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      Prologue: Love and Wishes


      Love will change your world!




      Those words suddenly popped into my head as I watched a couple who happened to be walking in front of me. They were holding hands, only they’d surreptitiously tucked those hands into one of their pockets to hide the act from prying eyes. It was a move straight out of some cheesy romance manga.


      Yeah... Maybe it really is true, I reflected. I’d encountered the claim just a moment earlier, written on the cover of a magazine in the convenience store I’d stopped by—one of those fashion periodicals marketed mostly toward teenage girls. It was January 1, New Year’s Day, and I couldn’t even tell if the magazine was supposed to be an end-of-year or start-of-year special edition, so I think it sort of goes without saying that defining “love” was completely beyond me.




      My name is Yotsuba Hazama, I’m sixteen years old, and I’m a first-year high school student with no redeeming qualities to speak of. I’m equally terrible when it comes to academics and athletics, and I barely even have any friends! Saying that I have no business talking about love would be an understatement—to me, love is about as realistic as princesses who live in castles, evil witches, princes, dragons, and all those other classic fairy-tale characters. But, like, who cares, right? What does it matter if love’s never gonna change my world? I think it’s praiseworthy enough for people like me to get by and carry on with their loveless lives!


      ...Yeah, I’m not even sure who I was delivering that excuse-laden internal tirade to. At least my hands were as warm as that couple’s probably were, if only because I’d shoved them into the pockets of the brand-new duffle coat I’d bought during a New Year’s sale. All that wasn’t to say that my world hadn’t done any changing lately, though, even if it wasn’t on account of love. In fact, about nine months earlier, my admission into high school had triggered a shift in my life more dramatic than anything I could’ve ever imagined!


      Yotsuba! ♪


      Hey, Yotsuba.


      Just thinking about them made me feel like I could hear their lovely voices echoing within my mind, soothing my gray matter. Heck, it made me feel like they’d just materialized right before my very eyes: the angelically adorable Yuna Momose and the divinely graceful Rinka Aiba. The two of them seemed to live in a totally different world from me, and were so overwhelmingly revered by our peers that they were commonly referred to as the Sacrosanct, of all things...and somehow, they’d ended up becoming my friends!!!


      At first, I’d been half convinced I was, er...I think they call it “getting catfished”? But I quickly realized that Momose and Aiba were such incredibly good girls it was almost absurd. Every time they learned about another of my not-so-great qualities, they just accepted it and moved on without batting an eyelash. They were nice and cute and cool, and spending time with them was just so much fun...and I quickly found myself so head over heels for them in a friendship sort of way that I didn’t even care if I was getting catfished anymore. Heck, if it meant I’d get to savor even another second of this happiness, I’d fall for that sort of scam hook, line, and sinker! I probably would’ve happily given them at least an internal organ or two, if they’d asked! Like, uhh, my liver? I think people pay for those, right?


      So, yeah, that probably gives you an idea of just how important they were to me. I’d just waltzed into high school and gotten two incredible friends right off the bat! It felt like I’d been promoted several ranks on the human-being scale out of nowhere...but love still felt like it lay somewhere far up above the clouds, sneering down at me with no intention of ever descending upon my head.


      Momose and Aiba, though? Their situation couldn’t possibly have been more different. Their relationship with each other was so spectacularly, excessively wonderful that nobody dared intrude upon the sacred realm that was the space between them, to start! As far as I was concerned, it would’ve been great if the thing they had had escalated into even an even more full-on and intense sort of yuri than it already seemed to be! Though of course, I was also okay with the totally plausible scenario in which they each met their own respective special someones to explore the untrodden lands of love with. If love was hiding beyond the clouds for me, it was fluttering incessantly around the two of their heads, constantly within arm’s reach.


      We really do live in totally different worlds, I reflected. I was happy just being with them, really. My daily life had taken such a miraculous turn, I couldn’t imagine it possibly getting any better. What I could imagine, though, was that someday, the two of them would find somebody way better than the likes of me to fall in love with—and when that day came, our remarkable friendship would come to an end, just like that.


