Strawberiyanic ~ The Gravity of Love

Winter Term, Prologue

ADd you know?bo

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 R o k usjodd in complete

and total absence.

APresRadlnj @?0

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-

typicalyc ol d; Hi tomi 6s arms were crossed wgrayekesher st atu
dripping with accusation. Mizuho hovered only a few paces behind, her own expression

mirroring the sentiment from beneath her long, dark shroud of hair.

iDi d vy o uHitdmnrepedied.

fAiDid | kmhoogks avimad Mi yuki frowned, unaccustomed to th
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 Hitomiés openly h
iThat Shizuma stil/ had feelings for her,d Mizuho ¢
Aoi-s an?0

Mi yuki sighed. Shedd sopcecnutp itehde wpiatsht thhoeu ra fstoe rpnroeo n 6 s

she ha d nhconsidered their implications. The remainder of the presentation had been and

gone and shedéd spent the entire time in personal tu
herself before replying.
il wasemdt i rely convinced by her sudden composure of

back to look the pairintheey e as sheodd bleeseemdddke ghhwaslidng A S
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something.d Coolly she gest uackadthdhalvaashalfinishbde st one al
AEvi dently, she was. 0

iSo you knew, aRdk wjitéed Suzumi-sarsanddAeisstan t oget her 20

i | oughtl was doing them a favour,0 Mi y u ki snapped, al |l at once fl us:
interrogation. Il nwardly she aught herself question
unsurprisingly chose to keep the addition private.il t hought the distraction wo

both good. o

Evasive replies for naught, Miyuki knew where this was going regardless.

iBy bur yiktgoifloeedrserf eel i ngs?0 Hitomi rolled her eyes
The auburn haired assistant shook her head and sighed, her scruffy fringe covering her eyes

as she looked down at the floor in disgust.

iDonét you think shebts suffered enoughtostduty already
among the train of underclassmen shuffling along the aisle next to her, the younger girls

oblivious of the argument and happily recounting th
il didnoétdtéemakt hits woay id MMidoki omehered. hurt eithe
especially not Aoi-san, not again. Shewentt hr ough enough | earning of Kaor|

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.

iThen fosamRdkuga@ke, 0 she b e gasefullytomeflectthwdarkds chosen
thoughts that had spawnedEt dielme ind idm &ofper gihei f@rm
The statement bounced from the stonework, its tone ominous and telling.

* k k% %

A gentle breeze carried cold air fromt he Dor mi t or y lightt draiviogigsoseo pen s ky
bumps to Shizumads exposed shoulders. The peacef ul
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 attic& 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,herhead resting on th
Long silver hair fell |l oose about them, t
i mp f i ngerrightloahdsiNlaung entwided initsf | owi ng strands
been playing with it as she fell asleep.

Aside from the soft rhythm of d&dnegfalenstils br eat hi ng, t
Shizuma glanced down at the girl beneathher,ac ont ent smi | e ,lenfineNagi sads | i p
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 vividimageof Kaor i 6s face sprung tetarimj nd, t he me
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 Aoiclosihgwd dds refstKadr ibGowli MTale | et t e
mind, and looking back up at the empty sky light, Shizuma whispered quietly,

AThankmyyoluove. Thank you. 0

e older gi
he shining
from wher

* k% % %

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

towardtonormal. Aft er a pause, she called, fiwhoé who is it?
The soft wvoice of L uldénm@hikarusMinantdo®, reapliedioretarc. i | presi
i May | ,damaec h anrsife@sked.

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.

flum, can1é ¢ ahelp you, Minamoto-sama? &he whispered.

Chi karu peered through t he-cdgam. wals wakmtyed t o see |if
Thelumpreturnedt o Tamao6s t hr oa e chokadback anothtethwave bftears.t s h

Courtesy instinctively taking charge, she stumbled over the words as she opened the door

further.

iOf cour s,Chika-;meapay, 0 she bluffed poorly, fAwho woul
wonder ful cer emo heyredtinggdey els o e 0 ensl pieking lgaze, biufing

poorly, i Di d n 6-san lddk beautiful in her dress?0

Chi karubs face r emai n eWithsehtone seft shg replied na@ guiet botc e d .

gathered manner.

f¥s, didnét shleanusdt, Tamao

The ol der girl followed Tamaobs sweeping invite, ar
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.

