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    Chapter 1


    Sendai-san is Worth Five-Thousand Yen, No More, No Less (I)


    (Miyagi PoV) Part 1
  


  There’s no reason it had to be Sendai-san. It could’ve been Ichio-san, or even Gotou-san. Heck, a stranger would’ve done just fine as well.


  But even so, it must’ve been fate that led me towards choosing Sendai-san… Well, if only that were the truth. In reality, it was nothing more than a coincidence. It was all thanks to a series of coincidences, combined with my whims, that ended up bringing Sendai-san to my room.


  Once a week, for three hours of her time.


  I’d pay her five-thousand yen for it.


  That was the sort of contract we had.


  Well, I say that, but it wasn’t like anything was set in stone.


  Sometimes, I’d pay five-thousand yen for two hours of her time, and other times, it’d be three-and-a-half hours. There were some weeks where we’d only meet up once, but there have been times where it’d be twice. Basically, the amount of time we’d spend together and the number of days we’d meet up in a week were quite flexible. The only thing that remained unchanging was the amount I paid her each time. Anyway, regardless of the length or how frequently we’d see each other, the fact was, I was buying Sendai-san’s time for the price of five-thousand yen.


  Plain and simple.


  「Miyagi, hand me the sequel to this.」


  Sendai-san, who was lying on my bed, said as she tapped me on my shoulder.


  I turned around to face the bed I was just leaning against and noticed she’d been tapping me on my shoulder with the manga volume that she’d just finished reading.


  It was already December, and today happened to be ridiculously cold, so I kept a space heater running in my room in order to combat the freezing temperature. However, it seemed that it was too hot for her, seeing as how she’d already taken off her blazer. She’d also loosened her necktie and was lazing around while wearing nothing but her blouse and a short skirt, which made her look quite sloppy. It felt like, if you really wanted to, you could easily peek up her skirt.


  At school, Sendai-san had a reputation for being neat and proper, so I bet if any of our classmates saw her like this, they’d immediately become disillusioned with her.


  「Go get it yourself.」


  I said, with an indifferent look on my face, as I pushed the manga volume – labeled as volume three – back towards Sendai-san.


  Her position on the school caste was only a step below from the very top.


  Even if Sendai-san removed the subtle amount of make-up that she typically wore, she’d probably still hover around the upper-middle level of the caste. That’s how beautiful she was. She was also quite smart to boot. If I remembered correctly, her grades were considered one of the highest.


  That was probably what made her so popular in the first place.


  ―― At least, that was what I imagined. The reason why I say that is because I’d never actually seen her popularity in action before.


  She could be described as a “normie” who belonged to the higher levels of the school caste – though it would be more accurate to say she sat at the lower end of the upper ranks. Well, in any case, she stood out among our classmates, so it wouldn’t have been unusual for her to be deemed popular.


  「You’re so mean. Can’t you just get it for me?」


  Without warning, Sendai-san stretched her arm out and dropped volume three straight onto my thighs.


  「Hey, what exactly do you think I am?」


  「The person that’s closest to the bookshelf.」


  「Just go and get it yourself already.」


  I said coldly as I placed volume three onto my pillow.


  Considering my place in the school caste was somewhere near the bottom – probably second from the bottom, if I had to guess – if we were in school at this moment, I wouldn’t have the audacity to speak to Sendai-san as arrogantly as I have been.


  I was only able to because we were in my room.


  Because I paid Sendai-san five-thousand yen for her time.


  On that note, I had no idea why she agreed to being rented by me so easily. Since it was Sendai-san we were talking about, if she wanted to, I’m sure she could’ve gotten ten-thousand or even twenty-thousand yen without issue.


  As long as she flaunted her high school girl status, with her good looks, she definitely would’ve been able to find someone who’d be willing to pay that much for her.


  So, for someone like me, who could only be described as average both in appearance and intelligence, having the chance to keep Sendai-san all to myself like this is something that would usually never happen. Because of that, I consider the time we spend together to be incredibly valuable.


  「Oh, alright, fine. I guess I just have to grab it myself.」


  Sendai-san grumbled as she rose from the bed and walked over to the bookshelf. She sat down in front of it, mumbling to herself as she started searching through the books.


  「Where’s volume four?」


  Her long hair was styled in a half-updo, with braids framing both sides and gathered in the middle at the back. Although her hair leaned more towards brown in color than black, the teachers didn’t seem to take issue with it, even though it was technically against school rules. This leniency was likely due to her neat appearance and well-kept hairstyle, which diverted the teachers’ attention from reprimanding her. Not to mention, her impressive grades might’ve also contributed to why she wasn’t cautioned.


  That said, I find it unfair to have to live in a world where showing favoritism is accepted.


  I got up and then flopped onto my bed.


  It wasn’t like I wanted to be Sendai-san or anything, but I had to admit, I was a little envious of her.


  I had submitted the wrong assignment to our teacher today, and they got mad at me for it. I bet if it were Sendai-san who made the same mistake, she wouldn’t have gotten scolded.


  「Wait a sec, Miyagi. Volume four’s not here. You should’ve told me earlier that you don’t have it.」


  Sendai-san – who enjoyed the privilege of a more laid-back high school experience than most – shot me a displeased look.


  「It’s there somewhere.」


  「It’s not.」


  「It has to be there.」


  「I’m telling you, it’s not here.」


  Her insistence causes me to retrace the steps in my memory.


  I could clearly remember the release date of volume four.


  However, I couldn’t say for certain if I actually bought it or not.


  「I know volume four started going on sale last week, so I could’ve sworn I bought it. Oh well, I guess I forgot.」


  I mumbled to myself while making a mental note to go and pick up a copy tomorrow.


  When I buried my face into my futon, I noticed a pleasant scent that didn’t belong to me, which kind of got on my nerves.


  「You actually look up the release dates?」


  「Yeah, I do.」


  「What a nerd.」


  「Shut up.」


  I raised my head and looked over at Sendai-san.


  It wasn’t like Sendai-san said anything particularly rude. I could tell it was just banter, but still, all it did was make me feel even more annoyed.


  When I looked out the window, it was already starting to get dark. The lights in the other apartments were starting to turn on as well.


  Night was approaching.


  I went over to close the curtains and sat back down onto my bed.


  I wasn’t exactly having a good day today.


  If anything, I’d say my feelings were about as dark as the sky right now.


  「Sendai-san. Come take a seat over here.」


  I called out to Sendai-san, who was still hanging out by the bookshelf.


  「Is it time for your order?」


  「Yep.」


  I stared at Sendai-san as I crossed my legs.


  Although my uniform’s skirt was a little longer than Sendai-san’s, it was still considered shorter than what was accepted by school rules. Unlike Sendai-san, however, I didn’t have nice, slender legs that I could flaunt, but there was nothing I could do about that.


  「So, what do you want me to do?」


  Sendai-san asked as sat herself down in front of me.


  I uncrossed my legs and quietly said,


  「Take this off.」


  I placed my right foot on her thigh and pointed at the navy-blue sock I was wearing.


  「Sure, sure.」


  「Don’t give me that. Just say “sure” once.」


  「Sure, sure.」


  As if she had no intention of obeying that last order, she intentionally replied with “sure” twice as she took off my right sock.


  「The left foot too?」


  She asked.


  「No, leave it. Now lick it.」


  When I poked her stomach with my bare foot, Sendai-san shot me a dubious look in return.


  「You mean your foot?」


  「Yep.」


  I’d been paying Sendai-san five-thousand yen for her time since summer, but today was the first time I’d ever given her an order of this magnitude. Usually, I’d just ask her to read me a book or do my homework or get her to do other trivial things along those lines.


  For five-thousand yen, Sendai-san will do anything that I tell her to.


  To me, that was the most important part, so it didn’t really matter what I got her to do for me. That was also why I never gave her any “real” orders to obey. But today, I wasn’t really in the mood to order her to do something inconsequential.


  I wanted to give her an order that she would be unwilling to obey.


  However, I hadn’t anticipated that after adhering to only the most trivial commands until now, Sendai-san would actually comply.


  「…… Alright.」


  She hadn’t agreed to it immediately, but contrary to my expectations, Sendai-san accepted it nonetheless. There wasn’t a hint of emotion in her voice as she placed her hands on my ankle.


  Sendai-san stared intently at my foot.


  I felt a shiver run down my spine.


  A warm breath brushed against the top of my foot as she gently lifted it up.


  And then, I felt a soft sensation.


  Sendai-san’s tongue touched the top of my foot.


  The five-thousand yen I would always pay Sendai-san in advance acted as chains tightly binding her to me. She couldn’t defy me.


  That was the nature of our arrangement within this room, and she effectively carried out her duty.


  



  
    
      Sendai-san is Worth Five-Thousand Yen, No More, No Less (II)


      Part 2
    

  


  After my foot received a single stroke from her tongue, Sendai-san raised her head and asked in a quiet voice,


  「Is this good enough? 」


  Whenever I was having a bad day, I would let myself have my way with Sendai-san.


  That was what I’d decided ever since we started this sort of relationship.


  And since I wasn’t exactly having a great day today, I wasn’t going to let her off easy.


  「Nope. 」


  It wasn’t like I was trying to punish Sendai-san or anything, but it wouldn’t be any fun if I let her off the hook with just one lick. I mean, it wasn’t every day she agreed to such a ridiculous request like this. I hadn’t meant for things to get this far, but now that they have, it’d be a waste if I didn’t at least indulge in it a little more.


  「How much longer do I have to do this for? 」


  「Until I say it’s enough. 」


  「You pervert. 」


  Sendai-san mumbled, knitting her brows.


  As expected, she looked completely unamused, but it didn’t matter to me if she was having fun or not. The most important part was keeping me entertained.


  「And your job is to listen to what this pervert tells you to do, Sendai-san.」


  I shot a grin at her as she remained seated on the floor.


  The space heater continued to blast hot air into my room, prompting Sendai-san to loosen her necktie even further. She had already removed her blazer earlier and left it laying around somewhere else. The first two buttons on her blouse were undone, exposing a hint of her collarbone.


  Sendai-san let out a small sigh.


  And then, just like a dog or maybe even a cat would, she began licking my foot.


  Her sticky tongue gave off a wet, warm and soft sensation. It felt like we were doing something incredibly indecent.


  If I owned a pet and they started licking my foot like this, I’d think it was adorable. But the reality was, it wasn’t a dog or a cat licking my foot right now – it was another human being.


  I wouldn’t say Sendai-san’s appearance was on the same level as the models you’d find in magazines, but her face was very well-proportioned nonetheless. That being said, the thought of someone else licking my foot made me rather uncomfortable. I wasn’t exactly a fan of having my skin caressed by the tip of another’s tongue.


  「Miyagi, are you enjoying this? 」


  Sendai-san asked, raising her head.


  「Well, in a way, yeah. 」


  I didn’t find joy in the act of having my foot licked by someone else, but it was entertaining because Sendai-san was the one doing it.


  That same Sendai-san, who stood out among our peers and was favored by our teachers, was now licking my foot.


  She was licking the foot of someone as ordinary and unremarkable as myself, just like a servant would.


  The thought of that alone was enough to lift my spirits.


  「So you actually find this fun, huh? In that case, while I’m at it, should I make it feel good as well? 」


  While saying that, Sendai-san placed her tongue by my big toe and gradually made her way towards my ankle. The warm and moist sensation of her tongue caused my hands to curl into fists. I could feel knots forming in my stomach as I clenched my teeth together.


  「Don’t do that.」


  I answered curtly while pulling on Sendai-san’s bangs. Gently pulling herself away, she responded with, “Quit it,” while still gripping my ankle.


  Her somewhat long nails began to dig into my skin.


  Using my index finger, I poked Sendai-san on her forehead.


  「Don’t do anything unnecessary. 」


  I rebuked her. In return, all she said was, “Fiiine,” and her grip around my ankle loosened.


  Her tongue made its way back to the top of my foot.


  Without hesitation, she casually started licking it again.


  I had no idea what was going through her mind.


  In fact, I’d always thought of her as someone that was impossible to read.


  If I were in her shoes, I’d never be able to lick someone else’s feet, and yet, here she was, doing it without raising a single complaint.


  I doubt she was doing it for the money.


  But if that wasn’t the reason, then what was?


  Well, I suppose there was no use trying to figure out what was going on in the mind of someone as outstanding as her.


  「I wonder what your friends would think if they ever saw you doing something like this, Sendai-san.」


  I asked her.


  Her group of friends weren’t exactly the type of people I’d typically interact with. They were always so radiant, and they seemed like they were always having fun with each other, as if they were making the best out of every moment of their school lives.


  「Instead of worrying about me, I think you should be more concerned about yourself. If anyone stumbled upon a scene like this, I don’t think there’s a single person who wouldn’t agree that you’re acting like a lowly pervert, Miyagi.」


  Sendai-san retorted coldly as she raised her head.


  If this were to be exposed at school, my reputation would probably plummet to rock bottom. No doubt, the normal school life I was used to would come to an end.


  But the same would happen to Sendai-san. If they knew that she was busy licking the foot of someone as utterly unremarkable as myself, her position would start to crumble as well.


  That’s why, it didn’t matter to me if I became known as a lowly pervert or not.


  After all, that made Sendai-san the companion to that same lowly pervert.


  「Don’t worry. I know that blabbing about what we’re doing here at school is a violation of our agreement, so I won’t say anything.」


  That was one of the rules we came up with when we first started.


  There were a few rules we established when I first got Sendai-san to agree to letting me do whatever I wanted with her for five-thousand yen, and one of them was that whatever we did together after school stayed strictly between us.


  It was like a secret game just for the two of us – one that nobody else would ever see. Of course, that also meant neither of us were going to tell anybody else about it.


  「Well, more importantly, less talking and more licking. 」


  I lifted Sendai-san’s chin with the instep of my foot.


  She narrowed her eyes.


  She glared daggers at me, as if she had something she wanted to say.


  In fact, that was probably the first time she’d ever shot me a look like that ever since I started paying her five-thousand yen.


  Seeing this act of rebellion from her sent tingles down my spine.


  Not that I was actually planning on listening to her or anything, I thought I would at least grant her the right to speak.


  「If you have something you want to say, then I’ll let you get one word in.」


  I said, staring back at her while my foot continued to prop her chin up.


  

  



  
    
      Sendai-san is Worth Five-Thousand Yen, No More, No Less (III)


      Part 3
    

  


  「Using violence is a breach of contract. 」


  Sendai-san was referring to the rules that we established together.


  That being said, there was no way using my foot to lift up her chin could ever be considered “violent”. And since I haven’t done anything that has gone against the terms of our agreement, there was no reason for her to call me out on it either.


  「This isn’t violence.」


  「Yes, it is. You just kicked me.」


  She replied, sounding displeased as she flicked my big toe with her fingertips.


  「All I did was touch your chin.」


  If she was getting this worked up over something like that, I could only assume she was just trying to act bratty.


  「Hmm…」


  Sendai-san mumbled under her breath. Her grip around my ankle tightened even more than before.


  She didn’t seem convinced.


  She glared at me.


  Sensing that something bad was going to happen, I tried to pull my leg away, but Sendai-san refused to let go. Instead, she pressed her lips against the top of my foot and began to suck on it.


  The sensation felt completely different from just having her tongue stroke my foot, and caused my body to tremble.


  「Stop it.」


  When I raised my voice, trying to get her to stop this thing I hadn’t commanded her to do, my words fell on deaf ears. Now grabbing onto the sole of my foot, she bit down on my big toe.


  「That hurts.」


  Her teeth were firmly planted into my toe. It felt like she was about to break skin, though just barely. My voice filled the room, but that wasn’t going to relieve me of the pain.


  「Sendai-san, I told you to stop.」


  When I looked down, I could see the shape of her hair whorl.


  In protest, I grabbed Sendai-san’s head and shook it.


  「This is an order, so stop it already!」


  I said, raising my voice to a volume I’d never used with her before. She removed her teeth from my toe, then ran her tongue against it, as if checking to see if she managed to leave any bite marks behind.


  My toe felt wet and sticky.


  The warmth of her tongue sent chills down my spine.


  As I thought, human tongues really were disgusting. That being said, I came to realize I didn’t actually dislike this. As if doing so could dismiss those feelings, I tugged on her hair.


  「Stop that. 」


  Upon repeating the same words that I uttered earlier, at last, Sendai-san lifted her head. Finally regaining ownership of my leg, I pulled it up towards the safety of my own bed.


  「Give me your leg. I’ll put this back on for you.」


  Sendai-san said with what appeared to be a satisfied smile on her face as she picked my sock up.


  Why was she the one giving me orders now?


  I felt nothing but dissatisfaction at this situation.


  「You don’t have to put that back on. Just take this one off too.」


  I said, placing my left leg on her thighs. She obeyed silently.


  「Any other orders?」


  「No. 」


  I replied curtly as I stood up.


  「Want anything to drink?」


  I asked, noticing that the cup on the table was empty. She answered back with a simple, “I’m good.”


  「Want something to eat for dinner then?」


  “I’m going home.”


  I already knew that was what she was going to reply with. I mean, I’d asked her that question many times before, and each time, I was met with the same answer, so there was no way she would respond with something different this time. Plus, it’d be such a pain if she actually accepted my offer.


  Yet, for some reason, for the first time ever, I heard her answer with, “I’ll have something to eat.”


  Still barefoot, I put on my slippers and led Sendai-san to the kitchen. I grabbed a couple cups of ramen from the shopping bag I got from the supermarket and started boiling water on the side.


  I brought the cups of ramen over to the other side of the bar counter, where Sendai-san was seated, and placed them right in front of her with the lid flaps open. Upon seeing this, a confused look appeared on Sendai-san’s face.


  「What is this?」


  「Cup noodles. Can’t you tell just by looking at it? Don’t tell me you’re so rich that you’ve never seen cup noodles before?」


  「If I was so rich that I’d never seen cup noodles before, I’d probably be attending some school where the students greet each other with, ‘Salutations’, instead of going to our school, wouldn’t I?」


  Although Sendai-san sounded dumbfounded as she spoke, I’ve heard her family was rather well-off.


  Not that she flaunted around a lot of brand-name goods or anything, but the products she did own were pretty high quality. She has probably never had ramen served to her for dinner before either. Her dinners were definitely homemade meals.


  Sendai-san seemed like the type who was loved by her family.


  If it weren’t for us being classmates, I’m pretty sure there was no way we’d ever have any opportunities to speak to one another.


  ―― I started feeling nauseous.


  I stared at the electric kettle that was currently boiling enough water for the both of us.


  「Besides, I’ve had cup noodles before. Oh, wait, don’t tell me, is the Miyagi family not well off?」


  「I get enough allowance to afford renting you for five-thousand yen once, sometimes twice a week. But if you consider that poor, then I guess I’m poor.」


  Though Sendai-san spoke teasingly, I gave her a curt answer.


  Although my household was the kind that had no reservations about serving ramen for dinner, that wasn’t because of financial issues or anything. Rather, if I had to say, I’d think we were more well-off than not.


  「… I guess you’re not poor, huh. So, is this all we’re having for dinner?」


  「If you’d rather have a bento or something, we can go buy some. Or do you just want to go home and have dinner there? I’m fine with either.」


  I didn’t have a mother.


  Plus, I didn’t have any talent for cooking.


  Those were the only two reasons why I sometimes had cup noodles for dinner.


  While there were single fathers out there who could cook, most of them were so busy with work, it was extremely rare for them to be able to get back home before their children went to sleep. Perhaps my father felt guilty for subjecting me to that sort of home life, so he wanted to make up for it by giving me an allowance that was clearly too much for a high school student.


  「I’ll just have this.」


  Sendai-san fiddled around with the cup lid until the water in the electric kettle finished boiling.


  We poured the water up to the fill line.


  Then, we set a timer for three minutes.


  After that was done, we began to slurp on our ramen.


  Whether I ate cup noodles alone or with someone else, it didn’t change the fact that cup noodles were still going to taste like cup noodles. But somehow, this felt a lot better than just eating by myself.


  「Thanks for the meal. It’s getting late now, so I’m going home.」


  「Okay. 」


  I had nothing to talk about with Sendai-san.


  We didn’t belong to the same friend groups, and we didn’t have anything in common either.


  Because we had nothing to talk about, the two of us had eaten in silence. Since a serving of cup noodles was only so big, we finished our meal in no time at all, and before I realized it, Sendai-san was about to head home.


  「If you decide to buy the fourth volume, let me read it.」


  Sendai-san, who went back to my room so she could retrieve her blazer and coat, said as she glanced over at my bookshelf.


  「You’ll probably be able to read it the next time you visit.」


  「Okay, guess that means next week then.」


  “I’m never coming back again.”


  Given what happened earlier today, I couldn’t even blame her if she said something like that, but it seemed that she was planning to visit again.


  Sendai-san was such a weird person.


  Even though she was normally so diligent at school.


  I tried to hold back those disrespectful thoughts I was having about the girl who followed my orders as I handed over her blazer and coat.


  「I’ll see you off. 」


  As usual, we left through the front door together and made our way to the elevator. After getting off on the first floor, we walked towards the entrance.


  「Alright, see you later then.」


  Sendai-san waved without stopping.


  「Bye-bye.」


  I called out to her from behind as she went off into the distance.


  I wondered, even when we become third-years next year and ended up in different classrooms, if Sendai-san would let me continue renting her for five-thousand yen.


  While pondering that thought, I got back onto the elevator.


  [image: i-167]

  
    


    Chapter 2


    Miyagi Hands Me Another Five-Thousand Yen Bill Today (I)


    (Sendai PoV) Part 4
  


  The shelf in front of me was stocked with magazines full of photos of idols and models plastered all over the covers. Among them, I picked up a magazine that had particularly flashy letters on it.


  I guess this was what Umina was talking about earlier… probably.


  The reason I was so unsure was because I was only half-listening to what she was talking about.


  I mean, what can I say?


  I stared at the magazine in my hands.


  Aside from the displays of mix-and-matched outfits, there were also superficial headlines advertising clothes that were apparently sure to make girls popular with the boys, as well as miscellaneous tips on how to improve oneself.


  Honestly, there wasn’t a single thing I liked about this.


  I’d rather wear clothes that I actually wanted to wear, and I could always worry about self-improvement later. If I was going to read a magazine anyway, I’d much rather read something lighthearted than some shallow looking fashion magazine.


  But the truth was, I was only reading these types of magazines for the sake of friendship, and I had enough pocket money from my monthly allowance to spare anyway.


  In order to have a successful school life, you had to play your cards right. For example, in my class, it was absolutely necessary to suck up to Ibaraki Umina. Actually, I suppose that was a bit of an exaggeration, but at the very least, you had to make some kind of conversation with her and then play along with what she says.


  Umina was my friend who was quite flashy, though she was a bit lacking in the brains department, and she belonged to the upper echelons of the school hierarchy. She was known for having a short temper, so if you ever dared to cross her, you’d just be creating trouble for yourself. However, as long as you appeased her and stayed on her good side, you were basically guaranteed a comfortable school life among the upper ranks.


  That’s why buying this magazine – something she’d recently started getting into – was what I guess the adults would call a “necessary expense”.


  There were plenty of people who might call me a people-pleaser, but it didn’t matter to me, they can say whatever they want to say. They were probably only saying that because they were just jealous anyway, so I let it be.


  Since I came all this way to the bookstore, I decided to look around a bit. After a short while, I ended up picking out a novel I wanted and headed towards the cash register. There wasn’t even a line or anything, but I still waited for my turn before bringing my books out to the counter.


  According to the display on the cash register, the total came to one thousand something yen.


  I reached into my bag and searched for my wallet.


  「Huh? 」


  My wallet, my wallet…


  The wallet that should’ve been there… wasn’t.


  I distinctly recalled putting my phone into my bag this morning.


  But what about my wallet?


  No matter how much I looked around, it just wasn’t there.


  I might’ve left it at school.


  Actually, no, it was probably sitting at home.


  I had no recollection of putting it into my bag whatsoever.


  When I snuck a glance at the lady working the counter, I could see she had a skeptical look on her face.


  Uh oh, I had to do something.


  「Ahh, umm…」


  It was a little embarrassing, but I had no choice but to put the books back.


  「These books―」


  「I’ll pay for them. 」


  「Huh? 」


  Before I could finish my sentence, a hand reached out from behind me and placed a five-thousand-yen bill on the counter.


  「Sendai-san, use this.」


  When I turned around, I was met with the sight of a girl wearing the same uniform as me.


  And what’s more, she was someone I recognized.


  Not that we’d ever talked before or anything, but she was a familiar face I saw every day.


  「… You’re Miyagi, right? 」


  I was pretty sure I got that right.


  As the resident people-pleaser, at the very least, I managed to commit everyone’s family names to memory. Well, I couldn’t quite say the same about first names, though.


  「Use that money to pay for your things.」


  Without confirming whether I got her name correct or not, she repeated what the five-thousand-yen bill was for.


  「No, it’s okay. I’ll just feel bad if I do.」


  「Don’t worry about it.」


  No, I’m going to worry about it.


  I wasn’t exactly keen on the idea of borrowing money from a girl I hardly knew. I disliked the idea of being lent money to begin with, and I certainly didn’t want to spend someone else’s money just for the sake of buying a magazine that I only wanted in order to appease someone else.


  「No, take it back.」


  I grabbed the five-thousand-yen bill from the counter and handed it back to Miyagi, but all she did was put it back down again.


  「Um, may I use this to complete your order?」


  The clerk asked, clearly looking troubled.


  「Yes, please do.」


  Miyagi answered in my stead.


  But I seriously didn’t want to borrow money from her.
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  I tried to snatch up the five-thousand-yen bill again, but the clerk managed to beat me to the punch as she quickly slipped the bill into the cash register.


  In the end, I was left with the magazine, the novel, three one-thousand-yen bills and some coins.


  「Thanks, Miyagi. Looks like I forgot to bring my wallet, so you helped me out there.」


  I expressed my gratitude to her once we stepped away from the cash register.


  Although my protests fell on deaf ears earlier, I ended up using her money anyway, so I felt like I had to bow my head to her, albeit reluctantly.


  However, she said nothing in return. At the very least, since she didn’t correct me on it, it seemed that her name really was “Miyagi”.


  「Here, take your change. I’ll pay back what I used tomorrow.」


  I tried to return the money the clerk handed to me earlier, but for some reason, Miyagi wouldn’t accept it.


  「You don’t have to pay me back. You can keep the change too.」


  After saying her piece, she turned around and started walking off.


  「Huh? Wait a second, I feel bad.」


  「It’s okay. I really don’t need it, so you can have it, Sendai-san.」


  「I can’t just take this from you. Let me return it.」


  「Just throw it away then.」


  「Throw it away?! This is money we’re talking about!」


  I caught up to Miyagi, who was walking away rather quickly, and grabbed her by the shoulder.


  I’d never spoken to Miyagi at school before, so I never realized that her head had a screw loose, maybe even several. I mean, no normal person would ever suggest throwing away money like this. And to begin with, a phrase like, “You can keep the change”, was something only corporate executives would say, not high school girls.


  And besides, the fact that she thought I was the kind of person who would just be like, “Oh, sure, thanks!”, in response to keeping the change really got on my nerves.


  「Ahh, whatever. Let’s just say I borrowed the change as well. I’ll just give it all back to you tomorrow.」


  To be honest, I was really starting to get angry, but I held myself back.


  If rumors of me yelling at someone else started circulating around at school, it’d only serve to ruin my image.


  「There’s no need for that. You don’t need to pay me back.」


  Shaking my hand off her shoulder, Miyagi began to walk away again.


  She exited through the automatic door.


  Chasing after her, I called out to her from behind and said:


  「I’m going to pay you back. I’ll give you five-thousand yen at school tomorrow.」


  「Then how about you work to pay off that five-thousand yen instead?」


  Her response came completely out of left field and took the conversation in a totally unexpected direction. I involuntarily stopped in my tracks.


  「Huh? Work?」


  「For the time being, walk with me to my home.」


  Miyagi, who had been brisk walking up until now, stopped and turned to look at me.


  「Huh? Wait, wait, hold on. I just said I’d pay you back tomorrow.」


  「If you’re not going to come with me, then just keep the money.」


  Miyagi quickly turned on her heel.


  What’s with her?


  Seriously, what’s wrong with this girl?


  I cursed Miyagi in my heart.


  I didn’t want to accept five-thousand yen from her, but I also didn’t want to do any work for her either.


  But at this rate, Miyagi was about to head home, and it didn’t seem like she had any intention of accepting a repayment from me. Even if I slid the five-thousand-yen bill into her desk, I’m sure it’d just turn back up in my possession somehow.


  Seriously, what a troublesome person she was.


  As a sigh escaped my mouth, I looked up towards the sky. Grey clouds were beginning to roll in. Since the rainy season was already over, I hadn’t brought an umbrella with me. After heaving another heavy sigh, I heard Miyagi say:


  「I’ve got some umbrellas at home.」


  「Ahh, whatever. Where’s your house? Is it close by?」


  I didn’t want any rumors about me borrowing money from Miyagi to start circulating around, and I most definitely did not want rumors of me yelling at Miyagi and forcing money on her to start cropping up either.


  So, whatever, I guess I’ll just work for Miyagi for today.


  And so, I reluctantly followed after Miyagi.
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  We kept walking, and walking, and walking.


  The two of us walked along in silence.


  I wasn’t good at dealing with silence.


  If I was going to be around someone else, I at least wanted us to have something to talk about. Being shrouded in silence made me anxious about whether I did something to offend the other person or not. Well, not that I cared if Miyagi was angry or anything, but I still wanted to know what I did to upset her. That’s why, I wanted her to say something, anything, but she kept her mouth shut the entire time.


  Come on, have some awareness and talk already.


  I tried sending her my thoughts telepathically, but as you’d expect, Miyagi continued to stay silent as we walked away from the bookstore together without exchanging any words.


  Honestly, I should’ve just gone home.


  I shouldn’t have even considered going to Miyagi’s place at all.


  As we walked underneath the gloomy sky, the quietness gave me enough time to regret my hasty decision from earlier. Then, we arrived at what appeared to be an expensive-looking apartment building.


  No wonder she was so willing to chuck five-thousand yen away.


  The apartment building was so luxurious I couldn’t help but think that way. It was also a lot closer to where I lived than I expected. It was probably only a fifteen, maybe twenty, minute walk away? For some reason, it never really crossed my mind that one of my classmates could live so close to me.


  But when I thought about it, that should’ve been obvious.


  We bumped into each other at the bookstore, and her home was within walking distance from it, so it was no wonder she lived not too far from me.


  「I live on the sixth floor.」


  Miyagi said as we got in the elevator.


  「Is that so?」


  I wasn’t going to tell Miyagi that I lived close by.


