san also told me that food is not allowed as gifts.” 


    “I see... It seems like some expensive stuff is going to gather. The customers at that store seem to love to spoil people.” 


    “There are rules for that too. The customers are the main actors. We’re just bartenders, not cast members.” 


    “She’s reliable. As expected of Karen-san.”


    Even though she could easily earn money by using the employees, Karen-san clearly distinguishes between her night job and her regular job, showing her professionalism and aesthetics. 


    I guess it’s because receiving expensive things would distort your sense of money. In reality, it seems like you wouldn’t be able to do other part-time jobs. 


    “I’m sorry.” 


    Then, Aya suddenly apologized. Eh, ominous. 


    “I get a lot of attention from both guys and girls.” 


    “Ah, I see.” I unintentionally made a serious face, but Aya wasn’t joking as usual. 


    “Marika, I hope you won’t feel uncomfortable.” 


    “Um... Jealous?” 


    “Yeah.” 


    So I smiled and said, “Cute girls who are popular have a high value as girlfriends!” 


    It was easy to say, but it stung my chest when I thought of Haru-chan. 


    I nodded slightly. “Yeah, well, maybe just a little bit.” I get jealous and anxious, but there’s nothing I can do about it. After all, I’m the one who suggested keeping our relationship a secret at school.


    In response to my honest words, Aya exhaled a faint white breath. “That’s true. Because if Marika is too popular, I would want us to move to our own island. By the way, this time it was pretty close.” 


    “I can’t live where there’s no smartphone reception!” I’ll make it clear in advance. I am a modern girl, both in body and mind. 


    “By the way, I receive a lot of chocolates just because I’m a people-pleaser. I don’t have any serious admirers. It’s easy to give chocolates to someone like me.”


    My relationships are wide but shallow.


    On the other hand, I feel like Aya has many serious admirers.


    As long as I continue dating Aya, this will be a problem that will persist forever. Even if I ask her to stop being popular, people passing by will still turn to look at the beautiful Aya. Since I can’t make her live in a mascot costume all year round, I have no choice but to somehow come to terms with it.


    It’s a good thing we figured that out early on this time.


    Aya will surely be popular in college, and even as a working adult, she’ll be approached by numerous people of all ages and genders. There might be incredibly handsome guys, CEOs with tall buildings, or even stunning beauties with much higher specs than me.


    There’s no point in being scared about it from now... 


    But if there’s any hope, it’s that I don’t have to do it all alone. “Besides, Aya will only have eyes for me, right?” 


    “Of course.” With a resolute tone, Aya asserts, “I’ll be looking at you forever.” 


    It’s her sincere and genuine sentiment. 


    I start walking a little faster, moving ahead. I turn back and smile at Aya. “In that case, keep proving it. Devote yourself to me so thoroughly that I won’t even have time to worry.”


    It’s not just my own strength. I don’t have to work hard for this love alone. There’s nothing more reassuring than that. If we both strive together, our bond will become twice as strong.


    Aya also flashes an enthusiastic smile. “Yeah, of course. I’ll continue to devote myself to you wholeheartedly.


    That’s my Aya for you. She’ll make all those concerns about being too popular or losing control when she’s in the heat vanish into thin air. 


    “Um... Well, actually, right away...” I tilt my head and make a pleading expression at Aya. 


    “Can I come over to your house today? I want to give you chocolates there.”


    Aya’s cheeks blush slightly. “Sure... That’s fine.”


    Alright.


    Even though Natsumi-chan, Haru-chan, Yume, and Chisaki’s Valentine’s Day is over, my battle starts from here.
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    It’s been a while since I’ve been in Aya’s room, and as expected, it’s tidy. 


    “Is this the first time I’ve come to your room since the beginning of the year?” 


    “Maybe.”


    Aya turns on the air conditioner, and I take off my scarf. I take off my coat and sit on the spot, folding my legs.


    I was nervous when I watched Natsumi-chan and Yume, but now it’s even more so. Being directly involved feels special, you know?


    I feel like taking a shower before anything else, but the timing is tricky.


    If I say that, she might think I’m “in the mood” and I can’t afford to make her wary...


    As I’m contemplating, Aya, who was sitting on the bed, looks at me with an eager gaze. “So, should I ask you for it?”


    Right, right, I came here ostensibly to give her chocolates.


    No, it’s not just for show. I worked hard to make them. “If you ask me, it would certainly be easier to give them to you.” 


    “Then, Marika.” With eyes like a queen, Aya gets off the bed. She leans forward and strokes my cheek. “Give it to me, the chocolate.”


    Her composure had enough impact that made me want to serve her and start kissing her toes.


    I take out the chocolate I had put in a separate pocket of my bag and hand it to Aya. It’s a small box with a pink ribbon, so the homemade chocolates won’t get crushed. 


    “It’s homemade by me... So, please don’t raise the bar too high on the taste, okay?”


    As she took it, Aya’s face comes closer, and she kisses my lips. A kiss much sweeter than the chocolate makes a small “chu” sound and quickly fades away. 


    “Thank you, Marika. I’m so happy.”


    Aya holds the chocolate box like her favorite stuffed animal.


    She’s smiling like a little child, which makes my heart flutter. “I’m glad I became Marika’s girlfriend. You worked hard to make these. I’ll cherish them.”


    With a genuinely happy expression, Aya smiles.


    Oh, what a charming smile... I feel like all the effort I put into making the chocolates has been rewarded just by this... I’m filled with a sense of satisfaction.


    If I can see the innocent smile of the person I love, isn’t that enough? It would be too greedy to wish for anything more, wouldn’t it...?


    So, my Valentine’s Day operation ends here!


    We’ll continue another time...


    Well, I might have thought that if I were alone!


    Even Natsumi-chan confessed, and Yume mustered up the courage too!


    When I decide to do something, I do it! 


    “Ah, Aya!” 


    “Yes?” With chocolate pressed against her chin, Aya looks delighted. 


