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Winter Term, Prologue 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 ñDid you know?ò 

 
 In the din of the clearing cathedral, over the noise of the chattering girls and the soft murmurs 
of the Saintly Chorus ushering them home, you could be forgiven for presuming the question 
had gone unheard. But glazed eyes staring at the open doorway by which the assembly was 
leaving, the door by which she had left only hours before, Miyuki RokujǾ stood in complete 
and total absence. 
 ñPresident RokujǾ?ò 
 The sixth year snapped back to the world, and turning to face the voice she found herself 
before her school council assistants, Mizuho Kanou and Hitomi Tougi. The reception was un-
typically cold; Hitomiôs arms were crossed with her stature tall and formal, her slate-gray eyes 
dripping with accusation. Mizuho hovered only a few paces behind, her own expression 
mirroring the sentiment from beneath her long, dark shroud of hair. 
 ñDid you know?ò Hitomi repeated. 
 ñDid I know what, Tougi-san?ò Miyuki frowned, unaccustomed to the short tone. From one so 
close, it caught her off guard and for a second, she found herself back in that dark hallway 
from many years before, crying and curled up against the wall alone. Brushing her dark bob 
back defensively, she turned from Hitomiôs openly hostile gaze. 
 ñThat Shizuma still had feelings for her,ò Mizuho cut in, her continuation just as frosty, ñfor 
Aoi-san?ò 
 Miyuki sighed. Sheôd spent the past hour so pre-occupied with the afternoonôs events that 
she hadnôt considered their implications. The remainder of the presentation had been and 
gone and sheôd spent the entire time in personal turmoil. She shifted stance and gathered 
herself before replying. 
 ñI wasnôt entirely convinced by her sudden composure of late, no,ò she said as she turned 
back to look the pair in the eye as sheôd been taught to. ñShe seemed like she was hiding 
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something.ò Coolly she gestured toward the stone altar at the back of the hall as she finished. 
ñEvidently, she was.ò 
 ñSo you knew, and still President RokujǾ entered Suzumi-san and Aoi-san together?ò 
 ñI thought I was doing them a favour,ò Miyuki snapped, all at once flustered by the continuing 
interrogation. Inwardly she caught herself questioning the favourôs recipient, but 
unsurprisingly chose to keep the addition private. ñI thought the distraction would do them 
both good.ò 
 Evasive replies for naught, Miyuki knew where this was going regardless. 
 ñBy burying former-Etoileôs feelings?ò Hitomi rolled her eyes, ñUnder what? Duty to Miator?ò 
The auburn haired assistant shook her head and sighed, her scruffy fringe covering her eyes 
as she looked down at the floor in disgust. 
 ñDonôt you think sheôs suffered enough duty already?ò Mizuho echoed, her attention lost 
among the train of underclassmen shuffling along the aisle next to her, the younger girls 
oblivious of the argument and happily recounting the dayôs spectacle. 
 ñI didnôt think it would end this way,ò Miyuki offered. ñI didnôt mean to hurt either of them, 
especially not Aoi-san, not again. She went through enough learning of Kaori.ò 
 For a moment the trio stood in silence, each deep in their own thoughts and far removed 
from the conversation. Eventually it was the Tougi girl who chose to disturb the vacuum. 
 ñThen for RokujǾ-sanôs sake,ò she began, her words chosen carefully to reflect the dark 
thoughts that had spawned them, ñI do hope the former-Etoile is in a forgiving mood.ò 
 The statement bounced from the stonework, its tone ominous and telling. 
 

* * * * 
 

 A gentle breeze carried cold air from the Dormitory atticôs open skylight, drawing goose 
bumps to Shizumaôs exposed shoulders. The peaceful form of a sleeping fourth year warmed 
the rest of her body, a poorly fitting blanket draped across the pair of them for shelter. The 
former-Etoile sat with her back against one of the atticôs many boxes, propped up by a pile of 
dust sheets and several battered cushions borrowed from a stack of chairs piled up in the 
corner of the room. Nagisa lay curled upon her, her head resting on the older girlôs bosom. 
Long silver hair fell loose about them, the shining cascade covering Shizumaôs face whilst the 
limp fingers of Nagisaôs right hand still hung entwined in its flowing strands from when sheôd 
been playing with it as she fell asleep. 
 Aside from the soft rhythm of Nagisaôs breathing, the attic had long since fallen still. 
 Shizuma glanced down at the girl beneath her, a content smile on Nagisaôs lips, her fine 
brown eyelashes framing restful eyes. The former-Etoile smiled fondly, Shizuma basking in 
the sense of serenity that had followed their reunion. Despite the gruelling weeks leading up 
to this, everything seemed so right now. Finally, it was right. 
 Looking up at the skylight above them, Shizuma could see the pale disc of the moon hiding 
behind the growing clouds, its chill shades stark against the night sky framing them. As she 
gazed thoughtfully, a vivid image of Kaoriôs face sprung to mind, the mental spectre staring 
down toward the young couple huddled together beneath her. To her surprise, rather than the 
sad, solemn expression they usually bore, those soft brown eyes carried behind them a smile, 
the same fond regard that Shizuma had shown for Nagisa only seconds before. 
 A smile of absolution. 
 Shizuma glanced back to the sleeping form she cradled so lovingly, thumbing wayward 
strands from the Aoi girlôs restful brow. The closing words of Kaoriôs final letter repeated in her 
mind, and looking back up at the empty sky light, Shizuma whispered quietly, 
 ñThank you, my love. Thank you.ò  
 

* * * * 
 

 A sharp rap on the wooden door shook Tamao to focus, drawing her eyes across the dark 
dormitory expanse toward the shadowy portal behind her. Panicked, she wiped her eyes with 
the bed cover and sniffed back further unshed tears, the fourth year willing her breathing back 
toward to normal. After a pause, she called, ñWhoé who is it?ò 
 The soft voice of Lulimôs student council president, Chikaru Minamoto, replied in return. 
 ñMay I come in, Tamao-chan?ò she asked. 
 Tamao started again, blindly attempting to straighten the bed as she stumbled over her 
discarded Etoile dress in the darkness. She brushed down her uniform as best she could 
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before groping for the light switch and flicking it on as quietly as possible. With a breath and a 
final pause before continuing, she cracked the door ajar. 
 ñUm, can Ié can I help you, Minamoto-sama?ò she whispered. 
 Chikaru peered through the gap. ñI wanted to see if Tamao-chan was okay.ò 
 The lump returned to Tamaoôs throat, and with effort she choked back another wave of tears. 
Courtesy instinctively taking charge, she stumbled over the words as she opened the door 
further. 
 ñOf course Iôm okay, Chikaru-senpai,ò she bluffed poorly, ñwho wouldnôt be after such a 
wonderful ceremony?ò She lowered her red-tinged eyes from Chikaruôs preying gaze, bluffing 
poorly, ñDidnôt Hikari-san look beautiful in her dress?ò 
 Chikaruôs face remained shrewdly unconvinced. With her tone soft, she replied in a quiet but 
gathered manner. 
 ñYes, didnôt she just, Tamao-chan.ò 
 The older girl followed Tamaoôs sweeping invite, and as she crossed the room to the waiting 
table that Chiyo had much earlier set for tea, she regarded the crumpled blue dress lying on 
the floor, tear stains spattered across its front. Chikaru bent to retrieve it, smoothing the fabric 
down before folding it neatly. 
 ñYou shouldnôt be so careless with such a delicate dress, Tamao-chan,ò she smiled. ñYouôll 
only ruin it.ò 
 Tamaoôs shoulders slumped as she put the door to, looking back across the room toward the 
empathetic fifth year. Her mask cracked further still, the glimpse unwittingly betraying her 
turmulent soul. 
 ñI imagine I shanôt have another opportunity to wear it,ò she muttered quietly. 
 The pain was obvious in her voice, and sighing softly, Chikaru replied, ñNow now, Tamao-
chan, donôt be so silly. Someone as beautiful as Astraeaôs great poet will always have cause 
to own a pretty dress.ò 
 Tamao looked down at the floor again, hoping her long hair would hide the gathering tears. 
Draping the dress across the back of Tamaoôs desk chair, Chikaru moved swiftly to attend the 
crumbling figure before her. 
 ñTamao-chanéò she sighed as she gathered the younger girl into a motherly embrace, and 
Chikaru gently kissed the fourth yearôs bowed forehead. At this Tamao broke, her streaming 
tears testament as each wail of dismay and heaving sob shook her. 
 ñNagisa-chan...ò she cried. 
 Heavy silence echoed Tamaoôs mumbled anguish, and Chikaru led them awkwardly across 
the room so she could perch Tamao on the Dormitory bed behind, sparkling tears now 
covering the front of her checkered Lulim uniform. 
 ñNagisaéò the fourth year repeated, ñmy Nagisa-chanéò 
 

