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  Prologue


[Part 1] Prologue

I don’t wear accessories. They get in the way when I’m doing housework. Having anything on my fingers or arms makes it difficult to cook the Hamburg steaks that Mizuki loves so much, and I’m not really the type to wear anything around my neck.

That’s why in these fifteen years of life, I haven’t once put on any accessories. Not on myself, nor on anyone else.

「Master.」

Her voice rang like a bell. Today, too, she gazed at me with a glimmer in her eyes. As if compelled by her star-like radiance, I touched her neck.

I was a little nervous. I’d never thought that the first time I put an accessory on someone else would turn out to be in a situation like this.

「Your hands are trembling, aren’t they?」

I thought it was strange. We weren’t even friends yet, and we rarely spoke to each other in class. Moreover, our positions in the school hierarchy were completely different. She was the center of attention, always surrounded by our classmates. I was an inconspicuous student whose absence would go unnoticed.

In spite of all that, I was…

Right now, I was about to put a collar on her.

「……Alright. I’m putting it on now.」

I gently felt her hair, brushing her golden locks aside so they sat on her shoulder.

Then, I set the light pink collar around her pale neck.


  Chapter One – The Princess Is No Dog


[Part 2] The Princess is No Dog (I)


「Kurumi. Lemme see your physics homework.」

Rather than any sort of greeting, that was the first thing I heard out of Mutsuki’s calm and collected self. Her words reached me through even the noisy bustle of the classroom in the morning. I thought her voice was quite beautiful, but I had mixed feelings about what she was saying.

I wryly smiled.

「Didn’t do it again? What is it this time? Too much messing around?」

「Nope. I was saddled with an unavoidable duty to learn more about the world.」

「Learning about the world?」

「Yep. I was, for scholarly purposes, studying methods to better one’s relations with others. Because of that, I could afford no time for my homework. Unavoidable, see?」

「So basically, you were just hanging out with your friends.」

「Don’t sweat the details. Now lemme see.」

「Listen here…」　

“Come on,” I thought. And I thought that every time, but she was impressively unyielding. I was sure that she’d never lost an argument before.

「I’m not showing you my homework anymore.」

「Wow. Stingy. I guess you don’t care if your friends get mad at you.」

「I won’t show you, but I’ll help you do it. Physics is third period, right? We’ll probably finish it in time.」

「My savior.」

「Don’t push your luck. Can’t you just be normal and do your homework?」

「No way.」

Mutsuki spoke with pride. I sighed and then got my physics workbook out from my desk.

Today was just like any other morning. It goes without saying, but the classroom was occupied by the same people as always. They filled the room with chitchat about celebrities, gossip about our fellow classmates, and all other sorts of everyday conversations.

Half a year had already passed since we entered high school. Everyone had already gotten accustomed to the high school life and those sorts of conversations had begun to lose their novelty.

「Hey, did you hear? Sera got confessed to by Kiyomura from Class 4.」

「And? How’d it turn out this time?」

「Like usual.」

「Ugh, that’s so boring.」

「And now Kiyomura’s absent today.」

「Just because he got rejected? That’s hilarious.」

「Right? But honestly, I kinda get how he feels.」

「Huh, so you’d react like that too?」

「No no no. You see, Sera doesn’t mince her words when she turns people down. Like, last time, she just straight up said she had zero interest.」

While teaching physics to Mutsuki, I passively absorbed the conversation happening nearby. They all certainly were the type to eat up this sort of gossip. On the other hand, I didn’t have any love stories to my name, and neither did Mutsuki nor Yume. I didn’t really have any interest in romance.

It’s not like I was particularly curious about other peoples’ love lives. This conversation just happened to be close enough that I’d end up hearing about it whether I wanted to or not.

「Gosh… Sera’s pretty crazy, huh? She seems so gentle, but she’s able to be like that.」

「Well, if she handles things that way, it’s easier to make the person give up for sure, right?」

I began to feel some tension in the relaxed atmosphere.

I turned around to see that at some point, the empty seat next to me had been filled by Sorahashi Sera. The girls that had been so gossipy just a moment ago froze up in an instant.

「Good morning, you two.」

「Ah. Um. Morning.」

「Good morning, Sera.」

Sorahashi-san’s smile seemed to be effective at making people embarrassed. The two of them smiled back, as if the fact that they were engrossed in gossip just a few moments ago was all a lie.

Sorahashi Sera.

Within this class… No, within this school, there was nobody that didn’t know her name. She was famous enough here to be the constant center of attention.

I felt like it was easy to see why. I mean, she was shockingly beautiful, and her cheerfulness made her easy to like. It would be no exaggeration to say that this entire class revolved around her. It might even be accurate to say that she was the heart of the whole school.

We lived in different worlds. To be frank, that’s the sort of person she was. Despite being in neighboring seats, there was an invisible line that divided the two of us. It was a line that was probably more difficult to breach than the borders between nations.

「Ah. Good morning to you, Kurumi.」

Her piercing gaze bore into me. The thought that she might call out to me never even crossed my mind, so I froze up in an instant.

My heart leaped.

Sorahashi-san looked like she was waiting for my response.

I saw my reflection in her beautiful eyes. After hesitating for a moment, I responded.

「Good morning, Sorahashi-san.」

「Yes, good morning.」

It didn’t seem like she had any business with me, and without saying another word, she began taking her textbooks out from her bag. Then, as if nothing had happened, she began chatting with her friends.

What was with that just now?

To be honest, Sorahashi-san and I had nothing to do with each other. We would sometimes pick up dropped pencils for each other during class, but if you asked me if I spoke to her, I would have to say we really didn’t.

It felt like it had been quite a while since she had even said good morning to me.

「Kurumi. Help me with this next question.」

Hearing Mutsuki’s voice, I returned to reality. I felt that my racing heart, too, had begun to calm down a little.

Caring little about Sorahashi-san and more about her homework, she was frantically working through the problem set.

If you cared enough to get worked up like this, then you should have just gotten it done from the start.

「Uh, the next question is… Oh, this. So for this, you…」

I helped Mutsuki with her homework up until the bell rang. By the time that morning homeroom had begun, I had forgotten all about how Sorahashi-san had spoken to me.

Today had begun like any other day, and would probably end like any other.

At least, that’s what I thought.

「…Huh?」

Class had ended. As I got ready to go home, I noticed something sticking out from inside my desk.

「What’s up?」

Mutsuki called out to me from the front of the classroom. She had already gotten all her things together and was out of her seat. It seemed that as thanks for helping her with her homework this time, she was going to buy me some new drink that had just hit the shelves today. That made me happy.

I reached into my desk and pulled something out.

What had been inside was a letter. And moreover, it had “To Kurumi” written on the front in cute lettering. Could this be…

「A love letter?」

Is what Mutsuki said.

I thought that the term “love letter” was a thing of the past. I’d heard my mom recount stories of her receiving them before, but these days, I didn’t think that anyone would use a letter to reach out to someone else. I supposed I was wrong.

「If you’re going to turn them down, I’ll come with you.」

「We don’t know if it’s a love letter.」

「But there’s a heart-shaped sticker on it.」

「…That’s true.」

There was a light pink seal stuck onto the letter. I had no sense for these sorts of things, so I was left wondering. I didn’t think anyone would find it fun to play a prank on me, but it also was hard to believe that it was really a love letter.

Be that as it may…

「You should go home without me. This could take a while.」

「If you say so… See you tomorrow.」

「Yeah, see you.」

Mutsuki wasn’t the sort of person to get all excited over a friend receiving a love letter. In fact, she seemed completely disinterested in the matter. I let out a small chuckle and went out into the hallway to open the letter.

Written within was a request to come to an unused classroom on the third floor.

I had thought that the contents would be something more direct, like some passionate confession of love. I went back to grab my bag and then headed up to the classroom in question.

I had no interest in romance. I thought that it was a realm completely foreign to me. But if, just if. If the person who wrote that letter truly held me dear in their heart, then I felt like I ought to properly respond to their feelings. However, this was a first for me, so I was awfully nervous.

The hallways were busy with noise during the day, but now, all you could hear was the faint noise of some club activities here and there. It had been getting colder lately, so the windows were all closed and it was a lot quieter than it was in the summer when outdoors activities were in full swing.

As I saw the crimson light shining in from the window, I thought for a moment that I ought to hurry up and head home.

But right now, I felt no real urge to be home early. Besides, my parents both usually got home quick anyway.

I stood in front of the empty classroom. Unlike when one entered the staff room, there was no need to knock or announce who you were or your year and class. Despite that, I decided to at least knock first.

「Come in.」

I recognized that voice.

Thinking that it couldn’t be, I opened the door to see…

「I’m glad you came, Kurumi.」

「…Sorahashi-san?」

My eyes widened involuntarily. I couldn’t have imagined that the one standing here would be her. However, thanks to that, I knew that it wasn’t a love letter. There was no way that Sorahashi-san would write a love letter to someone like me.

Just as a wave of relief came over me, the door shut.

Not just the door, but the lock, too.

That click of the lock felt otherwordly. Perhaps it was because her and I did live in separate worlds.

「Yes, in the flesh. You gave a proper look at my letter, yes? It’s been some time since I’ve written one, so I gave it my all… what did you think of it?」

She let out a giggle after speaking.

Not registering that this was real life, I began to feel lightheaded.

「The lettering was beautiful. But why did you suddenly reach out to me like this?」

My heart had raced a bit at the thought that this could have been a confession. Now that I knew that couldn’t be the case, however, I was able to hold a normal conversation.

She giggled at my question.

「Why did I reach out to you, I wonder? What do you think, Kurumi?」

Her smile was so cute and refined that the words that came to mind were “doll-like”. In unison with her smile, her hair swayed. Her golden locks, illuminated by the evening sun, were so beautiful that I found my eyes inadvertently drawn to them.

「Is something the matter?」

I had no interest in things like romance, but… I felt like I could, just a little, understand the feelings of all the people that had confessed to her before. The way she carried herself was cute to the point that I wondered whether or not she, like me, was human.

「What would you do if I told you that this was something that only you could do for me?」

Her voice was inviting.

She peered at my face from below.

Being stared at from below by a girl taller than me made me a bit restless.

「I’d hear you out. We’re classmates, after all. If there’s something troubling you, I’ll help.」

「Really?」

「Yeah. What happened?」

I wondered how there could be something that only I, someone she had barely any connection to, could do for her.

That’s what I thought, but I felt that if someone was in trouble, I was obligated to lend my help. Even if it wasn’t something I could fully resolve, I felt that as a human being, I had a duty to do what I could.

「Hmmmm……」

Tap, tap, tap.

She slowly paced around me. As she did, I was struck with the refreshing scent of the seaside in springtime and was transported to another world.

Was it really something that difficult to say? While I wondered that, I felt something touch my shoulder. I realized that it was her hand. The moment that the sight of her beautiful nails captivated my attention, I felt her breath against my ear.

My body flinched in surprise.

「Be my master, Kurumi.」

「…….Huh?」

I froze.

Her master. What did that mean, exactly?

「Ah, I don’t mean in terms of maid and master, but rather, in terms of dog and owner. I would be your dog, and you would be my owner. That’s the sort of relationship I want us to have.」

I had no idea what she was saying. I hadn’t thought that Sorahashi-san was the type to play pranks on others, but perhaps that wasn’t the case. I opened the door to scan the hallway, but there was nobody there.

「This is a private conversation, so please leave the door closed.」

Saying that, she once again closed and locked the door to the classroom.

「Um, what do you mean by that?」

「Is it so difficult to understand? Like I said, Kurumi, I want you to be my mas-」

「Yeah, I get that. …Is this some sort of prank?」

「I wouldn’t make absurd jokes like that. I’m not a fan of such things.」

She spoke with clarity.

We had barely spoken to each other before this, but I knew that Sorahashi-san was being honest about her feelings. There was no way she would pull such a ridiculous prank on me.

But even so.

The fact that she was being sincere was troubling.

「Why me? What about one of your friends? And in the first place, why do you want a master?」

「I thought that you would be a good fit. My friends aren’t suitable to be my master. I’ve always desired to be a dog owned by someone else. ……Do you have any other questions?」

She proficiently delivered her responses rapid-fire. So this is what it meant to have a way with words[1].

「It means exactly what I said. I’m looking for someone who can at times be kind, and during others be strict. The sort of person who has an aptitude for that is the sort of person I’m looking for to be my owner!」

She swayed in front of me as if she was dancing.

Her skirt gently fluttered. For an instant, I was under the illusion that she had truly become weightless. That was how delicate her skirt and hair were.

Was this real life, or was I just dreaming?

「I mean, that’s how you were this morning, right?」

「This morning?」

As I tilted my head in confusion, she grinned.

「You were a bit stern with Nakamura-san, but in the end, you still kindly taught her how to do her homework. I felt like that matched up quite well with the sort of master I wish to have.」

She continued to smile.

It felt as if her faraway smile existed on a plane different to the one I was standing on. As I continue to see myself reflected in the indescribable color of her eyes, an uneasy feeling overtook me. It was as if the world itself was telling me that she was right and I was wrong.

「If that’s what you want out of a master, then surely it could be someone el-」

「There’s nobody else. Out of all the people I’ve seen, you’re the only one, Kurumi. It has to be you, Kurumi. Kurumi, I want you to be my master. …..What do you say?」

I was at a loss for words. This was the first time that someone had ever so directly longed for me, and because of that, my heart began to race.

I tended to go easy on Mutsuki, and the fact that she relied on me like that made me happy, so I tried to look out for her. But it wouldn’t be good for her if I was always like that, so I had to be strict sometimes. Being told that that made me suitable to be her master troubled me.

What should I do? How could I refuse her without hurting her?

「Do you really hate the idea that much?」

「I don’t… I don’t hate it. But I don’t really get it.」

「Hmm, I see. So you’re not willing to be my master.」

「…Sorry.」

Saying this in a dissatisfied tone, she let out a small sigh.

Even the sound of her breathing was beautiful compared to other people. Perhaps it’s because Sorahashi-san was a special existence. For a moment, I was lost in her eyes.

Just a bit, I thought it was a wasted opportunity.

That’s how I felt somewhere within my heart. I loved the unchanging everyday life that I led. If I had went along with her request, then that everyday life would have become filled with colors that I had yet to know. But that wasn’t what I wanted.

What I wanted was to, like I always have, pass the days with Mutsuki and Yume, and occasionally converse with Mizuki when I returned home.

These days that I’d been blessed with ever since entering high school were what I should, above all else, love and hold dear. In the first place, I wondered what it would have even been like to have Sorahashi-san, who I barely even knew, become my pet.

「How regrettable. I thought that you would have agreed to become my master, Kurumi. My apologies for saying such a strange thing all of a sudden.」

「No, it’s fine…」

She slowly blinked. I was a bit amazed at the length of her eyelashes, and as I was caught in that thought, her irises once again revealed themselves.

For some reason, I felt like I couldn’t hear anything else around me.

「Sorahashi-san. I won’t tell anybody else about this.」

But, just to be clear.

Even if I were to reveal that Sorahashi-san had asked me to be her master, nobody would believe me. I just felt anxious about what would happen if the word did spread.

She strolled past me, opened the door, and then turned around and spoke.

「I don’t mind if you talk about it, you know?」

「Eh?」

「I intend to make an important announcement tomorrow.」

「Huh?」

「You know Kiyomura-kun from Class 4?」

「I’ve heard of him.」

「I thought I’d ask him when he came to school tomorrow.」

She grinned and laughed. For a moment, I was rendered speechless.

「By ‘ask him’, do you mean to become your master? In the morning? At school?」

「Yes. Inside Class 4’s classroom.」

She spoke in a cheerful tone.

No matter how beloved Sorahashi-san was, how would that turn out if she said that out loud in a class that wasn’t hers? Her high school life would turn into a total mess, and on the off chance that Kiyomura-kun agreed to it…

I felt myself begin to sweat at such an unpleasant thought.

Even between two girls, a dog and owner relationship between the two would be considered strange. It was easy to imagine what would happen if the same relationship were to occur between her and someone of the opposite sex.

「Why? What happened to needing your master to be someone suitable?」

「Hmm… Well, if you won’t do it for me, Kurumi, I have no other choice. It’s possible that Kiyomura-kun has the right disposition.」

「What…」

She grinned.

「Then, until tomorrow. Thank you for humoring me today.」

I felt like my breath was going to stop.

I wasn’t friends with Sorahashi-san. Occasional conversation was the extent of our interactions, so there was no reason for me to get so deeply involved with her. There shouldn’t have been.

Even so, because I knew how unhappy that would make me, I couldn’t just leave her be.

But why?

As I was lost in thought, she walked away. Startled by the tapping of her footsteps echoing through the empty corridor, I hurriedly chased after her.

「Wait up!」

What was the right thing to do?

Without knowing the answer, I shouted out to her back.



[1] In the original text, the idiomatic phrase 「立て板に水」, “like water on a standing board”, is used here. It’s typically used to compliment someone’s smooth and fluent speaking skills, but can also be used to imply that someone is really really good at saying a whole lot of nothing. I considered using the idiom “silver-tongued”, but that turn of phrase carries a strong implication of persuasiveness and manipulativeness that doesn’t really fit.




[Part 3] The Princess is No Dog (II)


My voice echoed through the hallway, its volume out of place with the emptiness.

Showing no surprise whatsoever, she turned to face my direction.

As the gentle sway of her golden hair came into my view — so beautiful that I thought it to be not of this world — its brilliance caused me to involuntarily squint.

My stomach sank. I wasn’t even at home, and yet this was the first time I had felt such a weight.

「What is it, Kurumi?」

Her serene voice. Her tender smile. Her refreshing scent. All of these qualities, an average human like me could never compare to. I felt that within the way she carried herself, there was reflected an accumulation of experiences that I couldn’t even begin to imagine.

I wondered what sort of life Sorahashi-san had lived up until now.

Such thoughts, as improper as they were, were what I found myself thinking in this moment.

「You shouldn’t do that.」

「…Do what?」

「Make some big announcement to ask him to be your master.」

「Why? Kurumi, this doesn’t concern you anymore, doesn’t it? You refused to become my master, did you not?」

「Well… Yeah, but…」

Her gaze pierced through me. Inside those eyes, I failed to see the same person that had just asked someone she barely knew to become her master.

Why was she so unfaltering, I wondered?

Normally, one would have been at least a little embarrassed to say the things she said.

No — even despite our unfamiliarity with each other, I knew that she was the type of person to which words such as “normal” had no measure.

「Sor…」

I halted just as I was about to say her last name.

Her gaze stopped me in my tracks. I knew that no matter how much I tried to sway her with common sense, she would never give up. Her unbelievable proposal was dreadfully earnest, perhaps motivated by circumstances beyond her control.

I took a deep breath.

If she continued down this path, all that awaited her was her own ruin.

…And besides. This was the first time in my life that someone had ever told me that “it has to be you”. I wasn’t unhappy at that. I’d always thought that I was replaceable, that there hadn’t ever been something for which I was absolutely needed.

Whether it be about dogs, pets, or masters…

I didn’t have a clue about any of that. Not a single bit, but…

「——Sera.」

Once again, I took a deep breath and then called out to her.

If there was something I knew nothing about, then I simply had no choice but to do it in a way I knew how. Just like how I once did so for Mizuki, and just like how I do so now for Mutsuki.

「It’s no good to be this selfish.」

There was so much I didn’t understand. I had no clue what she saw in me, and I had no clue what the right thing to do was.

Even so, I thought that I had to do what I could.

That was the way that I had lived my life up until now.

「I don’t know how much you want a master, but… it’s a dangerous thing to pursue, so it would be no good to say anything to Kiyomura-kun.」

「…No matter how much you tell me ‘no good’ this, ‘no good’ that, all of that is simply just bothersome, you know?」

She said in her sweet voice.

I knew that if I wanted her to stop, I would have to say what she wanted me to say. Feeling my breath about to catch, I began to speak.

「I’ll do it. …I’ll become your master. So don’t do anything dangerous. It would make people sad.」

「…Aha. Does that include you?」

「Of course it does. …If someone I knew were to be put in danger, then obviously I’d be sad.」

I spoke with a confidence that surprised even me.

Even so, it was the truth, so there was no need to correct myself.

Sorahashi-san’s expression turned into one of surprise, and she promptly let out a giggle.

「I see, I see. Then you’ll have to make sure you properly collar me, okay?」

「Collar…?」

Was that some sort of metaphor?

As I was lost in confusion, she daintily stepped toward me.

She was like a fairy inviting me into the unknown. For a moment, There was a weight in my stomach much heavier than even before. I felt as if there was no turning back.

「I’ll be in your care, Master.」

She innocently laughed.

Unsure of what to say, I opened my mouth just to close it again. Without waiting for my reply, she walked away with a satisfied look on her face.

Was this really for the best?

The moments where I felt that weight in my stomach were usually moments when something bad was going to happen, or when they had already happened. For a second, I contemplated on if there had been a better way to go about this, but there was some other small detail on my mind.

Why was there, just a little bit, this fluttering feeling in my chest?

 

★

 

It broke my heart to see Mizuki cry.

When we were young, our parents were busy with work and often wouldn’t come home until after we had fallen asleep. Her tears of loneliness made me pained and miserable, so I’d always stay by her side until those tears stopped, cook her the Hamburg steaks she loved, and fall asleep together with her.

Now that I think about it, those times are why I’m like this now. It’s made me unable to leave someone in trouble by themselves.

When I did something that brought others joy, it made me happy too. Just the smiles of others were enough to fill my heart. Now that our parents had changed jobs and could make time for our family, I’d stopped needing to take care of Mizuki myself.

It made me kind of happy that Mutsuki and my other friends still leaned on me, even if it could, at times, be difficult.

I never thought that my affinity for being relied on would bring me this sort of trouble.

It’s not even something I could grimace at.

「Good morning, Kurumi. Did I keep you waiting?」

I had hoped that this might be a dream after all, but that hope was dashed in an instant.

This Saturday was supposed to be just like any other, but it had turned into a Saturday full of the abnormal. Sorahashi-san had invited me over to an area that I had never been to before. Until last year, I had been so busy at home that I’d rarely ever gotten a chance to hang out with people, so I was a little nervous.

I didn’t need to be there to cook for Mizuki anymore though, so it wasn’t a big deal now if I went out for some fun.

But for some reason, I just couldn’t calm down, perhaps because I felt like I was doing something wrong.

「No, I just got here.」

「I see.」

In truth, I had shown up half an hour before we were supposed to meet. I didn’t mention it because I thought that I would have come off as overenthusiastic.

Sorahashi-san looked at me and giggled.

「…What’s up?」

「Nothing at all.」

She suddenly began to walk off.

I rarely ever got to see my classmates in clothes other than their uniforms. I lived quite far from school, and I could count on my hands the amount of times I’d been out with my friends. I wasn’t too sure, but maybe that was why it felt refreshing to see Sorahashi-san out in normal clothes.

Come to think of it, I’d heard someone say before that she looked like a princess. Perhaps they were right. She already gave off a dainty feel in her uniform, but today, her appearance was especially delicate. It was because all the frills made her even girlier.

Those were the sorts of clothes I used to dress Mizuki up in. I couldn’t recall what sorts of things I used to wear, though.

「Hey.」

In that instant…

Her crystal-clear eyes came ever closer to me. As indifferent of personal space as always, my body froze in surprise at her approach.

Yeah. She and I certainly lived in different worlds. The sights reflected within her eyes and the ones reflected in mine must be completely different.

「It’s a Saturday. Why the uniform?」

「I don’t really own many clothes.」

「Is that so?」

「Mhm. I don’t really go out much, and the uniform works well enough. That’s why I thought it’d be fine to go out in this.」

「Hmm?」

She walked around me with a glimmer of curiosity on her face.

Then, she smiled.

「Yep, just as I thought.」

「What is it?」

「Your uniform suits you, Kurumi. You’re cute.」

Her compliment was straightforward. It seemed that Sorahashi-san was entirely unconcerned by things like roundabout phrases and ambiguous words.

I supposed this was one of the reasons why people liked her so much.

I let out an aimless laugh.

「That’s good, then.」

Truthfully, I wasn’t used to receiving nor giving compliments. Giving them to Mizuki was one thing, but to anyone else, it was a different story. Because of that, I couldn’t even naturally return that sentiment with something like “You’re cute too, Sorahashi-san.” In the first place, just meeting up with her on our day off made me nervous. It was taking my all to have a conversation with her.

I suppose, though, that the events of yesterday also still lingered in the mood.

As I thought on that, she began to stare at me. Her eyes, as beautiful as today’s blue skies, clearly reflected back my appearance. For some reason, I understood immediately that her gaze was filled with expectation.

Maybe she was just easy to read?

Anyway.

For a moment I searched for the right words, and then I softly spoke.

「Sorahashi-san, your clothes are cute too.」

「My clothes?」

「…Sorahashi-san, you’re cute.」

She brightly smiled at my words.

Her bearing carried an innocent air, but somehow, she wore a mature smile.

I was a bit surprised at how different it was from how she usually smiled in class.

「For that, you get plus 100 points in the Master category.」

「What is that, even?」

「Maybe if you save up enough points, something really good will happen?」

Saying nothing more, she started walking.

「Come on, Master. Let’s go!」

I wished she wouldn’t call me “Master” in broad daylight.

Perhaps because I’d ended up saying something that I usually wouldn’t, I began to feel a bit in high spirits. Without feeling the need to call back in response, I went to stand with her shoulder to shoulder. I could no longer sense that invisible line that stood between us in the classroom.

But, if you asked me if that was a good thing, I wouldn’t be able to tell you.


[Part 4] The Princess is No Dog (III)


I wasn’t really speaking much.

It wouldn’t have been this awkward if I were alone with Mutsuki or Yume, but today I was with Sorahashi-san. Perhaps the urge to break my normally comfortable silence was proof of the present distance between our hearts.

That being said…

「She’s adorable, isn’t she!?」

In the end, she did most of the talking, so there was hardly any silence at all.

Sorahashi-san was busy going here and there and everywhere. She’d enter a general store, leave as soon as she’d entered, and then go to gaze at the city lights. She seemed to be an endless wellspring of fun, bringing smiles wherever she went.

I was convinced that she had invited me out to do something weird, but aside from all that “Master” talk earlier, it felt like just a normal hangout.

Like tightly wound shoelaces coming undone, I felt my guard begin to lower.

Ever since my parents started to come home in the early evenings, I’d stopped knowing what to do with all my time. Maybe it wasn’t that hard of a question, though. Maybe just enjoying my life like any other normal high schooler and going out with my friends now and then was the right answer.

「Definitely. What sort of breed is she?」

「A Toy Poodle… No, a Maltese?」

Sorahashi-san was pointing at the display window of a pet shop. It was quite crowded, perhaps because we were in the middle of a commercial district.

Dogs, huh.

I didn’t think she had any underlying intentions with this. She hadn’t mentioned her strange desire to become a dog at all today. Looking closer into the pet shop, there were also kids in uniforms playing inside, so maybe she had just come here to normally have fun with some animals.

But where were those uniforms from? It must be rough to have classes on a Saturday.

No — maybe they were, like me, the type to go out in their uniforms on their days off.

「Sorahashi-san, do you like dogs?」

「Hm… They’re fine? My grandma had a cat, but never owned a dog.」

「…I see.」

The conversation stopped.

It might have been nice to keep it going, but I didn’t want to accidentally open a can of worms. If I were to say the wrong thing, this normal outing could very quickly turn into something beyond normal.

「Hey, Kurumi? Do you like puppies?」

「I haven’t really put any thought into that… I don’t hate them. They’re cute.」

Seeing them play around in that cramped space made me feel a little bad for them, but looking at each puppy, I also thought they were all cute. They were soft and fluffy. The older dogs that I sometimes saw out on walks were cute too.

「Hm… Which one’s your favorite?」

「Uh… Maybe that one?」

I pointed at a tan colored dog.

「That one’s probably a Shiba Inu. I see, I see.」

「…Sorahashi-san?」

She seemed lost in deep thought for some time and then pulled out her phone to look something up.

「It seems like Shiba Inus are a surprisingly independent breed. They may seem friendly, but they can be quite wary of others.」

「Is that so…」

「But apparently, they’re quite obedient to their owners. Hm… Maybe they’re a bit similar?」

「To what?」

She grinned at my question.

「…To me.」

She whispered into my ear.

I felt my body jump.

I shifted away from her and covered my ears. They were burning up.

「Master, I could be quite obedient to you, you know? As long as you properly train me, that is.」

I glanced around the store to check if anybody had heard her, but it seemed like nobody did.

She closed the distance between us again, once again stealing away my gaze.

「When you said that you desired to be owned by someone else, what did you mean?」

I quietly whispered.

Feeling like what I was saying was inappropriate, the voice that I managed to squeeze out was so thin that I surprised even myself. It’s not like I disliked conversing with Sorahashi-san, but to someone like me who passed their days normally, the thought of owning someone or being owned by someone was a topic from a faraway world. I wanted to at least understand her reasons for wanting such a thing.

Knowing why wouldn’t make me say I’d gladly be her owner, though.

「Hmm… Hey, Kurumi, what do you think about that Shiba Inu?」

「What I think…?」

The puppy playing around with the store employee was cute. It was rolling around with an air of freedom.

「It’s cute, I guess? Its like a baby.」

「Ahaha, I see. …Then.」

Sorahashi began to slowly walk off. I followed behind her.

「What if you actually owned one? No matter how cute it is, you’d still have to do things like scold it for being bad and potty train it, right?」

「Well, if you put it like that, a lack of discipline isn’t good for anyone. 」

「That’s right. No matter what sort of pet you owned, Kurumi, I’m sure you’d be able to get them properly trained.」

We passed through the dog corner, the cat corner coming into view. Seeing the kittens play around with each other somehow made me feel a pitter-patter in my heart. I’m sure actually taking care of one would be pretty difficult, though. In the first place, Mizuki wasn’t fond of animals, so I didn’t think it was a possibility.

I thought about this one time a long while ago, when I was playing with my friend’s dog at their house. Around that age, Mizuki would always welcome me home with a hug, but it wasn’t the case that day. She had said it was because she didn’t like the dog hair on me. I hadn’t even realized there was any, but I suppose she’s always been vigilant of that sort of thing.

「…It was a year ago, I think? I was just walking around, and I happened to see someone taking their puppy out on a walk. The puppy started playfully jumping at a child, so their owner scolded it.」

「…Uh, what?」

I wasn’t quite following.

Seeing me tilt my head, she laughed.

「The puppy looked sad as it was being scolded. …But, after it stopped jumping at the child, its owner started to shower it with praise.」

She left the pet store and began to walk through the crowd.

As I walked a little behind, I clearly noticed the gazes of others on her. Whether inside or outside of school, she was always the center of attention, drawing glances from nearly everyone who passed by. I thought that being stared at like this would be a bit nerve-wracking. Sorahashi-san, however, seemed used to it. She strode with perfect posture, her eyes looking straight ahead.

We got on an escalator.

There, she finally turned to me.

「This is how I thought things would turn out.」

Her golden hair softly danced in the air. In this room where the heating was turned up so high that it almost gave me a headache, an unfittingly pleasant and refreshing scent tickled my nose.

I felt like I was going to forget it was winter.

I covered my face with my muffler.

「You know, ever since childhood, I’ve never been scolded by anyone. They would all fawn over me.」

She said something that one could interpret to be bragging.

But perhaps it was simply the truth.

「But that’s so boring. It’s like my life is being painted over by one single color, right? That’s why I felt like I wanted to be just like that puppy.」

「Like a puppy…」

「That’s right. In other words…」

She laughed.