      I’m not saying that would be a bad thing, to be clear! If anything, it would be for the best. I’m not so full of myself that I’d ask them to stay super close with me or anything like that. The thing is, though, that the two of them were just so, so profoundly kind that I knew that when the time came, they’d probably try to spare my feelings somehow. I knew that I’d end up being a shackle, holding them back from their romances, and part of me was actually glad to realize that. I hated that part of me, and I hated myself for harboring those thoughts.




      I didn’t need my world to change. As long as the people I loved were happy, I knew I would be happy too. That meant Momose and Aiba. It meant my mom and dad. And it meant my beloved, adorable little sisters, Sakura and Aoi. There were so few people in that category I could count them on my fingers, but still, when I finally arrived at the offertory box I’d been lined up for and clapped my hands in prayer, their faces were the first thing that came to mind.


      Please, let everyone be as happy as possible! I thought, dividing my wish into six evenly sized parcels, one for each of them. It wasn’t the most ambitious wish, but all six of them were just such wonderful people that it seemed a lot more worth the gods’ time than wishing for my own romantic prospects to improve. I had a feeling that the gods would agree as well.


      “Hey, Yotsuba, let’s go draw fortunes! C’mon!” prompted my younger little sister Aoi as I stepped away from the shrine’s main building.


      “Fortunes...? I think I’ll pass, thanks. I really don’t want to start my year off by drawing a fortune that says I’ll have terrible luck!” I replied, slipping right on into a super negative mindset that really didn’t suit the occasion. My sisters were used to that little habit of mine, though—for better or for worse—and didn’t seem to make much of it. “Anyway, are you sure it was a good idea to do your first shrine visit of the year here, Sakura?” I asked, turning to the older of my little sisters. “This shrine’s supposed to bring people good fortune in love, right? You could’ve gone to one that’s good for test-takers!”


      “Meh... One shrine’s as good as the next, as far as I’m concerned,” said Sakura with a shrug, which didn’t really feel like the sort of opinion you were supposed to express out loud when you were literally on the grounds of a shrine. She had a big scarf wrapped around her neck, covering up the lower half of her face, and her hands were shoved deep into her coat’s pockets. She seemed to be in an ever so slightly irritable mood, but she was at the age where kids sort of just end up like that sometimes. She’d be taking her high school entrance exams next year too, which had to be stressful.


      Still, I had to wonder—why had the two of them been so set on going to this shrine in particular? It wasn’t like it was the most convenient one out there. We’d had to take a train and everything! “Hey, what did you two wish for?” I asked, too curious to restrain myself.


      “Me?” said Aoi. “I wished for—”


      “You know that if you say what you wished for out loud, it won’t come true, right?” cut in Sakura.


      “Wait, really?!” Aoi and I exclaimed in unison.


      “I mean, I don’t really know,” Sakura said with a shrug, “but I do know that if you tell Yotsuba what you wished for, she’ll end up trying to grant it.”


      “You bet your boots I will!” I proudly declared!


      “But what if it’s something she can’t make happen?” Sakura continued. “What if it’s something that needs time? If she runs out to try and grant your wish, she might even make it harder for the gods to make it happen.”


      “Wait, that actually makes sense!” I gasped. “You’re so smart, Sakura!”


      “Not like I really know what I’m talking about anyway,” Sakura grunted as she looked away from me. I had a feeling my praise made her a little bashful.


      It was certainly true that I probably wouldn’t be able to do much to grant their wishes, even if I did know what they were. Speaking as their big sister, that made me feel a little sad...but that was something I was going to have to get used to one of these days. After all, both of them were thankfully way more clever and accomplished than I’d ever be. I’m pretty sure the last time either of them had had to follow my example was back when they were crawling around on all fours!


      “Oh, right—let’s buy some charms while we’re here, Sakura!” suggested Aoi.


      “Good idea. We’ll get one for you too, Yotsuba,” said Sakura.


      “Huh? I can just come along and get one for myself!” I protested.


      “You’d probably screw up and accidentally buy a matchmaking charm,” Sakura jabbed.


      “Wait, why would that be a screwup?! You mean I’d be wasting my money since it’s hopeless for me even if I get one?!” That comment sure came out of left field! And for the record, there’s no way I’d buy one of those on accident! I’d have to have a match worth making to even consider getting one, after all!