* * * * 
 

 ñYaya-chan?ò 
 Hikari leant her slight form against their dormitory door, turning the handle as quietly as she 
could, hoping dearly to avoid the customary creak of birch-wood under strain. 
 ñYaya-chan?ò she whispered again. 
 No reply returned her call. 
 Peering into the void behind the door, she strained to make out the dormitory beds, the 
cluttered desk and the flowing white curtains behind. Both beds were empty. 
 ñYaya-chan?ò she repeated. 
 Flicking the light switch, Hikari squinted in the brightness, her eyes protesting as they 
adjusted to the sudden glare. She looked quizzically at the scene surrouding her: Yayaôs 
white Spica uniform lay strewn across her bed, the sheets an untidy mess of imprints and 
scuffed covers. She tipped the door quietly to behind her, doing her best not to catch the edge 
of her Etoile gown as she did so. Stepping further into the room, a strange smell caught her 
nose: perfume, deliciously sweet and unexpected, despite being only a linger from earlier that 
afternoon. 
 Puzzled, the young Etoile stood with her hands crossed before her, surveying her confusing 
locale. 
 ñYaya-chan, where are you?ò 
 

* * * * 
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 Shizuma shivered in the cold air. The temperature was dropping, and she knew it was time to 
move the pair of them before someone caught cold. Ever so gently, she bent her lips to the 
fourth year, Shizuma kissing Nagisaôs crown. Reddish brown hair shuffled as the Aoi girl 
stirred, her fine auburn eyelashes cracking apart, and soft brown eyes soon peering up from 
behind them. 
 ñShizuma-sama?ò 
 The fond smile returned to Shizumaôs lips. 
 ñNagisa.ò 
 The fourth year shuffled in her warm cocoon, pulling the blanket tighter around her shoulders 
as she released Shizumaôs tangled hair. She closed her eyes again as if to return to sleep. 
 ñI must be dreaming,ò she mumbled. 
 The corner of Shizumaôs lips curled further in reply. 
 ñNo, if you were dreaming, it would be of patisserie my love, not of me.ò 
 Nagisa opened one eye, grinning back at the former-Etoile. 
 ñMmm, cookies,ò she teased. 
 Shizuma chuckled. 
 ñYes dear, cookies.ò She ran a finger across Nagisaôs soft cheek. ñWe should get up Nagisa; 
itôs getting cold. The snow has started again.ò 
 Nagisa rolled onto her back, looking up at the starry void above them through the wooden 
skylight. It was beginning to clog around the rim with a fluffy white lining. 
 ñLook - marshmellows too! I am dreaming.ò 
 Shizumaôs emerald eyes sparkled with playful rejection. 
 ñWhy so obsessive my love? Iôll develop an inferiority complex if I lose you to candy.ò 
 Nagisaôs voice ramped pitch as she replied, ñBut Shizuma-sama has left me so drained after 
todayôs awful ordeal...ò 
 Sheôd meant it as a tease, but a serious look crossed Shizumaôs careworn face, stifling the 
happy shine in her eyes. 
 ñYes, she haséò 
 And after a pause, she added, ñAnd sheôs deeply sorry.ò 
 Nagisa sat up, the tone shaking off the eveningôs sleepy haze. She tilted her head, looking 
directly into Shizumaôs troubled eyes. 
 ñShizuma-sama?ò 
 A mark of regret washed across the older girlôs face, and she pressed a finger to Nagisaôs 
lips. 
 ñIt wasnôt supposed to happen like this,ò she began. 
 For a second, Nagisa looked worried. 
 ñWhen I met you Nagisa,ò and Shizumaôs silver hair fell forward as the former-Etoile dipped 
her gaze from her girlfriendôs eyes, ñI missed her éI missed Kaori so, so much.ò 
 With a gentle touch, she traced the line of Nagisaôs bare shoulder as her point of focus 
dissolved into a vague blur of pale skin and coarse blanket. 
 ñIôd spent so long waiting for that pain to end, I hadnôt thought about what I needed to do to 
make it happen.ò 
 A tear pooled in each of her yawning emerald wells, Nagisa watching quietly as they did. 
 ñIt wasnôt until I took you to the summer house, until that night in Kaoriôs room, that I realised I 
still had to deal with my pain - that I needed to put things behind me before I could move on.ò 
The tears rolled free, racing across Shizumaôs cheek and down toward her chin, meeting 
there in unison. 
 ñI didnôt want to hurt you,ò she continued. ñEven then, I was certain I loved you, Nagisa.ò 
 The red head wiped the tears away attentively, her own troubled expression calling for 
Shizuma to stop, the look in the young girlôs eyes stressing to the older that an explanation 
was unnecessary. But the former-Etoile seemed intent, continuing on despite more tears and 
a flustered warmth spreading across her skin. 
 ñThe day I returned our Etoile necklaces, Nagisa, Miyuki and I éwe found a letter from Kaori. 
Itôd been hidden in the necklace case where Kaori thought only I would find it.ò 
 Shizuma sobbed openly now, adding with obvious difficultly, ñShe wrote it not long before she 
died.ò 
 Nagisaôs expression turned to one of agonised pity, the youngster wishing for a way to end 
her girlfriendôs obvious distress. But just as before, she focused on listening intently; Shizuma 
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obviously needed to say these words, or she wouldnôt have embarked on sharing them in the 
first place. 
 ñIn it she asked what would become of me after she had gone. She said she hoped for me to 
stay as sheôd met me - as the girl that made her happy and helped her feel alive. It was only 
then that I realised what Iôd become, what I was doing to the people around meéò 
 The tears finally slowed, and a look of sincerity took to Shizumaôs intent face. She stared 
directly into the brown eyes regarding her, holding their attention firmly. 
 ñI loved you so much, Nagisa,ò she stressed, ñeven then. I just needed time.ò 
 Crippled by returning confusion and an act that had thoroughly devastated her, the red head 
immediately drew away, choking back her own rising tears as the recent weeksô events 
sprung back to mind. Struggling to control her nerve, she pushed an ever present question 
from her lips. 
 ñButé that night in the greenhouse. The night you took the Summer House key back. You 
saidéò 
 A scowl crossed Shizumaôs face, twisting her lips into a sneer as she looked away once 
more. She straightened her back in obvious anger and annoyance. 
 ñMiyuki,ò she spat the word out, ñhad a convincing way with words.ò 
 ñBut she said youôd given your approval to our entry in the Etoile election!ò Nagisa exclaimed, 
recoiling almost completely, anguish racing through her heart. The evening had been so 
perfect, and yet suddenly it seemed to be going wrong. ñYou said so yourself ïñ 
 ñNo!ò Shizuma snapped, returning her focus to Nagisaôs contesting eyes. ñI gave approval for 
her to choose, Nagisa. I didnôt care who became the next Etoile, as long as it set me free.ò 
 She leant forward, taking the fourth yearôs hands in hers, drawing the red head back towards 
her. 
 ñIt wasnôt my choice to enter you both; it wasnôt until after sheôd told Tamao that Miyuki 
informed me of her decision.ò Holding Nagisaôs hands firmly, she forced the fourth year to 
look at her. ñI only said what I did that night because I thought I wasnôt ready. I was stupid. I 
didnôt want to hurt you any more than I already had, but instead I only made things worse.ò 
 The girls fell silent for a moment, their breathing slowing gradually. 
 Catching memories as they sprang to mind, a weary smile crossed Shizumaôs delicate lips. 
 ñI smashed my room up the morning she told me you were entering together.ò 
 She looked away, caught up in her own thoughts, the silver river that shrouded her face 
shifting in the light. Her words were little more than whispers as she continued the 
afterthought, ñI was so angry, so scared Iôd lost you altogether.ò 
 Absorbing the air of regret, Nagisa carefully traced the scar line on Shizumaôs left hand, its 
source now explained, the wound still obvious and raw. Her furrowed brow quickly softened, 
her gaze lost in the myriad lines that raced alongside the tender mark. 
 Shizuma continued, returning her eyes to the beautiful girl she held before her. 
 ñI just needed time to gather myself, Nagisa. After facing it all again, I just needed to figure 
myself outé Iôm sorry I took so long, my love.ò 
 The fourth year looked up at Shizuma, exploring her pretty face, rereading the open 
expression. For only the second time since sheôd met the former-Etoile, Nagisa saw the 
senior blush; the previous time being that very morning in the cathedral grounds. Reassured, 
and with the beginnings of a smile creeping to her lips, Nagisa replied in the quiestest of 
whispers. 
 ñIt doesnôt matter how we got here, Shizuma.ò 
 She leant forward slowly, drawing her mouth to the older girlôs lips. The coy flush of playful 
embarrassment sheôd worn shifting into a look of placid serenity, before being twisted by 
slowly building desire. She parted her lips again, this time brushing Shizumaôs cheek. 
 ñIôm here, with you now. Thatôs all that matters.ò 
 And Nagisaôs whisper trailed off, her final words consumed by a long, lingering kiss. 
 