「I want to be properly scolded when I do something bad, and when it’s the right time for me to receive praise, I want to be wholeheartedly praised and spoiled. I want to be owned by a master that will do that for me.」

I don’t understand.

Her way of thinking was way too far off from normal. I didn’t really want to become a dog, and there’s plenty of people that would tell me off if I needed it.

…No.

Sorahashi-san was the sort of person that the world revolved around. She was always surrounded by others, someone that nobody would ever speak ill of. She was like a princess. I’m certain that there didn’t exist anyone that would ever scold her.

Even if my attitude towards Mutsuki matched the sort of master she wanted, I’m sure there were plenty of people like me out there. So why did she choose me?

「I think you’re overestimating me.」

「Do you really believe that?」

She stared intently at me. Not knowing how to respond, I returned her gaze. For a while we looked into each others’ eyes, and eventually, she giggled.

「It’s fine if you think so, Kurumi, but…」

Her gold hair was dazzlingly brilliant.

It was the most beautiful color of hair I’d ever seen in my life. As I was captivated by that radiance, she spoke.

「It’ll be troublesome if you don’t properly train me, okay? Right, Mas—」

I rushed to cover her mouth with my hand.

Unlike last time, there were people right in front of and behind us. If she called me Master in a situation like this, we would receive some disapproving gazes. I’m sure she knew that.

As I gave her a look of protest, she subtly smiled.

Just a moment later, a slight pain ran through my finger. I felt a wet sensation and realized she was biting me. It wasn’t hard enough to hurt, but rather, more like a puppy gently play biting my finger.

My eyes widened in surprise. The story she had just told flashed through my mind.

She giggled as if she understood what I was thinking. It felt like her bewitching smile was piercing into the depths of my heart.

The thought that I was suited to be her master was just a misunderstanding on her part. I was an unremarkable person who wouldn’t be able to do anything to Sorahashi-san, whose standing was as unreachable as the skies.

「…Ngh.」

A faint sigh escaped her.

With her seductive gaze on me and the mature air about her, I couldn’t believe she was a girl my age. As she slowly bit down on me harder and harder, my heart began to race faster and faster.

If I didn’t go along with her wishes, it was possible that she would tell me she’d find someone else to be her master again. That was dangerous, and I’d have to stop her.

I softly spoke.

「If you keep pulling these sorts of pranks—」

The moment I tried to scold her, she swiftly let go and moved away.

It seemed that the escalator had arrived at the second floor. Flustered, I got off.

「It looks like nibbling on your finger has made me hungry. To celebrate our first date today, I’ll treat you. What do you want?」

She talked as if nothing had happened.

The moment she stepped away, the scent of the ocean during spring immediately disappeared and made way for winter. In contrast with the coldness of the outside, I felt a warmth so strong that it clung to me and smelled the scent of dry air. I felt like I had just left a fantasy and returned to reality.

Even so, my heart was still racing.

Just my heart had been left behind in the daydream.

「…Hamburg steak.」

「Wonderful. Let’s head off.」

「…Right.」

It wasn’t often that I thought that someone was beyond understanding. But right now, I certainly felt like I couldn’t understand her.

More than just the fact that she wanted to be a dog, her capriciousness was overwhelming.

What exactly was she thinking, and what exactly did she want from me? I had no clue, and it was troubling. Even during the times when Mizuki had suddenly burst into tears, I had never been this troubled before.

I couldn’t help but sigh. As I did, she got on another escalator and headed to the third floor.

Did Sorahashi-san act like this with her friends, too?

It’s no wonder people called her a princess.

I slowly followed behind her.

Both the sight of her back and the faint pain left on my finger felt surreal.


[Part 5] The Princess is No Dog (IV)


「Why so nervous?」

The city’s commercial center was full of all sorts of different stores. The Hamburg steak place in the third floor’s restaurant area had an oddly extravagant interior that left me restless. The customers inside, too, had a bit of a refined bearing.

I wasn’t trying to say that the establishments I was used to lacked refinement.

It’s just that this felt completely different from the world I lived in. The prices I saw on the menu earlier were insane.

「I don’t really eat out much. …It’s kinda hard to stay calm.」

「I see. So do you always eat at home?」

「Yeah. Up until last year, making the meals was my responsibility.」

「Hm… I’m sure your handmade food tastes wonderful.」

Mizuki was happy with it, but I didn’t know how good it actually was. I felt like my mom’s cooking tasted better, and moreover, I hadn’t really made anything this past year. I’d probably gotten worse at it.

「Hey, Kurumi, how big’s your family?」

「We’re a family of four.」

「You’re the big sister?」

「Yep, that’s right. I’ve got one younger sister.」

「I can tell. You’re always helping others out with their homework, right? It’s very older sister-like.」

I’d heard it yesterday too, but the word “homework” made me feel nostalgic.

Ever since I started high school, they referred to everything as “assignments”, but they were no different from the homework we were given in elementary school. They just used a different word for it.

What we called them changed, but their essence hadn’t.

Even so, I still thought they weren’t quite the same.

「…Sorahashi-san, you’re pretty observant. I don’t stand out much.」

「Whether you stand out or not, Kurumi, you’re still you. I can’t help but keep my eyes on you.」

She said this matter-of-factly.

While I was struggling for the right response, our Hamburg steaks arrived. With a practiced hand, she took a fork out of the cutlery case. However, her hand slipped and the fork fell onto the floor.

A shrill clang rang out.

Thinking that she might be surprisingly clumsy, I went to pick up the fork. There were still forks in the case, so there wasn’t any need to call over a waiter.

「Are you okay? Are you hurt anywhere?」

Hearing my questions, she giggled.

「See? Just like that.」

Just like what? As I stared at her, she took a fork and knife out of the case and handed them to me.

「Thank you for picking it up for me, Kurumi.」

「…You’re welcome.」

I took the fork and knife from her and began eating.

I was so preoccupied by what she said that I couldn’t enjoy the meal. The entire time I was eating, she just stared at me with a smile on her face and it made me unable to relax. I’m sure she was just showing affection in a way I couldn’t understand, but I wasn’t sure if it was something I should be happy or sad about. At the very least, I felt that being liked by her was something to be grateful for.

I wondered what Mizuki was up to.

She had just started middle school this year, and had also started blatantly avoiding me. Up until now she had been all “Onee-chan” this and “Onee-chan” that, but now, I had been reduced to just “Kurumi”. There was no helping it if she was in her rebellious phase, but it still made me feel a little lonely.

“Homework” and “assignments”. “Onee-chan” and “Kurumi”.

The names had changed, but wasn’t the essence still the same?

While lost in thought, I saw that Sorahashi-san’s lips had been stained with sauce. I thought she carried herself with more maturity, but perhaps this was something in which she was a bit more childlike.

「Sorahashi-san. You’ve got some sauce over here.」

I pointed to my own mouth.

She gave me a quick glance, but acted like she didn’t hear me and just continued eating. I thought to keep eating as well, but that one look made me unable to leave her alone. It’s not like we were that close, but she had been the one to bite my finger.

I let out a little sigh and grabbed a paper napkin.

「Jeez. You’re not a kid anymore. You have to clean up properly, or all your cuteness will have gone to waste.」

When I wiped her mouth with the paper napkin, her eyes creased up in a smile.

「Hehe. Do you do things like this for Mizuki too?」

Hearing those words, I froze for a moment.

「H-huh. Did I already tell you her name?」

「Don’t worry about the little details. I’m sure she’s an adorable little sister.」

Mizuki was my younger sister. However, she was three years younger and didn’t go to the same school as me. I’d never mentioned her to anyone other than my friends.

Sorahashi-san smiled brightly at me.

I had thought that she lived in a world different from mine, but now, I felt like even her smile had some inhuman quality about it. Strangely, though, I wasn’t scared at all. Rather, it was that part of her personality that made me want to know more about her. Even so…

Without saying anything else, I just lifted my fork up to take a bite. Sorahashi-san, too, continued eating without carrying on the conversation. The corners of her mouth that I had just wiped clean had once again become stained in sauce.

The word “training” came to mind, but I wondered how to go about it. To scold and to train were two completely different things.

I wordlessly wiped her mouth.

Those eyes, a color completely different from mine, were once again shining today.

It felt odd. I didn’t think I’d find myself eating out at a restaurant on a weekend with someone I had no connection with, other than the fact that she was my classmate. I had recently started to get used to these sorts outings for meals that got me all nervous, but this made me uneasy in a different way than usual.

「Kurumi.」

She called out to me with an expectant tone.

Before, I couldn’t scold her because I was interrupted by the escalator, but now there was nothing stopping me.

However…

「Was your food good?」

「Yes. It was delicious…」

The conversation was as difficult to grasp as a cloud.

I thought she’d ask me something like “aren’t you going to scold me?”, but that wasn’t the case. Her tone had been expectant up until right then, but now she was just normally talking about what she thought about the food instead of saying anything weird.

Didn’t you want me to scold you?

If I asked her that, it would be like I wanted to scold her. That would be weird, and Sorahashi-san’s hobby was weird enough by itself. I was just a normal human. I didn’t want to have anything to do with anything like owning another person.

「You should take your time and eat more slowly. You don’t want to start choking on anything.」

「Ahaha, you’re like my mom.」

「I’d rather be the big sister.」

Her lips were dirty. Just because of that, I felt a sort of closeness to her. There was a lot about her that I couldn’t read into at all, but I felt like she was similar to Mizuki.

「Thank you for treating me, Sorahashi-san. It was delicious.」

「I’m glad.」

After leaving the restaurant, she let out a big stretch.

「Now that we’ve eaten, let’s take our time and look around.」

Saying that, she smiled at me, and I gave a vague nod in response.

As if that strange atmosphere from before had never happened, Sorahashi-san went about and enjoyed herself like this was a normal outing. We walked through the city, sometimes commenting on things like how pretty the lights were or how beautiful the nightscape was.

Around this time last year, I was busy picking out a Christmas present for Mizuki.

This year, I had some free time and was spending it walking around town with Sorahashi-san. It didn’t feel real, but the fact that I was here alone with her was certain. It was strange.

As for whether or not I was enjoying myself, I’d say I was.

She knew a lot of things I didn’t and showed me sights I had never seen before. Seeing her laugh like she was having fun made me start to have fun, too. Her innocent smile, different to the ones from before, had a mysterious power to it.

I thought it was cute.

Up until now, she had been such a faraway existence that such thoughts had escaped me.

「I’m not sure if there’s a reason, but doesn’t winter just get you all excited?」

「Yeah, I guess?」

「Mm. Between Christmas and New Year’s, there are so many fun things to do, aren’t there? Ah, do you have any Christmas plans this year? We’ll be hosting a party at my place.」

Come to think of it, neither Mutsuki nor Yume had mentioned anything like that. Just like how they had no interest in romance, they also had no interest in these sorts of seasonal celebrations, so we hadn’t talked about Christmas plans at all.

The way that Sorahashi-san had just casually invited me was kind of impressive.

「…I’ll be busy with some family stuff.」

「I see. What a shame. I thought it would be bound to be fun if you were there.」

I wondered what she really thought of me.

I didn’t think I was that easygoing.

As the conversation ended, I felt the coldness of winter seep into my skin. She said winter got her all excited, but I personally wasn’t a fan. It was cold even when you bundled up, it dried up your skin, all the extra static electricity hurt, and it made doing the dishes more of a pain.

The chilly wind blew across my body, making me shiver. I let out a small sneeze, prompting Sorahashi-san, who was walking in front of me, to turn around.

「Are you okay, Kurumi?」

「I’m fine. Just a little cold.」

「…Hmm. We wouldn’t want you to get sick, so let’s find somewhere warm.」

「Somewhere warm?」

「Yep. It’s pretty close, so let’s go!」

My nose hurt a bit. I’m sure it was a bit red, but Sorahashi’s skin, on the other hand, was just as pale and clear as any other day. I wished my skin was a little more resilient. It’s embarrassing how quickly it got red. I knew nobody else cared, but I did.

I put my hands in my pockets and followed along close behind.

The winds of Tokyo felt colder than the winds back in my hometown. I exhaled a puff of pure white.

I had no idea what she meant by “somewhere warm”, but we walked for about five minutes before stopping in front of a certain building. I looked closer and saw “Sorahashi” written on the nameplate.

It couldn’t be.

「Come in, come in.」

「This is your place, Sorahashi?」

「Well, something like that, I guess? Strictly speaking, it’s not.」

「…? Should we really be barging in all of a sudden?」

「It’s fine. My parents aren’t here.」

「Huh?」

My eyes widened. I wondered if there was a deeper meaning behind what she said.

「Oh, no no no. I don’t mean it like that. This used to be their vacation home, I think? Something like that, at least. I wanted to try living alone when I got into high school, so the only person staying in this house is me.」

「…A vacation home.」

A vacation home that her parents owned.

That was a word too far from what I knew about her so I felt a bit of a discrepancy, but hearing it out loud, it made sense. The way Sorahashi-san carried herself gave the feeling that she had a refined upbringing. Thinking about it, I thought that her desire to be owned like a dog might have stemmed from her being raised in an affluent, doting family.

No, no, that wasn’t the point.

I was a bit intimidated. What kind of family would own a vacation home like this in the city?

「Yep. With that in mind, I want you to think of this place as your own home. I’m sure that’s how it’ll end up, anyway.」

What, like how a pet’s things all belonged to its owner?

Even if she said that, it was too great a burden for someone like me, who had been born and raised in an ordinary family.

It was much too large to be compared in any way with my home, so large that it seemed like a tremendous affair to clean. I kind of wanted to know what sort of vacuum she used.

「Please, have a seat. I’ll make some tea.」

「Thank you very much.」

The sofa in the living room was made of black leather. I wondered if the material was real. As I looked around, I saw that both the living room and the dining room were full of expensive-looking furniture. The rug at my feet had long fibers and a stylish appeal.

Everything was so at odds with the home I was used to that it made me nervous.

The only point of similarity was how there were flowers set on the tables.

I let out a small sigh. My cold body was gradually warming up, but the heat did nothing to calm my nerves.

I blankly stared into the house.

For better or worse, this place didn’t really feel lived-in. How did Sorahashi-san pass the time here, I wondered?

「Here you go.」

「Thank you.」

「You’re quite welcome. Oh, apologies. You still have your coat on. Let me take care of that for you.」

She placed the tea set onto the table and brought over a hanger. I wanted to tell her that I could take care of it myself, but it was hard to protest when she dexterously worked the coat off of me.

Hanging up her coat along with mine, she sat down on the sofa.

「In the past, I’d often hang up my father’s coat for him just like that,」

「What a good child.」

「No, I only did it because I wanted to. Are you fine with caffeine, Kurumi? I made it decaffeinated, just in case.」

「It’d be a problem if I couldn’t sleep, so that works great. Thank you.」

「That so? Good. I personally dislike caffeine. Things like coffee make me nauseous right away.」

Saying that, she lifted the cup up to her mouth.

It’s not as if I was captivated by her. But for some reason, I couldn’t take my eyes off of her movements.

Her transparent, golden hair. Her eyes, full of joy. Her slender, long fingers, and her thin lips. Her features all harmoniously fit together like she was from a painting. Perhaps because of her incredible beauty, everything down to her normal movements felt special.

I had been acting normally up until now.

But there was still a certain distance between us.

I quietly raised my cup. I didn’t know what sort of tea it was, but it smelled like flowers. When I put it up to my lips, it was a bit lukewarm.

「…It’s good.」

「I see. Please, drink your fill.」

How awkward.

The conversation ended, and the only noise echoing through the room was the clatter of cups and saucers. It seemed Sorahashi-san had nothing else to talk about, so she also continued to sip on the tea without a word.

How long should I be staying here? My body had already warmed up, so I figured it might be time to disperse. Lost in thought, I suddenly realized that Sorahashi-san had disappeared somewhere.

Maybe she went to the restroom.

I was alone in an unfamiliar house, sipping on tea — a situation that made me restless. I’m sure there were plenty of people that would be happy to be invited over to Sorahashi-san’s place, but I wasn’t one of them.

I wanted to go home and make dinner. It crossed my mind for a moment before I realized that making dinner was now my parents’ job. How long had it been since I’d made Hamburg steak for Mizuki? As I sighed, I heard the sound of footsteps from behind.

「Kurumi.」

「Sorahashi-san? What’s up?」

She slowly walked over to the sofa and once again sat down next to me.

However, something felt different from before.

「It’s been on my mind, but even though I’ve become your dog, you haven’t done that yet.」

「Done what?」

「You don’t understand? There’s a certain thing you must first do for a dog once you get one.」

I tilted my head. Something I had to do first when I got a dog… The only thing I could think of was to get them vaccinated. I wondered if I should take her to get her flu shot. I’d accompanied Mizuki for that before.

Seeing me lost in thought, Sorahashi-san giggled.

「It’s this, Kurumi.」

She placed something into my hands.

I looked down at it and was rendered speechless.

「A collar. …Dogs need to be collared, don’t they?」


[Part 6] The Princess is No Dog (V)


She spoke with an innocent look on her face.

In my hand, I held a pale pink collar.

She was serious about having to be collared.

「Come on, Master.」

She whispered into my ear. This had been a normal outing between friends, but I had felt unsettled ever since she invited me into her home. And soon after, I had been handed a collar. I began to doubt whether or not this was reality, but I knew from the tangible weight of the collar in my hand that this was nothing but real.

I couldn’t say that I wanted this to stop.

If I refused, then she might go find someone else. That she wanted me made me a little happy — just ever so slightly.

The fact that I thought that way was why I was now involved with her. It would have been great if I could just leave others be, but after all, that was impossible for me.

I could feel her breath. My hands shook at her expectant gaze.

「Your hands are trembling, aren’t they?」

I didn’t know why. Maybe it was because what we were doing wasn’t normal. Maybe it was because I was scared that my normal everyday life was beginning to change. Or maybe, it was something else.

I took a deep breath.

「…Alright. I’m putting it on now.」

I was an ordinary person.

I was born into an ordinary family and lived an ordinary everyday life. Even now, I ordinarily passed my days with my friends by my side. I’d never thought those days were dull, and I dearly cherished every single one. That’s how it should be.

I felt her pale neck.

The belt wrapped around it with more ease than I had imagined.

This was foolish, I thought — to be doing something like this to a classmate that I barely even knew. As I securely fastened the collar’s clasp, she laughed.

It didn’t suit her.

A collar on the girl who was always the center of attention in class, who always shined as bright as a star.

As I assured myself of that, I felt a chill run down my back.

「…Woof.」

She said, invitingly.

Just hearing that sent stronger shivers down my spine, and I felt like I was going to say something weird. But I shouldn’t. It’s true that I had become Sorahashi-san’s master, but I had no intentions of doing anything strange beyond that.

「You’ve collared me, but that’s all you’re going to do?」

Even if she said that…

I knew she wanted to be disciplined. It must have been why she bit me on the escalator, and why she kept getting her mouth dirty during lunch.

No.

I was happy that she was leaning on me. I was also worried that she would ask someone else to be her master if I refused. Even so, it was impossible for me to train her like she was a dog.

I felt like I had to do something, though.


	
	
	


Unless I did something master-like, Sorahashi-san would…

After deeply thinking over it, I finally managed to squeeze out some words.

「P-paw?」

Hearing my best efforts at being master-like, Sorahashi-san’s eyes widened. She glanced between my outstretched hand and my face before finally placing hers over mine.

「…Is that all?」

She said, sounding a bit bored. Without any clue of how much she wanted me to do, I shook her hand.

Her palm felt cool and smooth.

It was a little relaxing.

「Good job. You did well.」

「…That’s great, but if you don’t train me properly, I’m going to become a twisted puppy, you know?」

「A twisted…」

「Wanna find out?」

She spoke with a smile. Things were already complicated enough, but it would get even more convoluted if she were to become twisted. I had difficulty just putting the collar on her, so her suddenly asking me to do even more as her master was troubling. It was troubling, but…

My chest felt strange. Being given her hand like this, being looked up at like this — there was nothing particularly special or fun about what was happening, but still, there was that strange beating in my chest.

My heartbeat quickened, and a shiver went down my spine. I knew this wasn’t me, but my heart wouldn’t slow down.

「…You can discipline me even more, you know? I want to be a dog that’s obedient to my master.」

Her sweet voice caressed my ear.

As she got closer, the surprisingly hot breath that escaped her lips tickled my ear.

Urged on by her breath, I felt words begin to rise up my throat.

Before I could let them out of my mouth, she stood and spoke.

「If you don’t want to, I won’t force you to. …For now.」

Those words made my head spin. The words that I had just stopped were still stuck in my throat, and I felt like they could spill out at any moment.

Right now, she had given all of herself to me.

I felt that intensely as I gazed at her collar. I said “paw”, and she really gave me her hand. She had whispered to me in that sweet voice that it was okay to train her. I knew this was strange, but the beating of my heart covered up that thought.

If I stayed silent, she would go back to the Sorahashi Sera that I knew. That was for the best. It was for the best. It should be, but…

「—Sera.」

Huh?

「Sit, Sera. I didn’t say you could stand, did I?」

What was I doing?

「…Woof.」

Her livened voice. Her delighted expression.

It was bizarre. There was something strange about Sorahashi-san.

What was I, then?

「I still haven’t scolded you for messing around on the escalator earlier. And during lunch, you kept dirtying your mouth on purpose. You’ve been a bad puppy, Sera.」

Thump. Thump. Thump.

The sounds of my heart became awfully loud.

Even though those words came out of my own mouth, they didn’t feel like my own. Even so, Sorahashi-san was obeying that voice.

It was like reality had flipped upside-down.

「Now, lick me as an apology, will you? A dog should be capable of that, yes?」

I put my hand over her mouth.

She gazed up at me and slowly began to lick my fingers.

Her tongue moved as if it was licking at a candy. Something moist wrapped around my fingers, wetting the gaps in between them. I had never really given much thought to the sensation of saliva, but right now, I felt it so intensely that it hurt.

I felt a shiver. Not just down my back, but through my whole body — through my heart.

She made noises as she licked and sucked on my fingers. Occasionally, she would gently bite them, her breathing growing heavier and heavier.

「Have you reflected on your actions?」

「Woof, woof.」

「I see. …Then that’s enough. If you do something strange again, I’m going to punish you just like this.」

She smiled sweetly.

It was a mysterious expression, one that seemed both innocent and impure.

「…Ahaha. You’re my master after all, Kurumi.」

Saying that, she stood up.

「Wait here. I’ll bring over some snacks.」

I took a deep breath. My heart was still pounding.

My gaze fell to the right hand that she had just been licking. It was wet with her saliva, a feeling that was dreadfully out of the ordinary.

There’s no way that licking another person should be enjoyable. But from start to finish, she seemed to enjoy it all.

I was about to bring my right hand up to my mouth — and then I stopped. If I did something like that, it felt like I wouldn’t be able to turn back. But why was I even trying to do that with this hand, which was covered in saliva? I shoved the question down into my heart and placed my hand over my chest.

It’s okay. Things were still okay.

I was just a normal person, and I was just going along with the weird things that Sorahashi-san was saying.

Maybe it felt good to see her in a collar obeying my orders. Maybe it excited me. No, that shouldn’t have been the case.

It shouldn’t have.


  Chapter Two – My Big Sister Is No Owner


[Part 7] My Big Sister Is No Owner (I)


「You okay, Yume?」

「Ah, yeah. My head still kinda hurts, but the medicine’s starting to work.」

「Let me know if it gets worse, okay? I can take you to the nurse’s office.」

「Thanks. I’m gonna go lie down for a bit.」

It seemed that Yume was sensitive to changes in air pressure[1], and it sometimes caused her headaches. It was worse than usual for her today, so she was spending this P.E. class watching from the sidelines. I couldn’t help but worry, but it looked like she’d be fine as long as she got some rest.

I paired with Mutsuki after we finished warming up, and we started gently rallying a ball back and forth.

Up until recently, we had been doing marathon running, but now we were on volleyball. I wasn’t particularly good at it, nor was I especially bad. That’s how I was with everything, though. Not particularly good, not especially bad, just decently capable with anything.

I supposed I was a jack of all trades, master of none.

The one thing I had put effort into getting good at was cooking, but even that I’d recently lacked practice in.

「By the way, what happened with that love letter?」

Mutsuki asked.

That startled me.

「Nothing much. I just said no, and that was that.」

「Hm… who was it?」

「Not telling. It’d be rude to them.」

「That’s oddly earnest of you, Kurumi.」

「I’m always earnest.」

「Says you. You snuck out of school the other day.」

「That was because Mizuki was sick.」

「Siscon.」

「Ugh.」

Hitting the ball with my arm hurt a little. Even light irritation could make my skin red, so I always wore a tracksuit when we did volleyball. It made me get hot pretty easily, though.

「Is she the reason why you’re not interested in romance?」

「I don’t think so.」

That might have been the case. I had always been too busy at home to have time for things like love. Even now that I was free from housework, I still didn’t really really understand or have any interest in it.

Maybe in a different life, I would have gotten all captivated by love, but I couldn’t quite imagine myself being like that.

「I mean, it’s not like you have any interest in it either.」

「Yeah, I guess. I’m satisfied as long as I can just hang out and have fun. Dating and romance are in a different world to me.」

「Hmm.」

「Yep. Speaking of hanging out, wanna go somewhere for Christmas?」

「Huh?」

My eyes widened. Mutsuki had never shown interest in seasonal celebrations like these before.

「I thought it was an opportune time to deepen my friendship with you and Yume. We haven’t hung out that much, after all.」

「I[1] spend time with Kurumi pretty regularly, though.」

「For real? Invite me too.」

「Mutsuki, you’re always with your other friends. We’ve been saying you’re a traitor.」

「You two don’t come along when I invite you.」

「If you ask on the day of, there’s gonna be times when we can’t make it. Kurumi and I have quite busy schedules, you know.」

「You celebrities or something?」

Even though she was laying there exhausted, Yume was still able to normally converse with Mutsuki. It seemed like she would be able to participate in the next class like normal.

「Then we can hang out on Christmas, okay? It won’t be spontaneous.」

「Hm… You free, Kurumi?」

「I should be. I have nothing to do.」

I had told Sorahashi-san that I had family matters to attend to, but the truth was that there wasn’t really anything at all. I was at the age where I didn’t want to spend Christmas at home anymore. Mizuki didn’t have much interest in that either. I was sure she had plans with her friends.

「If Kurumi’s going, I’m going.」

「Such undisguised intentions. Yuck.」

「It’s because Kurumi’s my mama.」

「What are you even saying?」

Hold up.

I felt like there was some sort of misunderstanding here.

I had become friends with Mutsuki and Yume when we started high school, but I’d gotten to know Yume a little earlier. Our last names, Futami and Nanoka, were close to each other on the class register, so our seats had also been close. We naturally started talking, and now we were best friends.

As we continued chatting, the teacher told us to start playing actual matches.

We split off into two groups to get things started. As I rallied the ball back and forth, I momentarily glanced into the other court. There, I saw Sorahashi-san jumping up high and scoring with a spike.

She was tall, but her figure wasn’t large or imposing. I thought that was incredible. She usually came across as quite delicate, but during times like these she had a gallant expression on her face. Perhaps that contrast is what made everyone love her.

Speaking of which…

Even though Sorahashi-san always turned down confessions, romance was actually something she was—

「Kurumi, heads up!」

「Huh? …Ah.」

I directed my attention over, but it was too late.

I felt an impact on my head, and soon after my nose began to bleed. The ball bounced off with a faint noise and rolled away.

The silence that occurred after someone got hurt made me uncomfortable. I was the type to run over and help right away if someone else got injured, but I had no clue what to do when the one with the injury was me.

I felt a slimy sensation as I brought my hand to my nose.

It seemed like it was bleeding. The red droplets dribbling onto the floor seemed more alive than ordinary water. For some reason, seeing it made me think of Sorahashi-san.

「Are you okay!?」

I stuck out my hand to stop Yume, who had gotten up to run over to me.

「I’m fine, it doesn’t hurt that much. I’m gonna go to the nurse’s office for a bit.」

「Oh, then I’ll take you.」

「It’s fine, I can go by myself.」

Before heading over, I gave a small apology to the classmate that had hit the ball to me. I felt like I had caused them trouble. I had been totally distracted while thinking about Sorahashi-san.

I walked slowly while pinching my nose.

With classes in session, the hallway was awfully quiet.

There were faint sounds emanating from the classrooms, but not a single student in the hallway itself. I didn’t get to see the hallways like this very often, so it was a bit of a fresh experience. However, I didn’t get to fully appreciate this mundane experience because of the unpleasant sensation of blood.

Because I barely went, I got a little lost before finding the nurse’s office.

I knocked and heard a voice respond. While thinking that it was kind of familiar, the door opened.

「What’s up, Kurumi?」

「…Sorahashi-san? Why are you here?」

「I got here ahead of you. It looks like the nurse isn’t around.」

She gave a sweet smile.

I hadn’t expected her to be here, so I was completely lost on what sort of face to make.

「Sit down on the bed and let me see your nose.」

Even though I was a bit confused, I sat. She sat down by my side and began to stare at me.

「Your bleeding… it’s stopped. It looks like it wasn’t that bad.」

Compared to before, her expression was a lot more serious. I wondered if she was worried about me. If that was the case, then I’d done something bad.

「…You were watching me, weren’t you?」

She spoke in a soft voice.

「What are you talking about?」

「There’s no need to play dumb. I could feel your eyes on me. …It’s dangerous to look away when you’re playing volleyball, okay?」

Knowing that she was totally right, I averted my gaze. It was embarrassing to have the fact that I really was looking at her pointed out.

It’s not like there was any particular reason why. She had just caught my attention.

「Kurumi, you’re a bad liar. Even on our previous date, you had said you arrived right on time when you actually arrived way earlier.」

「…You saw?」

「No, but I just knew.」

Maybe her strange laugh at that time was because she knew I was lying.

The thought of that was a little embarrassing.

「…Yeah, that was also a lie.」

She kept staring at me even as my gaze remained turned away.

Her eyes, so complex and beautiful that describing them as any particular color would be wrong, reflected my image.

「Even though you said you had family matters on Christmas… You made plans with Futami-san and Nakamura-san.」

「…Sorry.」

「I know receiving an invitation all of a sudden can put you on the spot. But even I’d be hurt by that sort of response.」

I had no reply. No matter the reason, the truth was that I had lied to her. There was no room for excuses. As I remained silent, I felt her breath on my ear. When I tried to move away, she grabbed my arm.

She was strong.

No matter how much I tried to shake her off, it was no use. I was so surprised at her strength that my words caught in my throat.

「Such a liar of a master makes me want to misbehave.」

I was pushed down onto the bed.

Her eyes glimmered with a dazzling brilliance that I had never seen before.

Thinking about it now, it was normal for humans to keep animals as pets, but no matter how well-tamed they were, animals were still much stronger than us. I felt like even a large dog walking around the neighborhood could eat a human if it really wanted to. In this moment, I understood that deeply.

I’m sure that’s why we were good at training animals.

Sorahashi-san wasn’t a dog or some other animal, but I still had to properly train her.

No, what sort of stupid—

「Arf arf.」

The line between dog and human began to blur. She barked and deftly pulled down the zipper of my jersey. Then, I felt a slight pain in my neck.

I knew she was biting me. It wasn’t very hard, though.

I was still sweaty after all that exercise, so I wished she wasn’t this close to me. Contrary to my wishes, she lightly sniffed the nape of my neck and then ran her tongue over it.