      But, of course, I made all those protests internally while I obediently sat around waiting for my sisters to finish their little excursion. As their big sister, that was about the best I could do.


      “Romance...” I muttered to myself. I knew that someday, the two of them might fall in love with someone. Heck, for all I knew, they might’ve already fallen for someone! Maybe they didn’t want me coming along with them specifically because they wanted matchmaking charms, and were too embarrassed to buy them in front of me, or something. Ha ha ha—yeah, that sounds just like them!


      It probably wouldn’t be much longer before they found boyfriends, started coming home later and later at night...and eventually moved out entirely. The next time they’d come home, they’d do it in a wedding dress, and I’d end up bawling my eyes out at the sight of them! I’d start having to worry less about making wishes when New Year’s rolled around and more about preparing New Year’s money for my nieces and nephews every time they came to visit for the holidays...and by that point, that really would be the only thing left I could do for the two of them as their sister, most likely.




      Love can change the world. Not my world, though—just everyone else’s. And what if, eventually, they all moved on to their own brand-new worlds, leaving me alone in this one? What would I do then...?


      “No real point thinking about it now, right?” I muttered to myself. I didn’t want to think about it, really, even though I knew it was more or less inevitable.


      Still, though, please...let me stay as their big sister forever.


      I wasn’t in front of the offertory box anymore, and there was no telling whether or not the gods were even listening, but I prayed with all my might anyway. Even if love did change the world someday, I wanted that one thing to remain the same. I knew it was a self-indulgent desire, but still...I wanted to keep being their big sister forever. After all, ever since the day I met them, since the day I became their sister, they’ve been the most precious—


      “Yotsubaaa!” called out Aoi, waving happily as she jogged back toward me. Sakura was right with her and was waving as well, though she seemed a bit more shy about it. “Huh? Is it just me, or are you tearing up a little?”


      “N-No way! Why would I be crying?” I insisted, trying to quickly deflect the question. “I, uhh, just got some dust in my eye, that’s all!”


      “Of all the played-out excuses...” Sakura sighed. She clearly wasn’t buying my story, but a moment later she glanced up and let out a yelp of surprise. “Oh, wow! It’s snowing!”


      I looked up as well, and found flakes of powdery snow drifting gently down from overhead, covering up the terrible excuse I’d just tried to make. Part of me was tempted to think that the gods were backing me up, though the rest of me thought that was ridiculous. “Ha ha ha, I guess it was snow, not dust! No wonder it was so chilly!”


      “Ha ha ha—of course it was,” said Sakura.


      “That’s so you, Yotsuba!” Aoi added, then cracked up as well.


      I guess the way I’d said that must’ve really tickled them somehow! Their first laughs of the new year! And yeah, sure, a day might come when I really did end up breaking down in tears over the two of them, but there wasn’t any need to get a head start on that, was there?


      “All right!” I said. “Let’s head home! It’s gotten pretty cold, after all...and gotcha!” I shouted as I grabbed onto Aoi’s hand.


      “Ah! I’m nice and warm now!” said Aoi with a smile.


      “Come on, Sakura, you too! You’re probably feeling pretty chilly, right?” I said, offering my other hand.


      “I-If you insist,” said Sakura with a frown, but she did shift the bag with our charms in it over to her left hand so she could take mine in her right. “O-Okay, yeah, I guess this is pretty warm.”


      “Hee hee hee, right? Same for me!” I giggled.


      Considering they were getting older, and considering holding hands with their big sister was probably getting more and more embarrassing with each passing year, I had a feeling that they wouldn’t give me all that many more chances to walk hand in hand with them like this. And so, I did my best to remember how it felt—to make sure I wouldn’t forget their warmth. But if I ever did somehow forget, and even if they stopped reaching out to hold my hand, I knew that I could always reach out for theirs on my own initiative. After all...that’s just how big sisters are.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1: That One Little Problem That Stands between Everyone and Their Summer Vacations


      July had arrived, and summer was in full swing! Summer was always one of the most assertive seasons when it came to declaring its presence—by which I mean it was just plain hot. A few steps outside was enough to bathe you in your own sweat, and if you got even a little complacent with your sunscreen routine, you’d end up with a real pain in the neck of a sunburn—or more likely, a pain-on-the-back-of-the-neck one.