* * * * 
 

 The stairs creaked as the two girls closed the attic door and tip-toed out into the Dormitory 
corridor. The dull light of the moon spilled through partially obscured windows, leaving the 
way before them broken by sporadic lines of elongated shadow. 
 ñWhat now?ò Nagisa asked timidly, the fourth year peering back toward her girlfriend. 
 Shizuma flashed a theatric smile in return. 
 ñWhat makes you think I have an answer for that yet?ò 
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 Nagisa giggled, squeezing the other girlôs hand as she did. 
 ñBecause youôre the brainy one, remember?ò 
 Shizuma grinned back, and after a momentôs thought, replied more seriously. 
 ñThen itôs time you returned to your room, Nagisa. You have a friend there Iôm sure is in need 
of a hug.ò 
 The fourth year tilted her head as she reconciled Shizumaôs directive. 
 ñTamao-chan?ò 
 ñI could only wish for a friend like her, Nagisa. Regardless of our relationship, you shouldnôt 
lose that. You mustnôt lose that.ò 
 Nagisa bowed her head for a moment, consequence and concern catching up to her. 
 ñButéò she began, her voice small and questioning, ñIéò 
 She looped the subject briefly, Shizuma undoubtedly in the right, and Nagisa simply trying to 
avoid the matter. Just as she was about to vocalise an admittance as much, another, just as 
troubling possibility sprung to mind. 
 ñYou wonôté?ò 
 Shizuma pre-empted her words and cut her off outright. 
 ñWhat, after today? After this evening? No, of course not, donôt be silly.ò 
 Nagisa beamed. 
 ñThen yes, I have a friend I know will need a hug.ò 
 Happy with her partnerôs choice, Shizuma returned the smiles with a brief nod of resolve, 
before glancing down the hall into the plunging darkness ahead. 
 ñAnd I,ò she muttered, ñéI have something to deal with myself.ò 
 The words floated into the hall, not needing a reply. Nagisa knew what portent they carried.  
 

* * * * 
 

 It was late when Chikaru left Tamao to herself. A half empty teapot of cold red tea sat in the 
middle of the low table at the centre of the room, and Tamao gazed at it as she stood with her 
back to the door; the fourth year remaining where sheôd been ever since bidding Chikaru 
farewell and closing it behind her. 
 It was quiet, and cold. How long had she been there now? 
 A shiver ran along Tamaoôs spine, and with a defeated sigh she considered the prospect of 
going to bed. 
 In reply to her sigh, the swish of fabric against wood came from the other side of the door. 
 Tamao looked up, at first puzzled, but then with solemn realization. This late at night there 
was only one potential candidate for her previously silent companion. 
 A moment passed, and then, with slow refrain, she managed the words, ñWelcome back, 
Nagisa-chan.ò 
 And as she leant forward, away from the door, the handle slowly turned. 
 ñTamao-chanéò 
 The voice was quiet, steeped in nervous trepidation. 
 For a second, the girls regarded each other in stoic silence through the open doorway. 
Nagisaôs Etoile dress hung about her, creased and dishevelled from the eveningôs previous 
activities. Her hair fell messily across her shoulders, the flushed look in her cheeks betraying 
fresh tears and the eveningôs other emotions. 
 Tamao looked a mirror, Chikaruôs soft perfume radiating from her clothes. 
 ñI ï ñNagisa started. 
 ñHush, Nagisa-chan.ò Tamao smiled wearily as a gentle sob shook her young body. 
 Nagisa stepped forward, but Tamao shook her head momentarily, her hand up to push the 
other fourth year away. But then, with an air of finality, she chose to let the tears go and 
embraced her dear friend closely. 
 The girls stood in the dark, holding one another, unspoken regret and apology passing 
between them. It didnôt need saying; each knew the otherôs words. 
 ñWelcome back, Nagisa-chan, welcome backéò 
 

* * * * 
 

 Shizuma pushed away from the wall, slipping from the open doorway to the younger girlsô 
room. Regretful, but satisfied, her attention turned to the next problem at hand, and again, a 
dripping sneer of disdain crossed her lips. 
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 With a purposeful stride, the former-Etoile of Astraea Hill headed back toward her own 
dormitory corridor, and a long overdue confrontation with student council president Miyuki 
RokujǾ.  
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Winter Term, Chapter One 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 Miyuki stirred. 

 
 Through sleepy eyes and the poorly lit haze of the dormitory, she struggled to orientate 
herself. Was she still asleep? Had she woken? Peering through slanted eyelids, she tried to 
find something familiar to focus on. The thick haze prevailed, offering nothing in the sub-light 
as a point of reference, the shining crack between the heavy bedroom curtains too sharp, too 
bright for her tired eyes to process. 
 Giving up, she closed them again. 
 It must still be early, she concluded and rolled onto her side, shifting under the bed covers 
while curling up for warmth. The room was cold, and her feet settled in an uncomfortably crisp 
part of the bed - the snow would be deep outside today. 
 For a while silence reigned, broken only by the steady tick of the wall clock. With gradual 
realisation however, the previous dayôs events crept slowly back into Miyukiôs mind: the 
election ceremony, Shizuma dramatically eloping with Aoi-san, the embarrassment of facing 
the other student council members throughout the evening, the sinking feeling of guilt and 
regret that grew after each conversation and the marked absence of Tamao Suzumi that 
followed. 
 Miyuki sighed. 
 Abandoning the prospect of continued sleep under the heavy weight of her conscience, she 
opened her eyes, meaning to sit upright and stretch. 
 ñGood morning Miyuki.ò 
 The words were spoken straight into her ear, the soft purr close enough for Miyuki to feel the 
breath on her skin. The upperclassman started; sheôd had no idea someone was in the room 
with her, let alone so close. Whilst busy trying to rationalize that initial thought, recognition 
sprang from the familiar voice and Miyukiôs heart jumped again. 
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 Eyes wide, she tried to turn to the speaker, only to find herself unable as a slender arm 
encircled her waist, pulling her back against the soft body behind. Perfume filled her nostrils 
as wisps of silver hair brushed the back of her neck. 
 ñShizuma?ò 
 She felt the arm around her waist tighten as gentle fingers stroked dark strands from her 
face, their path tracing the back of her neck while toying briefly with the council seniorôs 
expensive earring. When it came, the response was almost a whisper, leaving Miyuki 
wondering if sheôd heard it at all. 
 ñWho else would it be, Miyuki?ò the familiar voice asked. 
 Warmth radiated from between the two girls, enveloping the disadvantaged senior just as the 
sleepy haze had done only moments before. It was soothing, yet the council president 
continued to face the wall, too worried to look back to her companion. 
 ñWhat are you doing, Shizuma?ò she asked. Nervousness undercut her voice, and Miyuki bit 
her lip for letting it show. 
ñYou sound uneasy.ò The words came softly, but were telling and intrusive nonetheless. 

 The breath on Miyukiôs neck followed the steady rise and fall of the chest she was pressed 

to, the proximity welcoming and enticing. She was acutely aware of the cool fingers gliding 

over her skin, their presence sending shivers racing down her spine. Fear and arousal 

washed over her, the cocktail as unnerving as it was delicious. 