    “Actually, I have another present for you.” 


    “Really?” Aya tilts her head, looking completely relaxed like a cat being held in someone’s arms. 


    “Hmm. Did you bring me a letter?” 


    “Nope.” 


    “Is it a nice-smelling aromatherapy item? I’ve been getting into them lately thanks to Marika’s influence.” 


    “No, it’s not that.”


     “Then what is it?” 


    My face feels hot, and it seems like I’m sweating on my back. 


    “Should I just ask for it?” 


    “Well, yeah, maybe.” 


    With my hands behind my back, I slip the loop of a ribbon onto my finger. It’s the same pattern as the one I used when giving her the chocolate. My heart is pounding. It feels like it’s about to leap out of my mouth. Aya, unlike her previous attitude, cutely starts begging. 


    “Well then, give it to me, Marika.” 


    “Sure.” I nod gracefully, doing my best to smile shyly. I show her the ring on my left ring finger. 


    “The other present... is me.” Suddenly, sweat starts pouring out. 


    A painful silence, as if time has stopped, fills the air. I continue to gaze at Aya, frozen with a smile on my face. My lover is looking back at me with a face that seems to have lost all its poison. 


    Look, it’s Valentine’s Day, so I tried doing this kind of thing. How about it, huh, huh!? 


    I want to play it off as a joke right away, but... It’s okay. It should be okay. Aya is weak against these kinds of things. We’ve been together for over six months for a reason. Being calculated, girly, and following the conventional seduction methods are Aya’s weaknesses. This is the right answer. That’s right, isn’t it? 


    So, say something already! As we continue to gaze at each other, time passes by. If she bursts into laughter, I feel like I won’t be able to go on living! Hey, Aya! Not yet!? I hope you’re not enjoying the embarrassment in my heart, right!? 


    And now, I’m starting to doubt the effectiveness of my strategy to conquer Aya...
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    Finally, Aya made a move. Her cool hand gently strokes my cheek. “Marika.” Aya is looking at me with unwavering focus. It’s neither desire nor lust. Just earnest eyes, as if drawing a future together. 


    Ah, I’m relieved. My feelings have reached Aya, without a doubt.


    Aya poses the ultimate question to me. “Is it okay?”


    There’s no hesitation now. I’m not scared.


    If it’s Aya, my partner. “Yes.”


    I open my arms wide, accepting Aya’s feelings. “It’s fine, of course. Will you take me? Aya.” 


    “Yes, Marika.”


    Aya embraces me. “I love you.”


    My discarded uniform is scattered on the floor. I lie on the bed, looking up at Aya.


    Aya, who usually playfully toys with my body, is now deadly serious, and it makes me nervous.


    I recall the day when Aya first held me. It was one of those moments amidst the commotion... that kind of thing. Aya was determined to win me over within a hundred days.


    Deciding to move forward together like this, with firm determination, might be a first for us.


    Aya gently moves her arm that was resting on my chest, and she starts removing my underwear. As I obediently submit to her, Aya kisses me. It’s a much gentler kiss than usual, making me feel exposed, both physically and emotionally.


    She kisses me repeatedly, over and over again.


    For a while, it feels like our lips are becoming swollen.


    Aya’s eyes seemed to be whispering, “I like you, I love you.” 


    “I love you, Aya.” 


    “I also love you, Marika.”


    She pampers me by caressing my head thoroughly. As her hand starts to slide downward, her movement suddenly stops. “Wait a moment, Marika.”


    Aya also begins to remove her own uniform.


    She takes off her bra, standing before me only in her skirt. With a perfectly proportioned, ideal figure on display, it makes me instinctively cover my face with my hands. “Wow, you’re beautiful...”


    It’s like a larger-than-life printout of a foreign actress’s Instagram, but even more artistic... and somewhere, there’s Aya’s alluring nakedness.


    Being in mutual love with someone so beautiful, I can’t help but think that this won’t happen again in my lifetime. “Marika, you’re incredibly cute, you know?”


    But just as I was about to recall our previous conversation about my excess fat, Aya once again embraces me. With narrowed eyes, she trails her fingers along my chest. “Nnn, nnhh...”


    If her usual actions were akin to indulgence, now it feels like she’s delicately savoring each bite of dessert. She attentively caresses every nook and cranny of my body, ensuring not to miss even the slightest hidden flavor.


    From my breasts to my neck, collarbone, and arms. Aya’s warmth seeps into my skin. It feels so pleasant. My entire body seems to be melting under this gentle stimulation.


    But, because it’s her usual self... somehow, it feels like I’m being thoroughly teased. 


    “Aya...” 


    “...”


    Without giving in to my desires, Aya playfully flicks her tongue against my chest.


    Almost instantly, I find myself suppressing moans and arching my back repeatedly.


    I wrap my arms around Aya’s neck, gazing directly into her eyes, pleading with her. “Hey, Aya...”


    She kisses me, comforting my yearning, but my emotions remain heightened.


    Honestly, I think everything was already complete with our first kiss.


    It’s no use, I can’t hold back.


    I’ve wanted to be like this with Aya for so long.


    I entwine my legs with hers.


    Boldly, I press against her. “Please, Aya... I’m ready now...”


    “...” 


    Aya nods silently, unhooking my skirt and unzipping it. Carefully, she slides down my panties to avoid any mess.


    It’s finally happening.


    My heartbeat feels like it can be heard outside.


    Anticipation swells more than nervousness, and joy surpasses anxiety. All these emotions escape through my eyes.


    The moment I’ve dreamed of is finally arriving.


    Aya softly traces the lower part of me, but needless to say, everything is already prepared.


    I effortlessly accept Aya’s fingers. “Nnnhh, ah... Aya...”


    “...” 


    “Aah, Aya, ah, ah...”


    As her finger gently rubs against my sensitive spot, I shake my head hesitantly. It feels incredibly good, but if we continue like this, I’ll reach my climax too soon.