「I was in the wrong, okay? …Someone’s gonna come.」

「Woof.」

Sorahashi-san wasn’t using human words. And yet, as if wanting me to pick up on something, she continued licking at my skin. Her tongue ran up my neck, across my cheek… and finally, over to my nose.

「Hey! Don’t lick my blood, that’s unsanitary! Hey, Sorahashi-san…!」

Her tongue, which had been licking at my nose, now moved over to my hand. She maneuvered her tongue as if to wipe away the blood that had been stuck to me. I felt that slimy sensation of blood being overwritten by the feeling of her saliva.

This was strange. It wasn’t normal at all. It was crazy to lick up someone else’s nosebleed, and in the first place, we were inside a school — inside the nurse’s office. The foundation of my normal everyday life had crumbled away, and now I was falling into the bizarre.

「Woof, woof. …Woof.」

Biting. Licking. Again, biting.

I thought language was the pinnacle of communication, but unexpectedly, that may not have been the case. What I felt was that we, as humans, had forgotten how even the most animalistic of behaviors had the power to convey emotions.

When you did something wrong, you ought to apologize.

That was what we were taught, but that was a method limited to communication between two humans. If you weren’t communicating with a human, then the words “I’m sorry” were thoroughly meaningless.

That’s what was going through my mind.

「Sera.」

Hearing me call her name, she stopped.

「I’m sorry.」

I apologized again, but it didn’t seem to have done anything. I took a small breath and touched her back. I remembered how in the past, I was scared to touch my friend’s dog. The feeling of a living thing was surprisingly warm, and the sense that it would break if I handled it too roughly made me anxious. Even for someone who wasn’t a friend nor a family member, it was the same.

Honestly, I didn’t get it at all. I knew I said I’d be her master, but I was still totally confused. Sorahashi-san played the role of dog without hesitation, but I still wasn’t quite capable in the role of her master.

My hands gently began to move.

I stroked her back, and then moved on to her head.

My left hand, which was free of blood, was a little difficult to move. I put my all into stroking her back as if I was petting a dog, but she seemed a bit dissatisfied. I wondered if I wasn’t petting her head enough, but when I tried it, her expression didn’t change at all.

「…Is that the only place you’re going to touch?」

Right then, she finally spoke like a human.

For a moment, I froze. Even if she said that…

While I was confused, she took my hand and placed it under her clothes so that I touched her stomach. I was surprised at the contact and flinched, nearly pulling away. As if I was being stitched into her solemn gaze, I stroked her stomach.

It was a smooth surface, with a bumpy feeling that gave away her firm muscles. I could tell just by touching her belly button that it was shaped nicely.

I’d never done anything like this for even Mizuki. I’d washed her back for her before, but the front was something she’d take care of herself. This was the first time I’d known how nice it felt to touch someone else’s stomach.

My face was hot.

I’d never had such close contact with anyone else before, so I was scared and anxious. But more than that…

Just a little bit, it felt good.

No, no. What had I been thinking just now? I just wanted to make sure Sorahashi-san didn’t get into any danger. I was just doing my best because she was relying on me. That should have been all it was, so why?

My heartbeat quickened.

I felt like an orb rolling downhill.

An unfamiliar sense of unease passed through my heart, but in the next moment, that feeling was erased by the hurried pounding of my heart.

I kept telling myself this was wrong and that was wrong, but how exactly was it wrong?

「There there, there there…」

Before I knew it, I had ended up on top.

Perhaps because I had been the one pushed down earlier, I felt oddly gratified. I had taken back control and continued petting her. It was like the fundamental human desire to dominate was being roused, but I was being anchored down by that sense of social rationality that had been instilled in me over the past dozen years.

This was an apology. You had to apologize if you did something wrong.

「Master. Do it properly, please?」

She wrapped her arms around my neck and pulled me close. When my nose touched her neck, I smelled the scent of life. It was her natural scent, and it made my head spin. It was different from the usual refreshing scent of the ocean that she usually had. I felt my heart flutter.

Slowly, I stroked her stomach. Passing over her ribcage, I bumped into something that wasn’t skin. When my fingers slid underneath, I felt something soft. I thought I’d made a mistake and tried to pull my hand away, but that softness kept me in place.

My trembling fingertips slid in further on their own accord.

The body was quite the busy, complex thing. It could be firm, it could be soft, it could be warm, it could be cold.

I heard a drip.

A red hue spread over her lips. I suddenly realized that several red droplets had fallen all over her face. The once-stemmed blood had begun to flow again.

She licked her lips and laughed.

The redness burned into my eyes.


	
	
	


「It tastes like life.」

「…」

I gently felt her neck.

My chest felt strange. As I traced the flowing blood with my gaze, I began to feel, just a little, that I wanted more. But that’s…

That was ridiculous, truly.

This wasn’t me. I wanted to be more… I wanted more…

…Really?

「Oh, is someone here?」

At that moment, a voice came from the hallway and the door to the nurse’s office opened. I reflexively got up and left the bed.

「Sorry. You were gone, but I just wanted to borrow a bed.」

「Woah, look at all that blood. Give me just a moment.」

As I pinched my nose, the teacher bustled all over the room. I glanced over to the bed, but Sorahashi-san had already up and disappeared before I realized it.

I began to fall under the illusion that it was all a daydream.

But the lingering feeling of her on my neck — the sensation of her saliva — those were all very much real.



[1] Changes in weather can affect barometric pressure enough to trigger symptoms such as headaches and joint pain.

[2] In the Japanese text, Yume refers to herself with her own name in place of the first person pronoun “I”. This is a common grammatical misstep made by children, and also intentionally done by some girls and women for the purpose of coming off as cute and innocent. That would sound really weird and confusing in English, which is why I just omitted it.




[Part 8] My Big Sister Is No Owner (II)


I hadn’t had many chances to hear other people sing. I rarely went out to karaoke with my friends and personally didn’t sing outside of class, so this was new for me.

「You’re in high spirits, Sorahashi-san.」

I said to Sorahashi-san, who was humming a tune.

「That’s right. After all, this is your apology to me, isn’t it?」

I responded with a small nod.

Although I had already apologized earlier, I offered to apologize again because I felt like it hadn’t been enough. It had been insensitive to turn down her invitation and then accept one from my friends.

I wondered why she was in such a good mood.

Right after school, she had taken me along to some shop. Inside, all sorts of scents wafted around and cute bottles were lined up on the shelves.

「How do you want me to apologize?」

「Pick something out.」

She picked up a bottle.

The bottles with pieces of wood stuck in them like disposable chopsticks were actually reed diffusers. We had a few at home, but picking one out could be difficult because it came down to your own preferences.

「I might pick out a weird scent.」

「That’s okay. Our taste in scents are similar.」

How could she say that with such certainty?

I had my doubts, but I went to pick up each bottle one by one. Something flowery, something woody, something fruity — I was elated because of all the different scents. However, I also felt a bit awkward because Sorahashi-san kept staring at me.

「Is there something on my face?」

「No, you just look so serious.」

「I mean, this is something that’s going in your house, right? I need to choose with care, or else it might clash with your image.」

As I went through and smelled each one, it brought back memories of how I used to secretly try on my mom’s perfume. Mizuki and I would be full of childlike glee at how we smelled like grown-ups. I’m sure she didn’t remember that at all anymore, though.

These natural scents made through artificial means made me feel lonely, but oddly enough, I also liked it. It was similar to drinking a fruity drink without a single drop of real fruit juice in it — lonely, yet exciting.

Come to think of it, I’d never really had the chance to go out and smell the true scents of nature.

「And what would my image be?」

She asked.

I couldn’t quite give the typical response that she was very princess-like, but as soon as I realized that, what exactly her image was became very difficult to put into words.

「That everyone likes you, I guess.」

「Hmm? So that’s how you see me, Kurumi.」

「I don’t think it’s just me.」

I returned the sample diffuser I was holding back to the shelf.

The smell of the forest was replaced by the smell of the ocean. From the mountains, and now, to the ocean. I hadn’t really moved at all, but my sense of smell was traveling. What a strange feeling.

「Ahaha, I suppose so. I’m told quite often that I’m well-liked by everyone, or that I seem like a princess.」 

She giggled.

「It’s because I know how to act in a way that makes people like me, more or less. That’s just how I act, though.」

「…I see.」

I was a little surprised.

I thought that was how she just naturally was. I didn’t think there was anybody else that could be their natural self around anyone and everyone, but I felt like Sorahashi-san had been the exception. That had just been what I had assumed all on my own, though.

「That’s why I sometimes wonder… What if I just tore down everything that I’ve built up so far? …Although, I don’t really have destructive tendencies like that, so I wouldn’t actually do it.」

I thought asking someone from your class to be your owner had the potential to be pretty self-destructive, though.

She smiled as if she could tell what I was thinking.

「I can tell if someone’s dangerous by how they smell. Your scent makes me feel safe, Kurumi.」

「By their smell…」

I immediately went to sniff my arm, but all I could smell was detergent.

「It was just a figure of speech. …Just before, you had a very lewd scent, Kurumi.」

「…Huh?」

「Did you know? If you like how someone smells, then that means they’re a good match for you. What do you think about mine?」

「You smelled nice.」

Whether or not it was nice, her scent was certainly one that stimulated the instincts.

It’s not like I was into that sort of thing. However, seeing Sorahashi-san’s usually cutesy countenance all like an animal’s after all that exercise — just a bit, it made my head spin…

Hold up.

It wasn’t that the scent of her sweat turned me on. I wasn’t into that — really.

「Hmm?」

She moved her lips close to my ear.

「Is that all? You’ll have to apologize again, you know?」

She was indirectly telling me that I was lying.

I thought that lies sometimes made it easier to communicate.

Constantly hearing the truth would just be exhausting.

「…It made me all dizzy.」

「Yeah?」

「You smelled so much like the scent of life, and it made me feel all dizzy.」

「…So, in other words—」

Talking to Sorahashi-san was a difficult task. I had to choose my words carefully, and I struggled with the topics themselves. I didn’t know anything about her likes or hobbies after all, so of course holding a conversation with her would be tough.

「You mean my scent aroused you?」

「Wha- No- That- Of course not!」

「Ahaha. So loud. So I was right.」

Happily saying that, she strolled away.

The artificial scent of the ocean and a natural smile — Sorahashi-san was such a strange person.

「That’s the first time I’ve heard your voice like that, Kurumi. …I’d like it if you acted a bit more naturally around me.」

But even if she said that…

Even if I could, to an extent, behave naturally around Mutsuki and Yume, I wasn’t that close with Sorahashi-san. In the first place, if she hadn’t called out to me and asked me to become her owner, I’m sure we would have gone on to graduation without ever really conversing with each other.

For better or worse, I was an ordinary human and she was an extraordinary person.

You could usually tell whether or not you’d get along with someone within the span of two months[1]. By that point in time at school, friend groups would have already formed and people wouldn’t often venture outside of those groups.

「I still don’t know anything about you, Sorahashi-san.」

「You can’t act naturally if you don’t know anything about me? Hm… Then today, I’ll tell you all about myself.」

I guess it was a sort of cultural difference.

I found it difficult to be my true self with others until I’d gained a certain level of trust and familiarity with them, but she seemed to always be able to be Sorahashi Sera no matter who she was with.

「But first, pick out a diffuser for me.」

「Of course. …Is there any particular type you’d prefer?」

「There isn’t. I’ll leave it all up to what you like.」

「What I like…」

What we had at home was a mix of all sorts of flowery scents. I thought it would be boring to pick something similar. If I were to pick something among what I like that would also suit her house…

「This one, I think.」

「The smell of the forest? Hm. Let me try it.」

She took the sample from my hand and sniffed at it silently.

It was impressive how she looked so picturesque even doing something like that.

「…Yeah. It’s certainly a nice scent. We’re a good match for each other after all, Kurumi.」

「I guess so.」

「Of course we are. I’ll go buy this one, then. It’ll be just a moment!」

Saying that, she dashed over to the register.

That was the part of her that I thought was befitting for her age. I wondered about how she had been when she invited me out.

How much was just her acting, and how much was her real self? Was it a good thing or a bad thing that I wanted to know?

I let out a soft sigh. It felt like the normal everyday life that I held so dear was slowly slipping away from me. The sight of my phone, barren of messages or notifications, was quite lonely.

It had been a year since I’d last asked Mizuki about what to make for dinner.

But that single year had felt like entire decades.

Afterwards, in accordance with what she had said about telling me more about herself, Sorahashi-san brought me to a certain place.

My eyes widened with surprise. This wasn’t what I had expected. Sorahashi-san seemed like the type to be more into clothing stores or stylish cafes, but the place she had brought me to today was…

「…This is the sort of place you’re into?」

「Well, yes? Not what you expected?」

「Hm… yeah. I was surprised, I guess.」

「Ahaha, figures. I don’t come here with others. But I like it here because I can have all sorts of encounters.」

Saying that, she began to slowly walk around. The spacious bookstore had numerous shelves arranged by genre, and it goes without saying, but the scent of paper filled the air. I hadn’t been to a bookstore recently, so this was refreshing.

「What sorts of books do you usually read?」

「Hm… Whatever catches my eye? I read manga, and I also read novels.」

「Wow, so you’re quite the bookworm.」

「I wouldn’t go as far as to say bookworm.」

She walked over to the novels section like she’d done this many times before. Perhaps it was human nature to get excited at the sight of new releases all lined up on a shelf. It was like how I get excited when I see vegetables I’d never seen before being sold at the supermarket. I didn’t know how to prepare them, though, so I never bought them.

Even though you could figure that out for any sort of vegetable if you just looked it up.

Sorahashi-san picked up a book to look at the synopsis.

Her mature profile was, after all, still difficult to understand.



[1] The original text says something more along the lines of “By June”. This is because the first term of the school year in Japan begins in April, but obviously that isn’t true everywhere in the world, so I wrote something a bit more universal.




[Part 9] My Big Sister Is No Owner (III)


「Do you enjoy reading?」

「Mhm. You see, it takes me to all sorts of interesting worlds that could never be possible in reality.」

I thought that being out together after school with Sorahashi-san like this was thoroughly impossible. The idea of being my classmate’s owner hadn’t even crossed my mind until now. In the first place, it would have been scary to think of such a thing.

「I do enjoy myself each and every day, but once in a while, life ends up feeling rather dull. It’s no fun without any sort of incentives or hardship.」

「I… see?」

I supposed that when you were someone as as extraordinary as her, things could end up that way. It wasn’t anything that I had experience with, though.

「…Hm, this looks interesting. I’m gonna buy it.」

「You’re quick to decide.」

「These sorts of encounters are once-in-a-lifetime. If a book strikes your fancy, it’s best to buy it immediately.」

A fitting statement.

As to what exactly it fit, I wasn’t exactly sure myself.

「You should buy something too, Kurumi. I want to know what genres you like.」

「Hmm… I don’t read much.」

「I see. Then I’ll consider this a wonderful opportunity!」

She grinned. How positive, I thought to myself.

Encouraged by her cheerfulness, I walked through the store. However, I couldn’t quite find something I liked. Even as I gazed at all the covers and read through the synopses, nothing caught my eye. Not even a single magazine turned my head.

It pained me to see her expectant gaze, so curious about what I would buy.

Because she had brought me somewhere she loved, I wanted to share with her something that I liked. Come to think of it, though, I didn’t really have anything I liked enough to want to share with others. I enjoyed cooking, but rather than the act of making food itself, I liked to watch people eat the food that I had cooked.

It would be nice to, like Sorahashi-san, have something I could proudly declare my love for.

Just as I let out a sigh, my gaze fell onto the picture books section.

I found a work that stirred my nostalgia and picked it up without a thought.

「Ah, a picture book. Do you like these?」

「Yeah, I do.」

Her eyes widened upon hearing my words.

I was astonished as well.

I didn’t think picture books were that special to me, but surprisingly, I was able to immediately assert that.

「…I see. Kurumi, your expression looks so gentle. Might you be thinking of Mizuki-chan?」

I gave a small nod.

「She used to cry whenever she got lonely. Reading picture books to her would get her to stop, and that would make me really happy. We might even still have this book laying around somewhere.」

Where’d we store all our old picture books, again?

As I thought that, a hand reached over from the side and snatched the picture book from my grasp.

「We’re already here, so you might as well buy it. Who knows? Maybe you’ll discover something new about it.」

My eyes widened a little, and then I laughed.

「Yeah. If I read it now, I might notice things I’d never noticed before. I’ll get it.」

I laughed, and in response, so did she.

That alone made me happy.

After, we made one more trip around the store, but we didn’t find anything particularly of interest. While we were waiting in line to pay, I looked at the book she chose. Upon closer inspection, it seemed to be one of those romance novels that were popular these days.

Seeming to notice my gaze, she began to stare at me.

「Is something the matter?」

「Nope. Just saw that that was a romance novel.」

「I seldom read these. Just grabbed it on a whim. I’ve never fallen in love, you see, so the genre isn’t very moving to me, but… perhaps now, I might be able to enjoy it.」

「Does that mean…」

She gave me a meaningful smile and then brought her book up to the register.

I didn’t think she had any reason to like me like that. I’m sure that’s what she wanted to convey with that smile.

And I wasn’t the type to be simple enough to have my heart race over such a thing.

She was certainly a strange one. I’d known that from the moment that she had asked me to become her owner.

…But, well, you know.

I tried to give her money for the picture book as she returned from the register, but she refused it. I felt that it would be a bad idea to push the issue so I let it be, but it got a little awkward.

The cold bit into my body when I left the bookstore. I was wearing a coat, but I was unprotected from the neck up. The cold wind made my nose sting a little. It had stopped bleeding by now, but it still kinda hurt. I felt a little weak because it had been a while since I’d gotten hurt badly enough to bleed.

Even through the cold, Sorahashi-san continued to stride with her usual confidence.

It was already quite late, but she seemed to have no intentions of leaving yet. It seemed as if she was telling me to follow her.

The city shimmered at this time of the year.

Brightened by both the illuminations and the expressions on peoples’ faces, Christmas was truly a special, exciting time for everyone. I personally had no interest in it, perhaps because it overlapped with my birthday. I sometimes received birthday presents, but I’d rarely ever gotten any for Christmas.

I’d been so busy picking out Christmas presents for Mizuki these past few years that I’d forgotten even my own birthday.

「Hey, Kurumi.」

She suddenly turned around.

The illuminations were so bright that it hurt. The countless electric lights strung up on the tree-lined streets turned the night into day.

All sorts of people that came to see these illuminations passed by us.

「I’m glad that I was able to learn about something you like today!」

She said, putting up an innocent smile.

That smile captivated my gaze. There was still so much I didn’t understand. She was the strange sort of person that could ask a classmate she was barely acquainted with to become her owner. Even so, that smile was so beautiful — so cute — that I couldn’t help but smile as well.

「Yeah, me too… I was happy to learn more about your interests.」

「In that case, I’ll tell you even more!」

「Huh? Ah…!」

I felt a touch.

Her hand was in mine. It was cool and smooth, and it made me nervous. I didn’t usually hold hands with others. Regardless, when she pulled me along, I had no choice but to advance.

Her body moved forward with a naturalness to it. With a lightness in her step, she weaved her way between the gaps in the crowd. Her loafers loudly resounded against the ground, filling my ears with the sound of the extraordinary. I somehow felt that the day would never come when her figure — her sound — would become part of the ordinary everyday. After all, she was much too beautiful to be a part of everyday life. I’m sure that was true of her no matter who was concerned.

Her golden hair was dazzling.

Whether this relationship would continue on or gradually become just a normal friendship, the current me had no way of telling.

「Hey, look! It’s a Christmas market! It says it’s open even on weekdays. Let’s go check it out!」

「…Haha, of course. But it’s dangerous to move so fast, so let’s take it slow.」

I’d never thought that the worlds she and I lived in would intersect, but they had now begun to slightly overlap. Before I knew it, I had begun to talk with her naturally.

There were many different shops among the illuminations.

I’m sure there were many places like this at home, where people gathered each year. I just didn’t know about them. Looking at her made me realize that the world I lived in was quite small. To live in ignorance wasn’t all that bad, though.

「When I’m of age, I want to drink mulled wine somewhere just like this.」

「Wine, huh. That might suit you, Sorahashi-san.」

「As for you, Kurumi… I think a Cassis Orange would be quite fitting!」

「What sort of image are you thinking up, exactly?」

「Well, rather than an image, it’s just because you’re cute!」

The word “cute” had a mysterious feeling to it. It plunged directly from my ears into my soul, making my heart pound. I had no clue if the heart was where the soul was, though.

「Wait, they have hot chocolate here! Let’s drink some!」

「Sure thing.」

We got into line together and bought ourselves some hot chocolate. This time, I had to stop her from paying for me. I wasn’t very good with paying for or being paid for by others — especially when the other in question was Sorahashi-san.

We drank our hot chocolate in the square just beyond the market.

「Ah, just a moment. Let’s take a picture together to remember today.」

「Sure, I guess…」

She put her arm around my shoulder and took a bunch of pictures.

There really was a sort of cultural difference between us.

My group of friends didn’t usually do things like take pictures of our food or group photos together. It’s not like I was camera shy. It just wasn’t a routine occurrence for us.

Yume always wants to take pictures of us together, though.

I gently put the cup up to my mouth.

It was a little hot but it tasted good, with a sweet taste and nice aroma. It was my first time drinking hot chocolate, but I could taste the spirit of Christmas in it. If you asked me to more specifically describe the flavor, though, I wouldn’t be able to answer.

「Ack—」

An unfamiliar tone resounded.

I instinctively looked over to it and saw Sorahashi-san with her tongue sticking out.

It was as vibrantly red as usual.

「You okay?」

「It’s so hot. My tongue is quite sensitive, so I need to let this cool down a little.」

I was surprised at this unexpected information.

It was kind of amusing, and I couldn’t help but laugh. Sorahashi-san began frowning in disapproval — a rare expression for her.

「…Don’t you think it’s improper to laugh at someone’s physical shortcomings?」

「Sorry. But for someone who wants to be a dog to have a tongue like a cat’s[1]… Ahaha!」

「Kurumi, might it be that your sense of humor is quite shallow?」

「No clue, but… Hehe. That’s so cute.」

「…Ugh.」

I blew on the drink a bit and then took a sip. It was still pretty hot, but more manageable compared to before.

「Here you go. I’ve already drank from it, but it’s cooled down a bit. You should be able to have it now.」

「Ah- Uh- Of course. …Thank you.」

I wasn’t unfamiliar with letting my friends try my drinks. Yume was a “grass is greener” type of person, so she always wanted a bit of what I was eating and drinking. I’d also always shared with Mizuki. Because of them, I had no problem with sharing food and drinks with others.

「…Delicious.」

「Right? It’s my first time having hot chocolate, but I didn’t think it would be this good.」

Now that I thought about it, the reason the tea she served me the other day was lukewarm was probably because of her sensitive tongue. Learning about this surprising weakness of hers made me feel a bit closer to her. Did I have any weak points like that? I didn’t think so.

「No, that’s not…」

She began to say something and then stopped in the middle. It was rare for her to be this direct with her words. My eyes widened.

「Yeah, this is great. …It’s nice and warm.」

「Yeah.」

The conversation paused. Accompanied by my warm drink, though, I didn’t particularly mind the silence. I idly gazed at the illuminations and let my ears fill with the joyous voices of all the people around us. Just hearing them brought their happiness over to me.

「I quite enjoy these sorts of illuminations. They’re pretty, fun to observe, and set the atmosphere nicely.」

「I see. It’s my first time seeing them, but I think I might like them too.」

「I’m glad that you’re able to enjoy what I like.」

She laughed softly.

It felt almost as if the sugary scent of chocolate was emanating from her. She had such a cute and sweet smile.

「Hey, Kurumi. I’m sure I’ll come to enjoy picture books as well.」

「Why?」

「Because you like them.」

For a moment, my breath halted. How was it possible for her to be this beautiful? We were in the same class, but despite that, I could hardly believe we both were human. And yet here we were, shoulder to shoulder and drinking the same drink.

I put the cup I had exchanged with her up to my mouth. It was still a little hot.

「…I see.」

「Hey, hey. Can I hold your hand again?」

「Sure, but… make sure not to spill your drink, okay?」

「I’m not that childish.」

She was grinning like a child who was enjoying herself too much. I couldn’t help but giggle in response.

Just from today’s events, I thought I’d gotten quite a bit closer with Sorahashi-san.

There was still plenty I didn’t understand, though. Like how she knew Mizuki’s name, or why exactly she chose me.

I thought she’d been strangely nice to me from the beginning, but maybe she was just like that with everyone.

Sipping on hot drinks with our chilly hands entwined with each other.

It was my first time doing something like that, so I was a bit restless and excited. Even so, I just couldn’t take my eyes off of her.



[1] A common Japanese idiom that describes someone who is sensitive to foods and drinks that are high in temperature.




[Part 10] My Big Sister Is No Owner (IV)


I was light on my feet. My jumping power was greater than usual, allowing me to hit the high-flying ball with ease. I shot the ball into my opponent’s court with a resounding boom. At that very moment, the bell rang.

「Kurumi, you’re pretty fired up today. Something happen?」

「My parents aren’t gonna be home.」

「Hmm… Wait, hold on. Does that mean you’re dating someone?」

Yume asked in surprise. I laughed.

「No, no. It’s just been a while since it’s been just me and Mizuki, so I was thinking about what to make for dinner.」

「I’m… surprised. So that’s what you meant.」

「What do you…?」

「I mean, does getting to cook for your little sister really get you that pumped?」

「Yeah. It’s been a while, after all.」

I hadn’t been able to have a nice long chat with Mizuki in a while, so I was looking forward to the occasion. I hadn’t had many chances to speak with her alone ever since our parents started coming home at normal times and took over my cooking duties.

It didn’t seem like she had anything particular to do today either, so I planned to go home early to prepare for dinner.

Since it was a rare occasion, I wanted to take the opportunity to make her favorite, Hamburg steak. She liked potato salad too, so I added that to the menu.

「You certainly love her a lot.」

「Well, yeah. We’ve been around each other for a long time.」

Back when our parents came home late every day, I spent every day together with Mizuki. It’s why I didn’t have many friends, but I didn’t mind because I enjoyed my time with her so much.

I certainly did enjoy hanging out with my friends, but even now that I did have time to spare for them, I was still a little lonely. Mizuki was going through her rebellious phase.

「Hmm. I’ve got a big sister too, but we don’t talk much. I’m kinda jealous of your sisterly bond.」

「Recently, though, Mizuki’s been getting a bit rebellious.」

「My. What a predicament, Kurumi Onee-chan.」

Come to think of it, I personally never went through a phase like that. Maybe it’s because I didn’t have anyone to rebel against, though.

I got changed and headed back to class. As I was, I saw Sorahashi-san walking ahead of me. She was, like usual, surrounded by friends, with plenty of students from different classes calling out to her as she simply walked down the hallway.

She was flashing the same beautiful smile as the sort she showed to me. I didn’t think I was particularly special to her, but I had the thought that she treated everyone the same way after all.

Just a little, I felt a strange feeling in my chest.

「Sorahashi-san’s as popular as ever, I see.」

Yume said.

「Right? I wonder how she gets along with so many people.」

「For real. I’m putting in all my effort just to be buddies with you, Kurumi.」

「Am I really that difficult to get to know?」

「Well, I didn’t mean it like that…」

Sorahashi-san stopped to talk with someone from a different class. The moment that I passed by her, our eyes met. She smiled and gave me a small wave. I was a little surprised, but I waved back in response.

「…Are you friends with her?」

「We’re somewhat acquainted.」

「Acquainted, huh… Kurumi, don’t betray us, okay?」

Yume leered at me suspiciously. There was no way I could say that I had become Sorahashi-san’s owner. The only thing I could offer her was a vague laugh.

Lost in thought about what to put on tonight’s menu, the whole day passed by in an instant. Sorahashi-san hadn’t invited me out today, so I went to the local supermarket as soon as school was out.

If I made dinner too extravagant I’d be told off for overdoing it, so I took care to select just the right ingredients as I shopped.

It really had been a while. It was nice to have my mom or dad cook for me, but in the end, I still wanted to be the one to make the food. It was what I was more used to.

I bought enough to make food for two and then headed home.

Mizuki hadn’t come home yet, so the house was empty. It was too early to start cooking, but it wouldn’t hurt to start up the prep work, so I got some water boiling and began to stir-fry some onions.

After a while, I heard the sound of the front door opening and turned down the stove for a moment.

「Welcome back, Mizuki.」

「…I’m home, Kurumi.」

Like usual, she called me by my first name. Thinking about how she used to call me Onee-chan all the time was something that made me a little sad, but today, I didn’t feel it that much.

I smiled at her.

「You must be cold. Want something warm to drink?」

「Nah. I’m leaving again soon.」

「…Huh?」

「My friend invited me to a sleepover. Sorry, but I’ll be staying at their place tonight.」

「Ah… I see. Have fun. Watch the road while you’re walking.」

「Yep.」

With that, she went to her room.

I went back to the kitchen and aimlessly turned the stove back on. The prep work was already partway through, and I had already boiled more potatoes than I could eat on my own. While wondering what to do, I heard the door close.

I supposed that she had already left.

I wanted to at least see her off, but maybe that was too much of a bother.

I lost the will to finish cooking and collapsed onto the couch.

Yeah, I mean…

Mizuki was already in middle school. Of course she’d be doing things like sleepovers. It’s not like we had made any promises to eat together at home tonight, and in the first place, it wasn’t abnormal for plans to change.

…At least, that’s what I tried to tell myself.

I was feeling a bit gloomy. I had been hoping that we’d be able to eat together for the first time in a long while, and now that I was alone, I didn’t know what to do with myself.

I didn’t have any friends that I could call up during times like this.

I figured I could eat what I was able to today and save the leftovers for tomorrow morning. That’s what was going through my head, but I couldn’t find the strength to get up.

「…Ugh.」

It’s not like I didn’t have a place to belong. Even if I didn’t get to look after Mizuki, I was still my own person. The house was more lively than it used to be, I was able to spend time with my family, and I had friends I could hang out with. Those things should have made me happy, but it just didn’t feel right.

The seats where Mizuki and I used to sit were now where my mother and father sat.

The duty of cooking that had once belonged to me now belonged to my parents.

They had told me that they had set a difficult responsibility on my shoulders, so it was their turn to do the work. But that didn’t make me happy at all.

My role had been slowly taken away, and now I had nothing to do. Even to Mizuki I was no longer “Onee-chan”, but rather, just “Kurumi”. Somehow, even though I was home, I felt a sense of rejection. It was like my family laid on the other side of a pane of glass.

Those were just my own selfish thoughts, though.

At the very least, my parents cared about me.

It was cold. Come to think of it, I hadn’t turned on the heating yet. It was kind of a hassle to do so, though. I felt a weight in my stomach and couldn’t bring myself to stand, so I just absentmindedly played around on my phone.

Suddenly, my phone vibrated.

I looked at my notifications to see a message from Sorahashi-san.

『What are you doing right now?』

It was the first time I’d received a message from her like this. In the first place, I didn’t recall exchanging contact info with her. I was in the class group chat though, so maybe she had found it through that.

I sluggishly typed out a reply.

『Just spacing out.』

『How unusual for you.』

Was it really?

I wondered what kind of person she thought I was. I didn’t know why, but for some reason, I got up and went back into the kitchen. I had planned to make potato salad, so I figured I should at least mash the potatoes.

If I didn’t get that done while they were still hot, it would be a bother to do it later.

I enjoyed doing this kind of thing when I was making food for others, but I found it pretty tedious to do it for myself.