 The former-Etoile was obviously playing with her, though. This was wrong: out of character 

considering the previous dayôs events. 
 ñThis isnôt you, Shizuma. What about yesterday?ò 
 ñWhat about yesterday?ò 
 The reply was followed by gentle kisses that traced the curve of her shoulder, dipping down 
into the arch of her back, causing the hairs on Miyukiôs neck to stand on end. 
 Bewildered, she struggled to form a coherent reply, twisting but unable to move, trapped in 
Shizumaôs embrace. Her roommate had rarely been this direct before, this physical. It was 
intoxicating. She hung her head, almost too scared to speak, frightened that she was still 
dreaming and yet petrified that she was awake. 
 ñYou left so suddenly with Aoi-san. I didnôt get a chance to talk to you.ò 
 ñLeft with?ò 
 Soft kisses followed one another, and then, after a pause, ñMiyuki, Aoi-san is Etoile now. I 
expect she was with Tamao all evening.ò 
 Slender fingers pushed the bed cover further down the young womanôs arm, exposing warm 
flesh to the cool air as the soft murmur continued. 
 ñAnd I am here with you, dear Miyuki, just as Iôm supposed to be.ò 
 Miyukiôs mind struggled to maintain focus, drowning in sensations and confusion, a yawning 
pit of longing threatening to consume her rationale entirely. 
 ñBut, thatôs not what ï ñ 
 A finger brushed against her breast, and an involuntary gasp escaped Miyukiôs lips. 
 ñThis is what you wanted isnôt it?ò the soft voice purred. 
 Fingertips circled slowly, before sinking deeper beneath the covers, reaching, probing. 
 ñIsnôt this what you hoped for?ò 

 Sensations overwhelming her, the entrapped sixth year surrendered, her eyes closing as she 

relaxed into the welcoming darkness behind them. 
 ñAfter alléò 
 Her skin tingled with each touch, the room swaying oddly around her. 
 ñéwith Nagisa gone, what choice did I have?ò 

 Shizumaôs tone had changed, a sharp edge now evident in her words. Miyukiôs heart leapt to 

her throat as finger nails suddenly dug deeply into her arm, the pain searing as the council 

senior winced. 
 ñShizuma?ò 
 The warmth was gone as the other girl withdrew, the Hanazono presence pulling away. Cold 
air rushed across Miyukiôs back and she opened her eyes, twisting to sit upright. In the poor 
light and her unfocused daze, she couldnôt see the former-Etoile clearly. 
 ñShizuma?ò 
 A rush of air passed her ear, and the loud clap of a hand across flesh filled the room. Miyuki 
flinched as the trailing flash of pain raced across her face. She moved to shield herself as 
another blow landed from the opposite side. 
 Then another, and another. 
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 ñShizuma!ò 
 Miyuki screamed at the former-Etoile to stop, the shrill sound ringing in her ears, yet at the 
same time somehow drowned out by the constant barrage of raining blows. The room swayed 
again, lurching unpleasantly until with a sickening sensation of fluid movement it collapsed in 
on itself. Miyukiôs world disappeared in disorientation. 
 Sitting bolt upright, her heart pounding, the council President snapped suddenly into sharp 
reality. 
 She sat alone in bed, sweating and naked amidst a disarray of soaked bed covers, her chest 
rising and falling as she gasped for breath. 
 Focusing, she glanced around the silent room, the plain painted walls staring back at her with 
a cold and uncaring air. 

 Unsettled, the young womanôs shoulders sank. 

 She gathered the covers up around her, pulling her legs into her chest before curling into a 

ball to rest her head on her knees. Her breathing slowed gradually, and the dark shroud of her 

long black bob slid down across her face. 
 Somewhere deep inside, the pit of her stomach twisted, and a horrible mix of stark loneliness 
and shameful guilt washed over her. 
 ñShizuma,ò she muttered. 

 Long moments passed, marked only by the thoughts training through Miyukiôs head. It was 

only when her solemn eyes caught the colourful rim of her wall clock that she animated again 

with a start. It was past nine, and panic hit her as she leapt from the bed and raced toward the 

bathroom. 
 The Etoile hand-over tour. She was lateé 
 

* * * * 
 
 Hikari woke to the smell of lavender and the rhythmic sound of water drumming on the 
dormitoryôs perspex shower door. Soft singing floated from the bathroom, whose door stood 
slightly ajar, Yaya Nantoôs sublime voice carrying from within. 
 ñYaya-chan?ò 
 Hikari sat up in bed as the sound of water came to a sudden stop, replaced by soft padding 
as Yaya moved around in the bathroom, rubbing herself down with a towel. The singing 
continued however, clearer than before. 
 ñYaya-chan?ò Hikari called. 
The singing stopped, and a grinning face poked round the door. 
 ñSo youôre awake finally, huh?ò 
 The choir star grinned, her wet hair a mess of long black strands, water dripping from the 
ends. 
 ñAnd how is Etoile-sama this morning?ò 
 Hikari blushed, unaccustomed to her new title. She pulled her knees up under the covers and 
shuffled to sit with her back to the wall. 

 ñYaya-chan wasnôt here when I returned last night?ò she asked in roundabout tones. 

 Yaya grinned in response, but rather than reply, her disembodied head ducked back into the 

bathroom, the third year opting to finish drying herself down before emerging from the 

bathroom properly. When she did, she had a blue and green towel wrapped tightly around her 

lithe form, its width proper but still covering far less of her thighs than it probably should have. 

She grabbed another towel from the back of her chair and tipped her head forward, patting 

her cascading hair dry. As she regarded her roommate from an odd angle amongst a flurry of 

onyx and fabric, she finally addressed Hikariôs confusion. 
 ñWhy the look of concern?ò Yaya replied coyly. ñWas Etoile-sama out so late last night that 
returning to find our room still empty should also be concerning?ò 
 Hikari blushed as Yaya teased further, ñPerhaps I should be more worried as to what our new 
Etoile got up to on her first night in office!ò 
 Yaya righted herself and stood still for a moment, hair towel hanging from one hand, the 
other resting upon her hip. There was a healthy glow to her cheeks, and a shine in her eyes 
that had been missing of late. 
 ñIôm so proud of you, Hikari,ò she smiled. 
 The blonde haired third year looked down at the bedclothes in humility, the praise 
unexpected and the blush it ushered embarrassing. 
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 ñYouôre Etoile! Representative of all three schools of Astraea Hill.ò 
 Hikariôs blue eyes peered back from beneath her straw coloured locks. 
 ñAmane-senpai won the election, not me. Iôm just glad to have been by her side.ò 
  Yaya scoffed before continuing to dry her hair. 
 ñOne day youôll learn to be less modest, Hikari. Amane wouldnôt have gotten anywhere 
without you beside her.ò She paused immediately after, before cocking her head in concern. 
ñErr, arenôt you supposed to be somewhere right now?ò 
 

* * * * 
 
 Chiyo Tsukidate stood in the open doorway, eyes wide, horrified by the scene before her. 
Clinging for dear life to her trusty room keeperôs broom, she sighed with dismay as she took in 
the state of Nagisa and Tamaoôs dormitory: the unkempt beds, Nagisaôs discarded red gown 
lying across one of them, Tamaoôs blue silk dress hanging over the back of the chair. The low 
table they used for late night tea parties was cluttered with knocked over tea cups, half eaten 
cookies and a pot of stone cold tea left unfinished in the middle. Towels lay slung across the 
floor, and Tamaoôs limited collection of makeup was strewn across her desk. What the girls 
had gotten up to the previous night was beyond her. 
 And more importantly, they had all that fun without her! 
 But Chiyoôs train of thought stopped dead in its tracks; that couldnôt be right. Given events at 
the Etoile election, she couldnôt imagine either of the upperclassmen she room tempôed for 
having had any fun at all the previous evening. 
 Perhaps something awful happened; perhaps theyôd had a blazing row and that was why the 
room was such a mess. 
 Chiyoôs heart sunk, and she shook her head again, tugging at the hem of her apron. She 
didnôt like seeing Nagisa and Tamao fighting; she couldnôt bear the sight of Nagisaôs pretty 
face with anything but a smile on it. The thought almost brought her to tears. 
 She sniffed and shuffled her bucket to one side, closing the door behind her. Regardless of 
what had happened or why, she would have to get on or sheôd miss lunch. And Nagisa was 
always happy at lunch. Sheôd hate to take that smile away by not having finished the room up 
for their return. 
 óThatôs it!ô she thought as a mental thunderbolt hit her, and with renewed energy she jumped 
into her work, óIôll make sure they come home to a nice, tidy room, and then theyôll stop 
fighting and be happy again!ô 

 Beaming with the thought of fixing the worldôs problems for the two older girls, she hurriedly 

collected up the tea cups and headed toward the bathroom sink to wash them out. 
 