AYou shouldnét be so car e|Tamas-chan, Ohsésedwmdlleédl i cat e
onlyr uin it.o

Tamaobds shoul ders sl umped abackachss thp wdm tdawaréthed oor t o, I
empathetic fifth year. Her mask cracked further still, the glimpse unwittingly betraying her

turmulent soul.

il i magine | s lopporinitythoa vwee aarn oitth,er she muttered quiet
The pain was obvious in her voice, and sighing softly, Chi kar u r epTameaod , ANOow now
chan,don 6t be so silly. aSfAsreroaneca Gass wihabeagsthavefcaed

to own a pretty dress. o

Tamao looked down at the floor again, hoping her long hair would hide the gathering tears.
Drapingthedr ess across the back of Tamaobs desk chair,
crumbling figure before her.

i Tamala n é 0sigbed as she gathered the younger girl into a motherly embrace, and
Chikaru gently kissedt he f our t h vy e ar @Asthisbfanwvae ldokd, lersedamirgd .
tears testament as each wail of dismay and heaving sob shook her.

i Nagehanado she cried.

Heavy sil ence e ambtedahguithaandCGhiasu letthem 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.
iNagios aénhe f our t hifimyMNagisa-chaeépoe at e d,

* k* k% %

ifYaghan?o

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.

fiYaayhan?0 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.

fi Y a-g B a rsffedepeated.

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: Yay a 6 s
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.

iYaghan,where are you?o0

* k Kk k
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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, Shizumak i ssi ng Nagi dd&sldmowr haioshuifled aRktbe Aoi girl
stirred, her fine auburn eyelashes cracking apart, and soft brown eyes soon peering up from
behind them.

i Shi zsuamaa ? 0

The fond smile returned to Shizumads | ips.
AiNagisa. 0

The fourth year shuffled in her warm cocoon, pulling the blanket tighter around her shoulders

as she released Shizumabs tangled hair. She cl osed
il must be dreaming, 0 she mumbl ed.

ThecornerofShi zumads | ips curled further in reply

iNo, i feyodwewaweming, it would be of patisserie my | o\

Nagisa opened one eye, grinning back at the former-Etoile.

i Mmm, c osheteased.,

Shizuma chuckled.

iYes dear, cookies. 0 She ran a f iondgetupNagisa;oss Nagi seé
it getting cold. The snow has started again.o

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.

fi L o-omarshmellows too! lamdrea mi ng. 0

Shi z uma 6 s eyesmmnkledlwih playful rejection.

AWhy so oriydoge?sil ¢ | develop an inferiority complex i
Nagisabs voi ce rampshde pBa ghikinma-dama fias left me so drained after

t oda yfalsrdealw 0

Shedd meant it as a tease, budareworn$aeerstiflngitte | ook c¢cr os s
happy shine in her eyes.

AfYes, ®lbe has

Andaf t er a pause, she added, fAAnd sheb6és deeply sorry

Nagisa sat up, the t opsseepm hak She tijteddér head, Ibokinge veni ng 6
directlyi nt o S htrombledneyes.s
i Shi zsuamaa ? 0

A mark of regret washed across theoldergirldo s f ace, and she pressed a fing
lips.

filt wassnupposed t ooshedbegganen | i ke t hi s,

For a second, Nagisa looked worried.

fiwWhen | me t vy oSuh i Nzawgsilesbhsir tell farwadd as the former-Etoile dipped

her gaze from her gi hkef rméé&msdekdds Kapwas, sfl, mios steucc h. 0
With a gentle touch, she traced the line of Nagisa 6 s bare shoul der as her poin
dissolved into a vague blur of pale skin and coarse blanket.

filédd spent so | ong waiting for t hladedegtadorto t o end, I
make it happen. o

A tear pooled in each of her yawning emerald wells, Nagisa watching quietly as they did.

filt wasndét until It oorkt iylo ut htaot tnhieg hbad Imeatsed<l ahooruisées, ruo
still had to deal with my pain-t hat | needed to put things behind me
Thetears r ol |l ed free, r aci nandddowrtavard heSchim, meetimg 6 s c heek

there in unison.

il didndét want t o hiventthery lovas, cértais IHoged goo,Naign s @d O

The red head wiped the tears away attentively, her own troubled expression calling for

Shizuma to stop, the | stredsingitothe bltkeethayan explanatigni r | 6 s eyes
was unnecessary. But the former-Etoile seemed intent, continuing on despite more tears and

a flustered warmth spreading across her skin.

fi Tetday | returned our Etoile necklaces, Nagisa, Mi y u ki faumda leftter #om daori.

