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PROLOGUE
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John stood before the altar, his hands trembling—not with doubt, but with the gravity of a moment he had dreamed of for as long as he could remember.

The priest lifted his book and cleared his throat gently.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” he began, his voice echoing with quiet reverence, “we now begin the wedding ceremony of Karla Mae Hermosa and Juan Marco Cortez. In the name of the Father...”

Even the air seemed to bow.

John exhaled slowly. Mae stood beside him, radiant beneath her veil, her fingers brushing lightly against his. The touch steadied him, grounded him. To him, she was everything sacred—his answered prayer, his untouched miracle, his soul mate.

The priest turned to him.

“Do you take this woman, Karla Mae Hermosa, to be your wife? To be faithful in good times and in bad, in sickness and in health, to love and honor her all the days of your life?”

“Yes, I do,” John answered at once, his voice unguarded, certain.

Then the priest faced her.

“And do you, Karla Mae Hermosa, take this man, Juan Marco Cortez, to be your husband?”

Mae’s throat tightened. For a heartbeat too long, she almost cried.

“Yes,” she said finally, her voice trembling. “I do.”

The priest closed his book. “What God has joined together, let no one separate. In the sight of God and these witnesses, I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may now kiss the bride.”

John lifted her veil. When their lips met, the church erupted in applause.

But at the very edge of that joy—right where happiness should have been complete—Mae’s mind slipped backward.

She remembered the night she had sworn would never follow her here in her wedding.......

Mae kept her head low as she walks with difficulty through the dimly lit streets of Dagupan City. The neon signs flickered past her, blurred by the tears that refused to stop falling. She pressed a hand against her chest, as if she could still hold together the pieces of herself that felt like they were coming undone.

Four police officers. Four men who circled her like moths to a flame. She let herself be carried away, letting their naked bodies unite with her. She gave in to the heat of the moment, giving herself to them the whole night. 

They devoured her body.

Yet, when dawn came, her virginity was still hers. A strange relief mingled with shame. She had enjoyed it—more than she wanted to admit. The warmth of hands, the attention, the way her body answered instinctively to their desire. But afterward, when silence replaced the chaos, guilt sank into her bones.

It wasn’t supposed to happen. Not to her. Not when her heart still belonged to John. 

The tears fell harder as Mae gripped the hem of her skirt. She felt dirty, ruined even if the truth said otherwise. What kind of woman let herself be held by four men and still dared to dream of love as pure as the one she imagined with John?

The night would haunt her, yes. But she was still Mae. 

And she was still a virgin.

Back in the church....

Applause faded as John and Mae turned toward the congregation. For a heartbeat, time softened. Mae reached for his hand. He gently squeezed hers.

“I love you, Mrs. Cortez,” he whispered.

Mae’s eyes shone. “I love you too.”

As the applause swelled around them and John’s hands rested gently at her waist, Mae felt her chest tighten beneath the lace of her gown. The church was bright, holy, alive with joy—yet inside her, a single thought echoed, relentless and unforgiving.

How could she stand here, before God and everyone she loved, beside a man who believed she was pure, when her soul carried a truth too humiliating to give a name?

She kept her smile steady. She did not tremble. No one saw the storm beneath the veil.

She was still Mae.

She was still untouched in the way that mattered to him.

And that secret—ugly, shameful, buried deep beneath silk and vows—would remain hers alone.

Because love like John’s was built on belief.

And belief would not survive the truth.
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CHAPTER 01
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CROWNED BEAUTIES

Four years before the wedding.....

John was talking to Yvette that night as he paid his friend Harold a visit to their house in Dagupan City.

John was the kind of young man who stood out effortlessly, though he never tried. He had built a reputation in Manila few could match. A full-time Electronics Engineering scholar, he excelled in academics, athletics, music, and combat sports. He was a swimming varsity athlete, a lead guitarist in a rising campus band, and a professional mixed martial artist with two belts. 

People admired him, envied him, or couldn’t stop noticing him. Women were drawn to his charm, strangers remembered his presence, yet for all his brilliance, John remained humble, kind, and grounded.

That version of John was what Harold brought home to Dagupan for summer break.

“You know,” Yvette began quietly, watching him adjust his notes on the table, “I’ve been thinking about the first time I met you.”

John looked up, curious. “Oh? Do tell.”

“I was barely sixteen,” she said softly, “and I had just finished sweeping the living room when Harold’s motorcycle stopped. I peeked past the divider... and froze. It was you.”

John smiled faintly. “Me? That long ago?”

“Yes,” she whispered, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “Tall, athletic, confident... and you smiled at me and said, ‘Hi. You must be Harold’s little sister.’ I... I don’t think I’ve ever forgotten it.”

“I remember,” he said gently, “you stepped out shyly, smiling nervously.”

Yvette swallowed, her fingers twisting. “That summer... when you were helping Harold with the motorbike, strumming your guitar in the sala, laughing... I realized something. I realized............I loved you.”

John froze for a heartbeat, but his expression remained calm and soft.

“Yvette...” he murmured.

“I know you probably don’t feel the same way,” she rushed on, voice trembling, “but I had to tell you. I’ve... always felt this way, even from that first summer.”

He leaned back, choosing his words carefully. “Yvette... you’re amazing. Truly. I care about you... more than I can say. But not like that.”

Her heart sank slightly, but she stayed quiet, listening.

“You’re my little sister,” he continued, gentle, careful not to hurt her. “I love you, yes... but like a sister. Like family. I can’t... I can’t risk hurting you or changing what we have.”

Her hands fell still. “I... I understand,” she whispered, though the ache in her chest lingered.

“I don’t want you to feel unloved,” he said softly. “You’ve always been special to me, Yvette. That hasn’t changed since the first day I met you. That smile, that laugh... I care about every part of you. I just... not in the way you hoped.”

She looked down, fighting the sting of disappointment but feeling some relief in his honesty. “I know. I guess... I just wanted you to know. Even if it changes nothing.”

John reached out, brushing her hand gently. “It doesn’t change how important you are to me. Ever.”

Yvette met his gaze, a faint smile forming. Former Miss Dagupan City, admired by many for her poise and beauty, yet tonight she felt vulnerable and human, her heart raw. 

“Thank you... for being honest. And... for being you.”

He smiled back, warm and steady. “Always. You’ve been part of my life since that first summer, Yvette. I wouldn’t trade that for anything.”

For a long moment, silence hung between them—comfortable, bittersweet. She knew her love was unrequited, yet the bond they shared, their history, and his gentle care made her heart ache in the best and worst ways at once.

And still... she would always remember that summer, that first hello, and the way he had unknowingly captured her heart.

At that moment.....

The streets of Laguna buzzed with color, music, and the scent of Fiesta delicacies. Amid the crowd, one figure drew every gaze effortlessly.

Sarah moved gracefully as Reyna Elena in the Flores de Mayo procession. Her dark hair gleamed, her eyes sparkled, and her smile lit up the streets. Children waved flags, neighbors whispered, and even the town mayor nodded in admiration.

“Wow... she’s like a princess!” a little girl whispered.

“Look at her hair!” her friend added.

Sarah smiled and waved. “Hello, everyone! Enjoy the Fiesta!”

Her charm was natural, effortless. She knew the attention she commanded, but she never let it define her.

“Reyna Elena, you look amazing!” a senior student shouted.

“Thank you!” Sarah replied, laughing. 

But as she paraded, her thoughts wandered. At twenty, a senior pharmacy student, she had never had a boyfriend. Her father, a former police officer, had been a notorious womanizer, and Sarah had no intention of repeating his mistakes. She wanted a man who was loyal, trustworthy, and sincere.

A young man waved from the crowd. “Sarah! When will you go on a real date?”

“Not until he’s worth it,” she replied softly. “I don’t settle for less.”

Her friend nudged her. “High standards, huh?”

“Not picky,” Sarah said firmly. “Careful. I want someone who will actually fight for me, not just chase me for fun.”

As the procession moved on, she caught glimpses of friends and neighbors, but none sparked the flutter she longed for.

“Reyna Elena!” children shouted, waving.

“Thank you! Enjoy the Fiesta!” she called, smiling warmly.

After the parade, the float stopped at the town plaza. Admirers offered compliments.

“You look perfect,” one young man said nervously.

“Thank you,” Sarah replied kindly, but firmly. “Beauty isn’t everything.”

“I know, but... you’re different,” he said.

She smiled softly. “I’m waiting for someone more than words. Someone loyal.”

The boy nodded and walked away. Sarah adjusted her sash, smoothing her hair, lost in thought. She dreamed of a love that was real, unshakable, and patient enough to earn her trust.

Her friend nudged her again. “You really are waiting for your prince charming, huh?”

“Of course,” she said. “One day, he’ll come. And I’ll know.”

For now, she would continue to smile, charm, and inspire awe, holding her standards high. True love wasn’t found in fleeting glances—it was earned by a loyal heart.

And Sarah was willing to wait.

Meanwhile.....

The golden crown still tingled against Mae’s head, warm from the night’s excitement. The spotlights of the Malolos City Convention Center had dimmed hours ago, but the roar of the crowd still echoed in her ears. Her sequined gown caught the glow of the streetlamps, scattering light like a constellation as she walked arm in arm with her parents toward their car.

“You made us so proud, Mae,” her father said, his voice trembling with emotion. “Miss Bulacan... my daughter!”