As I peeled and mashed up the potatoes, my phone vibrated again. I thought it was a message, but it was actually a call from Sorahashi-san. I hesitated for a moment and then tapped the screen.

「Sorahashi-san? Is something the matter?」

「Nope. There’s nothing to it. I just wanted to hear your voice.」

I could hear some sort of commotion over the phone.

It seemed like she was still out, but it wasn’t that surprising since it wasn’t all too late yet.

I held the phone between my head and shoulder while continuing to mash the potatoes.

Mizuki preferred them mashed until smooth, but she probably wouldn’t be eating any, so I left them a bit chunkier.

「Is that so?」

「Yeah.」

Silence fell.

I didn’t have anything to talk about at the moment and Sorahashi-san didn’t seem to have anything in particular to say either, so the conversation naturally failed to continue.

My arms began to get a bit tired, so I briefly halted. I thought to just make some croquettes instead, but decided against it.

「Is it cold outside?」

I returned to the couch and tried asking something random.

It was freezing cold in here without the heating on, but it must have been even colder outside.

「I’m fine. I’m wearing a scarf.」

「I see. If you’re out for too long, you might catch a cold. Be careful, okay?」

「You’re such a worrywart, Kurumi.」

「…Maybe so.」

Lately it had been quite lively inside this house, but right now, it was dead silent save for the ticking of the clock on the wall.

I wondered if I should head out somewhere too. I didn’t do that often, though, so I had no clue where I’d even go.

「Are you home right now?」

「Yeah, I am.」

「I see. You’re alone with your little sister today, right?」

Had she been listening in on my conversation with Yume?

I didn’t think she was nearby when we were talking. Maybe she had really good hearing.

「That was the plan, but Mizuki has a sleepover tonight so I’m by myself.」

「I see. Is that why you sound a bit down?」

「You can tell?」

「Quite easily.」

It was only because I heard it from someone else that I could now feel this pain in my chest. I felt stupid to be hurting so much over something like this. I wasn’t a kid anymore. I should at least be able to handle being by myself.

I softly sighed.

「Kurumi, are you free at the moment?」

「Huh? I am, but…」

「In that case, would you like to spend some time with me?」

「Well, I mean…」

「Just come to the place I’m about to message you! Let’s see here…」

She was coming on pretty strong. With seemingly no doubt that I would be coming, she sent over where she was. Fortunately, it was only a thirty minute train ride away, so I wouldn’t have any trouble getting there.

「Alright! I’ll be waiting!」

「Wai…」

She hung up without giving me a chance to say anything else. I hesitated in the living room for a bit and then got up. I put plastic wrap over the rice I had made before leaving the house. Lately, there had always been someone home, so it had been a while since I’d locked up as I left.

I looked up at the sky.

It was already pretty much completely dark, but I could see traces of dusk in the distance. The air instantly turned white as I exhaled. Just looking at it made me shiver.

「…It’s cold.」

I buried my face in my scarf and hurried to the station. It had been a while since I’d been there this late, so I was feeling light on my feet.

My heart was beating awfully fast.

Whether it was because of grief or some other emotion, I couldn’t tell.

The only thing I could think about was how I wanted to see Sorahashi-san’s face.

With a sway of the train, I arrived at my destination. She said she’d be waiting by the ticket gate so I walked through, pushed along by people in suits all on their way home. I tried to look around for her, but it seemed there was no need.

She stood out.

Both at school and outside, she attracted everyone’s attention. Because of that, I was able to find her just by following the commotion and looking where everyone else was looking.

Our gazes met.

Her eyes, with colors that changed along with the angle you saw them from, were so beautiful that I thought they couldn’t be from this world.

I wondered what this indescribable feeling was, the sort that one felt when spotting someone you knew from school outside. She seemed bored, but the moment our gazes met, her face transformed into a smile like a flower in bloom.

「Kurumi! Over here!」

She had carried a mature expression just before, but as soon as she saw me it became childlike and she began to excitedly wave her hands around. It made my heart churn.

It was pounding in the same way that it did when Mizuki smiled after eating the Hamburg steak I made for her.

What sort of face was I making right now? I wondered for a moment as I waved back. Just that alone warmed up my heart.


[Part 11] My Big Sister Is No Owner (V)


Her voice was different over the phone.

In person, it rang with such clarity.

「Sorry for the wait.」

「No, not at all. I imagined you’d take longer, but you arrived surprisingly quickly.」

She ran over to me.

Her fluttering golden hair made her look as cute as a fairy.

My heart, too, was fluttering. I felt as if I had lost my sense of reality and my feet had begun to float off the ground.

「Alright, now let’s get going.」

「Where?」

「You’ll find out when we get there!」

Saying this, she took my hand.

Before, this sort of physical closeness was rare for us. Maybe it was because we’d already walked around while holding hands like this once, but now she closed the distance without hesitation. I didn’t dislike it, but feeling her hand in mine, I just couldn’t seem to calm down.

She was a strange person.

It was strange that she wanted to become a dog, surprising that she enjoyed books, and cute how she was so conscious of her sensitive tongue. The more I learned about her, the happier I became and the more I wanted to know. I’d been feeling a little more relaxed recently, as if I was, little by little, getting closer to solving a difficult problem.

I gripped her hand a little tighter.

As we raced through the evening, the sight of her back seemed more reassuring than usual.

Unlike the area around the station where I lived near, there were tall buildings all around that lit up brightly even at night.

School was so strange.

I shared a classroom with people who I never thought I’d ever interact with, and now, by some odd mistake, the two of us had now ended up connected like this. No matter how many more decades passed me by, I was sure I’d never meet someone else as strange as Sorahashi-san.

The touch of her hand, her gaze, her smile — those were all like bubbles. They would certainly soon disappear from my memory. But as long as I could vividly sense them right now, I was okay with that.

Seeming familiar with the city’s nightlife, she took me to all sorts of places.

We went bowling, tried out some of the most expensive cosmetics I’d ever seen, and had a warm drink at a chic cafe.

「Hey, Kurumi. Could you cool this down for me?」

「Of course.」

I took the cup from her.

I slowly blew on it. I wondered if she preferred having someone else cool her drinks down that much. It was fine, though. I was used to doing it for others.

When the drink stopped steaming, I handed the cup over to her.

「Thank you.」

「You’re very welcome.」

She brought it up to her mouth.

「…Hehe.」

She heartily smiled.

I tilted my head.

「What’s up?」

「Nothing. …Like I thought, it tastes better when you’re the one to cool it down, Kurumi.」

「Really?」

「Really! I can feel the emotion you’ve put into it.」

I didn’t really get it, but I’m glad it made her happy.

I took a sip from my own cup. For some reason, I had been in the mood for coffee today, but when I tried it, I felt that there was something off. It tasted good, though.

「I’m getting hungry. Could we get something to eat?」

She said softly.

I was a little lost.

「Ah… what to do?」

「Have you eaten already?」

「No, that’s not it…」

I’d feel bad just leaving the ingredients I’d already prepared as they were. Although, if I stuck them in the fridge, someone else might just use them for a different dish later.

「I already have food at home.」

「…I see.」

「There’s enough food for two people, so I can’t go eat with you. …Sorry.」

「No, that’s okay…」

Seeming as if she was lost in deep thought, she stood in silence.

Maybe this is what it meant to be a wet blanket. To be honest, I didn’t know much about how to socialize. I got along well enough with Yume and Mutsuki, but not enough to say that we were particularly close.

「Then if it’s alright with you, would you like a helping hand?」

「A helping hand?」

「Well, I imagine it must be difficult to eat two peoples’ worth of food all by yourself. How about we share?」

In other words…

「There’s no need if it’s too much trouble, though.」

She was so strange, but…

She always had this otherworldly charm to her.

Maybe it was because of times like these when she behaved like a normal girl that I felt a sense of affinity with her.

「Which would you prefer, croquettes or Hamburg steaks?」

「Which one are you better at making, Kurumi?」

「Hamburg steaks, I think. I’ve made a ton of them.」

「Then I’ll have that.」

「Gotcha. Then we can head off after we finish these drinks.」

My heart was slowly warming up. I was worried about what I was going to do about all the ingredients I had bought, but now that Sorahashi-san was coming, I felt a sense of relief. I didn’t know how much she would be eating, but I’m sure she would be having more than Mizuki, a sixth-grader, would.

Come to think of it, this would be my first time inviting anybody over since I started high school.

I was a little nervous, but more than that, I felt happy. As if the pain I had felt earlier never existed, my heart was now at ease. Today’s Hamburg steak would surely be my best of the year. To be honest, though, I hadn’t even made any this year yet.

We drank our coffee while conversing. The coffee that had felt a bit off earlier now tasted great, and a smile naturally appeared on my face. She looked at my smiling expression with interest.

I continued on smiling as I took her back to my house.

「So this is what your home looks like.」

「Sorry. It’s kinda cramped.」

「No worries. Pardon the intrusion.」

As she spoke, she neatly arranged her shoes. Each and every one of her movements was refined and ladylike.

「Oh, so you have diffusers in your house too. What scent is this of?」

「A flower field, I think?」

「Hmm. It’s nice.」

She smiled.

Her smile was so innocent. The more I learned about her, the more I felt her presence in my mind.

「The bathroom is over here. Here’s the living room…」

Even though it was just an ordinary house, she took it in with great interest.

「You look like you’re enjoying yourself.」

「Of course. It’s your house after all, Kurumi. Just looking around is plenty fun.」

「…Is that so?」

Her straightforwardness made me a little embarrassed.

I thoroughly washed my hands in the bathroom and then continued preparing dinner.

「Is there anything I can do to help?」

「It’s fine. Just have a seat and wait.」

Today, I felt like making dinner for her all by myself. What had felt like a chore just earlier now felt fun. As I was shaping the Hamburg steaks, I noticed her staring at me. Apparently she had gotten bored of just sitting there and waiting for me, so she had gotten up to watch.

「You’re good at this.」

「Maybe. I haven’t even cooked them yet, though.」

「No, no, I can tell even before you’ve cooked them. My mother is a terrible cook. Once, when she was trying to shape a Hamburg steak, she ended up splattering ground meat all over the kitchen.」

「What…?」

I wondered what she did to make that happen.

As I was thinking that, I noticed that Sorahashi-san seemed to be having fun talking about her family. When someone else smiled, that made me happy too.

「But, you know, my father’s good at cooking, so he somehow managed to salvage the situation. I guess they’re the sort of great couple that can make up for each other’s shortcomings.」

「They sound like wonderful parents.」

「Yeah. My mother may be terrible at cooking, but she has great memory and never forgets things. My father, on the other hand, has awful memory.」

I put two portions of Hamburg steak on the frying pan and got started on the potato salad. I had been a bit lazy with how much I mashed the potatoes, but maybe it was fine. Next time, I’d ask her in advance how she liked her potatoes.

I didn’t know if I’d have the chance to cook for her again, though.

「What about your parents, Kurumi?」

「I guess they’re like that too.」

The truth was that I wasn’t sure. I’d been spending more time talking with them lately, but our conversations weren’t particularly lively. It’s not like we didn’t get along, but I didn’t really know what their personalities were like.

「Then what about your little sister?」

Our eyes met across the counter.

The sizzle of meat being fried, and the hum of the ventilation fan. Within the gaps between these familiar sounds, I could hear her voice. It was a strange feeling.

「Mizuki was… always a bit lonely. In the past, she’d always be “Onee-chan” this, “Onee-chan” that. Recently, though, she’s been on a bit of a rebellious streak, but I think it’s cute in its own way.」

As I was talking, she suddenly smiled.

「You sure love her a lot.」

「Yeah. She’s my little sister. The most important in the world.」

「I think that’s wonderful. I’m an only child, so I really admire that sort of thing.」

The Hamburg steaks finished cooking while we conversed. I checked them to make sure they were thoroughly cooked, and then made the sauce and served them up.

Before I knew it, Sorahashi-san was standing next to me.

「I’ll help you bring the plates over. Where would you like them?」

「Let’s see…」

I asked her to bring the plates to where my mom and dad usually sat.

These were the seats where Mizuki and I used to sit. I didn’t quite understand why I chose these. We sat together, shoulder to shoulder. I had turned on the heating earlier, so the living room was now quite warm.

「Thank you for the meal.」

「…Enjoy.」

Using the knife and fork, she deftly brought the meat up to her mouth. I got the feeling that she was used to eating with those sorts of manners.

However, this was my first time cooking for someone outside of my family, so I was a little nervous.

Even though I hadn’t cooked in a while, it’s something I’d always done, so I didn’t think it would turn out badly. I was just worried that my style of cooking wouldn’t suit her tastes.

「Delicious! This is amazing! It’s just as good as my father’s!」

She exclaimed with a sparkle in her eyes.

I breathed a sigh of relief. Hamburg steaks were my specialty, so I was glad that she was enjoying it.

「We had Hamburg steaks the other afternoon as well. Are they one of your favorites, Kurumi?」

「I think they’re fine. Mizuki loves them, so I have them pretty often too.」

「Hmm. So you’re good at making them because you used to make them often for Mizuki-chan.」

「Yeah.」

「She must appreciate you a lot.」

「…It’d be nice if that were true.」

「How could she not be happy to have such a wonderful big sister?」

She calmly made her assertion. When she stated it so matter-of-factly, it made me feel as if it might be true.

I smiled.

「Then I’m sure your parents are happy too, Sorahashi-san.」

「Hm?」

「You’re a wonderful person as well.」

When I said that, her eyes widened.

They weren’t words I’d usually say, but I couldn’t help myself. It was what I truly thought. Paying little attention to her sudden silence, I ate my Hamburg steak. It had turned out pretty good today. The potato salad, too, seemed to have just the right amount of mayonnaise.

「That’s 300 more points for you, Master.」

She mumbled as she smiled.

So we were still doing this points thing. I imagined I’d accumulated a good amount by now, but I had no idea what good they were for.

I pondered on that as we continued to eat.

Our conversation was so lively that I had forgotten all about that invisible line between us that existed in the classroom. Before I knew it, I had become able to speak normally in front of her. She, too, had started to speak to me about more things than before… or at least, that’s the feeling I got.

And then there was that business about owners and dogs.

I wasn’t really sure what to make of it, but maybe we could be just normal friends.

That thought had suddenly appeared in my mind.

「Thank you for the food. It tasted wonderful.」

「I’m glad. You’re quite welcome.」

The meal had passed by in an instant. I put the dishes in the dishwasher and turned it on.

The dishwasher was something my parents had bought for us. I supposed it was a token of appreciation for how I’d washed the dishes by hand up until now, even during the winter. I appreciated the sentiment, but the loss of one of my roles in the household also made me feel sad.

Perhaps it was because of that sort of negativity of mine that I couldn’t accept my parents’ kindness.

「I can get us something warm to drink. What would you like?」

「Water, I suppose? Ah, could you put it in plastic cups?」

「Sure. We have plastic cups like these… is that fine with you?」

「Yes. One for each of us, please.」

The plastic cups I had used when I was younger were still in pretty good shape. But why the insistence on plastic? Was it easier to drink hot things from plastic cups or something?

I boiled some water and let it cool down a bit before pouring it out.

I set the cups on the table and sat back down next to her. The feeling of fatigue after a meal and the sense that I’d fall asleep if I let myself relax too much weren’t things I disliked. I figured it was about time to get the bath ready, but I wondered if Sorahashi-san would be taking one too. No, it was already about time for her to head home.

「Sorahashi-san, thank you for today. I was able to enjoy dinner thanks to you.」

「You’re very welcome. Your cooking was delicious. I’d like to have it again sometime.」

「Yeah, if I get the chance.」

「I’m sure there’ll be plenty in the future.」

What exactly was she expecting?

I wasn’t sure, but I didn’t ask and just took a sip of water. It had cooled down a good amount, so it was probably fine for Sorahashi-san to drink too.

She placed her cup on the table and smiled.

It wasn’t an innocent smile, but rather… one that seemed inviting. My heart skipped a beat, and I couldn’t take my eyes off of her.

「―I knew it.」

Her long, slender fingers approached my cheek. I first felt the hardness of her nails, and then the softness of her fingertips.

The human body was truly mysterious. It was firm, soft, cold, and warm.

It felt as if the relaxed atmosphere, along with the world itself, was twisting and bending. My world had slowly begun to encroach upon Sorahashi-san’s world, sending a shiver down my back. The hand that had laid on my cheek gradually moved to my ear, and then touched my hair.

Her gaze was searing.

「You’re the best master for me, Kurumi.」

「…Huh?」

「So, you see, Master.」

Her fingers left my hair. She pressed her back against the table. Her body hit the cups, spilling the warm water all over. Before I knew it, the two cups had rolled over and fallen onto the floor.

A faint thunk rang out.

I was glad that they weren’t glass or ceramic, because they would have certainly shattered from that height. That thought crossed my mind for a moment, and then I suddenly turned to look at her.

She softly smiled, like a child whose prank had gone successfully.

My heart pounded.


[Part 12] My Big Sister Is No Owner (VI)


「Sorahashi-san.」

So that’s why she had asked for plastic cups.

Had she been planning this from the start?

There wasn’t any point in doing this, though.

「Don’t you have some disciplining to do? This puppy jumped up on the table and knocked a cup over, you know?」

This was wrong.

I had imagined that we could become good friends. People that could sometimes share meals together, chat about all sorts of meaningless things, and laugh with each other. I was sure it would be fun to be just normal friends like that. That’s what I had just thought. Even so…

Why?

Why was I…

I was tumbling deeper and deeper down. Down so far that I no longer knew where I had come from.

“This is wrong. That’s not it. This is weird.” Vague, unstable phrases like that bubbled up in my heart and then disappeared.

「—Sera.」

「…Aha.」

It’s not that I wanted to do this. It was a token of my gratitude. Thanks to her, I was able to use up all the ingredients I had bought and enjoy the evening. Just as a way of showing my thanks, I was going along with Sorahashi-san’s role-playing for a little while. I just wanted to make her happy, and the only thing that could achieve that right now was this.

It absolutely wasn’t because I wanted to do this.

I mean, I was just a normal person. I wanted to be normal friends with Sorahashi-san. I wasn’t into any hobbies like this.

「Master.」

From the pocket of her blazer, she pulled out a collar and a leash.

The moment I took it, I heard something inside of me pop.

Just like the bursting of a soap bubble.

I felt a sense of ennui along with a faint pounding in my chest. I remembered feeling like this once, when I was out with my family.

Why was I feeling this way now?

It’s not like it mattered, though.

I was sure this wasn’t a bad thing. It’s what Sera wanted, and she’d be happy if I became her master.

Seeing someone else happy made me happy as well.

She’d given me lots of joy.

That’s why I wanted to return the favor. Just as how you should apologize after doing something bad, you ought to give thanks for the good things you’ve received.

「So you were planning to do this from the start. Even when all I wanted was to enjoy the evening with you. You’ve been bad, Sera. …What a bad puppy.」

I put the collar on her.

It was easier to put on than last time, and it glowed dully from the light shining in from above. I clipped the leash on and gave it a gentle tug.

My heart was racing. I was no longer myself. I had always lived a peaceful life with Mizuki in this house. And now, what I was doing in this very same house was anything but peaceful.

So why was my heart beating this fast?

「Come on, get off of there. If you want to be disciplined this much, I’ll give you as much as you want. …You’re just a dog, but a puppy, yes?」

That didn’t sound like my voice. But I didn’t care anymore.

I lightly slapped her cheek.

It wouldn’t be right to hit a real dog, but Sera wasn’t a dog. She was my puppy. It was obvious that she wanted me to do things to her that you wouldn’t do to a dog. And bad puppies needed to be trained.

I tugged on the leash, urging her to get off the table.

However, she just smiled in defiance and showed no signs of leaving.

I ran my fingertips over her lips. Then, I slowly parted those lips and pinched her tongue. It was as red as ever. I wondered why that color stirred me so. Not knowing why, I pulled her tongue out.


I felt my body becoming increasingly unable to listen to what I told it to do.

The “normal me” that I knew would never be doing something like this.

For some reason, leaving the realm of normality didn’t seem so bad.

「Where’s your apology?」

「I’mh sho’ree…」

「No, that’s not it, is it? You’re a puppy, so you shouldn’t be using human words, right? Could it be, Sera, that you’re actually a pervert that likes wearing collars even though you’re a human?」

I exerted some more pressure with my fingertips, and she looked at me with cloudy eyes.

Why did this make me feel so happy?

She was a strange person, after all. I didn’t need to get involved with strange things like this. I was just showing my gratitude.

I couldn’t help it. I had to give my thanks.

「…Arf, arf.」

「Ahaha. I don’t even know what you’re trying to say. Are you even trying to apologize?」

The more I said, the more she trembled with joy.

A chill ran down my spine.

Her innocent smile. That cool demeanor during gym class. That beautiful face that I saw at the ticket gate, a face that couldn’t help but draw the attention of others.

All of it scrambled together in my head and projected onto her face right in front of me.


	
	
	


Every bit of that belonged to one person — Sorahashi Sera. But surely, this sight before my eyes — melting, blushing, trembling with joy — this was her true self.

Her expression, crumbling with pleasure, was that of an animal’s. Who would ever believe that the one making that expression was Sorahashi-san? What would people think if they ever knew that this was how she truly was? For an instant I felt a flash of doubt, and then in the next instant, I no longer cared anymore.

I felt a thin haze over my head, and deep inside that haze was a soft, fluffy sense of pleasure. I didn’t understand what I was doing, what I was feeling.

「Ah, mfph.」

Feeling some resistance from the tip of her tongue, I let go. As soon as I did, she started licking my hand. As I twisted my body from the ticklish feeling, she brought her lips up to my face and licked my cheek. The sensation sent me shivers.

「Are you truly sorry?」

「Woof, woof…!」

「Hmm…」

She licked at me desperately. Her face, which had been that of a human’s just a moment ago, was now making the expressions of a beast. It was a strange sight.

「―Sit. Sit, Sera.」

When I said that, she sat down on the floor.

She was listening to what I said.

It was thrilling. My heart felt light, and I became more of that person that I didn’t know.

「There, there. Good job. You’ve done well, listening to what you’re told.」

I cradled her cheek with my hand and pet her head. Breathing heavily, she leaned into my touch. Then, I suddenly noticed that her skirt had gotten wet.

「Sera. Your skirt’s wet, so I’ll help you take it off. You’ll catch a cold if you leave it on.」

I smiled, touching her skirt. It was the same as mine, but it seemed just a little shorter. The feel of the fabric was quite familiar. However, the fact that what I was touching was her skirt made my heart flutter.

I put my hands on the skirt’s metal fittings and pulled down the zipper.

Then, I gently took it off.

It was never that exciting to me to see another person’s underwear. I’d seen my friends’ many times while changing, and I’d never thought anything of it. Now, though, I couldn’t help but feel excited at the sight of hers.

My breathing became heavy. It had become like that of a dog’s, and I was losing my sense of balance.

Maybe it was because the heating was on too high, or maybe it was because I was too aroused. I didn’t understand, but either way, I felt hot. I opened two buttons on my blouse to let in some air, but my body was so hot that it barely did anything.

「Your underwear’s so cute.」

I’d never said anything like this ever before.

For some reason, in this moment, I was able to calmly utter those words.

「The design is really intricate and cute, like what a human would wear. But…」

I pulled on the edge of it with my fingertips. The feeling of the fabric as it stretched out was extraordinary.

「Puppies don’t need these, right? Take it off.」

I had no idea what sort of dog she wanted to be. But now, my brakes had shattered. I couldn’t stop anymore, blurting out all sorts of things I didn’t understand. But, when she saw me like this, she happily smiled.

「…Woof.」

She reached for her underwear.

Seeing her trying to strip it off, I immediately caught her hand. Her eyes widened, gazing at me.

My heated body felt a little colder.

What in the world was I doing?

「…I was joking. You’ll catch a cold if you take everything off. Wait here. I’ll go get something for you to wear.」

At that, I left the room.

My heart was beating so fast that I felt like it was going to explode. I couldn’t breathe right, and shivers kept coming down my spine.

It felt good.

「No.」

If we kept going like that, if I took off her underwear, took off all of her clothes, and then made her lose all sense of humanity, then I’m sure…

「…No.」

It would have been even more exciting, even more enjoyable. Both for me, and for her.

「No, no, this is wrong. I’m not like that…!」

More and more, I wanted to see her face messy with pleasure and joy. If I could see her expression so muddy that it could write over her usual innocent smiles and beautiful countenance, then I would…

「I’m supposed to be normal.」

It was just a thank you.

I just wanted to give back a little happiness in return for having dinner with me. That’s what it was supposed to be. But truthfully, that wasn’t it.

Because…

「…I’m smiling.」

Reflected in the mirror in my room was my own smile. The same as the one that Sorahashi-san had shown me earlier, a smile melting with pleasure. I didn’t know I could make a face like that. I didn’t want to know.


	
	
	


This was wrong. It was ridiculous to enjoy treating someone like a dog.

Yeah, this was no good. If I kept going like this, I could end up doing something even weirder to her, something that I didn’t even understand. I had to have a proper conversation with her when I returned, one about being just normal friends. As she was right now, I was sure she would accept it.

Otherwise, I…

I grabbed some thick pants from my closet and returned to the living room.

Sorahashi-san was still sitting on the floor.

「Sorahashi-san, I brought you something to wear.」

「Woof.」

「Sorahashi-san? We’re already done with that. Sora…」

A shock ran through my body. The chill of the floor penetrated through my uniform, freezing my back. The moment I realized I had been pushed down, I felt a pain run down my neck.

My body jumped in surprise.

She undid several buttons on my blouse and began to gently bite the area near my underwear. For a while I was speechless, but eventually I came to my senses and spoke up.

「Hey, quit it…!」

「It’s not really disciplining if you stop halfway through, is it, Master?」

「That’s…」

「Untrained dogs can bite, you know.」

When she bit me around my chest, my body jumped.

「This is weird. It’s strange. You have to stop this.」

「Why?」

「Well, because…」

「Even though you were having as much fun as I was, Master?」

She grabbed my arms and pressed our bodies together, leaving me unable to move. Knowing that struggling wouldn’t get me anywhere, I relaxed.

As I did, I felt her weight on me even more. It was the weight of life.

Then, she put her lips to my ear.

「You seemed like you were enjoying yourself so much, the way that you were smiling. …I’m having fun. You’re having fun. So is there really any need to stop?」

「That’s what you call fun?」

I asked, trying to avoid myself. Her chuckle filled my ears.

「Yes, it is. I’m being both scolded and given plenty of love. I’ve always, always, wanted a relationship like this. It excites you too, doesn’t it, Kurumi?」

There was a refreshing scent.

One like the ocean during springtime. It reminded me of humans. It wasn’t the scent I wanted right now.

I felt the restraint on my arms loosen, and I naturally reached for her blouse. Unbuttoning it, I could see the sweat on her breasts.

It was probably by instinct, I think.

I raised myself up a little and nuzzled my nose into her sweaty skin.

It smelled of life. It wasn’t a beautiful scent, but it was one that certainly aroused my instincts. It must have been this scent that I’d longed for all this time. Why else would my heart be beating this heavily? My back tingled. My heart melted like honey.

「Aha. Kurumi, you’re like a baby.」

「…All wrong.」

That wasn’t meant to be a rebuttal to Sorahashi-san.

She chuckled.

「That’s right. We’re in agreement.」

She spoke as if she had guessed at the meaning of my words.

Reason, the gazes of others, society, all of it — everything that I had been taught and understood since birth was crumbling to pieces. No matter how much we tried to cover it up, in the end, it might be that people are unable to act against their own instincts.

But, something like that…

I’d become so wavering that I no longer understood anything.

「Let’s become beasts, Kurumi. In the end, humans are just beasts, after all. …It’s not anything bad.」

「But…」

「As long as we can both feel good, don’t you think it’s fine to just live by our instincts? It’s tiring to be rational all the time, isn’t it? So, come on…」

She held me tightly to her chest.

It felt soft, and the scent became stronger.

Her scent was so strong that it made me choke, and my head was shaking. It felt as if I was going to cry, but it wasn’t a bad feeling. It was a scent that reminded me that humans were beasts.

「…Is what you smell a lewd scent?」

「…It is.」

I heard the sound of something on the surface of my heart cracking.

With all my common sense now shattered, what would I now desire from Sorahashi-san? Without understanding anything, I pressed my nose against her chest.

This was wrong. No, it wasn’t. It was wrong after all.

As those words battled inside my heart, my normal self faded away. However, her scent was pleasant to me. Of that, there was no doubt.


Chapter Three – Are Humans Wicked Beasts?


[Part 13] Are Humans Wicked Beasts? (I)


「Hey, Kurumi, listen! Apparently, there’s been a ton of raccoons showing up around where I live recently.」

「Sounds rough, Yume.」

「Yeah. There’s all sorts of stuff going on. People are getting scratched up, fields are getting damaged… I think if I end up going to college, I’m going to live in the center of Tokyo.」

「What do you mean, center of Tokyo…?」

I was sure damage caused by animals could be plenty of trouble.

Animals. Beasts, huh.

I recalled the events from before. On that day that Sorahashi-san had urged me to become a beast, I had gone somewhat — no, I had gone quite crazy. To have buried my face in someone else’s chest and gone on about erotic scents — to be honest, the only thing I could be is a pervert.

A few days had passed, and I had now calmed down a bit.

I had become my normal self again, and since then, I hadn’t engaged in any strange role-play with Sorahashi-san. We’d hung out a few times since then, and she hadn’t mentioned it at all.

The agitation I felt at that was probably just my mind playing tricks on itself.

「There haven’t been any raccoons around where I live, but there’s been a lot of stray cats.」

Mutsuki said.

「Hmm… What about you, Kurumi?」

「Huh?」

「Has it been fine where you are?」

「Ah, yeah. There hasn’t really been anything…」

「I see. Wait, where do you live again?」

「Ah, uh…」

As I chatted with Yume, my gaze suddenly met Mutsuki’s. She was looking at me with sleepy eyes.

Being stared at like that made me uneasy.

Right now, I had a lot to feel guilty over. I was afraid that if I acted strangely, she’d see right through me. Thus, I pretended to act normally and just returned her stare.

「Say, Kurumi.」

Mutsuki spoke softly.

I felt my heart beating faster.

「Did you get a boyfriend?」

「Huh?」

My eyes widened in surprise at those sudden words, and my heart began beating even louder.

「Why do you ask?」

「Just a feeling. You look like you’ve been enjoying yourself lately.」

「…Is that so?」

I would be lying if I said I didn’t enjoy the time I spent with Sorahashi-san. Setting aside the stuff about her being a pet and me being her owner, I thought we’d become pretty good friends. In fact, I felt that recently, We’d been able to spend time together and converse like normal.

If nothing weird happened and things continued on like this, I’d be quite happy. No, really.

「Yeah. So, have you?」

「I don’t have a boyfriend. It’s just that something nice happened.」

「Hmm…」

「Ah, something nice happened to me recently too.」

「I see. Good for you, Yume.」

Mutsuki said with complete disinterest.

「At least take a little interest, please.」

「What happened?」

When I asked her, she smiled.

「You celebrated my birthday.」

I rolled my eyes for a second, and then laughed.

「I’m glad you had a good time.」

「When’s your birthday, Kurumi?」

「It’s—」

At that moment, a commotion formed outside the classroom.

I looked over to see Sorahashi-san surrounded by a ton classmates.

「Happy birthday, Sera!」

Apparently, today was her birthday. Plenty of people, even those from different classes, were here to wish her well. She seemed to be used to receiving presents. I wondered if her birthday was like this every year, with a bunch of people coming from all over to celebrate.