Id 6been hidden in the necklace case where Kaori tho
Shizuma sobbed openly now, adding with obvious difficultly, i Sh e wr ot ebeforeshaeot | ong
died. o

Nagi sabs expression t ur theybungster wishing fomafwayadogeadn i sed pit vy,
her girl friend?®os justhswefaeyshe facusedtion lstening intdhilyt Shizuma
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obviously needed to say these words, orshewould n 6t have embarked on sharing

first place.

iln it she asked what would become of me after she
stay as s h-ea$the gimhthat made her happy and helped her feel alive. It was only
thenthatlreali sed what | 6d become, what | was doing to h

t
The tears finally sl owed, and inentfacecSkestaed si ncer ity
directly into the brown eyes regarding her, holding their attention firmly.
il loved yNagisamuchheesntthdened,)| feast needed ti me. C
Crippled by returning confusion and an act that had thoroughly devastated her, the red head
immediately drew away, choking back herownrisingt ear s as the recent weeksd
sprung back to mind. Struggling to control her nerve, she pushed an ever present question
from her lips.
iBt é that ni ghotuse.iThe nighhyeu tapk tkeeSammer House key back. You
sai déo
A scowl cr os sfaa twiSting herdips atd a sneer as she looked away once
more. She straightened her back in obvious anger and annoyance.
AiMi yuki, 0o she spat the word out, Ahad a convincing
iBut she said youb6d given your approvaclaiméedp our entr
recoiling almost completely, anguish racing through her heart. The evening had been so
perfect, and yet suddenly it seemedAito be going wro
AiNo! & Shizuma srhaeppdd,c urse tt wor rMiaegy essa. 6 sfi | ¢ ognatvees tai pnpgr o v a
her to choose, Nagisa. I didndét care who became the next Etoil
She leant forward, taking the fourthyear6 s hands i n her s, drawing the red
her.
filtnwasmy choice ta evaterdty awuwnmt banadahbttMeyuki shedd tol d

informed me of her decision. o Holding Nagisads hand
l ook at her. Al only said what | did that night bec
di dnét want taoretlanlralreadybbad , abuwt i nstead | only made th
The girls fell silent for a moment, their breathing slowing gradually.

Catching memories as they sprangtomi nd, a weary smile crossed Shi zun
il smashed my room up t heerneoremitnegr isnhge ttoogled hneer .yoo u v

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,il was so angry, s og estclhegre.do | 6d | ost you alto
Absorbing the air of regret, Nagisa carefully traced the scarlineon S h i z u mfahans, itd e

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.

il just needed t,iNagesa. After fagiregtit hlleagain,rhjyuss reédéd to figure

myself outé | &m gsnoyr rlyovie.tobook so | ong
The fourth year looked up at Shizuma, exploring her pretty face, rereading the open
expression. For only the s ecohbtdle Nagisasawthence shedd me

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.

ilt doesndét mat tehi hwoma.we got here

She leant forward slowly, drawinghermout h t o t he The abeflushgfiplayfuldés | i ps.

e mb ar r as s oheanntshiféng iatd a look of placid serenity, before being twisted by

slowly building desire. She parted her 1lips again,
il dm her e, whiatthd sy oau InotvwatT matters. o

And Nagisab6s whi s p emordstconaumédeéya langd, fingering kiss. f i n a |

* k% % %

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.

iwha now?0 Nagisa asked timidly, the fourth year pe
Shizuma flashed a theatric smile in return.
iwhat makes you think | have an answer for that yet
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Nagisa giggled, squeezingt he ot her aggsherdidds hand

fiBecause youbre the brainy one, remember?0
Shizuma grinned back,and af t er a mo nepliedimbre setionstyu g ht ,
AThen itds time youNagituua.neWou ohawara rforoimnd there

of a hug. o
The fourth year tilted her head as she reconciled S h i z u diractivs.
iTamalman?o

Al could only wisKNagiosaa Regaeamdl| é$ Keotheour rel ation
|l ose that. You mustndét | ose that.o

Nagisa bowed her head for a moment, consequence and concern catching up to her.

AiBub éshe began, her voicieéédmall and questioning,

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.

fivyou wonot é?o

Shizuma pre-empted her words and cut her off outright.

AVhat, after today? After this evening? No, of course not,don ét be sill y. 0
Nagisa beamed.
AThenlhawsa, friend | know will need a hug. o

Happywithh er par t n eShiZuma retdrned tlreesmiles with a brief nod of resolve,
before glancing down the hall into the plunging darkness ahead.

it An,do s he malthdvesomething to deal with mysel f . 0

The words floated into the hall, not needing a reply. Nagisa knew what portent they carried.

* k k% %

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 s
farewell and closing it behind her.

It was quiet, and cold. How long had she been there now?

A shiver r an pitepcandgwithfaalefeateddsigh 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, andthen,wi t h sl ow refrain, she managed the wor
Nagisa-c han. 0o

And as she leant forward, away from the door, the handle slowly turned.

ATeamc haneéo

The voice was quiet, steeped in nervous trepidation.

For a second, the girls regarded each other in stoic silence through the open doorway.