Mae laughed softly, her heart fluttering. “Thanks, Dad... I couldn’t have done it without you both.”

Her mother squeezed her hand, tears glinting in her eyes. “You didn’t just win because you’re beautiful, Mae. You spoke with confidence, intelligence... like someone born to be a queen. Beauty and brains—no one could match you tonight.”

Mae smiled, but her chest tightened with longing. The crown was dazzling, but it was only a fragment of the life she dreamed of. She wanted more than accolades. She wanted a love that burned as brightly as her ambition, a man who would cherish her as deeply as she would love him.

Outside, her friends swarmed, bubbling with excitement.

“You killed it, Mae!” Jenny gushed, grabbing her arm. “Not just a win—you dominated! The guys in town must be planning proposals already!”

“Jenny!” Mae laughed, shaking her head. “It’s just a crown. Don’t get ahead of yourself.”

Another friend, Liza, chimed in, eyes sparkling. “Your future husband is the luckiest man alive. He’ll have to be, to love someone like you!”

Mae’s laughter faltered into a soft sigh. “I... I don’t even have a boyfriend yet,” she admitted. “No first love, no real kiss. Just... dreams of walking down an aisle one day, promising loyalty and honesty, building a life worth living.”

Jenny nudged her playfully. “You sound like a romantic movie heroine!”

Mae smiled wistfully. “Maybe. But I promised myself that when the right man comes, I’ll love him fully. Devotion, kindness... honesty. Not just for a moment, but forever.”

Her mother glanced at her warmly. “Mae, that’s beautiful. And I know the right one will come when the time is right.”

Mae tilted her head, feeling the night air brush her face. “I hope so, Mom. I want someone who sees me... truly sees me. Someone who matches my heart, not just my dreams.”

Her father chuckled, ruffling her hair. “Well, if he’s out there, he’s got big shoes to fill, kiddo.”

Mae laughed, a soft, dream-filled sound. “I know, Dad. But I’ll wait. I don’t want anything less than what’s real.”

The first hints of dawn glimmered on the horizon, painting the streets in gold. Mae lifted her gaze, imagining the moment she would meet him—the man who would ignite her heart, who would make every heartbeat feel like destiny.

And in that quiet, shimmering moment, crowned and celebrated, she swore to herself: she would wait. And when he came, she would love him fully, fiercely, and forever.
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CHAPTER 02
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THE VELVET SISTERS

Days had passed and John returned to Manila. Life at school carried on, ordinary and uneventful.

John sat at the back of the crowded lecture hall, his notebook open but attention only half on the lecture. Even in a room full of students, he stood out—not because he tried to, but because of the quiet confidence that radiated from him. 

His presence carried a gravity that drew glances, whispered admiration, and occasional envy, yet John remained grounded, humble, and focused.

Today’s lecture on circuit analysis was tedious, but John doodled lightly in the margins, tapping a rhythm with his pencil like he would strum a guitar. Between formulas and diagrams, he found his mind wandering—thinking of Harold back in Dagupan, and the summer he had spent there. 

He remembered the laughter, the motorbike fixes, the evening strums of his guitar in the sala, and Yvette’s shy smiles. Those memories always brought a faint, warm tug at his chest.

When the lecture ended, John packed up quickly, slipping on his backpack and moving with fluid grace out of the campus. The campus buzzed around him, students moving in clumps, voices echoing off the walls, but he navigated the chaos effortlessly.

He pushed open the cafeteria door, intending to grab a quick snack before his next class, and that’s when it happened.

Books scattered across the floor in a chaotic tumble, and a startled voice called out.

“Oh! I’m so sorry, miss!” He said.

John’s head snapped up, and there she was. Her eyes wide with surprise, her hands reaching instinctively for the fallen books. She froze the moment she looked at him. 

John captivated her.

John’s breath hitched slightly, almost imperceptibly. She looked... luminous. Tall for her age, graceful, her features delicate but sharp in a way that demanded attention. She seemed to pause the world around her, even in the noisy cafeteria. For a heartbeat, he forgot to speak.

“I—I didn’t see you there,” he said, his voice smooth and sincere as he bent to help her pick up the scattered textbooks.

“It’s..... it’s okay,” Kryztal stammered, her fingers brushing against his as he handed her the last book. “You look like you’re in a hurry.”

“Yeah,” he said, tucking the notebook under his arm. “I have an exam this afternoon—and a gig tonight.”

“A gig?” Her eyebrows shot up in surprise. “You’re a musician?”

“Guitarist,” he said, a lopsided grin tugging at his lips. “My band’s playing for a concert next week. Big night.”

Kryztal’s curiosity flared. “And... are you a student here?”

“Nope. Eastern University. Just stopped by to see a friend,” he replied, brushing his hair back. There was a casual confidence in his movements that made everything about him seem effortless, from his toned physique to the easy charm in his smile.

“I’m Kryztal. Grade nine at St. Michael,” she said, offering her hand.

He took it firmly, warm yet gentle. “John. Senior Engineering student.”

As they exchanged a few words, John realized how unusual it felt to meet someone who made his chest tighten and his pulse quicken, even briefly. Before he could say more, a voice called from across the cafeteria.

“John! We’re late for rehearsal!”

He glanced back at Kryztal, hesitation flickering across his features. “Sorry, I have to run. We’re the opening act for Ravermaya’s concert next week. You should come—I’d love to see you there.”

Her heart pounded. “I’ll be there!” she promised, almost breathless.

John flashed a grin that could light up a stadium. 

“See you then!” And with that, he was gone, moving through the crowd like a force of nature, leaving her with a heart that wouldn’t stop racing, and a memory she would carry long after the cafeteria had emptied.

In Kryztal’s home....

A gorgeous woman in her late teens leaned against the balcony railing of the mansion, the early sunlight spilling across her damp hair, turning strands into threads of gold. She held a cup of coffee in her hands, though she wasn’t sure if it was really the coffee warming her—or just the quiet thrill of being up before everyone else.

To anyone else, she looked ordinary enough: gorgeous without trying, smart, athletic, composed. Boys whispered, teachers admired, classmates tried not to stare—but no one truly knew her. Not because she was aloof, but because she’d promised herself long ago that her heart was off-limits. 

This was Michelle. Eighteen years old. A freshman at St. Michael University. And not just a student, she was also a trained professional bodyguard, assigned to protect Kryztal, the daughter of a wealthy pharmaceutical magnate who studied alongside her.

Love, for Michelle, was like trying to juggle fire while riding a unicycle. Dangerous, exciting... and something she wasn’t ready for.

She took a sip, grimaced slightly, and muttered, “Ugh, why does coffee have to taste like bitter dreams?” 

A soft laugh escaped her lips, the sound almost startling herself. Even in the quiet of dawn, she found little ways to be alive, to remind herself she wasn’t just a shadow moving through the world.

From a few steps behind, Arman observed her, silent as always. He didn’t intrude—he never had to. His job was clear: keep his boss and Kryztal safe. Protect them, even Michelle. Watch. And he did it with unwavering precision even if Michelle doesn’t need it. 

Michelle can protect herself better than  him.

He understood she carried her secrets like a second skin. Asking questions would be useless; he would respect the walls she had built.

“You’re up early again,” he said, his voice calm and professional.

Michelle didn’t turn toward him immediately, letting the morning breeze lift the edges of her damp hair. 

“I like it,” she replied softly, a faint smile tugging at her lips. “It’s quieter than the rest of life... quieter than people asking me questions I’m not ready to answer. Or, you know, interrogating me about why I drink terrible coffee.”

Arman didn’t respond, only inclined his head slightly, almost imperceptibly acknowledging her humor without breaking his serious demeanor.

Michelle tilted her cup toward the horizon, her amber eyes reflecting the golden light.

“Normal... I wouldn’t even know where to start,” she said, voice low, almost a whisper. “Some things... some people... are never ordinary, no matter how badly you want them to be.”

She traced the rim of her cup absentmindedly, letting her mind wander. She thought of someone she might love someday—not the perfect, untouchable version of herself, but the real Michelle: messy, stubborn, a little reckless, maybe even funny in a quiet way. Someone who could see all of her, love her for it, and still... not run screaming.

She straightened her blouse, slipped into her heels, and adjusted her bag over her shoulder, moving with a balance of elegance and quiet power. 

“Okay, Michelle,” she muttered to herself, “you can pretend to be ordinary for a few hours... let’s see if the world survives it.”

Arman fell in step a few meters behind, his gaze steady, silent. He never needed to speak; he simply ensured she moved safely through the world. Michelle felt the weight of the day ahead and the pull of her secret longing, and for a brief moment, allowed herself a small, mischievous grin.

She paused at the side gate, glancing back at the villa, and whispered into the dawn, 

“Maybe one day... someone will see all of me. Someone who won’t be afraid of the pieces I hide.”

Then she stepped forward, heels clicking softly on the pavement, hair shining like sunlight, moving into the day with all her mystery, her quiet longing, and her unshakable charm.

Michelle walked into the school courtyard with the kind of effortless grace that made heads turn without her even noticing. Her hair was tied in a loose ponytail, a few strands framing her sun-kissed face, and her uniform was crisp. Students paused mid-conversation, some whispering, others staring, but she moved through them as if she were invisible—and untouchable.