  I mean, there was no reason to go out of my way to mention it. Plus, Miyagi and I hardly even knew each other, so there was no point talking about it either.


  The display on the elevator went through the numbers four, five, and then six as we approached our stop. I followed Miyagi out, and she led me toward the door at the far end of the hallway. She opened it and welcomed me into the front entrance.


  「Feel free to take a seat anywhere you want. I’ll bring you something to drink.」


  「Oh, you don’t have to.」


  Her room was about the same size as mine, perhaps even a little bigger. That being said, it was quite spacious for a high school student. Her room was neat and tidy, her bed was on the larger size, and her shelf was lined with a ridiculous amount of books.


  As I approached the bookshelf, wondering what kinds of books it had to offer, the door swung open. When I turned around, I saw Miyagi setting down cups filled with clear liquid on the small table.


  「Do you like to read manga?」


  I asked while staring at the spines of her books. Miyagi replied with a curt, “I do,” before suddenly following up with an exclamation:


  「Oh, I know. Maybe I’ll have you read me a manga. Sendai-san, come sit over here.」


  Saying that, Miyagi rose from her spot. When she saw that I was still standing in front of the bookshelf, she came over to tap me on the shoulder and said, “Go over there.”


  As I wondered when we’d get back around to the topic of me “working” for her, I sat down by the table and picked up the glass of liquid she brought for us earlier. Upon taking a sip, I could feel bubbles fizzing in my mouth. I put down the glass, now aware that the cup was actually filled with sugary soda.


  I wasn’t a big fan of carbonated drinks.


  I couldn’t imagine anyone in my friend group serving soda like this. As I was thinking that, Miyagi took a seat across from me.


  「Here, read this.」


  She handed me a manga that had a picture of a handsome looking boy and a meek looking girl on the cover. When I skimmed through the pages of the book, I could immediately tell that this was a story about romance.


  Was she giving me five-thousand yen just to read this?


  I had no idea what went on in Miyagi’s head.


  In any case, since I was given the instruction to read it, that’s what I did. As I flipped through the pages of the book, Miyagi, sounding unamused, said,


  「No, not like that. Read it with your voice.」


  「So you want me to read it out loud to you?」


  「Yeah. This is the job I want you to do for five-thousand yen. Or rather, I guess it’s an order from me.」


  「So I’m not just “working” anymore, I’m obeying orders?」


  「Yep.」


  I had no idea when it changed from “working” to “obeying orders”, but I’m pretty sure there’d be no point in asking. Miyagi probably wasn’t thinking too deeply about it anyway. If anything, if I had to guess, it was something she just came up with on a whim.


  「Well, I don’t care if you want to call it “work” or an “order” or whatever, but you’re telling me that you’re paying me five-thousand yen just to read you a book?」


  At this point, I wanted to go home as soon as possible, so I quickly moved the conversation along.


  「Yep. But you have to read it until the very last page.」


  「Okaay. 」


  Well, reading manga out loud was a simple enough task.


  All I had to do was go through some back-and-forth dialogue and utter a handful of cheesy and shallow lines like, “I love you”, or, “You’re the only one for me.”


  To be honest, I would’ve died inside if she had asked me to read her a novel instead. Fortunately, manga didn’t have nearly as many words in them, and the story progressed a lot smoother. However, I’d soon regret how lightly I was taking this task.


  「…… Isn’t this book a little, you know, erotic?」


  I briefly stopped reading to flip through the pages ahead to double-check, but no matter how many pages went by, the characters were naked in pretty much most of them.


  If I had to say, the bedroom scenes probably took up over half the book.


  And on top of that, the dialogue was filled with suggestive lines and various moaning noises.


  The content was intense, to say the least. Not to mention, Miyagi was the one who told me to read it out loud too. What was going on in her head?


  It wasn’t like I disliked erotic things, but I didn’t want to read them out loud. Or rather, I’m pretty sure most people wouldn’t want to either. I will say though, I was surprised that a plain girl like Miyagi took interest in these sorts of things, but I was too busy wallowing in regret to really acknowledge it.


  「Yep, it’s erotic.」


  Miyagi replied casually.


  「And you still want me to continue reading it out loud?」


  「Read the whole thing aloud.」


  「Don’t tell me, are you into listening to erotica or something?」


  「I’m not. I just couldn’t think of any other order to give you.」


  「Is there even a need to give me an order? You could’ve just taken your change back, let me return the difference, and then we would’ve been done with it.」


  I had no idea why she wouldn’t take her money back. Miyagi was so troublesome. Stubborn and difficult to deal with, too.


  「I don’t really care about the five-thousand yen, and I don’t want you to give it back either. Now, hurry up and read it.」


  Miyagi – who really didn’t seem to care about money at all – said while rushing me.


  Not that I had an obligation to play along with this farce or anything, I really didn’t want to accept five-thousand yen from her. Plus, I’d already promised that I’d work to pay it off, so I was determined to see it through until the very end.


  Right, I was a pretty troublesome person myself.


  「―― Fine.」


  “Do it more.”


  “I’m coming.”


   “Ahhn~”


  Etcetera, etcetera.


  An endless stream of words that I never wanted to say flowed from my mouth, causing me to feel lightheaded.


  Honestly, what was I doing?


  Miyagi and I were just two people that belonged to the same class. We’d never even spoken to each other before. So, just what was I reading in front of her right now?


  Seriously, Miyagi’s such an idiot.


  There was no doubt about it. She was a perverted idiot, through and through.


  If I remembered correctly, her grades were――


  Actually, how were her grades?


  I didn’t know much about Miyagi.


  「Sendai-san, your voice is too quiet.」


  As my concentration wavered, Miyagi reprimanded me.


  「This isn’t something that should be read loudly, you know?」


  「Don’t worry about that. No one else is home today anyway.」


  Okay, maybe it’s alright for you, but definitely not for me.


  Today was the worst. I got so unlucky.


  I couldn’t find my wallet, and now I was being forced to read some erotic manga.


  While firing complaints one after the other in my mind, I continued to release moaning noises and recited all the lines. The only thing I could use to quench the thirst in my throat was the cup of soda that I didn’t even want to drink.


  「I’m surprised by how bad you are at this. Or rather, I guess you sound stiff. I thought for sure that you’d be better than this, considering how often you must get around.」


  「Okay, for the record, I’m pure in that regard, and I don’t “get around”.」


  I corrected Miyagi on her rather rude assumptions of me.


  「You say that, but you’re only passing yourself off as pure because it gets the guys, right?」


  「That’s not it.」


  I wasn’t acting pure at school for the sake of attracting men. I was doing it to impress our teachers.


  「But I’ve heard people say you only act that way so that you could hook up with guys.」


  「So that’s the kind of image I give off, huh.」


  I never knew that people like Miyagi and her group of friends thought of me that way. And wait, there were rumors like that about me floating around? I didn’t like the sound of that.


  「Well, anyway, are we done with the orders?」


  I asked Miyagi. For the time being, I put the matter regarding those horrible rumors about me aside.


  「Yep, we’re done.」


  「Okay, then what now?」


  「You can go home, or you can stay if you want. You can do whatever you’d like, Sendai-san.」


  「Alright, then I’ll just go home. Oh, and can I borrow the other volumes of this manga? It was pretty interesting.」


  The spine of the book labeled it as the first volume, so there was probably a second one out there. I wasn’t interested in reading it aloud again, but I was pretty curious about what was going to happen next. However, just when I thought I’d get a positive answer, Miyagi’s discourteous response betrayed my expectations.


  「No.」


  「Wow, how stingy. What’s wrong with lending me some manga?」


  「Five-thousand yen.」


  「What? Are you charging me five-thousand yen to rent one manga volume? At that price, it’d be much cheaper if I just bought it myself.」


  「No. I’ll be the one paying you, Sendai-san.」


  「Huuh?」


  Her words caught me completely off guard, causing me to involuntarily let a silly sound escape my mouth.


  「I’m saying I’ll pay you five-thousand yen to buy your time after school, Sendai-san. So if you want to read the continuation, then you can do it here.」


  The idea of buying a classmate for five-thousand yen sounded too surreal.


  Earlier, she had no reservations about giving me some ridiculous order to read erotic manga out loud to her. At this point, I wouldn’t be surprised if she told me she was after my body.


  「I’m not going to sell myself. And besides, what would you even do if you did rent me? Have sex with me? Isn’t five-thousand yen a little too cheap for that? Plus, I’m not really interested in another woman’s body either.」


  I wanted to shut that proposal down before she could even bring it up.


  「What are you even imagining, Sendai-san? I have no intention of doing anything like that with you either.」


  「Well then, what? What were you going to do with me for five-thousand yen?」


  「We’d only be meeting up once, maybe twice a week. I want you to come to my house after school and then listen to what I tell you to do, just like today.」


  Miyagi looked at me without so much as a smile on her face.


  「You mean like read you an erotic manga out loud?」


  「That, and if I feel like it, maybe I’ll have you do my homework too.」


  「What’s with that? So you want me to be like a handyman?」


  Well, I didn’t like the idea of selling my body for five-thousand yen, but getting paid that much to do someone else’s homework was kind of dubious as well.


  That being said, it seemed like a good price for that amount of labor.


  「No, it’s a bit different than that. I’ll be issuing you orders, and you have to listen to them.」


  「What kind of orders? I don’t want you to hit me, and sex is completely out of the question.」


  I seriously had no idea what went on in Miyagi’s head, so I couldn’t predict what she may say next. That’s why, just to be safe, I wanted to reiterate that I would not sell my body to her.


  「I don’t like violence either, and I’m not looking to get into a sexual relationship with you, Sendai-san.」


  「If I said no, would you go and ask someone else do to this?」


  「I wouldn’t. Anyone would think I’m a weirdo if I just randomly went up to them and asked them to do my bidding for the price of five-thousand yen, wouldn’t they?」


  Wait a sec, I’d say the current situation we’re in is plenty weird already.


  Plus, I’d already labeled Miyagi as “a dangerous person” in my head.


  But it wasn’t like it didn’t interest me at all. I was the kind of person who did things like read magazines I didn’t even like for the sake of fitting in and buttering up other people. I felt like, compared to that, the current situation would lead to something much more interesting.


  「So you’re saying you only want me?」


  「I wouldn’t go that far. Things just happened to work out this way.」


  「Well, good enough for me. In that case, just to help me pass time, I’ll listen to one order for five-thousand yen. I can’t come on weekends, but after school is fine.」


  If things “just worked out” for you, then I’m going to make them work out for me as well.


  I wanted to avoid reading erotic manga out loud again, but that seemed like that was as bad as the orders could get, so I guess I could go along with it every once in a while.


  And besides, I was also a little intrigued by Miyagi.


  I wanted to know what sort of orders a strange girl like her would give me. Plus, if I really didn’t want to obey an order, I could always give her the five-thousand yen back―― but I suppose she probably wouldn’t accept the money.


  「Alright, that’s that then. Oh, and I won’t interact with you at school, so is it okay if we just communicated through our phones?」


  「That’s fine.」


  Although I had a hunch that I would probably regret this later, I casually accepted Miyagi’s offer.


  And then, after exchanging contact information with her, I left her room.


  Once we were outside the apartment building, with Miyagi courteously seeing me out, I waved goodbye to her and headed back home.


  It wasn’t raining anymore.


  When I glanced up towards what used to be an overcast sky, I noticed that the clouds had already dissipated without me realizing it.
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  Our short winter break had come to an end, and I found myself in Miyagi’s room after attending the opening ceremony.


  The reason for that was because she had summoned me.


  I was only here because I had agreed to play along with the whole “obeying orders” shtick; though, at the moment, I was just lazing around on her bed.


  She had handed me five-thousand yen the moment I entered her room.


  And since then, I found myself with some free time on my hands as I awaited her orders. At first, I didn’t like having to search for things to occupy myself with, but now, I felt more at ease being here than at school.


  I had already finished reading pretty much most of the books that were on her shelf by now, and at this point, I felt comfortable enough to just curl up on her bed with one of my favorite manga.


  「Sendai-san, what did you do over winter break?」


  Miyagi, who was leaning against the bed, asked without even a hint of emotion in her voice.


  「I did some studying.」


  That wasn’t a lie.


  In preparation for the entrance exams, I enrolled myself in a short-term course at a prep school over the break. Meanwhile, in between studying sessions, I would make time to meet up with Umina and the others to go for pancakes or shop for clothes together, so I was busy pretty much all throughout my winter break.


  「Did you get any studying done, Miyagi?」


  Her grades weren’t bad, but I couldn’t say they were great either. I was often asked to do her homework for her weaker subjects.


  「I didn’t.」


  「Did you finish all of your homework?」


  「I did, but I wish you’d done it for me.」


  「But I couldn’t, because it’s against our agreement to meet outside of school days, right?」


  「Yeah, I know.」


  After heaving what sounded like a disappointed sigh, Miyagi started reading her manga, and our conversation ended there.


  Well, it wasn’t like she and I had anything in common anyway.


  At first, I tried talking to her about things like school, TV dramas and magazines, but Miyagi didn’t seem interested in those topics whatsoever. All she would do was nod along to whatever I said or respond indifferently, so eventually, I just gave up. Searching for suitable conversation topics with Miyagi was like trying to find a needle in a haystack.


  Eventually, I realized that whenever we couldn’t continue a conversation, there was no point in trying to force one along. In these last few months, I learned that it was okay to just leave it be if nothing more needed to be said.


  After the room fell silent, I took off my blazer and threw it off the bed.


  Perhaps because Miyagi was sensitive to the cold, her room was always hot.


  I proceeded to loosen my necktie and undid the first button on my blouse.


  Just as I’d flopped back down onto the bed and picked up my manga, Miyagi called out to me.


  「Come over here.」


  「Are you about to give me an order?」


  「Yeah. Come take a seat over here.」


  Miyagi stood up and pointed towards where she had just been sitting.


  What was going to happen next?


  Honestly, I already knew the answer without her having to tell me.


  I got off the bed and took a seat in front of it. Then, as if I had no idea what was coming, I asked,


  「What do you want me to do?」


  「Take this off.」


  Miyagi, who was now sitting on the bed, commanded as she placed her foot on my thighs.


  She had said exactly what I expected her to say.


  Sometime around the end of December, for the first time ever, Miyagi gave me an order that was somehow even worse than having to read erotic manga out loud to her. Though, the next time we met up was right before winter break started, and she had only asked me to organize her bookshelf for her. However, it seemed like today, she wanted me to lick her foot again.


  Her foot, which seemed to have a healthy complexion, was situated right in front of me. I pulled off her sock and caressed the sole – a part that was usually covered. When I ran my fingertips along the ball of her foot all the way to her toes, I could feel her trembling slightly.


  「Lick it.」


  Perhaps because she didn’t like having the sole of her foot stroked, Miyagi spoke in a low voice.


  「Okay.」


  I gave a simple answer as I placed my hand against her heel.


  I brought my face closer and then pressed my tongue against the top of her foot, which was slightly cold to the touch.


  I had no idea what was going through Miyagi’s head, but I always thought of feet licking as a pretty niche genre to be into. We started with a live reading of an erotic manga and somehow ended up at feet licking. I never would’ve guessed that this was what Miyagi was like just based on what I’d seen of her at school.


  She was plain, didn’t stand out, and I could barely even remember her name. If I hadn’t forgotten my wallet on that day we were at the bookstore, we probably would’ve gone our entire lives without even speaking to each other.


  And yet, here I was, licking the foot of a girl like her.


  It may have been soft and smooth, but it didn’t taste good at all.


  Well, it was only natural that it didn’t, considering we were talking about a human foot here. That being said, it wasn’t like I hated this.


  I ran my tongue up from the base of her toes all the way to her ankle.


  I went slowly, taking my sweet time doing so.


  Then, I lifted my head, looking up to gauge Miyagi’s reaction.


  She looked like it felt really good.


  Her cheeks were slightly red.


  It was the same last time as well.


  After I licked her foot, her breathing had turned somewhat ragged, and her cheeks were flushed.


  She probably wasn’t even aware of it herself.


  「Keep going, Sendai-san.」


  Without giving her a reply, I dug my teeth into Miyagi’s toes.


  I bit down, making sure it was hard enough that I would leave tooth marks behind.


  As if she were resisting, Miyagi shook her foot around as she grabbed me by my head.


  「Stop it. That hurts.」


  I released my hold on her, just like I was told to do. I could hear her releasing a quiet breath.


  The first time she asked me to lick her foot, I bit down on her toes out of pure defiance.


  Technically, I hadn’t disobeyed her orders.


  But still, when she told me to lick her foot, it felt like she was looking down on me, and it didn’t sit well with me.


  That’s why I bit her back then.


  But this time, things were different.


  This time, I did it because I found Miyagi’s reactions interesting.


  The sound of her hoarse voice – whenever she told me that it hurt or commanded me to stop – made my own body temperature rise.


  Her legs trembled ever so slightly.


  Perhaps that was because she was afraid I would bite her again.


  This was the side of Miyagi that I had wanted to see again.


  Probably because she was now wary of me, I felt her flinch when I put my tongue on her toes.


  And then, I pressed my lips against the top of her foot.


  Upon planting a few kisses there, I felt her pulling on my hair.


  「Sendai-san, quit it. That’s gross.」


  She was glaring daggers at me.


  Her pulling on my hair didn’t really hurt though.


  「Really? Doesn’t it feel pretty great? 」


  「It doesn’t. It’s disgusting. 」


  She released her hold on my hair.


  Although Miyagi furrowed her brows, her cheeks were still flushed.


  I was oddly fond of her face.


  It wasn’t like she was amazingly cute or anything, but if I had to say, I guess she could fall under the cute category. She probably would’ve looked even prettier if she had a little makeup on, but she didn’t seem like she was interested in things like that, which I thought was a bit of a waste. I wasn’t going to go out of my way to tell her that, though.


  I kissed Miyagi’s foot once again.


  Her breathing sounded normal as far as I could tell, so perhaps the reason why her cheeks were so flushed was actually because the room was hot. Still, the expressions I saw on Miyagi’s face were different than usual, which was enough to make me think that maybe licking her feet wasn’t so bad after all.


  「Lick it properly.」


  She kicked me gently on the shoulder.


  「Hey, violence isn’t allowed.」


  Even though it didn’t hurt, I put my hand to my shoulder.


  「Lick it. 」


  Miyagi said, repeating herself.


  I brushed the top of her foot with my tongue again without saying anything.


  She probably thought she was the one giving me orders, but in reality, all of this was only happening because I was letting her do so.


  I was the one in control of the situation.


  If I wanted to, I could defy her at any time.


  I could simply just end our arrangement and walk straight out the door.


  But I was here because I felt more comfortable being in Miyagi’s room than at home.


  I continued to run my tongue along her slightly cold instep.


  I brushed my lips against her wet and sticky foot.


  Miyagi’s leg trembled a bit.


  Most likely, when we become third years, even if we ended up in different classes, Miyagi would continue summoning me and paying me five-thousand yen like this, and I would continue to accept it.


  It wasn’t like I was doing this for the money, though.


  I just wanted to continue seeing the self-satisfied look on Miyagi’s face whenever I obeyed her orders and led her to believe that she had power over me. That’s why, I was willing to keep her company and play along with this silly farce for as long as we were still high school students.


  I mean, we were probably going to end up in different universities, and this would all be just for now anyway.


  Considering that our arrangement had a time limit on it, I felt like I was getting a pretty good deal.


  I parted my lips from her foot and let out a short breath.


  Then, I sank my teeth back into Miyagi’s ankle.
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  I didn’t like going to school, nor did I particularly hate it.


  But it didn’t matter whether I liked it or not, I still had to go either way. I didn’t really want to attend classes today, but I came anyway. Besides, my reason for not wanting to come to school was something trivial.


  My bangs were too short.


  I sighed while standing in front of the bathroom mirror.


  My hair was only around shoulder-length, so I didn’t feel the need to cut it, but my bangs had started getting in the way. Because of that, I decided to give them a trim myself, but I ended up cutting off a bit more than I intended to.


  I knew that even if I pulled on my bangs, it wouldn’t magically make them grow longer.


  There was no use crying over spilled milk, so I had no choice but to accept it.


  Though I say that, every time I managed to catch a glimpse of my short bangs, I felt a little gloomy. And whenever I was feeling down, there was only one thing I wanted to do.


  『Come over today.』


  The text I sent was the same every time.


  Usually, I’d send it after second period or around lunch break, but there have been times where I’d send it right after school. However, no matter when the message got sent out, the recipient was always the same. It was to none other than Sendai-san.


  Sometimes, she would reply immediately, and other times her response would come a little later. She had never turned me down even once, though if she ever had other plans, she would let me know that she was running late. Today happened to be one of those days, so when I received her reply, it read:


  『I have something else to do first, so is it okay if I come by a little later? 』


  『I’ll be waiting at home.』


  That was the stock answer I would always reply with in situations like these. After sending her that message, our classes went on again.


  When she said that she “had other things to do”, she was probably referring to hanging out with Ibaraki-san and the others.


  From my spot by the window, I looked over at Ibaraki-san, whose desk was situated close to the hallway.


  She was flashy and outgoing and was generally considered the center of the class. She was always talking about people or things that she found either cool or cute. All of the conversations she had with others seemed rather uninteresting, and I couldn’t help but think of her as someone who lived in a different world from me. On top of that, she was quite irritable as well, so she felt like the kind of person you’d be better off avoiding altogether.


  I wondered if Sendai-san ever felt like it was tiring to be around her.


  While listening to our teacher’s voice, I looked over to one of the desks at the very front of the classroom.


  The sight of neatly braided hair entered my field of vision.


  She looked pretty sloppy whenever she came by my room, but that wasn’t the case at school. She was kind, considerate and great at studying. She always wore a smile on her face and would never show a hint of any negative emotions. Because of that, she was part of the popular group in our class and you probably wouldn’t be able to find anyone that would tell you that they disliked her.


  However, there were some people that would call her a people-pleaser behind her back.


  I wasn’t sure if she – who was currently giving her full attention to class – knew about that, though.


  I fidgeted around with the bangs that I had accidentally cut too short.


  Our classes were supposed to be fifty-minutes long each, but time felt like it was passing by way too slowly.


  The teacher droned on and on, as if they were delivering a sermon, which made me drowsy.


  I sluggishly managed to trudge through two more classes. Then, finally, it was time to head home.


  I announced my return as I opened the front door – there was no reply.


  But that was to be expected, as no one else was home.


  I went to my room, and while still wearing my uniform, I laid down on my bed.


  I took my time getting home, and yet, I still hadn’t heard the intercom ring.


  I was getting sleepy.


  Right as I was about to give in to the temptation of slumber, the sound of a notification from my phone woke me up. I rubbed my eyes as I peered at the screen. The message only contained one short sentence.


  『I’m heading over now.』


  And then, after waiting for thirty minutes.


  She came into my room.


  「Sorry I’m late.」


  Sendai-san said, taking off her coat and blazer, before sitting next to the table.


  「That’s okay, but it’ll probably be late by the time you get home.」


  I already knew what she was going to respond with.


  I set down the usual cups of soda in front of Sendai-san, then took a seat across from her as I leaned my back against my bed.


  「I’ll be fine.」


  “My family lets me do whatever.”


  It was something she’d told me many times before, and just as she said, Sendai-san wasn’t concerned about when she’d be back today either. Perhaps the reason why nobody in her family scolded her for being back late was because they had that much trust in her.


  「Hey, Miyagi. Do you know what day it is today?」


  Sendai-san suddenly asked as she opened her bag.


  「―― Niboshi Day[1].」


  Two, one and four – which were individually read as “ni”, “bo” and “shi” respectively.


  Well, “two” being read as “ni” and “four” as “shi” were normal, but usually, you’d never find “one” being read as “bo”. Though, when it came to wordplay, it was fine even if it was a bit of a stretch. That being said, most people would probably understand the pun if you referred to February 14th as Niboshi Day.


  But Sendai-san didn’t seem like she was a big fan of that answer.


  She furrowed her brow and sounded unamused when she said:


  「Don’t reply with something that makes you sound like a bitter lonely guy. Answer me seriously.」


  「It’s Valentine’s Day, right?」


  It was an uninteresting day that people seemed to get overly excited about.


  A day that was not much different from yesterday.


  「Correct. I had to exchange friendship chocolates with Umina and the others earlier, so that’s why I ended up being late today. Anyway, I brought some for you as well, Miyagi.」


  「Huh?」


  「I spent yesterday making chocolate for Umina and the others, so I thought I’d make you some too.」


  Sendai-san said casually as she placed a neatly wrapped box on the table.


  The wrapping paper had a floral pattern on it, and the box also came with a pink ribbon.


  There was homemade chocolate inside of the box.


  Her femininity was off the charts to begin with, so seeing this touched a nerve.


  「You don’t want it?」


  When she saw that I was staring at the box without doing anything with it, she asked me with a questioning look on her face.


  「I don’t have any chocolate to give you in return.」


  「Did you not give any to your friends?」


  「We don’t really do things like that.」


  My friends were the type that would only make Valentine’s Day chocolate if they were planning to give it to the person they liked. We exchanged birthday presents with each other, but when it came to occasions such as Christmas, Halloween, or other trendy events along those lines, we didn’t bother with preparing gifts for those.


  The idea of exchanging chocolates with your friends felt like it was a custom that belonged to a totally different culture.


  「I see. Well, I wasn’t expecting chocolate in return anyway, so it’s fine if you don’t have anything. If you don’t want it though, I’ll just bring it back home with me.」


  Sendai-san said with a smile and followed up with, “So, what will you do?”


  「I’ll eat it.」


  「Okay.」


  I picked up the overly cute-looking box from the table and untied the ribbon. I carefully peeled off the wrapping paper without ripping it, and then opened the box.


  I was met with the colors white, brown, and pink.


  Inside the box sat six pieces of truffles that were slightly smaller in size than the ones you’d find in stores.


  「You made this?」


  「I said I did, didn’t I? I made them small enough to be perfectly bite-sized, too.」


  Sendai-san said, sounding unusually proud of herself.


  Just as she said, she made the truffles small enough that they could fit perfectly in your mouth. At first glance, the chocolates looked like they were store-bought. As someone that was terrible at cooking, hearing that these were homemade almost seemed like a lie.


  God was unfair.


  Sendai-san was cute, good at studying, and she could cook. Even though we were both human beings, I had none of the qualities that she had.


  It really was unfair.


  I couldn’t help but glare at the chocolate as Sendai-san said,


  「I think they turned out pretty delicious.」


  Hearing those words, I reached for one of the truffles.


  But I immediately withdrew my hand.


  「Feed it to me, Sendai-san.」


  「Is that an order?」


  「Yes, it is.」


  It seemed like Sendai-san had gotten used to being ordered around, but as of recently, her mischief was starting to get out of hand.


  I’d ordered her to lick my feet several times by now, but each time, she’d go a little further than what she was asked to do.


  She’d do things like bite me or press her lips against my feet.


  I didn’t want that at all.


  Sendai-san was the one who should be obeying my orders. She was the one who should be experiencing that pain and other strange feelings, not me.


  And that was exactly what I was planning to do today.


  「Come here.」


  I was still leaning against the bedframe when I called for Sendai-san to sit next to me, and she obediently did so.


  「Which one do you want to start with?」


  「The white one.」


  I pointed at the truffle that appeared to be dusted in powdered sugar.


  「Okay.」


  Sendai-san picked up the white truffle with her index finger and thumb.


  I opened my mouth as the white lump that looked like snow approached my lips.
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  Sendai-san’s slender and beautiful fingers picked up one of the truffles and brought them to my lips. The thought of biting her fingers crosses my mind, and I opened my mouth a bit wider than necessary to let them in. However, as soon as the chocolate brushed the tip of my tongue, I was distracted by the sweetness of the powdered sugar. I inadvertently sank my teeth into the truffle as I grabbed Sendai-san by the wrist.


  「Are you not going to eat it?」


  Her question seemed like it was more of a formality than anything. Meanwhile, the truffle had managed to throw a wrench in my plans. As I let go of her wrist, the sweetness of the powdered sugar spread in my mouth, even though I wasn’t finished chewing it yet.


  There were five more pieces of chocolate left.


  I put my idea of pulling a prank on her fingers off for now as I continued to chew on the remaining bits of the chocolate.


  It was delicious.


  It was sweet, but the taste didn’t linger very long in my mouth. Considering how smoothly the truffle seemed to melt away on my tongue, I felt like I could eat as many of them as I wanted.


  「Your lips turned white.」


  Sendai-san said with a smile as she extended her hand.


  She tried to use her long and slender fingers to wipe my lips, but I brushed her hand away.


  「Was it too sweet?」


  I found it irritating that she was asking me about the taste instead of getting annoyed at me for rudely swatting her fingers away.


  Sendai-san was acting exactly like how she would at school.


  She was always wearing a smile on her face and never seemed to get mad at anything.


  Even though we weren’t at school, Sendai-san was putting up a wall between us – she was acting like I was the only one in this room, and I wanted to drag her through that wall, and down to where I was.


  「We’re not at school, you know.」


  I raised the temperature on my space heater and then took a sip of my soda.


  「What are you trying to say?」


  「You don’t have to pretend to be nice.」


  「I’m not pretending to be nice, I am nice.」


  Sendai-san replied without a hint of shame in her voice while smiling.
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  「You’re not very nice when you’re here. If you really were that nice, you’d be sweet to me – sweet like this chocolate.」


  「Whaat? I think I’m pretty kind and sweet to you. I mean, I even brought you friendship chocolate, didn’t I?」


  「Friendship chocolate, you say. Even though we’re not actually――」


  “Not actually friends.”


  Thosewere the words on my mind, but I held them back.


  It wasn’t the type of thing I needed to go out of my way to say. It didn’t really matter whether we were friends or not, and just because she brought me friendship chocolate didn’t mean we were actually friends.


  Right, it wasn’t a big deal.


  「What is it? What were you about to say?」


  「Feed me another piece.」


  I changed the subject and then opened my mouth. Without probing further into what I was about to say earlier, Sendai-san picked up a pink truffle this time.


  「Is this one okay?」


  「That’s fine.」


  I stared at her fingers.


  On those days where I’d ask Sendai-san to lick my feet, she would always bite my toes too.


  Then, she would start licking my toes as if searching for any bite marks she may have left behind.


  It’d hurt and send shivers down my spine.


  But even though I found it disgusting, I didn’t dislike it as much as I thought I would.


  In any case, she would always make me feel things that I didn’t want to feel, so I wanted to do the same thing back to her, though I would never lick someone else’s feet like she does. That’s why I settled for her fingers. I was fine with it since it was her hand.