      To be totally honest, I wanted to lock myself in my room, turn the air conditioner on full blast, eat ice cream, and lie around like a lazy bum...but I’d have to save that for after summer vacation started. Before that happened, I had to surmount the enormous wall that loomed before me.


      I gulped as I waited for the moment of destiny. I was in the student guidance room: a secret chamber that only our school’s chosen hooligans were ever permitted to enter. Eichou High, of course, was one of the top-ranking high schools in all of Japan, so said room had apparently seen almost no use at all since the school’s founding. I, meanwhile, had already been there more times than I could count!


      “Sorry for the wait.”


      “Eeek!!!”


      I squealed and jumped as my homeroom teacher, Miss Miki Abiko, stepped into the room with that somewhat flat greeting. You’ll recall that it was an absolute scorcher out, but she was wearing the same perfectly crisp and ironed suit as ever, which, combined with her glasses, made for a look that she was seriously killing. I’d been in her charge since my first year in high school, and as a result, she’d ended up getting called the guidance room’s watchwoman on more than one occasion, which was definitely not the sort of title I’d want to have slapped on me. Of course, I didn’t really have any right to say that, seeing as I was the reason why she had to spend so much time in here.


      “N-N-N-No, no problem at all! Thanks for coming!!!” I said as I jumped to my feet. You’d think I was a convict with how nervous I felt.


      She hadn’t actually told me why she’d called me to the guidance room today, but it was pretty easy to guess: she wanted to talk about the results from last week’s final exams. Here we go... How many did I fail this time? I idly wondered. I found myself hoping that I’d at least be able to count the failures with only one hand, which was probably a solid sign that my case was already a hopeless one.


      Every time midterms or finals rolled around, I added another batch of scores to my already impressive collection of failing grades. I studied my hardest, honestly, but it just never seemed to turn out well! I couldn’t seem to memorize the things I wanted to, no matter how hard I tried, and I had trouble staying focused on top of it. The whole test-taking atmosphere did bad things to my state of mind—the second I’d sit down for one, it’d feel like my head was spinning. Basically, I had a number of reasons why tests and I just didn’t get along. I mean, I’d only gotten into Eichou High in the first place by rolling a pencil around and lucking out big time! I have no clue how I made it through the admission interviews, honestly.


      I really don’t deserve to be wearing this uniform, do I? But here I am anyway, and thanks to that, Miss Abiko—or rather, Miki—has to go through all this trouble every time the tests—


      “Miss Hazama!”


      “Huh?” I grunted as I snapped back to reality. Somewhere along the way as I’d waited for the bad news, I’d ended up hanging my head, but something about Miki’s voice sounded...elated, actually? I looked up at her, shocked, and found that she was smiling at me! Her eyes looked a little moist too, like she was on the verge of tears...but why?!


      “This is incredible, Miss Hazama! Your tests—they’re incredible!” said Miki.


      “I-Incredible how...?” I asked apprehensively. “D-Don’t tell me I finally managed a clean sweep?!”


      Allow me to explain! A “clean sweep” refers to the act of failing every single test in every single subject! I was no stranger to failure, but so far I’d always managed to pass at least one test by the skin of my teeth, and I had yet to achieve a clean sweep over the course of my career at Eichou High. Miki had made a habit of consoling me by saying that, hey, at least I hadn’t gotten a clean sweep, right? I hadn’t quite hit rock bottom yet! Was that streak finally at an end, though? Had I done so terribly on my tests that the one excuse Miki had left to make me feel better had been denied to her?!


      “M-Miki, I...I’m so sorry...” I said, hanging my head once more.


      “You don’t have to apologize,” said Miki. “Though I admit, I will probably feel a little lonely.”


      I blinked. “‘Lonely’?”


      “I’m not really supposed to hand your tests back until tomorrow, but, well...just look at this!”


      “Huh...?”


      Miki seemed so excited she could hardly contain herself as she spread a stack of answer sheets out on the table. Every one of them had my name written up top, of course, and every one of them...wait, what?!