“Hey, Michelle!” a classmate called, waving.

She grinned, playful. “Hey! Try not to trip over your own feet while waving at me,” she teased, her voice light but teasing enough to make him blush.

He laughed, and she winked before moving on, leaving a trail of warmth in her wake.

At the cafeteria, her friends waved her over. “Michelle!” they chorused.

Sliding into a chair, she smiled. “I like getting here early—quiet before the chaos hits.”

“You’re always early,” one teased.

Michelle leaned back, pretending modesty. “Some of us have the privilege of being organized... or maybe just slightly less chaotic than the rest of you,” she said with a grin, earning laughter from the table.

Her charm wasn’t just her beauty—it was her effortless mix of confidence, humor, and intelligence. She could command attention without demanding it, but there was always a distance, a hint that she didn’t fully belong to anyone. Boys tried to impress her, teachers admired her composure, classmates whispered, but Michelle remained untouchable.

Classes passed quickly. Michelle moved with precision, balancing her bubbly energy with the calm, composed exterior that masked her inner world. No one knew the secrets she carried, or the promise she had made to herself long ago: love was off-limits. Not because she was cold, but because she wasn’t ready to let anyone see the whole of her.

During break, she leaned against a tree, watching the horizon outside the school walls. 

Her friends called her back, and she straightened, tossing her ponytail over her shoulder. “Coming!” she called, voice bright, yet the shadow of her mystery remained. She walked back into the crowd, radiant and untouchable, leaving whispers and glances behind.

Even as she laughed with her friends, Michelle carried her secrets like a quiet storm—bubbly and alive, yet impossible to truly reach.
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PUPPY LOVE

Mae was walking one afternoon toward the usual hangout of her classmates after volleyball practice when she caught the sound of their hushed voices. She slowed her pace, curious. She was only a freshman at San Deba College back then.

“Wait, you actually agreed to that? That sounds so weird!” one girl said, chubby cheeks flushed as she half-teased, half-scolded.

“At least he was satisfied,” the pretty girl replied, lowering her voice with a shy smile. “The important thing is, I’m still... untouched.”

The chubby girl groaned. “I don’t know about you, but I couldn’t. That’s too much for me. I’d rather stick to something less... painful.”

“Ugh, I can’t even imagine it. Totally gross,” another classmate jumped in.

Mae frowned, unable to resist her curiosity. “Hey what are you even talking about?”

The chubby girl shot her a mischievous grin. “We’re talking about how girls... keep their innocence.”

Mae blinked. “That’s new to me. How does that even work?”

One of the girls leaned closer, like she was sharing a state secret. “Mae, guys can be really persistent. If you’re not careful, they’ll do everything they can to get what we’re all trying to protect.”

“Well, I won’t let that happen,” Mae said, straightening her back. “If I have a boyfriend someday, he’ll respect me.”

Her classmate giggled. “There are ways, you know. Some girls manage to keep their virtue while still keeping their boyfriends... happy.”

“Huh? What do you mean?” Mae asked, her face open with innocent confusion.

The girl smirked and whispered, “Let’s just say... there are other options. It might be uncomfortable at first—like, you know, the backdoor... or your lips. But some girls even end up liking it.”

“Ew!” Mae made a face. “That sounds awful. Doesn’t it hurt?”

“Only if you rush things. If you go slow, you’ll be fine,” the girl teased with a laugh.

Mae crossed her arms, unimpressed. “I don’t care. If a man truly loves me, he won’t ask me to do anything that makes me uncomfortable.”

“Suit yourself,” her classmate shrugged. Then another girl quickly changed the subject. “Anyway, are you all watching Ravermaya’s concert at the Araneya Center next week?”

“Yes!” Mae’s friend Liza jumped in right away. “Mae and I are going. I heard there’s a front-act band from another school. Apparently, their guitarist is really handsome.”

“Really?” one girl asked. “Doesn’t matter, we’ll see for ourselves at the concert.”

As they left the hangout, Liza leaned close and whispered in Mae’s ear. “I’ll be at the concert too. Who knows? We might even meet a few guys.”

After the group dispersed, Mae headed back to her boarding house. She lay in bed, staring at the ceiling. Her friends’ strange conversation replayed in her mind, tangled with the image of the mysterious guitarist she hadn’t even met yet.

At that same moment, across the city...

A punching bag rattled under the force of heavy blows. A young woman with sharp, bobcat-styled hair drove punch after punch, kick after kick into the bag. She was beautiful in her own right, tall, elegant, with a striking presence that demanded attention.

This was Michelle. Also a freshman at St. Michael University. Michelle wasn’t just good at martial arts; she was skilled with weapons, close combat, particularly in FMA and self-defense tactics, all drilled into her since childhood by her father, a former member of the Philippine Scout Rangers. He’d been dismissed from the service after a botched operation, but his discipline lived on in her.

“Michelle! I’m in love!”

Michelle froze mid-punch, whipping around at the sound of the young voice.

“What? You’re what?” she asked, hands still raised. “Wait, wait—maybe you mean you have a crush?”

“Not a crush!” the girl replied with a grin so wide it nearly split her face. “I really fell in love for the first time!”

Michelle rolled her eyes. “At fifteen? Oh, come on, Kryztal. You don’t even know what love is. I’m eighteen and I’ve never been in love, so trust me, what you’re feeling? It’s a crush. Totally different.”

Kryztal, Michelle’s ward pouted. Like Michelle, she had a bobcat haircut and striking features, though her youth gave her a softer, almost doll-like charm. “How would you know the difference if you’ve never been in love yourself?”

Michelle smirked. “Easy. I asked Google.”

Kryztal groaned. “You’re impossible.”

But Michelle’s expression softened. “Look, it’s fine to have a crush. But don’t let it consume you, okay? You know what the doctor said about your condition. You have to keep your emotions in check.”

“I know,” Kryztal said, a little sheepishly. “Don’t worry, I’m fine.”

Michelle tilted her head. “So... who’s this guy anyway?”

Kryztal’s eyes lit up. “It happened in the canteen...”

She told Michelle the story: she’d been carrying a stack of books when a tall, long-haired guy had accidentally bumped into her, sending everything crashing to the floor. She’d been ready to snap at him—until she looked up.

“Oh, I’m so sorry, miss!” he said, crouching down to help gather her books.

Kryztal froze. He was handsome, ridiculously so. His posture, his smile, the way his eyes lit up when he looked at her, it was like something out of a movie.

“I-It’s okay,” she managed. “You seem like you’re in a hurry.”

“Yeah, I’ve got an exam later... and a gig tonight,” he said with an easy grin.

“A gig?” she asked, suddenly curious.

“Yeah. I’m John, senior engineering student at Eastern University. Music’s just my side thing.”

They shook hands. Kryztal introduced herself shyly, admitting she was only a ninth grader. Before John could say more, one of his bandmates called him over.

“John! Let’s go, we’re late for rehearsal!”

“Coming!” he shouted back, then turned to Kryztal. “Sorry, I have to go. We’re playing as the front act for Ravermaya next week at the Araneya Center. You should come. I’d like to see you there.”

“Okay,” Kryztal answered softly, her heart racing.

Michelle listened, stunned, as Kryztal finished the story.

“You bumped into a guy and fell in love instantly?” Michelle said, incredulous.

Kryztal only giggled. “So? He was amazing. And you’re coming with me to the concert, right?”

Michelle sighed but smiled. “Fine. We’ll go. But we’re home by ten or your uncle will kill us.”

Kryztal squealed and hugged her. “Thanks, Michelle! You’re the best big sister ever.”

Michelle shook her head but couldn’t help smiling. Kryztal and her sisters, Kryzel and Kryzette, were triplets—but so different. Kryzel was bubbly and easygoing like Kryztal, but Kryzette... was another story. Aloof. Unpredictable. Brilliant, yes, but shrouded in mystery.

And Michelle had a gut feeling—one day, that mystery would pull them all into something far deeper than just a concert.
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Love at First Kiss

The Night of the Ravermaya Concert............

“Kryztal, hurry up! They’re already on stage!” Michelle tugged at her hand as they ran toward the concert grounds.

“Wait, Michelle! Slow down—I’m out of breath!” Kryztal panted. They had parked a few hundred meters away, and the rush was taking a toll on her.

“Come on, just a little more! They’re about to start!” Michelle urged, practically dragging her along.

“Okay, okay!” Kryztal gave in, running beside her friend.

She had been waiting for this night—not really to see Ravermaya, but to catch Mantra, a local band with a cult following in the university belt. More than the music, Kryztal wanted to see John, Mantra’s lead guitarist and her newest crush.

As they hurried through the crowd, Michelle accidentally bumped into someone. The girl stumbled and ended up sitting on the pavement.

“Oh my gosh, I’m so sorry! We’re rushing and didn’t see you. Are you hurt?” Michelle asked, quickly helping her up.

“I’m fine,” the girl said with a smile. “I was hurrying to the concert too. Guess we didn’t notice each other.”

“Then let’s go together. I’m Michelle, and this is Kryztal.” Michelle shook her hand.

“Nice to meet you! I’m Mae. So, are you two Ravermaya fans?”

Michelle laughed. “Not me. I just came to babysit this little girl because she’s dying to see her guitarist crush. I don’t get it—she’s still in high school and already chasing boys!”