  Technically, I could’ve just given her an order to accomplish that directly without needing to use chocolate as a medium, but I found that rather boring.


  Such inexplicable feelings must come unexpectedly, after all.


  「Here you go.」


  As if I was lured by the sound of her soft voice, I opened my mouth wide. Then, I bit down on Sendai-san’s fingers along with the truffle.


  I chewed, harder than I usually would for things like chocolate.


  The tenderness of the meat elicited a similar kind of joy I got whenever I used a knife to cut through a thick slice of steak. Not that I had any steak with my father recently.


  「Miyagi, that hurts.」


  Sendai-san raised her voice in protest.


  But I didn’t let go.


  I bit down hard enough to feel her bone against my teeth.


  「Seriously, Miyagi. That really hurts.」


  The sound of her low, strong voice – which was different from what I’d hear at school – was exciting to listen to.


  My warm room was rapidly starting to get hotter. Intoxicated by the sweetness of the chocolate and the hardness of her bone, I could hear a voice in my head begging for more.


  I applied more force on her fingers with my teeth.


  Right as I was about to break the skin, Sendai-san’s fingers trembled slightly.


  「Miyagi!」


  When she shouted at me, I released my hold on her fingers and savored the rest of the chocolate in my mouth.


  「……. Was that supposed to be payback?」


  Sendai-san asked while examining her hand.


  There wasn’t a trace of anger on her face.


  But at least she looked like she was in pain.


  「Who knows? Give me your hand.」


  The truffle that was in my mouth had completely melted away by now and was making its way to my stomach. Upon hearing my demand, a slight frown appeared on Sendai-san’s face, as if she knew what was coming next. However, she doesn’t go against my word. Even though I hadn’t gone into the specifics of my order, she wordlessly extended her hand to my lips.


  Then, I brushed her fingers with the tip of my tongue.


  As I slowly traced over the shape of the bite marks I left behind on her fingers, Sendai-san pulled on my front bangs.


  「You cut your hair?」


  Earlier, I may have said that I cut it too short, but it was only by a little bit.


  At least, I didn’t cut it so short that Sendai-san – whom I’ve never spoken to at school before – could’ve noticed it.


  The distance between us was as wide as the Ganges River. ―― Not that I remember how big the Ganges River is, but there was a clear divide between us.


  Even though we were supposed to be about that distant from each other, it stirred my heart knowing that Sendai-san noticed that I’d cut my bangs.


  Instead of replying to her, I tried to bite down on her finger again.


  But before I could do so, her finger was pushed further into my mouth.


  The finger in my mouth was pushed in to the second joint, and it moved as if it was exploring the inside. When her fingertip brushed against the inside of my cheek, it sent tingles down my spine.


  I could feel uncontrollable emotions start to well up in me.


  Even though I found this disgusting, I didn’t want it to stop. The strange feeling in my chest began to grow by the second.


  I hated this.


  I gently bit the finger that was moving around in my mouth. When I pressed my tongue against the finger and started licking it, she forcibly pulled it out.


  「Did that taste good?」


  I stared at Sendai-san, who asked that question as if nothing even happened.


  I wondered if I was able to inflict the same amount of pain and discomfort as she did to me whenever she bit on my toes.


  I had no idea.


  Sendai-san was always hiding her emotions behind her smile, after all.


  Since I didn’t get the reaction I wanted out of her, I gave her a curt reply.


  「The chocolates tasted better.」


  「I’ll bet. Do you want any more?」


  Sendai-san asked without breaking her smile.


  I hated that look on her face, that made it seem like nothing had happened just now.


  I bit down on her fingers so hard that she needed to raise her voice at me, and there was no way she wasn’t repulsed by having her fingers licked so much. That’s why, I had to rip off the mask that allowed her to gloss over everything so easily.


  「Give me that one.」


  I pointed at the brown-colored truffle, which seemed to be dusted with cocoa powder.


  「Open your mouth.」


  Sendai-san said as she picked up the third piece of chocolate that I requested from her.
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  Something was about to happen.


  She was probably aware of it too. Nonetheless, she brought the brown-colored lump towards my mouth. As if she were simply following instructions written on a manual, she let the chocolate touch my lips, and as if I had no choice but to see my plan all the way through, I bit down on Sendai-san’s finger along with the truffle.


  「Miyagi, that hurts.」


  Sendai-san spoke, as if reciting words as if she were reading them off a script. Although the words were being said out loud, it didn’t sound like there was any hint of emotion behind them.


  Well, that was only natural.


  I wasn’t even biting that hard yet.


  Little by little, I put more strength into my canine teeth in hopes of being able to leave visible marks behind.


  As my teeth sank into Sendai-san’s finger, the chocolate was melting away on the tip of my tongue, making it seem like her finger tasted deliciously sweet. Wanting to finish off the rest of the truffle, I dug my canines even deeper, causing her to try and push me away by my forehead.


  「Hey, I said that hurts.」


  This time, it didn’t seem like she was lying, and I could hear the emotion behind her voice. She also put more force into the hand that was on my forehead.


  「Let go.」


  Sendai-san had no right to order me around.


  So I chose not to listen to her.


  Instead, I bit down even harder.


  It seemed like it was getting too painful for her – she repeated her demand that I let go, and finally managed to pull her finger out of my mouth. Only the remnants of the chocolate were left in my mouth, to be swallowed as they melted away.


  Although we were not friends, the friendship chocolate that she made was delicious. She probably did not intend for her friendship chocolate to be consumed this way, but it worked well in my favor. I mean, in the end, chocolate was meant to be eaten. As long as we got there in the end, it didn’t really matter how we got there.


  But when I looked over at the person who made the chocolate, her smile had disappeared completely.


  「Get me a tissue.」


  Sendai-san spoke in a voice that sounded lower than usual.


  My tissue box, which had a cover in the shape of a crocodile, was sitting across the table from me. If anything, Sendai-san was closer to it.


  Looking at her finger, I could see cocoa powder and chocolate smeared on it.


  It wasn’t like she absolutely needed a tissue to clean it off.


  I ignored Sendai-san’s request and ran my tongue along her index finger. This was probably making it harder than it needed to be, but as the person who dirtied Sendai-san’s finger in the first place, I had to be the one to clean it off as well.


  「Miyagi.」


  I pretended I couldn’t hear her voice as I pressed my lips against the bite marks I left behind and licked them. I made my way to the second joint on her finger and sucked on the base of it. Then, I kissed it, which made a sound that was barely audible. Sendai-san trembled slightly for a moment in response.


  「Hold on. That feels disgusting.」


  Her voice sounded flat.


  However, I was sure that Sendai-san was feeling the same things I had, back when she was doing these same things to me.


  It was disgusting, but there was also something more to it.


  I felt like I could hear exactly what that feeling was behind the sound of her flat voice, so I pressed my tongue against her finger again. But the sweet taste of chocolate that I was expecting had faded away.


  Human skin felt unlike anything that had ever entered my mouth before. It wasn’t hot or cold; human fingers didn’t taste very good, either.


  But even so, this was the happiest I’d been all day.


  I started stroking my tongue against her thumb.


  Just like I did with her index finger, as though there was chocolate to be licked off, I slowly moved my tongue around. Sendai-sand expelled a small sigh.


  「Miyagi, you’re screwing around too much.」


  She pushed me away with a strong shove as she spoke, and her thumb left my mouth. Then, I grabbed the crocodile-shaped box that looked like it had tissues growing from its back and threw it at Sendai-san.


  「Do you think it’s fun doing things like this?」


  Sendai-san stared at me as she wiped off her fingers.


  「Of course.」


  When I answered her with a smile, she pushed the crocodile back to me.


  「Seriously, what kind of a hobby is this?」


  「Eating humans isn’t my hobby, though.」


  「Don’t bite me, then.」


  Sendai-san said, sounding dumbfounded as she took a sip of her soda.


  「That seriously hurt earlier. Couldn’t that be considered a breach of contract?」


  「It wasn’t violence. And you did the same thing to me before, so just bear with it.」


  「I didn’t bite you nearly as hard. I seriously thought you were going to bite my whole finger off.」


  「Well, I was only trying to eat some chocolate, but other things just ended up happening.」


  「Are you going to eat any more?」


  「What do you want me to do?」


  「…… Do whatever you want.」


  Sendai-san said, as if she wanted me to just throw the rest away.


  I didn’t want to be friends with her.


  The only connection we had was through money, and that was the only kind of connection we needed.


  So it didn’t matter what Sendai-san thought, I had the right to do whatever I wanted with her.


  That was how things should’ve been.


  But despite that, the next words that came out of my mouth were different from what I expected.


  「Do you want to have dinner?」


  「Sure.」


  Sendai-san answered immediately.


  Eating with two people was better than eating alone.


  Even if it didn’t change the taste of the food, having someone else to dine with made it feel like I was eating a real meal.


  I got up and headed for the kitchen. Without needing to be told, Sendai-san followed after me. I turned the lights on as Sendai-san took a seat at the bar that separated the kitchen from the living room.


  I grabbed a bag of french fries from the freezer and stuck it in the microwave. I prepared two plates and pulled a couple of ready-made Hamburg steaks from the refrigerator. When the microwave beeped, I took the bag of fries out and replaced it with the Hamburg steaks.


  That was about all the work that I needed to put in, and dinner was ready in no time at all. However, compared to the three minutes it would usually take to cook instant noodles, doing all of this took a bit longer.


  「It’s ready.」


  When I placed the plate of fries and the two Hamburg steaks on the table, Sendai-san happily said,


  「There are two portions, huh.」


  For some reason, Sendai-san made it sound like I’d gone out of my way to buy a Hamburg steak for her as well.


  「This is my father’s portion.」


  That was my intention today.


  I bought a Hamburg steak so my father could eat it.


  That was all there was to it. It wasn’t like I prepared it specifically for Sendai-san.


  「What’s your father going to eat, then?」


  Sendai-san asked without making any mention of my mother.


  「There are other things for him to eat.」


  The words that came out of my mouth just now were wrong.


  The refrigerator was pretty much empty.


  However, my father rarely ever ate at home anyway, so it didn’t really matter whether it was full or not.


  「It’s fine, just eat it.」


  I said curtly as I sat down next to Sendai-san. As the words, “Let’s eat”, escaped my mouth, I heard the person next to me say the same thing in unison. But that didn’t make us any closer than we were a minute ago, so we proceeded to eat in silence.


  We didn’t have anything to talk about, but that wasn’t much of a problem.


  It was much less stressful than forcing a conversation anyway.


  I proceeded to chew on the Hamburg steak that was far more tender than Sendai-san’s fingers.


  The only sounds that could be heard between us were the various noises from our chopsticks and tableware.


  The Hamburg steaks and french fries gradually disappeared from our plates, and when everything was nearly done and dusted, Sendai-san opened her mouth.


  「Want me to make you dinner next time?」


  「What are you saying all of a sudden?」


  「You don’t want me to?」


  The truffles she made were delicious, so there was no reason to be suspicious of her cooking. However, there was no reason to have Sendai-san cook for me either, and I didn’t want her to do anything I hadn’t ordered her to do.


  My “orders” should be the only thing that constitute our relationship.


  「I don’t need you to make dinner.」


  「I see.」


  Sendai-san replied without a hint of discouragement in her voice as she brought another bite of the Hamburg steak to her mouth.


  Having eaten in silence, we finished off our meals in no time at all.


  The same thing happened when we ate cup noodles together right before winter break.


  I decided to leave washing the dishes for later, so we returned to my room.


  「Do you have any other orders?」


  「No.」


  「Okay, then I’m going back home.」


  Sendai-san put her blazer and coat back on before heading for the front entrance.


  「I’ll see you off.」


  The two of us exited through the door and got on the elevator.


  「The truffles were delicious. Thank you.」


  As I watched the numbers on the elevator display gradually make its way down from “five”, I gave my impressions of her gift and expressed my gratitude for it. I had that much common courtesy, at least.


  「You’re welcome.」


  I heard Sendai-san say as the elevator approached our stop. I walked her to the entrance. Sendai-san waved at me while saying, 「See you later. 」


  「Bye-bye.」


  As I called out to her like I usually did, Sendai-san turned around. Up until now, she had never turned around even once. And yet, she did so this time, replying with, 「Bye-bye」, as she waved at me again.
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  Valentine’s Day came and went, and the remaining three pieces of chocolate were long gone. Not that I wanted to eat it again, but I wouldn’t have any complaints if I had two or three more of them.


  I liked sweet things, so my appetite for them knew no bounds.


  However, they didn’t have to be made by Sendai-san. In fact, it didn’t matter who made the sweets; as long as they weren’t disgusting, it was fine even if the sweets weren’t really that tasty.


  The same idea applied to the dinner that Sendai-san had volunteered to cook for me. It didn’t matter if it was delicious or not. It would all end up in my stomach anyway… Well, Sendai-san may have said she would cook dinner for me, but I wasn’t sure if she truly intended on making it or not.


  While the teacher droned on in the background, I held my hand to my stomach area.


  I stared at the clock that hung above the blackboard. It hadn’t been that long since class started. I still had to wait at least thirty-five minutes before lunchtime.


  「Miyagi, you’re up next.」


  The teacher called on me with a voice that sounded like they were trying to cast a sleep spell straight out of a video game. Although I was only somewhat paying attention to the lecture, I knew the teacher was asking me to read a passage from my textbook.


  I stood up while holding my English textbook in my hands.


  I had no intentions of following a career that would involve fluency in English. I had no plans of leaving Japan either, so it wasn’t going to be a problem even if I didn’t understand English. However, none of that seemed to matter right now. My English classes weren’t going to take mercy on me, and the teacher could call on me whenever they wanted.


  I reluctantly began to read from my textbook.


  I recognised some of the words on the page, but others I wasn’t sure if I’d even seen before now – I had to pause and sound them out. The teacher filled in a couple of those blanks here and there, but I didn’t know if I was even pronouncing them correctly or not.


  「That’s enough. Sit back down, Miyagi. You should pay more attention to class next time.」


  The teacher said, sounding a bit disappointed. I was pretty sure that even if I did pay more attention to class, I would still never come to understand English.


  「Then, let’s have Sendai pick it up from here.」


  Sendai-san answered with, “Okay”, as she got up from her seat.


  With a straightened back, she began reading from the textbook.


  She spoke with clear enunciation, without making any mistakes or getting stuck on difficult words. If our voices could be described with different kinds of penmanship, Sendai-san’s words would be written in cursive letters, while mine would come out as unstable block letters drawn by a child.


  She could do most things flawlessly.


  I heaved a sigh while staring at my textbook.


  I don’t think I could ever understand.


  Her hair color was brownish and she wore makeup. Even her skirt length was shorter than what was acceptable by school rules. Sendai-san wasn’t following school regulations properly, and yet, our teachers would always let her get away with it. She may have called herself clean and pure, but if that were truly the case, would she be wearing makeup? And could someone who was so willing to bite someone else’s foot really be considered pure? I highly doubted it.


  But no matter how much time I poured into thinking about these things, it wasn’t going to change my own circumstances, and it certainly wasn’t going to make me as capable as Sendai-san was.


  I flipped through the pages of my textbook.


  After a little while, Sendai-san’s voice trailed off, and all that was left was the sound of chalk sliding across the blackboard.


  We spent a long, long while just copying what was written on the blackboard into our notebooks. The teacher ended up going five minutes over and into our lunchbreak to wrap up the class. Then, the first moment I could, I pulled out my smartphone from my bag.


  There was a certain message I needed to send before my friend, Maika, could approach me from the very back of the classroom.


  The recipient was none other than Sendai-san, and the body of the message was the same as ever.


  『Come over today.』


  The reply came in right away, and my after-school plans were decided.


  After spending my lunch break in the cafeteria, our remaining classes in the afternoon went by without a hitch. I left for home with Maika, parting ways when she had to make a detour elsewhere. Not long after I got back, I received a message from Sendai-san that read, 『I’ll be there soon』. Rolling around on my bed as I waited, I heard the intercom ringing and let Sendai san in.


  「Sorry to keep you waiting.」


  Sendai-san said as she took off her coat and blazer and sat down in front of my bookshelf as if it were the most natural thing to do. I placed a five-thousand yen bill on top of her head and left the room. I put on my slippers and went towards the kitchen.


  I set two cups on the counter and pulled some soda out of the refrigerator. When I brought the cups back to my room, I found Sendai-san lying on my bed as if she owned the place.


  Next to the unkempt girl lying on my bed were three manga volumes that she had picked out for herself. Since this was a sight that I’d already grown used to, I let it be and placed the two cups on the table. I walked over to my bookshelf and chose a manga for myself as well. Then, I flipped the pages of the book that I’d already read through several times before.


  There weren’t really a lot of things that I could order her to do. As long as we were in my room, I could command Sendai-san around as if she were my servant, but there were also limits to those orders because of the rules that we set. Plus, I didn’t want to be cruel to her all the time, and I didn’t want her to do things that were too weird either.


  And so, the time passed by quickly.


  After finishing one volume of my manga, I continued with reading the next one.


  The only sounds that could be heard from my room were my space heater and the turning of pages.


  By the time I picked up the third volume, Sendai-san’s voice broke the silence.


  「Miyagi, do you play any games?」


  「I do.」


  「Like those kinds of games where hot guys come and flirt with you?」


  I answered Sendai-san without taking my eyes off my manga.


  「I don’t play those types of games.」


  「Oh, really? You own a lot romance manga, so I thought you’d like that sort of thing.」


  I did like romance manga, but that didn’t necessarily mean I was into those types of games. If we were talking about my video game genre of choice, it would be RPGs. I’d rather play a game where I could live out a completely different life from my own than to make myself the target of several love interests.


  「I bet you think the only games that I play are the ones that otakus[2] like.」


  「Oh, you don’t?」


  When I looked up from my manga, I saw a mischievous smile on Sendai-san’s face.


  Without saying anything more, I got up from my seat.


  Perhaps she wasn’t doing it intentionally, but it felt as if she was acting like she was above me. If we were at school right now, that’d be the case, but not here. I didn’t find her attitude particularly amusing.


  「Do my English homework for me.」


  I pulled my textbook and worksheets out of my bag and spread them across my table. However, Sendai-san did not move from the bed.


  「I’ll do it after I’m finished reading this.」


  「Do it right now.」


  「You’re so stingy, Miyagi.」


  She said as she reluctantly took a seat across from me. Then, she pulled out her own worksheets from her bag and began filling them in.


  「I wish you could write the answers directly onto my sheets too.」


  「I told you before, didn’t I? They’ll notice that the handwriting is the same and we’ll get caught.」


  「Just learn to forge my handwriting, then.」


  「I don’t want us to get scolded if we get caught. Plus, we already agreed that anything that interferes with school is against the terms of our agreement, didn’t we?」


  Sendai-san and I meet after school.


   And then we do things together.


  We promised that I wouldn’t order her to do anything that would expose either of those two things.


  Although what Sendai-san said was correct, I felt like it would be easy for her to imitate my handwriting.


  She could do it, she just didn’t want to.


  That was probably what it was.


  I poked Sendai-san on the cheek with my mechanical pencil.


  「What is it?」


  「Lick it.」


  It was boring watching Sendai-san focus so seriously on homework, so this was just for me to pass the time.


  While sitting on the other side of the table, Sendai-san lifted her head and pressed her lips against the push button of my mechanical pencil. Then, I slid the pencil towards the corner of her mouth. As I slowly traced her lips with it, Sendai-san began to lick the pencil and gnawed on it without the slightest hint of hesitation.


  「I don’t like it when you do that.」


  I said as I pulled the pencil out of her mouth.


  「Don’t like it when I do what?」


  「When you start doing things I didn’t tell you to do.」


  I had ordered her to lick the pencil, not chew on it.


  That was the only thing I asked for.


  「Sendai-san, do you enjoy being ordered around? Because it seems like you do.」


  「Does it look like I’m having fun?」


  I wouldn’t say she looked happy doing it, but it didn’t really seem like she was against it either.


  Up until now, Sendai-san has never once disobeyed my orders.


  Right now, she was doing what I ordered, but at the same time I didn’t feel I was getting exactly what I wanted from her.


  「―― Stop making it seem like you are.」


  I shoved the pencil back into her mouth. I poked her tongue around with the push button and then slid it against her hard palate as if I were scratching it. When I pulled the pencil out of her mouth, Sendai-san frowned, looking unamused, and furrowed her eyebrows.


  「That’s the kind of face that I want to see.」


  I’d never felt like that towards my friends before.


  But Sendai-san wasn’t my friend, so it was fine to want that out of her.


  「You really are a pervert, Miyagi.」


  Sendai-san spoke in a low voice that you’d never hear from her at school as she attempted to confiscate the pencil from me. Dodging her hand, I felt a smile form on my face.


  「You might be right about that.」


  Sendai-san, who hardly ever frowned at school, looked blatantly displeased.


  The Sendai-san who only ever showed her good side to others had disappeared.


  A Sendai-san that no one else knew about was right here.


  I couldn’t help but revel in the joy I felt at this very moment.


  I poked the back of Sendai-san’s hand with the sharp end of my mechanical pencil.


  「Hey, that’s dangerous.」


  Sendai-san said, her voice sounding gloomy. I continued to dig the tip into her skin until the lead broke. 「That hurts,」 was all she said in response.


  I moved the pencil away from Sendai-san’s hand, reached over to the crocodile that looked like it had tissues growing from its back, and pulled out a tissue to wipe down the push button.


  「Hey, can you make dinner?」


  I wanted to confirm what she said the other day was the truth, and not something she had uttered on a whim.


  「You said you didn’t want to eat it, though?」


  Sendai-san replied coldly while expelling a small sigh. Then, as if to calm herself down, she shut her eyes for a moment before looking at me.


  「But if you order me to, then I will.」


  Sendai-san said quietly as she spelled out some English words on her worksheet.


  I pay her five-thousand yen to order her around.


  But I didn’t want to order her to make me dinner.


  I wanted to give orders for bigger and better things.


  I started writing on my own worksheets, imitating her neat penmanship and beautifully written words as I went.


  
    


    Chapter 4


    I Know That Miyagi Doesn’t Taste Good (I)


    (Sendai PoV) Part 11
  


  「I’m home.」


  I announced my return home, directing my voice towards the living room. I could hear faint laughter coming from the room and see light leaking through the door, but that was the only thing that I heard. Even though they should’ve heard me, not a single person bothered to respond. Well, I expected as much, so it wasn’t like I had anything to complain about either.


  Besides, if someone suddenly decided to have a change of heart today and welcomed me back home, I would’ve found it bothersome. Compared to that, I would much rather be ignored. Things felt more natural this way.


  I had just finished eating an unhealthy meal at Miyagi’s place, so I wasn’t very hungry. Since I didn’t have a reason to enter the living room, I went straight for my bedroom.


  The second I entered my room – which was furnished with just the bare minimum – I took off my clothes and changed into loungewear. I finished my homework when I was at Miyagi’s house, so there was nothing left on my to-do list for the rest of today.


  I took my wallet out of my bag, and pulled out the five-thousand yen bill Miyagi gave me. I folded it, and slid it into the piggy bank I kept on top of my drawers. It was supposed to be able to hold up to a million yen, if you used five-hundred yen coins.


  I wondered how much was inside of the piggy bank now.


  Miyagi paid me five-thousand yen once, sometimes twice a week. I lost count of how many bills I deposited into the piggy bank, but considering our arrangement first started back in the summer, there was probably quite a bit in there.


  I wasn’t going to go out of my way to break it open and check, and no matter how much money I put in there, I had no plans on spending it at the moment either. However, I was a bit curious about how much time I spent with Miyagi.


  Rattling noises came from the piggy bank when I shook it around.


  That was probably the sound of the five-hundred yen coins I had put in there, long before I started depositing five-thousand yen bills into it. Unfortunately, it didn’t give me a clue as to how long I’d been hanging around Miyagi.


  I placed my piggy bank back on the drawers.


  Miyagi gave me five-thousand yen just to order me around a little.


  For a high schooler, it was a lot of money. It wasn’t exactly the kind of money she should’ve been able to afford to throw around so casually, but Miyagi paid me every single week. She said money wasn’t an issue for her, but when I thought about how much was sitting in my piggy bank right now, it made my heart feel a little heavy. If only the orders she gave me actually felt like they were worth five-thousand yen. Maybe then I wouldn’t have to think so much of it.


  That being said, earlier today, the way Miyagi shoved her mechanical pencil into my mouth and then followed up with 『That’s the kind of face that I want to see』 made me feel like I’d truly earned the money this time around.


  That moment was the happiest I’d ever seen Miyagi.


  But if that was the price that I had to pay for five-thousand yen, then I wasn’t very receptive to that idea. I wasn’t wrong when I said「You really are a pervert, Miyagi」to her; unlike her, I wasn’t the kind of pervert that would willingly do things I didn’t like.


  If I was, then I’d be nothing more than a dog who mindlessly obeyed orders.


  The fact that Miyagi wanted to see my disgusted face made me think there was something really messed up about her.


  「Just what is going through her head?」


  I muttered under my breath to no one in particular as I untied my hair. A second later, I received a notification on my phone. When I looked at the screen, I saw that Umina had sent me a message that read『Did you watch it? 』 .


  Now that she mentioned it, the new episode of Umina’s favorite drama aired today.


  But by the time I turned on the TV, the episode was almost over, so I replied with:


  『I was in the bath, but I’ll watch a recording of it. 』


  If I started on the episode right now, even if I skipped through all of the commercials, I’d still be trapped for a whole fifty minutes.


  Just the thought of that alone made me feel like it was too much of a hassle to go through.


  The show I had to watch was a romantic drama. It wasn’t a genre I particularly disliked, but the kind of stories Umina liked didn’t suit my tastes at all. I wouldn’t go as far as calling it a waste of time, but I’d much rather be doing something else than watch a boring drama.


  Miyagi rarely called for me two days in a row, which meant I’d have to go somewhere with Umina and the others tomorrow after school. The things we did after school were pretty ordinary, and I didn’t dislike the girls I hung out with. But the lengths I had to go in order to make myself feel comfortable around them was kind of a pain.


  And if we hung out tomorrow, we were definitely going to be discussing what happened in today’s episode.


  「If I tell them I didn’t watch it, I’ll probably bring down the mood.」


  If it were Miyagi, I wouldn’t go out of my way to watch it for her.


  I laid down on my bed and stretched my arms out.


  I stuck my hand out towards the ceiling light and stared at my index finger.


  The bite marks that Miyagi left on Valentine’s Day had long faded away.


  Well, it would’ve been a problem if they hadn’t.


  That day, I was surprised that she could bite someone else’s finger so easily, without even a hint of hesitation. But the marks had disappeared the very next day.


  Orders that interfered with school were against the rules.


  If her bite marks had remained on my finger, Umina and the others would never let me hear the end of it, and that would’ve been a violation of our rules. I guess in her own unique way, Miyagi was accommodating to me. That said, perhaps biting like that didn’t leave marks behind in the first place. I’d never actually been bitten before, so I couldn’t say whether this was Miyagi trying to be considerate, or if I was just lucky.


  I caressed the area where the bite mark used to be.


  It didn’t hurt or anything.


  I pressed my lips against my finger. As if following an invisible trail, I traced over the path with my tongue.


  It didn’t really feel like anything at all.


  Well, there was no surprise there.


  Miyagi had run her tongue from the second joint of my finger all the way to the fingertip.


  The feeling of being licked by Miyagi was disgusting.


  But at the same time, the sensation of her soft tongue stroking my finger made my nerves tingle, giving rise to a strange feeling in me.


  ―― In that moment, was I making the same face that Miyagi did before?


  Back when I licked Miyagi’s foot and then bit her.


  I remembered the face she made that day.


  If that was the kind of expression that was on my face too, then―.


  I let out a sigh as I got up from my bed.


   You know what, maybe I’ll watch the episode after all.


  Just to make the episode go by quicker, I turned up the playback speed. I pressed the play button on the remote and I watched as the characters moved around and spoke incredibly fast.


  I didn’t like pain.


  I also didn’t like being treated so rudely either.


  But despite all of that, I felt more at ease being in Miyagi’s room than my own.


  Maybe there was something messed up about me too.


  Even if the things we did to each other had no deeper meaning to them, doing stuff like licking each other’s skin was probably distorting our sense of distance. But now that we’ve come this far, I had no intention of going back; Miyagi most likely wasn’t going to right herself either, after heading down the path of corruption.


  I increased the volume on the TV.


  The voice of the handsome actor that Umina liked grew louder.


  Then, I focused all of my attention on the drama that I wasn’t even interested in.


  

  



  
    
      I Know That Miyagi Doesn’t Taste Good (II)


      Part 12
    

  


  “I want a boyfriend.”


  “I want a cool boyfriend who won’t cheat on me.”


  Boyfriend, boyfriend, boyfriend.


  We were hanging out in a karaoke booth after school, where Umina kept repeating the word “boyfriend” over and over and over again, to the point I was beginning to think she was a robot who had no other words programmed into her dictionary.


  One of the girls in our friend group got a boyfriend. Umina had been dumped by her own boyfriend in January, and as soon as she found out about this, wanting a boyfriend became all she could talk about. Umina was kind of a pain at times like these. Even though I went out of my way to watch that show yesterday, it seemed like it wasn’t going to be useful at all today.


  「Must be nice for you, huh, Hazuki. Since you’re so popular and all.」


  I forced a smile on my face when I heard Umina say my name.


  “Popular,” she said.


  It didn’t matter if it was true or not.


  My reply had already been decided from the very start. I was pretty much required to say something along the lines of,「You’re more popular, Umina」without being too pushy about it or denying what she said about me.


  Girls were like colorful cakes, decorated with whipped cream and fresh fruit on top, but not all of them were as sweet as real cakes on the inside. They might look sweet, right up to the moment you take a bite – then you notice the poison. So, without sounding sarcastic, I had to steer Umina away from the poisonous topic of my own popularity, and butter her up instead.


  Umina’s mood had already been steadily declining, so she seemed unconvinced.


  「I mean, you left us in the middle of Valentine’s Day, didn’t you, Hazuki? Were you meeting up with someone else? Was it Iida? Or maybe even Sasaki?」


  「I already told you, that’s not it. I had to leave because my parents called for me. If I ever get a boyfriend, you’ll definitely be the first to know about it, Umina.」


  Miyagi had called for me on Valentine’s Day, so I had to part ways with the group a bit earlier than usual. But the next day, Umina and the others started saying I’d actually gone to meet up with my supposed boyfriend instead. I thought I’d managed to clear up their misunderstanding; now Umina was throwing a tantrum, though, so I guess it was going to be used against me again.


  Umina wasn’t a bad person, though.


  Whenever I felt down or I had any worries, she would be there to offer me some encouragement. She just had more emotional ups and downs than most people.