    Right now, it’s not just about pleasure. I want to remember Aya’s touch even just a little longer. 


    “H-Hey, Aya... It’s okay now, I’m... I’m fine...” 


    ”...” 


    “Please...”


    With a blurry vision, I reach out my hand.


    Holding the package of condoms in Aya’s room, I look up at her. 


    “Take me...” 


    “Marika...”


    Aya receives the condoms as if embracing my hand, tears open the package, and takes out a rubber cover. She slides it onto her fingers as if winding them up.


    Those fingers are about to enter inside me.


    Beautiful, white fingers that rival Aya’s own face.


    As she lifts my body, her eyes gaze down at me, partially hidden by her bangs. 


    “Marika, I love you.” 


    “Yeah, I love you too...”


    I’m sorry, Mom. Even though it wasn’t a man for my first time, I think being loved like this is truly a blessing.


    It’s not about what’s real or not. I am connected with Aya. If I can truly believe that we are connected, then I should be able to cherish Aya even more than before.


    With a gentle push, Aya’s finger enters inside me.


    I close my eyes, feeling Aya throughout my entire body.


    I eagerly await this once-in-a-lifetime moment.


    I will surely never forget this day. “Nnhhh... Ahh...”


    I can’t quite grasp the sensation of the condom, but right now, I feel so reassured that it’s a part of Aya’s body. 


    “Ah, ahh...”


    Her finger stirs inside me. And then, it stops suddenly. It stops and remains motionless for a while. A drop of water falls onto my chest. I open my eyes slightly. 


    “Aya...?” My breath catches. Aya, with wide-open eyes, is shedding tears. They trickle down her face. I’ve never seen Aya like this before. Why? 


    “Marika...” 


    “W-What’s wrong, Aya?”


    Her finger is slowly pulled out. 


    “I can’t do it.”


    The condom is untouched and perfectly clean.


    Aya looks pained as she gazes at her finger. “Hey, Aya...”


    Aya, still looking down at me, tears streaming down her face. “I’m sorry, Marika. I love you, Marika.”


    When she’s with me, she always behaves differently. But I thought it was because she genuinely cared about me. But that wasn’t the case.


    Aya desperately suppressed something within herself. Surely, she had been doing her best to fulfill my wish because I wanted it. Everything, all for me. Because I forcefully ignited Aya in this way.


    The emotions Aya was holding back have now turned into tears, wetting my chest. “I love you, Marika... I always want to protect you... I’m sorry...”


    Why are you apologizing, Aya? You haven’t done anything wrong at all. 


    “I understand, it’s getting through to me. I love you too, Aya. I’m the one who should apologize...”


    I embrace Aya. I understand best of all that Aya loves me. My chest tightens painfully.


    While stroking Aya’s back as she covers her face and cries, not understanding why. 


    “...I’m sorry, I’m so sorry...” 


    “Yeah, yeah... I’m sorry too, Aya...”


    If there was one thing that was certain. Aya, with tears in her eyes, was as fleeting as snow. She was incredibly beautiful, to the point where it sent shivers down my spine.


    We were in one bed, naked, embracing each other. 


    “Hey, Aya, have you calmed down a bit?” 


    “...Yeah.”


    Aya with red eyes weakly nods.


    I’m really curious about the reason why Aya couldn’t go all the way...


    What happened? Why did she cry? I can’t ask those things, can I?


    It’s not about reading the atmosphere. It’s not because I’m afraid to intrude. No, well, I’m a little scared... but it’s different. I just didn’t want to push Aya further or hurt her by asking those things and cornering her more. 


    “Aya, your body is warm.” 


    “...Yeah, Marika’s body too.”


    But what am I supposed to say in times like this?!


    Should I encourage her by saying there will be a next time? Should I reschedule our plans for the next time...? No, it feels like switching gears too quickly!


    No, let’s be honest and reflect honestly... 


    “I’m the one who should apologize. I think I was getting impatient...” 


    “...” 


    “I knew that Aya loved me, but I seemed to want some kind of proof or confirmation... I’m really sorry.”


    Aya tightly clings to my arm. “No, Marika is not at fault.”


    Seeing her weakened gesture, I... 


    “Aya...”


    Oh, no, Aya, you’re so cute… What is this? It’s completely different from the usual Aya, and it’s tickling my protective instincts… Oh no, you’re cute, what should I do? You’re adorable!


    The Aya who always wears a smug smile has turned into a little sister seeking comfort from her big sister...


    “It’s not your fault at all, Aya. Don’t worry. Let’s take it slow, at our own pace... There, there...”


    I hold Aya’s soft body in my arms and gently stroke her head. So cute, so adorable, Aya. You’re pitiful, Aya, to the point of being a little strange. 


    “Hey...”


    Aya gazes at me with innocent eyes. “Marika, why are you touching my chest?”


    Gulp. “Oh, no, it’s just...” While my hands continue to move, I force a dry smile. “I thought it would cheer you up.”


    Because Aya was so cute just now, I couldn’t help but reach out... But of course, I can’t say that out loud.


    Or rather, it’s different. It’s a hundred percent encouragement.


    Aya, who stared at me intently, slightly opens her lips. 


    ”...Pervert.” 


    “Oh, no, it’s not like that!”


    As we continue to gaze at each other up close, I vigorously shake my head. “Besides, Aya, remember when you said ‘I can’t hold back’ and attacked me when I was crying?” 


    “...So, Marika, you’ve reached the same level as me?” 


    “No, it’s not like that! I’m just normal!”


    Aya withdraws dramatically and lets out a small chuckle. Finally, she smiles at me...


    She presses her head against my chest. 


    “Thank you, Marika... for trying to cheer me up like that.” 


    “Ehhh!? Uh, yeah, right, yeah, there, there...”


    What’s with that? Yeah. Let’s bury this incident deep in the grave…


    Aya crawls down lower. 


    “Hmm, Aya?” 


    “Because I couldn’t do it for you earlier.” 