Nagisabs Etoile dcesasbdngndbdushbéeelpregiadus from the e
activities. Her hair fell messily across her shoulders, the flushed look in her cheeks betraying

fresh tears and the eveningds other emotions.

Tamao | ooked a mirror, Chikaruds soft perfume radize
fil A Na gstastel.

iHus h, -dNragn .sa mikdveearily 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

bet ween t hem. sajirg; echicchn kthenve e che ot her 6s wor ds.

iwel come backanNagebkaome backéebo

* k k%

Shizuma pushed away from the wall, slipping fromtheopen door way t o the younger
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
Rokuj @.
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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 d a yeWents crept slowly backinto Mi y u k itles mi nd:
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.

iGood morning Miyuki .o
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; shed@ 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 voiceand Mi yuki 6s 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.

AiShi zuma??d
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 witht he counci | seni or 6s
expensive earring. When it came, the response was almost a whisper, leaving Miyuki
wondering if she6éd heard it at all

AWho el se ,Mo vy lude f@miliarbveice 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.

fiwhat ar e,Shiuz udahe &skgd. Nervousness undercut her voice, and Miyuki bit
her lip for letting it show.

AYou sound uneasy. 0 T hwerewetingdm intuaivea eonetheléss.l y, but
The breath on Mi y 8 keckdollowed 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 dayds events.
AThis i,SmMizuma.u What about yesterday?bo

fi Whabbuty est erday?0

The reply was followed by gentle kisses that traced the curve of her shoulder, dipping down
into the arch of her back, causingthe hai r s on tdkstagdokend s neck
Bewildered, she struggled to form a coherent reply, twisting but unable to move, trapped in
Shi zumads embrace. Her roommate had rarely been thi
intoxicating. She hung her head, almost too scared to speak, frightened that she was still
dreaming and yet petrified that she was awake.

fiYou | eft so ssuadnd.enll ydiwdintéht Agoeit a chance to talk to
AiLeft with?90

Soft kisses followed one another, and then, afterap au s e, fi Msary isl Ektdile nowA Io i

expect she was with Tamao all evening.o

Sl ender fingers pushed the bed cover siiggwarmher down t
flesh to the cool air as the soft murmur continued.

AiAnd | am heeaeMiywkt h yost as | é&m supposed to be. o

Mi yuki 8s mind struggled to maintain foawnng, drowni nc¢
pit of longing threatening to consume her rationale entirely.

ABut, thafds not what

A finger brushed against her breast, and an involuntary gasp escaped Mi y u lip$. 6 s

AiThis is what vy thasoftwaicetpardd. i sndét it 2?20

Fingertips circled slowly, before sinking deeper beneath the covers, reaching, probing.
filsnét this what you hoped for?0o

Sensations overwhelming her, the entrapped sixth year surrendered, her eyes closing as she
relaxed into the welcoming darkness behind them.

AAfter all éo
Her skin tingled with each touch, the room swaying oddly around her.
féwith Nagisa gone, what choice did | have?90

Shi z uma da charged, a sharp edge now evidentinherwor d s . Mi yuki 6s heart |
her throat as finger nails suddenly dug deeply into her arm, the pain searing as the council

senior winced.

AShi zuma??d

The warmth was gone as the other girl withdrew, the Hanazono presence pulling away. Cold

air rushed across Miyuki ds back and she opened h
' ight and her unfocused daFt@leclearlg.e coul dndt see t
AShi zuma?o

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.

er
he
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AiShi zuma! o

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

onitself. Miyukids world disappeared in disorientati
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, t he young womands shoul ders 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.
iShi zuma, 0 she muttered.

Long moments passed, marked only by the thoughts training through Mi y u k i 6lswash e a d .
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 | ateé

* k k%

Hikari woke to the smell of lavender and the rhythmic sound of water drumming on the

dormit or yés perspex shower door. Soft singing floated
slightly ajar, Yaya Nantobdés sublime voice carrying
fiYa-gyhan?o

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.

fiYaayhan?0 Hi kari called.
The singing stopped, and a grinning face poked round the door.
iSo youdre ,AwakRreéd finally

The choir star grinned, her wet hair a mess of long black strands, water dripping from the
ends.

iAnd how-siasmaEttcdciilse mor ni ng?a

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.

fiYa-ghan wasndt reumedé awh e mshielgshad ™ doundabout 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 Hikaridés con
iWhye tlthook of «concer n2idWaYsa yEsanaieipsd latelast nghd thdt y
returning to find our room still empty should al so
Hikari blushed as Yaya teased further, i Per haps | should be more worried
Etoile got up to on her first night in officel!o

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.

il &m s o prHkarigbshe $mileg.o u

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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AiYoubre Etoilel! RepresemstmgaHv €l o® all three school s
Hi kari és blue eyes peered backksfrom beneath her str
iAmasenpai won the election, not me. | 6m just gl ad
Yaya scoffed before continuing to dry her hair.

iOne day youol |l | edir katio. bAmaderesswonoldesdt have gotte
wi thout you bes i dimmeliaaly.after, &tore copkingiherenead in concern.