  That being said, it was difficult to keep her in a good mood all the time.


  Out of the four people in our friend group, only one person had a boyfriend and she was really excited about it. Meanwhile, the other person in our group had crossed Umina and was subsequently banished. That left me as the only person responsible for fixing Umina’s mood.


  Seriously, what a hassle.


  At times like this, I wished Miyagi would contact me.


  Technically I could’ve just made a random excuse up and left, but it was easier to wriggle my way out if I had a real reason to do so.


  But judging by how things have gone up to now, Miyagi was unlikely to ask for me two days in a row; today was no different.


  In the end, Miyagi didn’t contact me until a week later. She had me do her homework again and we shared another unhealthy meal together. The same happened the next time I visited, and then the time after that as well. Each time I went over, I would always be served unhealthy food for dinner. Miyagi never once brought up the topic of having me cook for her either.


  But today, when she messaged me, I went straight to the supermarket from the bookstore and bought some chicken before heading for Miyagi’s house.


  I was planning to make a side dish.


  Besides, I didn’t think it was a good idea for us to continue eating stuff like cup noodles or frozen foods for dinner.


  Plus, I wanted to see the look on Miyagi’s face when I did something she hadn’t ordered me to. And there was no reason I had to be so conscious of what Miyagi had said about wanting to see my disgusted face.


  Also, making dinner at Miyagi’s place was no different from just making it at home.


  Anyway, I ended up bringing a bag of ingredients for tonight’s dinner into Miyagi’s room.


  「Were you out with Ibaraki-san and the others?」


  Miyagi asked, trying to figure out why I was late, as she gave me a five-thousand yen bill.


  「Nope. Here, put this stuff in the fridge.」


  I took the five-thousand yen bill from her and handed her the bag of ingredients that I had bought from the supermarket.


  「What is this?」


  「Ingredients for karaage.」


  「Why did you bring all of this here?」


  「I’m making dinner here tonight.」


  「I didn’t order you to do that.」


  Miyagi looked blatantly displeased.


  I had to obey her orders.


  That was what I promised her, but she never made me promise not to make her dinner. I had the freedom to do whatever I wanted unless I was ordered otherwise, so at least for today, I shouldn’t be at fault if I made her dinner.


  As if Miyagi realized that herself, she refrained from telling me not to make dinner. Instead, she simply furrowed her brows and glared at me.


  I didn’t think I was the type of person who wanted to see someone else’s disgusted face, but somehow, I found it amusing to watch Miyagi’s reactions whenever I did things she didn’t ask for.


  「Look at it this way. I haven’t done anything to thank you for all the times you provided dinner for me. Besides, I want to eat something decent every now and then.」


  After coming up with some excuses so she wouldn’t turn me down, I tried to hand the bag over to the girl who actually lived here, but Miyagi would not take it from me.


  「Put it in the refrigerator yourself.」


  Miyagi said bluntly as she went to turn her space heater on, raising the setting high enough to turn the whole room hot. Then she walked out of the room and headed for the kitchen. I followed closely behind her, the plastic bag in my hands crinkling as I went. When we reached the kitchen, I found myself standing in front of a ridiculously large fridge. 


  Just how many people are in her family?


  I wondered to myself as I opened the fridge, but when I looked inside, it was incredibly empty despite how big it was.


  「Hey, your fridge is practically empty. Isn’t it kind of bad that the only thing you have in here is juice?」


  「It isn’t bad at all.」


  She said with a low voice, insisting that things were fine this way.


  Well, I guess it wasn’t really my place to be complaining about other people’s fridges.


  I silently loaded the ingredients for tonight’s dinner into the fridge. The last few items in the bag were a couple of bags of flour and potato starch – I figured Miyagi probably didn’t have either of these things, so I made sure to buy them myself. After I was finished emptying the bag, I called out to Miyagi.


  「What are you going to order me to do today?」


  「Why not just do whatever you want?」


  「Well, I just think if we’re going to save it for later, then I’d like to make the karaage now.」


  「I haven’t decided on anything yet, so just do as you please.」


  Miyagi said this as if it wasn’t her problem, as she tried to leave the kitchen.


  「Wait. Cut the cabbage for me.」


  I took the cabbage out of the fridge and handed it to Miyagi.


  「Me?」


  「Well, I don’t see anyone else here.」


  「You’re the one who said you wanted to make dinner, Sendai-san, so you should do all of the work yourself.」


  「Oh, don’t tell me. You don’t know how to thin-slice a cabbage, do you?」


  I asked her while washing the cutting board. Then, I heard her respond in a low voice.


  「I’ll do it.」


  So does she know how to thin-slice a cabbage or not?


  I wasn’t sure what the answer was, but Miyagi put the cabbage on the cutting board.


  I started grating the ginger right beside her. After that, I threw it into a bowl and poured soy sauce and sake into it. I didn’t really like garlic, so I decided not to include it. Then, I put the chicken that had already been cut into appropriate serving sizes into the marinade and rubbed it all in.


  Out of curiosity, I glanced over at Miyagi, but instead of seeing her cut the cabbage, it looked more like she was trying to slice her fingers off. Well, that was kind of an exaggeration, but I probably should’ve known better than to hand a knife over to someone who clearly hadn’t used one before.


  「Wait, Miyagi. Isn’t that kind of dangerous?」


  「What is?」


  「Look at your hands! You should be curling your fingers to form a cat’s paw!」


  「What do you mean by “a cat’s paw”?」


  「You never learned it when you were in home economics?」


  The fingers on the left hand had to be curled inward whenever anything was being cut.


  She should’ve learned that already.


  And yet, the way her fingers were sticking out while she was holding the cabbage was scaring me.


  「I don’t remember.」


  Miyagi replied curtly as she lowered her knife.


  What’s more, even though I asked her to slice the cabbage into thin strips, all I could see were chunks spread all over the cutting board.


  「If you cut it like that, you’re just going to end up slicing your fingers off instead of the cabbage. And you’re lifting the knife way too high.」


  It would be an exaggeration to say she was swinging the knife down, but she was still lifting it quite high.


  「Sendai-san, you’ve got way too much to say. Be quiet already.」


  「Ahh, geez. Miyagi, just go somewhere else.」


  I was getting anxious just looking at her.


  If that was the case, then I’d rather just handle everything myself.


  However, she didn’t back down.


  「Leave me alone. Just let me do it.」


  Whenever she brought the knife down on the cabbage, it sounded like the cutting board was being smacked.


  It was a huge mistake asking her to do this.


  But no matter how much I regretted it, I couldn’t take back my request to have the cabbage thinly sliced. In the end, I couldn’t help but feel nervous as I sprinkled the chicken with flour and potato starch.


  Whack.


  Smack.


  Noises that didn’t sound at all like a cabbage being sliced kept coming, one after the other. Suddenly, they stopped, and I heard Miyagi let out a quiet groan.


  「What’s wrong?」
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  No response.


  「Miyagi?」


  When I lowered my gaze to her hand, I saw that part of the green cabbage had been dyed red.


  「Hey, Miyagi. You’re bleeding. If you cut yourself, then you should’ve said something right away.」


  I washed off all of the powder from my hands and grabbed Miyagi by the wrist. When I pulled her hand towards the running water, she immediately turned the faucet off.


  「In situations like this, shouldn’t you be licking the cut on my finger?」


  「You read too much manga. Even if I lick it, the wound isn’t going to heal on its own. You have to wash it properly and then bandage it.」


  「Don’t I need to disinfect it?」


  「Disinfecting it might make the wound heal slower. So, where do you keep your bandages? If you don’t have any, should I go grab mine?」


  The cut didn’t look that deep.


  But blood was still dripping from her index finger.


  Wash the wound and then stick a bandage on it.


  And then kick Miyagi out of the kitchen.


  That was all that needed to happen, but for some reason, Miyagi wouldn’t let me do any of it.


  「Okay, then disinfect my wound by licking it.」


  Miyagi said as she stuck her finger out towards me.


  「You’re still bleeding, and licking it isn’t going to disinfect it.」


  「It’s an order.」


  「… Did you cut yourself on purpose?」


  「As if.」


  Miyagi held her finger out right in front of me, as if telling me that her orders were absolute.


  Blood continued to flow from the cut, dyeing her finger red.


  Just the sight of it filled my mouth with the taste of iron.


  「Hurry up, Sendai-san.」


  Even though I’d licked my own blood before, I couldn’t say the same about someone else’s.


  Was the taste of someone else’s blood the same as my own?


  I would soon find out the answer to that question.
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  It didn’t matter who it was, no one’s blood tasted good.


  The sensation of licking blood off someone else’s finger was even worse than I expected.


  Miyagi’s blood tasted exactly like mine when I licked my own blood – like rusty iron. That being said, I’d never licked rust or iron before, so I couldn’t say whether that was really true or not. Regardless, it tasted terrible. Even soda, which I wasn’t particularly a fan of, was way better than this.


  「Lick it properly.」


  She said as she pushed the finger further towards me. The liquid that was escaping her finger wet my lips. Out of pure reflex, I closed my mouth. However, as if trying to pry it open, Miyagi stuck her finger right into my mouth.


  When her finger brushed my tongue, I could taste her blood more clearly than before.


  Was it type A? Type B?


  Or perhaps even a different blood type?


  I didn’t know what Miyagi’s blood type was, but that didn’t matter. Regardless of her blood type, I wasn’t licking her finger because I wanted to. As if my feelings didn’t matter either, her finger did not leave my mouth. Instead, my tongue was now pressed against the opening of her wound, which caused the blood to taste even stronger.


  Her blood, which tasted even stronger than mine had in the past, was not delicious at all.


  I would never do this with anyone other than Miyagi.


  Even if I had a lover in the future and they ended up cutting their finger, I would never lick their blood off like this.


  It didn’t taste good and it wasn’t very hygienic either.


  Miyagi would be the first and last person I would ever do this with.


  I swallowed the blood that was in my mouth.


  Having someone else’s bodily fluids trickling down my throat wasn’t a pleasant feeling in the slightest. But instead of resisting, I pressed down even harder on her wound with my tongue, causing Miyagi to let out a subtle gasp of pain.


  Once again, a liquid that tasted like iron stained my tongue, and I swallowed it.


  The bleeding from her wound didn’t stop.


  But that was to be expected, since licking it wasn’t going to stop the bleeding.


  Every time her blood spread in my mouth, it felt like Miyagi was corroding my body, giving rise to goosebumps on my skin.


  This wasn’t good.


  The order she gave me was absurd.


  Well, you could say this whole order giving and obeying thing was kind of absurd to begin with, but what she was making me do right now was pretty bad too.


  Thinking that, I bit down near her wound.


  The inside of my mouth was being stained by the taste of her blood.


  Even though I didn’t want to swallow it, Miyagi’s blood traveled down my throat once again.


  「Open your mouth.」


  Miyagi said in a subdued voice.


  When I acted like I hadn’t heard her order, she forcibly pulled her finger out and asked,


  「Do you find human blood delicious?」


  The taste of her blood remained in my mouth.


  It was worse than soda. It felt like my entire mouth was covered with an unpleasant fluid.


  「If I were a vampire I might think it was delicious. But I’m human, so no, I think it tastes horrible.」


  「Just think of it as an iron supplement.」


  Miyagi said, as if she had nothing to do with any of this.


  I had no interest in drinking someone’s blood as an iron supplement. Anyway, if I really had to let something become part of my body like that, liver would probably be more effective. Even though I don’t like it, it’d be better than blood.


  ―― Oh.


  Since I’ve eaten her blood, does that mean Miyagi has become part of my body now?


  The thought of that made me sick to my stomach.


  「I need to borrow a cup.」


  Abandoning that train of thought, I went to open the cupboard before Miyagi could even reply. I grabbed a cup and immediately filled it halfway with water.


  Gulp.


  I glugged the water, trying to wash away any remaining traces of blood from my mouth.


  After emptying the glass, I glanced over at Miyagi, whose finger was still bleeding.


  「Give me your hand.」


  I wasn’t going to take no for an answer, so I didn’t wait for a response.


  I grabbed Miyagi’s wrist and washed her bloodstained finger. This time, Miyagi did not resist, and she let me bring her finger towards the running water.


  「I’ll go grab some bandages, so wait here for a bit.」


  I bet even if I asked Miyagi where she kept her bandages, she wouldn’t tell me, so it was faster if I went to grab mine instead.


  I went back to Miyagi’s room and pulled my bandages – which were uncute, but claimed to promote healing – out of my bag. I quickly put my slippers on and rushed back to the kitchen, where I saw Miyagi staring at her own wound.


  「Here.」


  I handed the bandages to her.


  「You’re not going to stick it on for me?」


  「Are you telling me you want me to?」


  She did not reply. Instead, she simply stuck her finger out towards me.


  If you get pampered too much, you’re going to end up as a good-for-nothing when you grow up.


   Right, you’d end up as a hopeless excuse of a person, just like Miyagi is.


  A spoiled human being who couldn’t even stick a bandage on herself despite already being in high school.


  But this was probably an order as well.


  Because of that, I put the bandage on her wound for her.


  「You have precooked rice, right?」


  I asked Miyagi, as I threw away the garbage from the plain but functional bandages.


  「I do.」


  「Okay, then go sit over there.」


  「What about the cabbage?」


  「It’s fine. I’ll just cut it myself.」


  It wasn’t like I was in a rush to get everything done, but I didn’t want anything like the cabbage-cutting incident to happen again. If she cut her finger again, it’d just be a hassle to deal with.


  After chasing Miyagi out of the kitchen, I cut the cabbage up while frying the chicken.


  I didn’t even bother asking this time, instead I just pulled out some plates, arranged the food, and served it up.


  I placed the plates, along with some bowls of rice, onto the counter. After taking a seat next to her, the two of us uttered the usual, “Let’s eat”, in unison. Miyagi had a rather displeased look on her face as she chewed down on the karaage.


  She took one bite, and then another.


  But her expression didn’t change.


  「Does it taste bad?」


  I asked, but she immediately answered with,


  「It tastes good.」


  I was happy to hear that something I cooked was delicious.


  However, this was the first time I’d ever seen someone look so unsatisfied while eating something tasty.


  「Sendai-san.」


  「Hmm?」


  「Why are you doing this?」


  「I told you already, didn’t I? I’m expressing my gratitude for all the times you’ve fed me.」


  「You don’t have to do this again.」


  Miyagi said coldly, even though she was the one who told me it was delicious.


  「Do you not like karaage?」


  「It doesn’t matter if I like it or not. You don’t need to make it.」


  At school, Miyagi didn’t seem like the type to express any negative emotions. Sometimes, I’d see her in the corner of eyes and she’d look like she was having fun chatting with her friends, even laughing with them. But she was completely different when it came to me. Maybe it was because we were in her home – her territory, so to speak – but whenever I was around, Miyagi always seemed so terribly unstable.


  But because of that, I wasn’t going to let my guard down so easily around her either.


  Dealing with people who were hard to read always left me feeling exhausted – it was so much work trying to figure out what they were thinking. And I already had my work cut out for me trying to stay in Umina’s good graces.


  「Say, Miyagi. Do you not cook?」


  I asked, trying to change the topic to get rid of the awkward atmosphere in the room.


  「It’s not a problem for me even if I can’t cook.」


  「Do you want me to teach you?」


  「I’m not going to end up making anything anyway, so you don’t need to.」


  「I see.」


  Right.


  I thought she would say something like that.


  I wasn’t going to force her to learn how to cook, so our conversation stopped there as I continued to chew on some more karaage.


  I thought it was quite delicious, if I did say so myself.


  Miyagi finished her dinner without saying another word.


  Compared to the amount of time it took to cook the food, we finished our meals quite quickly. After that, I felt like I was being harassed as I was given an order to read a novel out loud.


  Now in Miyagi’s room, I was forced to read one long sentence after the other.


  It continued like this for several dozens of minutes.


  Naturally, I wasn’t able to finish the whole thing in one day. After spending about a total of three hours at Miyagi’s house, I left her apartment.


  A few days later, Miyagi had called for me again, but she didn’t ask me to cook for her and I didn’t make anything for her either. But we still ate together. We even had dinner together sometime after White Day[3], but she didn’t give me a return gift or anything.


  I returned home, my habitual “I’m home” disappearing without a trace. In my room, I deposited another five-thousand yen bill in my piggy bank.


  Just what was I expecting from Miyagi?


  When I lifted my piggy bank up from my chest of drawers, it felt neither heavy nor light.
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  Miyagi’s space heater was set a bit lower than it was in the middle of winter, but her room was still quite hot.


  Spring break was just around the corner, so it should’ve been fine if she lowered the temperature a little more. Even though I found it hot in her room, Miyagi was currently reading manga with her blazer still on.


  Aren’t you a bit too sensitive to the cold?


  If two people had different definitions of the “perfect temperature” and they were put in the same room together, then normally, they would probably work to find some sort of middle ground. Usually the guest would be given priority, but here, Miyagi’s preferences always took precedence.


  I didn’t really mind that part, but I’d already taken off my blazer, so there was nothing else I could remove at this point. The top button of my blouse was undone already as well.


  I got up from the bed and picked up my cup of soda. There was also a bag of popcorn sitting on the table.


  It was kind of a rare sight, considering I was only ever served soda.


  After quenching my thirst with the carbonated drink that I wasn’t really a fan of, I undid another button on my blouse. Then, I grabbed two pieces of popcorn from the bag and tossed them into my mouth.


  「Are you going anywhere for spring break?」


  I asked Miyagi, who was sitting next to me, but she didn’t respond.


  What a tense atmosphere.


  Ever since I’d gotten here, Miyagi appeared to be in a bad mood. Actually, it’d be more accurate to say she’d been in a foul mood for a while now. To be even more precise, things started going downhill ever since the day I made karaage here.


  If that day was the cause of all of this, then Miyagi was being way too narrow-minded. Before, I would’ve said her mind was as narrow as a cat’s forehead, but if you asked me now, I’d probably change my answer to a mouse’s forehead instead[4].


  I took the manga that Miyagi was reading from her hands. I turned to the front cover of the book and saw an image of a boy wielding a sword. As I flipped through the pages of the manga, I heard a voice speaking in a harsh tone next to me.


  「What are your plans, Sendai-san?」


  「Hmm, I’ll probably hang out with Umina and the others. Oh, and I’ll be attending a prep school.」


  「Didn’t you also attend prep school over winter break?」


  「I did.」


  When April rolls around, we’ll be third years, which means we’ll have to take entrance exams.


  My path forward was already laid out for me: I was expected to follow in the footsteps of my accomplished older sister.


  But that didn’t really seem possible for me. My sister graduated two years before me, and had enrolled in a university that only accepted exceptionally intelligent people; my parents expected me to attend a university on at least the same level. If I wanted to accomplish that, though, I’d need to enroll in a cram school, and I’d already kicked that idea to the curb. At the very least, I was still expected to attend a prep school during the longer vacations – if I didn’t, my family would probably kick me out of their house[5].


  「You must really like studying.」


  「I don’t really like it that much.」


  I wasn’t sure how Miyagi saw me, but what I said was the truth. I did enjoy studying in the past, but ever since my parents started using grades as a way to compare me to my older sister, I stopped liking it as much.


  「Are you not going anywhere over the break, Miyagi?」


  「I’m hanging out with my friends.」


  「Like Utsunomiya?」


  I asked, mentioning the name of our classmate that Miyagi was always with.


  「Yes.」


  Miyagi answered curtly as she took her manga back from me. She flipped through to just over halfway into the book, and started reading.


  Our conversation ended there.


  She hadn’t said it explicitly, but I could tell just by looking at Miyagi: her attention was glued to the manga. With nothing else to do, I grabbed some more popcorn and brought it to my mouth.


  You might be wondering, was it butter flavored? Or perhaps even caramel?


  Those were two great flavor choices when it came to popcorn. However, in this room, there was nothing but pure salt. It was exactly what I would expect from Miyagi, and yet, I was still disappointed.


  With nothing else to do to pass the time, I ate one piece of popcorn after the other – until Miyagi suddenly grabbed my wrist.


  「What is it?」


  「Let me feed you.」


  And so, it begins.


  Even if she didn’t say it was an “order”, I could tell it was one just by looking at the smile on Miyagi’s face. But for some reason, I had a really bad feeling about what was going to happen.


  Miyagi grabbed a handful of popcorn from the bag.


  She laid all of the pieces out in the palm of her hand.


  「Here.」


  Miyagi said as she stuck out her left hand, which had quite a bit of popcorn in it.


  Somehow…


  Just… somehow, I could already tell what she was going to ask me to do. But I tried to dismiss the thought from my head and instead, reached my hand out, grabbed a piece of popcorn and tossed it in my mouth.


  「Eat it out of my palm like a dog without using your hands.」


  Before I could even chew on what I’d just put in my mouth, she pointed out my mistake to me.


  Yep, I knew it was going to be like this.


  No wonder she brought snacks out this time even though she usually never did. It was all for this.


  There were times where I thought it’d be fine if she ordered me to be as obedient as a dog, but being told that I need to actually act like a dog didn’t sit well with me. Still, an order was an order, so I did exactly what she asked for.


  I turned to face her, bringing my lips towards the popcorn sitting in her palm.


  And then, without using my hands, I started eating them one by one.


  To be honest, as I continued pecking at the popcorn in her palm, I felt more like a pigeon than a dog. Curious as to how Miyagi was feeling about all of this, I lifted my head and saw a strange look on her face.


  「Make sure you eat all of it.」


  She pulled on my bangs as if urging me to keep going.


  Even when it came to mundane orders like these, she still wouldn’t let me off the hook that easily.


  I continued eating from her hand, like a pigeon pecking at bread crumbs. Miyagi stroked my head every now and then, as if reminding me that I wasn’t actually a pigeon, but a dog.


  I felt incredibly ridiculous doing this. Nevertheless, I kept going until I ate all of the popcorn.


  When I was finished, I licked Miyagi’s empty palm.


  Miyagi flinched and quickly tried to pull her arm back.


  You were the one who told me to act like a dog, Miyagi.


  I grabbed hold of the hand that tried to get away and pressed my tongue against it, only this time, I put more force into it. Starting with her fingertip, I slowly made my way towards the center of her palm, which tasted just like popcorn.


  「Hmm, I think caramel popcorn might be better next time.」


  I suggested after I was finished licking her hand like a dog, just as she asked for.


  「There won’t be a “next time”.」


  Miyagi said as she grabbed a tissue from the box that had a crocodile cover on it. She wiped the palm of her hand with it before crumpling it up and tossing it away in the garbage can. Then, without warning, she grabbed my necktie.


  As I braced myself for what was to come, she took my necktie off. Without hesitation, she undid a button on my blouse. I swatted her hand away out of reflex.


  「Wait a sec, isn’t this against the rules? I don’t have any intention of getting into that kind of a relationship with you, Miyagi.」


  Sure, I may have had two buttons undone on my blouse to begin with, but thanks to Miyagi, my cleavage was now exposed. Not that I had anything to lose if she saw it, but we didn’t have the kind of relationship where I would just go ahead and let her undo a third button like that.


  「You’re assuming I want that sort of relationship with you just because I took off your necktie? Don’t overthink it.」


  Miyagi said with a tone as if to insist that it wasn’t her intention. But from my point of view, she took off my necktie and then undid a button on my blouse. How could I not assume that that was what she was going for?


  「Okay, then what are you trying to do?」


  The answer to my question was more barbaric than I expected.


  Miyagi untied my braided hair and aggressively shoved me by my shoulders.


  This girl lived her life with no understanding of the word “moderation”.


  When she bit my finger back then, she caught me off guard with how much force she put into her bite.


  And this time, she pushed me so hard that I lost my balance and fell over on the floor.


  「Ow!」


  It would have been better if I fell on the bed, but there was nothing on the wooden floor to cushion my fall. My arm and back hurt; I couldn’t even get up because Miyagi sat herself down on top of me.


  「I knew it. So you really were trying to take things in this direction.」


  I tried to get her off of me.


  「You’re wrong.」


  Miyagi said apathetically. When I glanced at her, she didn’t look lustful or like she’d lost her senses or anything.


  In that case, what was she trying to do?


  Miyagi, with a calm and composed look on her face, reached her hand over to the table.


  Huh?


  Miyagi grabbed the bag of popcorn.


  Not even a second later, I was showered with white puffs.


  In other words, I just had popcorn dumped on me.


  「Wha- Miyagi!」


  My face, hair and blouse were all covered in popcorn.


  I grabbed Miyagi by her necktie.


  「If this is your idea of a joke, it isn’t funny.」


  I spent a lot of time doing my hair.


  The hair treatment I used was expensive, and the hair dryer I owned was a special one that was able to generate negative ions.


  I would’ve overlooked it if I was just having popcorn-shaped things being thrown at me, but I wasn’t going to tolerate anything that left crumbs or powder behind. Getting that stuff in my hair was the worst. Needless to say, I was really upset.


  「It’s not a joke. I just thought maybe you’d want to eat some more popcorn.」


  The expression on her face remained unchanged as Miyagi grabbed one of the fallen pieces of popcorn and stuffed it into my mouth. As if to vent my frustration, I bit down on both the popcorn and the finger that entered my mouth. Miyagi reached over and picked up a cup from the table.


  「…… Seriously?」


  The cup of soda hovered over me.


  Miyagi smiled.


  As she tilted the cup over, I closed my eyes out of reflex and let go of the necktie I was holding onto so I could use my hands to cover my face. Then, I felt the back of my hands getting wet, as if I had just gotten hit by a downpour of rain. When I opened my eyes, I saw that the cup she’d been holding was now empty.


  「Now this is going too far.」


  My voice naturally lowered itself.


  「So even you can get angry sometimes, Sendai-san.」


  I was only human, after all.


  The only reason why I usually didn’t get mad was because I was holding it in.


  「Wouldn’t it be weird if I didn’t get angry? Especially when you pull something like this.」


  「Well, I thought I was being rather considerate.」


  「How, exactly?」


  「Your blazer, necktie and skirt are all completely fine. Even if we didn’t have time to wash your blouse, I have a replacement for you, so that won’t be an issue either.」


  「…… You’re telling me you planned to do this from the very beginning?」


  Miyagi stood up without answering my question.


  With the weight of her body gone, I lifted myself up and shook the popcorn off me.


  It was true that the only thing that got wet was my blouse.


  But that didn’t mean it was okay to throw popcorn or dump soda on other people. There were about a hundred different things that I had to complain about before I could even start to feel better. However, before I was able to open my mouth, a towel and long-sleeved shirt came flying in my direction.


  「Wear that. I’ll let you keep it, so you don’t need to return it.」


  Miyagi said before exiting the room.


  Now that I had no one left to complain to, I took off my blouse and wiped my soda-covered hands and hair with the towel. When I looked over at the shirt that she tossed at me, I could tell that it was a bit big on Miyagi, but it was the right size for me.


  I didn’t want to wear it, considering what Miyagi had done to me earlier.


  But I couldn’t wear my blouse when it was still wet, so I put it on anyway. After I finished changing, Miyagi opened the door.


  「I’ll see you off.」


  Miyagi, who had suddenly decided that I was going home on her own, said as she handed me a bag to store my wet blouse in.
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  I seriously couldn’t believe she had the nerve to forcibly send me home at a time like this, but I also knew that Miyagi was a weirdo from the start. No one in their right minds could ever come up with this whole order-giving game and then drag their classmate into playing it with them.


  I definitely had lots to complain about, but I was a willing participant in Miyagi’s weird game – I should have expected things to go like this. And I never really had any reason to expect it’d get any less weird over time.


  She gave orders. I obeyed them.


  Since money was the only thing defining our relationship, there were bound to be days like today. It made things easier if I just thought of it like that and accepted it. But today, for some reason, I was left feeling unsatisfied.


  「Sendai-san.」


  Miyagi said, as if urging me along, so I put my coat on. Then, just like usual, the two of us left through the front door, rode the elevator down and walked all the way to the entrance of the apartment building.


  「Bye-bye.」


  Before I could even reply with, 「See you later」, Miyagi had already turned her back towards me.


  「I’m going to give this back to you later!」


  I shouted at Miyagi from behind.


  My blouse may have been dirtied by Miyagi, but I didn’t want to accept clothes from her just because she told me to. And just like when it came to money, I wanted to return the things that should be returned.


  It was almost spring break, so the next time I’d see Miyagi was probably in April, when we were no longer second year students.


  When I looked up at the sky, I could see countless stars.


  There was no wind, and the weather was pretty warm for March.


  If I connected some of the stars with a line, I could probably recognize a few constellations.


  If nothing had happened today, I would’ve considered this a nice and peaceful night.


  However, when I thought back to what went down today, I couldn’t help but think it was the worst night ever. Just when I thought it could not get any worse, by the time I got back home, I found a pamphlet for the prep school I had to attend starting in April sitting on my desk.


  I really didn’t want to go.


  I couldn’t help but heave a huge sigh.
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  If I had to choose between whether I regretted it or not, I would say that I did. That was how I felt about what happened between me and Sendai-san the last time we saw each other.


  Sendai-san had gotten unusually angry that day.


  There were times where she’d look unhappy with the orders that I gave her, and other times, they would put her in a bad mood. However, she had never been so blatantly angry before.


  That was the exact result I wanted.


  And yet I found myself regretting it, just a bit.


  “If only I hadn’t done that.”


  The thought crossed my mind many times.


  “But it was something that I had to do.”


  And each time, that was the reason I used to try and justify myself.


  Perhaps because I didn’t have anything specific planned over spring break, my head was being drowned by gloomy thoughts that I typically never had.


  That was the first time I’d ever done something like that to another person.


  I had never covered anyone in popcorn or soda before. In fact, the thought of doing so had never crossed my mind until now either.


  Whenever I was alone in my room, I would always start having depressing thoughts. I had bought a few volumes of manga to keep myself entertained using the money I’d usually give to Sendai-san; however, I was hardly able to make any progress with reading them. None of the pictures or words were registering in my mind. All I was doing was flipping through the pages of the book while pretending that I was reading it.


  I was currently laying in my bed as the sun’s soft rays poured through my window. I lifted a hand to block the light from entering my eyes.


  The wound that I got on the day Sendai-san asked me to slice the cabbage was already long gone. It hurt when I cut my finger, and even more so when Sendai-san bit on it, so I was glad that it had healed nicely.


  However, I was a little bit curious about what sort of thoughts went through Sendai-san’s mind when she licked my blood.


  She was the sort of person who could’ve gone her entire life without taking orders from other people, and yet, in this room, she would obey all of mine without fail.


  Not to mention, she would often do things that betrayed the image I had of her at school.