It was amazing how beloved she was.

I’d only ever celebrated my birthday with family, so I wondered what it was like to celebrate it with friends like she was.

It was kinda awkward to have my birthday on Christmas. By that time, the second term would be over and everyone would be busy picking out Christmas presents. I’d never exchanged Christmas presents with any friends before.

As I listlessly gazed at Sorahashi-san, Yume suddenly stared at my face.

「Are your birthday celebrations as lively as that?」

Yume spoke with excitement.

Hey, now. It’s not like I didn’t enjoy celebrating my birthday, but I wasn’t as glamorous of an individual as Sorahashi-san, and I preferred to keep those sorts of things more low-key.

And in the first place…

「No, no… there’s no need to do anything for me.」

「Huh. …Wait, when even is your birthday? You didn’t answer when I asked.」

「It might have already passed.」

「What’s that supposed to mean?」

Yume frowned in dissatisfaction.

It wasn’t that I didn’t want to celebrate it. I just felt bad when other people spent their time and money on me. My parents had adjusted their schedules a few times before to celebrate, but even then, my sense of awkwardness and guilt won out over the happiness of being celebrated.

The rest of the world was celebrating Christmas, so there was no need to celebrate me.

「More importantly, where should we go for Christmas?」

「Hmm… How about we go see the illuminations?」

「Just us three girls?」

「Isn’t that fine? Yume, are you the type that can’t enjoy yourself if there aren’t any guys around?」

「Hey… You can’t just say that! I was just asking!」

「Okay, fellas, break it up.」

「Kurumi! Mutsuki’s being rude!」

「You’re like a kid tattling to her mom.」

I couldn’t tell if those two got along well or not. As I smiled wryly, the bell rang and students began gathering up in the classroom. The group surrounding Sorahashi-san eventually dispersed back into their own classrooms as well.

Homeroom ended and the first period began.

Exams were just a few days away, but our classes weren’t that different from usual. Our usual teacher was writing on the board like usual, and we were just doing a review of the content we’d learned so far.

I usually paid attention in class, so my grades were pretty good. As I looked at the blackboard like I usually did, I suddenly heard the sound of something dropping onto the floor. I looked over to see Sorahashi-san’s mechanical pencil laying there.

She had dropped her fork that other time as well, and it had been pretty common for her to drop her pencil and eraser like this for a while now. I picked it up and handed it to her. But, unlike usual, she didn’t take it.

Our eyes met.

Just like when we were playing at pet and owner, she gazed at me with an expectant look.

Her irises, their color indescribable, were awfully dazzling. Not knowing what she wanted, I stared back. Her hand slowly reached out to me.

「And for this problem… Nabana, you give it a try.」

「Ah, of course!」

I swiftly put her mechanical pencil into my breast pocket and stood up. Thankfully it wasn’t that difficult, so I was able to solve it pretty quickly. As I returned to my seat our eyes met again, but she immediately turned her gaze down to her nails.

Was there something she wanted me to do?

It was unusual for her to be so indirect. I wondered if it was something that was pointless if I didn’t do it myself.

In other words…

I looked over at her desk. A large paper bag was hanging off of it, presumably stuffed with birthday presents.

Come to think of it, Mizuki, too, would get excited on the morning of her birthday. And as I pondered, I realized that I hadn’t wished Sorahashi-san happy birthday yet. I’d have to buy her a present later. But for now…

I got back in my seat and wrote something on the edge of my notebook with her mechanical pencil.

Then, I discreetly cut it out with scissors so that she wouldn’t see. Right before I gave it to her, I noticed that there was a small blank space left on the paper, so I drew a little rabbit there and then placed it onto her desk along with her pencil.

I wondered what sort of present she’d like.

For a girl like her that had probably received all sorts of presents before, I couldn’t come up with anything I could give her that she’d be happy with.

As I continued to rack my brains, I felt a tug at the bottom of my blazer. I thought that it might have gotten caught on my chair, but that wasn’t it. It was actually Sorahashi-san tugging at it.

「Thank you, Kurumi.」

She giggled.

She was in such high spirits now that it seemed like her dissatisfied expression just before had never happened, and she began to listen to the lecture enthusiastically.

I breathed a sigh of a relief and returned to focusing on class as well.

And so, the day passed by just like normal. Sorahashi-san’s birthday had become a massive event at school, and people continued to stream in to the classroom even during the afternoon.

I knew she was popular, but the extent of it was unfathomable. I guess it just goes to show how charming she was. Even though I’d only interacted with her a little bit, I was still happy to be her friend.

But what was it, I wondered?

Looking at how she was today, the sense that she lived in a different world altogether was quite palpable. Even though we were friends, we weren’t exactly a good match. We didn’t share any hobbies, nor did we like to talk about the same things.

…Hobbies.

No, that was her hobby, not mine. I certainly didn’t have any hobbies like that.

「Kurumi.」

As I aimlessly walked through the school building, her voice suddenly called out to me. I looked up to see her at the top of a set of stairs.

「Come over here.」

「Sorahashi-san? What’s up?」

I walked up the stairs to her.

She was sitting on a chair in the school’s free space. It was usually bustling with people, but because it had been a while since the last period had ended, it was now deserted. Perhaps because of this, even when I took light steps, they strangely echoed out.

Tap. Tap. Tap.

I felt the unordinary creeping in, even though these were the same footsteps as usual.

She motioned for me to sit next to her. Unlike when I saw her in class, she was now wearing a coat and scarf.

「I just wanted to chat. I’m glad you were still here.」

Saying this, she smiled.

It was an innocent smile, like that of a friendly dog.

My heart skipped a beat. It was rare for just a conversation to stir my emotions like this. It hadn’t felt this way back when I talked to the popular kids in middle school. Maybe it was because the person I was talking to was Sorahashi-san.

「Happy birthday.」

I thought it would be better to tell her verbally, not just through writing. When I gave that thought form, my words for some reason sounded very light.

「Mm. Thank you.」

Although she said she wanted to talk, she didn’t say anything else. It didn’t feel as awkward as before, but I thought it would be weird if we stayed like this, so I spoke up.

「You’re incredible, Sorahashi-san.」

「What about me?」

「How everyone likes you. It made me realize again how incredible you are.」

There was no need to force myself to be her friend.

I was already great friends with Yume and Mutsuki. I was already enjoying myself with the two of them without making any forced efforts to expand my circle. I didn’t need to concern myself with making friends with someone who belonged to a different world.

However…

I wanted to get even closer to Sorahashi-san. There wasn’t any need to. We weren’t a good match. I didn’t even know if we shared any hobbies. Even so, I wanted to become good friends with her. I’d been acting so strange lately.

「You think so? But Nakamura-san and Futami-san like you well enough, don’t they?」

「That’s because we’re friends.」

「Is there really a difference? I don’t think the amount of people that like you really matters.」

「…Maybe so.」

Perhaps because the building was made of glass, the crimson light shining in was dazzling. I wondered why it felt so strange to be at school at this hour.

Like always, another day had come to an end.

Compared to summer, the sun set much earlier than usual, and it was colder. I wished a little bit for spring to come quickly.

「More than when anybody else did, I was really happy when you wished me happy birthday, Kurumi.」

「Huh?」

She murmured with an earnest expression.

Her eyes, as beautiful as the sunset, seemed so far away. If we just continued talking like this, our worlds would never intersect. At least, that’s what I felt.

「Say, Kurumi. When’s your birthday?」

She asked, scooting her chair a little closer to me.

I turned my eyes away.

「It’s not that important.」

「Which month, and which day?」

Her hand touched my cheek.

I jumped at the cool sensation. I felt like she was telling me that she wouldn’t allow me to lie. After hesitating a little, I returned my gaze to her.

「It’s on the same day as Christmas.」

「So December 25th, then.」

「…Yeah.」

「I see. Then I’ll have to prepare both a Christmas present and a birthday present for you.」

「You don’t have to go that far…」

「I do. …I want to. I want to properly celebrate both Christmas and your birthday.」

「…Sorahashi-san.」

She was looking straight at me.

I didn’t think my birthday was particularly special, but I’m sure I’d be happy if she celebrated it.

「…Then I’ll have to give you a present as well. What would you like?」

「Not telling. I want you to pick it out yourself, Kurumi.」

She flashed me a slightly cheeky smile.

I thought it would be for the best if she just told me what she wanted, but maybe it would be a more meaningful present if I seriously considered what she might want.

However, I felt like if I chose something that she had zero interest in, then there wouldn’t be any point to it.

「…I guess you’re right. I’ll give it to you tomorrow, then.」

「There’s no point if you don’t give it to me today.」

「Huh? But…」

「If you’re going to buy something, then I’ll come along. Where are you headed?」

「Let’s see…」

Picking out a present in front of the person I was going to give it to seemed kind of strange. I was sure she wouldn’t change her mind no matter how much I protested, though. Although she seemed gentle, her core — or rather, her will — was quite strong.

「First things first, let’s head to the station. I’ll think about it there. …Let’s go.」

「Sure. …Ah. Just a moment. What’s this?」

She pointed at the table. There was something like a string laying on it. It wasn’t there before.

When I picked up that light pink string, it felt comfortable in my hand. It was even as if I’d seen it somewhere before. I felt some resistance when I gave it a gentle pull. At the same time, I heard a faint sigh. I looked towards Sorahashi-san to see that the string was connected to her.

In disbelief, I pulled at the string once more.

Her scarf gently swayed.

My heart skipped a beat. After a moment of hesitation, I touched her scarf. Slowly undoing it, I revealed her neck.

「…Why?」


[Part 14] Are Humans Wicked Beasts? (II)


She had a collar around her neck and a leash attached to it — completely inappropriate for school. It would be major trouble if anyone were to see her like this. I hurried to try and take the collar off of her, but she avoided my reach.

「Gosh, Kurumi. Recently, you haven’t been very master-like at all. If you keep acting like this, it’s all gonna go back to normal, you know?」

「We’re not going back to normal. I’ve always been normal…」

「Liar.」

I’d hoped, just a little, that maybe she wanted us to be normal friends too. But what she wanted from me wasn’t so simple.


	
	
	


「I know you want it. Why are you trying to act normal?」

「You’re wrong.」

「No, I’m not. Just look…」

She showed me her phone.

Displayed on it was a picture of me on that day, smiling while Sorahashi-san was acting like a dog. When in the world did she take that?

「If you’re so intent on keeping up this lie, maybe I should just show this to our entire class. Then you’ll be able to put this all behind you, yes?」

「Wha- what are you saying?」

「Indeed, what a wonderful idea. I should hurry up and—」

If my classmates were to see that smile of mine, they would surely find it abnormal. It was a smile that reflected unbridled pleasure and a penchant for sadism. To imagine others seeing me like that…

A shiver went down my back.

Before I knew it, I had pushed her down.

Her phone fell slipped from her hand, hit the floor, and slid away. When the sound of that subsided, there was only silence.

That silence was but temporary, though, and soon our breathing began to boom loudly into my ears. As I straddled her, I could feel the sensations of life from her stomach — its expansions and contractions timed in unison with her breaths.

I remembered the surprise I felt a long time ago when I touched a dog. I knew that it was a living being, just like us humans, but when I could feel the movements that produced its breaths, that’s when I truly understood how alive it was.

And now, I felt that same surprise.

In the end, humans, too, were beasts.

The sounds of our breathing, so intertwined that I could no longer tell them apart, clung to my ears and wouldn’t let go. As I heaved like a dog, I urged my trembling hands to tug on the leash. She furrowed her eyebrows for a moment, and then smiled.

「Why? Why? …Sorahashi-san, I thought we’d make good friends.」

「…Truly?」

「…What?」

「Did you truly want to be just friends with me? Did you think you could? Even with that look on your face?」

I brought my hands to my own face.

I was smiling. Without a doubt, the same sort of smile that had just been displayed on her phone. Why was I, right now, making that face?

Even when I tried bringing my expression back to normal, I couldn’t. In the first place, I couldn’t even recall what sort of expression I usually wore anymore.

「You’ve looked so pained as of late. …In truth, you were longing for this, but your sense of reason got in the way and prevented you from doing so, didn’t it?」

「That’s not…」

「It’s not wrong. This is only strange because of how you deny it so. But why? We’re not doing anything bad.」

There’s no way this wasn’t.

At the very least, I knew this was wrong — that we looked like perverts, that we had gone crazy. Even so, my heart was pounding. It was so excited that I myself was failing to keep up. And not just my heart, but my stomach, too, was pounding, and I felt like I was about to cry.

I wanted to.

—Wanted to what?

No, that didn’t matter anymore.

It was all cracking open. My common sense, my reason, everything I was up until now. In this moment, the real me that I had been desperately hiding, desperately ignoring, couldn’t help but smile. Perhaps I was hopeless. If so, I didn’t want to acknowledge it. I didn’t want to, but now I had no choice.

「Say, Master?」

I shattered.

I had fallen apart, broken into pieces.

「Please… teach this naughty puppy a lesson.」

I was hopeless.

I had shut this away once. I had thought it was just a fluke of my imagination.

With ease, she tore away the lid on my heart. It was her fault in part, but in the end, this was the real me — so it was my fault as well.

When that dishwasher had been installed, I had lost one of my roles. Nobody called me “Onee-chan” anymore, and I no longer understood my place in the family. My seat had changed, and my daily routine no longer felt right. When I gazed into the re-arranged kitchen, I had realized that I was no longer needed. That time that had been created and set aside for family brought me pain — even more so because it had been done with love and compassion.

Now that I was no longer the big sister that protected Mizuki, I felt empty.

But in truth, it wasn’t that I was empty.

Whether or not I was wanted, common sense, normality, the worlds we belonged to… When all that was stripped away, the only thing left was me.

「A puppy asking herself to be disciplined… Now that’s a first.」

My voice lowered. Truly, I was so stupid.

I tugged on her leash.

Her face was so close that I could feel her breath on my skin.

This was no longer a show of gratitude. It was simply what she, and what I, wanted to do. There were no more excuses.

「Come on, you lecherous puppy. If you want to be taught a lesson that badly, then I’ll give you what you want.」

I got up and pulled on the leash.

「Hurry up and stand.」

She tried to stand up on two feet.

I smiled, pulling as hard as I could.

A weak breath echoed out.

「That’s not how puppies stand, is it? Could it be that you’re still trying to be a human?」

「W-woof.」

「Good, just like that. Good job. You’re doing so well.」

I stroked her head while she got on all fours like a dog. It was unimaginable to think that the face that was accepting presents with a smile just earlier was making an expression like this, ecstatic and full of desire. How shameful, I thought. I, and Sera as well. We were like beasts, unable to escape from our desires.

「We’re going to go for a walk, just like this. There’s nobody around, after all.」

「Woof, woof.」

「Does that make you happy? I’m glad.」

I picked up her phone from the ground. The screen was still on, so I took the opportunity to snap a few pictures.

A princess, huh?

Thinking about how little that title suited her, I couldn’t help but laugh. Who could see her now and think to call her that? I was sure that all the students that gave her gifts would be disappointed to see her like this.

It was the same for me, though.

If Yume and Mutsuki saw me like this, the fallout would go beyond just our friendships.

Right now, though, I didn’t care about any of that.

Pulling the leash, I walked along with her. There was no sign of people, but it felt like anyone could appear at any moment. Doing something like this at school was insane.

My heart was pounding. She was a person with whom I could never compare, and here I was treating her like my puppy. That truth alone sent shivers down my spine. But more than that, the sight of her unable to resist indulging in pleasure was unbearably cute.

When I gently stroked her back, she shivered.

We walked straight until the turn of the hallway.

「What an enjoyable walk. Feels nice, doesn’t it?」

「Woof, woof. Woof…!」

「Ahaha, you must be happy. I’m glad. Let’s walk until you have your fill, okay?」

We turned the corner and continued. Right then, I suddenly noticed that I had candy in my blazer’s pocket. Come to think of it, I had received it during my lunch break. It was Mutsuki’s favorite, made 100% from honey. I tore open the packaging.

「Here, Sera. Have a snack.」

I put one in my palm and offered it to her. She looked up at me, slowly bringing her face to my palm.

Rather than taking the candy, she licked my hand, kissed my fingertips, and then smiled. Honestly, I didn’t understand this at all. Even if she had a desire to be scolded, there was no need to become a dog. But maybe it was because I couldn’t understand it that it was desire.

Certainly, we ourselves couldn’t comprehend our own desires. Just like how I couldn’t.

「How is it?」

「Woof.」

After licking my hand for a while, she finally put it in her mouth. I stroked her back. She didn’t want to be just scolded — she wanted to be pampered as well. I wanted to grant her wish to the best of my ability.

Just looking at that shameful sight of her made both my heart and the pit of my stomach feel tighter and tighter.

As we were in the middle of this, I suddenly heard a sound separate from our breaths.

Tap. Tap. Tap.

Without a doubt, those were someone’s footsteps. All of a sudden, my blood went cold. I immediately went to open a door to a nearby classroom, but it wouldn’t budge. It seemed to be locked. When I tried the other classrooms, they were locked as well.

My heart was going to burst.

This was bad. It would be massive trouble if anyone found out. Even if we tried to play it off as a joke, the collar and leash were too extreme.

I turned my gaze to Sorahashi-san. She was staring at me without the slightest bit of nervousness. At the sight of those eyes, I regained a little bit of my composure and wrapped the scarf I was wearing around her neck. Then, I hid the leash inside my uniform.

A few seconds later, someone appeared from around the corner.

「What are you two doing here? If you have nothing to attend to, hurry up and go home.」

That voice belonged to my math teacher.

「We just wanted to take a look around the school. It would be pretty lame if we couldn’t show the new students around next year. Right, Kurumi?」

「…Yeah.」

Sorahashi-san, who had at some point stood up, spoke.

「I see.. Well, just don’t stay out too late.」

「Yes, of course.」

Of course things had ended up like this.

After watching the teacher walk out of view, I collapsed on the spot.

「Ahh, that was close. I thought we were gonna get caught…」

「Ahaha, that was quite thrilling.」

「Sorahashi-san, how can you be so calm?」

「Hm? Well, you see…」

She smiled and gazed at my face.

「I had faith that you would somehow handle it just like that, Master.」

「…Huh. I’m not actually that great with being put on the spot, you know?」

「But the truth is that you did manage it.」

「That’s because you’re a great speaker, Sorahashi-san.」

「Not enough to be worth mentioning.」

Giggling, she pulled away from me.

「So, Master. On days when I want to do this, I’ll wear this collar. I’ll be in your care, okay?」

The teacher wasn’t there anymore, but when she called me Master, I tensed up a little.

「…Fine, I guess.」

「…Ah. But you’re the master, so whenever you want to do this, you can just tell me.」

I felt like things were spiraling out of control.

I put my hand to my chest. My heart was still beating incredibly fast. I felt like it was going to leap out of my throat, and I was having difficulty breathing.

「…For now, let’s head to the station. I’m going to buy you a present.」

「What will it be, I wonder? I’m looking forward to it!」

With that, she quickly made her way back to the free space. I slowly followed her from behind. Observing my reflection in the glass of a classroom door, I looked a little different from before… Or at least, that’s the feeling I got.


[Part 15] Are Humans Wicked Beasts? (III)


There were plenty of stores in the station’s shopping complex, but none of them really caught my eye. I wanted to get her something she could use up, like food, but I wasn’t familiar with her tastes. I got the feeling that something safe, like chocolate, wouldn’t be the best choice, though.

As I wandered through the complex, I came across a bookstore.

Ah, right. She liked books. However, there wasn’t any specific genre she was interested in, so picking out a book for her would be difficult as well.

Suddenly, I took notice of the picture books lined up in front of the store. Many were Christmas themed, perhaps because it was the season for it, after all. I’d never believed in Santa, but I wondered if Sorahashi-san had.

「Looks like the picture books are Christmas colored too.」

She gazed at them with amusement.

My scarf was wrapped around her neck. There was no collar underneath, however. It would have been pretty bad if she were to be caught out in the open, so I’d asked her to take it off. Seemingly satisfied enough with that walk at the school, she had relented on the dog stuff.

I supposed she wouldn’t be returning my scarf, though.

It was pretty cold so I had hers on instead, but my mind couldn’t help but wander. It smelled like her.

It wasn’t that sort of lewd scent.

I didn’t know if it was because of the perfume she was wearing, but the fresh scent of the ocean at springtime continued to tickle my nose.

「This brings me back. I must have believed in Santa until around fourth grade.」

「So you had a phase like that too, Sorahashi-san.」

「I was quite the cute child, you see. What about you?」

「Well… I was pretty busy being Mizuki’s Santa.」

「So you never believed in him?」

「That’s right.」

I picked up a picture book. It was a story about Santa’s experience during one hectic Christmas — something that I was sure kids would enjoy.

「Sorahashi-san, could you close your eyes for a bit?」

「Huh? If you want…」

While she had her eyes closed, I picked up three Christmas-themed picture books I’d already read and dashed over to the cashier. I had them wrapped up as gifts and returned to Sorahashi-san as fast as I could. Eyes still closed, she looked quite bored.

「All done?」

「Yeah, you can open your eyes now.」

I presented the gift to her now-open eyes.

「Here you go.」

「…Is this my birthday present?」

「Yep. I don’t know if you’ll like it, though.」

「May I open it?」

「Feel free.」

We left the store and went off to the side so she could open the present. The way she neatly removed the wrapping and folded it up reflected her usual beauty. She held up the three books and blinked.

「They’re picture books.」

「It’s because you seemed interested. It’d make me happy if you came to enjoy them.」

I smiled, and she put a mysterious expression.

「…Say, Kurumi.」

I didn’t dislike her sweet tone of voice.

Perhaps because she was taller than me, my heart still raced a little when she gazed at me like that from below. It was a different feeling than from when she had a collar on, though.

「Can I hug you?」

「Huh?」

Before I had a chance to respond, she hugged me tightly.

Her scent was stronger than usual. Rather than one that aroused my instincts, it was a pleasant scent that put me at ease.

She was truly a mysterious one.

She had been frighteningly adult-like when tearing apart the rationality layered over my heart, but now, when she clung to me like this, she seemed like a child no different from Mizuki.

It was puzzling, and it was thrilling.

My heart rarely caught a break when I was with her, but I felt that the time we spent together was special. Her unique charms, unlike anyone else’s, had completely captivated me.

I gently felt her hair.

Just thinking about touching her made my hands tremble. Even through the trembling, I was able to pet her head, just like before.

The smooth texture of her hair felt comfortable in my hands.

「Of course you can. Happy birthday, Sorahashi-san.」

「Thank you, Kurumi. We’ll have to celebrate yours plenty as well!」

Saying this, she took my hand and ran off.

「Cmon, it’s dangerous to run in here.」

「It’s fine. I’m watching where I’m going.」

「…If you say so.」

I supposed I could let her indulge on her birthday. Without another word, I let her pull me along by the hand. Before I knew it, I’d gotten used to holding her hand. It no longer made me nervous.

We were acquaintances, classmates, and at the same time, something more. I wasn’t quite certain what that relationship was, but right now, we were certainly walking hand-in-hand, walking towards the same destination.

That made me a little happy, and I relaxed my gaze.

I couldn’t see her face, but I hoped that she was smiling too.

Remaining like this, we left the station complex and got on the train.

「You should come over for a short while. Let’s have some cake together.」

I responded with a slight nod.

Seeing on my phone that it was already pretty late, I messaged my mom to let her know.

Before, it would have been unthinkable to me to have been out at this time of night.

In exchange for some loneliness, I had gained some freedom. I wasn’t sure whether it was something that I should be happy or sad about. It wasn’t something I could put into words. It was Sorahashi-san’s birthday, though, so I figured I ought to not think about unnecessary things like that.

「There’s a nice cake shop around where I live. Let’s get something from there.」

「Wow. I bet the spots around where you live are pretty fancy.」

「Ahaha, I suppose so. It’s a pretty well-known shop, I think. What kind of cake do you like?」

「Hmm… Shortcake, I guess?」

I wasn’t really familiar with the different types of cakes.

Sorahashi-san lived pretty close to a station in the city, so I imagined the nearby cake shop would be pretty amazing.

Come to think of it, I only had cake a few times a year.

I wondered if she had them often.

As we idly chattered away, we soon arrived at the stop nearest to her house. We left the train and were immediately met with a cold wind. I buried my face in my scarf.

It smelled like Sorahashi-san. I really couldn’t stay calm, but I was pretty sensitive to the cold, so I had no choice. Like so, we walked through the city.

Sorahashi-san was in perfect harmony with the evening. She shined brilliantly during the day, but there was a different charm to her at night. I thought this as well when we were together that other night.

Even though the city sky was empty, Sorahashi-san — who was even brighter than any star — was walking in front of me. Because of her, I didn’t long to see the stars at all.

As we walked among the busy crowds, she suddenly turned to face me.

「We’re here, Kurumi.」

She pointed at the store next to us.

Just the front of it gave off a fancy feel. She must come here often, seeing as she seemed pretty used to ordering. This sort of thing was why I felt like we lived in different worlds.

She bought two simple-looking slices of strawberry shortcake, and then we headed off to her home.

I buried my face in my scarf to escape the bitter cold, and in doing so, was strongly encased in her presence. Even though the walk only took a few minutes, the freezing temperatures blasted through the warmth from the store and chilled me to the bone.

I followed her lead through the entrance.

「Welcome home.」

Before I could say “pardon the intrusion”, she had turned to me and said those words.

My eyes widened.

It was something I heard every day, but for some reason, it felt like I was hearing it for the very first time. I guess it was the first time I’d heard it from her.

「…I’m home.」

「Mhm, welcome back.」

With a fluttering heart, I was led to the living room.

It was one thing to say “I’m home”, but I still wasn’t quite used to this house. Between the furniture, the smell, and everything else, it was pretty different compared to—.

In that moment, I had a sudden realization.

Unlike last time, there was a scent I recognized filling the room. I looked around to see the diffuser I had picked out for her on the TV stand. Perhaps because I still had doubts about her somewhere in my heart, the sight of it surprised me.

「I’m heating up some water right now… Hm? What are you doing, Kurumi?」

「I just noticed the diffuser I got for you.」

「Yeah. You went to all that trouble to pick it out for me, after all. Would it have been better to not use it?」

「No, I’m happy that you did.」

「Wonderful. This scent makes me think of you. It’s quite fun. Ah, the water’s boiling. I’ll bring some tea.」

「Ah, yeah…」

Where did her affections for me come from, exactly?

I doubted it a little, but I was happy to be the target of those affections, so I received them without pushing back.

I felt like those sorts of feelings made me embarrassed, but at the same time, they calmed me down.

I aimlessly gazed at the hangers in front of me. As soon as we got to the living room, she had taken my coat and scarf for me and hung them up. The scarf that belonged to me was hanging with her clothes, and her scarf was hanging with mine — as if she was saying that was how it ought to be.

「Here you go. Today, we’ll be having rooibos tea.」

「That’s nice. I like rooibos.」

「I’m glad. Not everyone likes herbal tea. Have some cake, too.」

「Thank y…」

As I turned to look at her, my words came to a halt.

I heard a clang. It was probably the sound of the cake and teacup being set down in front of me. However, I couldn’t say for certain because my eyes were glued to her.

Around her neck, there was a collar and leash.

I had thought we were done with that for today. She grinned and put something in my hand. It was a plate with a certain weight to it. Well, rather than just a plate, it was more like a bowl. Without a doubt, it was a dog bowl.

Inside of it, there was a slice of cake.

My breath stopped.


[Part 16] Are Humans Wicked Beasts? (IV)


「Ah, take this one, too.」

She handed me a plate with red liquid inside, which I could tell was supposed to be a water bowl.

…No, what?

「Why? Weren’t we done for the day?」

「That was my intention, yes, but… I happened to get in the mood.」

「…Was this why you bought cake?」

「Was it, I wonder?」

I set the plates on the floor and stood up. It would be difficult for her to eat without a stand to put them on, but there weren’t any to use, so there was no choice.

I felt a tightness in my chest and a weight in my stomach. It wasn’t unpleasant, though. I took a deep breath, and my chest squeezed even tighter. My sense of reason had broken. I couldn’t even say “no” anymore.

「Alright, Sera. I’ll let you have your cake. Now sit, would you?」

She did as I said and sat on the floor.

I had only recently learned how good it felt to make someone submit to me. And that look in her eyes — so overjoyed at being treated like she wasn’t a human — was the most beautiful thing in the world.

I would never have thought that this was the true nature that laid underneath the common sense covering my heart. I’d always been one to want to see happiness on others’ faces, to derive my joy from being of help. But right now, I was prioritizing my pleasure above even that.

When I looked at that collar and leash, I remembered.

I remembered how her face was awash with joy and pleasure. I knew deep down how good it would feel to make a mess out of her by my own hand. And so, I pulled on her leash as if to make her tumble further and further into the depths.

「Wait. Not yet. …Okay. Now, you can eat.」

Heeding my words, she got onto her hands and knees and stuck her face into the plate.

It was so unsightly and shameful that I could almost laugh… But, beyond all else, she was adorable. We had been taught by the adults in our lives to not eat like this. In the end, though, wasn’t this the proper way for all living things to eat? This sight was, surely, one of her laying her instincts bare and indulging in pleasure.

I stroked her back.

I couldn’t feel the warmth of her body through her blazer. She had already gone this far, had already thrown away her humanity. So wasn’t it strange that she was still wearing clothes?

「How does it taste?」

At my question, she simply smiled, her face covered in cream.

What an animalistic expression.

This was a face that nobody else knew, not even her friends or parents. Just looking at her made my stomach churn.

It was far, far, more beautiful than the smile she wore as the human known as Sorahashi Sera.

「Good. Eat as much as you want. …But first—」

I wiped her mouth with my finger, and then brought that same finger up to my lips.

It was sweet.

Sweet enough to numb my brain, sweet enough to melt my heart.

「Let’s get these clothes off. The room’s so warm. It’ll be much too hot if you have them on, yes?」

This was insane.

However, such thoughts were ultimately based in common sense. My instincts told me that I wanted to feel the warmth of her body as soon as possible, so much that I could barely sit still.

She wordlessly got on her knees. I gently took off her blazer. It was slightly bigger than mine and a little worn out, possibly because she went out so much.

Even though we had the same uniforms, they still reflected a sense of individuality. However, that was a fleeting thing that disappeared once the clothes were taken off. When all the superficialities were removed, what remained might be what we could call our true, innate self.

As I folded the blazer up, I noticed her staring at me.

Her eyes, muddy with countless emotions all mixed together, were telling me to hurry up and continue. I tossed the blazer on the floor and grabbed her blouse. I wanted to strip it all off so much that my hands were shaking and my breathing was rough.

When I took the blouse off, it revealed the pale skin underneath.

I was a little impressed at how clear her skin was. I touched her shoulder, feeling a slight warmth. She shivered, but showed no signs of resisting.

I gently touched her skirt. I had removed it for her that other day, so I didn’t have much difficulty doing it again. I put my hand on the metal fasteners like before and pulled the zipper down. Once that was gone, what remained was just her underwear.

It was cute.

The fancy sort, with elaborate patterns that I could never find myself buying. The kind that suited her. I didn’t care about that right now, though.

「Good job getting it all off. You’re being so good. There, there.」

When she properly did as I said, I had to praise her. She was my puppy, after all.

As my hands wandered around her whole body, I felt all sorts of sensations. Her hair was soft, her stomach was firm, and her legs were a bit sturdier than her stomach. I felt the life within the unevenness of her fine muscles and bones. Yeah. It was better this way after all, to pet her directly, not over her clothes.

I smiled.