AErr, arendt you supposed to be somewhere right now

* k k%

Chiyo Tsukidate stood in the open doorway, eyes wide, horrified by the scene before her.

Clinging for dear life to her trusty room keep e rbfoam, she sighed with dismay as she took in

thestateof Nagi sa and Tadarhao &an kcearpni tberdys:, Nagi sads di sc:
l ying across one of them, Tamaods blue silk dress h
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 Tamaobs | i mited c olHeredesk.Wbatthexgirls makeup was
had gotten up to the previous night was beyond her.

And more importantly, they had all that fun without her!

But Chiyobs train of thought stopped dead in its tr
the Etoile el ecti ont herheofcotuh a nibpgp @ rnalgd memeri she r o
having had any fun at all the previous evening.

Perhaps something awful happened; perhaps theyd Had a blazing row and that was why the

room was such a mess.

Chiyobdbs heart sunk, agaird tuggihgeat tisethemookherlagran. Shee a d

didnét | i ke s@amag Naghsanegardblkeescghtdodt Nagi sads p
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
al ways happy at lunch. Shed6d hate to take t
for their return.

60 Thalt® ss h & as anenta thunderbolt hit her, and with renewed energy she jumped
into her wor k, 61 o6l 1 make sure they come home to a
fighting and be happy again! 6

Beaming with the t houg hdamsforfthe fwd olderrgigs, shéhheirriedlp r | d s pr ot
collected up the tea cups and headed toward the bathroom sink to wash them out.

get on
at

h s mi |

* k Kk %k

iGood mdresidemiRok uijd
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.

Mi yuki 6s footsteps echoed | oudly in the corridor,
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 chamberds occupants gathered
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.
fiGood mdresidemRokuj @, 06 Hitomi o

f f d. Shetostepped ba
reveal the dark haired Mizhuo Kanou standing in her shadow. A'Y r

e too | ate. o
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iToo | ate?0 Miyuki asked as she closed the office ¢
curtains settling backint o pl ace as the icy breeze was bl ocked.
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.

ATheyodvel afltr,ec@dsyhe sai d, f Shsamauhisaorming,randwkeed wi t h Oht o
you failed to appear, she offered to take them arou
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, ilall shembad ® shevethem¢he gr fefetnehrous e | at er anywe
Miyuki sighed, and leant heavily on the high backed chair before her.

i Shuma was hpgonder@divocall. e

Finishing the sentence she was reading, Hitomi then glanced up from the page, puzzled by

Mi yuki 6s tone.

iShoul dndt she have been?0 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,

fiShe i s tEloieRD&@®LSEAN®r mi nor or not, there are still dut
Miyuki sensed the same outward hostility from the pair that she had the previous day, albeit

much more closely guarded this morning.

Al didnét expect her to come here, thatodos all, 0 she
council President once again beset.

Hi t o mi &edurngdaaozher book.

iPerhaps she takes her r espRonksusjah| gt ves merecsedi bl
she said with alevel tone,awr y s mi r k c¢r os s i rhigdefdfiom Miguki®s dbst ps and
her fallen auburn bob. AnAfter all, she was on ti me.
Flouncing as she turned and left, Miyuki hurried off to find the new Etoile.

* k k%

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 representatived s

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 discuss
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.

il dm not sure | 6m whkekart yyge, 6 Onheé opmiofeeverything el
much wor k. o

Shizuma grinned playfully in reply.

il did walrnngtoug di d

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.

iAs much of a chore as it béacmed wihteh muisme, It i wiplil
head as she swirled the lush red tea in its cup. i S
Watching from a positonof pol ite refrain, Amane softly offered

to help when you wish.o

Shizuma smiled back appreciatively, her green eyes sparkling in the bright morning light.

il woul d ulti kpd etalseet,, dlon6t sacri fice your privacy on
the Etoile can go to escape the school déds constant a
at times. 0

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,
Hi kari 6s del i ght fsarlewherewithiretheplantingaréa. f r o m
AThese ar gShiumaua md!lud

Amanebds heart warmed, and the thought of the yawnir
fiDonét beHkaoi f or @Al zumkd | dalel ¢edl Wlagoou once before.
Hi kari s head popped up fr om b e-holowret flaaversy@hel of gr eer

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.

fiY eShizuma-sama, 0 she nodded.

The tiny blondebdés head di sappeared again, carried c
astounding array of colours and scents.