  I expected her to use some cutesy-looking bandages, but instead, the one that she stuck on me was not cute at all and prioritized function above anything else. And unlike the cheery, sociable girl who was all smiles at school, she looked sloppy whenever she was in my room and would act like she owned the place.


  Her sense of distance was strange as well.


  She was always acting so overfamiliar, completely disregarding the other person’s comfort zone.


  She intruded in my life as if she had always belonged here.


  Because of that, I felt like I was being thrown off my game.


  「It’s almost like we’re friends or something.」


  As I laid on the bed that Sendai-san was always on, I heaved a sigh. I reached out towards the stack of manga on the floor and picked one of the books up.


  「Oh, this is volume two.」


  I hadn’t even read the first volume yet.


  I picked up five more books from the stack in search of volume one, but it wasn’t there, so I put the manga aside and grabbed my smartphone instead.


  「I wonder what Maika is up to?」


  Maika had told me she was attending cram school over spring break – when we met up two days ago, she had been on her way home afterwards, and the chances of her being there right now were high. Despite that, she was the first person that came to mind when I wanted someone to hang out with, and so I sent her a message saying 『I’m free right now. 』


  However, as expected, she did not reply.


  In that case, I had to dig through my phone to find someone else to talk to. I opened up my instant messaging app to look through my list of friends so that I could ask someone to hang out with me. As I scrolled down the list, Sendai-san’s name caught my eye.


  Since it was the middle of spring break, I couldn’t call for her.


  We had decided that we would only ever meet on school days, so seeing each other during our vacation was out of the question. However, we never said we couldn’t contact each other, so even if I decided to send her a message or two, I wouldn’t be breaking any rules. That being said, I didn’t have anything I wanted to send to Sendai-san.


  Considering the two of us had nothing in common, I didn’t even know what I could even say to her.


  The only reason Sendai-san had for coming over was money.


  If it weren’t for the five-thousand yen bills bridging us together, our relationship would not have been able to hold itself together on its own. But Sendai-san did not seem like she was in any particular need of money, so if she ever got sick of it, she could cut our ties at any moment she wanted to.


  When we first started our arrangement, we didn’t specify an end date. It could go on for a long time, but there was also the possibility of putting a stop to this silly farce just as quickly as it started.


  I stared at my unscarred finger.


  Just like how the wound from the kitchen knife had faded away, perhaps my relationship with Sendai-san would one day disappear as well. That day could be as soon as tomorrow, or it could be a year from now. Either way, all of this would inevitably come to an end.


  Just like how my mother had suddenly disappeared one day back when I was still a child.


  Even mothers could leave their children behind quite easily if they wanted to, so it wouldn’t be surprising at all if Sendai-san – a person who I wasn’t even related to – suddenly had a change of heart in our third year and decided she would never come to this room again.


  That was why I covered Sendai-san in popcorn and soda the other day – to make her angry.


  I had already grown so tired of waiting for other people that weren’t guaranteed to show up, but if she had a good reason for turning down my summons that I could accept, then I wouldn’t need to fear the day our arrangement came to an end. If Sendai-san no longer wanted to come over, then it would also give me a reason not to invite her anymore.


  In any case, I should’ve been relieved that I’d created such a good and convincing excuse for myself.


  But the reality was far from it. Instead of relief, there was a part of me that felt like I shouldn’t have done that to her. After all the time Sendai-san had spent in my room, I wanted to keep seeing her here.


  All this should have ever been was a way to pass the time.


  All I wanted was a distraction.


  But if I sat on the floor, I would instantly be reminded of the day I had her feed me chocolate or when I made her do my homework. If I was on my bed, I would think of all the times she would roll around on it while reading manga.


  This was all Sendai-san’s fault.


  I caressed my finger, which no longer had a wound on it.


  If I licked my finger, it would not taste like blood.


  I slowly lifted myself up from my bed and sat myself down next to the stack of manga volumes.


  As I picked one up at random and flipped through the pages of the book, Maika replied to my message with, 『Well, I’m at cram school. 』


  『Want to go see a movie when you’re done?』


  『Can we move that to tomorrow?』


  『Of course.』


  I felt depressed because I was at home.


  Going out would’ve served as a great distraction, and it was fun just hanging out with Maika.


  It’d be nice if we ended up in the same class together even in our third year.


  And as for Sendai-san――


  Let’s just say it like this: If we end up in the same class, then I’ll continue calling for her, just like usual. If not, then this will be as far as our relationship goes.


  If I left the decision up to a coin flip, then I felt like I could rest easy.


  That being said, even if I did continue to summon her, I wasn’t certain whether Sendai-san wouldreally show up or not.


  The thought of that made my heart feel tense.


  But there was nothing I could do about it.


  『Where do you want to meet up?』


  A message from Maika came in.


  I replied with, “The same place we met at the day before yesterday.”
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  The end of spring break took too long to arrive.


  Usually, it would be over in the blink of an eye.


  This time, it felt like the hands of the clock had rusted in place – the break kept dragging on and on and on. It just felt needlessly long.


  Finally, at last, April rolled around. With it came the new school year.


  I was a bit anxious.


  My footsteps felt heavy as I approached the school grounds.


  Although we were forbidden from interacting with each other at school, I wondered how I should face Sendai-san when I saw her. Though, I had no idea if I’d have to face her at all – we changed classrooms at the start of the new year, so we might be in different classes.


  I was fidgeting a lot, unable to calm myself down.


  Our class lists were posted by the front entrance.


  As I passed through the school gates, I saw a large crowd of people gathered around the relatively small pieces of paper.


  Breathe in, breathe out.


  Without making myself stand out, I took a deep breath in before exhaling. The first thing I did was search for my name on the list. After confirming which classroom I would be in, I looked further for the names of people that I knew. However, I didn’t find Sendai-san’s name there.


  I wasn’t expecting anything to begin with, so there was nothing to feel disappointed about.


  I sealed that thought away in my heart as I headed towards the classrooms that had formerly been home to our high and mighty seniors. When I opened the door, I saw Maika – who I met up with multiple times over the break – in the classroom.


  「Over here, Shiori!」


  Maika waved her hand around as she called my name.


  I walked over to the desk she was sitting at.


  「Good morning.」


  「Morning, Shiori. Man, I had no idea what I was going to do if we ended up in different classes.」


  「Same here.」


  「Oh yeah, did you see that Ami’s in our class too?」


  Back in our first year we were in the same class as our other friend, Shirakawa Ami – we ended up being separated from her the year after. However, right when I wanted to celebrate the three of us being together again, she was nowhere to be seen.


  「Yeah, I saw. Is Ami not here yet?」


  「Nope, doesn’t seem like it.」


  「I see.」


  Now that I knew Ami wasn’t here yet, it felt a bit strange for me to look around for anyone else. But even though I knew there was no way I’d find Sendai-san, I found my eyes continued scanning around the room. Though, it would’ve been weirder if I had seen her in my class – her name wasn’t on the same list as mine.


  「Oh? Was there someone else you wanted to be in the same class as?」


  Maika scanned the room, imitating what I was doing.


  「No.」


  「Whaat? You were totally looking for someone just now. Don’t tell me, did you want to be in the same class as your crush?」


  Maika asked, clearly poking fun at me.


  「That’s not it, and I don’t have a crush on anybody either. I was just looking around to see what sort of people were in our class this year.」


  「How suspicious…」


  「There’s nothing suspicious about that at all.」


  Maika continued to stare at me with a doubtful look on her face.


  「Seriously, it’s nothing.」


  I insisted as I let out a small sigh.


  If we end up in different classes, then this will be as far as our relationship goes.


  I thought back to the “little bet” I made with myself during spring break.


  Sendai-san didn’t start coming over to my house because of fate or anything. It only happened because of a coincidence followed by a series of whims that I had. In general, things like coincidences or whims never last very long, so an event like being put in different classrooms would probably be more than enough to end them. Plus, after what I did to Sendai-san the last time I saw her, I found it difficult to imagine facing her at all.


  The only reason I was feeling down like this was because I would no longer see the face of a person I’d grown used to seeing in the classroom – there was no deeper meaning to it. This wasn’t a bad thing, and it meant I didn’t have a reason to call for Sendai-san anymore, either.


  Eventually, Ami entered the classroom, and the homeroom teacher came not long after. After listening to the teacher drone on and on for a while, we were finally dismissed and our first day of the new school year came to an end.


  Maika and Ami invited me to go somewhere with them, but I turned them down, opting to go straight home.


  Without changing out of my uniform, I plopped down onto my bed and pulled out my phone.


  There was no particular reason for me to erase Sendai-san’s contact information, but I didn’t really feel there was much reason to keep it either.


  We were in different classes – she would forget about me soon enough.


  So there really wasn’t much point in keeping her contact information.


  There were a few things that put me in a bad mood in our first three days of school, and during those moments, I found myself instinctively reaching for my phone. However, by the fifth day, I was able to resist looking at my phone at all.


  In any case, it wasn’t all that uncommon to find people drifting apart after being placed in different classrooms.


  A week had gone by since I made the decision to cut contact with Sendai-san. Yet, I found myself with the manga I made her read aloud to me the first time she came over in my hands.


  On that day, I assumed she was going to read it well, but she was surprisingly bad at it. I stood in front of my bookshelf as I flipped through the pages of the book, recalling memories of how quiet she was while reading certain lines, or when she’d have difficulties bringing herself to say certain words.


  I heaved a sigh as I went to take a seat on my bed.


  When I closed the manga and put it by my pillow, I heard a chime from my intercom.


  I hadn’t ordered anything, so it couldn’t have been a delivery.


  I wasn’t expecting any guests either.


  Which meant that the person by the entrance was most likely just a salesperson or something of the sort. There was no reason for me to greet them, or even acknowledge them, so I decided to leave it be and turned on the TV instead. However, the intercom wouldn’t stop ringing.


  How persistent.


  I raised the volume on the TV to block out the noise from the intercom, but just as I thought it was over, I heard a notification from my phone.


  It was the sound of an incoming text message. I picked up my phone from the table. When I looked at the screen, I saw Sendai-san’s name appear on it.


  『Answer the intercom. I know you’re there.』


  Judging from the text, it seemed that the person ringing the intercom was none other than Sendai-san.


  I was always the one who’d send Sendai-san a message first, whereas all she would do was reply to it.


  That wasn’t something we decided on, but it became an unspoken rule. Until now, she had never been the first to send a message, and she had certainly never come over uninvited.


  『I’ve got some business with you, so hurry up and answer the intercom already.』


  As I stared blankly at my phone screen, a new message came in. Immediately after, the intercom started ringing again. She kept at it, much like an elementary school student trying to pull a silly prank. I turned off the TV, got up and walked towards the living room. I took a peek at the intercom’s monitor and just as I predicted, Sendai-san was standing right there. However, I had no idea why she came all the way to my apartment building when I hadn’t even called for her.


  「What did you come here for?」


  I asked through the intercom.


  「You read my messages, didn’t you? I need you to open this door for me.」


  Hearing Sendai-san’s voice for the first time in a while made my heart thump.


  But I wasn’t going to open the door for her.


  「No.」


  「I have something to give back to you, so open it.」


  「Something to give back to me?」


  「Yeah, so open the door already.」


  Sendai-san said, sounding a bit annoyed.


  But the expression on her face was the same as usual.


  Perhaps it was because she was outside, but she looked exactly like how she would as if she were still at school.


  「What are you trying to give back to me?」
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  「The clothes that I borrowed last time. I made sure to wash them.」


  The moment I heard her mention the clothes, I was instantly reminded of that day.


  After I threw popcorn at her and doused her in soda, I gave her clean clothes to wear on her way back home. I did say that I was giving it to her, not lending it to her. I was certain those were the exact words I said, too.


  Well, it didn’t seem like she’d ever intended to keep the clothes – she had declared that she would return them later.


  Sendai-san was a little too morally upright at times, which was sort of a pain. I didn’t want to take back something I’d already given away, and I had no intentions of going back on my word either.


  「I told you that you didn’t need to return it. Besides, I didn’t ask you to come over today either.」


  「I came over because you didn’t ask.」


  「Why?」


  「I don’t like feeling indebted to other people.」


  Sendai-san said firmly.


  I’m sure someone like Ibaraki-san would’ve kept it if she was asked to, but it seemed like Sendai-san was not that type of person. Even when I tried to give her five-thousand yen back at the bookstore, she was incredibly insistent on returning it.


  「I said I was giving it to you, so you don’t have to return anything.」


  That was probably not enough to get Sendai-san to back down, though.


  What a pain.


  At this point, we were just going around in circles. Since our conversation had reached a stalemate, I decided I was going to hang up on her. However, right before I did so, Sendai-san said something unexpected.


  「In that case, make it an order.」


  「…… Huh?」


  「I’m telling you I’ll listen to you if you make it an order.」


  「I don’t get what you’re trying to say.」


  「I don’t want to keep the clothes since there’s no reason for me to do so. But if you order me to keep them, then I will. And if you don’t want that, then at least order me to do something else, just like usual.」


  Sendai-san spoke like it was nothing.


  It was true that she would obey any order I gave her in exchange for five-thousand yen, so it wouldn’t have been strange if I ordered her to keep the clothes. But there was something about being told to order her around that didn’t sit well with me.


  「Why does it take an order from me to get you to accept a single piece of clothing? I already said I would give it to you, so just take it. Now, go home.」


  「If I leave now, I’m never coming back. Is that okay with you?」


  She was trying to get me to stop her from leaving.


  The voice that I heard through the intercom didn’t sound very confident at all. If I had to say, she sounded incredibly angry, far beyond mere frustration.
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  「You came all the way here just so you could get ordered around? Are you some kind of a pervert, Sendai-san?」


  Go home.


  That was all I needed to say. Yet, those were the exact words that I found myself unable to utter.


  「I’m not as perverted as you are, that’s for sure. So are you going to give me an order or not?」


  She asked, pushing the choice onto me. She shouldn’t have been able to see anything past the intercom, but it felt as though her gaze was piercing a hole in me through the monitor.


  I couldn’t stand the idea of Sendai-san ending this arrangement without a good reason – that’s why I wanted to give her one right before the start of spring break. But despite everything that happened, she was here right now, standing on the other side of the intercom.


  Sending Sendai-san home was a simple task.


  However, if she left now, she would never come back.


  「―― Fine, I’ll open the door.」


  I have no idea what her true intentions for coming over are.


  So I’ll let her in.


  Just so I can find out.


  Not because I’m trying to keep her around.


  「Thanks.」


  Sendai-san said as her silhouette disappeared from the monitor. Not long after, the doorbell rang and I opened the door for her.


  Before taking off her shoes, Sendai-san directed my attention to a small paper bag she was holding.


  「So, what are we going to do with this?」


  Sendai-san asked, as if trying to confirm something with me.


  Inside the bag were the clothes I had given to her the last time I saw her.


  Once again, she was forcing me to make the decision.


  Sendai-san waited for my answer.


  「You came here because you wanted to be ordered around, didn’t you?」


  I said, turning my back to her without taking the paper bag from her hands. I heard the door closing and being locked behind me.


  「Yep, that’s what I said.」


  Sendai-san spoke in a voice that was neither heavy nor light. As if leaving her behind, I headed straight for my room. However, her footsteps trailed closely behind mine like it was the most natural thing in the world. I opened the door and entered the room, with Sendai-san slipping in after me. Then, she sat herself on my bed, just like usual.


  「Nothing about your room has changed, huh.」


  It had been less than a month since the last time Sendai-san visited, but she spoke as if a whole year had gone by.


  「There’s no reason for anything to change.」


  「I guess that’s true.」


  Her voice sounded light and fluttery, like flower petals dancing in the wind. Then, she picked up the manga I’d left by my pillow.


  「Isn’t this the same manga from all the way back then? Were you reading this?」


  I should’ve cleaned up a little before letting her in.


  The manga I’d left on my bed was the one I’d ordered her to read aloud the first time she’d visited.


  But it was too late for regrets now.


  「So what if I was?」


  「Oh, nothing.」


  She wasn’t laughing, but she was starting to sound more expressive than before.


  Most likely, she was finding this amusing.


  This is something I don’t like about Sendai-san.


  「Speaking of which, it’s been a whole week already. How come you never called for me?」


  She asked this nonchalantly, as if nothing had happened, while flipping rapidly through the pages of the manga.


  「There were plenty of weeks where I didn’t summon you as often.」


  「Yeah, but up until now, you’ve never waited a whole week before calling for me, right? There’s got to be a reason for this.」


  「It’s because we’re third year students now.」


  I gave her an answer that didn’t exactly tell the full truth, but it wasn’t entirely wrong either.


  「Are you going to a cram school or something?」


  「…… No.」


  I had no plans of going to cram school.


  I wasn’t a big fan of studying, and I didn’t have any strong feelings about going to university either. If there was a university out there that I could get into without much effort, then I would consider it. If not, then I’d just weigh my options later.


  「Hmm.」


  I wasn’t sure if Sendai-san was convinced by my answer or not, but as she continued to flip through the pages of the manga she suddenly brought up Maika’s name.


  「So you’re in the same class as Utsunomiya?」


  「That’s right. What of it?」


  I hadn’t mentioned anything about being in the same class as Maika to Sendai-san, and even if I wanted to, it wasn’t like we had any opportunities to talk to each other. The fact that she knew about it meant that she’d gone out of her way to search for my name on the class lists during the first day of school.


  … No, that couldn’t have been it. Most likely, she was able to deduce it through a process of elimination – there were only two classrooms, after all. She was probably searching for her own name first and realized that if I wasn’t in her class, it meant I was in the other one.


  That’s probably all it was.


  I snatched the manga from Sendai-san’s hands.


  Whatever. It doesn’t matter to me.


  I put the manga away, hoping to shelve my unnecessary thoughts along with it.


  「I bet you’re disappointed that you’re not in the same class as me.」


  As I stared at my neatly arranged books lined up on my shelf, I heard her teasing voice from behind.


  「I’m not disappointed.」


  「Really? But I am.」


  Her words sounded as if they carried no weight behind them.


  When I turned around to face her, I saw Sendai-san grinning at me.


  「Now you’re just lying to me.」


  「I’m not lying.」


  She said, as if going out of her way to deny it. Then, she came up next to me and pulled out a manga volume from the bookshelf. I took the book from her and put it back where it belonged.


  「I can order you to do anything I want, right?」


  「You’re seriously asking that now?」


  「Well, I didn’t pay you anything today, so I thought I’d confirm with you, just in case.」


  「We can do the usual.」


  Sendai-san said, her expression the same as it was on the days leading up to spring break.


  Looking outside the window, I saw that the sky had been dyed in shades of red by the sunset. The houses and apartments I could see had taken on the same colors.


  Now that spring was here, the days had become a little longer compared to the winter.


  I no longer needed to use a space heater to stay warm.


  Sendai-san kept her blazer on today, likely because the room wasn’t as hot as before.


  I closed the curtains, isolating us from the rest of the sunset-dyed world. Then, I sat down on my bed.


  「Sit over there.」


  I pointed at a spot in front of the bed. Just as she was told, Sendai-san took a seat on the floor. Then, she grabbed my leg.


  「Next, you’re going to ask me to take off your sock and lick your foot, right?」


  「You’re so used to this, huh.」


  「It’s only because you seem to really like ordering me to do this all the time.」


  「It’s not that I like it. I just don’t have anything else I can order you to do.」


  「Hmm, is that so?」


  Sendai-san gazed up at me with a look of doubt in her eyes, so I kicked her on the shoulder and told her, 「Hurry up. 」


  「That’s violence.」


  「It’s not violence.」


  I expected her to continue talking back to me, but instead, she silently put her hands on my leg. She removed the sock that I was wearing, her fingers slowly gliding towards my heel. I could feel Sendai-san’s gentle breath brushing against my foot until the sensation of something soft and warm took its place.


  She pressed her tongue against my toes, wetting them.


  The feeling of her tongue slowly making its way towards my instep was a bit disgusting. However, the fact that it was Sendai-san that was licking my foot made it feel good.


  I didn’t know anything about the class she was in.


  But she was probably still sitting comfortably at the top of the school caste, enjoying every day alongside Ibaraki-san and her group. However, right now, that same girl was licking my foot.


  As the tip of her tongue ran along my skin, I could feel Sendai-san’s body temperature clearer than ever before.


  Our heat collided, melting together before finally becoming a part of me.


  Her tongue made its way towards my ankle.


  Even though my space heater was turned off, the room felt a bit hot. I loosened my necktie to try and escape the heat, but I found my ankle being caught by her teeth as she began to suck on it.


  It felt completely different from when she was just using her tongue, causing me to grab tightly onto my sheets.


  「Sendai-san, don’t do that.」


  Her lips parted from my ankle as soon as I spoke.


  Suddenly, she bit down on my big toe.


  「Ouch.」


  Her teeth dug into my flesh.


  But she still didn’t stop.


  Granted, it didn’t hurt as much as getting a finger caught in a door, but I shook my foot to get away from the sharp pain.


  「Sendai-san, stop it.」


  The teeth that were buried in my big toe slowly made their way out, the pain disappearing along with them. However, her tongue took its place as she gently licked my toe.


  The sensation of a sticky tongue on my skin was rather unpleasant, but I didn’t mind the feeling of Sendai-san’s body temperature.


  It felt as if the heat from the tip of my toes had traveled towards my stomach, warming up every breath that I took.


  I wouldn’t call this a good feeling, though.


  「Sendai-san, how long do you plan to keep coming here for?」


  I tugged on her bangs to get her to stop.


  「Who knows? Maybe until we graduate? I mean, we’ll probably end up going to different universities anyway. Oh, but if you tell me not to come here anymore, then I won’t. Is that what you want?」


  Sendai-san raised her head to look at me as she spoke with a serious tone in her voice.


  “Keep coming over.”


  If I said that, we’d continue to see each other all the way until graduation.


  But I didn’t want to go out of my way to ask her to come over, so instead, I changed the subject and asked,


  「You’re planning to go to university?」


  「Are you not?」


  「I’m not sure. Which university are you trying to get into, Sendai-san?」


  「I haven’t decided yet.」


  Was she saying that because she didn’t want to tell me?


  Or was she truly undecided?


  Without knowing the answer to that question, the conversation ended there.


  When I looked over at the curtains that were blocking out the sunset, it didn’t seem nearly as bright outside as it did before.


  As if she had nothing else to do, Sendai-san started caressing my ankle. The ticklish feeling startled me, causing my leg to flinch. Instead of voicing my protests, I lightly kicked her thigh.


  「You know, Miyagi, I’ve never really been a fan of carbonated drinks.」


  An unexpected confession came completely out of left field. It caught me so off guard that I reflexively let out a 「Huh? 」


  「Isn’t it a little too late to be saying that?」


  I asked.


  「When we first started this, I didn’t think I’d be coming here so often, so I never found the right time to tell you.」


  「…… I’m going to serve you soda again the next time you visit.」


  「Wow, you’re terrible.」


  「Be quiet. Now, enough talking and more licking.」


  Sendai-san pressed her lips against the top of my foot, which made a small sound.


  The tip of her tongue brushed against my skin.


  Her body temperature was mixed in with her touch, and it gradually became a part of me.


  Her heat began to warm me up from the inside.


  Her wet tongue made its way to my ankle.


  And just as I expected, I found it a little disgusting.
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  Did their height lean towards the tall or short end? Were they inclined to follow the rules, or not? These were just a few among the many ways to categorize individuals, but today, my sole focus was on one particular division: people I knew, and those I didn’t.


  I was now entering my second year of high school.


  As April arrived, all students advanced to the next grade, and it was time for us to change classrooms. Naturally, we had no control over who our new classmates would be.


  Having just become a second-year student, I searched for my name, “Sendai Hazuki,” on the class lists posted right in front of the school entrance. When I found my name, I noticed that “Ibaraki Umina” was written on the same list as mine. While I wasn’t particularly shy, having a few familiar faces in the same class didn’t hurt. Especially Umina; I considered myself lucky that we were placed together in the same class this year.


  With her around, I could expect to cruise through my second year just like the year before. My position in the classroom would likely remain the same, so it seemed like smooth sailing ahead.


  I scanned the lists one more time to see where my other friends were before heading to my classroom.


  The atmosphere at school always felt a bit restless after returning from long breaks. Everywhere I went, I’d either hear other students reminiscing about how they spent their vacations or see people looking absentminded, as if half their bodies were still at home. There was a unique blend of excitement and anxiety in the air, probably because we were being welcomed into the beginning of the new school year with unfamiliar classrooms and new classmates.


  I walked down the noisy hallways before reaching my new classroom.


  As soon as I opened the door, the first person I saw had a head full of light brown hair.


  That person was none other than Umina.


  She stood out no matter where she went.


  Well, considering that was exactly what she was going for, it’d be more concerning for her if she didn’t stand out. Nevertheless, the ability to accomplish whatever she aimed for was a talent in itself. She and I had our differences, but I admired that part of her. Umina was probably going to end up at the center of the class again, just like how it was in our first year.


  I made my way towards Umina.


  One step, two steps, three steps.


  As I passed by a few desks, I heard a couple of voices that sounded excited, yet a bit sorrowful at the same time.


  「I’m happy we’re in the same class again this year, Maika, but…」


  「It’s kind a shame that Ami’s not with us, huh.」


  When I snuck a glance at them, the girls I saw seemed completely different from Umina.


  Classroom changes were always a mixed bag of joy and sorrow.


  While some were delighted to find themselves in the same class as their friends, others were sad at being separated from them.


  It seemed that the girls I’d walked by had ended up being separated from one of their close friends, so they weren’t entirely pleased with their situation. It made sense that the two of them couldn’t rejoice at being in the same class when their other friend ended up all alone.


  Well, as much as I understood their feelings, I wasn’t about to do anything about it.


  I didn’t know them well enough to randomly start a conversation with them. Out of the two categories I’d mentioned earlier, I considered those girls “people I didn’t know”, which also meant I had to learn their names later, so for the time being, I made sure to remember their faces.


  I stopped in front of Umina’s desk and called out to her.


  「Good morning.」


  「Oh, hey, Hazuki! Everyone said they’re down to hang out after the entrance ceremony today.」


  As soon as I greeted Umina, who was already surrounded by a bunch of people – some familiar faces, others not – she informed of me our after school plans. It seemed that nothing had changed from last year.


  「Have we decided on where to go yet?」


  I asked.


  「That’s what we were discussing before you came over. Oh, but before that, tell me about what happened.」


  「What do you mean?」


  「You know, what happened with Masaki-kun?」


  The moment she mentioned the name of someone I’d rather not hear, a feeling of dread washed over me.


  I knew she was going to ask me about him today, but I didn’t really have much to tell her.


  「What about him?」


  I asked, feigning ignorance.


  「Didn’t Masaki-kun try to contact you?」


  I did remember getting a call from him during spring break, but I’d never met nor spoken to him before, so I wasn’t the one who gave him my contact information.


  It must’ve been Umina.


  Even though I hadn’t granted her permission to set me up with a guy, she was requesting a status report from me. This wasn’t the first time it had happened. She had done this numerous times before in the past. Umina was the type of person who enjoyed meddling and playing matchmaker for her friends. I knew she probably had good intentions, but since I had no interest in getting a boyfriend, I found it a bit bothersome.


  「He did try to call me, but that was it.」


  「Huh? You guys didn’t hang out or anything?」


  「Nope.」


  「Why not?」


  「We didn’t really have much to talk about.」


  「Does that really matter? Just talk about whatever. Don’t you think it’s kind of a waste to turn him down without hanging out with him at least once?」


  「Isn’t it important to share some common interests with your partner?」


  「Nope, not really. I think your standards are way too high, Hazuki. You gotta be ready to make some compromises if you wanna find yourself a boyfriend. I can introduce as many guys to you as you want.」


  「Thanks, but enough about me. How are things going with your boyfriend, Umina?」


  Steering the conversation away from me, I asked Umina about the guy she’d been dating since our first year.


  「Oh, him? He’s been kinda getting on my nerves lately.」


  「How so?」


  Someone else asked. As I listened to Umina rant on in the background, I took a good look around the classroom.


  The classroom felt like a fish tank where every student was like a creature that could be observed and ruthlessly compared to one another.


  The power dynamics in the class had already been established on the first day.


  There were no ordinary fish surrounding a flashy fish like Umina. Those around her either stood out as much as she did or were simply there to enjoy the benefits of being in her company.


  But unlike the sea, here, the strong fish didn’t prey on the weak.


  Both the flashy-looking fish and the ordinary fish swam around each other to avoid any collisions.


  I felt quite at ease within this aquarium, where tranquility managed to coexist with these power dynamics. I didn’t particularly like the idea of being divided by a social hierarchy, but as long as I was able to establish a favorable position for myself, I had the freedom to swim wherever I wanted. Here, I was accepted by others even when my own family didn’t accept me. As long as I played my cards correctly, it was guaranteed to be smooth sailing from here on out without me having to work too hard for it.


  「Oh, I heard the fruit sandwiches they sell there are delicious.」


  I snapped back to reality upon hearing Umina’s bubbly voice.


  The conversation had somehow shifted from Umina’s boyfriend to a shop known for its cute and colorful fruit sandwiches.


  「Let’s go check it out after the opening ceremony. I also wanna shop for some foundation while we’re at it.」


  「Okay, sure.」


  I replied with a smile. Thanks to Umina, my after-school schedule was now booked.


  Every fish in the tank had a place to return to at the end of the day, but if I could, I wanted to delay that moment, even if just by a little bit. Each day, the thought of returning home to my family, who I viewed more as dolls than real people, filled me with dread. My own house served as a constant reminder that I could never become like the perfect doll my older sister was.


  「Maaan, the opening ceremony seems like such a bore. Maybe I should just skip it.」


  Umina grumbled. Her words weren’t exactly what I’d call praiseworthy.


  「Come on, the school day’s almost over.」


  「Yeah, but I still don’t wanna go. Why don’t you skip it with me, Hazuki?」


  「It’d be a pain if the teachers caught us, so I’d rather not.」


  I had no intentions of breaking the school rules on the first day, nor was I going to in the future. I wanted to avoid anything that would tarnish my reputation.


  As soon as the bell rang, I went to take my seat.


  In order to coast through my second year of high school alongside the other flashy-looking fish, establishing a positive first impression was crucial. I had no desire to ruin my standing with the teachers, and there was nothing to gain from becoming their enemy either.


  From today onwards, I would live each day just like the one before, over and over again, as if I were caught in a loop.


  Things would probably continue like this all the way until graduation.


  This forever unchanging everyday life felt both liberating and constraining. It was enjoyable, yet mundane. Nevertheless, I managed to find contentment within my cramped daily routines. While I didn’t mind introducing some variety every now and then, I found the intrusion of others, imposing unwanted changes on me, to be inconsiderate and unsettling. It was as though the concept of the perfect level of stimulation didn’t exist.