    “Ehh, wait, ehhh!?”


    Aya moves towards my groin area and slips a cushion underneath my waist. No way... 


    “I’ll do it for you.”


    Overwhelmed by the sensation of her slippery membrane, I unintentionally let out a muffled voice. 


    “Ah, urm, um, Aya-san!?” 


    As she lifts the blanket, Aya’s expression still seems somewhat weak, but she deliberately shows her tongue. 


    “I-It’s not like I wanted you to do it or anything, it’s not a demand... nnhh...”


    No room for argument. Or perhaps she’s trying to make up for her previous blunder. Aya’s passionate caress overwhelms me.


    Biting my finger, I can only squirm. 


    “Hey, hey, Aya, no, it’s not like that, I swear!”


    Instead of responding, Aya fiercely bites down, and my consciousness quickly blanked out. 


    She doesn’t stop there, persistently tormenting me, and I become unable to think straight.


    After thoroughly satisfying herself, Aya finally wears her usual lewd smile and peers into my face. 


    “I have no intention of letting you turn the tables, you know.” 


    “Fa, fai...”


    Feeling completely weak in the knees, I could only nod faintly, barely able to catch my breath.


     


    ***


     


    In the end, I never found out the reason for Aya’s tears. We parted ways as usual, and since then, we avoided touching upon that matter. 


    Aya remained as kind and beautiful as ever. We continued to enjoy blissful days that made the question of whether we would be together or not seem trivial.


    However, I had a vague premonition. 


    Someday, we would have to face this matter head-on, that was the premonition. But not now, it felt like it would come down upon us suddenly, like fate.


    Within the grace period given to us, no matter what lies ahead, I made up my mind to support Aya and do my best.


    And so, like this, we calmly passed the time and advanced to our third year of high school.


    ──The season of new encounters. Spring had arrived for us.
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    Aya glanced at her smartphone’s clock. It seemed that she would arrive at the meeting place right on time.


    Tapping her footsteps rhythmically, she headed towards the movie theater where they were supposed to meet. The probability of being approached by strangers would be lower inside the theater compared to the station. It was a safer meeting spot.


    A week had passed since Valentine’s Day.


    At school, Aya spent her days without any particular interactions with Marika.


    Being alone together with her was a rarity since that time, so she was a bit nervous. (Because I did something embarrassing.)


    She was secretly anxious, thinking that showing tears and blurting out such complaints might have given Marika the wrong idea.


    Her uneasiness was growing day by day.


    Since she hadn’t been able to find the right timing for an explanation, it was only natural that they couldn’t avoid talking about it today. (It’s not good to stay silent...)


    Knowing that she was not good at expressing herself due to her poor communication skills, Aya had to do her best to explain without exacerbating any misunderstandings...


    With a gloomy feeling, burdened by seriousness.


    “Aya, over here, over here!”


    Marika was near the ticket booth of the movie theater.


    As always, she approached Aya with her sunny smile. It felt like the surroundings became a little brighter.


    “Every time, right on time. Do you have a radio clock in your head?”


    “It’s not like that.”


    Of course not. Marika didn’t actually believe that Aya’s head had been modified.


    Ah, I gave such a boring answer, Aya thought. Normally, she wouldn’t worry so much about such things, but now her heart was sinking, causing her to have negative thoughts about trivial matters.


    Especially since it was a date with Marika.


    “In about ten minutes, the theater will open. Hey, Aya, do you want something to drink?”


    “Yeah. Let’s go buy something.”


    However, Marika’s attitude remained unchanged.


    As if last week’s incident had never happened, she continued to behave naturally.


    Could it be that she forgot? It would have been nice if she had such a happy-go-lucky brain interpretation, but that couldn’t be the case. Aya, on the other hand, tended to vividly remember negative memories.


    In that case, Aya couldn’t grasp the opportunity to start the conversation, and she ended up just responding with nods to the topics Marika brought up. It was always a beat behind and somewhat awkward.


    She already knew she wasn’t good at multitasking, but this time it was especially bad.


    Even when they were sitting side by side in the theater, looking up at the screen, Aya found herself distracted by Marika’s profile. (Ah, it’s a vicious cycle.)


    Since she kept reminding herself to concentrate on the movie because they had come all this way, she became unable to focus even more.


    Even though she had been looking forward to the anime film they had discussed, she could barely follow the main plot. (...Let’s give up.)


    If it bothered her so much, she could just come alone another time.


    Aya slumped deeply into her seat.


    Occasionally, she glanced at Marika and noticed that she was clutching a handkerchief tightly, her eyes becoming moist. Seeing her expression, which was as beautiful as the screen, Aya thought, well, maybe things were back to normal.


    It happened after leaving the movie theater and entering a nearby café. Marika suddenly bows her head. 


    “Eh?” 


    “I mean, I’m sorry!”


    Sorry for what?


    While I find myself apologizing, I can’t think of a single reason for Marika to apologize.


    Pushing aside the noisy chatter inside the cafe, I think for a moment before asking. 


    “Could it be that there’s someone else you like?” 


    “That’s impossible!”


    Interrupting Aya’s words with a gulp, Marika shrinks her shoulders.


    “Um... I... ” 


    “Yeah?”


    The café, bustling with people on their day off, feels as if it’s shrouded in a serious atmosphere, at least around this table.


    I feel a bit uncomfortable.


    Since it’s just two women facing each other, it shouldn’t be considered a breakup conversation, but emotionally, it feels like we’re going through a dress rehearsal for that.


    Moreover, the fact that Aya herself has no clue about anything adds to the sense of unease.


    What on earth will she say?


    Just as I try to hide my nervousness by taking a sip of the mandolin-blended black coffee, Marika hesitantly lets out her voice. “Um... was it a bit... lewd?”


    ............


    Marika’s face turns bright red.


    Placing the cup down silently, Aya asks back. 


    “Eh?” 


    “No, I mean!”