“Well, you’re already eighteen and still don’t have a boyfriend!” Kryztal shot back playfully.

Mae laughed. “My friends tease me about that too. They said the guitarist’s really handsome, but I didn’t come for him. I just promised my friends I’d watch Ravermaya with them.”

“Well, let’s not waste any more time. Let’s go!” Kryztal said eagerly.

The three walked together to the venue. Mae’s friends, who were standing near the stage, spotted her right away. Coincidentally, Michelle and Kryztal’s seats were right next to Mae’s group, so introductions were quick.

The lights dimmed as the show was about to start. Two bands played first before Mantra came on.

“There they are!” Kryztal squealed as the second band cleared out.

Michelle and Mae exchanged amused smiles, curious about Kryztal’s excitement.

Then the arena went completely dark. A lone electric guitar ripped through the silence, playing the intro to Cliffs of Dover. When the lights came up, a tall, handsome guitarist stood at the center of the stage—John.

Mae and Michelle froze, unable to take their eyes off him. They looked at each other again and smiled knowingly. Both were clearly drawn to him.

“It’s true,” Michelle whispered with a giggle.

Mae grinned. “Yeah, no kidding.”

Mantra played five songs before Ravermaya finally took the stage. But Kryztal didn’t care for the main act. She slipped out of the crowd and headed straight backstage.

“Kryztal!” Michelle sighed. She turned to Mae with a grin. “Want to come with me? Let’s keep an eye on her. Maybe we’ll even score a picture with the guitarist.” She winked.

Mae’s heart skipped. “Alright, I’m in.”

The two followed and found Kryztal already chatting happily with John. When she noticed them, Kryztal waved them over.

“John, these are my friends—Michelle and Mae!”

John smiled warmly. “Nice to meet you both! Wow, I can’t believe it—I get to hang out with three beautiful girls tonight.”

The four talked for a while, snapping pictures together. All three girls were clearly charmed by him. What they didn’t know was that John also liked all of them—but his eyes lingered most on Mae. Still, he played it cool so as not to stir jealousy.

Before long, Kryztal’s dad called, and Michelle had to take her home. They said their goodbyes, leaving Mae alone with her friends again.

Two hours later, the concert ended. Mae’s friends left one by one until she was the last still inside. She lingered, hoping fate might let her run into John again.

As the crowd thinned, she finally decided to head back to her house. But then—

“Mae! Wait a second!” a voice called out.

She turned and froze. It was John. Her face flushed hot, her heart racing. Luckily, it was dark enough to hide her blush.

“W-What is it?” she stammered.

“Heading home? Let’s walk together,” John said with an easy smile.

“Uh... sure.” Mae nodded. “So... do you study here at St. Michael’s?”

“No, I’m at Eastern University. I’ll be graduating next semester, so I’ll definitely miss the gigs around here. How about you?”

“I’m from San Deba College. First year, business management.”

They walked and talked, their conversation flowing easily. John was a natural, and Mae found herself enjoying every minute. He didn’t pry too much, keeping things light, but Mae could sense something—an interest that mirrored her own.

Before long, they reached the taxi stand.

“Too bad the semester’s ending,” John said, looking into her eyes. “Anyway... can I have your number?”

Mae’s cheeks warmed again, but she smiled and gave it to him.

For a moment, they just stood there, staring at each other. Mae half-wished he would offer to take her home, but she held back. She didn’t want to seem too easy.

A taxi pulled up. John opened the door for her. His gentlemanly gesture made her heart flutter.

“Thanks,” she said softly. Just as she was about to step in, John suddenly caught her hand.

“Mae... um, I don’t know when I’ll see you again, so... I just want to say...” He hesitated. Then, quickly: “I like you.”

Before she could react, he leaned in and kissed her.

Mae froze. It was her first kiss—and with someone who wasn’t even her boyfriend. She should’ve been upset, but instead, a rush of excitement filled her chest. John was bold, playful, and disarmingly charming—qualities that tugged at her.

After five breathless seconds, John pulled away and quickly walked off, afraid she might slap him. Mae just stood there, stunned. She wanted to be angry, but instead, she found herself smiling.

She climbed into the taxi, her heart still racing.

All the way back to her boarding house, she couldn’t stop touching her lips, replaying that moment. ‘Could he really be the one?’
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NO GOODBYES

––––––––
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MAE WOKE UP WITH MUSIC still in her veins.

It had been only twelve hours since the Ravermaya concert, but her mind kept rewinding to the front act, not the band, not the crowd, but him.

John.

He wasn’t just another guitarist on stage. When his band played, his eyes seemed to lock on her in the crowd, and when they met backstage later, everything else blurred. And then, that kiss unexpected, charged, and sweet enough to make her forget the noise around them. It wasn’t just a press of lips; it was a spark, an invitation into a world she hadn’t dared step into before.

She touched her lips now, lying in bed, almost embarrassed at how much she missed him after only one night.

Her phone vibrated.

“Good morning, Mae. Did you sleep? Because I didn’t. My brain was stuck on you.” John greeted.

Mae’s cheeks warmed.

“Barely slept. You’re... distracting.” She replied.

A call came seconds later. His voice was rough, probably from singing and shouting over the music last night.

“Mae. I don’t want to wait for another gig to see you. Are you free today?” He said, like her name was something worth holding.

She hesitated, but only because she wanted to sound like she was thinking. “Where?”

“Anywhere you want. I just... want to know you better without a thousand people screaming in the background.” He said.

Mae doesn’t want her parents to know that she will meet someone. Even at eighteen, she is not allowed to have suitors or boyfriend yet so she decided not to tell John where she lives for fear that he will pay her a visit. She decided to meet him in the Malolos City, the provincial capital. 

They met in the early afternoon at a café just off the main road of Malolos City. John was already there, sitting by the window, his guitar case leaning against the chair beside him.

When she walked in, his smile came first, followed by a small wave that felt oddly intimate.

“You’re here.” He said, standing to pull out her chair.

“Of course,” she replied, matching his smile.

They ordered coffee, but barely touched it. The conversation moved in waves, from music to childhood memories, from silly fears to quiet dreams. She learned he plays in the band since high school. He learned she loved to write poetry but had never shown anyone her work.

After coffee, they walked aimlessly through the park. His hand brushed hers a few times until it stayed there, warm and steady.

“You really went here in Malolos City from Manila to visit me.” She teased.

“Yeah. It won’t be appropriate if you’re the one visiting me.” He laughed.

They ended the day with dinner at a small restaurant he swore had the best pancit in Bulacan. The food was ordinary, but sitting across from him made it feel like a feast.

John told Mae that he will send her home but she refused telling him that she just jump out of her house telling her parents that she will buy something in Malolos City.

When he dropped her off at the bus station, he didn’t kiss her this time  just looked at her like he was memorizing her face. “Three days,” he said. “My band’s playing here in Malolos. Will you come?”

“Really? I’ll be there, of course” She promised.

The next two days.....

The two bombarded each other with calls and series of texts messages.

He’d message her in the morning: “Did you have breakfast?”

She’d reply: “Yes. Did you? Or are you living on coffee again?”

He’d call late at night, the sound of his guitar soft in the background, playing songs she didn’t know but wanted to.

Mae found herself smiling at random moments, even during errands. The thought of seeing him again in Malolos City made her feel like she was walking on some invisible rhythm.

The day of the concert came....

Mae took extra care getting ready, not overdressed, but just enough to make her feel confident. She wore a soft white blouse and jeans, the same outfit she had worn on their second day together. She wanted him to remember.

They met in the late afternoon, hours before the show. John greeted her with a grin and a tight hug, the kind that made her aware of how close they’d gotten in just three days.

“I missed you.” He said plainly.

They spent the afternoon wandering the streets of Malolos, visiting Barasoain  church, taking silly photos at the plaza, sharing ice cream from a roadside cart. Every moment felt suspended, as if they were living inside a song only they could hear.

Under the shade of a centuries-old acacia in Barasoain church, John took her hand. “I’m glad you came that night. If you hadn’t... I wouldn’t know you now.”

“And now you do.” She said softly.

It’s only been days since the Ravermaya concert and the two had fell to one another, like they are meant to be for each other.

The night air was warm, heavy with the scent of damp earth and faint echoes of music from the plaza. Mae and John sat quietly under the old acacia tree, their words from earlier fading into a comfortable silence.

John’s hand found hers first, warm and firm, his thumb brushing softly over her knuckles. Mae felt her heart rise into her throat, her breath uneven. He leaned closer, eyes searching hers, and before she could summon thought, his lips met hers.

The kiss was tender at first, a question rather than a claim. Mae’s body stiffened for a heartbeat, then slowly softened into him. His taste was a mixture of sweetness and the faint bitterness of coffee. It was nothing like she imagined, because she had never imagined something so consuming.

But then his hand slid lower, wandering with a boldness that startled her. She tensed, her fingers instinctively catching his wrist. 

“John...” she whispered, half in protest, half in confusion.

He paused, but instead of pulling away, he drew her into his chest, his arms encircling her in a strong embrace. 

“I’m sorry,” he murmured into her hair, his voice rough, sincere. “I didn’t mean to rush you.”

Mae’s cheeks burned, not from anger but from something unfamiliar, something unsettling yet strangely sweet. Her pulse raced, and the warmth of his body against hers made her feel as though the world had tilted.