  So it was better not to change anything at all.


  There was value in keeping everything the same.


  I didn’t want anything in my daily life to change.


  At least, that was what I had thought to myself at the time.
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    Chapter 6


    Miyagi Is Too Careless (I)


    (Sendai PoV) Part 18
  


  For the first time ever, I went over to Miyagi’s place without accepting a five-thousand yen bill from her. That day, I was practically brimming with dissatisfaction, but it gave me the courage I needed to see her. Instead of being paid with money, I was sent home with the clothes she gave me, which I stored by the drawers that my piggy bank rested upon.


  Of course, it would’ve been better if she’d just taken the clothes back instead. In any case, the clothes were worth about five-thousand yen, the same price as an order – like the money, I had no intention of using them in future.


  But that day was the only one that felt special.


  A few days had gone by since then, and just like with any other visit, Miyagi paid me five-thousand yen again today.


  However, some things have changed.


  Miyagi served me barley tea instead of soda.


  And she seemed a bit more chatty than usual.


  I could understand being served barley tea, but I had no idea why she was suddenly so willing to talk to me. That being said, I found it a lot more enjoyable than just sitting around in silence all the time.


  「Oh, that book was boring.」


  This new more talkative Miyagi said when she noticed the romance novel I was reading. I raised my head to look at her.


  「Really? I think it’s pretty interesting though.」


  「That one didn’t have a happy ending.」


  「Hey, isn’t that a spoiler? I just started reading it, too.」


  「It’s fine.」


  「No it isn’t.」


  The kinds of conversations we were having weren’t really that deep, but seeing Miyagi so willing to speak with me reminded me of a stray cat finally letting me get close enough to pet it.


  We started our little arrangement back in the summer, so about half a year had gone by since then.


  When I thought about how long it took to get this wary stray cat to open up to me, I felt very touched.


  But seriously, spoilers were off limits.


  I closed the novel in my hands and tossed it onto the bed. Then, I swiped the manga that Miyagi was reading from her and turned over on the bed. I flipped through the pages of the book while hoping that she had no complaints.


  It wasn’t the first volume of the manga, but it didn’t matter since I’d read the series several times by now. After getting through about a third of the book, Miyagi, who had been leaning by the bed, got up from her seat.


  「Sendai-san, play a game with me.」


  「A game?」


  「Yes. This one.」


  Miyagi pulled something out from below the TV. She was holding a case with a picture of a cartoonish car in her hands.


  「It’s no fun playing it alone.」


  Miyagi said.


  Judging from the case, she was probably talking about a racing game.


  I thought back to the time I asked Miyagi if she played any video games. At the time, she said she didn’t play any dating sims, but she also wouldn’t tell me what games she did play.


  Perhaps the answer to that question was in her hands right now. However, Miyagi didn’t really strike me as the type to enjoy racing games.


  How surprising.


  That being said, I wasn’t really sure what sort of games I was expecting her to like, but racing games definitely would not have been my first guess. Oh, but considering that the characters driving the cars were pretty well-known, there was a chance that Miyagi liked the game for the characters rather than the genre.


  「Is this supposed to be a competitive racing game?」


  I usually didn’t play any video games, so I wanted to ask just to be sure.


  「Yep. The idea is that you want to sabotage your opponents while racing to the finish line.」


  「I don’t actually know if it’s possible or not, but couldn’t you technically play this game with other people online?」


  「…… You don’t have to play if you don’t want to.」


  Miyagi said, suddenly becoming disappointed. I panicked a little when I saw her rushing to put the game away.


  I was open to finding other ways to pass the time.


  I enjoyed reading manga and novels, but it wouldn’t hurt to change things up every now and then.


  「It’s not that I don’t want to play, I just don’t know how to.」


  「I’ll teach you.」


  Miyagi said as she turned the console on. Then, she began her lecture.


  However, the game mechanics were a lot more complex than I expected, so I couldn’t remember them all.


  Halfway through the lecture, Miyagi seemed like she was starting to get tired of teaching me and her explanations were becoming less and less detailed, so I decided to interrupt her.


  「Oh, right. I’m enrolled in a prep school now, so there are some days I won’t be able to come visit.」


  「Prep school?」


  「I mean, we do have entrance exams to worry about this year, so it can’t be helped.」


  If I were able to get into the university that my parents wanted me to go to, then perhaps things could go back to how they were when I was a child.


  To me, passing the university entrance exam was my last chance at reconciling with my family.


  But the truth is, I felt like somewhere down the line, I’d already stopped caring about my family. There was no way I was getting into the university of their dreams, and even if I did get accepted, I’d probably end up rejecting the offer anyway.


  Despite that, I still wrote the name of that university down as my desired school on my prep school application form.


  ―― Even though I was well-aware that starting prep school this late in the game wasn’t going to change a single thing.


  I lay on the bed with my stomach facing up as I stared at the ceiling.


  The colors of the room were completely different from mine and yet, it was starting to feel familiar to me.


  「I don’t mind if you stop by after class.」


  Migayi’s tone made her emotions difficult to read.


  「Well, the classes end pretty late, so that might not be possible. I usually get home around midnight on those days.」


  「In that case, if it turns out you have to go to prep school when I call for you, then just come the day after.」


  「Got it.」


  After sorting that out, Miyagi finished with her basic rundown of the game and started a race. However, my car didn’t seem to move the way I wanted it to.


  I leaned my body to the right, hoping the car would do the same, but the action came delayed.


  The same thing happened when I leaned to the left.


  And just when I thought I had a straight path ahead of me, I suddenly started spinning, and Miyagi quickly overtook me.


  How annoying.


  This was definitely the car’s fault, not mine.


  Plus, Miyagi was bullying me too.


  She kept throwing things like banana peels or bombs at me to get in my way. Because of that, Miyagi won pretty much all of the races, and I couldn’t win any.


  「Go easy on me, Miyagi.」


  「I don’t want to.」


  「I’m only a beginner.」


  「I know.」


  「Ah, geez. Let’s take a break already! I can’t win a single race. It’s not fun.」


  I tossed the controller away in the middle of the race and decided to drink some barley tea instead. In the meantime, Miyagi’s car continued to speed towards the finish line and ended in her victory.


  「Sendai-san, you’re pretty bad at this.」


  Miyagi, who spared me no mercy, said as she put her controller aside and stretched her legs out.


  While I wouldn’t call her super talkative, she really was speaking a lot more than usual today. I don’t know what she and Utsunomiya were like together, but I’d imagine Miyagi was more like this with her friends – open and sociable.


  Is it about to snow tomorrow or something?


  I stared in Miyagi’s direction while I was having that rude thought about her.


  Even though we were third year students now, nothing about her had changed.


  She still wasn’t into doing her makeup and nothing really looked out of place about her uniform, save for her slightly shortened skirt.


  If anything, she was playing it too safe.


  Hypothetically, if everyone was lined up, then the teachers would probably notice the difference in skirt lengths. However, I doubted that the teachers would have anything to say even if our skirts were just a bit shorter than normal.


  Hmm, maybe she could get away with about this much?


  As I lightly messed around with her skirt on my own, I noticed a bruise around her knee.


  「What are you doing all of a sudden?」


  When I pulled on her skirt, Miyagi shot me a glare.


  「You’ve got a bruise on your knee.」


  「I bumped into something at school.」


  「Does it hurt?」


  Without even waiting for an answer, I poked at her knee under the table. She immediately swatted my hand away in response.


  「It doesn’t hurt, but what if it did? Why are you poking it?」


  「I just felt like it.」


  「If you’re that bored, we can always keep going with this.」


  Miyagi said with a displeased look on her face as she handed a controller over to me.


  It wasn’t like I found the game uninteresting or anything, but I just didn’t want to lose anymore. Or I guess it was more accurate to say that I would’ve found it more fun if I could win at least once.


  As I considered different ways to get Miyagi’s mind off the game, I suddenly remembered something.


  「Oh yeah, did you know that if you cut up a lemon and squeeze a couple drops on a hickey, it makes it disappear faster?」


  「I didn’t know that. Is this what people with that sort of experience talk about all the time?」


  Miyagi asked, most likely because of those baseless rumors people spread about me. Something about how I was just “acting pure, but fooling around in reality”. In any case, I made sure to firmly deny it.


  「Look, I’m not experienced. When Umina had some hickeys that she needed to get rid of, she tried the lemon trick for herself and then told us about it.」


  「Don’t tell me… You want to try it on my bruise?」


  「Yep, that’s right. I just thought that, you know, since bruises and hickeys are both types of internal bleeding, we might end up with similar results.」


  「I doubt it. Besides, did Ibaraki-san’s hickey really disappear that quickly after squeezing lemon on it?」


  「It did disappear, but it probably would’ve gone away on its own anyway. Well, I’ve also heard that applying either hot or cold things can help as well, so why not give it a try?」


  「I’ve already had the bruise for two days now, and it’s not like I’m in any rush to get rid of it.」


  Miyagi brushed off my suggestion like it was a too much of a hassle. She set her game controller down and took a sip of her soda. As if her desire to continue playing had disappeared, Miyagi turned off the console.


  Now that I managed to accomplish what I set out to do and freed myself from having to play more, I picked up the manga I put aside earlier. However, before I could even flip a single page, Miyagi tapped me on the shoulder.


  「Oh, I know. Let’s do an experiment.」


  「An experiment?」


  「Yep. Let’s start with you taking off your blazer for now, Sendai-san.」


  For some reason, Miyagi sounded more energetic than usual.


  I suddenly had a bad feeling about this.


  「Is that an order?」


  「It is. Hurry up and take it off.」


  Miyagi commanded, leaving me with no room to argue.


  

  



  
    
      Miyagi Is Too Careless (II)


      Part 19
    

  


  I had no reservations about taking off my blazer.


  I mean, I’d done it many times in this room before.


  However, Miyagi had never asked me to take it off before.


  「Before we do anything, I want to know what sort of “experiment” this is going to be.」


  I felt like I could already guess what was going to happen in this “experiment”, but I wanted to confirm it before doing anything else. If I was right, nothing good was going to come of it… not to mention, it wasn’t exactly appropriate, considering the kind of relationship we had. 


  「I’ll tell you once you take your blazer off.」


  I knew you were going to say that.


  I let out a small sigh.


  Obviously she wasn’t going to answer me honestly. She knew she was up to no good – otherwise there would’ve been no need to hide it. However, if it was just removing my blazer then it didn’t break any rules. I did as I had been told, and placed my blazer on the bed.


  Her next order followed immediately.


  「Roll up your sleeves.」


  “Unbutton your blouse.”


  At least, that was where I thought the testing site would be, but apparently not.


  「But why?」


  I already had an idea of what she was going to do, but I thought I would ask, just in case.


  「You said that hickeys could be erased with lemon juice, right? I want to experiment on your arm and see if it’s true or not.」


  Sometimes – actually no, most of the time – Miyagi would say things that didn’t make any sense.


  She wanted to give me a hickey and then get rid of it.


  I already knew that was what she wanted to do.


  But I seriously had no idea why she wanted to do it.


  「You do realize that if this experiment fails, it’s only going to create trouble, right?」


  「That’s why I want to try it on your arm. You should be able to cover it up under your blouse, so I don’t see the problem here.」


  「Oh, no. There is a problem.」


  She would be leaving a mark on my body.


  Miyagi and I didn’t have that sort of relationship. The connection between us wasn’t like that at all.


  Sure, we’ve licked each other and bit each other before, but we’ve never left behind any long-lasting marks.


  But what she was asking for now was different.


  Even if it was hiding under my school uniform, if the lemon juice didn’t work, my body would be haunted by Miyagi’s mark for the foreseeable future.


  Needless to say, I was not into that idea.


  「I’m not doing it over here, so it’s fine, isn’t it?」


  Miyagi said as she casually brushed her hand against the side of my neck.


  Her fingertips slid down towards my collarbone. I had two buttons open on my blouse, so if she thought she could get away with it, she might have gone even lower. I wasn’t going to let her do that, though, so I swatted her hand away.


  「If you even think about leaving a mark there, I’ll beat you up.」


  「Beat me up? Sendai-san, I think you’ve forgotten that you’re supposed to be a “pure and innocent” character.」


  「You also act like a completely different character from what I see at school, so it’s fine, isn’t it? I can act however I want.」


  「Sure, I don’t care what kind of character you want to be. Just roll up your sleeves already.」


  Miyagi commanded as she grabbed my right arm, as if emphasizing that her orders were absolute.


  I had plenty of reasons to refuse.


  For example, the hickey would be visible when I change into my gym clothes for physical education.


  With that reason alone, I could’ve called foul on this order, and it probably would’ve been enough to get Miyagi to back down.


  However, I did exactly as I was told.


  I undid the button on my sleeve and exposed my arm to her.


  「Here. Is this good enough?」


  While I didn’t think our relationship was so fragile that it’d crumble over a single rule violation, I wasn’t sure if Miyagi thought the same. She was pretty capricious.


  I’d always felt like she kept me at a distance, but for some reason, she seemed closer than ever today.


  But just like her change in behavior today came out of nowhere, it wouldn’t be a shock either if she suddenly said she didn’t want to continue paying me five-thousand yen.


  “Sendai Hazuki is well-liked by her peers and teachers alike.”


  I needed a place where I could take that mask off, and just be myself. Miyagi’s home had become that for me – a place where I could be free from those worries. I needed it, and I needed Miyagi because of that.


  「Hmm, should I do it here?」


  Miyagi mumbled to herself as she poked my forearm. She’d set her sights on the space between my wrist and my elbow.


  「Do what you want.」


  「I don’t need you to tell me that.」


  I know.


  I replied in my head as she brushed her hand against the soft inner part of my forearm, as if she were preparing me for an injection.


  After a brief pause, she pressed her lips against my arm.


  However, it felt nothing like a prick from a needle would.
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  Her tongue touched my skin, and she slowly began to suck on it.


  It didn’t make me feel anything in particular.


  Things like being licked or getting bit really drove home the feeling that it was someone else doing it to me, but not this.


  So this didn’t really seem like that big of a deal.


  All she was doing was putting her lips and tongue on my arm. It didn’t hurt at all.


  However, even though her lips and her tongue weren’t supposed to be that hot, I felt like I was burning up.


  「Hey, that’s enough, isn’t it?」


  I said as I pushed her head away.


  Miyagi lifted her head, and the skin that felt like it was being sucked up by her returned to its original position.


  「I think I did it correctly. I suppose we can call this a success.」


  When I lowered my gaze, I saw a red mark on my arm that was clearly visible.


  It didn’t look all that different from when I tried doing it to myself back when I was fooling around as a kid, and it looked pretty similar to the hickey that Umina had on her neck. However, the only difference was that this mark was made by Miyagi.


  I couldn’t help but sigh.


  Unlike when I was a child, I knew what these marks meant when they were left by other people.


  This sort of thing would appear often in the manga books that Miyagi liked to read. A red mark like this was a proof of connection.


  I attempted to wipe the mark off with my palm as if I were trying to scrub off dirt.


  If this was Miyagi’s way of claiming ownership of me, that’d be pretty troubling.


  Well, most likely that wasn’t her intention and I was just overthinking things… but I really didn’t like that she’d left something on me that would make me think of her every time I caught a glimpse of it.


  ―― I swear, if this thing doesn’t disappear quickly…


  As I continued to keep my arm warm with my palm, I asked:


  「So… You do have lemons at home, right?」


  「You’ve seen the inside of my refrigerator, haven’t you?」


  Indeed, I’d seen her fridge before, back when I made karaage for us.


  … And it was incredibly empty.


  So I already knew the answer to my question.


  I doubted she had any lemons.


  In fact, I’d already suspected it from the start.


  I squeezed my hand against the mark that Miyagi left behind.


  「It’ll be fine since you can conceal it under your uniform, right? Plus, you did say you could make it go away by using something hot or cold. Why not try experimenting with that instead?」


  Miyagi said as if she had absolutely nothing to do with this.


  I felt irritated.


  Incredibly so.


  I unrolled my sleeve and buttoned it back up.


  「Alright, Miyagi. You do it too. Take off your blazer and give me your arm.」


  「What is this? Are you giving me an order?」


  「It’s not an order. It’s just a request.」


  Since I was the one being paid five-thousand yen, I didn’t have the right to order her around.


  In that case, I had no choice but to pass it off as me asking for a request.


  「Is that the attitude you have when you’re requesting something from someone?」


  「Yep.」


  「Maybe if you asked me properly, then I’d consider it.」


  And why, pray tell, do I have to bow my head to you?


  Miyagi had no intention of conducting a proper experiment to begin with, and yet, she was the kind of person who’d frame it as one just so she could leave a mark on me.


  I shouldn’t have to lower my head to her.


  That was what I thought to myself.


  However, I did exactly as I was told and rephrased my request.


  「…… Please give me your arm.」


  If I was going to go down, then I wanted to drag her with me.


  And in order to achieve that, some sacrifices had to be made.
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  「You can leave a hickey here if you want.」


  Miyagi readily accepted my request as she took her blazer off.


  She rolled up the sleeve on her blouse and stuck her arm out towards me.


  No.


  This is all wrong.


  It wasn’t like I wanted her to resist or anything, but I also didn’t want her to agree so easily. I wanted to drag her down with me, not have her meet me down here on her own accord.


  Now it felt like I was just copying Miyagi, which only made me feel more annoyed.


  Miyagi should’ve been confused, just like how I was. She should’ve been irritated instead of giving me the go-ahead to plant a hickey on her.


  「You know what, never mind.」


  I unrolled Miyagi’s sleeve for her.


  Honestly, there was no reason for us to be leaving hickeys on each other in the first place.


  I really don’t care anymore.


  I took a deep breath to calm myself down. However, Miyagi let out a breath before I could.


  「Even though you were the one who asked me for my arm?」


  「I mean, this isn’t something that friends should be doing with each other anyway.」


  Regardless of our reasons for meeting up, Miyagi invited me to her home after school hours and we spent a lot of time together, so I considered her a friend.


  Our friendship was a bit unique compared to traditional ones, but she still fit the criteria of a “friend” in general.


  「―― You and I are not friends, Sendai-san.」


  Oh.


  That explains a lot.


  I was finally able to make sense of some of Miyagi’s actions up until now.


  Now I understood why she had that strange expression on her face when I gave her friendship chocolate on Valentine’s Day. It also explained why she told me not to make dinner for her.


  She never saw us as friends – that’s why she would always issue me these orders that were so obviously out of the ordinary.


  However…


  If that was the case, then what sort of relationship did we have?


  At least, I considered Miyagi my friend.


  Sure, we never hung out except on school days, and we kept our contact to a bare minimum, but if I could go over to her house and engage in banter with her, then she was definitely a friend to me.


  Looks like it was different for Miyagi, though.


  「If we’re not friends, then what are we?」


  I asked out of genuine curiosity.


  「Don’t ask me. I have no idea either.」


  Miyagi sounded angry as she spoke. Then, she rolled her sleeve back up.


  「Here.」


  She said curtly, extending her arm out to me.


  To be honest, it felt pretty bad hearing someone who you considered a friend deny it so strongly. But when I really thought about it, Miyagi and I didn’t exactly have the kind of relationship where a label was worth stressing over.


  Things just happened to turn out this way, after all.


  I was simply interested in Miyagi as a person, and wanted to see what kinds of orders she would give me. And if I was ever unhappy with the arrangement, all I had to do was return the five-thousand yen to her and be done with it. That was the sort of mindset I had going into this.


  The five-thousand yen was like a thin string tying our fragile relationship together.


  But unlike how Miyagi treated me on that day she drenched me in soda, she wasn’t actively pushing me away today – I wanted to be extra careful with choosing the right words to describe our relationship.


  「Look, I’m not your lover, Miyagi.」


  「Do we have to be lovers to leave hickeys on each other?」


  「Isn’t that how it usually works?」


  「How come you’re acting so pure and innocent all of a sudden? Even though you look like the type to get around.」


  「I’m not acting that way, I am pure and innocent. And I already told you, I don’t get around.」


  I could tell Miyagi was just saying that to provoke me.


  But I needed to defend myself from those disgraceful remarks that she kept bringing up from time to time.


  「If you insist, Sendai-san…… Anyway, aren’t there plenty of people out there who do these things to each other even if they aren’t friends or lovers?」


  「Yeah, there are, but I’m not one of them.」


  「You can’t really say that after you let me – someone who’s not your lover – leave a mark on you.」


  I see.


  I guess she has a point there.


   ―― Wait, wait, no she doesn’t.


  Even though I let someone who wasn’t my lover leave a hickey on me, that didn’t mean I belonged in the same category as those who actively sought to do these things with people that weren’t their partners.


  Moreover, when Miyagi asked me to put a hickey on her, it only made me not want to do it. I know I was the one who said I would, but seeing how readily she accepted it made me want to run away.


  「Okay, then I’ll give you an order.」


  When she saw that I wouldn’t budge, Miyagi chose to use the words she knew I couldn’t defy.


  「Do the same thing to me as I did to you earlier.」


  Her voice sounded like she wanted me to do this to prove that we weren’t friends.


  She was definitely trying to test my loyalty[6].


  She wanted me to make it loud and clear that the relationship we had was not friendship.


  I’m sure that was what she wanted to get out of this.


  「Fine.」


  I understood the intention behind her order, but that didn’t necessarily mean I agreed with it.


  Still, I reached out and grabbed her arm. Then, I parted my lips and pressed them against the same area that Miyagi marked on me earlier.


  I sucked on her skin, as if I were trying to inhale it. A subtle noise that sounded like a kiss came from my lips and echoed in my ears.


  The tip of my tongue brushed against her skin, but it didn’t really taste like anything.


  It didn’t feel anything like the times I bit her either.


  I continued sucking on her skin like I was trying to drink through the straw of a juice box.


  The skin that was currently beneath my lips felt cold and soft to the touch.


  It wasn’t an unpleasant feeling.


  I squeezed my lips together a bit harder and took another deep breath in.


  Right when my teeth were about to sink into her skin, Miyagi gave me a shove on my shoulder, and I lifted my head to face her.


  「It’s a lot redder than I thought it would be.」


  Miyagi said, which prompted me to drop my gaze to examine her arm.


  There was a red mark on her that resembled the shape of a flower petal.


  「So what are you going to do with this?」


  I said as I poked the mark that I made on her.


  「I’m not going to do anything with it. I’ll just leave it alone. It’ll disappear on its own anyway. As for you, Sendai-san, you can go around telling people your boyfriend left a hickey on you.」


  「I don’t even have a boyfriend, and I don’t really want to say anything that could lead to a misunderstanding.」


  Thankfully, I didn’t have gym class tomorrow, so I didn’t need to change my clothes in front of anyone else.


  No one should be able to find out about the traces that Miyagi left on my body.


  Well, I did have gym class a few days from now, but I wanted to believe that the marks would be gone by then.


  「Hey, Miyagi. Don’t you think you’ve been acting a bit strange today?」


  I squeezed my arm over my blouse, right where the hickey was.


  She had a lot more to say than usual, and she even pulled out a video game for us to play together.


  In fact, it felt like she’d put the whole order-giving thing on the back burner.


  「I don’t think I’m acting any differently than usual.」


  「No, you definitely are.」


  「In that case, I’d say you were acting pretty strange yourself, Sendai-san. You’ve never given me an order before.」


  「That’s true, but…」


  「That aside, can I undo this button?」


  Without warning, Miyagi brought her fingers to the third button on my blouse and pulled on it slightly.


  I didn’t have any good memories associated with that button.


  My brows naturally furrowed as I thought back to the day she drenched me in soda.


  「No. Besides, what were you even thinking of doing?」


  「I thought I’d leave a mark here too.」


  Miyagi said as she let go of the button. Instead, she slid her fingers beneath my collarbone.


  「Didn’t I tell you I’d beat you up if you even thought about putting a mark there?」


  「You didn’t really seem to dislike it when I put a hickey on you, Sendai-san. Besides, you only ever leave one button undone at most whenever you’re at school, so it’s not like anybody would see it.」


  Sounds like someone’s been watching me.


  What Miyagi said was true. Whenever I was at school, I’d keep one button undone at most, and I never really loosened my necktie either.


  I was breaking a few school rules, but I made sure that nothing stood out enough for the teachers to scold me. Even if Miyagi left a mark around the area she was currently pointing to, no one at school would ever notice it even if I changed clothes in front of them.


  But that didn’t mean I was okay with her leaving a hickey there.


  「That’s not the issue here.」


  「It’s fine, isn’t it?」


  Miyagi acted without giving me an order and suddenly took off my necktie while undoing the third button on my blouse.


  And without asking me, she brought her face towards my now exposed cleavage.


  Her breath tickled the side of my neck.


  A distinct heat, clearly belonging to someone other than myself, approached the area that she had been touching earlier.


  Her hair brushed against my skin, making me extremely conscious of what was happening.


  It felt like all my senses had gathered into one spot. Unable to handle it, I pushed Miyagi away.


  「Stop that.」


  「You’re no fun.」


  Miyagi said, sounding a bit disappointed, but she backed off without resistance.


  Instead, she used her fingers to pinch the area where she had intended to leave a hickey. Then, she applied firm pressure to my skin through my blouse.


  「Ow!」


  I shouted reflexively.


  I grabbed Miyagi by her arm, but her hand wouldn’t budge.


  「I can leave some sort of a mark on you like this as well.」


  Miyagi said as she applied more force to her fingers.


  She was pinching me so hard, it wouldn’t have been an exaggeration if I said I genuinely believed she was trying to tear my flesh off.


  「I told you, that hurts!」


  「This is just a little prank.」


  「Are you stupid? This isn’t a joke!」


  「It’s not like I could actually leave a hickey on you like this anyway.」


  That wasn’t the point.


  It was just plain painful.


  It hurt so much that I couldn’t even play it off as a prank of hers.


  Normally, people wouldn’t even think about leaving marks on others by pinching them.


  I swear, there are no screws holding Miyagi’s common sense together in her head…


  But even if I told Miyagi that all the things she’s been doing to me went beyond the realm of common sense, I’m sure it’d just be lost on her anyway.


  I let out a small sigh.


  「Do you want to have dinner here?」


  Miyagi asked in a professional, business-like tone.


  「Yeah, I’ll have something to eat.」


  I mean, even if I went home now, I’d just be dining alone anyway.


  If that was going to be the case, then I’d rather eat with someone else here.


  I fastened up the button that Miyagi undid earlier.


  「You’re okay with anything, right?」


  「Yeah.」


  When I answered Miyagi’s question, she got up without saying anything more and left the room, as if nothing just happened.


  I put my blazer back on and stared at my arm.


  Of course, I couldn’t see the mark that Miyagi left behind through it or anything.


  「Maybe I should’ve refused the order after all.」


  I muttered to myself as I followed after Miyagi.


  Perhaps my existence was necessary to Miyagi.


  Just like how this place was to me.


  Anyway, even if we were necessary to each other, things like what happened today needed to stop.


  There was a clear limit to our relationship. Once we were finished with high school, our arrangement would be over as well. In the grand scheme of our lives, this phase would likely occupy only a small portion of the whole picture. But even so, things like leaving hickeys on each other made me feel like we were going to be bound together for a long time to come, and the mere thought of that made my stomach feel heavy.


  I wonder how long this mark will stay on me.


  I held my arm out as I walked towards the living room.
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  Maika was enrolled in a cram school.


  Sendai-san attended a prep school.


  In both of their cases, they were told by their fathers that if they went, their tuitions would be covered. Though, truth be told, I wasn’t sure what the difference between a cram school and a prep school was.


  Both places had something to do with studying.


  That was the only thing I knew about them.


  I wasn’t interested in attending either of those myself, so I felt a bit bad about calling Sendai-san over all the time. I decided to limit myself to summoning her once a week.


  Usually I’d tell Sendai-san to come over whenever I was having a bad day, but recently I would try to put up with as much as I could.


  That was a decision I made after Sendai-san left last week.


  However, I found myself wanting to invite her over already.


  「I don’t want to do anything anymore…」


  I leaned back in my chair and heaved a sigh. Maika, who was sitting across from me, laughed as she said,


  「You sure got roasted alive today, Shiori. Talk about unlucky.」


  「Seriously, that was so unlucky. Tigerhashi was in such a bad mood.」


  Ami was sitting next to Maika. She was referring to one of our teachers, Takahashi-sensei, who always seemed to be dressed in blue. I thought back to the class that had just ended. Now that Tigerhashi wasn’t around anymore, I was free to voice my complaints.


  「I wish he’d stop using us as punching bags. Seriously, he’s just the worst.」


  Tigerhashi was our world history teacher who had a reputation for taking his anger out on his students whenever he was in a bad mood. Even before class began today, he was scowling and had a deep wrinkle between his eyebrows.


  Please don’t let it be me.


  That was the prayer I made, yet fate had a different plan; I became his primary target. He continuously prodded me with unanswerable questions, followed by incessant nagging when I couldn’t respond. He kept singling me out, sprinkling in a few snide remarks, before finally returning to the staff room. As a result, I could feel my energy levels plummeting beneath the earth.


  「I want to go home already.」


  I muttered while putting my textbooks and notebooks away in my desk.


  「I get how you feel, but we have gym class next, so we better get moving soon.」


  Ami said as she nudged me.


  「Yeah, I know.」


  I replied as I stood up, holding my gym clothes in my hands.


  The three of us left the classroom together and walked down the hallway towards the gym, with the sounds of our footsteps echoing around us.


  「Oh, speaking of which…」


  Maika said, as if suddenly remembering something.


  「Did you hurt your arm or something?」


  「I didn’t. Why do you ask?」


  「You’ve been touching it a lot lately.」


  「…… Have I?」


  「I mean, you’re touching it right now.」


  When Maika pointed it out, I suddenly became conscious of it.


  I was holding my own arm like it was some sort of habit I developed, although the mark that Sendai-san made there had already disappeared.


  「Oh, I guess you’re right.」


  I let go of my arm.


  The hickey that Sendai-san made last week didn’t last very long. It had already started to fade after two days. Before I knew it, the red mark had gradually faded until it matched the colour of my skin, disappearing as if it had melted into me.


  In that time span, I had no recollection of touching my arm.


  Even now, I probably never would’ve noticed without Maika pointing it out.


  What was this?


  I hated how I was acting like I wanted the mark to still be there.


  「Heeey, Shiori. Don’t forget to keep walking.」


  Ami said as she pulled me by the arm.


  That was enough to snap me out of my own head, and I managed to get my feet to start moving again.


  「Was getting bullied by Tigerhashi that much of a shock?」


  Maika laughed while giving me a pat on the back.


  That wasn’t the real reason, but I didn’t bother correcting her either.