    Marika absentmindedly plays with her hair. “It’s just that, well... that time, I was quite forward...”


    ...But isn’t Marika always like that? 


    “Hmm...”


    She searched for the right words to say. (It’s okay, don’t worry. Marika is always lewd)


    Even Aya understands that now is not the time to say that and smiles. 


    “Do you think so yourself?” 


    “Yeah, well, um... yes. Because, you know, I even prepared the... um, protection, and I wanted you to do it with me... I felt like I was going out of control... It’s embarrassing... ” 


    “Well, uh...” 


    “I kept thinking about getting things from you and asking you for everything... You must have had various thoughts about that... It’s not good to always be dependent... I shouldn’t have done that...”


    Marika was seriously troubled by the fact that she thought of herself as naughty, reflecting on it and blushing up to her ears. Her appearance was so unbearably cute. Normally, Aya would have teased Marika even more here and thoroughly enjoyed having her own cute Marika. 


    “I’m sorry...” Aya also bowed her head. 


    “Huh? Well, um... Well, I guess it’s all Aya’s fault that I turned out this naughty... I mean, it’s definitely Aya’s fault if you put it that way!” 


    “That’s not what I meant.” 


    “What!?” 


    Aya averted her eyes from Marika, who was just made to shout something embarrassing. 


    “It’s because I couldn’t do it well.” 


    “No, that’s...” Aya murmured dejectedly, and Marika put her hands on her head. 


    “Ah, enough! That’s what I mean!” 


    “...?” 


    “Aya, you’re trying too hard to act cool in front of me! You can’t say anything to Chisaki! I didn’t like being in that kinda atmosphere!” Marika stared at Aya with a bashful expression. “But, you know, this is already completely... like... a complete first-night failure! Isn’t it like that!?” 


    “Huh?” Aya was surprised. 


    According to Marika, it would turn out like that. But that’s either ignoring the problem too much... No, I don’t think there’s a need to take it too seriously... 


    “I don’t think that’s true.” 


    “Well, I don’t really know either! But, you know, it’s definitely not all Aya’s fault! It’s different, okay!?” 


    “Yeah...” As Aya nodded in agreement with Marika’s words, she gave me a dissatisfied look. It’s clear that she’s not really convinced... It’s awkward. 


    “I’m sorry.” 


    “...Aya” 


    I can’t do it well, can I? If I say that out loud, even though my heart would feel lighter, I would worry Marika. 


    So, as usual, Aya dropped her gaze absentmindedly. Seeing Aya like that, Marika seemed to have made up her mind and nodded. 


    “Understood,” Marika thrust her fist forward. “Let’s play rock-paper-scissors, Aya.” 


    “Why?” 


    “Just because. Come on.” 


    “Give me a reason.” 


    “Do it! Come on!” We played rock-paper-scissors. I won. After Marika looked shocked, as if to make up for her blunder, she shook her fist again. 


    “~~~!The one who wins twice wins, right!?” 


    “Y-Yeah.” 


    This time, I lost twice. Marika had a relieved expression. 


    “There, there... Alright, Aya. Since you lost, it’s punishment time.” 


    “?” I tilted my head, not understanding the flow. 


    Marika, with a face that seemed to say she was the most correct person in the world, pointed her finger at me again and said, “Punishment game.”


    There is something about Marika’s forcefulness that rings a bell. (Marika is saying it on purpose.)


    Marika herself feels guilty about Valentine’s Day, so she can’t just blame Aya for everything. But if things continue like this, Aya will keep worrying.


    That’s why Marika is trying to cheer Aya up by finding a middle ground through a “penalty game.” (Because I feel guilty, I’m helping lighten that feeling)


    Just like during our beloved game.


    A warmth spreads through my chest at Marika’s kind gesture, as she thought of it in her own way. 


    “Yeah, I understand.” As I nod slightly, Marika raises an eyebrow. 


    “Even if you don’t understand... a penalty is still a penalty!” 


    “I’ve had my fair share of them until now.” 


    “Y-yeah. Since it’s going to embarrass you so much.” 


    “Is that so?”


    Finally, Aya’s cheeks flush, and she smiles. “Well then, I’m looking forward to it, Marika.” 


    “I don’t want you to look forward to it, I want you to be scared!”


    On the way home, Marika seems to be deeply troubled. It seems she can’t come up with any ideas for a suitable penalty game for Aya. 


    “You should keep a list of penalty games you want to do.” 


    “I don’t normally do that!”


    When we arrive at Marika’s house, it seems she has a vague idea in mind.


    However, she hesitates to bring it up and even after entering the room, she fidgets for a while. Seeing her like that warms my heart. 


    “...It feels like Marika is purposely making me feel guilty, and it’s kind of exciting.” 


    “Ku... pervert...”


    It seems Marika’s parents are also out today, leaving us alone at home.


    We seem to have plenty of time.


    And in the midst of it, I wonder what kind of penalty game Marika will come up with.


    “Alright, lie down on the bed facing up.” 


    “Mm.” I do as she says.


    Rather than the impending penalty game, lying on Marika’s bed reminds me of our sleepover day and makes my heart race.


    Marika takes something out of the closet and nervously approaches me. 


    “Raise your hands and cheer.” 


    “Banzai10!”


    “A bit higher. Around there. Perfect.”


    A metallic sound chimes as she secures fluffy handcuffs covered in fur. Both my arms are fastened to the bed’s pipe by the handcuffs. 


    “Hehe, how is it? Can’t move, right?”


    Looking up at Marika with a triumphant face, flaunting the key, I nod in agreement. “I wonder if it’s easy to break free. If I really struggled, I might end up breaking the handcuffs or the bed.” 


    “O-Okay, just stay calm.”


    Marika, looking slightly frightened, places the key on the table and then climbs on top of me. “How does it feel? Anxious? Helpless?”


    Having reversed our positions, Marika wears a satisfied expression, seemingly enjoying herself. “I’m thinking maybe Marika actually wanted to do some bondage play and that’s why she bought handcuffs. Sorry for not realizing it sooner.” 