She wanted to tell him she was fine, that she wasn’t offended, but the words tangled on her tongue. Instead, she rested against him, hearing the steady rhythm of his heartbeat.

For the first time in her life, she understood what it meant to be seen not as a girl, but as a woman. John awakened a part of her she hadn’t known was sleeping, a soft, aching pull deep within her, a desire that was both terrifying and exhilarating.

When she finally lifted her face to meet his eyes, John brushed his thumb over her cheek. Mae blushed deeply, caught between shyness and the quiet thrill running through her veins.

“Don’t be sorry,” she whispered, her voice trembling. “You just... make me feel something I’ve never felt before.”

John smiled gently, his forehead resting against hers. “Then I’ll take care of that feeling... I promise.”

And in that promise, Mae realized, with John, she wasn’t just a girl anymore. She was a woman learning the sweetness and danger of desire, wrapped in the arms of the only man who had ever stirred her heart this way.

“I have to go in,” John said reluctantly. “Sound check.”

“I’ll find a spot in the crowd,” Mae assured him.

“Text me after.” he said, brushing his thumb over her knuckles before heading backstage.

She watched his set like a secret admirer in plain sight. Every chord, every smile, every glance toward the crowd felt like it belonged to her.

After the set, she stepped outside to wait. Her phone buzzed once:

Still inside. Stay there.

But before she could reply, her screen froze. Then went black.

“No, no, no...” she muttered, pressing the buttons frantically. The phone restarted but when the home screen came back, all her contacts were gone. Every single one. John’s number was erased as if it had never existed.

Her chest tightened. It’s fine. He’ll call. He knows where I’m waiting.

But the minutes stretched. The crowd thinned. The crew packed up. John never appeared.

On the other side of the venue, John was searching for his phone. He had felt it slip from his pocket while moving equipment, and by the time he retraced his steps, it was gone. Someone had probably picked it up. His entire contact list, Mae’s number included had vanished with it.

He thought about going to the front to find her, but the sea of people had already emptied.

Mae, standing under a flickering streetlamp, kept looking at the backstage door. Each time it opened, her heart jumped only to fall again. She waited until the last fan left before finally walking away.

That night, both of them lay in bed, staring at the ceiling.

Mae whispered into the darkness, “We’ll meet again... won’t we?”

John strummed his guitar absentmindedly, each chord heavy. “I’ll find you, Mae,” he muttered, though he didn’t know how.

In the following days....

Mae revisited the café where they’d first met after the concert, hoping to see him with his guitar case again. John also did the same but their path never crossed.

John scanned every crowd at every gig, searching for her face. Sometimes he thought he saw her, only to realize it was a stranger.

They both returned to Barasoain Church, yet fate kept them from crossing paths. Even the ancient acacia tree, silent guardian of their stolen kiss, the lone witness to the moment when tender feelings blossomed into love, stood waiting, its branches whispering the memory of what once was.

They had fallen in love without meaning to, and lost each other without wanting to.

And somewhere in the quiet spaces of their separate lives, they carried those days like a secret melody, unfinished, but unforgettable.
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THE CRUSH

––––––––
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MORE THAN A WEEK PASSED after the Ravermaya concert.....

Mae couldn’t get John out of her mind. She kept replaying those few moments they shared, wishing he would call—but he never did. In her quiet daydreams, she even forgot about Michelle and Kryztal.

That kiss had awakened something deep within her. A warmth she had never known before began to stir, a restless energy that seemed to ignite every corner of her being. 

At eighteen, Mae was just beginning to embrace the mystery of womanhood, and John’s kiss had unlocked emotions and longings she never imagined existed. 

She realized then that the thing between her legs was not merely bound to its natural rhythms, but created for something more profound, something tender and intimate, an unspoken promise of love.

“Hey girl! What are you daydreaming about? I heard your dad hired your crush to be your tutor!” Mae’s friend teased as she walked into the house.

“Shhh! Don’t say it so loud—someone might hear you!” Mae whispered, though her smile gave her away. “Yes... my father and Bruce’s dad are close, so he hired Bruce to tutor me.”

“I’m jealous! All of us girls like him, but you’re the lucky one. He’s going to be your tutor! What if he flirts with you?” her friend teased again.

“Hey, I’m only eighteen. It’s not time for me to have a boyfriend yet. Let’s just wait,” Mae said, though her excitement was obvious.

“Bruce is graduating this October. I heard he plans to teach at the community school. I really thought he was headed for Manila.”

Mae’s eyes lit up. “I’m really excited for our first session! But Jenny, promise me—you won’t tell anyone I have a crush on Bruce. Especially not my dad. If he finds out, he might cancel the whole thing!”

“Relax, your secret’s safe with me. So... what subject is he teaching you?” Jenny asked with a sly grin.

“Love, of course,” Mae joked, laughing.

“I thought you were gonna say lovemaking! I wouldn’t mind learning that from him,” Jenny teased.

“You’re so naughty!” Mae burst out laughing as they started clearing the table together.

Meanwhile...

“John, you’ve been off all week. What’s wrong with you?” one of his bandmates asked.

“Looks like he’s in love,” the bassist cut in. “I saw him walking with a girl after our concert.”

John froze at the memory. It had been over a week since he kissed Mae, and he still couldn’t get her out of his head.

“Hey, it’s not like that,” John said quickly. “I’m just thinking about my future. Should I work abroad or stay here in the Philippines? You guys know how much I love the band—I don’t think I could survive without playing.”

“Uh-huh, sure,” the vocalist said with a smirk. “Anyway, let’s rehearse. We’ve only got two hours before tonight’s set.”

But even as John strummed his guitar, his focus drifted. He regretted not remembering Mae’s number that night.

The next morning, at Mae’s house...

Mae had just stepped out of the shower, wrapped only in a towel, when she heard voices in the living room. Assuming it was just her parents, she walked out casually—only to freeze. Sitting there with her father was Bruce.

“Mae! Go get dressed first! We have a visitor,” her father scolded, clearly embarrassed.

Flustered, Mae rushed back to her room. She couldn’t believe Bruce had seen her like that. Even though she was covered, she knew how revealing a towel could be. Her cheeks burned.

A few minutes later she came back, properly dressed.

“Mae, from now on Bruce will be your tutor so you won’t struggle in math,” her father explained. “I’ll leave you two to start.”

Mae’s heart skipped. She’d had a crush on Bruce since high school, and now here he was—sitting across from her as her tutor.

“How are you, Mae? You’ll be a sophomore next semester, right? Just a few more years until you graduate,” Bruce said warmly.

“Bruce, are we really starting today? I thought lessons begin tomorrow,” Mae asked shyly.

“Your dad wanted us to start now. Just for an hour, then we’ll continue tomorrow,” he said with a smile.

Mae nodded. “Alright.”

For the next hour, Bruce walked her through math problems. His explanations were clear, much easier than her teacher’s methods.

“That’s it? Why do my teachers make it sound so hard?” Mae groaned.

Bruce chuckled. “That’s just their style. I use a different approach. By the way... do you have a boyfriend already?” he asked suddenly.

Mae froze. The question caught her off guard. Bruce wasn’t as polished or magnetic as John, but she’d admired him for years. Her heart raced.

“Bruce... of course not. I’m only eighteen,” she said softly.

“You’re eighteen—you can already have a boyfriend,” he said with a smile as he packed his things. “Anyway, I’ll see you tomorrow.”

After he left, Mae lay in her room, torn. Why was John still haunting her thoughts, even with Bruce sitting right in front of her? Was this what love really felt like?

In the following days, Bruce came regularly, and the awkwardness between them faded. They saw each other so often that John slowly slipped to the back of Mae’s mind. Still, her heart sank every time her phone stayed silent. No texts, no calls.

Two weeks later, Bruce noticed Mae’s progress. Her father was pleased.

“Mr. Karding, may I bring Mae to my sister’s birthday in Manila tomorrow? She misses Mae—it’s been a long time since they last saw each other,” Bruce asked politely.

“Of course. Just take care of her,” Mae’s father replied. “And make sure no other man approaches her, alright?” he joked.

“Don’t worry, sir. Mae will be safe with me.”

The next day, Bruce and Mae arrived at a lively restaurant in Bonifacio Global City for Brianna’s birthday. As soon as they entered, Brianna squealed and hugged Mae.

“Happy birthday, Brianna! It’s been almost a year since we last saw each other,” Mae said.

“Good thing your parents let you out—I thought they’d keep you locked up forever! Come on, let’s eat. Later, you have to sing for me,” Brianna laughed.

After dinner, the emcee called Mae up to the stage.

“Ladies and gentlemen, please welcome our special guest for tonight. She’s a crowned Miss Bulacan, and a dear family friend. Please welcome Miss Mae Hermosa!”

Mae smiled, a little shy but graceful, and whispered to the band what she would sing. As the music started, her angelic voice filled the venue. By the time she finished, the whole place erupted in applause.

“You were amazing! I’m so proud of you,” Brianna gushed.

By 8 p.m., the party was winding down. Mae and Bruce said their goodbyes and headed to the parking lot. They didn’t notice the man trailing a few steps behind them.
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THE SAVIOR

“Miss, you’re really good at holding that microphone!” a tall and burly guy said mischievously. He was the one drinking a bottle of beer during Mae’s intermission number.