* * * * 
 
 ñGood morning, President RokujǾ.ò 
 Miyuki nodded in response to the greeting, the council senior hurrying past a group of 
underclassmen on her way toward the council rooms on the ground floor of the busy Ichigo-
Sha building. Face flushed and hair still somewhat damp from rushing to get ready, Miyuki 
was not her usually well presented self this morning and the passing girls murmured in low 
voices as they glanced behind them to take a second look. The rumour mill would be rife this 
week. 
 Miyukiôs footsteps echoed loudly in the corridor, bouncing off the hardwood floor in their 
haste, her pace only becoming more measured as she approached the office chamber itself. 
 Stopping briefly to adjust her uniform and straighten her hair, Miyuki gathered herself before 
opening the double doors to the council rooms behind them. 
 As she entered, a cold draught hit her and escaping paperwork jumped into the air, floating 
across the wide wooden table that dominated the space inside. The circle of red-cushioned 
chairs sat empty, the chamberôs occupants gathered before an open patio door at the other 
end of the room, watching as the younger girls frolicked in the melting snow outside. Being 
the first day of a new Etoile instatement, classes were duly cancelled, and besides their 
various club activities, the girls were free to celebrate in their own way. Responding to the 
flying paper work, the two figures turned to greet Miyuki. 
 ñGood morning, President RokujǾ,ò Hitomi offered. She stepped back from the patio door to 
reveal the dark haired Mizhuo Kanou standing in her shadow. ñYouôre too late.ò 
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 ñToo late?ò Miyuki asked as she closed the office doors behind her, the bustling patio 
curtains settling back into place as the icy breeze was blocked. ñWhere are the Etoile?ò 
 Mizuho stooped to rescue the scattered papers from the floor as Hitomi pushed the patio 
door to, the Tougi girl then moving to retake her seat at the far end of the table. 
 ñTheyôve already left,ò she said, ñShizuma arrived with Ohtori-sama this morning, and when 
you failed to appear, she offered to take them around the Miator leg on your behalf.ò 
 Hitomi settled into the mahogany-cut chair, pushing her hair back before returning to an 
earlier abandoned book, the leather-bound volume resting in her table space. Without looking 
up, she added, ñIt made sense. After all, she had to show them the greenhouse later anyway.ò 
 Miyuki sighed, and leant heavily on the high backed chair before her. 
 ñShizuma was here?ò she pondered vocally. 
 Finishing the sentence she was reading, Hitomi then glanced up from the page, puzzled by 
Miyukiôs tone. 
 ñShouldnôt she have been?ò she asked. 
 Mizuho stood up with the bundle of retrieved paper work, shuffling the sheets into a tidy pile 
on the tabletop. Talking in tandem as they often did, the Kanou girl continued where her 
companion had left off, 
 ñShe is the former-Etoile RokujǾ-san; minor or not, there are still duties for her to perform.ò 
 Miyuki sensed the same outward hostility from the pair that she had the previous day, albeit 
much more closely guarded this morning. 
 ñI didnôt expect her to come here, thatôs all,ò she muttered in distraction, the uncomfortable 
council President once again beset. 
 Hitomiôs gaze returned to her book. 
 ñPerhaps she takes her responsibilities more seriously than RokujǾ-san gives her credit for,ò 
she said with a level tone, a wry smirk crossing Hitomiôs lips and hidden from Miyukiôs gaze by 
her fallen auburn bob. ñAfter all, she was on time.ò 
 Flouncing as she turned and left, Miyuki hurried off to find the new Etoile. 
 

* * * * 
 
 Despite the snow and the chill wind outside, the midday sun warmed the vaulted Etoile green 
house as usual, the pungent scent of the many plants within filling the air with a myriad 
collage of pleasant aromas. Even on the darkest and coldest of days, the representativeôs 
private garden still reminded Shizuma of summer. 
 She sat at the high patio table, serving tea for Amane who sat with her, as well as Hikari who 
had disappeared somewhere amongst the collection of flora that filled the surrounding lower 
chamber. Comfortable in the sun, the pair were discussing the morningôs tour and the role the 
new Etoile now found themselves expected to fill. Having gracefully manipulated the porcelain 
vessel to pour a fresh round for all, Shizuma carefully returned the expensive china teapot to 
its waiting silver tray before handing Amane her refilled cup. Accepting it gratefully, Amane 
sipped the hot liquid gingerly before gazing around her newly appropriated charge. 
 ñIôm not sure Iôm the type,ò she smiled wearily. ñOn top of everything else, it looks like so 
much work.ò 
 Shizuma grinned playfully in reply. 
 ñI did warn you, did I not?ò 

 Chuckling as Amane conceded the point with a roll of her burgundy eyes, the silver-haired 

sixth year leant back in her garden chair, her long, slender fingers idly tracing the white lattice 

work of the wrought iron table. A feeling of contentment filled her, and soon the grin became a 

fond, recollective smile. 
 ñAs much of a chore as it becomes with time, I will miss this place,ò she mused, tipping her 
head as she swirled the lush red tea in its cup. ñSo many memories.ò 
 Watching from a position of polite refrain, Amane softly offered, ñYouôre more than welcome 
to help when you wish.ò 
 Shizuma smiled back appreciatively, her green eyes sparkling in the bright morning light. 
 ñI would like that, but please, donôt sacrifice your privacy on my part. There are few places 
the Etoile can go to escape the schoolôs constant attentions. This place becomes a sanctuary 
at times.ò 
 Amane sighed, nodding with an all too familiar sense of understanding. The limelight had 
never appealed to the Ohtori girl, and the year ahead of her stretched dauntingly under the 
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strain of new responsibilities and added expectations. But before she could remark as much, 
Hikariôs delightful voice chimed from somewhere within the planting area. 
 ñThese are beautiful, Shizuma-sama!ò 
 Amaneôs heart warmed, and the thought of the yawning term faded almost instantly. 
 ñDonôt be so formal, Hikari,ò Shizuma called back. ñIôve told you once before.ò 

 Hikariôs head popped up from behind a wall of green leaves and multi-coloured flowers. She 

was holding a brown ceramic pot of particularly lively orange lilies, her cheeks glowing a 

similar colour, a dark smudge of earth smeared across her chin. 
 ñYes, Shizuma-sama,ò she nodded. 
 The tiny blondeôs head disappeared again, carried off by the excitement of exploring the 
astounding array of colours and scents. 
 Shizuma chuckled again heartily. 
 ñYouôll have to watch her Amane; sheôll never attend classes again if you leave her alone in 
here too long.ò 
 Amane smiled, her eyes sparkling fondly as her hand subconsciously drifted to the soft 
yellow scarf she had tucked around her uniform collar. Just as she made to begin her reply, a 
loud call echoed throughout the chamber. 
 ñHelloooo?ò 

 The two seniors turned to face the holler, the call originating from the wide green house 

doorway, a cold breeze rustling the foliage as it stood open. 
 ñCome in and shut the door, my love,ò Shizuma called back, sitting up and straining to see 
the flash of red hair as it worked its way toward them between the rows of plants. 
 ñNagisa-chan!ò came a second disassociated voice as Hikari beamed, immediately racing to 
greet her dormitory friend, the pair colliding messily in an embrace of black and white 
uniforms as Nagisa reached the others at the table. They hugged happily for a moment, 
before the younger girl released her red headed friend from their tight squeeze. 

 ñGood afternoon, Etoile-sama,ò Nagisa chimed with exaggerated formality, grinning as she 

curtsied before the newly appointed Etoile Cadette before her. Nodding politely, she repeated 

the greeting to Amane. 
 ñNagisa,ò Shizuma purred in her usual husky tones. Turning to attend the intent expression 
now levelled at her, Nagisa peered back from beneath her red mop with more-than-telling 
eyes. 

 ñGood afternoon, youéò she mumbled under her breath, glancing back toward the closed 

green house door before giving into her compulsions, Nagisa hurrying around the circular 

table so she could leap into Shizumaôs lap and throw her arms around her girlfriendôs neck. 

Hikari blushed and glanced away as the pair kissed tenderly, several very long moments 

passing before the red head finally put the older girl down and turned back to face the others. 