    “It’s not like I’m doing this for myself because I like it!”


    Marika’s flushed face drew closer, and her fingers gently caressed Aya’s cheek. 


    “You won’t be able to act all composed for long. How about that? This time, you won’t be able to switch positions like before! I’m going to thoroughly humiliate you from now on.” 


    “I’ll try not to kick you.” 


    “Just behave, okay!?”


    Though Marika was straddling her waist, she was keeping her body slightly lifted, making it seem easy to flip her over with just her legs. Well, even if she were to be held down with full force, Aya, who had no knowledge of specialized restraining techniques, could easily escape since it was Marika she was dealing with...


    No, this is bad. Thinking about these things in the middle of the play is absolutely not cute.


    In play, even if it’s acting, mutual cooperation is essential. Aya’s true self, which always gives her all, is special enough. I should try to accommodate Marika’s desires as much as possible and make her feel good.


    Aya made a pouty face. “Don’t do anything too mean... Marika.” 


    “Umm, okay.”


    She gave a submissive voice, and Marika nodded as if flustered. How cute. 


    “I-I won’t do it, but... that’s not it. It’s just that if Aya were more obedient!”


    In Aya’s mind, she silently cheered her on, saying, “Do your best.”


    Marika, the impromptu master, decisively touched Aya’s body. Smoothly, she removed her tights and lightly traced her bare legs with her fingertips. “Mm...”


    It tickled. A slight flinch caused the sound of handcuffs to be heard from above her body. I see. This is slightly... frustrating. 


    “Aya, is this the first time someone has done this to you?”


    Upon hearing the question, Marika immediately made a face as if she had made a mistake. She must have thought that if she found out Aya had experienced it before, she would be compared to someone else.


    With a smile, Aya shook her head. “It’s the first time. Marika is my first time.” 


    “I-I see.”


    Marika, who was relieved, gently stroked her head. Rather than having her legs touched, she felt more embarrassed by this, and the handcuffs rattled again. 


    “You don’t have to think about anything. I’ll make you feel good.” 


    “Hmm.” 


    “Good girl, good girl...”


    While her head was being caressed, her skirt was lifted.


    Although she thought she was accustomed to being seen naked, perhaps because of this situation, she suddenly felt shy. “Um, this...” 


    “What? What? How do you feel? Come on, tell your master without holding back. Come on, little kitten, come on.” 


    “It’s bothersome...” 


    “Bothersome!?” I may have chosen the wrong words. I wanted to say something like it’s embarrassing. 


    “W-Well, of course, it’s a punishment game, after all.”


    Nevertheless, Marika continued to move her hand. Maybe she had let go completely. She was gradually becoming more uninhibited. With the edge of her underwear tickled, her hips couldn’t help but move.


    It’s not like this is a different game; it’s a physical reaction that can happen even in a simple tickling match. So why does it make me feel frustrated? 


    “Aya, are you starting to feel good?” 


    “Well, not really.” 


    “Hmm.”


    Marika laughs confidently.


    There’s a seductive gloss in her expression. 


    “Even though it’s like this down here.” 


    “...” 


    It’s a lie, Aya thought. She knows her body better than anyone. So this must be Marika’s bluff.


    But... for some reason, she can’t say it outright, so she turns her face away. 


    “You’re cute, Aya.” 


    “...It’s not true.” 


    “You’re cute, really cute. The cutest in the world.”


    Marika’s finger infiltrates into Aya’s pants.


    Aya stiffens her body. With her face turned to the side, she closes her eyes. 


    “Mm... Haa...” 


    “Aya, even though it’s a punishment, you’re feeling good, huh?” 


    ”...I’m not feeling... that way.” 


    “It can’t be helped. Aya, you’re a pervert who loves feeling good.”


    Because of Marika...


    Intermittent stimulation divides her thoughts. Every time she tries to speak, a sigh escapes her. And every time, Marika’s face lights up with joy.


    Even though Marika intentionally took on the role of the villain to alleviate her own guilt, Aya becomes even more frustrated. She asks, sprinkling sand on the situation. ”...Do you always... pretend to do things to yourself?” 


    “What?” Aya opens her eyes slightly and provocatively looks up at Marika. 


    “Do you always pretend to touch yourself like you do to me?” 


    “Wha-...”


    Marika’s face clearly turns red. “T-That’s not it. I’m just doing it the way you like it. Come on... Come on.” 


    “Mmm...”


    The small resistance backfires. Marika’s finger rubs against the upper part of the entrance. Of course, it has a strong effect on Aya, just like any other girl. And it’s especially difficult to suppress her voice when it’s being done by her beloved Marika.


    In her restrained state with both arms bound, she can’t even cover her mouth. With her legs trembling vigorously, this time Marika puts her full weight on her. 


    “You always tease me, but look, when it’s done to you, you react just like this. You’re cute, after all.” 


    “It’s not...true.” 


    “It is true.”


    Marika flips open Aya’s top and bra, exposing her white breasts. 


    “See, Aya? So you don’t have to think that everything is your fault.”


    In a voice tone different from the blame, Aya instinctively asks for clarification. “What do you mean...?” 


    “Let’s walk together properly, that’s what I mean.”


    Her white fingers bounce on Aya’s chest. They stroke, rub, knead, and her upper body grows warm. Aya can’t even focus on Marika’s words. She feels like Marika has gotten better compared to the previous time. She might have been waiting for the perfect moment to counterattack. 


    “I always thought that having you do things for me was natural, so I burdened you. But I also enjoy doing this to you... occasionally.”


    Marika gently kisses me, and finally, I can catch my breath. 


    As I find my sweat-drenched hair bothersome, Marika uses her finger to comb it aside. Looking up at her, I say, ”...I actually prefer doing Marika.”


    Marika asks anxiously, “You don’t like being the one receiving?” 