  As I was being pulled along by Ami, I decided to ask Maika the question that had been on my mind for a while.


  「Oh right, Maika. Is cram school hard?」


  「Well, it is pretty hard, but I need to tough it out until the entrance exam is over. Oh, are you attending one right now, Shiori?」


  「No, I’m not.」


  「If you’re going to enroll in one, you should come to mine. The teachers are pretty good at explaining things.」


  Maika advertised the cram school she went to as if she owned the business.


  I didn’t really enjoy studying, but maybe going to the same cram school as Maika would feel better than just being alone in my own room all the time.


  Or maybe if I went to the same prep school as Sendai-san――.


  An idea that would never manifest briefly popped into my mind, but I immediately chased it away.


  If I had to pick between attending a cram school or a prep school, I would definitely choose the former. But for the time being, I had no plans of going to either.


  「I’ll think about it.」


  I responded to Maika’s fervent invitation with a tentative answer.


  When I looked ahead, I saw a familiar figure at the end of the hallway.


  「As always, they stand out quite a bit, don’t they?」


  Ami said without mentioning any names. However, when I saw Ibaraki-san and her group heading our way, I knew exactly who she was referring to.


  Of course, Sendai-san was among the people in that group.


  The girls walked straight down the middle of the hallway as if they ruled the school.


  「They sure do.」


  Maika said in a whisper as she moved aside for them to pass by.


  The group in front of us buzzed with energetic, high-pitched voices as they chatted excitedly amongst themselves.


  As Ibaraki-san’s voice came closer to us, Sendai-san’s eyes met with mine. But the exchange only lasted for a moment before we passed by each other.


  Our school was quite big, but the third-year classrooms were all in the same building – things like this happened often. Sendai-san and I would never exchange words or wave if we saw each other in the hallways, though. That was one of the rules we’d set, there was nothing to be disappointed about.


  Despite that, it felt like I’d been pricked by a strange sense of unease.


  An odd feeling of discontentment plunged me into a melancholic mood. It didn’t help that getting hit by Tigerhashi’s wrath left me itching to summon Sendai-san.


  However, it would only remain a temptation.


  I’d already decided that I would try to put up with as much as I could, after all.


  「Oh, right. Did you guys hear about what happened?」


  Maika suddenly said, turning around to make sure Ibaraki-san and the others were out of earshot before facing us.


  「I heard Sendai-san was confessed to by a second-year on the boys’ basketball team.」


  Maika leaned in, whispering as if she were sharing classified information with us.


  I had no idea where she even managed to hear that from.


  「Oh? Who was it?」


  Ami asked, sounding extremely curious about the details.


  「Apparently, it was Yamada.」


  I traced my memory upon hearing the name.


  I hadn’t heard anything about Sendai-san being confessed to by a boy from the basketball team. The name “Yamada” was never brought up before at all.


  In fact, I didn’t even know who this “Yamada” person was.


  Sendai-san and I weren’t close enough to engage in idle conversation, let alone discuss matters of love, so it wasn’t surprising that I was unaware of what happened. However, when I heard Maika mention something unfamiliar to me, I couldn’t help but feel unsettled.


  「Isn’t he pretty cool?」


  Ami spoke in a more excited voice than usual.


  「Hmm, I don’t think he’s that cool?」


  「Really? Well, what do you think, Shiori?」


  My feet came to a halt when the question was suddenly passed over to me.


  「…… Me? Well, I don’t really know who he is. More importantly, you seem pretty up to date on this stuff.」


  「Oh, actually, I heard it from someone who goes to my cram school.」


  Maika replied casually before moving onto the next piece of gossip.


  If I remembered correctly, Sendai-san had to go to prep school today.


  Even if I asked for her today, she would only be able to come by tomorrow.


  I’d feel bad if I called for her too often, though.


  I thought to myself.


  Despite that, I decided to send Sendai-san the usual message after gym class. 
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  「Sorry about yesterday.」


  As soon as she walked into the room Sendai-san started apologizing.


  「This was something we agreed on, so it’s fine.」


  I was the one who suggested that if she couldn’t visit after prep school, then she could come by the day after.


  Even though I knew she had prep school yesterday, I sent her the usual message. As long as she abided by the rules and promised to come over today, I had no complaints.


  「Here.」


  I handed her the five-thousand-yen bill that I had prepared on my desk.


  「Thanks.」


  Sendai-san pulled out her wallet and slipped the bill in. Then, she walked up next to me and glanced at the calendar sitting on top of my desk.


  「It’s almost Golden Week[7], huh.」


  「Even though spring break just ended.」


  「Do you hate vacations or something, Miyagi? You were in a bad mood right before spring break, too.」


  Sendai-san didn’t mention why she thought I was in a bad mood back then. However, I was sure she was thinking about the day I poured soda on her.


  「There’s not much to do over the breaks, so I find them kind of boring.」


  I answered without touching upon the reason for my bad mood. Instead, I explained why I wasn’t a fan of these long breaks.


  「Vacations are nice, aren’t they? Why don’t you go somewhere fun?」


  I did have plans over Golden Week, though.


  Maika, Ami and I promised to hang out over the break, but I didn’t feel the need to go out of my way to tell Sendai-san about that. I pushed my desktop calendar over and then poked her on the arm.


  「Sendai-san, show me your arm.」


  I didn’t call it an order, but Sendai-san did as she was told and extended her arm out towards me. However, she was still clothed in her school uniform.


  You know what I meant.


  She should have known exactly what I was asking for, but she was pretending that she didn’t. I reasserted myself.


  「Roll up your sleeve.」


  「Yes, yes.」


  Sendai-san responded listlessly while unbuttoning the sleeve of her blouse. After that, she rolled it up along with the sleeve of her blazer.


  I grabbed her arm, scanning the area between her wrist and her elbow.


  「It disappeared a lot faster than I thought it would. What about yours, Miyagi?」


  Sendai-san noted as I examined her arm.


  Just like she said, I couldn’t find the mark that I had left on her.


  「It was gone almost immediately.」


  「What about the bruise on your knee?」


  「That’s gone too.」


  Unlike the hickey Sendai-san left on me, the regular bruise on my knee too longer to heal. Now, both my arm and knee were fully cleared up, to the point where I could hardly believe they were ever scarred.


  Sendai-san’s arm looked about the same as mine.


  It was almost as if the events of last week never occurred.


  I gently stroked Sendai-san’s arm while still maintaining my grip on it.


  It felt smooth to the touch, which I found rather pleasant.


  ―― If I pressed my lips against her arm right now…


  As long as I called it an order, I could plant another hickey on her right now if I wanted to.


  I gently squeezed the area where I left the last hickey.


  Of course, there was nothing there anymore.


  As I repeatedly pressed on the same spot with my fingers, Sendai-san took hold of my hand.


  「Are you planning to leave another mark there or something?」


  She asked, as if peering into my thoughts.


  「No.」


  After my curt response, she released my hand, and I started touching the inside of her elbow.


  I wasn’t sure if what I was feeling was bone or muscle or something else.


  Either way, it felt hard to the touch.


  I gently ran my hand down her arm, as if trying to get a better sense of what I was feeling.


  I traced the blood vessels all the way to the wrist.


  「It kind of tickles when you touch me like that.」


  Sendai-san said, her fingertips twitching slightly. Nonetheless, she didn’t pull her arm away, so I continued to run my fingers along the soft surface of her skin.


  Doing this was making me forget the reason why I called Sendai-san here in the first place.


  Hearing something unknown from Maika made my throat tighten, and I felt like it was hard to breathe. It didn’t make me angry or anything, but it definitely wasn’t a pleasant feeling either.


  But how was I feeling now?


  I raised my head.


  The Sendai-san before me wore the same expression she did at school.


  This was not the Sendai-san I wanted to see.


  I dug my fingers into her smooth skin, my nails sinking deeper into her flesh as I applied more force.


  「Your nails hurt.」


  Sendai-san said, but she didn’t even attempt to shake them off.


  「Did you think that guy on the boys’ basketball team was cool?」


  I didn’t particularly care about the answer, but with Maika’s words still lingering in my mind I found myself unable to resist asking that mundane question.


  「Why are you asking about the boys’ basketball team?」


  「Someone confessed.」


  「To you?」


  「……. You know what I’m talking about.」


  I was aware that Sendai-san was this kind of person.


  Sometimes, she would be a bit mean to me and only do or answer things when ordered to.


  I applied a bit more pressure to my fingertips.


  Sendai-san’s face contorted slightly as she forcefully removed my hand from her arm.


  「I turned him down.」


  She didn’t deny being confessed to; instead, she shared her answer with me.


  「Why?」


  「Why? Well, it’s not like I had feelings for him or anything, and even if we started dating, I wouldn’t have the time to see him either.」


  「You “wouldn’t have the time to see him”, you say. Couldn’t you just make time for him?」


  「I mean, I still have prep school to attend. And then I have to come to your place.」


  Sendai-san stroked the claw marks I’d left on her arm with a hassled look on her face.


  「Let’s say you did have the time. You stop going to prep school, and you don’t have to come here either. Would you go out with him then?」


  「No way, I already said I didn’t have feelings for him. And you don’t have to worry, Miyagi, I’d give priority to you.」


  「I didn’t ask for that.」


  I gave Sendai-san, who was smiling teasingly in front of me, a gentle kick.


  「Wow, someone’s got bad manners.」


  「Not as bad as yours, Sendai-san.」


  She unfastened a button on her blouse and loosened her necktie.


  She wasn’t doing it at the moment, but I didn’t want to hear that from someone who could lie down so carelessly on someone else’s bed and look so messy that the inside of her skirt could be easily seen.


  「You’re jealous of that guy from the boys’ basketball team, aren’t you? Come on, you know it’s true.」


  Sendai-san’s voice sounded as light as a feather as she spoke.


  She unrolled her sleeve, covering her arm once again. Then, she took a seat on my bed.


  「Don’t be stupid.」


  I could tell she was just joking, but I couldn’t feel at ease unless I denied it.


  I only felt a bit uncomfortable because Maika had told me something I didn’t already know about.


  This wasn’t jealousy.


  I sat on the floor with my back leaning against the bed.


  Ever since the day I made Sendai-san lick my feet after spring break ended, I felt like something was wrong with me. The warmth of Sendai-san’s tongue lingered within me, refusing to fade away.


  As a result, I began treating Sendai-san like a friend. I played games with her and engaged in casual conversations, hoping that would dispel this odd feeling inside me. That was my plan, but in the end, I couldn’t bring myself to see her as a genuine friend.


  That was how I felt even now.


  I couldn’t bring myself to talk to her like she was my friend.


  In that case, what did I want from Sendai-san?


  It was as if the more time we spent together, the less I knew.


  I had forgotten the initial reason behind our arrangement.


  Whenever Sendai-san was around, it was as if there was something invisible clinging onto my body, leaving my heart restless. I felt uneasy and sometimes, I couldn’t even recognize myself.


  I wished my jumble of emotions could vanish, like soda bubbles popping and fading away into thin air.


  I took a deep breath as I stared out the window.


  Before I knew it, the blue sky outside had turned dark.


  I took out my contemporary Japanese textbook from my bag and handed it to Sendai-san.


  「This is your order today. Get off the bed and read this to me.」


  「You want me to read from a textbook?」


  With a puzzled expression, Sendai-san said as she sat down beside me.


  「Yes.」


  I felt a bit tired.


  I removed my blazer, socks, and necktie before lying down on my bed.


  

  



  
    
      I Want to Hear Sendai-san’s Voice (III)


      Part 23
    

  


  「So, why are you making me read you a textbook instead of a manga or a novel?」


  Sendai-san said as she flipped through the pages of the contemporary Japanese textbook.


  「It’s like a lullaby. To help me fall asleep.」


  I felt like if I stayed awake any longer, I would only end up saying things that I’d regret.


  If Sendai-san had come by yesterday when I called for her, there might have been more to talk about. However, after spending a day alone with my thoughts, I couldn’t find the right words to say anymore.


  To begin with, there was no reason for me to summon her just because I’d learned that someone had confessed to Sendai-san.


  「You know, if the teachers heard you calling textbooks “lullabies”, they’d probably cry.」


  She said, turning herself to face me.


  Then, while I was lying down, Sendai-san lightly tapped me on the head with the textbook, just like the teachers would do.


  「It’s not my fault the classes are so boring.」


  I gently hit her arm in return.


  「It’s not good to blame other people all the time, you know?」


  She said in a teasing tone.


  「Shut up. Now hurry up and read it to me.」


  「Fine, I’ll do it. But what am I supposed to do if you actually fall asleep?」


  「Keep reading it as I sleep.」


  「Huuh? No way, that’s just going to make me sleepy too.」


  Sendai-san said with an unmotivated voice as she flopped onto my bed.


  Her hand touched my body.


  More specifically, it was brushing against the side of my abdomen.


  It felt a bit ticklish, so I propped myself up and tugged on Sendai-san’s bangs.


  「You’re not allowed to fall asleep, Sendai-san. Get up.」


  「Yes, yes.」


  Just say “yes” once.


  Even if I said that to her, Sendai-san probably wouldn’t listen, so I didn’t want to bother making it an order either.


  Instead, I pushed her to start reading.


  「I know already.」


  She gave a short reply.


  Then, a pleasant and soothing voice reached my ears.


  It was a voice I heard quite frequently back when we were in the same class in our second year.


  During class, she read from the textbooks with an enviable level of perfection. It made me want to be able to read just as proficiently as she did. Even today, her clear voice flawlessly recited the words from the textbook without mispronouncing anything.


  As I closed my eyes, I felt at ease, as if I were cocooned in my favourite blanket, shielded from the brightness outside, immersed in a world without light. In this warm, soothing darkness, my only illumination came from the sound of Sendai-san’s voice.


  It felt as if we were back in our old classroom – the same one we were in before the start of spring break.


  Sendai-san’s voice gracefully flowed out, seamlessly carrying the words from the textbook into my mind. With a tone gentler than a teacher, her voice lulled me into drowsiness, and soon my consciousness faded away.


  Nothing as shallow and light as a nap, I had slipped down into the depths of sleep without even realising it.


  I didn’t see any dreams.


  But by the time I woke up, it felt like several hours had gone by.


  In the quiet of the room, my mind gradually cleared out the haze of sleep.


  What time was it?


  I started to sit up so I could see the time on the clock. Rather than the clock, though, I found myself looking at Sendai-san’s sleeping face.


  「Even after I told you not to fall asleep…」


  I had no idea when she dozed off, but she was slumbering peacefully beside me.


  She wasn’t close enough to have been considered sticking to me.


  Sendai-san was sleeping by the edge of the bed, so there was a reasonable amount of distance between us.


  She had removed her blazer but kept her socks on while sleeping. Her necktie was loosened, and as usual, she left two buttons unfastened on her blouse.


  The light makeup on her face made her look well put-together.


  You could even say she was rather pretty.


  I softly caressed Sendai-san’s face. If she were to wake up right now, she’d probably be upset at me for ruining her makeup. However, in her current state, she couldn’t say anything. My fingertips traced her mouth, stopping just at the corner.


  She had touched my fingers with these lips before.
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  They’d even been inside of her mouth as well.


  The memory of her tongue against my fingers resurfaced – it was softer than this cheek.


  The feeling of Sendai-san’s wet tongue licking my blood came back to me.


  Her tongue felt warm when it was pressed against my stinging wound. Of course, having Sendai-san lick the wound didn’t get rid of the pain. The displeased look on her face as she obeyed my order and swallowed my blood brought me satisfaction, though.


  But when she bit the wound, that feeling of satisfaction vanished instantly, and the pain intensified.


  I ran my fingertips towards the middle of her lips.


  I hadn’t noticed it before, but they felt as soft as a marshmallow.


  I softly pressed on her lips.


  Sendai-san didn’t react.


  「Say something already.」


  I wanted to hear her voice.


  I wanted to hear the voice that always denied me.


  Normally, she’d say things like “Stop that” or “Are you stupid?” to keep me in check. However, right now, the voice that would usually be there to stop me was nowhere to be heard.


  Because of that, my hand wouldn’t stop.


  My fingers moved from her lips to her chin and then ventured even further downward.


  I traced my fingers along her neck, reaching down to her collarbone.


  However, Sendai-san showed no signs of waking up.


  If I went down just a little lower, I would reach the area where she told me not to leave a hickey.


  After hesitating for a bit, I placed my fingers on her collarbone and followed it until I reached her shoulder.


  My palm brushed against the bra strap hidden beneath her blouse, and I noticed the heat of her body. She seemed a bit warmer than usual, perhaps because she was asleep.


  Even though it was about time for her to wake up, Sendai-san didn’t show the slightest sign of stirring.


  My gaze shifted towards the side of her neck.


  That was one of the spots she explicitly forbade me from leaving a hickey.


  I couldn’t take my eyes off it.


  I took my hand off her shoulder.


  Leaning in towards the side of her neck, without unbuttoning anything on her blouse, I caught a whiff of the sweet fragrance of her shampoo.


  This wasn’t the first time I had smelled it before.


  It had the same scent as my pillow on the nights after Sendai-san’s visits.


  As I inched my face closer to her neck, the fragrance grew stronger, causing my heart to beat a little faster.


  I brushed my lips against a spot right below her ear, and the sound of my own heartbeat grew louder in my head.


  I pressed my lips firmly against her skin, attempting to drown out the sound of my pounding heartbeat. Just as I was about to bite down, the sensation of her soft flesh beneath my teeth snapped me back to my senses, and I quickly pulled away.


  I wiped my lips.


  As I hastily scrubbed my lips, as if trying to erase the memory of what had just happened, I felt a tug on my blouse.


  「What were you doing?」


  I turned to the source of the groggy voice next to me and found Sendai-san with her eyes slightly open.


  「Nothing.」


  I answered curtly, attempting to create some distance between us. However, there was a wall right behind me, preventing me from getting as far away as I wanted.


  「Oh, I know. You were trying to do something erotic, weren’t you?」


  I don’t think she noticed.


  After all, she was asleep.


  Since she had just woken up, she couldn’t have known what happened.


  ―― At least, that should be the case.


  「No, I wasn’t.」


  I responded firmly to Sendai-san’s question. I could hear the smile in her tone of voice.


  「Your face is red, you know?」


  Sendai-san said as she extended her hand towards me.


  My cheeks didn’t feel hot.


  My heart was beating a bit louder than usual, but I was certain that my face wasn’t flushed.


  Her hand, which felt warmer than usual, gently touched my cheek, causing me to reflexively back away. However, in doing so, I accidentally bumped into the wall behind me.


  Thud.


  「Ouch.」


  A dull thump resounded in my room, and I instinctively held my head in pain.


  I forgot there was a wall behind me.


  However, thanks to the shock of hitting my head against the wall, my heart managed to regain its composure.


  「You’re lying about my face being red, aren’t you?」


  I complained to Sendai-san while stroking the area where I hit my head.


  「Now, why would I do that?」


  「More importantly, why did you fall asleep?」


  I reprimanded Sendai-san by giving her leg a light kick for disobeying my order to keep reading even after I fell asleep.


  「I felt sleepy just watching you sleep, and before I knew it, I dozed off too. What time is it right now?」


  When I looked over at my clock, I noticed that quite a bit of time had gone by.


  「It’s almost eight o’ clock.」


  「I want to sleep some more.」


  「Get up.」


  After giving Sendai-san’s leg another kick, she slowly got up, revealing my contemporary Japanese textbook lying underneath her.


  「Sendai-san.」


  「Hmm? What is it?」


  「It’s all bent.」


  I grabbed the textbook from under Sendai-san and held it up to show her. The cover, which seemed to have been pressed against her back, had noticeable creases on it.


  「Oh, I’m sorry! I fell asleep while I was reading it. I’m really sorry.」


  Sendai-san apologized with a look of remorse on her face.


  「It’s okay, I don’t really care. It’s just a textbook.」


  While having a clean and undamaged textbook was ideal, I didn’t really mind even if it was bent.


  I was only using it for one year anyway.


  However, Sendai-san seemed like she really cared about it.


  “I’m sorry.” I heard her apologize once again.


  「It’s fine. I’m not going to need it for very long anyway.」


  After carefully attempting to straighten out the cover, I put the textbook on my pillow.
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  I wasn’t really a fan of studying, and I didn’t exactly feel motivated to prepare for the entrance exam either.


  So even if my textbook was undamaged, I never really intended to use it that much anyway.


  “I’ll make it up to you next time,” said the one responsible for the creases in my textbook.


  「I told you, it’s fine.」


  I wasn’t sure how she was planning to make up for it, but letting her do it sounded like a pain. Besides, I didn’t really value textbooks that much.


  More importantly, I felt very conscious of the distance between me and Sendai-san.


  Although my room was quite spacious, the same couldn’t be said about my bed – we were rather close.


  If possible, I would’ve liked for there to be more space between us.


  Since there was a wall behind me, I couldn’t back away any further – all I could do was shift to the side and hug my own knees.


  「But the cover’s all bent. Isn’t that going to bother you?」


  Sendai-san asked, sounding more concerned about the state of my textbook than I was.


  「No, not really.」


  「Well, even if it doesn’t bother you, it bothers me, so I’m still going to make it up to you.」


  Sendai-san was incredibly stubborn when it came to arguments like these, and never backed off. She was a bit like me when it came to wanting to get her thoughts and opinions across.


  Plus, Sendai-san had a lot more integrity than I originally thought: if she was promising to make it up to me, she was most likely going to see it through.


  「I’m okay with whatever. Just don’t go out of your way to do anything special.」


  It felt pointless to spend any more time talking about the textbook’s cover, so I tried to rush the conversation along.


  「Well, I guess that’s that then.」


  I wasn’t sure what she was planning, but Sendai-san ended the topic there. Then, she lightly kicked my leg.


  「So, Miyagi, what do you want to do now?」


  「Nothing in particular. If you want to have dinner here, I’ll prepare something for us.」


  「What should I do?」


  “Hmm…” Sendai-san contemplated with an expression that suggested she wasn’t thinking too deeply about it. Then, as if remembering something, she reached to fasten a button on her blouse.


  I had seen her undo the second button countless times in this room before, yet this was the first time she had ever buttoned it up.


  My body stiffened at the sight of her doing something out of the ordinary.


  Sendai-san shouldn’t have noticed anything.


  After all, she was still asleep when I touched her neck.


  So then, why did she button up her blouse up just now?


  My heart felt tight, like it was being strangled.


  I shouldn’t have done anything to her.


  After all, Sendai-san was not my friend, nor my lover.


  I shouldn’t have done anything to Sendai-san while she was asleep.


  It would’ve been a different story had she been awake. At least then I could’ve ordered Sendai-san to stay still and it would’ve been fine.


  Why did I even do that to her in the first place?


  That was something I didn’t even know the answer to myself.


  「Miyagi, you’re going to end up with wrinkles if you keep doing that.」


  Sendai-san said as she pointed at my face.


  「You’ve got a pretty scary expression on your face right now. I think you should go take a look in the mirror.」


  「No, I’m good.」


  If anything, I would have preferred to run away from this place altogether instead of looking in the mirror. But I couldn’t just leave my room all of a sudden either.


  「Are you not going to say those words today?」


  Sendai-san asked, stretching her arms upward as if she were completely unaware of what had happened.


  「What words?」


  「You know, “lick it.”」


  「No.」


  Today didn’t seem like a good day for that.


  I had a bad feeling about all of this.


  「I see.」


  Even though Sendai-san was the one who asked, her tone sounded indifferent. Then, she started touching my leg.


  She stroked my bare toes and then ran her fingers up to my ankle.


  The fingertips that gently brushed against my skin made me feel ticklish. When I tried to pull my leg away, she grabbed my ankle.


  「Let go.」


  Upon my firm instruction, Sendai-san complied. However, right after she released my ankle, her fingers slid upward, nudging my hands away from my knees. Without a trace of concern, she grasped the hem of my skirt and casually lifted it.


  「Don’t do anything weird.」


  I grabbed her hand out of protest.


  「I just wanted to see if the bruise on your knee was really gone or not.」


  「My bruises disappear just fine on their own. You don’t need to check anything.」


  「Come on, show it to me anyway.」


  Sendai-san said.


  After brushing my hand away, she began touching my knee.


  Even though she was the one who told me to show it to her, she wasn’t actually looking at it.


  She caressed my knee with her fingertips.


  The way she was touching me felt strange.


  A chill ran down my spine.


  I didn’t like this feeling at all.


  「Didn’t you say you wanted to look at it?」


  I protested against Sendai-san, who kept gently stroking my knee.


  「Would you rather I stop?」


  Sendai-san asked, even though she sounded like she wouldn’t listen to me no matter what I said, as her hand continued moving.


  「Stop. Right now.」


  I stated firmly.


  However, Sendai-san did not stop.


  Her fingers slid down from my knee all the way towards the instep of my foot.


  She continued touching it, the same way she did whenever I ordered her to lick it.


  She ran her finger along my foot.


  It felt incredibly uncomfortable, like having ants crawl all over the surface of my skin. Despite that, I knew if I truly wanted to make Sendai-san stop, I could’ve done so by now. Instead, I hugged my knees tightly.


  「Seriously, can we stop now?」


  I pulled Sendai-san’s hand off me.


  「Is this supposed to be payback?」


  Because I touched your neck while you were asleep.


  I asked, wondering if she was just trying to get revenge because of what I had done.


  「For what?」


  Sendai-san sounded a little puzzled, but I couldn’t be sure if she was just playing dumb or not. However, seeing how amused Sendai-san looked was sort of getting on my nerves.


  「If that wasn’t meant to be payback, then forget it. Now, give me your arm.」


  I grabbed her arm without even waiting for a response.


  「Is this supposed to be an order?」


  「It is, so just do as I say.」


  「Are you planning to leave another mark there?」


  「Not exactly.」


  I undid the button on the sleeve of her blouse and rolled it up.


  I stared at the spot between her wrist and her elbow – the same area where I’d left a mark last time.


  Then, I sank my teeth into her forearm, hard. It felt satisfying.


  When it seemed like I was biting hard enough to break the skin, Sendai-san tried to shove my head away.


  「Hey, that really hurts, you know.」


  Feeling a firm push against the crown of my head, I raised my head.


  「I can’t believe this. How can you bite someone this hard? Isn’t that just weird?」


  Sendai-san said, rubbing her arm as she rolled her sleeve back down.


  「We can consider this as you making it up for my bent textbook.」


  「Don’t just decide that on your own.」


  「It’ll be fine. The teeth marks will go away on their own soon.」


  If only everything that I did could disappear just as quickly.


  In any case, since it was an order, she didn’t really have the right to complain. Besides, considering it was Sendai-san, it was highly unlikely that she was genuinely upset with me.


  That was the sort of relationship we had with each other, so it was fine.


  「It seriously hurt, though.」


  Sendai-san said, sounding a bit resentful.


  「It was also a punishment for all the weird things you’ve done before.」


  「Compared to all the strange things you do, Miyagi, I think my actions pale in comparison.」


  Sendai-san said in a slightly annoyed voice as she got off the bed.


  Good, things felt just like usual again.


  Seeing the grumpy look on her face, I was finally able to gain a sense of relief.
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  It was amusing watching Miyagi look so confused.


  If I said that, it’d probably make me sound like I had a terrible personality. But in my defense, Miyagi was acting incredibly guilty, like she had something she needed to confess.


  「Wait, stay still.」


  I said, stretching my arm towards Miyagi, who sat across the table from me. However, before my fingers managed to reach her,


  「What is it?」


  She asked warily.


  「You’ve got a hair on you.」


  When I gave her my reason for extending my arm out, Miyagi looked up from her book and asked, 「Where? 」


  「I’ll get it for you.」


  I put my hand on the table as I leaned forward over it.


  I reached my hand towards Miyagi’s chest and lightly brushed her neck with my fingers.


  I had barely touched her.


  The contact between us lasted for less than a second.


  Yet, Miyagi recoiled more than necessary, as if I was about to do something outrageous to her.


  This all started a few days ago.


  On the day I accidentally fell asleep in her room, I woke up feeling ticklish around my neck. However, being half-asleep, I wasn’t really sure what was going on.


  Well…


  At first, I thought it was all just a dream, but then it turned out that it wasn’t.


  Seeing Miyagi’s reactions more or less confirmed it for me.


  On that day, Miyagi had placed her lips on my neck.


  I pulled at her hair, which extended slightly past her shoulders.


  「Ouch.」


  「Oh, sorry. It was still on you.」


  I said, although the strand of hair that I initially claimed was stuck on her wasn’t something that could actually be plucked out.


  「You’re just doing this on purpose.」


  「Well, it looked like a loose hair to me, so I thought I’d get it for you.」


  I didn’t deny that I was doing this on purpose.


  After all, she wasn’t wrong about that.


  I usually left two buttons undone on my blouse, but this time, I kept the second one fastened.


  Before I even stepped into her room today, I made sure to wear my necktie more neatly than usual. Yet, for some reason, it felt like she was intentionally avoiding looking at me.


  Ever since that day, Miyagi had been acting strangely.


  Even now, it felt like she was overreacting to the little prank I had just pulled on her.


  「Hurry up and finish my homework.」


  Miyagi said, sounding displeased.


  The stray cat I thought I’d tamed had become wary of me once again.


  That was the kind of vibe I was getting from Miyagi today.


  「You don’t have to rush me. I’m almost done.」


  “Do my homework.”


  That was the order that she gave me about an hour ago. However, with us being in separate classes this year, doing her homework had become more tedious than before. When we were in the same class, our assignments were identical, so I only needed to answer the questions once and then copy what I’d written after. But now that we were in different classes, it meant I had twice the amount of work cut out for me.


  Miyagi didn’t have the highest grades. Although, despite struggling with some subjects, they weren’t exactly terrible either.


  But with the entrance exam approaching this year, it would’ve been better if she was more dedicated to her studies.


  After all, doing well in school opened up more options, and having good study habits was more beneficial than not.


  Plus, top-performing students had a wider range of universities to choose from, which in turn, meant they had more career choices in the future.


  That being said, having good grades didn’t necessarily guarantee success, so some of those efforts could easily end up going to waste as well.


  「So, have you decided on a university yet?」


  When I first asked Miyagi this question back in April, she had answered with, “I’m not sure”.


  「No, but if I do end up going to a university at all, then I’m fine with any school that will accept me.」


  Miyagi replied with a similar, yet slightly different answer than before.


  「You’re being way too casual about this.」


  「I’m not interested in these things anyway. More importantly, you should get back to finishing my homework.」


  「Yes, yes. I know.」


  What a shame.


  It wasn’t like I was about to ask her to attend the same prep school as me, nor was I about to force her into taking her studies more seriously, but Miyagi seemed a little too unmotivated.