「Come on. It would be a waste since you already made it, so have some tea, too.」

「Woof.」

Making a bunch of splashing sounds, she brought the rooibos tea to her mouth using her tongue. Her now-frantic appearance was so cute that I wanted to see more and more.

I took a sip from the cup that she had brought me.

A cup for me, and a plate for her. It was amusing how we were eating and drinking the same things, and yet, we were so different. However, even though I alone was the one making the expressions of a human, inside I was just like her — a beast craving for pleasure.

I couldn’t even tell how the tea tasted. My heart was beating so hard, and my entire body was hot. More than the taste of tea, what I wanted was to burn the image of her into my mind. Even as I tried to have a bite of my cake, that was all I could think.

「Happy birthday, Sera. I’ll feed you by hand so that it’s easier for you to eat.」

I picked up what was left of her cake with my hand and offered it to her.

「Woof, arf.」

「Happy? I’m glad.」

She looked so happy that if she had a tail, it would probably be wagging. Without any hesitation, she brought her face up to my hand.

Her face touched my palm. As I watched the cake slowly disappear, I used my other hand to stroke her back. Although occasionally interrupted by the sensation of her underwear, that hand filled up with the warmth of her body.

My heart was full of the same feeling I got when I saw other people enjoying my cooking.

I thought I took care of Mizuki because I didn’t want to see her be sad. But in reality, it was probably because it made me feel good. It was probably the same with all the sorts of things I did for Yume and Mutsuki.

Maybe I had been led around by my instincts from the very beginning.

None of that mattered now, though.

「There’s still some cake left on my hand. Eat every last crumb, Sera.」

When I said that, she started to slowly lick my palm. It was a pleasant, lukewarm sensation. I wasn’t aware because I didn’t usually get licked by other people, but it seemed that the tongue was able to convey a variety of emotions. Right now, she was awfully excited and seemed to delight in doing what I said.

「…You licked it clean. Good job.」

I gently laid my hand on her cheek.

「Ahaha, what a face. Your pleasure is written all over it. You’re melting.」

「…Woof.」

「It’s okay to speak like a human now. I have no clue what you’re trying to tell me.」

「…Are we already done?」

She spoke.

「Take a good look. My mouth is all sticky, and there’s still some cake left, you know?」

Maybe I was still underestimating her.

Yeah. She wouldn’t be satisfied with just this. After all, she was used to being doted on. There was no point if I didn’t scold, discipline, and spoil her even more. I let out a sigh and pulled on her leash.

「…You’re right. Sera, see this mess you’ve made. You’ve been a bad girl, haven’t you?」


	
	
	


「…」

「Bad girls need to be trained until they stop being naughty… Isn’t that right?」

Still pulling on the leash, I wiped off her mouth with my fingers and put it in between her lips.

「You’d better not bite me. If you do, I’ll bite you too.」

She obediently licked my fingers for a while, and then…

「Ow.」

She bit me just enough to cause a little bit of pain.

The eyes looking up at me were filled with expectation.

「…Bad girl.」

I took my fingers out of her mouth and ran them down her shoulder. She began to tremble in surprise, so I moved my touch over to her back and down to her legs.

「Where would you like to be bitten? It’s a special occasion, so I’ll let you decide.」

I ran my fingers along her spine. No matter where I bit her, it seemed like her skin would turn vibrantly red.

「Here? Or here? Or here, perhaps?」

「Where—wherever. Wherever you please, Master.」

「Hmm. Then here, I suppose?」

I lightly touched her underwear. Her body jumped a little more than before, and her legs trembled. I seductively felt at her rear, and then bit down on her shoulder.

Not expecting to be bitten there, she jumped in surprise and fell to the floor.

I didn’t bite that hard, but the marks were noticeable because her skin was so pale.

I shivered. She was always so confident, so mysterious, so beloved by everyone. And now I was making someone like that my puppy, biting her under the guise of discipline. It was obvious that this wasn’t normal at all. Even so, the thrill and pleasure continued to overflow.

Maybe we were both deviants.

This was surely inexcusable behavior. But that was precisely why it felt so good.

「Ahaha! That surprised you! You said to do whatever I wanted. What happened to that?」

It felt like it had been a long time since I’d laughed this loudly.

My voice sounded terribly immature.

Come to think of it, I’d been so busy taking care of Mizuki that I’d never acted this selfishly before.

Was my rebellious phase coming late?

In the first place, what was I even rebelling against?

「Hey. How does it feel to be disciplined just like you asked to be? This is what you always wanted, right?」

As I bit down on her other shoulder, her body began to tremble even more.

It was as if she was some sort of toy.

「Haha. Really… we’re such idiots. The both of us.」

I thought I’d be fine with living out a normal life. Passing by the same todays and tomorrows, I’d spend my time with my friends and then come home to that feeling that something wasn’t quite right. The times where I was satisfied with that already seemed so long ago.

In truth, maybe I had just wanted someone to come along and disrupt that everyday life.

I no longer had things I wanted to do, no more roles to fill. Everything from that time had drifted away into the air. I had broken it all into pieces. My desires had all been dug out. I had turned into a mess. I was sure that the expression that my face was uncontrollably contorting into was a disgusting sort of smile.

「That feels good, Master.」

「…Aha.」

It was disgusting. So disgusting. …It felt good.

It felt good to break. As I was right now, I couldn’t begin to imagine what tomorrow would be like, and I didn’t want to. If I indulged in all this pleasure upon a thin layer of ice, all that awaited in my future was a death by drowning.

I thought that was okay, though.

I mean, this felt so good. To laugh like an idiot, do things that I shouldn’t do to others, and destroy all my false selves. It felt so, so, so good. I didn’t care if I wasn’t a big sister anymore, or if I was no longer offered any roles to fulfill.

As long as I could continue being her owner.

「…Then I’ll make you feel even better.」

I felt myself drowning. The water’s surface grew further and further away. I was sinking deeper and deeper, drowning in the dark, warm depths of the ocean.

We licked each others’ bodies, bit each other, and kept telling each other how pleasurable it all was. I was supposed to be disciplining Sera, but it felt more and more like I was the one being disciplined. It felt good, though, and my chest tightened.

Before I knew it, tears were streaming down my cheeks, but without knowing why that was, I continued to indulge in pleasure with her.

By the time the tears had dried I no longer remembered that feeling of being in celebration for her, nor did I remember that smile on her face when I had given her those picture books. Still, the waves of pleasure that continued to endlessly swirl in the depths of my stomach remained vividly clear.

I must be some sort of beast.

When I put back on the clothes that I had taken off so naturally, the bite marks on my body throbbed with pain. Feeling pain in those places that I had never felt it in before, it was as if my normal everyday life was slipping far away. When I saw Mutsuki and Yume tomorrow, would I be able to smile like usual?

My reflection on the screen of my phone looked just like Sera did — with a helpless smile on my face, as if the only thing on my mind was pleasure.


  Chapter Four – Can Beasts Become Human?


[Part 17] Can Beasts Become Human? (I)


What’s done is done.

Having awakened to my inner animal, I could no longer innocently live on as a human. I knew that things were beginning to get out of control.

「Hey, Sera. Why’d you do that?」

It was lunchtime. I was disciplining her right in front of the door on the rooftop.

Ever since that day, she had begun coming to school wearing her collar every so often. I’d gotten used to checking if it was under her scarf. It was easy to tell without checking though, because on those days she’d call me out to somewhere deserted.

Even though she had it on today, she had made an attempt to take her scarf off during class.

I was able to stop her because I happened to be in the classroom at the time, but I was a bit afraid to imagine what might have happened if I hadn’t been there.

「Perhaps because I wanted to be disciplined by you, Master?」

「…Hm.」

She was gazing at me with expectant eyes. If she had exposed the collar and leash right in the middle of class, her school life would have been flung into chaos. She may have done it under the assumption that I’d stop her, but it was still dangerous to do.

What a bad girl she was.

「Bad girls need to be taught their manners.」

I touched her collar. I didn’t intend on the usual sort of discipline, though.

「Just kidding. It was a close call, but in the end nobody saw, so I won’t be doing anything.」

「…Huh?」

「Let’s eat, instead. If we just sit around, lunch break’s gonna end.」

I grinned and moved to take my bread out of its plastic bag. In that moment, her hand reached out and grabbed mine.

She was surprisingly strong.

「Is something wrong?」

「…Scold me, Master.」

「Why? There’s no reason to, you know?」

I said that with a certain deliberateness. She stared at me, and then slowly moved her face closer to mine and began to lick at me.

「Hey.」

「I won’t stop until I’ve been scolded.」

「…Sera.」

I felt a tingle of excitement. My hands were one thing, but It felt strange to have my cheeks licked. Just as she declared, she kept licking at me with no intention to stop until I did something about it, and my cheeks got all soggy.

Her red tongue came and went.

I grabbed her leash.

「You want it that badly, huh? You’re useless, Sera.」

「…」

「Do you really enjoy being disciplined that much?」

「I love it. …So do it plenty, Master.」

「Ahaha. …Everyone would be so disappointed if they knew that the Sorahashi-san was such a useless pervert.」

And I was as useless as she was.

She smiled as if she were melting. I’m sure I was wearing the same sort of expression. I’d always wanted to be the one to say kind words, to gently wipe away others’ tears and say things that warmed their hearts. Even so, showering them with meanness instead was just so much fun that it made my stomach churn.

It felt as if my organs were all being crushed by a giant hand.

What was this almost unpleasant sort of happiness that came along with a certain sort of pain? I remembered feeling this way once, when my parents celebrated my birthday along with me.

Those faraway memories were drowned out by Sera’s expectant gaze right before my eyes.

I didn’t care about the past anymore. As long as I could feel good now, that was enough for me.

「You’re lucky I’m your master. I’m the only one that could accept and train a pervert like you.」

I ran my fingers over her lips. They were so petite, soft, and beautiful. Her red tongue poked out from them and wrapped around my fingers.

The sensation of someone else’s tongue was indescribably disgusting, yet comforting.

「…Salty.」

「Ahaha. Next time, I’ll put honey all over my hands.」

「No, it’s fine. I like this.」

Because she often licked me like this, I stopped using hand cream in the mornings. I hadn’t washed dishes by hand much recently either, so my hands weren’t as rough as they used to be. That made me happy, but also a little lonely.

「The only one in the entire school who enjoys licking other peoples’ fingers like this is you. Have you properly reflected on your behavior?」

「..Yes.」

I felt my fingers becoming covered in a soft and squishy sensation.

The sound of water, one different from the sound of it flowing out of a faucet, tickled my ears and made my brain all fuzzy. I had gone crazy. While she licked at my fingers, I used my other hand to feel her hair.

「If you’ve reflected, then I’ll give you a reward. …So, here. Show me proof that you have.」

That sticky sound of water echoed out. What would happen if someone were to come up here right now? What would that person think of this side of ourselves that we didn’t show to anyone else?

Not that it mattered.

I let her continue licking my fingers for a while, and then praised her as I always did. With a smile different than before, she rubbed her head against my hand. Just like a real dog, I thought. Even so, Sorahashi-san was still Sorahashi-san. Even though she was my puppy, she wasn’t really a dog.

「By the way, Kurumi. What are your plans with your friends on Christmas?」

She asked with a smile as she took her collar off.

It was the same cute and innocent smile that I always saw during class.

「Uhh, you know that one place that’s famous for its chandeliers? We’re gonna go see that.」

「Oh, wonderful! I’ll be going to see the illuminations after my Christmas party.」

The time that I spent time with my group was pretty different from the way her group spent their time.

「What time do you think you’ll be done?」

「We haven’t fully planned out the details yet, but probably around seven?」

「Hmm… unexpectedly early.」

「Really? I think that’s a pretty normal time…」

Maybe she thought it was early because she was used to spending her time at night.

「Then when you’re finished up, let’s meet up at my house! I have a present for you!」

「Hm. Wouldn’t it be better to do that the day after?」

「Definitely not. It’s best to celebrate your birthday on the day it’s on, isn’t it?」

「Is that so?」

「It is. So make sure you come over.」

「…Okay.」

I didn’t know much about that because I rarely celebrated my birthday on the day itself, but seeing her so excited for it made me get a little excited for it too.

We had our lunches and talked about Christmas for a while.

When I returned to the classroom along with the ring of the bell, my eyes met with Yume’s.

「Ah, Kurumi! Where’d you go? I was looking all over for you!」

「Is something wrong?」

「Yeah, something’s totally wrong! We haven’t had lunch together at all recently, and I was hoping today would be the day!」

「Ah… My bad.」

「You’ve been kinda strangely unsociable lately. Did something happen?」

「Kinda.」

「…Hmph.」

She frowned in dissatisfaction. I’d recently been meeting up with Sorahashi-san during lunch and doing things that I couldn’t tell anybody else about, so I hadn’t had much time to spend with others. I hung out with them after school sometimes, but my time had definitely been diverted more toward Sorahashi-san.

「…Oh, one sec. Kurumi, your hand.」

「Huh? Ah…」

This was bad.

I tried to hide my hand, but Yume grabbed it before I could. She stared at my swollen fingers.

Sweat trickled down my face.

There was no way that this would reveal my relationship with Sorahashi-san, but my heart couldn’t help but begin to race. This was fine. As long as I didn’t blurt out anything unnecessary, there was no we she’d know that my fingers had been licked.

「Look at these fingers. Could it be…」

My heart skipped a beat.

I looked away from Yume over to Sorahashi-san, who was in the seat next to mine. She stuck out her tongue as if to tease me.

I felt like my heart was going to explode.

It would be a huge problem if Yume found out, so I hoped that Sorahashi-san wouldn’t do anything strange. Even as I thought that, I couldn’t take my eyes off her tongue. There was definitely something wrong with me.

「They’re so rough!」

「Huh?」

「Gosh. You always lend me your hand cream, so why don’t you use any on yourself?」

「Uh…」

「Gimme a sec. I’ve got something that you recommended to me the other day.」

Having said that, she took some hand cream out from her bag and applied it to my hands. It was a little ticklish as she ran her hands over every inch of mine. I was glad that she hadn’t realized, but then I noticed that Mutsuki had been watching us since who knows when.

「…Mutsuki? Is there something on my face?」

「Nope. You’re as beautiful as ever.」

「Huh. Is that so.」

「Too much salt, right?」

She sighed.

「You shouldn’t get them wet so often.」

I was shocked that Mutsuki could tell that much. I didn’t think she could tell they were being licked, though.

「The same thing happened to me once when I went out playing in the snow too much. Be careful not to get frostbite.」

「Ah, yeah…」

「By the way, about those Christmas plans…」

Playing in the snow, huh.

Come to think of it, the snow was pretty heavy yesterday. How many years had it been since it’d snowed enough to pile up like this? I thought back to one time when Mizuki had built an igloo at home, but I couldn’t remember how long ago in the past that was.

During those times when we were innocently playing around together, I’d never imagined that there would come a time when she wouldn’t even call me Onee-chan anymore.

I sighed softly and looked out the window.

The sky was dull and looked as if it was about to snow. I hadn’t checked the forecast for today, but maybe it would be snowing again. I was afraid that the trains would stop running if too much piled up. It was a pretty long walk from school all the way back home.

I supposed it wouldn’t do to think like that.

I saw something white fall softly from the sky. Before I knew it, several white lumps were coming down. It was definitely snow.

「Hey, it’s snowing.」

Yume said as she touched my hand.

「It looks like it’s gonna be pretty heavy today. Wanna make a snowman on the way home?」

「No, I wanna have a snowball fight.」

「So barbaric, Mutsuki. I bet Kurumi wants to make a snowman too.」

「So we’re going to play in the snow…?」

「Yeah, I mean, might as well! Right, Mutsuki?」

「Of course. It’s what high schoolers do.」

「Really…?」

Like usual, I couldn’t tell if they got along well or not.

I wondered why I ended up in the middle of their plans in the snow.

I looked out at the snow with a wry smile. It was so white and beautiful, but when it fell heavily enough to cover everything the eyes could see, it made me feel a little strange.


	
	
	


I wondered how long Yume would keep putting cream on my hands.


[Part 18] Can Beasts Become Human? (II)


「See you tomorrow!」

「Snowball fights are pretty fun.」

In the end, we decided to both have a snowball fight and make a snowman after school. It wasn’t exactly what high schoolers usually got up to, but the two of them were too eager to turn down, so that’s how we ended up messing around in the snow for two hours.

It was getting dark and the snow was starting to fall harder. Neither of them lived that far from school, so I was sure they’d be able to get home safe. As I headed towards the station, taking care not to slip, I saw a line formed by the ticket gate. Just as I had feared, the trains had stopped.

There was no way I could take a taxi, and the bus was way too crowded. I couldn’t just walk home, either.

I figured I should kill some time until the trains started moving again — well, that’s what I wanted to do, but all the cafes near the station were packed full. I thought about heading to the bookstore in the station and browsing around, but my legs were really tired from all that playing in the snow.

I went to brush some snow off of a bench at the station and sat down. My butt was a little cold, but it was more comfortable than standing.

I hoped Mizuki was okay.

Her middle school was close to home so I didn’t think that she’d get lost or stuck, but I was worried she’d slip and fall or get sick.

「…Achoo.」

It was cold.

Even with a coat and scarf on, it was cold.

I buried my face in the scarf. The one that Sorahashi-san was supposed to be wearing had somehow become mine, and the one that was supposed to be mine had become hers. I’d washed it a few times though, so it shouldn’t smell like her anymore.

So why was it that right now, I could pick up her scent?

I suddenly looked up and felt something touching my hair. It was someone’s hand.

「Sorahashi-san. So you haven’t gone home yet.」

「For some reason, I just got the feeling that you were still around.」

「Ahaha, what’s that supposed to mean?」

It was too cold for me to properly put a laugh on my face. She was holding her umbrella up to me.

「There’s so much snow on your gloves… are you okay?」

「I’m a little cold, but I’m fine.」

「Were you playing in the snow, perhaps?」

「Yeah. It just sorta happened… It was surprisingly fun. Maybe I got a little carried away.」

「Gosh. It’s fine to play around, but you have to be careful not to catch a cold.」

Saying that, she took off my gloves and grasped my hands tightly. Her hands usually felt a little cold, but right now, they were quite warm — hot, even.

「…See? Look at how cold you are. You were so engrossed in the snow that you’ve gotten like this.」

「Ah, ahaha…」

I knew myself how childlike I seemed right now, but I couldn’t help but get all caught up in it when I saw my friends having that much fun. Maybe that was just a result of my instincts.

「I’ve called a taxi. I’ll take you home.」

She said, holding my hands.

I slowly got up. The umbrella she was holding was a cute light pink. It totally fit her image as a princess, but I wondered… I didn’t know what her favorite color was, but I felt like there was one that suited her better.

Wait, was this okay?

We didn’t have much to do with each other at school, but if we were to walk hand-in-hand with each other by the station, rumors would probably start to fly around. Even so, I didn’t feel like letting go of her hand right now.

I let myself be led by hand to a nearby taxi. I felt a wave of sleepiness as soon as I sat down, maybe because they had the heat on. I was more tired than I’d thought. When I closed my eyes, I felt something touch my shoulder.

「You should get some rest. I’ll wake you up when you get home.」

「Mm… thanks.」

I cracked my eyes open slightly and noticed her arm around my shoulder.

She was unlike me in that she could so naturally put her arm around someone else. I wasn’t really one for physical touch. Maybe it wasn’t so bad when it was her, though. I didn’t know how long it would take to get to my house, but I felt like I’d have a nice dream.

I closed my eyes once more and leaned into her. The warmth and softness I felt on her shoulder was different from mine, and it was comfortable.

I dozed off for a while. I wasn’t sure how much time had passed, but she shook my shoulders with a surprising speed and I slowly opened my eyes.

「Wake up, Kurumi. We’re here.」

「Ah, yeah.」

「Good morning. It seems you slept well.」

「Mornin. …I guess snowball fights really take the energy out of you. I’m so tired.」

「Hehe. You have a surprisingly childlike side to you too.」

Apparently she’d already paid the bill, so Sorahashi-san simply said thank you before getting out of the taxi. I also said thank you and got out.

「So col… Wait, what?」

「What’s wrong, Kurumi?」

The snow was still heavy, so I hadn’t been able to see very well through the taxi window, but when I got out and got a closer look, what laid in front of me wasn’t my house. Rather, this house was…

「Sorahashi-san, isn’t this your house?」

「That’s right. Didn’t I say I’d take you home?」

「I didn’t think you meant you’d take me to your home.」

「Well, I don’t know your address, Kurumi.」

I may have invited her over before, but I supposed I might not have given her my address. There wasn’t any helping it, then.

「Besides, I felt like talking with you a little more. …Is that asking too much?」

「…No. I’d like to talk with you more as well.」

「Wonderful! Come on in!」

She spoke with an innocent laugh.

I walked through the front door, just like I did on her birthday. I’d only been to her house a few times, but I somehow felt like I was getting used to seeing this entrance. The scent of the forest that I had picked out for her wafted through it, and it felt a bit familiar.

「Welcome home.」

She said, just as she did on that day.

I smiled.

「I’m back.」

「…Hehe. Ah, the bath is probably prepared already, so you can go in. It was pretty cold out there.」

「Uh, you sure?」

「Yeah. This is your home too, you know.」

At that, she guided me over to the bath. I hesitated for a moment before taking off my uniform. I’d never stripped in someone else’s house before, so I felt uneasy. The same diffuser as the one by the entrance was in here, though, and perhaps because of that it eased my mind a little.

I washed the snow off my hair, cleaned up my body as well, and then went to soak in the bathtub.

Unlike the bathtub at home, the one in here was big enough to stretch my legs all the way out. It made me feel a little guilty about using it alone. In the first place, it was my first time taking a bath in someone else’s house. Was it really fine to make myself at home?

「Kurumi. How’s the water temperature?」

「Um—」

Just as I heard Sorahashi-san’s voice, the door opened.

「Wha— why?」

「Well, I was feeling cold as well, and I thought I’d get sick if I just sat around like this.」

「Then I’ll be getting out.」

「But you’ve only just gotten in, right? There’s no point in getting out before you’ve warmed up.」

「….Ugh.」

She had a point. But taking a bath alone with a classmate I wasn’t particularly close with was a bit weird. Well, thinking about it, it was much weirder to be playing at pet and owner.

Seeing her with the collar on melted away my reason and left me to act on instinct alone. But when I saw her with nothing around her neck and making the expressions of a human, I too became human again. Regardless of the class we were in, the friends we had, the group we belonged to, and everything else, none of that changed the fact that we were here together like this.

Maybe it was hard to be always just human or always just a beast.

What exactly was I, then? What was right, and what was wrong?

「Kurumi, open your legs a little.」

「Huh? Oh, sure.」

Before I knew it, she had finished washing up and was over at the bathtub. I didn’t really know what was going on, but I opened my legs up as I was told and she sat down, sliding in between the gap.

It smelled of her shampoo.

I couldn’t help but draw my attention to her clear, pale nape. She pressed her back against me. Our wet skin pressed together, and it felt different from usual.

My heart was racing. The things we did regularly were unusual enough, but what was happening in this moment was the most unusual of all. She was naked, with her back pressed into me. What in the world was going on?

We’d hardly been involved with each other up until now, so why were we alone together here?

The sound of water was distant. Whether this warmth was because of the bath or because of her, I couldn’t tell.


[Part 19] Can Beasts Become Human? (III)


「Kurumi, do you ever do these sort of things with your friends?」

「What do you mean?」

「Like, all this physical touch.」

Her hand touched my arm. I was a little surprised by her temperature, which was different from usual, but I didn’t mind it.

「We don’t. Yume, Mutsuki, and I… we’re not really the type to do that.」

「Just me, then. Am I special?」

She looked up at me. The indescribable color of her eyes were dazzling today, too. I gently touched her hair.

「…Probably.」

「I see. …I’m glad.」

What did it mean to be “special”? I didn’t know, but what I did know was that the relationship we had was anything but normal.

Well, even so…

「I know you said that you wanted it to be me, but… Why? There’s plenty of other doting people out there, aren’t there?」

Thinking that now was the right time, I asked something that had been on my mind for a long while. I still wasn’t comfortable with the idea that it had to be me. She had said that nobody else was suitable for the role of her master, but was that really true?

She took her eyes off of me and faced forward.

「You see, Kurumi. No matter how scary someone seems, you’ll call out to them if they’re in trouble.」

「Huh. …Hmm. I guess so?」

「You absolutely would. …It’s why that one time, when I dropped my handkerchief, you went to pick it up and give it back to me.」

「…Did that happen?」

「Yeah. That made me think you were quite kind, and my eyes just naturally began to start gravitating towards you. You’re so caring, and just can’t leave alone those in need, and…」

She leaned a little more heavily into me.

「I knew that just like me, you were bored with your routine, everyday life.」

「…Huh?」

I loved that normal everyday. I hoped that the days would keep on passing by forever, just like this. That’s what I thought, at least. Truthfully, though, I missed the times that I’d spent with Mizuki. I hadn’t even realized it myself, but maybe she’d seen through it all.

「That’s why it has to be you. It’s because we’re the same, Kurumi.」

「Well, even so, it’s a bit troubling to just ask me out of nowhere to be your owner.」

「But you went along with it, didn’t you?」

「Well, I mean. I thought it would have been dangerous for you to ask someone else.」

That wasn’t the only reason I’d accepted her offer.

「That’s why I asked you.」

「…I see.」

It’s not like I understood it all, but I at least understood why she chose me. The thought that I was the only one that could be her master made me feel a little satisfied. Perhaps I had been starving to be needed.

We stayed like this in the bath for a while, but eventually, we both got out.

I borrowed some clothes from her and we walked to the living room together. Maybe it was because I had been soaking in the bath, but I felt a different sensation on my feet than before. When I sat down on the sofa, my phone vibrated. It was a message from Yume.

『Did you get home? Sorry for making you keep us company in the cold』

『Yeah, I did. Don’t worry about it, I had fun』

『I’m super sorry』

I didn’t think it was that big of a deal. My hands stung a little, but it’s true that I had enjoyed myself. The moment that I was about to send another message, a phone call came in and I instinctively tapped the answer button. I hastily put it up to my ear.

「What’s up, Yume?」

『Not Yume. This is Mizuki.』

She seemed displeased. I hadn’t expected a call from Mizuki right then, and my eyes widened.

「Sorry, I was texting a friend. Did something happen?」

『Not really.』

The conversation halted. It felt like she had something to say to me. Thinking that I had an idea of what it was, I quietly spoke.

「…Were you worried about me?」

『I mean, the trains stopped running.』

Somehow, I was right. I couldn’t help but smile.

「You’re so nice, Mizuki.」

『Don’t treat me like a kid. You seem fine. I’m hanging up.』

「Ah, wait. Make sure you turn on the heat so you don’t catch a cold. And snow gets really slippery and dangerous when it first starts to melt, so be careful if you go out now…」 

『I know, I know! You’re the one that should be careful. Where even are you, by the way?』

「I’m at a classmate’s house. Just resting for a bit.」

「You can stay the night, you know?」

Sorahashi-san said as she put a teacup in front of me.

「We don’t know when the trains will start running again, so it’ll be a bit dangerous, right? Why don’t you stay the night?」

「…Sure.」

I gave her a slight nod. This could be the first time I’d be staying over at someone else’s place.

『…Is that the blonde girl you invited over the other day?』

A lowered voice came out from my phone.

My eyes widened in surprise. How did she know that I had invited Sorahashi-san over the other day? She hadn’t stayed the night, and I didn’t think she left anything behind. And how did Mizuki even know the color of her hair?

『What’s your relationship with her? The last time you invited anybody over was in elementary school.』

「What do you mean, what sort of relationship…」

Friends. Acquaintances. Classmates. …Pet.

None of them really quite fit, so I didn’t know what to say. When I remained silent, Mizuki sighed.

『Are you not friends? …Is she someone dangerous?』

「No, that’s not it. Friends. We’re friends.」

『Hmm… As long as she’s not dangerous. If anything happens, I guess it’s fine if you let me know. …I’m an adult now. Much more so than you.』

「Ahaha… Then if something happens, I’ll leave it to you.」

『…Yeah.』

「I’ll see you later.」

『You have to come back safely tomorrow. Mom and Dad are worried.』

「Got it.」

The call ended, and I let out a small sigh.

I had always thought of her as a crybaby, but she was all grown up now. Well, I supposed she was already taller than me, and maybe she was better at sports than I was. Even so, I didn’t think I could be relying on my younger sister too much.

But…

I’d be lying if I said that my relationship with Sorahashi-san didn’t carry some dangers with it. If I told Mizuki the truth, she’d certainly be worried, at the very least. The thought alone made my heart heavy. Was it okay to keep things like this? Such worries flashed through my head.

「Sorahashi-san.」

「What is it?」

「Thank you for finding me earlier. And for letting me use your bath. …There were a lot of things that made me happy today.」

「Eh, ah, sure. I’m glad?」

Her reaction was strange, as if I had said something weird.

「Did I say something weird?」

「No, that’s not the case…」

She leaned against me. I could feel the softness of her hair and the scent of her shampoo.

I felt my heart beating a little faster.

「Yeah, this is nice. …It was pretty cold today.」

「…Yeah.」

It was warm. Partially because the heating was on, but more than anything, it was because of her body heat.

The steam rising from the teacup she had brought me somehow seemed so far away. Right now, I was focused on her more than anything else. I put my phone down, and silence fell. I leaned my weight into her, feeling that warmth even more.

I had told Mizuki we were friends, but…

I didn’t think that was actually the case. I had thought we’d be able to become good friends, but I was sure I had been mistaken.

I touched her hair. Seeming to notice the feeling of my fingers, she stared into my eyes. Her eyes looked moist, and she seemed a bit sleepy.

「Kurumi.」

My heart leaped when she called my name.

I’ve had to collar her, scold her, praise her, and pamper her. When I did that, my heart raced, I felt shivers, and it felt good. Now, though, my heart felt a different sort of sensation. It was comfortable, like the feeling of drinking hot cocoa on a cold day. It was strange that even though I felt like that, I was also excited.

「It’s nothing.」

Saying that, she smiled.

I wordlessly returned her smile.

Even if we couldn’t be friends or simply just acquaintances, maybe our relationship could take the form of something even greater.

For just a moment, that was the thought that crossed my mind.


[Part 20] Can Beasts Become Human? (IV)


「Kurumi. …Here.」

A few days had passed, and before I knew it, it was Christmas.

As I was getting ready to head out, Mizuki handed me something. I reflexively took it and saw that it was something wrapped in red paper.

「Is this a birthday present?」

「Well, yeah. I haven’t been able to give you anything recently. I picked this out with a friend, so it should be decent enough.」

「Thank you. That makes me happy.」

「Mm. …Open it?」

Mizuki had gone through a growth spurt this past year and was now taller than me. Her mannerisms hadn’t changed, though. She still stared at me to hide her embarrassment.

I thought she didn’t care about me anymore.

Maybe that wasn’t the case. I’d be happy if that were so.

I gently took apart the wrapping paper.

「Woah, a scarf.」

「…Yeah. I figured you should bring around something a little brighter colored.」

「You’re right. Thank you, Mizuki.」

「Hang on.」

She took the scarf from me.

I tilted my head.

「I’m already here, so I might as well tie it up for you. I’m better at that than you are.」

「…Hehe. Yeah, please do.」

The present she had given me was a white scarf. I hadn’t had the luxury to care too much about fashion up until now, and she herself had never really brought up the topic of clothes before.

Mizuki had really grown. Not just in terms of her height. She had gotten more mature.