Mae was startled by the man’s bold remark, so she slapped him. But the man was quick—he grabbed Mae’s hand and tried to force a kiss on her lips. Mae could smell the alcohol on his breath as he leaned in, drunk and aggressive.

Bruce immediately rushed forward and punched the man, hitting him square on the jaw. The drunk stumbled back but quickly recovered, throwing a punch straight at Bruce’s face that knocked him to the ground. Without hesitation, the man pounced on Bruce, raining down a mixture of punches and kicks. Even drunk, his strength was overwhelming, and Bruce couldn’t fight back.

“Your boyfriend is brave! But there’s nothing he can do now,” the man sneered, smiling as he grabbed Mae’s arm and tried again to kiss her.

Mae was terrified by what the man was trying to do. Her fear doubled when she saw Bruce, bloodied and weak, crawling toward them in an attempt to stop the man. Just as the drunkard’s lips were about to touch Mae’s, Bruce lunged and bit down hard on the man’s thigh, stopping him.

“Mae, run! Leave me here! I’ll take care of him!” Bruce shouted as he clung to the man’s legs.

Then Bruce bit his thigh again, making the man cry out in pain. Enraged, the drunk delivered blow after blow to Bruce’s body until Bruce lost consciousness. Blood streamed from Bruce’s nose, and one of his eyes had already turned black and swollen. Bruises covered him by the time the man stopped.

Mae’s heart broke as she watched. She was both worried and frightened for Bruce. He was her crush, and he had tried to protect her with everything he had. Any girl would be lucky to have Bruce, she thought—but she knew in her heart that although she liked him, she didn’t truly love him.

Luckily, security guards noticed the commotion and rushed over. They restrained the man and dragged him away to the police station, where he was detained. Bruce was taken to the hospital by the guards, along with his siblings and parents, who had arrived to support him.

The doctors confirmed that Bruce’s injuries weren’t serious, aside from the black eye and multiple bruises. Even though Brianna was a friend of the man, they still pressed charges and put him in jail. After treatment, Bruce was discharged and allowed to go home.

By the time Mae returned home, it was already midnight. Mr. Karding, her father, was shocked when he saw Bruce’s battered face. Mae explained everything that had happened, and Mr. Karding was deeply grateful to Bruce when he learned how he had defended his daughter.

“I thought you two had eloped, since it’s already midnight and you weren’t home yet. Turns out someone tried to do something bad to Mae!” Mr. Karding joked, trying to lighten the mood.

The three of them laughed at his remark, easing some of the tension. A few minutes later, Bruce said goodbye to Mae and her father before heading home.

The next day....

Bruce arrived for Mae’s tutorial as usual. Despite his bruises, he smiled as he sat beside her in the garden.

“Bruce, thank you for saving me from that drunk,” Mae said sincerely. “If it weren’t for you, he might have abused me.”

Mae’s parents weren’t home, but they trusted Bruce enough to leave him alone with her inside the house.

“Aren’t you my friend? Of course I would save you from that asshole! Do you know why? Because I like you,” Bruce said, smiling.

Mae was surprised. She had a crush on Bruce too, but for some reason, she couldn’t accept him as her boyfriend. Maybe it was because they already knew each other too well.

“Someone once told me I’m your type,” Mae said, a little embarrassed. “But I can’t return your love. I just don’t know how to thank you.”

“A kiss from you would be enough,” Bruce joked.

Mae fell silent, unsure how to respond. She glanced at her tutor and found him looking right back at her. Wanting to show her gratitude, she leaned closer and kissed him on the cheek.

Bruce was stunned. He couldn’t believe Mae had actually kissed him. Overcome with joy, he hugged her tightly and tears rolled down his cheeks.

“Thank you, Mae! I’m so happy you kissed me. The truth is, I’ve loved you for a long time. But since you’re still young, I kept my feelings to myself,” Bruce said, crying as he held her.

Mae was shocked by his confession. She never thought her crush had such a vulnerable side. She was touched by how genuine he was—like a child delighted by a precious gift. She wondered to herself, what if I gave him more than just that?

“Bruce, it was just a kiss! Why are you so happy about it?” Mae said with a laugh.

“Why? If I kissed you on the lips, would you let me?” Bruce asked seriously.

Mae froze, caught off guard. She remembered how Bruce had nearly died defending her. What’s a kiss on the lips? she thought. It’s just a kiss. John had already taken her first kiss, and part of her wanted to experience that feeling again. In her heart, she cursed John—he had awakened her sleeping femininity.

Slowly, Mae leaned in and gave Bruce a quick kiss on the lips as a reward for defending her. It was her second kiss, and she wasn’t even sure if she was doing it right. Bruce, overjoyed, cupped her cheek and kissed her back passionately.

Mae was surprised by his boldness but didn’t stop him. Curiosity got the better of her, and she let him continue. The kiss deepened, lasting longer than she expected.

After several moments, Bruce pulled back slightly and looked into her eyes. “So... does this mean you’re my girlfriend now?”

Mae didn’t answer right away. The warmth of Bruce’s kiss stirred something inside her, but she knew she didn’t truly love him.

“Sorry, Bruce. I’m not ready for a relationship yet,” Mae said shyly.

She felt ashamed for letting him kiss her when she couldn’t return his feelings.

“It’s okay,” Bruce replied with a smile. “But I hope we can do it again, even if you don’t love me. I’m just so happy right now, Mae!”

His words made her heart feel lighter. She had made him truly happy, and that touched her in a way she didn’t expect.

“Okay,” Mae said softly.

Bruce kissed her again, but this time his hands wandered. He grabbed her breast, and Mae froze. She couldn’t stop him—his touch lingered, and for over a minute, his hand slipped lower, between her legs.

“Bruce, that’s not right! Please stop!” Mae cried out, pushing him away as fear of going too far suddenly hit her.

“Okay, sure. Thank you for letting me kiss you. I’ll go home now. See you tomorrow,” Bruce said with a smile before leaving the house.

Mae sat in disbelief at what had just happened. They had done something only lovers should do.

Meanwhile...

“Michelle, do you have any news about the girl we met at the concert? It was embarrassing because I left her to see John, then Dad immediately sent me home,” Kryztal said.

“I haven’t heard from Mae either,” Michelle replied.

“What do you think about John?” Kryztal asked with a teasing smile.

Michelle was caught off guard. How could she admit that she liked him too? She was afraid it might cause problems in their friendship.

“Well, he fits your description of an ideal man. He’s handsome, tall, smart, talented, kind, and funny,” Michelle answered simply.

“You liked him too?” Kryztal teased.

“No!” Michelle answered quickly, flustered.

“You’re lying! It was obvious by the way you talked about him. That’s fine, Michelle. I’m not the only one crushing on him. And when Kryzel meets him, I’m sure she’ll feel the same way. I just don’t know about Kryzette,” Kryztal said, suddenly going quiet at the thought of her other sister.

Michelle didn’t respond right away. She worried about what might happen if Kryztal introduced Kryzel and Kryzette to John. Trouble was bound to follow.

“Um... Kryztal, maybe it’s better if you don’t introduce them to John. You might end up with rivals,” Michelle said thoughtfully.

“Hmm... maybe you’re right. Anyway, join me at John’s gig next week!” Kryztal said.

“Sure,” Michelle agreed.

The next day at Mae’s house...

“Mmm... ohhh...” Mae moaned as Bruce kissed her, his fingers working between her legs.

They had just finished their tutorial session, but once again they found themselves playing the same “game” they had started the day before. Mae wanted to resist, but she couldn’t fight the feminine desire that had taken over her.

Every touch of Bruce’s fingers sent strange sensations through her body. Her long-hidden femininity was fully awakened now, and in her mind, she blamed John for it—he was the one who first stirred that side of her.

From that day forward, every time Mae and Bruce were together for lessons, their setup turned into the same thing. Mae couldn’t understand herself—why she kept allowing Bruce to do those things when she didn’t love him, and he wasn’t even her boyfriend.
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METAMORPHOSIS

After more than a week after Brianna’s birthday, John completely disappeared from Mae's mind because her mind was replaced by the intimate moments she and Bruce had.

Bruce and Mae are kissing one afternoon at Bruce's boarding house. There was a minor renovation at Mae's house so they did the tutorial lesson at Bruce's boarding house. Ever since Mae learned to kiss Bruce, the two have become more aggressive so they have been able to level up.

There were no people at that time because Bruce's colleagues had gone to their respective houses. Mae was wearing a skirt at that time so Bruce's fingers could move freely between Mae's legs which were covered by underwear. Bruce tried to insert his finger inside her underwear but she stopped the man.

"Bruce will you stop that! I allowed you to touch that thing but now you're over stepping!" Mae complained.

"I will just touch it and I won't pierce it!” Bruce said.

“You’re not my boyfriend!" Mae said annoyed.

"Okay! I will just send you home!” Bruce stood up and put things away.

Mae saw Bruce's frustration because of her refusal. She didn't want him to touch her valued possession but she was also to blame for why Bruce wanted to level-up because she allowed him to touch her private parts in return for the man saving her.

She understands Bruce. He is a man and it is natural for him to feel that way when he is with a woman. Also, that was a small thing compared to the risk Bruce had taken to defend her.

"Wait Bruce! Don't sulk! I’ll allow you as long as you just touch it and don't push your fingers inside! Make a promise!” Mae said.