Shizuma chuckled again heartily.

AiYoudl | have to hwabtlclh nheevre rAnaatntee;nds cl asses again if
here too |l ong. 0

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.

iHel |l ooo0o0?0

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.

iCome i n and,myultoue,eod al&hback, sittng upcand straining to see

the flash of red hair as it worked its way toward them between the rows of plants.

iNagélkan! 06 came a second disassociated voice as Hik
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.

iGood af Et@dle-naoman, 0 Nimediwighaxaggerated formality, grinning as she

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

the greeting to Amane.

fiNagisa, 0 Shizuma purred in her eaistantekpressiorsky t ones.
now levelled at her, Nagisa peered back from beneath her red mop with more-than-telling

eyes.

fGood af,yewud@dosmhe mumbled under her breath, glancin
green house door before giving into her compulsions, Nagisa hurrying around the circular

table so she could &aGndabpr owtbeSharzmsmadsoluag her girl
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.

Shi zuma smil ed; it had been an age since shedd been
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 Amanderbefore re
fingers resting on the tabletop.

Reminded as she watched the Spidanésmphgndbi ent wanoe e
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 t
an unspoken sense of understanding passing between them.
Nagisa returned the cup to its china plate and then ran her fingers through Shi zumaés | ong

siverhairrpausing to straighten the messcrgnpleddd made of t
collar.

"Did you t ashnR"sheasker dkushinglownt he s i x heoktiey ear 6 s

"No, | 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 fur
picked up again.

il spoke t ocoitiauerh fertdane muchemore hopeful.

Shizumalooked up from Nagisabs hands, the sethg or having

red head had finished fixing the former-Et oi | e6s presentati on.
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fiYou diaguéried. s he

AiuUh huh, 06 Nagisa replied, Al think shebés going to &
Hi kari 6ghf @ar ed bchiinNaadgTansaa-c han are still friends?d
Nagi sads brow creased once again,

il hope so. She was really upset, buté | think she
Hikari looked relieved.

Al 6 m sMagigalcdhén. | would have missed our tea parties.
Sparked by happier memories, Nagisa grinned in return. As she did, an idea Shizuma had

been toying with earlier sprang back into mind, and
formulated her proposition.

iPerhaps if the new Et oi lroe theiradatiesdtheg mgightjdine ms el ves away
Nagisa and | at my vacation home this weekend?o0
Having thrown enough suggestion into the air to cat
less coyly, ..iy way of a break from their buleyoumgew | ives m
girl sat on her lap with fond regard. Al é&m sure the

to wind down. o

Amane smiled across the table, inwardly pleased by the newly found companionship. She
glanced sideways to Hikari for confirmation as she replied.

iThat would bédmusupkeasur e

Hi kar.i nodded eagerl vy, her little eyes beaming. But
then became vexed.

AiBut | have Star.aBidé¢a@gmdt tmi as tanmodt mi ngbds practiceée
Shizuma laughed and flashed a coercive grin toward the blonde Spican opposite her.

iHear,Ht kati ? Youdre |l osing out to a horse. 0

Pleasant laughter rippled throughout the green house as Shizuma turned to Amane, her tone

almost chiding in its sarcasm.

fi S ulythlat damn animal can survive for a day without you? Aren &here stable hands that

can deal with him, or is your school really that retarded? o

Hikari was grinning at the exchange and shot Amane a false look of rejection, her big blue

eyes a deep ocean of theatrical innocence.

AiBut Asmampeai é 0

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.

Al guess ksmeahmgoutwo r

Nagisa clapped her hands in delight and Shizuma grinned victoriously.

iGood, then | 0l |latesgneasrdngetaarivar foreSat@dayg moening. It will be

nice to escape the preying eyesforabittdonét you t hink?59

Amanesqueezed Hi kari 6s hand and relaxmdrbbaolgoésnboshkbke
and the ever-increasing workload, things had gone remarkably well. S h i z u plemgarst

company had been refreshing, and the understanding subtext and useful guidance greatly
appreciated. After the sixth yeaonted,itecametl i er coachin
Amane was due to attain more from her new role than Shizuma had originally hinted.

* k* k% %

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 theicyglassone mor e, reprocessing the scer
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,t he ¢ o un c i |wil Broke. 3herd was hod s
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.

AiYoubve bDidamdoupBserved

iYes Taamad, 0 Chi yo r ecp, uriswedf the vexed loakingrfourth year was

about to praise or bawl at her. She looked up at Tamao meekly and offered, i | s T-genpaio

okay?o

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

forth across the room, ranting loudly as she did.

il wish everyone would stop asking mechhathbh Al I day
6Can | h ecl hpa nT?abmadol f eel s oc hsaonr.réy Waosrn éyto ui tT asnbaor ude o
to run off with Nagisa the way she did, ruining the Etoile election for you! As if anyone knows

anything about it anyway! o

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

il wish theyoéd all just | eave me alone. 0

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

her demons to a satisfying degree.