      “Forty-six out of a hundred...fifty-seven...fifty-two...s-sixty-one?!”


      “This might just be the most moving event so far over the course of my whole career as a teacher!”


      H-Holy moly! Are these seriously my answer sheets?! Eichou High drew the line between success and failure at forty points, and I’d cleared that mark on every test!!! “A-Are these scores for real?!” I asked.


      “They are! The other teachers couldn’t believe it either—they checked and re-checked your answers over and over again, so there’s no mistaking it!”


      Wow, the faculty have zero faith in me! B-But still...I can’t believe a day would come that I’d get scores like these!


      “Miki!”


      “Miss Hazama!”


      Overcome with the sheer emotion of it all, we hugged each other with all our might. I knew for a fact that I’d cry if I let my guard down for even a second! This turn of events was just that miraculous!


      “Tee hee—excuse me!” said Miki with an adorable smile. “I let myself get a little too emotional, I think. I’m sure the other kids would be horrified if they saw me acting like this!”


      I was close enough with Miki to call her by her first name, but among the student body at large, she had a reputation for being quite strict. She was serious to a fault and completely unflappable. I’d never so much as seen her slouch for a second, and she wore her suit every single day of the year, no matter how hot it was! She was so habitually polite and emotionless, in fact, that some students called her “Miss Robot” behind her back.


      Miki was no robot, though. She was a real human, through and through! She could seem a little cold, sure, but that was just a result of how seriously she took her interactions with her students. In truth, she was an incredibly kind, hardworking, and wonderful person! It felt sort of ironic that I’d ended up getting to know Miki’s true self better than anyone on account of being a problem child who forced her to waste her time on my remedial lessons, but I’d grown really fond of her over the course of those sessions, and I was really, really glad to see how happy she was for me!


      “It almost feels like I’m dreaming... Miki, I need you to pinch my cheek!” I exclaimed.


      “Huh?! I can’t do that! A teacher pinching her student would be corporal punishment!”


      Wait, she’s right! In that case, I had no choice but to be both the pincher and the pinchee. Ouch! Yup, that hurts all right.


      “I’m amazed, though,” said Miki. “Your grades on the midterms were really, reeeally horrendous—I can’t believe you’ve improved this much in such a short span of time!”


      “Really, reeeally horrendous...?”


      “That’s right! They were reeeeeeeeeally just that bad!” said Miki. It seemed that now that I’d gotten decent grades for once, she could finally show no mercy when it came to my previous results. My midterms had been a debacle, though, I couldn’t deny it.


      “I know what you’re thinking, and I promise I didn’t cheat,” I said.


      “Oh, I never suspected you of that at all!” said Miki. “Nobody in the faculty believes you’re resourceful enough to cheat on all of your subjects without getting caught!”


      “Th-That’s, uhh...good, I guess? Does that mean they have faith in me, basically...?”


      “It...” Miki paused. “Basically, yes,” she concluded, breaking eye contact at the same moment.


      Yeah. Okay. I think I know how to interpret that. “But you know, I really studied my hardest this time! With Yuna—ah, I mean, with Momose and Aiba.” Indeed, my stunning scores this time around weren’t the sort of fluke that had carried me through the entrance exams. I’d had two incredibly reliable supporters watching over me throughout every second of the process: Yuna and Rinka! All for the sake of our ultimate goal: to make sure that the three of us would be able to enjoy our summer vacation to the fullest!


      “Oh, that’s right,” said Miki. “You and those two really never change, do you? You get along so well!”


      “Uhh...yeah, I guess,” I hesitantly replied. The way she’d said that we “never change” was just a little awkward, from my perspective.


      Yuna and Rinka were special. They had the full attention of everyone at our school, and our teachers were no exception. That included Miki, of course, and it seemed she’d been worried for some time that the two of them were socially isolated. Or, I mean, as isolated as two people can possibly be when they’re constantly with each other! The point, though, is that because she’d spent so long worrying about them, she was ecstatic when I made friends with them, and had been rooting for our continued friendship ever since.