“Really? I promise!!!” Bruce's face suddenly cleared and returned to Mae's side.

Mae let Bruce kiss her as his fingers played inside Mae's panties. It was the first time that someone touched that thing so Mae twitched when Bruce managed to touch it. Bruce felt Mae’s wetness so when Bruce removed her panties completely, Mae did not refuse.

Bruce's kiss crawled on Mae's chest which she couldn't refuse because of excitement until Bruce took off her bra and indulged in her pink berries. Bruce is like a hungry baby sucking milk while Mae is delirious.

Mae didn't know where to turn her head due to the sensation caused by Bruce's lips on her chest at the same time, his finger caressed Mae's flower. Mae feels different compared to what Bruce has done to her these past few days. The sensation is more intense now.

Although Mae was enjoying Bruce's aggressiveness, she was still afraid that Bruce might insert his finger inside her, which is why after about five minutes of Bruce playing with Mae's womanhood, the woman suddenly stood up.

"Bruce enough! This is really wrong! I'm not your girlfriend! I just let you do that thing to thank you!” Mae said tearfully.

"Ok. I'm sorry and I really can't help it but thank you for allowing me." Bruce said as he kisses Mae's lips.

"Bruce, I want to rest. Let's continue the lesson again tomorrow." Mae said as tears flowed out of her eyes.

Bruce got up and the two left the boarding house.  Mae entered her room and continued to cry on the bed. She felt guilty because she allowed Bruce to play with her most valuable possession.

The next day......

"Mae, your mom and I are leaving for our restaurant. By the way, the renovation of this house is not finished yet, so for the next few days you will still be at Bruce's house!” Mae's father said.

"Yes dad!" Mae answered.

After a while, someone suddenly knocked on the door of the house.

"Good morning!" The visitor said.

“Oh it’s you Bruce! All right Mae, we're leaving. Make sure that Mae studies well!" Mr. Karding said happily.

"Yes Mr. Karding!" Bruce responded with a meaningful look at Mae.

When Bruce was sure that Mae's parents were far away, he approached Mae and immediately kissed her on the lips. Even though Mae was shocked by what Bruce did, she also seemed to be excited and anticipating what Bruce will do so she gave in to Bruce. Like yesterday, Mae got carried away so Bruce was free to do just what he did yesterday.

Bruce removed all of Mae’s clothes and his lips played freely on Mae's chest. Bruce became more aggressive when he saw that Mae was already so aroused that his lips crawled down the girl's belly until he reached the virgin treasure between her legs.

Mae was surprised when Bruce kissed her virginity so she pushed him away but Bruce didn't budge and continued on what he was doing.

A mixture of shame, shock, fear and excitement engulfed Mae. She doesn't want Bruce to see and take advantage of her gem but here she is now letting her sacred place to be kissed by a man who is not her boyfriend.

Mae's mind refused but her body betrayed her. She spread her legs widely to allow Bruce tongue to freely do what he wants.

“Ohhhh......” She moaned.

It didn't take long for Mae to reach the first peak of pleasure in her life. She couldn't believe how good she felt. When she came back to her senses, she pushed Bruce and then cried. She was ashamed of what happened and she couldn't believe that it felt like that. It was so good.

"Don't cry Mae. You're still a virgin and you enjoyed what we did." Bruce said seriously but mischievously.

"You took advantage of my weakness Bruce! Just don't spread the word about what you did to me!” Mae said crying.

"Of course! Let's keep it a secret! You can't hide anything from me! I've seen it all!” Bruce said mischievously.

"You bastard! I don't want this to happen again! This is the first and last time!” Mae said crying.

"Sure! I promise!” Bruce said kissing Mae's lips.

Then the two continued with their tutorial lesson.

At Mr. Karding's restaurant at that time.....

"Mr. Karding who prepared the dishes here in your restaurant? It is really delicious and some dishes can rival my fine dining restaurant." Mr. Karding's customer said.

"My wife, Mr. Roque. She prepared of all that!" Mr. Karding proudly said.

Roque also owns a restaurant in a town in Pangasinan and deliberately went to Mr. Karding's restaurant because of the recommendation of Bruce's sister Brianna.

"What Brianna said is true that the dishes here are delicious. I have decided Mr. Karding that I will buy the recipe. When you have made the recipe, I will come back so we can discuss the price." Roque said happily and stood up to say goodbye to Mr. Karding.

As Roque was leaving Mr. Karding's restaurant, Bruce and Mae came as if they were lovers. Roque was immediately mesmerized by Mae’s beauty and watched her closely.

His bodyguard whispered and Roque found out that it was Mr. Karding's daughter. Even if he wanted to greet Mae, he couldn't because he was in a hurry and Mae was with someone, so he went straight to the car.

Mae looked to the man and was curious because he looked like a rich person. After seeing Roque get into a fancy car, Mae and Bruce went inside.

"Who is that dad?" Mae asked curiously.

"Oh! He owns a restaurant in Pangasinan and he wants to get the recipe from your mom's dishes for his restaurant. Of course he’s willing to pay a lot for your mom's secret recipe!" Mr. Karding answered happily.

"Really dad? Someone discovered mama's dishes!” Mae said happily.

“Yes of course! Wait, you two eat first!” Mr. Karding said to Mae and Bruce.

Mae's parents ate together with Bruce while discussing Roque's plan. After eating, Mae returned home to rest. After resting, she thought of taking a shower before taking a nap that afternoon

While taking a bath, Mae couldn't help but remember her first orgasm from Bruce's lips. She never imagined that it would feel like that when she reached the finish line.

Thinking about what happened, she couldn't avoid being aroused and before she realized it, she was already playing with herself. She felt an awesome sensation so Mae continued on what she was doing while imagining Bruce's lips getting busy with her treasure.

A few moments later she almost screamed as she reached her second orgasm while playing with herself. She couldn't believe that she had done something that she thought only men do. She felt very ashamed afterwards.

She dressed up after taking a bath to sleep. While lying down, she thought about the changes that had happened to her. She's only eighteen and has no real sex experience yet, but here she is now reaching cloud nine twice in a day.

Suddenly she thought that she started to feel this way when she met John. What if John did that thing to her? She might pass out from intense pleasure!

And Mae pleasured herself again.
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SUPERGIRL: THE UNBREAKABLE

The next day....

Mae woke up to discomfort before she even opened her eyes.

It was the kind of irritation that refused to be ignored, a persistent itch that made her shift beneath the sheets, frowning at the ceiling as realization slowly set in. She lay still for a moment, hoping it would fade, but the sensation lingered—insistent, uncomfortable, and unsettling.

By midmorning, worry had crept in.

Mae was not the kind of woman who panicked easily, but this felt different. Private. Personal. The kind of problem that carried quiet embarrassment and unspoken fear. After a few minutes of staring at her phone, she exhaled and tapped a familiar name.

Liza answered on the second ring.

“Hey,” Mae said softly. “Are you busy today?”

“Nope. Why?” Liza asked curiously.

“I need to go to the doctor. Girl thing.” Mae simply said.

An hour later, they were sitting side by side in the clinic’s waiting area, the hum of fluorescent lights filling the awkward silence. Liza chatted lightly, trying to distract her, but Mae’s thoughts kept circling back to discomfort and the uneasy questions forming in her mind.

When her name was called, Mae rose, smoothing her skirt with trembling fingers.

The doctor was calm and reassuring, her voice steady as she listened. After a brief examination, she smiled gently.

“There’s no infection,” she said. “From what I can see, this looks like simple irritation. It could be caused by prolonged use of pantyliners, or perhaps a reaction to a new soap or detergent.”

Mae felt her shoulders loosen.

“So it’s nothing serious?” she asked.

“Nothing to worry about,” the doctor assured her. “I’ll prescribe a mild ointment. Avoid scented products for now, and give your skin time to heal.”

Relief washed over Mae, but before the consultation ended, the doctor paused, her expression thoughtful.

“There is something else I noticed,” she said carefully. “Your hymen is unusually sturdy. That’s not a problem—just an anatomical observation. Some women are born that way. It doesn’t affect your health, but it’s something you should be aware of.”

Mae blinked, caught off guard by the unexpected detail.

“I see,” she murmured.

The doctor smiled again, professional and kind. 

“Mae, you have what’s called a microperforate hymen. Girls have mostly thin hymens with small opening, but in your case, it’s unusually thick and sturdy with too small opening. And here’s the kicker: yours isn’t even right at the opening. It’s about two inches inside and very thick.” She explained.

Mae blinked. “Wait... two inches? Is that... normal?”

“Not exactly common,” the doctor said with a half-smile. 

“Most hymens are thin and right at the entrance. Yours is deeper and tougher than average. Even if a man... well, let’s say, tries to.... enter... his path will be blocked and can’t proceed. You will feel pain of course but it won’t break easily. Even if he forces himself with great effort, which would cause more pain and possibly very slight tearing. But pain doesn’t always mean tearing. Your hymen could stay perfectly intact even if you feel painful.” She continued.

Liza raised her brows in amused disbelief. “So you’re saying she has... built-in armor down there?”

The doctor chuckled. “Something like that. Let’s just say nature gave her an extra........security lock. A man would need... considerable determination and force to break it. Which, of course, I don’t recommend for obvious reasons. Breaking your hymen directly will cause great pain. Too much pain.”