Shizuma smiled; it had been an age since sheôd been able to act so freely without a chorus of 

gasps accompanying it, and privately she relished the change of pace. Hikari, the third year 

still red in the cheeks and her eyes timid and downcast, sidled over to join the others at the 

table, shuffling a chair up next to Amane before reaching gingerly for the horse riderôs slender 

fingers resting on the tabletop. 

 Reminded as she watched the Spicanôs hands entwine next to Amaneôs empty china saucer, 

Shizuma reached to offer the young Miatorian a sip from her own half-drunk cup of tea, which 

Nagisa accepted thirstily. 
 For a moment, the four sat in silence, basking in the sun and enjoying each otherôs company, 
an unspoken sense of understanding passing between them. 

 Nagisa returned the cup to its china plate and then ran her fingers through Shizumaôs long 

silver hair, pausing to straighten the mess sheôd made of the upperclassmanôs crumpled 

collar. 

 "Did you talk to RokujǾ-san?" she asked, brushing down the sixth yearôs necktie. 

 "No, I couldn't face her last night and she didn't show up for breakfast this morning," Shizuma 

responded flatly, the former-Etoile then glancing across the table in acknowledgement. 

"Amane-san very kindly let me stay in her room last night, to avoid unwanted confrontations." 

 "Ohé" Nagisa mumbled quietly in reply, her brow furrowing briefly before her expression 

picked up again. 
 ñI spoke to Tamao,ò she continued, her tone much more hopeful. 
 Shizuma looked up from Nagisaôs hands, the senior having taken them in her own after the 
red head had finished fixing the former-Etoileôs presentation. 
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 ñYou did?ò she queried. 
 ñUh huh,ò Nagisa replied, ñI think sheôs going to be okay with it all.ò 
 Hikariôs face brightened, ñNagisa-chan and Tamao-chan are still friends?ò 
 Nagisaôs brow creased once again, 
 ñI hope so. She was really upset, buté I think she understands.ò 
 Hikari looked relieved. 
 ñIôm so glad, Nagisa-chan. I would have missed our tea parties.ò 
 Sparked by happier memories, Nagisa grinned in return. As she did, an idea Shizuma had 
been toying with earlier sprang back into mind, and she stroked Nagisaôs auburn locks as she 
formulated her proposition. 

 ñPerhaps if the new Etoile can drag themselves away from their duties, they might join 

Nagisa and I at my vacation home this weekend?ò 

 Having thrown enough suggestion into the air to catch everyoneôs attention, she continued 

less coyly, ñ...by way of a break from their busy new lives maybe?ò She looked at the young 

girl sat on her lap with fond regard. ñIôm sure the Sister would permit you both a nightôs grace 

to wind down.ò 
 Amane smiled across the table, inwardly pleased by the newly found companionship. She 
glanced sideways to Hikari for confirmation as she replied. 
 ñThat would be our pleasure, Iôm sure.ò 
 Hikari nodded eagerly, her little eyes beaming. But as quickly as sheôd replied, Amaneôs face 
then became vexed. 
 ñBut I have Star Bright to attend to... and I canôt miss a morningôs practiceéò 
 Shizuma laughed and flashed a coercive grin toward the blonde Spican opposite her. 
 ñHear that, Hikari? Youôre losing out to a horse.ò 
 Pleasant laughter rippled throughout the green house as Shizuma turned to Amane, her tone 
almost chiding in its sarcasm. 

 ñSurely that damn animal can survive for a day without you? Arenôt there stable hands that 

can deal with him, or is your school really that retarded?ò 
 Hikari was grinning at the exchange and shot Amane a false look of rejection, her big blue 
eyes a deep ocean of theatrical innocence. 
 ñBut Amane-senpaiéò 
 She did all but flutter her eyelashes pleadingly, the performance giving Nagisa giggles to no 
end. 
 Besieged by her peers, the fifth year sighed in bemusement and surrendered with a smile. 
 ñI guess we can work something out.ò 
 Nagisa clapped her hands in delight and Shizuma grinned victoriously. 
 ñGood, then Iôll speak to the Sister later and arrange a driver for Saturday morning. It will be 
nice to escape the preying eyes for a bit, donôt you think?ò 

 Amane squeezed Hikariôs hand and relaxed back into her chair. Despite the morningôs bustle 

and the ever-increasing workload, things had gone remarkably well. Shizumaôs pleasant 

company had been refreshing, and the understanding subtext and useful guidance greatly 

appreciated. After the sixth yearôs earlier coaching prior to the election contest, it seemed 

Amane was due to attain more from her new role than Shizuma had originally hinted. 
 

* * * * 
 
 Miyuki stood deathly still despite the cold wind taunting her, one hand resting on the freezing 
greenhouse door handle, the black folds of her satin Miator school uniform bellowing busily 
about her statuesque figure. Willing her hand to move, she struggled with the action inwardly, 
somehow unable to take the step forward into the glass house beyond, whilst fighting the urge 
to turn and hurry back to the dormitories to her rear. 
 Both sides of the battle lay locked in bitter stalemate. 
 She dared to glance up through the icy glass one more, reprocessing the scene sheôd 
already glimpsed repeatedly. They were still there, the four of them, gathered happily around 
the table and chatting like friends of many years past. She was still there. 

 Miyuki looked back at the gravelled floor again, cursing the anxiety she found gripping her. 

When did she become so weak? Why did it matter who accompanied the Hanazono girl now? 
 Another heartbeat passed, and then, finally, the council Presidentôs will broke. There was no 
way she could face potential dismissal in company, let alone with the redhead there to 
witness it as well. 
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 Turning, Miyuki ran for the shelter of the dormitories behind and the secluding solace they 

offered. 
 

* * * * 
 

 Chiyo was just finishing up as a flustered Tamao Suzumi burst into the dorm. Surprised by 

the sight of the first year, she paused for a moment in the doorway, a flustered look on her 

face as she absorbed the scene before her. Chiyo had worked hard all morning; the messy 

beds, the discarded clothes and the dirty tea set now gone, everything returned to the usual 

pristine cleanliness that she was used to. The little first year stood in the corner, broom in one 

hand, bucket in the other, her apron covered in damp washing up stains. 

 ñYouôve tidied up?ò Tamao observed. 

 ñYes Tamao-sama,ò Chiyo replied in a tiny voice, unsure if the vexed looking fourth year was 

about to praise or bawl at her. She looked up at Tamao meekly and offered, ñIs Tamao-senpai 

okay?ò 

 Lost in an explosion of waving arms and fuming gestures, Tamao then stomped back and 

forth across the room, ranting loudly as she did. 

 ñI wish everyone would stop asking me that! All day itôs been, óAre you okay Tamao-chan?ô 

óCan I help Tamao-chan?ô óI feel so sorry for you Tamao-chan.ô Wasnôt it so rude of Shizuma 

to run off with Nagisa the way she did, ruining the Etoile election for you! As if anyone knows 

anything about it anyway!ò 

 She flopped onto her bed with a huge sigh, throwing her arms wide for crucifixion. 

 ñI wish theyôd all just leave me alone.ò 

 Staring at the ceiling, she lay there in protest, the former Etoile candidate having expunged 

her demons to a satisfying degree. 

 Chiyo didnôt know whether to stay silent or risk provoking another volley whilst bidding 

Tamao her leave. Putting the bucket down as quietly as she could, Chiyo fiddled with her 

apron in distraction whilst opting for the former. 

 Tamao sighed. 

 ñThis is all RokujǾ-samaôs fault; if I hadnôt accepted her offer, then none of this could have 

happened.ò 

 Chiyo shuffled her feet a little, the sound causing Tamao to glance up, realizing sheôd made 

the younger girl feel awkward. She propped herself up with her elbows before apologising to 

the first year huddled into the corner. 

 ñIôm sorry, Chiyo-chan; it wasnôt fair of me to go on like that. I guess Iôm a little over-emotional 

at the moment.ò 

 Then, after a pause she added, ñYouôve done really well with the room.ò 

 Chiyo beamed appreciatively. 

 ñThank you, Tamao-sama.ò 

 Feeling pleased with herself, the room temp shuffled over to the bed and sat beside the 

recovering fourth year. 