Maybe her fashion sense was much better than mine. That made me feel a little lonely, but more than anything, I was happy. The once-crybaby Mizuki had grown up into such a fine young woman. What sort of adult would she become, I wondered?

「…Hey. Who are you hanging out with today?」

She said in a low voice.

「Hm? Just my friends.」

「Do you mean that person from before?」

「From before… You mean Sorahashi-san? No, I’m with other friends today.」

I wondered how long it had been since someone had put my scarf on for me. I used to do it for Mizuki all the time, but this was the first time it was happening the other way around. I wasn’t sure if it was something my parents did for me when I was little.

For a moment, I thought about Sorahashi-san. I wondered how she felt when I put that collar on her.

As I thought about her, I suddenly wasn’t sure what sort of face to make. Was I properly able to wear the face of a human, of a proper older sister, in front of Mizuki? It had become difficult for me to remember how I used to go about my daily life.

Or maybe I just didn’t want to remember.

At least when I was in front of Mizuki, though, I still had to do my best.

「…Are you good friends with that Sorahashi-san?」

「Yeah. We get along well enough.」

「Enough to eat together?」

Mizuki asked in a quiet voice. I felt like I was being interrogated.

Maybe she didn’t like having strangers in her house.

「I figured. …It’s done.」

「Thank you, Mizuki.」

「…Yeah.」

She looked away, as if she was unhappy with something.

「Thank you for the Christmas present. …Get home safe.」

I had left my Christmas present to her by her pillow last night. I didn’t need to be Santa anymore, but I still left it for her like I always used to. This year I went with something safe, a mechanical pencil. I hoped she liked it.

「Yeah, see you later.」

I was a little curious about the way she was acting, but it was almost time to leave for the train, so I went back to my room to fetch my coat.

「…Huh?」

The coat I usually wore had a refreshing scent to it, like lemon tea. I felt like I recognized that scent from somewhere recent, but I couldn’t recall where. Maybe it was just the smell of laundry detergent that had stuck onto it.

With questions in my mind, I left the house.

Today I would be hanging out with Mutsuki and Yume, and we’d planned on going to see the illuminations after. I never really had plans to go out like this on Christmas, so I was a little excited.

I transferred trains several times and walked the final stretch to our meeting place.

I had left early, so nobody had gotten here yet. As I was absentmindedly staring at my phone, I heard the sound of someone running. I looked up to see Yume jumping at me.

「Good morning, Kurumi!」

「G…good morning, Yume. You seem lively.」

「Of course I am! I made it through the second term without a hitch, and today I have a date with you, Kurumi!」

「I see.」

「…Hey, wait. Why are you in your uniform today?」

「Huh? …Because it’s sturdy?」

「…」

It’s not like I had a strong sense of school spirit. I just wore it because I didn’t have many clothes. Sorahashi-san had pointed that out to me too, so maybe it would be better if I owned some other clothes.

It wasn’t like it was causing any problems for me, though. I thought it was fine.

And besides, the uniform was pretty cute.

「Let’s go check out some clothes first. I’ll pick out a fit that matches your style!」

「Uh…」

「I know it’s made pretty nice, but it’d be a waste to just always wear your uniform. That’s not to say I don’t love seeing you in it, though!」

「Huh…」

「What’s all this fuss about?」

Mutsuki strolled towards us with a sleepy look on her face.

「Mutsuki, look! Kurumi’s wearing her uniform!」

「You’re right. Was it for supplementary classes?」

「There’s no way she’d need those. She’s not you.」

「I passed this time too, you know? And weren’t you just barely safe, too?」

「I was busy learning more about the world…」

It was the same thing that Mutsuki had said.

The great thing about Yume was how she never came crying to me right before a test. I didn’t dislike being relied on — in fact, I really liked it — but it would worry me if she relied on me too much.

Mutsuki, on the other hand, asked for my homework and copied my notes almost every day. I wondered how she’d fare if we were in different classes next year. I supposed that when I thought about things that way, I was the one that couldn’t let go of her.

「Hey, more importantly, we’re talking about Kurumi right now!」

「Oh dear, you’ve been led astray.」

「Shut up. In any case, we’re gonna go look for some clothes for her!」

「Hmm…」

Mutsuki gazed at me.

And then, as if she had realized something, she brought her face closer to my coat.

「Hey, did you change up your perfume?」

「I don’t usually have any on…」

「Is that so? Lately, you’ve been smelling like the sea. …Fabric softener, maybe?」

「Huh?」

The smell of the ocean…

Maybe it was because I was spending so much time with Sorahashi-san. Did her scent carry over onto me?

Well, hmm. Was it possible for perfume scents to transfer over just through touch? And for that matter, I myself couldn’t really make out the scent of the coat either.

「Hey, Yume. Take a whiff. It smells nice.」

「…You’re right. It’s different from usual.」

「…I wonder why. Maybe my mom changed the detergent?」

My heart was racing. I didn’t think the two of them knew that Sorahashi-san and I carried the same scent. Sorahashi-san and Mutsuki weren’t involved with each other, so it was probably fine. If they found out, though, how would I explain it?

Well, I supposed I could just say we were friends, but that was a bit misleading and I was afraid they’d just start grilling me.

「Maybe so. Should we get going? I wanted to go look at some clothes too.」

「Yeah. I’ll pick out some things that suit the both of you.」

「Wait, me too?」

「Might as well.」

「Then I’ll pick some stuff out for you too.」

「…I’m good. Our tastes don’t match up too well.」

「Don’t be shy.」

「I’m not. …Hey, Kurumi, let’s go!」

「Ah, sure.」

I began to walk alongside Yume.

Come to think of it, I hadn’t seen Sorahashi-san that much after the end of the second term. Maybe our relationship could be something different from just pet and owner. While thinking about this, I wondered if we’d become so estranged to the point of not even being acquaintances. That worry crossed my mind for a moment.

That made me a bit sad, but humans were creatures of habit.

Whether it was Mizuki calling me “Kurumi”, putting dishes into the dishwasher, or ending the day without making dinner, I had gotten used to it within the year, and what remained was only a slight ache in my heart.

How long did she intend to continue with this game of pretend?

I let out a small sigh. I was out here with my friends. There was no need to worry about anything unrelated. I should be enjoying myself.

Hanging out with the two of them was more fun than I’d imagined it would be. We browsed clothes together, just walked around town without anything particular in mind, and had dinner. The time flowed by so quietly, incomparable to when I was busy taking care of everything at home.

It felt as if time had started to go by faster in the past year, but in reality, the only thing that had changed was my surroundings. I’d only just begun to be keenly aware of how small of a world I was living in.

As the sun set, our breaths began to turn white.

The two of them had been in high spirits all morning, without any care for the cold. As we walked to our next destination, it was so cold that I buried my face in my scarf. It smelled soft and refreshing. The same as the coat. I couldn’t help but tilt my head.

It was a smell that I liked, but what exactly was it?

「It’s so pretty!」

「Yeah, it is. Let’s get some photos.」

Mutsuki was oddly interested in taking pictures. She usually wasn’t into that sort of thing.

What was Sorahashi-san up to right now?

She had said she was having a party with her friends, so she was probably at home.

As I was lost in thought, I felt a familiar smell tickle my senses.

It couldn’t possibly be. I looked around.

Within the hustle and bustle, I heard a sound with a defined presence. It wasn’t just any sound. It was the sound of a voice that I knew well. One that was crystal clear, one that could be heard no matter how noisy it was.

「They’re so bright.」

「Well, that’s what illuminations are. Wait, Sera, you were the one that wanted to come and see them, but… don’t you seem kinda down?」

「Even though we came all the way to see them in person, it’s too cold for me to enjoy them all too much.」

「Hey. Told you so.」

It was Sorahashi-san’s voice.

She was looking at the illuminations with her friends. She didn’t seem to notice me and didn’t look my way.

「Did you truly want to be just friends with me? Did you think you could? Even with that look on your face?」

Words that she had said before echoed in my mind.

If, just like I did with Mutsuki and Yume, we hung out like normal, had meals together, and went to see the illuminations like this… If I put Sorahashi-san in the positions they occupied, or if I was placed in the position of the person next to her, it was so obvious that it wouldn’t be right.

What if it was something completely different, something more romantic?

A relationship where we affectionately held hands, whispered sweet nothings to each other, and kissed once in a while?

I involuntarily smiled. That didn’t feel right, either. It wouldn’t be pleasurable or fun at all.

I tightly hugged my bag. Inside was my Christmas present to her. It was something that I had hesitated to give her for a long time, but now, I felt like I could do it without any hesitation.

Friends, acquaintances, lovers, and all the rest…

Those were all replaceable. Even if I disappeared tomorrow, I imagined it would fail to inconvenience Yume or Mutsuki. Other people would just fill up the void that I’d left behind. Just like how when my parents started to take over the duties that used to be mine, the only one that had been bothered was me.

I thought that there were very few people or relationships that couldn’t be replaced.

I had thought that the position of older sister was more special than anyone else’s position, but Mizuki probably didn’t think that. I was so easily replaceable, and the moment I had lost my role, I began to feel lost and had been wandering ever since.

But…

That was the only connection I had with her. Of that, I was sure.

Suddenly, Sorahashi-san turned around. She looked straight at me and smiled, as if she had noticed my presence from the start.

Ah, so that was it.

This was why she had asked before what my plans were for Christmas. It was so that we could meet like this.

As if it could sense the trembling within my heart, my phone began to vibrate.

『See you later.』

It was a short message. When I looked up, she had already turned back to her friend.

She was anything but normal. Whenever I thought I had caught hold of her, she would slip through my fingers, and she never let go of me. But, I had no intentions of running away anymore.

Once I had sunk into the deep depths of the ocean where even sunlight couldn’t reach, I could never go back to the surface.

Surely, it was down in those depths that I could find where I belonged — where I could find my role to play.

「…Yeah. See you later, Sera.」

I started walking away, leaving her behind as she happily chatted with her friends.

I spent some time looking at the illuminations with Mutsuki and Yume.

By the time we had parted ways, the darkness of night had begun to grow deep. I hurried to catch the train to her house. There was a jolly atmosphere within both the station and inside the train itself.

People were smiling and talking amongst themselves, holding bags full of food that they were probably going to eat at home. Parents fondly gazed at their merry children. Friends and couples huddled together as they chatted.

I hadn’t known, but the city was full of all sorts of people.

Today was both Christmas and my birthday, but I’d never thought of it as something special. Apparently, though, Christmas was a special day for all of society.

For some reason, I smiled.

Without knowing why I did, I walked up to her house. The door slid open right as I rang the doorbell. Naturally, the one who appeared before me was Sorahashi-san, dressed just like before.

「Welcome home.」

「I’m back.」

I took off my shoes like usual and went in.

It smelled different today. Maybe it was the lingering scent of the Christmas party, a scent that was proof of her humanity.

How ridiculous.

We were both beasts, after all.

「Wait just a moment. I’ll clean up the living ro—」

「I don’t care about any of that.」

I set my bag down and grabbed her by the collar.[1]

Pushing my weight onto her, she toppled over with surprising ease. I climbed on top of her and smiled.



[1] The collar of her clothes. Not the dog collar.




[Part 21] Can Beasts Become Human? (V)


「Stop acting like a human, Sera. Who cares about any of that?」

Why?

I had plenty of fun spending my Christmas with Mutsuki and Yume. I had been happy to be gifted a present from Mizuki. All of that was true, and yet, those feelings of fun and joy had now faded away.

And now, without any apparent reason, I had begun to feel like crying.

Perhaps I had gotten myself all caught up in the Christmas spirit, or maybe my excitement had distorted my emotions. I didn’t understand anything, but I felt Sorahashi-san’s presence.

「Then you too, Master. …How about you take the mask off as well?」

Her hand touched my scarf.

It silently came undone and fell to the floor. As its scent faded away, I felt as if the last of my humanity had burst into nothingness.

Who even cared anymore?

About my friends, about my family, about being a big sister and what she called me…

As long as it felt good, anything was acceptable. In this moment, I alone was irreplaceable. She was special to me, and I was special to her. As if to confirm that, our gazes met.

By silent agreement, we stripped each other of our clothes. Everything that bound us to our humanity was an annoyance and a hindrance. I couldn’t wait to become a beast, not just in mind, but in body, too — so as my clothes came off piece by piece, even the feeling of my body becoming colder and colder warmed my heart.

「Master, you’re bustier than you look.」

「…Are you acting like a pervert on purpose?」

「And what if I am?」

「You know what’ll happen without even asking, right?」

I put my hand on her neck.

She felt so much cooler than the last time I had felt her, back when we had just gotten out from the bath. This must have been her body’s natural temperature.

I smiled.

「…Before that, I have a Christmas present for you.」

I reached into my bag and took something out.

When she saw what it was, a smile of pleasure spread across her face.

「It’s a new collar.」

As a Christmas present, I bought her a black collar. I had actually planned on buying her a book I felt she would like, but my instincts had told me to buy a collar. I thought that this color would look good on her.

She stared at it impatiently.

She was hopeless, disgusting, and… above all, adorable.

I felt a knot in my stomach. When I felt lonely, when I was in pain, when I felt good… At all sorts of times, my body would react on its own, and I could tell how I felt from that reaction. Right now, I was so excited that I could go insane.

I thought I was pretty disgusting too, but if I looked beautiful to her, then I was right to be.

I gently put the black collar around her pale neck. Like I thought, it suited her well. The thing I chose for her was tarnishing her beautiful body, making her something that couldn’t be shown to anyone else. When I had that thought, I laughed.

It was the complete opposite of the scarf that Mizuki had picked out for me.

Even though I thought it would look good on Sera, I chose this collar for myself and nobody else.

I quietly held my phone up and snapped a picture. The black collar, her ecstatic expression, her beautiful underwear… What a ridiculous sight it was.

「Aha, so cute. So, so, so stupidly cute!」

I yelled in a voice that I didn’t recognize.

I didn’t even need to look in the mirror to know that I was smiling.

「…Hehe. You seem happy, Master.」

Happy?

I supposed that was the case. Even as I sought out the happiness of others while wearing the mask of a human, I had surely also been searching for a place to act on my instincts. Those instincts — my true nature — that Sorahashi-san had dug up were so immoral that it made me laugh. It felt good.

I gently placed my hand on her chest. Feeling that her heart was beating just as fast as mine, I could tell she was excited. Wanting to feel that heartbeat more, I slipped my hand past her underwear and was met with a pleasant, smooth sensation. It was soft, yet firm, giving off a sense of life.

Perhaps it was by instinct that I was pleased by that sensation — that confirmation — of life. That may also have been why she had seemed to enjoy licking up my nosebleed before.

From the perspective of others, perhaps we were strange. Well, that’s what I thought too.

I had never intended on doing these sorts of things. How did it end up like this? I had no idea. I ran my hand over her chest. Her breathing became heavy, and I naturally brought my face closer.

I pressed my nose to her chest and took a deep breath.

Like I thought, it smelled like life. Maybe it was because I had been walking around outside with my coat on, but it was a scent much more pleasant than that usual one of the ocean, one that I felt like I could take in forever.

「Master—」

Before she could say anything, I gave her chest a gentle bite.

Her legs jumped and hit my back.

「Here, a punishment for saying weird things.」

「…」

「Does it hurt? Or does it feel good?」

「Both.」

I myself was becoming more like a dog. I bit her chest, licked the bite marks, and glanced at her eyes. They were beautiful, clouded with all sorts of emotions. I was sure that mine were the same.

I pushed her underwear aside and sucked at the very center of her chest.

It tasted of life.

「Sera, you’re my puppy. You’ve been, and you always will be. I’ll train you until that collar wears out.」

I tugged on the collar.

「I’ll discipline you just like you wished, Sera. Give me a proper thank-you.」

「…Woof.」

Being bitten by me must have felt wonderful to her, because she licked my cheek with a melting smile plastered over her face. It was chilling, disgusting, and ridiculous. People normally wouldn’t lick other people. That was common sense.

How absurd.

She ran her small tongue over my entire body. She licked my shoulders, all over my chest, and gently bit my inner thighs. It was like a dog’s way of showing affection, but her actions carried more excitement than just affection. She just instinctively licked, bit, and occasionally affectionately pet me.

She nuzzled her nose into my chest just as I did, bringing me an unfamiliar sensation that gave me goosebumps.

「What a lewd smell.」

「What’s that supposed to mean?」

「It smells of life. I like it.」

My body trembled with surprise. The feeling of her nose on my chest was awfully ticklish. My legs gradually began to tremble too, and for some reason, tears started to leave my eyes. I wasn’t particularly sad, but I wasn’t happy enough to cry either.

She seemed to notice my tears and licked my cheek again.

I quietly stood up.

「Sit.」

When I said that, she silently sat.

We were covered in sweat and saliva, gazing at each other with animalistic faces. She was my puppy, but maybe I was hers, too.

We were the same, both unable to escape our instincts.

「Paw.」

「Woof.」

「Shake.」

「Woof.」

「Ahaha, so clever. Adorable.」

I didn’t really understand why she wanted me to scold her, but after scolding her like she desired, I praised and pampered her.

What on earth were we doing?

We were stripped down to our underwear in the foyer, licking and licking, and acting like dogs. We must have been the only ones doing these sorts of things on Christmas. To celebrate it was supposed to be a human privilege, but we were throwing away our humanity. It had all become a mess.

「Ah, right. I have a Christmas present for you too, master.」

「Hm?」

「I told you before I’d get you something, didn’t I?」

With that, we headed to the living room. I wiped my cheek with the back of my hand, trying to wipe away the faint traces of my crying that remained.

The heating was on in the living room, so it was warm. I looked around and saw some food on the table, probably the remains of her party. For some reason, I didn’t want to see it, so I sat down on the sofa like I always did. Maybe it was because I was only in my underwear, but it felt different from usual.

「Here, Master. Merry Christmas.」

As she said that, she touched my neck.

It couldn’t be. I felt a slight tightening sensation around it. Sera happily smiled as I stared at her with widened eyes.

「I thought I’d get you a collar too, Master. …We truly are suited for each other.」

「…Huh?」

I saw myself reflected on the screen of her unpowered TV. It seemed that she had bought a white collar, the exact opposite of the one I had gotten for her.

I couldn’t help but laugh. We certainly were suited for each other. It wasn’t likely that we would both choose something as ridiculous as a collar for a Christmas present. I laughed and laughed, not knowing whether to be happy or disgusted.

「Here, Master. Paw. …Just kidding.」

She held her hand out to me.

I gently touched it.

「Woof.」

The person I had been before was crumbling away without a sound. If Mizuki saw me now, she would despise me. Perhaps she would denounce me as awful and disgusting.

But I didn’t care.

「…Ahaha. Even though you’re my master, you’ll listen to what your puppy says.」

She innocently smiled and sat on my lap.

「We’re hopeless, the both of us.」

She swung her arms around my neck, and within a moment, was hugging me tightly.

Maybe, it was because we weren’t wearing clothes, but the feeling of her was so strong. The sensation of her skin pressed against mine was so pleasant that I shivered.


	
	
	


「From here on out, let’s keep doing even more hopeless and pleasurable things, Master.」

As she whispered into my ear, I could only nod.

It had only been a month since we had become involved with each other, but I was already unable to go back to how I was before.

What about her? She was still the same as she was before she became my dog, still the same, unchanging Sorahashi Sera. But I wondered if she had in fact changed in some way, just like I had.

I gently put my hands on her back. The feeling of her shoulder blades, something that I didn’t usually touch, was strange. As I closed my eyes, her natural scent faded, the scent of the ocean painting over on top of her.

I took a deep breath.

My body, drowning in Sorahashi Sera, felt so heavy and muddy that it didn’t feel like my own. She had seeped into the cracks in my heart, becoming so attached that I couldn’t do anything about it and was unable to let go.

At that moment, her body shook.

We looked at each other and laughed.



[Part 22] Can Beasts Become Human? (VI)


「…We should get dressed.」

「Mhm. That was so fun, Kurumi!」

「Yeah, it was.」

We got dressed out in the hallway before returning to the living room. As soon as she had her clothes back on, Sorahashi-san returned to her usual self — the one that lived in a world far, far away from mine.

「Please, take a seat. I’ll have your birthday present for you once I’ve cleaned all this up.」

「…Okay.」

How long had it been since anybody other than Mizuki had celebrated my birthday? It’d been years since I stopped mentioning it to my friends, and I didn’t particularly look forward to it anymore. It’s not like I wasn’t happy when people celebrated for me, but I felt like there was no need for it.

I gently sighed.

After a while, she seemed to have finished cleaning up and came over to me with a wrapped present in hand.

It was almost like she was Santa himself. Well, in the first place, I’d never believed in him, nor have I seen him in person.

「Here you go. Happy birthday, Kurumi.」

It was strange to hear those congratulatory words from someone that wasn’t family. I knew I should be happy, but I couldn’t bring myself to because of an uncomfortable tingling sensation in my chest.

「Thank you.」

「Alright, now you gotta open it! I put in all that effort to pick it out!」

She spoke as she sat down next to me. After a moment of hesitation, I opened the package to find a card, a book, and some hand cream.

「That book is my personal recommendation. A gift in return for that picture book I received from you for my birthday. And, Kurumi, your hands get red quite easily, don’t they? So I bought some hand cream made for sensitive skin! It smells great, so give it a try!」

Her smile radiated innocence.

「…I’m glad. What about the card?」

「Well, it’s not exactly part of your birthday present, but I bought it because I thought it was cute. Why don’t you open it?」

“Merry Christmas” was written on it. So it was a Christmas card. While thinking about how it was my first time receiving something like this, I opened it.

「…Wow.」

When I opened it, a tree popped up from within, and on the edge of the card was a message that seemed to have been written by her. “Merry Christmas. Happy Birthday.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. It was just so silly and unusual to be celebrating a birthday and Christmas on the very same day, and that was so funny to me that laughing was all I could do. And I shouldn’t have been feeling strange about being celebrated, but my heart ached like crazy.

That pain naturally made my tears begin to flow, making me wonder why I was crying in a situation like this. I hadn’t done so a single time in the last ten years, but I felt like I’d started to become strangely sensitive. Why was I crying like this so often recently?

For a moment, I felt a surprising sense of emptiness in my heart, and loneliness washed over me, as if I was all by myself in this world. I couldn’t understand why, but I felt her hand on my cheek. It was an ordinary feeling, cold to the touch.

It felt like she was reaching directly into my empty heart.

「Do you feel happy? Or are you sad?」

She asked with a terribly calm tone and a gentle smile on her face.

Even if she asked, I didn’t know the answer — so I just stared at her.

「…I see, I see. In any case, let’s have some cake. I bought something different from last time.」

I sensed that she wanted to say something, but I was relieved that nothing special came out of her mouth. With those feelings in tow, I stared blankly at her as she prepared the cake.

Suddenly feeling cold, I stood up.

I wandered aimlessly for a bit, and before I knew it, I was standing behind her. I hugged her from behind and felt her against me.

「…Kurumi?」

「Sorry. …Sorry.」

I apologized without knowing why.

「Why? There’s nothing to apologize for.」

Saying this, she placed her hand on the arm that I had around her neck. We stayed like this for a while, and eventually, the pain and emptiness in my chest disappeared. But in return, I felt as if her presence was engraving itself even deeper into my heart.

The cake we ate afterwards was incredibly sweet, but delicious.

★

「…Wait. I’m coming too.」

In the morning, just as I was about to leave the house, Mizuki called out to me.

It was out of the ordinary. We used to walk to school with each other quite often because our elementary and middle schools were close to each other. She stopped talking to me as much when she got into middle school though, and since I had to take the train to my high school, we no longer left for school together.

I wondered if she had a change of heart.

It’d been a while since we walked together side by side, so this made me happy.

I let out a small sigh. Christmas was over, and the new year had begun along with the third semester. I hadn’t seen Sorahashi-san much recently, but my thoughts were still gripped by the memories of that Christmas day. The strange emotions I felt back then were still swirling around in my heart. What was the true nature of these feelings?

Were they feelings of happiness? Or were they of sadness?

The question she asked me that day continued to resound in my mind.

「It’s January now, so it’s gotten really cold. Are you okay, Mizuki? Have you gotten sick?」

「I’m fine. ….Thanks to a certain someone telling me to wash my hands and properly rinse my mouth all the time.」

「…I see.」

I recalled having said things like that pretty often in the past. So Mizuki remembered all that too.

A chilly wind blew through, and I put my hands in my coat pockets. We would sometimes walk hand in hand up until I was in middle school.

Looking back on it, maybe we sisters were a bit too close, even though we didn’t care about stuff like that at the time.

My hands still felt a little cold in my pockets. I tried to walk slowly to match Mizuki’s pace, but she started to walk ahead of me. Maybe that was just to be expected, since she’d grown taller than me since getting into middle school. It was probably just her natural pace now. Unlike before, I had to speed up to walk shoulder to shoulder with her.

I supposed nothing was forever.

It was a bit late for me to be saying that it made me feel lonely, and it’s not like I thought that way. It was natural for both our feelings towards others and people themselves to change as we went about our lives. Even I used to be so innocently happy about how my parents started being able to come home every day.

That was what triggered the change in my relationship with Mizuki. The atmosphere at home had become more lively than before, though. Why did I keep focusing on what I’d lost, even though it seemed like I’d gained so much? Mizuki was living her life with her gaze firmly fixed on the future, as she ought to have been.

「New Year’s was so fun. It’s been a while since we’ve celebrated all together as a family.」

「…」

Mizuki stopped in place. I did as well. Immediately, the coldness of winter became painfully apparent.

「Do you really think that?」

「…What?」

「Did you really think it was that nice to spend New Year’s with family, Kurumi?」

She asked, looking down at me. Why was she asking something with such an obvious answer? I’d always thought about how great it would be for us to have fun all together. I hoped that we could one day truly come together as a family.

…Really?

Shouldn**’t you just stop pretending to be human?

Someone whispered deep inside of me. 

「Yeah, it was fun. Maybe I looked bored because it wasn’t showing on my face?」

「…Hey.」

Mizuki grabbed my scarf in irritation.

It was as if she was tugging on a leash.

For an instant, I thought about how Sorahashi-san had spent her winter vacation.

「Why are you saying things you don’t mean? We’ve been together since we were little, you know, so it’s easy for me to tell… You didn’t look like you were having any fun at all, Kurumi.」

She said in a low voice.

I was at a loss for words.

It’s not like I didn’t mean it. It was really, really fun. It would be strange if it wasn’t. After all, being able to spend time with the whole family together had been a dream of mine since I was little. It’s not like I was at the age to want to have parties at home, but I thought that being together was something we ought to be happy about. It wasn’t any good for that sort of thing to bring sadness.

Who cares?

No, what?

「Sorry, I guess I was a little worn out because of school. But seriously, it’s the truth —」

She pulled on my scarf.

My heels lifted up a little, and Mizuki’s face came closer to me. There wasn’t much left of the crybaby she used to be.

Once again, I was foolishly counting up all the things I had lost, even though there was no point to it.

「You were thinking about something else, weren’t you? …That Sorahashi person, maybe?」

My heart leaped.

It was true that I had been thinking about her over the entire winter break. I kept wondering when I’d see her again, how she was doing, and I had been thinking about her even just a moment ago.

「That person’s not your friend, is she?」

「…What do you mean?」

「You hesitated back when I asked. If you really were, you’d have normally said so.」

She was right. I couldn’t exactly call her a friend, because that wasn’t what she was. I had no idea how to describe our strange relationship. Perhaps it was the most accurate to say we were pet and owner, but there was no way I could admit that to someone else.

「Is that person why you’ve changed?」

「I’m still the same.」

「That’s also a lie. You’ve been acting weird, recently.」

「What do you mean, weird?」

My heart, devoid of the reason and propriety of a human being, was a total mess, like a wound with the scab peeled off. It was painful to touch, but there was nothing I could do about it.

「You invited someone who wasn’t even your friend over to our house, and you look so gloomy sometimes. What happened?」

There’s no way I could say that now that our parents were able to come home, I felt like my role in the house had been taken away, nor could I say that I was lonely because I couldn’t cook for her anymore.

If only it could have stayed just the two of us, I would have been fine with our parents being unable to come back to handle the household. …No, what was I thinking? What awful thoughts.

But, yes. That’s how I truly felt. Winter vacation really wasn’t any fun. The atmosphere at home, created by my parents with whom I had barely spoken to for several years, felt terribly shallow and inauthentic. Mizuki seemed to have acclimated to it, but I just couldn’t.

That picture-perfect family I had longed for since childhood was ultimately an illusion. In reality, the time I had spent with family was no good for me at all.

Who cared? I was done with it, all of it.

As long as Mizuki was by my side, eating my food, calling me Onee-chan… If I could be with her, just the two of us, that’d be enough. But I knew those times would never come ever again.

There was not a soul I could tell about those desires… no person, that is.

「It’s nothing. Sorry for worrying you.」

「It’s not like I’m worried.」

She let go of my scarf. A soft, familiar scent like lemon tea tickled my senses.

Was it coming from my scarf, or was it coming from Mizuki?

While wondering this, she walked off on her own. I hurried after her. Eventually, we arrived at the station. Since her middle school was further out, we said our goodbyes here.

「Kurumi.」

She touched my scarf again. As I was re-wrapping it since it had come a little undone, Mizuki stared at me intently. Opening and closing her mouth several times, it seemed as if she had something to say. Finally, she spoke in a small voice.

「It’s just that you weren’t like this before. …Later, Kurumi.」

「…Okay. Stay safe.」

I was sure that I hadn’t changed a bit. It was just that in my desperate attempt to seem human, I had lost sight of who I truly was.

「The one who’s changed isn’t me. It’s you and everyone else, Mizuki.」

I muttered this once Mizuki had disappeared from my vision. It was something that would have never come out of my mouth back when she still called me Onee-chan. As I went through the ticket gate, I couldn’t help but smile. The fresh scent of the white scarf lingered in the air.


[Part 23] Can Beasts Become Human? (VII)


Maybe it was because I arrived early, but it was pretty empty. Since we shared a campus with a university, there were a few people that looked like university students, all walking around with a listless look on their faces.

There was barely anybody wearing the same uniform as me. As I walked on, feeling a bit lonely, I suddenly heard footsteps behind me.

Not believing my gut, I turned around and, as I thought, there she was — Sorahashi-san.

「…You noticed me. I wanted to give you a little surprise from behind.」

「Good morning, Sorahashi-san.」

「Mhm, good morning.」

How rare. She wasn’t usually the type to come to school early. Maybe she was up earlier than usual because of the opening ceremony.

「It’s so cold today.」

「Right? Winter’s in full swing.」

「Kurumi, what were you up to during winter break?」

「Well, I was…」

We made small talk as we headed towards the school. Like I thought, she had spent a fruitful winter break having fun with her friends. She smiled as she told me about how she went to ring the bell on New Year’s Eve, looking so much more innocent and adorable than when she was wearing a collar.

When I looked more closely at her, though, I noticed she seemed a little restless. She was sweating even though it wasn’t hot at all. Doubting my eyes, I put my hand to her forehead. Those little things could be signs of a serious illness. One had to stay vigilant.

「Huh… Kurumi?」

「Ah, sorry. You seemed a little off, so I thought you might have a fever.」

「Were you worried about me?」

「Yeah. I’d be sad if you collapsed.」

「Ahaha, you’re such a worrywart. That makes me a bit happy, though. There’s nobody around to worry about you when you live alone. …But, well, I’m the one that chose to do so.」

She chuckled. It was okay as long as she was fine, but I continued to wonder why she seemed so off.