    “It just...makes me uneasy. It’s embarrassing...” I accidentally jingle the handcuffs again. 


    “I want to see more of the embarrassing side of Aya.”


    “............” 


    Perhaps I could have clearly refused and said I didn’t want to do it, but that would be unfair. Marika always faces everything with such determination. 


    “...I’m sorry, Marika.” 


    “Ehh,  I don’t want you to think about it.”


    She was only a bit troubled, but she genuinely worried about me. Marika is just too kind, and I realize that forcibly blaming her isn’t right. 


    “I can’t do it suddenly...” 


    As the embarrassment threatens to overwhelm me, I look up at Marika and say, “If it’s just a little at a time... that’s fine.” Because that’s all I can do. I’m different from Marika, who can skip over anything. 


    “Yes!” Marika happily showers me with kisses. Not just on the lips, but also on my cheeks, ears, neck, and chest. It feels like being playfully nibbled by a puppy, but it’s not like that. 


    Marika is a girl who was originally out of reach for me, like an unattainable flower on a high peak. I reconsider my thoughts. Now that I can be with Marika, it was unrealistic to expect that I could stay the same and not change. 


    “Hey, Marika.” 


    “What is it?”


    I smile at Marika’s sweet voice. “I...there are still things I can’t tell Marika, but little by little, I’ll do my best.” 


    “That makes me happy, but I don’t want you to force yourself, Aya.” 


    “Hmm. I love you, Marika.” 


    “Me too!”


    Unlike when I’m being scolded, Marika’s innocent demeanor when scolding others is the cutest in the world. It’s frustrating that I can’t even stroke her cheek. 


    “Then, can you take off the handcuffs soon?” 


    “Eh, that’s no good.”


    I furrow my eyebrows at the easy refusal. 


    “...Why?” 


    “Because I haven’t made you feel good enough yet.”


    As if remembering, Marika begins to move her fingers playfully. A tingling electric sensation runs through me, causing me to involuntarily grimace. 


    “B-But, we said we’d take it slow earlier...” 


    “But this time, it’s a punishment game.” 


    “Marika...ahh...”


    Even though I intentionally spoke in a low voice, the end of my words still jumped out.


    Feeling embarrassed, she glared at Marika. But Marika was smiling. “It’s a punishment game, you know.” 


    “And that’s for Marika’s sake...” 


    “For what?”


    Aya unintentionally swallowed her words. She understood that everything Marika did was to cheer her up, but it felt too uncool to say it out loud.


    How unfair. How did she become such a sly girl?


    “Marika...” 


    “They say that when you’re in a relationship, you start to resemble each other, right?”


    Of course, under normal circumstances, she wouldn’t fall behind. But right now, her arms were bound by handcuffs, and she felt a heavy burden emotionally...


    Thanks to that, she was being taken advantage of.


    “Fuu...nghh…”


    “But no matter what, Aya, you’re melting away, aren’t you? Hey, if we continue like this, won’t you end up getting addicted to me? How about for a hundred days? What do you say?” 


    “Hmm, but… not now…”


    Even with Marika’s gentle touch, if she continued to persistently tease her, Aya’s patience would soon reach its limit. Her whole body was trembling. At this rate, she would reach that point soon.


    She pressed her face against her upper arm, trying to resist and hide it from Marika’s view. But Marika kissed her earlobe and slipped her tongue inside.


    “Fufufu...Aya, I love you so much.” 


    “Nhmmm...!”


    While her ear was being licked and nibbled, she whispered into my ears. It had a considerable effect.


    “Marika, no, please, stop...” 


    “I love you, Aya. I love you so much, so so much...forever, I love you, let’s be together forever.” 


    “No, no, please, Marika, no...”


    She had lost her composure in her voice, yet Marika didn’t stop. Instead, she continued to torment Aya’s body relentlessly.


    Whether it was due to her desperation in the act or her lack of consideration for her strength, the intensity was making Aya reach her peak.


    “No, no, no...Marika, Marikaaa!”


    Her mind went blank. Aya’s whole body trembled and she breathed heavily.


    Having witnessed the moment when a girl reaches her climax for the first time, Marika seemed a bit surprised. But behind her shy face, a sense of achievement could be seen.


    Even after a while when Aya calmed down, she couldn’t bring herself to look at Marika’s face due to embarrassment.


    “Aya.” 


    “...”


    Marika kissed her cheek. “I love you, Aya.”


    “...”


    It’s not like Marika was her first partner. Marika knew about her experiences with Karen and Asta. Asta enjoyed being on the receiving end, while Karen-san particularly liked being the aggressor with younger girls, and Aya fell into her clutches as well.


    But somehow, this feeling was different. It felt as if she had been seen even more deeply, completely exposed. And there was a sense of relief in having herself accepted.


    “...Marika.”


    However, for a while, I couldn’t be completely honest. 


    “What is it, Aya-chan?” 


    ”...Just watch later.” 


    “Yeah, yeah.” 


    It’s frustrating, annoying, and irritating. Cute, lovely, pleasant, like, love, really love, want to embrace. Among these conflicting emotions, Aya can’t tell which one is the true feeling, and Aya looked up at Marika. Marika, smiling against the fluorescent light, appeared much more mature than usual. 


    “Marika, I hate you... but I love you.” She said while pouting, and Marika hugged her tightly. 


    “You’re too cute! I love you!” 


    “Ah for god sake! Take off the handcuffs already!”  Aya couldn’t resist Marika, who was pressing her face against her chest, and she screamed. 


    After having the handcuffs removed, the two of them lay down on a bed. 


    “I won’t do it as a punishment game, though.” Marika propped her chin on her hand and peered into Aya’s face. 


    After a thorough revenge, the two were in their sweaty underwear. Marika murmured absentmindedly, “It’s not a big deal if I received that from Aya.” 


    “That?” 


    “Well, I mean, that thing from this incident.” 


    Aya glared at her and finally understood. “Virginity.” 