      The thing is, though...that sort of made the situation even more awkward than ever. What would she think if she found out that I’m dating them? And not just that, but two-timing them with their knowledge and permission? No way I’ll ever be able to tell her about any of this, huh...?


      Of course, there was also no way I’d ever tell anyone—and I do mean anyone—the real story behind my grades. If Miki ever found out somehow, I’d probably pass out on the spot. You see, things had gone a little off the rails back when I was studying for these most recent tests...


      ◇◇◇


      Finals were right around the corner, and the three of us had gathered together in Yuna’s room for a last-second study session.


      “So, Rinka and I have talked about this a couple times before, but to make a long story short—Yotsuba, you’re not actually as dumb as you think you are!” said Yuna.


      “Y-You really think so?” I asked.


      “I do! Just look at this, for example. I graded the worksheet you did just a moment ago, and—”


      “Don’t tell me I got all of the questions right?!” I exclaimed.


      An awkward pause ensued. “Well, you got about seventy percent right, at least,” said Rinka with a snicker.


      I’d let my suddenly inflated expectations get the better of me, and boy, was I ever embarrassed about it! Then again, though...when I really think about it, isn’t a seventy percent success rate actually kind of incredible?!


      “If you can actually put your all into your work, solving problems like these is totally doable for you,” explained Yuna. “The problem’s that when you get called on in class or when you sit down to take a test, you can’t put your all into it!”


      “O-Okaaay?” I said, not at all following what she was getting at.


      “In short, the question we have to answer is: what’s the difference between this worksheet and a test that prompts such a dramatic shift in how you approach them? And the answer? Simplicity itself!” said Yuna, proudly adjusting the fake glasses she’d put on because they helped her get into the studying mood. Adorable. Just adorable. “Your problem, in short, is nerves!”


      “Nerves?” I repeated. She means, like, having a case of nerves, right? Like, when you get so worked up about something that you sorta just freeze up? “You’re saying I’ve just been nervous this whole time?!”


      “It’s super obvious that you’re freaking out whenever you get called on in class, at the very least,” said Yuna.


      I guess that’s true? Whenever our teachers call on me, I get so surprised that I sorta just blank on whatever I was thinking about... But that’s just because it means I’m the center of attention! That’s pretty different from taking a test, isn’t it?


      “I actually made a point of watching you the last time we had a quiz,” said Rinka.


      “You what?!” I yelped.


      “Yeah, you what?! That’s not fair! I’m so jealous!” shouted Yuna.


      “Heh heh—my assigned seat does have its advantages! I can see everything she does from there, down to the look on her face!” Rinka boasted. She had the legendary seat that every student longed for: the one at the very back of the room, by the windows. Yuna, meanwhile, sat just one seat ahead of her. Our seating chart was determined by lottery, so it was all just a total coincidence, but it seemed that the Sacrosanct’s ability to gravitate toward each other was not to be underestimated. I still remembered the uproar in our classroom when we’d all learned where they’d been assigned to sit.


      I, on the other hand, sat in the same row as Yuna, two desks to the right. It would’ve been hard for Yuna to see me with her neighboring student in the way, but now that I thought about it, Rinka would have a totally unobstructed view!


      “When Yotsuba takes her tests...she looks adorable,” Rinka said in a wistful tone.


      “H-Hey, Rinka—did you take pictures?!” asked Yuna.


      “Of course not. We were taking a quiz.”


      “You could’ve at least tried!”


      Do you realize how unreasonable you’re being right now, Yuna?! This probably goes without saying, but using our phones during tests was explicitly banned. We were even supposed to power them off during minor quizzes! The goal was to keep us from cheating, of course, though from what I could tell, only someone who was the only person in her entire grade level in danger of flunking out would ever even consider pulling a stunt like that. Someone like me...but, I mean, I wouldn’t! Of course not, no way!
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      “Yotsuba, you have a routine you go through every time you take a test,” said Rinka.


      “A routine?” Yuna and I questioned in unison.


      “First you take a quick look at the problems. Then you worry for about...oh, five seconds or so? Then you lean way in to take a closer look at the paper, and finally, you lean back again and stare at the ceiling.”


      I’d never been consciously aware of doing any of those things, but I had no doubt that Rinka was entirely correct.