 ñDoes Tamao-sama think Nagisa-onee-sama will be happy too?ò 

 ñI would imagine so, yes,ò Tamao replied, her eyes glazing over again in thought. ñIôm sure 

sheôll thank you too when she sees you.ò 

 But inwardly the older girl soon found dismay twisting her revivification, Tamao recalling a 

favour sheôd agreed to earlier that morning. Sitting up, she brushed her messy fringe from her 

eyes, grounding her expression before asking, ñDoes Chiyo-chan want to go to a tea party 

tonight? I have some special cakes left over that were meant for yesterday - they need eating 

very soon.ò 

 Chiyo beamed at the invitation. 

 ñOf course, I would love to, Tamao-sama!ò she chimed, immediately continuing to inquire, 

ñWho else will be going?ò 

 Tamao gestured a little too widely in response, her sincerity not entirely its usual self. 

 ñEveryone, of course,ò she assured. ñYaya-chan will be holding it in her room with Tsubomi-

chan, Kagome-chan, Remon and Kizuna, and even Hikari-sama coming if she can get away.ò 

 Having identified the notable exception despite Tamaoôs attempt to detract from it, Chiyo 

bleakly replied, ñIs Nagisa-onee-sama not coming too?ò 
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 Tamaoôs expression sank and she ran her hand over the bed cover, tracing the embodied 

pattern for distraction. 

 ñPerhaps,ò she murmured, the fourth year half-hearted and lacking any real conviction. Chiyo 

smiled all the same, and gratefully reaffirmed her acceptance. 

 ñThen Chiyo-chan would love to come, yes. It will be just like usual!ò 

 The fourth year sighed, nodding in feigned agreement, 

 ñJust like usualéò 
 

* * * * 
 

 The atmosphere in the dining room that night verged on surreal; for the first time since their 

successful election, Astraeaôs newly appointed Etoile were asked to give grace before the 

evening meal. So with everyone seated at Shionôs direction, Amaneôs commanding elegance 

then silenced the room so that Hikari could speak the words of the Lordôs Prayer, her 

beautifully melodic voice enchanting all within. 

 Having performed their allotted duties together, the pair then set about their own meals, the 

adoring eyes of the gathered students following the pairôs every action, the constant attention 

stifling them almost as much as the raised temperature did. Murmurs and chatter layered and 

weaved as the collected residents ate their food, guarded whispers and furtive glances 

passing up and down the surrounding tables. 

 Controversially, the new Etoile chose to sit at the same table as Nagisa and Shizuma, the 

other en vogue couple commanding almost as much attention as the election winners 

themselves. Jealous eyes looked Nagisa up and down as the four chatted over their food, the 

better-adjusted Shizuma doing her best to alleviate the awkward atmosphere while her 

companions acclimatized to the overwhelming state of affairs. Tamao, Chiyo, and the rest of 

the usual suspects were dispersed elsewhere as the traditional school-by-school seating 

dictated, the notable exception to which being Miyuki, whose absence went completely 

unnoticed by some, but very much marked by others. 

 Chiyo, the youngster looking disappointed as she munched away beside Tamao, glanced 

across toward the head table where her onee-sama sat, Nagisa alongside the former and 

current Etoile. 

 ñWhy isnôt Nagisa-onee-sama eating with us?ò she asked in a small voice, her little face 

crestfallen. 

 Tamao, her head down and her long black hair fallen forward to obscure most of her face, 

failed to return a reply, the fourth year instead concentrating on her own food and avoiding 

looking up from the table. Sheôd been sullen ever since the girls had come to the dining room, 

something very obviously playing on her mind. 

 As Chiyo watched from afar, Lulim school council President Chikaru Minamoto approached 

the head table, greeting the isolated foursome with her usual polite air. 

 ñKonohana-sama gave the evening prayer in excellent fashion,ò she offered warmly, smiling 

as the younger Etoileôs cheeks flushed in self-awareness. Catching the sharp emerald eyes 

levelled on her however, Hikari promptly gathered herself and returned Chikaru her thanks, 

the tiny blonde doing her best not to let her embarrassment show having received a long 

lecture from Shizuma about relaxing her manner in public. Instead, she toyed with the 

polished ruby pendant that hung from her neck, the Konohana girl trying to look settled and 

attentive. 

 Watching the change with a sparkle in her eyes, Chikaru smiled at the Spican couple before 

her. 

 ñItôs so exciting to have a new Etoile!ò she exclaimed, her slender hands clasped before her 

in joy, ñYou both look so radiant together, although of course I say that with no ill-will to 

Hanazono-sama.ò 

 Shizuma nodded at the comment, indicating none had been taken. 

 ñI wasnôt sure if we should expect you at dinner, Shizuma, although itôs very nice to see you 

here.ò 

 From the ever-inquisitive undertone that laced her loaded words, it seemed the Lulim senior 

was once again playing social detective. 

 Adjusting her poker-face appropriately, Shizuma smiled politely, gesturing with a shrug as 

she replied. 
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 ñIt would be unfair of me not to offer my support to the new Etoile, Minamoto-san. After all, 

few understand their new burdens as well I do.ò 

 Chikaru nodded attentively, absorbing every facet of the answer before next turning to 

Nagisa, the red head trying to avoid the prying brown gaze that fell upon her. Instead, she 

was sat back in her seat with her head down, chasing crumbs around her plate with a fork. 

 ñAnd you look like youôre practically glowing tonight, Nagisa-chan,ò Chikaru giggled, referring 

to the healthy glow that had very recently returned to the fourth yearôs complexion. 

 Nagisa glanced upward in response, surprisingly off-cuff with her reply. 

 ñAmazing what a good nightôs sleep can do, isnôt it?ò 

 Chikaru smiled as she nodded once again, the challenging edge interestingly 

uncharacteristic. There was an air of confidence about the auburn haired upperclassman that 

hadnôt been there in the days before the electioné the difference deliciously distracting. 

 ñHas anyone seen President Miyuki this evening?ò Chikaru then asked, happily throwing the 

line out and noting the immediate shift in Shizumaôs eyes as bait hit water. Stepping into the 

breach, Amane politely replied on everyone elseôs behalf. 

 ñI donôt think any of us have seen her since yesterday Chikaru-san.ò 

 ñOh, I do hope sheôs not unwell,ò Chikaru quickly replied, ñI would hate to see our first Council 

meeting cancelled. Iôm looking forward to helping the new Etoile plan the end of year 

celebrations.ò 

 Having finally tired of the fishing trip, Shizuma cut in before Amane could reply, 

 ñIôm sure Hitomi or Mizuho can provide an excellent stand-in if necessary; thereôs no need to 

cancel anything on Miyukiôs behalf.ò 

 And with that she excused herself and Nagisa, wishing everyone around the table a pleasant 

evening, the usual horde of eyes following them as they left. 
 

* * * * 
 

 It was late by the time the tea party had come to a close. With the cakes all but gone, the tea 
pot empty and heavy eyelids hinting that it was time the girls went to sleep, Remon, Kizuna, 
Kagome and her bear bid the others fair well before tip-toeing out into the hallway. Kagome 
waved everyone goodbye with Percivalôs velvety paw, and then the three made their way 
back to their respective dorms, the group commenting in dismay that neither Hikari, nor 
Nagisa had managed to attend. As they tiptoed through the murky sublight of the corridors, 
their whispered remarks also noted how off sorts Tamao-chan had been, and how much 
happier Yaya seemed to be of late. 
 Having watched the three Lulim girls disappear into the darkness, Yaya eased the dormitory 
door closed before slipping into bed beside Tsubomi, the taller girl wriggling under the covers 
until she was warm again. Tsubomi, Chiyo, and Tamao had opted to stay in Yayaôs room that 
night, the four girls splitting between the two beds, Tsubomi loudly nominating herself to share 
with Yaya; after all, óit was far too cold outside to be traipsing around in the freezing hallways 
like that air-headed Lulim contingent!ô 
 Mumbled offerings of a good nightôs sleep did the rounds before Yaya killed the desk lamp 
and the room plunged into darkness. 
 Having curled up behind Chiyo, Tamao lay still, listening to muffled giggles and the odd 
squeak of bed springs from the other side of the room until, after a while, the other two finally 
fell silent, and Tamao was left to her thoughts. Quietly, and doing her best to maintain 
shallow, convincingly rhythmic breaths, she hugged the first year in front of her for warmth as 
Chiyo drifted away peacefully. 
 Waiting until she was fully certain she was the only one awake, Tamao finally let herself go; 
warm, salty tears quickly welling in the corner of her eyes. 
 