「Say, Kurumi. Can you re-tie my scarf for me? I was in a bit of a hurry today, so it’s gotten a bit messy.」

「Sure, but…」

I thought she was supposed to be quite dexterous, but taking a closer look, her scarf was indeed wrapped up more sloppily than usual. I gently reached out to grab it. At that moment, a strong wind blew, making the scarf come undone little by little.

My eyes widened.

Underneath her scarf was the black collar I’d gifted her. Even if there weren’t many people around because it was so early, it was a terrible idea to have this exposed out in the open. I quickly took the scarf and put it back around her neck.

That scarf that had originally been mine had completely become hers.

「…Sera.」

「Aha, I’ve been found out.」

She smiled.

It was different from before — seductive, far from innocent. But that was also her true face.

In the end, I couldn’t ever go back to being a human. After all, just seeing her collar made my heart flutter so much that I stopped caring about everything else. Surely, these emotions welling up from the deepest depths of my heart were not permitted to human beings.

I gently took her hand.

「Where are we going?」

「…Who knows.」

In any case, I was looking for somewhere where we could be alone. I entered a nearby university building, looking for a place where nobody would be. There were probably open classrooms at this time, but they might have cameras installed. I had no choice but to take her into a bathroom stall.

It was silent in there. I took a deep breath and untied her scarf.

Just gazing upon that black collar around her pale neck sent shivers down my spine. Everything that had been building up inside me began to overflow. I pushed on her chest to force her down onto the toilet seat.

「Even though other people might have seen… If you won’t keep your scarf wrapped up properly, Sera, I’ll need to teach you a lesson.」

「Hehe. How are you going to discipline me today, Master?」

「I’m going to make sure that impertinent mouth of yours stays shut.」

Her golden hair was as dazzling today as ever. When she looked at me with those indescribably colored eyes, I felt as if my desires were all exposed. If I’d never met Sorahashi-san — if I’d never agreed to her request — would I still be wearing the face of a human?

I felt her neck, feeling her body heat. Then, her hand touched my scarf.

「Did Mizuki-chan give this to you?」

She whispered.

「…How did you know?」

「Not telling. …You should take it off. It’ll feel better that way.」

「That’s…」

It had been a long time since I’d received a present from Mizuki. I wanted to treasure it. It didn’t feel right for this occasion, though. While I was in thought, I felt a tug on my scarf. It was a gentle tug, different from the one I had felt from Mizuki earlier.

Her eyes came close.

As I was captivated by their brilliance, I felt something touch my lips. About ten seconds passed before I realized what had touched them was Sera’s own lips. As soon as we parted, everything began to feel unreal. All I could do was blink.

She laughed enthusiastically. I opened my mouth, but before I could say anything, she deftly undid my scarf and tucked it into her coat.

「I’ve taken something important from you, Master.」

I wasn’t sure if she meant the kiss or the scarf. However, I could tell that she was trying to tempt me. My heart was beating so fast that I thought it would burst, and I touched her coat.

「Always just doing whatever you want. If you want to be punished this badly, then I’ll let you have it.」

「I look forward to it.」

「…Good.」

I began to unbutton her coat. It was the first time that undressing someone else had made my heart beat this fast. I was so excited that I just couldn’t help it, and I felt that she probably was feeling the same.

I could feel myself falling. I knew that this depravity was no good, and that I had to escape. But I was so obsessed with her, so obsessed with the things we did together, that I didn’t want to at all.

That emptiness I felt might have been the last bit of conscience I had left as a human being. It, too, was hidden behind the sound of my heartbeat and faded away.

「Bad girls need to be punished until they learn to behave properly. Prepare yourself, Sera.」

I smiled.

Nobody else knew about the Sorahashi Sera that wore a collar. She belonged only to me. It’s not that this fact gave me a sense of superiority, but I knew it made my chest and the pit of my stomach tighten. I touched her as I always did.

How might I discipline her today?

With all human thoughts gone from my mind, that question was all that remained.


  Epilogue – You and I Aren’t Human


[Part 24] You And I Aren’t Human (I)


「And thus, the prince and princess lived happily ever after.」

I’d heard countless stories with endings like that ever since I was a child. The princess would face some sort of hardship, and the prince would swoop in to save her or they would work together to overcome it. Those were the sort of stories I used to dream of. Reality, of course, was nothing like that.

「You’re so cute, Sera.」

I didn’t know if the first one to tell me that was my mother or my father, but those words have been glued to me my whole life.

「You’re really so cute, Sera. You look great no matter what you wear.」

I recalled a friend of mine saying something like that to me when we were in elementary school. It wasn’t just her, though. Everyone said I was cute, that I was like a princess.

How boring.

It was fine at first. I was innocently happy at all the praise when I was a toddler. It wasn’t until I started elementary school that I realized there was something missing. I thought that with this many students around, things wouldn’t be easy. I thought that, just like in a fairy tale, I’d have hardships awaiting me.

However…

「Sera-chan! Come play at my house today! Mommy said she wanted to meet you too!」

「What?! Sera-chan’s playing with me!」

「Let’s all play together, okay?」

The hardships I had hoped for never came. No matter where I went, no matter what I did, everyone just called me cute and came to like me anyway. I’d even actively tried to make myself unlikeable once, but it was impossible.

It seemed that my innate likability couldn’t be changed. The presence I carried that made people like me, the speech and countenance that everyone expected from me — it was all ingrained so deeply that even if I tried to make people dislike me, I simply couldn’t.

It felt like a curse. But unlike in those fairy tales, there was no prince to lift the curse for me, and my boring daily life continued on, ever-unchanging.

「Sorahashi! I like you—」

「Sera. Let’s go shopping for some new clothes today. If there’s anything you want—」

「Stop looking at Sorahashi-san like that. She’s—」 

Boring.

Why did everyone love me? I grew tired of all the affection, and whenever I tried something new, I’d get good at it so quickly that it just got boring. Spending each monotonous day like this, I started to become completely empty.

「Hey. That looks heavy. Can I help you with it?」

「Um, Sorahashi-san? Uh…」

「Come on, it’s fine. Where should I take it?」

Even when I tried to be of help to others, the result was the same.

「Thank you so much, Sorahashi-san! You’re a lifesaver!」

「No problem at all. If there’s anything else you ever need help with, just let me know. I’ll do my best to be of help.」

I hate it when you try to put on a cool front.

I was hoping to hear something like that, but of course, that didn’t happen. As I listened to all the people whispering to each other as they looked my way, all I could hear were compliments.

「…So boring.」

Since childhood, I’d never really known what I wanted for myself. Whether it was toys, clothes, sweets, or whatever else, my parents would give me anything and everything before I even had a chance to ask. Because I never had a chance to think about it at all, I had no clue what exactly it was that I wanted. And because everyone defaulted to liking me before I even lifted a finger, I couldn’t find any enjoyment in the relationships around me.

Boring, boring, boring.

Because there was nothing missing from it at all, life was simply boring. Perhaps one could say that a lack of hardship was a difficulty in and of itself, but that sort of thing would never satisfy me.

That’s the sort of thing that was on my mind when I entered my third year of middle school.

「Hey! That’s not okay!」

I had been aimlessly walking down the street when I heard a voice. I looked up to see a puppy and a woman that seemed to be its owner. The puppy was awfully excited, its gaze fixed on a child that appeared to be in elementary school.

「Sit. Come on. Sit!」

The woman was scolding the puppy. It remained excited for a while, but eventually came to its senses and sat as it was told. It seemed a bit dejected, perhaps because its owner was scolding it so harshly. When the puppy finally managed to sit quietly, its owner began to pet it.

The dejected puppy quickly perked up and licked the woman’s hand. For some reason, seeing this made my heart start to beat faster.

「Can I touch?」

「Go ahead. But she’ll be startled if you start from the top of her head, so start from the chin.」

「Okay.」

The child seemed happy as she felt the puppy’s fur.

Before I knew it, I was approaching the puppy as well.

「What a cute doggie.」

Smiling, I called out to the woman. Maybe it was because she was happy about her pet receiving praise, but she returned my smile.

「How old is she?」

「Just about six months… still a little rascal. But that’s what’s so cute about her.」

「Ahaha, I get it. My grandparents have a cat too. It was really a handful as a kitten..」

「Right? Ah, would you like to pet her?」

「Oh, may I? Well, then…」 

I didn’t dislike animals. I used to play with my grandmother’s cat, Tanuki, quite often. And that kitten that I had named as a child had now grown to be a fine, elderly cat.

By the way, I chose the name Tanuki because I mistook the kitten for one when I saw the patterns on its fur. I didn’t think it was a particularly suitable name. Children were just good at making up whatever they wanted.

Remembering Tanuki, I held my hand out to the puppy.

It seemed like it was difficult for me to get even a dog to dislike me. It gently licked my hand, which felt a little ticklish, but nonetheless adorable.

I stared intently at the puppy. It had, by instinct, tried to jump up onto the child, but had become dejected after getting scolded by its owner. But as soon as it was praised for sitting, it shined with innocent happiness again. What a hectic creature.

And I was also a little envious. I wished that someone would scold me like that.

My eyes widened.

Of course. I probably wanted to be scolded. But I didn’t just want to be scolded. I wanted to receive lots of praise right after, just like this puppy. In short, I was after both the carrot and the stick. Or rather, I…

「There, there. You’re so cute.」

Maybe I wanted to be a dog.

Come to think of it, I had no memories of anyone ever scolding me or getting angry at me. How fun might it be to be scolded like a puppy and then pampered to my heart’s content?

Well, thinking it was one thing.

In reality, there was nobody who would discipline me like a puppy, and the days would continue to pass on by.

At my parents’ encouragement, I decided to go to their alma mater for high school. It had fairly high academic standards and the student body was mostly composed of those from wealthy backgrounds, so the atmosphere there was different than from middle school. But even there, the life I lived ended up being no different from back then.

Rather than being disliked or having to face hardships, I found the idea of being someone else’s dog to be preferable.

Just imagining how I’d be scolded made me excited. But sure enough, there was never any owner for me.

「Say, Sera. Is your hair natural? Or did you dye it?」

「It’s natural.」

「I figured. It’s so pretty… I don’t think it would look that good if it was dyed.」

「Are you sure? I think your hair has the right texture to bring out a vibrant golden color.」

「Really? Maybe I should dye it.」

Even though they were different from when I was in middle school, people were still people. Scanning around the students in my class, it didn’t seem like there was anyone that would treat me like a dog. What I wanted was someone who would discipline me, sometimes gently and sometimes with strictness.

During every break I would walk around the school looking for someone suitable, but my findings were unsatisfactory.

I couldn’t help but sigh, but then, I sensed someone’s gaze from behind. I turned around to see someone running at me. I braced myself a little for impact, but I knew that there was nobody in this school that would try to harm me. It was probably the same old stuff.

「Sorahashi-san!」

The person approaching me was Nabana-san, one of my classmates. My eyes involuntarily widened. We’d never spoken before.

「Nabana-san, right? What’s the matter? You’re completely out of breath.」

「Sorahashi-san, is this your handkerchief?」

She held out a pale pink handkerchief. I checked my pockets, but I couldn’t feel the one that belonged to me. I appeared to have dropped it.

「…Yes, that’s mine. Thank you for picking it up.」

「No problem. See you!」

「Eh? Ah, what?」

Nabana-san walked away as soon as her business was done. All I could do was watch as she left.

「…What a busybody.」


[Part 25] You And I Aren’t Human (II)


I didn’t misplace my belongings very often. But whenever someone found something that was mine, they’d normally use it as an excuse to start a conversation with me. She didn’t seem very interested in me, though. How boring. Thinking that, I returned to the classroom to be met with a friend’s gaze.

「Ah, the handkerchief made it.」

「Hm?」

「Nabana-chan was asking all over about whose handkerchief that was earlier. When I told her it was probably yours, she ran off.」

「Huh…」

It was strange that she’d go to such lengths just to return a handkerchief that had been lying around. If she’d just brought it to the staff room, it would have eventually found its way back to me.

「Nabana-chan’s crazy diligent.」

「That’s what’s so great about her.」

「Wha— …oh, Mutsuki. When’d you get here?」

「Just now. You gossiping about Kurumi? 」

「Well, maybe it’s gossip, maybe it’s the truth.」

「Hmm… If you want anything from her, you’ll have to go through me. I’ll be charging a commission, though.」

「Dude, what?」

「It’ll cost you one candy.」

「So cheap.」

It seemed that Nakamura-san, who had appeared out of nowhere, was Nabana-san’s friend. Noticing me, she gave me a small wave. I waved back, a little confused.

「I like your vibe. We’re friends now, Sorahashi-san.」

「What’s with your sense of distance?」

「If I forget my homework, let me see yours.」

「Ahaha… Fine with me.」

Her friend was quite the mysterious one. I didn’t know much about either of them, though, because they didn’t stand out very much in our class.

From that day on, I began to keep my eye on Nabana-san.

「Kurumiiii. Let’s go hang out somewhere today.」

「Where do you have in mind, Yume?」

「I’ll think about it after school! Anyway, I just wanna hang out with you!」

「Sure, but… Are you getting in enough studying for the test?」

「Tomorrow will be another day, so…」

「Jeez. Well, I guess there’s nothing I can do about that.」

Nabana-san belonged to quite a small group, mostly interacting with Nakamura-san and Futami-san. It seemed that she was closer to Futami-san, with Nakamura-san only occasionally joining them.

It wasn’t like I’d never met people like her before. I recalled someone I knew in middle school who just couldn’t leave anyone in trouble by themselves.

But there was something different about her. There was something familiar about her, something that made me want to talk to her more. I wasn’t sure why I felt like that, but I decided to trust my instincts.

I stood up as she went to the bathroom.

For some reason, I felt like it would get awkward if I just tried to normally start a conversation with her. After giving it some thought, I dropped my handkerchief near the entrance to the bathroom.

After a while, she came out, picked up the handkerchief, looked around, and then found me.

「Sorahashi-san. This is yours, right?」

「Ah, yes. It seems I dropped it again. I suppose I’m quite careless.」

「What would you do if you needed to wipe off your hands? Be more careful, okay?」

She spoke with a smile.

It wasn’t exactly a scolding, but my heart began to beat a little faster. It was the first time anyone had ever said anything like that to me, and it made my chest pound. I wondered what would happen if I were to be given a proper scolding for this.

My heart continued to thump.

「You’re right. Thank you for picking it up.」

「You’re welcome. You know, I thought this last time too, but it’s a cute handkerchief.」

I was a little surprised that my handkerchief was being complimented. I did like pastel colors, but I wasn’t especially fond of them. I just thought they’d suit my image better.

I had been thinking of throwing this handkerchief out, but if she liked it, then I would continue to use it.

I felt that she was a very kind person, although I wasn’t exactly sure what “kindness” exactly entailed.

「Really? What sort of handkerchief do you have, Nabana-san?」

「Just a navy blue one.」

「Do you like that color?」

「Not in particular, but that color’s the most reliable.」

「Hmm…」

I continued to converse with her as I headed back to the classroom.

Her profile was so beautiful that I couldn’t help but follow her with my gaze. From her naturally brown hair to the way she looked in her uniform, it all was so different from me. Noticing those differences made me a little happy. And before I knew it, I began to seek her out all the time.

She was always putting in her best efforts. If she saw someone carrying something heavy, she would rush over to help, and if she saw someone looking troubled, she’d go speak to them. I thought it was strange how she looked like she enjoyed it all even without receiving any thanks.

I never found it any fun to help other people, but maybe it was different for her.

「Say, Kurumi.」

「Sorahashi-san? What’s up?」

「Kurumi, why do you help others out so much? Is it fun?」

By summer, I had started calling her Kurumi. We weren’t particularly close, but I thought that doing so would make it easier to get closer to her. Unfortunately, she didn’t return the gesture and call me by my name.

「Hmm… Well, rather than that, I guess I just can’t leave them alone? It hurts to see people in trouble. I want to do what I can to be of help.」

So that’s how it was.

I looked at her. There was no lie beneath her eyes, but it didn’t seem like the whole truth, either. There was a secret hidden deep behind her gaze. It was that secret, perhaps, that made me feel such an affinity with her.

I wanted to know.

I wanted to uncover it all, everything she was hiding. I didn’t really have an interest in other peoples’ deep secrets, though, so I found it strange that I wanted to know everything about her.

Little by little, my heart began to arc in her direction.

After observing her throughout autumn, I realized that to take care of others was her reason to live.

There was one particular day where she had nobody to fuss over. That day, Nakumura-san had happened to do all her homework by herself, and Futami-san wasn’t particularly all over her either. She had suddenly become lost and started to wander all over the school. However, it seemed that nobody, neither in her class nor the upperclassmen, were in any sort of trouble that day.

She was gasping for breath in a place without air — a painful sight indeed.

That was when I realized she wasn’t simply kind. She was the type that couldn’t help but help others. And perhaps by helping others, she was helping herself. I found myself smiling at that realization.

Maybe the reason why I found others’ hopeless sides so endearing was because I was the most hopeless person in the world.

Beneath her gentle expression was the face of a lost child. Perhaps that’s why I felt such a connection to her. I, too, had been lost for a long time, unable to find an owner.

I dropped my handkerchief in front of her as she stood on the landing of the staircase.

She gazed up at me, looking like she was about to burst into tears. It was incredibly cute.

「Sorry. It seems like I’ve dropped my handkerchief. Pick it up, Kurumi.」

「…Okay.」

She was trying to laugh like normal.

But she wasn’t very good at pretending.

I laughed instead — the way that she always did. And she laughed in response, as if imitating me.

I was sure that she, like me, carried feelings that she couldn’t tell anyone. That was what I wanted to know. I wanted to know more and more about her. I wanted to see her gentle smile, her pained expressions, and everything else.

What exactly was this feeling?

I didn’t know, but I was certainly more drawn to Kurumi than before.

Luckily, there was someone at our school that had went to the same middle school as her, so I was able to find out quite a lot about her, like how she had a younger sister or how she didn’t have many friends back then.

The more I learned, the more I wanted to talk to her, to the point that I would drop my pens and erasers during class just as an excuse to do so.

And then, I decided. Once winter came, I would tell her what I wanted.

What kind of face would she make? Would she be shocked? Scared? Or something else? Whatever the case, I was sure she’d end up becoming my owner. Even she herself must have known that she was without salvation as she carried on with her everyday life.

Right now, I didn’t know what sort of feelings, what sort of wishes she carried with her.

I wanted to see it all.

All the things that she couldn’t show to anyone — I wanted her to show me and only me, all of it. Every last bit. Her twisted emotions, her broken smiles, her lost countenance — I could accept everything.

I felt like I’d found the one and only person like me on a planet far, far away from Earth. We were surely similar existences, so I was confident it would all turn out well.

By the time that I had finished with all my preparations, the year had almost ended, so I hurriedly called out to her.

And then…

「Be my master, Kurumi.」

On that day, our abnormal relationship began.


[Part 26] You And I Aren’t Human (III)


I had, without a doubt, gotten her addicted to me. But those feelings of wanting to destroy her unchanging daily routine, those feelings of wanting to discipline me — they were undoubtedly all there in her, deep down inside. If they weren’t, then she wouldn’t have looked like she was enjoying herself this much.

For her, someone who helped herself by helping others, what she truly desired was to selfishly indulge in sweet pleasures — to drown herself in it without consideration for anyone else. It felt so good, after all.

However, it wasn’t like anybody only ever wished for one single thing. Just because I uncovered one of her wishes didn’t mean I knew everything about her.

「Sera.」

She spoke so sweetly, as if entranced. It was a voice completely different from the one she used when calling out to Mutsuki, Yume, or anyone else — one dripping with pleasure. It was a voice that only I had the privilege of hearing, and I loved it.

「Are you enjoying the walk?」

「…Woof.」

She was pulling me by the leash inside my house. Today, we were going for a walk inside. I had asked her to come over as soon as school had ended.

My uniform was already off, and I was walking around the house like a dog in just my underwear. I couldn’t help but feel my chest tighten. I was shaking — not because it was cold — and my head felt all fuzzy.

Being someone else’s dog was so fun. I received as much gentle scolding as I wanted and was being pampered to my heart’s content. It felt so much better than I had imagined, and I never got bored of it no matter how much I did it. I was glad that I had asked Kurumi for this.

I’m sure she felt the same, because…

「Aha, so cute. Then let’s walk some more.」

It looked like it felt good for her too.

There was no trace left of the gentle expression I usually saw her wearing at school. It had been completely painted over with pleasure. Just seeing that made me lightheaded. It was a reminder that she was a beast just like me. I was sure that others would look down on what we were doing with scorn, but that’s exactly why this felt so good.

That being said, I had no intention of letting anyone else see Kurumi making these sorts of expressions.

The only one allowed to see it should be me. The only one allowed to know about it should be me.

I did put on an act in public to rile up her sadistic tendencies, but I was sure she knew that’s all it was.

As we continued to walk around the house, I suddenly started to shiver.

No matter how high I had the heating turned up, it seemed my body was getting cold.

「Um, Kurumi…」

Perhaps picking up on my intentions, she smiled.

It was one that radiated sadism.

「Do you need to use the toilet? Sure, let’s go.」

Taking me by the leash, she led me to the bathroom. She swung the door open and kept it that way.

「Go ahead. I’ll be watching.」

「…Huh?」

This was, of course, something that dogs would do in front of their owners. But I didn’t think I would go that far. Soon, however, even thoughts such as those became irrelevant. I was sure that if I did as she said, I’d receive lots of praise. I was used to that sort of thing, but what made me happy was when I got it from her.

Maybe I was starting to become a puppy in heart as well.

「Well? Aren’t you going to?」

She ran her long, slender fingers up my spine.

My body jumped in surprise.

「…I will.」

「Ahaha, you’re actually doing it? You really are a puppy, Sera.」

I sat down like usual. But this wasn’t usual at all.

My face was hot — not just from embarrassment, but also from anticipation. I stared at her as I reached for my underwear.

This was insane. And it was because it was insane that it felt so good.

Before I knew it, I was smiling.

★

「Say, Kurumi. Did something bad happen to you recently?」

I asked her this after I had gotten dressed.

Maybe it was because I had been getting pulled along by leash for a while, but my neck felt a little strange. The collar had left behind marks.

「Not really. Why do you ask?」

Her voice was flat. I wondered where the emotion it carried before had all gone.

Times like these were when she was the easiest to read.

「So you can stare at other people while they’re peeing, but you’ll hide the things that you’re embarrassed about yourself.」

「It’s just hard to say.」

「But I’m right, aren’t I?」

「…Well, maybe, I guess.」

Kurumi let out a small sigh.

I wasn’t particularly into breasts. I thought it was just instinctual to watch someone’s chest as it moved in rhythm with their breathing. That movement, which was a proof of life of sorts, somehow had a sort of appeal to it, or something like that.

I was such a pervert that I couldn’t say anything about Kurumi.

Rather, I was probably even worse than her.

「It’s about my family.」

「Your family?」

「…There’s some things that aren’t going well. My parents had been so busy with their jobs up until recently that it had always been just me and Mizuki at home. I felt so lonely, and really wanted them to have some free time for us.」

It was the first time she had said anything about this to me.

Maybe that showed just how much she trusted me. If so, then I was glad.

「Last year, the both of them got different jobs and started being able to come home earlier. That changed a lot of things around the house.」

I barely had any complaints about my life at home. My parents both always made time for me, doted on me, and bought me anything I wanted.

Well, I thought they were a bit excessive with that last thing. If they were unlucky, I might have grown up to be even more selfish and arrogant than I was now.

「Sometimes, I wonder if I’m no longer needed. …If that’s really the case, then I wish I could have stayed alone with Mizuki forever.」

Maybe the reason why she so excessively sought to help others was because she was desperate for a role, desperate to feel like she had a place to belong. If that were the case, then I thought it was a little sad.

「I’m the worst, aren’t I? It’s for the best for the whole family to be together. Maybe this is why Mizuki told me I’ve changed.」

「Is that really so bad? Everyone has something they dislike about their family.」

「Even you, Sorahashi-san?」

「Yes, even me. Sometimes I feel like they might be a little too overbearing with their affection. I’m grateful that they’re allowing me to live alone like this, though.」

It was impossible to spend a significant amount of time with anyone without harboring absolutely zero negative feelings towards them. Even if they were family, they were still their own separate people, so there were inevitably going to be some things we didn’t see eye to eye on. That being said, I was someone who relied on my family quite a lot, so I wasn’t really in a position to say that.

Both my parents would casually tell me things like how I didn’t need to work if I didn’t want to participate in society.

I wished that they wouldn’t say such corrupting words to their own child, but… I supposed it was nice to hear.

「…I see.」

「Mm. I don’t dislike it when you get serious like that. Nor do I dislike it when you’re not.」

I grinned.

Seeming a little embarrassed, she tried to look at me. There were some emotions I could only see from her when she was acting as my owner, and there were some I could only see when I spoke normally to her like this.

So what sort of emotions could I see if I did this?

Suddenly getting an idea, I gently pushed her down.

「Sorahashi-san? We’re already done with…」

「We are. With the walk, that is. So consider this just the two of us playing around.」

「Huh, wai…」

「Nope, not waiting!」

She was very aggressive whenever she was playing the part of my owner, but I thought it was cute how at times like this, she could be quite pliant.

I giggled and placed a kiss on her neck.

I noticed an unfamiliar scent coming from where her scarf had been. It was a refreshing scent, similar to lemon tea. Kurumi liked more planty smells like forests and flower fields, but that shouldn’t have included fruity aromas. Since this scent didn’t fit her tastes, someone else must have put it there.

It might have been Futami-san.

Or unexpectedly, covertly spraying perfume on her might have been Nakamura-san’s way of sharing things with her. She was a little difficult to understand, after all.

Even so, I was the only one who was able to bring my lips to her neck like this. As I licked it, I began to touch her chest. I felt a faint hardness, and beneath that, a more definite softness. As if to signal that this wasn’t just friendly skinship, I slowly ran my fingers under her sweater.

Unbuttoning her blouse, I inserted my hand through the gap.

I felt the warmth of life, something different from the warmth produced from the house’s heating. And it also felt different, carried a different warmth than from when she had her clothes off.

「…I wouldn’t call this just “playing around.”」

「If that’s what you think, then touch me too, Kurumi. If it’s one-sided, then it’s no different than playing with a dog.」

「That’s not where I was headed.」

「Then from here on, it is.」

「I don’t think that’s how this works.」

「Don’t worry about the little things.」

She was usually carried along by the mood quite easily, but this was what happened as soon we took the roles of pet and owner out of the equation. That was fine with me, though.

I felt her underwear.

As I slipped my hand under, she let out a soft sigh.

「You’re not resisting?」

「…It doesn’t look like you’d let me.」

「Ahaha, you’re right.」

I wanted to know more. I wanted to feel more. More, even more.

The reason why my emotions were so out of control was because of Kurumi herself. I’d been thinking for a long time about what the true nature of these feelings was. Maybe the answer was quite simple. Maybe it wasn’t all too difficult to give them a name.

For now, though, I’d leave them as they were.

「Let’s feel even better, Kurumi.」

Kurumi remained wordless. She didn’t even nod.

But she showed no resistance, and that meant everything.


[Part 27] You And I Aren’t Human (IV)


In the end, we didn’t go very far. Not only was it a school night, it was also getting quite late. After some fooling around, I now found myself walking her back home. She had protested, but I insisted, saying that I wanted to spend just a little more time with her.

In truth, that wasn’t a lie.

I honestly had wanted her to stay the night, but especially because of her worries about her family at the moment, I didn’t want her to be out for too long.

After arriving at the station nearest to her house, we began to walk the rest of the way side by side. It hadn’t snowed since the new year, but I hoped it would soon. I wanted a chance to play with Kurumi in the snow at some point. The last time I had the opportunity to, I didn’t invite her because she seemed like she was freezing cold.

「Kurumi, do you have any favorite foods? Mizuki-chan likes Hamburg steak, right?」

「Yeah. Well, I don’t have any. I’ve never really given any thought to what I liked.」

「I see. Then, next time, let’s go looking for your favorite food together,」

「Sure thing. Next time…」

As soon as her house came into view, she stopped dead in her tracks.

She seemed to be staring intently at something. I followed her gaze to see someone walking towards us. Illuminated by the streetlights, I could tell that they were about my height and looked a bit unhappy.

She seemed to brighten up the moment she spotted Kurumi, but then, her sulky expression quickly returned. I thought it might have been because she saw me next to her, but that probably wasn’t the case. Her gaze wasn’t directed at me.

「You coming home, Kurumi?」

Her black hair swayed in the air. Her gaze was sharp and she wore the same hairstyle as Kurumi. Although this person gave off a different impression from her, I could tell at a glance that she was Kurumi’s younger sister, Mizuki-chan.

When she approached us, something startled me.

Stronger than before, I could smell that scent similar to lemon tea.

I had a realization. That scent belonged to the perfume that Mizuki-chan was wearing. If that same scent was coming from Kurumi’s scarf, then Mizuki must have been the one deliberately spraying her perfume onto it.

That was something I did too, so I felt a tiny bit of affinity with her.

Putting my scent on someone close to me satisfied my sense of possessiveness a little, or perhaps it fulfilled a desire for mischief. In any case, it was certainly fun.

「Yeah. What about you, Mizuki?」

「Convenience store. I bought ice cream. For you, too.」

「Thank you. Are you okay? You didn’t get hit by any cars or run into anybody weird, did you?」

「I’m good. You worry too much. In the first place, Kurumi, you’re the one—」

Noticing me for the first time, her eyes widened.

I flashed a broad smile at her. For some reason, I felt like we were alike. I hoped we could get along well.

「Long, golden hair…」

She seemed to be confirming something.

That time that I was at Kurumi’s house, I had jumped onto a table quite energetically. It wouldn’t have been strange if a few strands of hair had been left behind. Still, it was a shrewd observation.

As our eyes met, she forced a smile in my direction.

「Might you be Sorahashi-san? Onee-chan’s told me lot about you. You seem like you’re very close.」

「Yes, Sorahashi Sera. That would be me. Kurumi’s been very kind to me, in all sorts of ways. Ah, may I call you Mizuki-chan?」

「Go ahead. I’m Nabana Mizuki. Pleased to meet you,」

「The pleasure is mine.」

I recalled what Kurumi had said about how she essentially used to live alone with Mizuki.

It seemed that Kurumi had been very doting towards her. I could tell just from Mizuki’s eyes. She was trying to hide it, but her hostility was far too strong to be contained.

Did she think that I was going to steal her Onee-chan away from her?

Well, I supposed that was the truth. I had no intention of giving Kurumi to anyone else, whether or not they were her family. She was my master now, mine and mine alone.

「Since you’re already here, would you like to come in for some tea?」

Kurumi spoke. I shook my head.

「No, I’ll have to decline. I wouldn’t want to intrude at this hour. I’ll see you tomorrow, Kurumi.」

「…Alright.」

She nodded, looking a little disappointed.

I gently brought my lips up close to her ear.

「Tomorrow, let’s do something that feels even better.」

She jumped, and I giggled and walked away, heading back to the station.

I hoped to learn even more about her in the future.

I wanted to do all sorts of things, see all sorts of expressions, exchange all sorts of words. I was sure that I’d be very happy if I came to know everything about her.

While walking, I brought my hand to my chest.

It was beating terribly fast, and my face was hot. The afterglow of what I was doing with her still lingered, and it left me agitated. Somehow, though, I found this turbulent state of mind to be dear to my heart.

Tomorrow, what would we do? What would she do to me? Those thoughts continued to swirl around in my head, and before I knew it, I found myself back home.
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