Mae’s cheeks heated. “So... technically, I could... um... you know......allow any man to enter..... and still......remain....intact?”

“Yes. You could still remain a virgin physically if one enters. Still, yours would be... difficult to breach. You can let your boyfriend enter inside you without losing your virginity.” The doctor said matter-of-factly.

“Also your opening is too tight. Any man will find it difficult to enter because of your tight opening. Even if he managed to get through your opening, your hymen will block the man’s penis. But your vaginal opening will stretch.” She said.

“Will it hurt if a guy managed to get inside the opening without reaching my hymen?” Mae asked.

“There is a great chance that you will get hurt but you won’t bleed. Only the hymen bleeds.” She explained.

She gave Mae a teasing look. “You’re one of the lucky few. You have two security locks. If the first one was breached, the second one will surely prevent the intruder. You’ve got a VIP pass to ‘no entry. You, my dear, are one of the rare few who might keep her virginity even under rather.... compromising circumstances.”

“Let me explain further. Ordinary women are like an ordinary piece of paper, they can be easily pierced with a finger. But you are like a thick cardboard, even if you pierce it with your fingers several times, it won’t be destroyed. It will take a lot of effort to pierce a thick cardboard. Get it?” The doctor continued. 

Liza burst out laughing. “Girl, you’re like Supergirl! Impenetrable! Like you’re wearing a chastity belt-of-steel!”

”Cut it out Liza! It’s more like inconvenience,” Mae muttered, though deep down a strange new confidence was blooming. She had never thought about her body this way before. Now, she was picturing an invisible shield, hers alone, granting her the final say.

“Yes. She’s Supergirl that only Superman...or Bizarro can break.” The doctor joked.

“By the way doc if her hymen is too sturdy, will it hurt much if someone insisted? Will she bleed a lot?” Liza asked. 

“The indication that she totally lost her virginity is that she bleeds too much like she had her menstruation. And it will hurt too much. Most women in her condition got hospitalized when their hymen got broke forcefully. If a guy tried to force himself inside of her and she had just blood spotting, her hymen is not totally broken but partially damaged. Meaning, her hymen is still intact and she’s still a virgin, physically.” The doctor explained.

“Like I said earlier, breaking Mae’s hymen directly will cause her great pain and she will bleed a lot. She may even be put into a hospital. The best way is to break her hymen is to break it little-by-little and not to force it at once. Breaking her little-by-little is like tearing her hymen in instalment until her hymen is thin enough to break.” The doctor said.

“Girl! You need the help of different men for that!” Liza giggled.

“Stop it Liza!” Mae’s eyes widened.

“Also, your hymen is located too deep, two inches below and it won’t be damaged even if you put a ping pong ball inside. Imagine this, if you force a ping pong ball deep further, it will just push the hymen deeper to about an inch. Beyond the safe distance from your vaginal opening, there is a great possibility that your hymen will tear. What I mean is, if a man inserts the head of his rod inside of you, you won’t break even if he pushes it a bit deeper. Beyond that, say goodbye to your virginity so, still be careful.” The doctor continued. 

“Since she is still a virgin and if the guy puts the head of his weapon inside her and ejaculates, will she get pregnant?” Liza curiously asked.

“Good question. Let me explain further. The thickest type of hymen is called an imperforate hymen. In her case, her hymen is almost closed. While most hymens have a natural opening, her hymen is much thicker and unbroken from edge to edge with very small opening of about 1 to 2 millimeters only, almost preventing the passage of the sperm. So, there is virtually no chance of getting her pregnant.” She explained.

“Some girls opt for minor surgical procedure called a hymenotomy or hymenectomy, where a small incision is made to create a normal opening so not to feel too much pain when having sex for the first time. If Mae wants, she can opt for minor surgery or do it the natural way. Breaking her hymen little-by-little. With that, her hymen will gradually becomes thin and widen its opening. Then, she can have her boyfriend break it on the right time.” She continued.

“I told you that you need the help of several men so solve your problem!” Liza joked again.

On the way home, Mae stared out the window, still processing everything.

She muttered to herself, half in awe, half in disbelief. “A sturdy hymen... two inches inside of me... extendable to three inches below....practically bulletproof. And my opening is too tight. The best way for my future husband to break my hymen is for him to do it little-by-little, by instalment.”

Liza elbowed her. “Well, look at it this way you’ve got nothing to fear unless you meet some... extremely determined guy. You’re lucky Mae. You can have sex with anyone without losing your virginity!”

Mae smiled faintly. For the first time in her life, she felt strangely confident about something she never thought about before. If anything, she thought, I’m not losing my virginity easily. Not unless I say so.

And that, she realized, was a kind of power she never expected to have.

She’s Supergirl.
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CIRCLING SHADOWS OF THE HEART

––––––––
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THAT NIGHT......

Krystal could not sleep. She lay sprawled across her bed, her phone glowing in the dark. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw John’s face, his easy smile, the way his laugh filled the room, the casual strum of his guitar that seemed to reach straight into her chest.

Her girlfriends had long since stopped texting; their group chat lay silent. But Krystal was still awake, scrolling through old pictures from the party, zooming in on the edges, hoping one frame might catch John in the background. Every pixel felt like a clue, every blur of his profile a promise.

“I need to see him again,” she whispered into her pillow, heart thumping.

She knew it sounded silly—childish, even—but she couldn’t help herself. She was head over heels, and she had no intention of denying it.

By the window, the moonlight poured into her room, illuminating the sheen of tears that threatened to fall. Not sad tears—just the overwhelming ache of wanting someone you barely knew but felt drawn to, as if gravity itself was pulling your soul forward.

Tomorrow, she promised herself. Tomorrow I’ll find a way.

John, meanwhile, sat slouched at his desk, the glow of his laptop casting sharp shadows across his jaw. His fingers tapped restlessly on the keyboard, typing Mae’s name into the search bar for the tenth time that night.

Or at least, what he thought was her name.

“Mae? Mae Hermona? Mae Fermosa?” he muttered under his breath, running through combinations. Nothing. No familiar face, no profile photo that matched the girl who had haunted his thoughts since that fleeting night.

He leaned back, frustrated, and rubbed his temples.

“She didn’t even give me her full name,” he groaned. “Just ‘call me Mae.’”

His friend Harold leaned against the doorframe, sipping a soda. He’d been watching John spiral all evening.

“You’re obsessed, man,” Harold said with a grin. “The girl shows up once, you talk for what—fifteen minutes? And now you’re playing detective like you’re in some FBI task force.”

John shot him a glare. “You didn’t see her the way I did. It wasn’t just talking. It was... something else.”

Harold raised his brows. “Oh, here we go. Love at first sight?”

“Maybe.” John turned back to the screen, stubborn. “Or maybe it was something even deeper. I don’t know. But I can’t shake her off. Not her eyes. Not the way she smiled like she was holding back a thousand secrets.”

Harold sighed, shaking his head. “You’re in trouble, bro. Big trouble.”

But John wasn’t listening anymore. His mind was still replaying every detail of that night—the way Mae brushed a strand of hair behind her ear, the softness of her voice, the unspoken pull that made the crowded room feel like it disappeared when she looked at him.

Across the city..........

Michelle sat at her vanity, staring at her own reflection. The girl in the mirror was poised, composed, beautiful—the kind of beauty that turned heads. But behind her calm expression, Michelle’s heart was in chaos.

She had never fallen in love before. Never even truly entertained the idea. Her life had always been a series of carefully built walls: her studies, her discipline, the expectations people had of her, and the darker truths she never allowed anyone to see.

And yet, John had slipped past all of it without even trying.

She remembered the sound of his guitar first—the raw, unpolished notes that somehow carried emotion straight into her chest. Then his voice, low and rich. And when their eyes met, she felt something she had never felt before: desire, tenderness, danger, and safety, all in the same breath.

“What are you doing to me?” she whispered to the mirror.

Her cousin Ivy peeked into the room, holding a mug of tea. “You’re talking to yourself again.”

Michelle blinked, caught off guard. “I’m just... thinking.”

Ivy smirked knowingly, setting the mug on the desk. “Thinking about John?”

Michelle flushed, trying to turn away, but Ivy wasn’t about to let her go so easily.

“You like him, don’t you?” Ivy teased, leaning against the doorframe.

Michelle hesitated. “I... I don’t know. It’s complicated.”

“Complicated how? You’ve never been in love before, have you?”

The words hit too close. Michelle stiffened, silent.

Ivy softened, stepping closer. “Look, it’s okay to admit it. You deserve to feel something real. But I get it. You’re scared.”

Michelle exhaled shakily. “Scared doesn’t even cover it. I don’t know if I can afford to fall in love. My life it isn’t normal. And if he knew...”

Her voice trailed off into silence, a shadow crossing her face.

Ivy laid a hand on her shoulder. “If it’s meant to be, it’ll find a way. Secrets and all.”

Michelle looked down at her hands, trembling slightly. She knew Ivy was right, but the fear inside her was louder than her hope. Still, she couldn’t erase the memory of John’s smile—or the way her heart had leapt when he stood close enough for her to catch his scent, a mix of cologne and summer air.

She wanted to see him again. Desperately.

The following morning....

Krystal arrived at the café where John often played his sets. She’d overheard his schedule once, and though it felt silly to follow up on such a thin lead, she couldn’t stop herself.
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