* * * * 
 

 ñWhere are we going, Nagisa?ò Shizuma repeated as she was dragged by the hand through 
the pitch black dormitory corridors. In the poor light and Nagisaôs apparent haste, the former-
Etoile had become lost several turns previously. 
 ñYouôll see. Now shush before you wake the entire floor up,ò Nagisa shot back. 
 The girls turned another corner and finally the red headôs pace slowed as she approached 
one of the tall wooden dormitory doors. 
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 ñWaité isnôt this is your room?ò Shizuma asked in confusion as their location finally dawned 
on her. Nagisa had led them in almost a complete circle from the lower Dormitory lounge. 
 ñYes, of course it is,ò Nagisa whispered, unlocking the door before pulling Shizuma into the 
smothering void inside. She tipped the portal quietly closed behind them. 
 As Nagisa slipped off into the obscurity beyond, Shizuma waited patiently by the door until 
her eyes could adjust. 
 ñWhat about Tamao?ò she asked, straining to see where Nagisa had gone to. 
 ñSheôs not here,ò the fourth year replied from somewhere at the back of the room, the sound 
of the younger girl fumbling about in a draw then following. ñI told her you werenôt yet 
speaking to Miyuki at lunch and she offered to stay with Yaya tonight after a tea party.ò 
 More fumbling continued, followed by, ñAha!ò 
 There was the sound of a match being struck, after which a small light at the back of the 
room fizzled to life. Gingerly, Nagisa lit several stubby candles that had been waiting on her 
desk, a warm rich glow soon spreading throughout the room. 
 ñAnd she was okay with that?ò Shizuma asked quizzically. 
 ñShe seemed to be,ò Nagisa replied as she blew the match out, turning back toward the older 
girl. ñBesides, the idea of another night in that freezing attic really didnôt appeal; I figured we 
could at least manage a bed this time.ò 
 Shizuma chuckled softly, eying the approaching red head in agreement, ñYes, that I can 
understand.ò 
 The pair looked at each other for a moment, neither sure what to say next. In the back of her 
churning mind, Shizuma was left uncomfortable with Tamaoôs apparent gesture. Nagisa, on 
the other hand, was trying hard to bolster her newly found confidence. 
 Noting the contested look on the younger girlôs face, Shizuma slowly grinned, the dominance 
between the pair returning to its rightful owner. 
 ñNot quite there yet, are you, my love,ò she mused. 
 Nagisa blushed in self-awareness, glancing away from Shizumaôs burning emerald gaze. 
 ñI donôt know what you mean,ò she mumbled, an over-the-top tone attempting to cover her 
embarrassment. She shuffled uncomfortably before her girlfriend, the red head not knowing 
how to proceed but desperately wanting to all the same. 
 Sweeping toward the younger girl, Shizuma brushed Nagisaôs arm as she passed her by, the 
tall former-Etoile holding the fourth yearôs gaze with increasingly intense eyes as she did. 
 ñItôll come in time,ò she said, slowly circling behind the red head, a hungry gaze taking in 
every inch of the young woman before her. 
 Nagisa squirmed on the spot, goose bumps rising on her skin as the former-Etoile prowled 
somewhere beyond her field of vision. Arousal hit her in waves, her rich amber pupils dilating 
even further in dim light of the candles. 
 ñSomething else for sensei to teach me....ò she murmured quietly. 
 Shizuma purred in contemplation. Reaching forward, she slowly encircled the fourth yearôs 
waist, her long, prying fingers smoothing the black fabric of Nagisaôs uniform against the 
increasingly flushed skin beneath. Drowning in sensation, Nagisa continued her incoherent 
mumbling. 
 ñAs long as it doesnôt involve being thrown into another swimming pool, I guess...ò 
 Shizumaôs lips gained a mischievous curl as she let her fingers glide over Nagisaôs tummy 
and down towards her hem line. 
 ñBut I thought you enjoyed our little swimming lesson?ò she asked, the words whispered into 
Nagisaôs ear. 
 Tipping her head back as her knees threatened to buckle, the red head cradled it in 
Shizumaôs curving shoulder, waves of fragrant silver hair soon enveloping her face. Closing 
her eyes, she lost herself in the motion of Shizumaôs slender fingers moving across her body. 
 They stood there for a moment, Nagisa unable to move, Shizuma manipulating the fourth 
year like a child would a toy. 
 But as frustration pushed her beyond the bounds of inexperience, Nagisa eventually reached 
back to tug at the clasps binding her dress, the fourth year pulling them free one by one. 
Letting the effort show in her voice as she did, she continued through a haze of half-closed 
eyes. 
 ñIf sensei doesnôt mind howeveré I think, perhaps, the finer points of seduction can wait for 
another evening...ò 
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 She paused, anticipation momentarily getting the better of her. ñFor now,ò she eventually 
continued, ñIôm afraid this will have to do instead.ò And with that, she pulled the last clasp free, 
the red headôs dress falling to the ground about her with a soft swish. 
 Shizuma stepped backward, silent as she paced around the flushed form in front of her, deep 
emerald eyes once again roaming her semi-naked girlfriend. 
 ñI guess that could be a good place to start, yes,ò she whispered in agreement. 
 Giggling, and then with an effortless shove, she pushed Nagisa backwards onto the bed 
behind her, a playful squeal soon audible as the former-Etoile promptly followed. 
 

* * * * 
 

 Miyuki sat in the darkness, her crumpled uniform gathered about her as she leant against the 
cold plaster of the dormitory wall. A picture of the desperately lonely Shizuma she had chided 
so many times in the past, the student council President sat upon her bed in the unlit top-floor 
dormitory, her dark eyes gazing in unfocused dismay, her legs curled up beneath her. The 
blank look on her face betrayed the hollow feeling eating away at her insides, and as she 
pondered the true depth of her sorrow, she found herself wondering just when her friendship 
with Shizuma had become something so much painfully more. When and why had she 
crossed the line that made this enforced solitude so agonizing, and how had she missed it 
coming? 
 She tipped her head back against the wall, the cool surface chilling against her skin, black 
hair falling across her face. 
 Perhaps thereôd been nothing to actually missé Perhaps sheôd always been living in the 
constant hope of recognition, waiting patiently for her turn to come around. 
 Waiting to be good enough again. 
 But the reasoning was irrelevant regardless, since the rationale wouldnôt take the emptiness 
away, and with grim determination, Miyuki went back to her dutiful task. 
 Staring back at the closed dormitory door, she waited with gut-wrenching longing for some 
form of sound from the neighbouring residence, and the reassuring knowledge that Shizuma 
had finally come home.  
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Winter Term, Chapter Two 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 ñOnly because Tsubomi-chan snores like a pig!ò 

 
 Yaya flashed a mischievous smile and hurled the battered pillow back across the dormitory at 
the strawberry haired first year, deftly dodging as the projectile returned only a few seconds 
later. The two girls giggled as the exchange continued, Yaya standing astride her bed, 
Tsubomi darting around as she gathered fresh ammunition from the increasingly messy field 
of engagement below. 
 ñPerhaps Tsubomi needs to lose some weight,ò Yaya called from her vantage point, left arm 
poised with her next duck-down armament hanging ready for propulsion. ñAfter all,ò the dark 
haired girl continued, ñonly fat girls snore!ò 
 The Okuwaka girl frowned and straightened up where she stood, pea-green eyes and a 
creased brow turning downward as she shuffled the hem of her nightshirt out of the way, one 
hand passing protectively over the youthful puppy-fat bulge that overshadowed her sleeping-
shorts. Bottom lip rounded and pouting, the first year looked genuinely hurt. 
 ñUh, what do you mean by that?ò she muttered in reply. 
 Ploy successful, Yaya launched the waiting pillow straight into Tsubomiôs face, the first year 
toppling with the blow. She collapsed messily in an exaggerated heap on the floor, strawberry 
hair a wide shock and long legs akimbo. 
 ñSo vain for one so young!ò Yaya teased, her dark eyes flashing as she bounced behind the 
bed for cover, Tsubomi having immediately picked herself up before scurrying after revenge. 
 Despite being rather early, Chiyo had already gone, and Tamao was busy readying herself to 
leave too, eager to get back to her own dormitory to clean up before breakfast. Classes 
restarted today, and the return to routine offered a chance of normality after the long week of 
upheaval ahead of the election. She managed a weak smile and offered into the chaos, 
 ñI think the pair of you both snore actually; you were certainly doing something that kept 
Chiyo-chan and I awake all night.ò 