Chiyo didndédt know whether to stay silent or risk pr
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.

fThis is aama®eskiupa@htadnidot accepted her offer, then
happened. 0

Chiyo shuffled her feet a little, the sound causing Tamao to glance up, realizihgs he 6 d mad e

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

the first year huddled into the corner.

fil &dm,Ghiyo-chan;it wasnoét fanrl okemehato. glo -gotersgls | 6m a | |
atthe moment . 0
Then, after a pause she added, iYoubve done really

Chiyo beamed appreciatively.

i ThankTaman-8 ama. 0

Feeling pleased with herself, the room temp shuffled over to the bed and sat beside the
recovering fourth year.

fi D o e snaofsama think Nagisa-onee-sama will be happy too? o

il would ,iysmagiTamasoreplied, her eyes glazing over ¢
shedl | thank you too when she sees you. 0
But inwardly the older girl soon found dismay twisting her revivification, Tamao recalling a
favour sheb6éd agreed to earlier thatfrrgefromheng. Sittin

eyes, groundingher expr essi on bef ohanwastkoigmtgateaipddtp es Chi yo
tonight? | have some special cakes left over that were meant for yesterday - they need eating

very soon. 0

Chiyo beamed at the invitation.

AOf course, ,[Tama@mwud rda !l @hinsed, anmmediately continuing to inquire,

iWVho el se will be going?bo

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

AEver,pdne our assured. ii ¥ A-ghan will be holding it in her room with Tsubomi-

chan, Kagome-chan, Remon and Kizuna, and even Hikarir-s ama coming if she can ge
Having identified the notableexce pt i on despite Tamaobés attempt to de
bleakly replied, fil s -ohke-gama not coming too?o0
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T a ma expression sank and she ran her hand over the bed cover, tracing the embodied
pattern for distraction.

iPer haps, 0 s thefountuyeamhalf-reatted and lacking any real conviction. Chiyo
smiled all the same, and gratefully reaffirmed her acceptance.

AThen -€Charyowould | ove to come, yes. |t will be

The fourth year sighed, nodding in feigned agreement,
AJu | ike usual éod

* % % %

The atmosphere in the dining room that night verged on surreal; for the first time since their
successf ul el ect i o nlyappoimtedrEtite avéresaskedetavgive grace before the

evening meal. So with everyone seatedatShion6s dj rAmaneds commandi ng

then silenced the room so that Hikari could speakt he words of the Lordés
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 paird s e v e r, the carstant aitention
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.

just

el ec
Praye

i Why i s n-oriee-ddmageatisgawithus 20 s he asked in a smal.l voice,

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. Shedd been s ulgilsshad ceme¢orthe difing wan, t h e
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.

fiKonotsamma gave the evening prayer in excellent

as the younger Et oi | eadasenast @aching thd dharpsemeraldeyes s el f

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.

iltds so exciting tseRkcaimad; ler skender bands Elasped before her
in joy, AiYou both look so radiant together, although of course | say that with no ill-will to
Hanazono-s a ma . 0

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

Al wasndét sur e i f atdienersShha wzludmae, x peelverymioguaysbe yout 0
here. o

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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Al t woul ofneeaotta offerany support to the new Etoile, Minamoto-san. After all,

few understand their new burdens as well | do. o
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.

AAnd you Il ook 1i ke vyouod,Negispaheanrn,idcc aCH iyk agrl w wg inggg It eodh,i ¢
to the healthy glow that had very recentlyr et ur ned t o the fourth yeardds col
Nagisa glanced upward in response, surprisingly off-cuff with her reply.

fAmazing whatagoodnight 6 s sl eep @an do, isndét it?

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

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

hadno6t b eaé¢hadayshhefareghe electioné t h e d i delicieuslhedisttaeting.

iHas anyone seen President Miyuki t Hhrowinggheeni ng?06 Ct
line out and noting the immediate shiftin S h i z u eyasé@s bait hit water. Stepping into the

breach, Amane politely replied on everyone elseds b
Al dono6t think any of us havsamse&n her since yester
iOh, | dos hnoopte usnhveedyuicklyd e@Hh ii keadr, u Al woul d hate to see
meeting cancelled. |1 6&dm |l ooking forward to helping t

celebrations. o

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

il dm sure Hitomi or Mizuhoi cainf pnevéscanmy, exlcet ¢@&ant
cancel anything on Miyukids behalf. o

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.