      “Ahh,” Yuna sighed, a look of understanding passing across her face. “So she gets too worked up reading the problems, and ends up in a state where she can barely think at all. The nervousness probably plays a factor too, and I bet all of that makes her start feeling pressured for time and stuff.”


      “You might be right, when you put it that way...” I reluctantly admitted.


      “Don’t feel down, Yotsuba,” said Rinka. “This all just goes to show how serious you are about your work.”


      “Exactly!” said Yuna. “You never start by giving up—you always go into your tests with the mindset that you’ll do your best to get a good grade! That attitude’s one of the things I love about you.”


      They were both doing their best to console me, and it did feel nice, but the fact remained that I hadn’t been able to properly overcome a single test so far, so I had a feeling I couldn’t let myself celebrate just yet.


      “Hey, Yotsuba,” Yuna continued. “How did going through that worksheet feel to you?”


      “What do you mean by ‘feel’?” I asked.


      “Well, you got seventy percent of the questions on it right, so if you can figure out how to approach your tests with that same mindset, you might just be able to get a perfectly decent score on them.”


      “For real?!” Is that seriously possible?! It goes without saying that seventy percent wasn’t even close to a failing grade! It was a score that seemed completely unreachable, considering the grades I’d gotten on every test throughout my whole life up to that point...but I knew Yuna and Rinka wouldn’t lie to me about that sort of thing. “I’m sorry, though...I don’t really remember how I felt while I was doing the worksheet at all!”


      “You don’t have to apologize or anything,” said Yuna.


      “Actually, it didn’t seem to me like you were taking it that seriously at all,” noted Rinka. “You were chatting with us the whole time, right?”


      “Huh, yeah,” said Yuna. “She seemed less serious than usual, if anything... Wait! That’s it, Rinka!”


      “Huh?”


      “Yotsuba’s big problem is that she gets too nervous to think through her work, so if we can just make her relax, she should be able to do just fine!”


      “Oh, I see now!”


      The two of them certainly seemed convinced! I...I guess that makes sense? It does seem like a reasonable theory, considering how this conversation’s gone so far! But is relaxing before a test even remotely possible for me? Maybe it’d be easier if I just gave up entirely? Like, if I told myself that I was just gonna fail, and that nobody’s expecting anything from me anyway? But, I dunno...


      “It’ll be okay, Yotsuba!” said Yuna.


      “Wha?”


      “I just came up with the perfect method to make you relax!” she explained with a wink. Then she helped me up to my feet, and before I realized what was happening...


      “Down you go!”


      “Eek?!”


      ...she pushed me right over again. I was caught completely off guard and toppled onto her bed.


      “Yuna?!” yelped Rinka.


      “I had to think up a plan to help Yotsuba stop getting nervous and losing her composure when tests start. And the idea I ended up settling on is...this!” Yuna said...then dove onto her bed after me?!


      “Bgwaugh!” I grunted as I took all of her body weight (light as a feather, for the record) on my torso all at once. I’m pretty sure I sounded an awful lot like a cat that’d just had its tail stepped on, and speaking of cats, Yuna wrapped her arms around me and started rubbing her cheek up against mine in a distinctly catlike manner.


      “You feel relaxed when you’re with us, right?” Yuna asked. “We might be in the same classroom for our tests, but we can’t be right next to you—so I figure we just have to use scent to our advantage instead!”


      “S-Scent?!”


      “That’s right! Our olfactory sense is far and away the one that impacts us the most on an unconscious level. You’ve probably seen all those aroma diffusers and stuff they’ve been selling all over the place lately, right?”


      “So, you’re saying I should buy some sort of scent that helps me relax...?” I guessed hopefully.


      “Non, non! We don’t have the time to go search for a scent that works well for you, and you couldn’t set up a diffuser in class at all, let alone during a test, right? That means we only have one option...I’ll mark you with my scent instead!”


      “You’ll whaaat?!”


      “Y-Yuna,” said Rinka, “that’s...”


      See? That logic’s so outlandishly crazy that even Rinka’s—


      “...that’s brilliant!”


      —not getting weirded out by it at all?!
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