    “Yes, but why aren’t you embarrassed about it?” Even if she asked why, she didn’t know. Maybe it’s just because it’s a noun. 


    “Is it because Marika wants to put her fingers inside me, all the way?” 


    “You’re saying everything!? Well, I mean, that’s what I meant! It’s a bit scary, but if Ayachan wants me to do it, I’ll gather the courage to do it properly...” 


    “But it’s okay if it doesn’t lead to the outcome Marika desires.”


    “What do you mean...” After contemplating for a while, Marika’s expression suddenly changed. “Ah, ah, so that’s it... I mean, it’s okay though. I don’t care if Aya gave her first time to a boyfriend or a girlfriend. Aya is my lover now.” 


    Despite saying “boyfriend or girlfriend,” Marika seemed quite shaken. “I don’t know if it’s a boyfriend or a girlfriend, but it’s okay! It’s okay, right!?” 


    Whenever this topic came up, Marika always pouted and said “It’s okay,” but it was clear that she hadn’t fully accepted it... Maybe she really doesn’t realize it herself. 


    “Hmm...” However, she hesitated to disclose that. “It’s okay. It’s just... it’s okay...” 


    But before she knew it, Marika seemed on the verge of tears, so Aya had no choice but to tell her. 


    “Listen, Marika. Calm down and listen.” 


    “Ugh... Y-yeah.” Aya looked away. “It’s not about dedicating it to someone else or anything like that.” 


    “But, still...” 


    “It’s just that I’ve experienced it myself.” 


    “...Experienced it? What do you mean?” Facing Marika’s earnest eyes. Aya felt incredibly awkward and simply conveyed that one word. 


    “...By myself.” Marika looked dumbfounded for a while, then burst into exaggerated laughter, which didn’t satisfy Aya at all.
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    Good day, it's Mikami Teren. Thank you for picking up Volume 4 of "Arioto", which is the story of "Yuri Story: The Hundred-Day Project to Thoroughly Win Over a Girl Who Insists That Same-Sex Relationships Are Impossible." Even though they're lovers, they each have their own feelings, and the girls are working hard with all their might! That's what this story is about.


    Volume 4 is finally here, and I'm quite moved by it. (Places hand over heart) The reason being, I have finally caught up to the latest doujinshi edition. So, starting from Volume 5 of "Arioto", it will be completely new material!


    Now, let’s change the topic a bit. Let’s release “Arioto” commercially! Our initial goal when we received the offer was to publish Volume 3. As those who have read it will understand (on the contrary, I wonder who reads the afterword of Volume 4 without having read Volume 3...?), Volume 3 marks a turning point in the story. So, I had the feeling that it would be great if we could release up to Volume 3, but before I knew it, Volume 4 was out. And it seems like there's a good chance that the next goal, Volume 5, will be published commercially.


    To the readers of the Doujinshi edition, I apologize for keeping you waiting due to my inexperience. If I were able to write a book every month, the doujinshi edition of "Arioto" would have been released by now, and it would have enriched the world of light novels with 12 Galcoms a year... But instead, I've been taking too much time for each book, and my pace has slowed even further... I will continue to strive...


    So, without further ado! I will deliver the new story of Marika and Aya, whom no one has seen before, starting from the next volume. It's the third-year students' arc!


    Since I received a 4-page afterword this time, let's talk a bit about the contents of Volume 4. Volume 4 is a lively story that focuses on many characters. Here, in addition to "romance," which is an important pillar alongside "love" in girls' love comedies, the theme is "friendship."


    However! There are far more stories depicting female friendships than female same-sex love. (It's a good era where I can confidently say that there are many more of them...) So why did I choose to depict a story of friendship in "Arioto"? It's not just because the author wanted to write it. (I wanted to write it!!) Speaking of friendship stories that can only be found in "Arioto," they are none other than stories about girls who have fallen in love with other girls. They are all comrades who support each other in pursuing their own love. Friendship takes on many forms. It may be even broader than romance. In this volume, Marika brings forth two motivations for supporting her friends' love: "Because I'm happy to be dating someone I like right now" and "Because it would have been tough if I had remained with unrequited feelings for Aya." I believe that empathy is one of the most beautiful emotions humans possess. That's why when a friend is about to experience the same feelings, I want to lend a hand. I can't just leave them be. "People often say things like 'female friendship doesn't exist,' but of course it does. I want the people around me to be happy," that's what Marika says in the main story, and that's what her heart is filled with.


    So, I hope you enjoyed Volume 4, a story of friendship and love.


    Although there are some ominous shadows surrounding Aya... Don't worry, I'm sure the two of them will be fine!


    Now, let me express my gratitude. Starting from this volume, we have changed illustrators. Yukiko-san, thank you so much for everything up until now! I wish you continued success! And now, Matsu-sensei has taken over! They have masterfully depicted the princess-like allure of Aya and the contemporary charm of Marika, the high school girl. The illustrations of them in the frontispiece are so adorable! I look forward to working with you!


    Also, to Nekopyon-san, my editor, and everyone who was involved in creating this book, thank you from the bottom of my heart. I don't know yet if Volume 5 will become more sensitive, but I will do my best to bring out the charm of Marika and Aya.


    And above all, I am immensely grateful to those who have picked up this book and to the bookstore staff who worked hard to sell it.


    By the way, did you read Kayako-sensei's "Arioto" manga adaptation that was released on June 7th? It was so cute, wasn't it? Manga is amazing!


    Well then, I hope we can meet again somewhere! This was Mikami Teren!


    Author: Mikami Teren, Former resident of Miyagi Prefecture, born on December 16th. The number of e-books on my reading list has exceeded 1,300. My favorite chocolates are Fran and Crunky. Don't worry, it's Mikami Teren's Yuri book! 


    Illustrator: Wattaro (緜) I will be in charge of the illustrations starting from Volume 4. I'm the illustrator Wattaro. I did my best to draw the charming characters I inherited. I look forward to working with you in the future!
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