* k k% %

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 wit h nRhethednnadelthktisway el vety paw,
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

unt il she was warm agai n. Tsubomi , Chi yo, and Tamao
night, the four girls splitting between the two beds, Tsubomi loudly nominating herself to share
with Yaya,; after all, o6it was far toohawaysd outsi de

like that air-headed Lulim conti ngent! 8

Mumbl ed offerings of a gnoobdforemmYaypkiledthe desklangpp di d t he r
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.

* k% % %

i Wh eareeve going, Nagi sa?0 Shizuma repeated as she was dr ag

the pitch black dormitory corridors. 1 n t he poor | ight and Neaewir sads appa
Etoile had become lost several turns previously.
AYoudbl |l see. Now shush before you wake the entire f

The girls turned another corner and finally the red headé s p a ced assHe approached
one of the tall wooden dormitory doors.
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AWai¢$m@dti this i s your ircondusithas theihlocatiomfisallyalanvkes d
on her. Nagisa had led them in almost a complete circle from the lower Dormitory lounge.
fires,ofcour se it i s, 0 ,Nrdogkingthe deohhkefsrp multing 8hizuma 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.

AVhat about Tamao?0 she asked, straining to see whe
fiShedéds not here, o0 the fourth year replied from some
of the younger girl fumbling abywu wer andtr awett hen f
speaking to Miyuki at lunch and she offered to stay with Yaya tonight afterateapar t y . o

More fumbling continued, followed by, fAAha! o

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.

fiAnd she was okay with that?06 Shizuma asked qui C

zzi
iShe seemed to be, 0 Nagi s ahoutédupming baak towasd the blder bl ew t he
girl. fABesides, the idea of another night in that f
could at | east manage a bed this time. oo

Shizuma chuckled softly, eying the approaching red head in agreement, A Y at$can t h
understand. 0
The pair looked at each other for a moment, neither sure what to say next. In the back of her

churning mind, Shizuma was | eft uncomfortable with
the other hand, was trying hard to bolster her newly found confidence.
Noting the contestedl ook on the younger girldéds face, Shi zuma

between the pair returning to its rightful owner.

fiNot qui t,areyohmmyel pee, 0 she mused.

Nagisa blushed in self-awareness, glanci ng away from Shizumads burning e
il donwwhatykoruownean, 0 s he nitherop tore dttemming tocaver 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, Shizbythe brushed N
tallformer-Et oi |l e hol ding the fourtintengeccpesdsshedidze wi th inc
Ailtoéll come i n ti me pehindshe eed leeadi achungrg dapewakinginci r cl i ng

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.

iSomet hi ng eil steo ftoeacshenmse. ... 0 she murmured quietly
Shizuma purred in contemplation. Reaching forward, she slowly encircledthefour t h year 6s

waist, her long, prying fingers smoothing t he bl ack fabric of Nagisadbds un
increasingly flushed skin beneath. Drowning in sensation, Nagisa continued her incoherent

mumbling.

fiAs long as it doesnd6t involve Dhlgueasg. t Br own i nto ar
Shi zuma 6 sed & migckievauscurlasshelether f i ngers gltundnyy over Nagi ¢
and down towards her hem line.

ABut | thoughbulitlyoowi remij oy eldesson?0 she asked, the wo
Nagi sabs ear .

Tipping her head back as her knees threatened to buckle, the red head cradled it in

S hi z u cuevigsshoulder, waves of fragrant silver hair soon enveloping her face. Closing

her eyes, she |l ost herself in the motion of Shi zuma
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.

ilf sensei howevwendt tmi né&, per haopseductiontcan waitifoner poi nt s
another evening...O0
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She paused, anticipationmome nt ari | y get the better of
continued, Al &dm afraid thi I have to do i
the red headds dress falling to the ground ab
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.

he
ns
ou

— o~ =
(0]
=)

il guewoultdhadte @ good pl awhisperedon agreement., yes, 0 s he

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
S0 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.

Perhapst her e 6 d b ecactualtyanisdei Pe r s edwadys 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 r egamptnessss,
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

A @y because Tsubomi-c han snores | ike a pig!o

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.

i Per hap singeslatdlase somewei ght , 0 Y a yhervantade lpang leffarmo m

poised with her next duck-d o wn ar mament hanging ready for propul s
haired girl continued, dAonly fat girls snorel o

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.

AiUh, what do you mean by that?0 she muttered in r

Pl oy successful, Yaya |l aunched the waiting pillow
toppling with the blow. She collapsed messily in an exaggerated heap on the floor, strawberry

hair a wide shock and long legs akimbo.

fSovainforonesoyoung! 06 Yaya teased, her dark eyes flashin
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,

il think the pair of you both snore actwually; you v
Chiyo-c han and | awake al/l night.o

er
S
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