  Miyagi was always like this – so negligent and irresponsible.


  On that day, she had taken the initiative to press her lips against my neck.


  Rather, I guess it was more accurate to say she had simply done it without my permission.


  I put my hand to my neck.


  I had no idea why she had put her lips there. I thought she’d done it because her mind was still on the whole hickey thing, but if that were the case, then she would’ve left one on my neck.


  So what did it mean if all she did was press her lips against it?


  If the reason why she did it was to hammer in the fact that we weren’t friends, then I was fine with that. But it was starting to feel like her actions were rapidly turning our relationship into something other than friendship.


  I was glad she was opening up to me more, but it’d be troublesome if things continued like this.


  I was afraid of deepening my relationship with Miyagi.


  I didn’t want us to end up getting too close.


  I wanted a friendship that was neither black nor white; something grey might be fine.


  Otherwise, I feel like I’d end up having a hard time saying goodbye next year.


  Plus, I didn’t particularly dislike what Miyagi did to me either.


  The fact I felt that way was wrong.


  I couldn’t explain why it was wrong, but it just was.


  I picked up my eraser and threw it towards Miyagi.


  The slightly curved eraser flew in the air and landed on the textbook beside her.


  「You’re not talking much today. Did something happen?」


  As Miyagi raised her head in response to my question, I casually unfastened the second button of my blouse, causing her to quickly avert her gaze in an unnatural manner.


  It didn’t sit well with me that I was the only one whose emotions were in turmoil.


  I wanted Miyagi to feel troubled as well.


  「No.」


  Miyagi responded with an indifferent tone and then immediately went back to reading her book.


  「Do you want to gossip about love?」


  「No.」


  Just as I thought.


  She didn’t really seem like the type to be interested in that sort of thing.


  I assumed she usually kept away from things like gossip, but I was wrong. She was aware that I’d been confessed to, so she probably had her own little network of connections.


  「You don’t have anyone you like, Miyagi?」


  「I don’t really like talking about this sort of stuff.」


  「Well, in that case, why were you so curious about what happened with me?」


  I mean, she seemed pretty eager to talk about love when she wanted to know why I rejected the confession I received.


  I wasn’t going to let her dodge the question by saying she forgot about it.


  「……」


  However, it didn’t seem like she had any intention of answering the question at all. The only thing that could be heard was the rustling of pages as she flipped through her book.


  「Miyagi. 」


  I urged her for an answer.


  But she didn’t flinch.


  However, when I looked closely, I could see wrinkles forming between her brows.


  I gently stroked my neck.


  This is all because you tried to kiss me here.


  You reap what you sow.


  She needed to reflect upon her actions.


  However, being in the same room with her wasn’t fun when all she was doing was ignoring me.


  「Oh, I know. Can you lend me a book to read over Golden Week?」


  Deciding that perhaps it was about time I forgave her, I changed the subject.


  「I don’t want to. 」


  「I knew you were going to say that.」


  Now she was starting to act like the Miyagi I knew.


  If only she was like this all the time.


  As long as things stayed unchanged, our relationship would remain peaceful.


  I really didn’t want to have to go through another emotional roller coaster.


  So it felt reassuring seeing Miyagi return to her usual self.
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  It wasn’t all that rare to see Miyagi so untalkative. I mean, she never really spoke that much to me in the first place.


  When I thought about it that way, it just felt like Miyagi had gone back to normal.


  Things weren’t as fun like this, but I guess it couldn’t be helped.


  I had no control over her mood, after all.


  At least, that was the reason I gave myself to help me accept it.


  Then, before I knew it, Golden Week came and went in the blink of an eye.


  Two days had gone by since the break ended and I hadn’t seen Miyagi once.


  We never even passed by each other in the hallway.


  Maybe that was because we were in different classes, though.


  Well, it wasn’t like I felt lonely or anything.


  I had no shortage of people to talk to, and my circle of friends also grew.


  There was nothing to complain about. My school life was coming along nicely and I was having fun. I’d heard some of my new classmates call me a people pleaser behind my back a few times, but it wasn’t enough for me to care about.


  「Hey, I’m gonna pop by the class next door for a sec.」


  In the midst of the bustling classroom during recess, Umina, who was seated diagonally across from me, suddenly spoke up.


  「Oh. What’s up?」


  「I forgot my textbook.」


  “Or maybe I should just skip class…” When Umina mumbled to herself, Mariko immediately interjected with,


  「Don’t do it. The teachers said you had to write an apology letter the next time you skipped, didn’t they?」


  「Hmm… I don’t really care about writing one, but whatever. Guess I’ll go borrow a textbook from someone next door.」


  Umina said, sounding unmotivated, as she left the classroom.


  She wasn’t exactly what you’d call an honor student. Just like last year, she was always ready to skip class. Even after being summoned to the school faculty room repeatedly, it seemed that nothing could deter her.


  During our second year, Mariko used to tag along with Umina whenever the latter decided to skip class. However, now that we were in our third year and our futures were at stake, it seemed that Mariko had a change of heart.


  Being in a friend group was kind of troublesome when it came to times like this.


  When one person got caught doing something wrong, the whole group was seen as in the wrong too.


  That was probably how we were perceived too.


  But it was true that Mariko did have an extensive history of skipping class. However, now that she wanted some written recommendations from our teachers, she began to pay more attention to her grades, and was determined to stop Umina from skipping classes as much as possible.


  But for her to start being concerned about her grades now?


  I felt like it was a little too late in the game for that.


  Well, it was definitely a lot better than doing nothing, though.


  I pulled my notebook and textbook out of my desk.


  I didn’t find classes particularly fun, but I had no intentions of skipping them either. I needed to put in the effort to maintain my own image of being an honor student, unlike my friends.


  「Oh, can I borrow your notebook later? I wanna copy your notes.」


  Mariko asked. As I nodded my head to agree to her request, I heard a voice coming from behind us.


  「I managed to borrow one.」


  Umina said as she sat back down with a textbook in one of her hands.


  「Wait, that–」


  I reflexively let out my voice.


  Our next class was contemporary Japanese, so it wasn’t strange seeing her with that textbook in her hands.


  However, there were visible creases on the cover of it.


  「What?」


  Umina asked, sounding puzzled as she stared at the textbook.


  I clenched my fists.


  I blurted those words out as if the object in Umina’s hands was something special.


  I shouldn’t have said anything. But if I tried to play it off as nothing, that’d probably just seem even more unnatural and would only end up piquing Umina’s interest.


  「That’s not Ruka’s textbook, right? Who did you borrow it from?」


  Ruka was a friend who Umina usually borrowed her textbooks from. However, the current textbook Umina had in her hands clearly did not belong to Ruka or any of her other friends.


  The textbook that Umina was holding belonged to no one other than Miyagi.


  I would know. I was the one who made those creases on that cover.


  「Huh? How’d you know that?」


  「Just a hunch.」


  I made sure to keep the reason a secret.


  Umina had no idea that Miyagi and I were close enough that I could recognize her textbook just by its cover, and there was no need to tell her either.


  「I wanted to ask Ruka for hers, but she wasn’t there, so I just borrowed it from some girl that was in the same class as us last year. What was her name again? It was some plain looking girl with longish hair.」


  “You know, that one girl…” Umina asked as she searched her memory for the girl’s name. But I was pretty sure Umina wasn’t going to find anything.


  And because of that, I decided to answer the question for her.


  「…… Miyagi?」


  「Ohh, right, right. Her name was Miyagi. You’ve got a good memory, don’t you, Hazuki? You never forget people’s names.」


  Umina said with admiration as she stared at the textbook. Then, she suddenly laughed.


  「Wow, Miyagi seems so plain, but look, her textbook’s all beat up. That’s hilarious.」


  Umina’s laughter was soon drowned out by the sound of the school bell. As Mariko rushed to her seat, the teacher walked into the classroom.


  「Settle down. Class is about to begin.」


  The teacher said as he gave his desk a knock.


  As the lecture started, the noisy classroom gradually quieted down.


  Words that could hardly be called legible were written on the blackboard. The letters that clearly looked like they did not belong on a chalkboard resembled earthworms wriggling across the ground, making the notes difficult to decipher.


  I glanced at the seat diagonally across from me.


  Umina’s back was all I could see; the textbook she was using was barely visible.


  I shifted my gaze back towards the blackboard and copied the words into my notebook.


  It wasn’t like I was trying to claim ownership of the bent textbook or anything, but the thought of Umina using it right now weighed heavily on the arm I was taking notes with.


  The sound of our teacher’s hoarse voice only made me feel more agitated.


  Snap.


  The lead of my mechanical pencil made a small noise as it broke off.


  You didn’t even bother to remember Miyagi’s name.


  I closed my eyes.


  I shouldn’t be letting myself stress so much over a textbook. Having complicated, inexplicable feelings like these would only to lead to trouble.


  So, I closed my eyes.


  Let’s just stop worrying about the textbook. It doesn’t even matter. It’s not important.


  I opened my eyes again and stared at the blackboard.


  Just listen to what the teacher is saying and keep taking notes.


  As I repeated those words over and over again to myself in my head to dispel the unnecessary thoughts I kept having, class quickly came to an end.


  Time continued to pass by in the blink of an eye.


  Then, before I knew it, the school day was almost over.


  Of course, out of all the days Miyagi could have decided not to call for me, it just had to be today.


  What’s with that?


   You should be contacting me on days like this.


  I complained in my mind.


  “I’m coming over.” That was what I wanted to say to her.


  I’d never sent her a message like that before, but it wasn’t as if we made it a rule that I couldn’t reach out to her first.


  I was used to her being the first to contact me so I grew to expect it, but I’m sure I was allowed to do it too.


  As soon as the last bell of the day rang, I immediately pulled out my phone.


  I stared at the screen.


  「You waiting for a text? From who, your boyfriend?」


  I looked up when I heard Umina’s voice calling out to me.


  「I don’t have time for a boyfriend.」


  「Whaat? If you ever want one, I can always hook you up, you know?」


  「I’m good for now. At least, not until the entrance exam is over.」


  「I see. Are you going to cram school today?」


  No matter how many times I corrected Umina before in the past, she continued to refer to my prep school as cram school. Not bothering to correct her again, I answered with 「Nope.」


  「In that case…」


  “I got a lotta places I wanna go to today.”


  Umina said, expressing her desires, and Mariko agreed to go with her.


  I put my phone back in my bag.


  In the end, the messages should come from Miyagi.


  It’d be all wrong if they came from me.


  By the time homeroom ended, we’d already decided where to go after school, and we left the classroom.
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   She’s definitely going to contact me right after the break ends.


  At least, that was what I thought Miyagi would do. However, she hadn’t been in touch for a while, and she only ended up sending me a message three days after she lent Umina her textbook.


  Well, not that it bothered me in the slightest.


  Miyagi was the one paying me, so she was free to decide whenever we’d hang out.


  I decided to drop by the convenience store on my way to Miyagi’s house and bought some potato chips and chocolate.


  Miyagi rarely ever served snacks at her place. I didn’t feel like talking much today, so I wanted to be able to pass the time comfortably by eating something.


  With a plastic shopping bag in hand, I headed for Miyagi’s house.


  It was annoying how clear the skies were today. It was as if everything was coated in a layer of blue paint, devoid of any blemishes.


  However, a shadow seemed to hang over my heart, casting a darkness even in the sunlight. While Miyagi’s place usually felt more comfortable than being at home, every step toward her house now felt burdensome.


  Why was I forced to feel this way?


  The plastic bag in my hands swayed back and forth as I walked.


  As if trying to chase Miyagi out of my thoughts, I started running.


  Five minutes.


  That was about how long it took to reach Miyagi’s apartment while sprinting at full speed. I called her on the intercom to let her know of my arrival, and she quickly let me in. I got on the elevator and rode up to her floor. Then, I rang the doorbell and she soon welcomed me in.


  「Here.」


  She handed me a five-thousand yen bill the moment I took off my shoes.


  Even though we hadn’t seen each other in a while, Miyagi was as curt as always.


  「Thanks. 」


  After slipping the bill into my wallet, I went to Miyagi’s room.


  As I set the plastic shopping bag I brought with me down, Miyagi got up and left the room.


  I walked over to her bookshelf and could immediately tell from a glance that the number of books had increased.


  I grabbed a manga I didn’t recognize and took a seat on the bed.


  As I took my time reading the book, Miyagi came back with cups of barley tea and soda in her hands.


  「You bought new books?」


  「I had some free time over the break.」


  Instead of answering with a “yes” or a “no”, Miyagi told me the reason behind the new books.


  Her room hadn’t really changed at all since the start of the break.


  Much like how her attitude remained as unfriendly as ever.


  I closed the book in my hands and pointed over to the plastic bag I had brought with me.


  「I went and bought some stuff earlier. Feel free to open it if you want.」


  「Why don’t youdo it instead?」


  Miyagi said without even sparing so much of a glance at the bag I was referring to as she walked over to her bookshelf.


  And just like always, Miyagi would either reply with something snarky or generally sound displeased. Usually, I wouldn’t mind it that much, but I felt annoyed at Miyagi today.


  「Shiori.」


  I decided to try calling Miyagi by her given name.


  「…… Huh?」


  She paused for a moment, but as soon as she turned her head, there was a blatant look of disgust written all over her face. Seeing that, I said her name one more time.


  「Can I call you “Shiori”?」


  As far as I was aware, all of Miyagi’s friends called her by her first name.


  So there shouldn’t be any problem with me doing it too.


  It wasn’t like we were friends or anything, but we did a lot of things that friends usually wouldn’t do with each other. Considering we shared a secret that we couldn’t tell anyone else about, I didn’t see an issue with us getting a bit closer.


  However, Miyagi didn’t seem to feel the same way.


  「No.」


  Miyagi said coldly as she sat on the opposite side of me with a book in her hands.


  「You’re so stingy.」


  I got off the bed and took a seat on the floor.


  I pulled the chips and chocolate out of the white shopping bag and opened the chips. As if celebrating a pity party by myself, I started munching on them alone.


  One piece, then a second, then a third.


  I chewed on the chips and brought them to my stomach.


  Before the break, Miyagi – who had always strongly denied our friendship – suddenly started treating me like a friend.


  She asked me about the boy who confessed to me and got upset over it.


  That had to have been jealousy.


  And yet, she still wouldn’t let me call her by her given name.


  That pretty seemed unreasonable to me.


  I glanced over at Miyagi.


  She seemed to be concentrated on reading her manga, so she didn’t look up to meet my gaze.


  She didn’t seem the least bit interested in eating the chips either.


  「Hey, Miyagi. Do you want me to feed you?」


  I said as I grabbed a chip from the bag.


  「No. I don’t need it.」


  「You don’t have to hold back.」


  I brought the chip towards Miyagi’s mouth. However, instead of eating the one I was holding in my hand, she reached over to the bag and grabbed a different one for herself.


  「I can feed myself just fine.」


  Miyagi said as she devoured the chip in one bite.


  「What about this one?」


  I asked, still holding the chip that has now seemingly lost its purpose.


  「I don’t want it.」


  Miyagi said bluntly as she pulled another chip from the bag and popped it in her mouth.


  Pitying the stray chip in my hand, I decided to put it away in my stomach. Then, I reached over and grabbed Miyagi by the wrist.


  「What do you want?」


  Miyagi asked with a wary tone in her voice, but I ignored it.


  Usually, she’d order me to lick her fingers, but this time, I decided to do it out of my own volition.


  As I pressed my tongue against her fingers, the taste of salt spread in my mouth.


  「Sendai-san, stop that.」


  Miyagi said as she tugged on my bangs.


  However, I had no intention of listening to Miyagi.


  I wrapped my tongue around her finger and gently bit down on it.


  I applied more force to my bite until I could feel the bone of her finger underneath my teeth. As soon as I did so, she immediately pulled her finger out of my mouth.


  「I thought I told you to stop.」


  Miyagi spoke harshly, like she was throwing the words at me, as she furrowed her brows.


  Seeing her look so obviously discontent with me made my heart race.


  『That’s the kind of face that I want to see.』


  Miyagi had once said that to me after she’d put me in an unsavory mood.


  Back then, Miyagi looked unusually happy at seeing my disgusted face.


  At the time, I felt like I couldn’t tell what was going through her head, but I understood the appeal now.


  Seeing Miyagi direct those emotions towards me sent chills down my spine.


  「You taste kind of salty, Miyagi.」


  I said with a grin on my face, while Miyagi frowned at me in return.


  「Isn’t that just because of the chips?」


  「Well, I guess so.」


  「What is with you today? Stop doing these strange things.」


  「Hey, it’s only going to keep getting weirder unless you give me an order.」


  Being around Miyagi brought out a side of me that I hardly recognized.


  And to think, not too long ago, I never would’ve even considered licking Miyagi’s fingers without being ordered to.


  I hadn’t planned to get so deeply involved with her, but it seemed I was doing a terrible job at handling that.


  「I haven’t come up with anything for you to do yet.」


  Miyagi muttered.


  「Shall I do your homework for you?」


  「You’re too noisy, Sendai. I’ll think of something myself, so just be quiet.」


  It seemed she wasn’t in the mood to have me do her homework today.


  Miyagi put her manga down on the table and took a sip of her soda.


  She liked giving orders, but hated being told what to do.


  After thinking for a moment, Miyagi started rummaging through her school bag with a look on her face that suggested she knew exactly what she was looking for.


  Since I had nothing else to do, I decided to eat more chips.


  However, when I licked the salt off my fingertips, I became keenly aware of how it tasted just like Miyagi earlier.


  「Sendai-san.」


  It seemed that she’d calmed down a bit, as the voice I heard calling out to me sounded like the usual Miyagi.


  「This is your order for today. Hide this.」


  「An eraser?」


  I said, staring at the object in front of me.


  「Yes.」


  「When you say “hide it”, does that mean I can hide it anywhere I want?」


  「No. Hide it somewhere in your uniform, then I’m going to look for it after.」


  「…… You’re always so quick to think up the weirdest ideas, Miyagi.」


  I could see this game being fun if I was allowed to hide the eraser anywhere in the room, but being told that I could only hide it somewhere in my uniform changed the meaning of the whole game.


  「It’s not weird.」


  「No way, you’re definitely thinking of doing something weird.」


  「In that case, what “weird” thing do you think I’m planning to do, Sendai-san?」


  「I’m sure you’re just trying to touch me in strange places.」


  「What’s “strange” is that you could even come up with such an idea in the first place. You really are a pervert, Sendai-san.」


  「I’m pretty sure if anything, you’re the pervert here, Miyagi.」


  「I don’t mind being a pervert. Now, hurry up and hide it.」


  Since I accepted a five-thousand bill from her earlier, I had no right to refuse her order.


  Even if she did start touching me in strange places, at least she’d be doing it over my uniform, so it wasn’t a big deal.


  I picked up the eraser that was sitting on the table.


  「Fine. Face the other way.」


  I said. Then, Miyagi obediently turned her back to me.
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  I examined my own uniform, which consisted of a blazer, skirt and a blouse.


  No matter how you looked at it, the only place where I could hide an eraser was inside a pocket. Technically, my socks would’ve worked as well, but then it’d stand out like a sore thumb. It’d be impossible to hide it somewhere on my necktie, and I didn’t have any tape to stick it to the back of my collar either.


  My hiding spots were extremely limited.


  Miyagi was undoubtedly aware that the winner had already been decided even before the game started. Most likely, her goal was to use the game as an excuse to touch me in various places just to get a kick out of seeing my reactions.


  To begin with, something like this could hardly even be called a game. There was no penalty game[8] for the loser either.


  Whatever. I’m just going to hide it someplace simple so Miyagi can’t get any satisfaction from this.


  I slipped the eraser into the right pocket of my blazer.


  The pocket was the most obvious hiding place, and I wanted her to be able to find it right away.


  「Okay, I hid it. You can turn around now.」


  I said, prompting Miyagi to turn and face me.


  There was a small bump in my pocket, so there was no way she wouldn’t be able to find it. I even caught Miyagi stealing a quick glance at my pocket. However, for some reason, she decided to stay quiet about it and instead came closer. She started examining my body like an investigator on a TV show, beginning with my blazer.


  Right…


  Of course it was going to turn out like this.


  Miyagi patted my shoulders down as if she was following a procedure.


  I didn’t think it was particularly unpleasant or anything, but I also wasn’t open-minded enough to say that I found this amusing. But since she was only touching me over my blazer, I wasn’t that bothered by it.


  Miyagi’s hands unnaturally avoided checking my pockets as she shifted her focus towards my skirt.


  She briefly stroked my hipbones and gently tapped my thighs in search of the eraser. However, because it was impossible to hide an eraser in those places, she quickly moved on and examined my skirt’s pockets.


  After giving my pockets a light pat, Miyagi moved behind me.


  Just as I was about to ask what she was doing, she slipped her hand into my pocket.


  Was it because it was more difficult doing it from the front?


  I see.


  Right as I convinced myself what Miyagi doing was normal, her hands started moving around all of a sudden, causing me to immediately grab her wrist out of reflex.


  「Stop moving your hands around like that.」


  The fabric inside of my pocket was a lot thinner compared to the rest of the skirt.


  Despite being well aware that the eraser wasn’t there, the way she moved her hands around made it feel as if she was touching my leg directly, which I found rather uncomfortable.


  「I won’t know if it’s there or not unless I check thoroughly, right?」


  「Don’t you think most people can normally tell the second they put their hand in?」


  「No.」


  Miyagi answered with something completely unreasonable as I felt her fingers begin to move again. This time however, I forcefully pulled her hand out of my pocket.


  I knew something like this was going to happen.


  This was probably her idea of payback, likely because I’d called her by her first name and licked her fingers without her permission. I wasn’t sure what else she had in store for me, but I didn’t find any of this particularly amusing.


  「Can we stop with this?」


  「No.」


  Miyagi said as she got up in front of me and started unbuttoning my blazer.


  I knew she wasn’t going to stop, and I expected her to take my blazer off as well. Even so, my body couldn’t help but stiffen.


  Miyagi opened my blazer up and stared at my blouse, despite knowing the eraser obviously wouldn’t be in a place like that. She scanned up and down with her eyes. Then, with her right hand, she began touching the side of my stomach.


  I gripped Miyagi’s arm as she searched me.


  It felt ticklish.


  I could withstand her patting me down when I was still wearing my blazer, but the fabric on my blouse was a lot thinner. Each movement of her hand sent shivers down my spine, making it an uncomfortable place to be touched. However, instead of stopping Miyagi, I found myself simply holding onto her arm.


  She pinched my side as if she were tearing a piece of bread, causing me to flinch. Then, before I knew it, her left hand had started caressing the area just above my hipbone.


  「So your waist is your weak spot, huh?」


  Miyagi said, sounding clearly amused.


  「It’s not a weak spot. I’m just ticklish there.」


  「Isn’t that exactly what a weak spot is?」


  Miyagi slowly stroked my waist with her fingers.


  The sensation of my blouse lightly rubbing against my skin made me shiver.


  Her fingertips started making their way towards my back, her nails tracing a path on my blouse as if she were writing letters on it.


  I grabbed Miyagi by the arm.


  The way she was touching me felt different from before.


  She was wearing the same bored expression on her face, but her touch felt strangely inappropriate and completely unlike how friends typically behaved. It was way different from how Umina and the others casually touched each other.


  Her touch up until now felt cold and emotionless. That was something I was fine with.


  It let me believe we were only playing a silly game.


  But what we were doing now just wasn’t right.


  「Stop, that seriously tickles.」


  I applied more pressure to the hand I was grabbing her arm with.


  「Fine. I’ll look somewhere else if you let go.」


  「Okay, but if you try something like that again, I’ll actually slap you.」


  「Isn’t violence supposed to be against the rules?」


  Miyagi mumbled under her breath.


  Of course, I knew that much, and I really didn’t want to hit her either.


  「Continue your search somewhere else, got it?」


  I gave her another stern warning.


  When I let go of Miyagi’s arm, she did exactly as she was told.


  Instead, Miyagi used her other hand to slip into my blouse’s breast pocket.


  I was instantly reminded of what she had done inside the pocket of my skirt.


  「Come on, you already know it’s not there.」


  I kicked Miyagi’s leg out of protest.


  I wasn’t comfortable with her touching me so much through the thin fabric of my blouse.


  「Sendai-san, that’s against the rules. Also, I won’t know unless I check, right?」


  「You’re so annoying…」


  Hearing the delight in Miyagi’s voice was really starting to get on my nerves.


  「Look, it’s fine. Now that I’ve made sure that it’s not here, I can search somewhere else.」


  I wasn’t exactly sure what was “fine” about all of this, but at the very least, she took her hand out of my pocket.


  「Just finish this already. You already know where it is, don’t you? It was so obvious from the start.」


  I wanted the game to end already.


  She knew where the eraser was, so there was no point in dragging this out.


  「Bear with me for a little longer.」


  「Is there anywhere you haven’t checked by now?」


  「Take off your necktie.」


  「… Huh?」


  I said out of reflex as Miyagi began taking off my necktie. Then, without any hesitation, she placed her hand on the side of my neck.


  Her palm clung to my skin as if there was no gap between them.


  Miyagi’s hand felt surprisingly warm, though I couldn’t be entirely sure if that was her heat or mine. The boundary between us seemed to be blurring into something more indistinct, but that was likely because she had placed her lips on the same area not too long ago.


  「Shiori.」


  I called Miyagi by the name she hadn’t given me permission to use and then gently placed my hand on top of hers.


  「Don’t call me that.」


  Miyagi peeled away the hand that was glued to my neck as she furrowed her brows and glared at me.


  Somehow, seeing her with that bitter look on her face made all my heavy feelings from earlier a bit lighter.


  I wanted Miyagi to look at least a little troubled.


  「Can I say it one more time?」


  I asked softly, but my question seemed to cause the wrinkles between Miyagi’s eyebrows to deepen.


  I wasn’t sure why, but for some reason, she found it incredibly unpleasant whenever I called her by her first name.


  「Shut up.」


  Miyagi sounded disgruntled as she moved her hand towards a button on my blouse.


  「What are you planning to do?」


  She didn’t respond.


  Instead, she silently started unbuttoning my blouse.


  I kept the top two buttons of my blouse undone today, so the one she ended up unfastening was the third. Right as she was about to go for the fourth, I pushed her away by the shoulders.


  「Hey!」


  「What?」


  「Keep your hands off. There’s no reason for you take my blouse off, right?」


  I tore Miyagi’s hand away from my blouse and buttoned myself back up.


  She probably didn’t intend to take it off anyway.


  Around halfway through our game, it felt like this whole thing turned into a test of endurance. At this point, we were just playing a game of chicken. We both knew that there were certain lines we couldn’t cross, after all.


  「I thought there was a chance you hid the eraser there.」


  「That’s impossible. Plus, doing something like this is against the rules.」


  「Well, we agreed that having sex was against the rules, but we never said anything about taking off your clothes, right?」


  「Fine, in that case, let’s make it a rule right now.」


  「Look, it was just a joke. I never actually intended to take it off.」


  I know.


  I understood all of this was supposed to be a joke.


  Whatever she did just now was all part of the game, and she was simply pushing my limits until I forced her to stop.


  But still, this sort of joke wasn’t very funny.


  「You already know where I hid it, don’t you?」


  I asked as I stepped on Miyagi’s foot.


  She placed her hand over the right pocket of my blazer.


  「Here?」


  「Wow, you got it. Okay, the game’s over now.」


  I emphasized the last part before Miyagi could even get the chance to suggest playing a second round.


  「You’re so lewd, Miyagi.」


  I lobbed a complaint at her as I fixed up my necktie and took a seat on her bed.


  「Alright, any more orders?」


  「No.」


  Miyagi said with a bored tone in her voice as she brought a cup of soda to her mouth.


  She placed her empty glass back on the table as she leaned against the bed like a backrest.


  I couldn’t see her face from here.


  I wasn’t sure what was going through her mind right now either.


  Miyagi’s uniform brushed against my leg.


  Feeling a bit tickled by her blazer, I started tapping her on the shoulder with my foot. 
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  Even before I opened the refrigerator, I already knew I’d find nothing there.


  Standing in the kitchen, I let out a sigh.


  If Sendai-san hadn’t bought the ingredients last time, there wouldn’t have been anything for her to make karaage with.


  Though even if I did have the ingredients at home, I wouldn’t know how to cook it anyway.


  「What should I eat?」


  I muttered to myself quietly, as if I even had anything to choose from. There was only one thing I had at home that was simple to make.


  I closed the refrigerator and pulled two cup noodles from the kitchen shelf. I peeled the wrapping film off and opened the lid. Just as I was about to do the same for the second cup, I quickly realized there was no need to do so.


  「Ugh…」


  Earlier, I had come up with the eraser searching game on a whim. However, things felt a bit awkward between us afterward, so I ended up sending Sendai-san straight home. As we usually had dinner together on days she visited, my body moved on its own and I instinctively prepared enough for two people.


  I put the extra portion back on the shelf before returning to my cup noodles. I poured hot water from the kettle into the cup and set a timer on my phone for three minutes.


  In moments like these, I couldn’t help but notice how needlessly spacious the kitchen and living room were. It felt incredibly uncomfortable being by myself.


  Apart from my bedroom, it felt as though I was living in someone else’s home.


  I turned around and glanced at the television and coffee table that no one ever used.


  How long has it been since I last shared a meal with my dad?


  I tried to remember the last time, but I couldn’t recall it.


  I let out a sigh, feeling frustrated that I had no recent memory of it. Suddenly, a high-pitched noise from my phone startled me.


  「That surprised me…」


  Things like that were bad for the heart.


  Much like the things that Sendai-san would do.


  My heart nearly stopped beating when she decided to call me “Shiori” earlier.


  Only Maika and Ami ever used my given name. Until today, Sendai-san had never done so.


  Because of that, when she called me by my name out of nowhere earlier, I felt as if I couldn’t catch my breath.


  It wasn’t my fault I couldn’t come up with a response right away.


  I peeled the rest of the lid off on my cup ramen and brought the noodles to my mouth.


  「This doesn’t taste that great…」


  Cup noodles weren’t particularly delicious to begin with, but it would’ve tasted a lot better if someone else was here with me.


  Even Sendai-san would’ve sufficed.


  But Sendai-san was acting a bit weirder than usual today, so I decided to have dinner by myself.


  「What was up with her today?」


  Sendai-san always acted overfamiliar with me, but even more so today. There was something wrong with her sense of distance. She licked my fingers without being ordered to and then suddenly decided to call me “Shiori” out of nowhere.


  She kept touching me, almost as if she was implying she wanted us to become even closer, so I felt the desire to touch her too.


  As a result, I spontaneously came up with the eraser searching game.


  Something wasn’t right.


  Sendai-san was acting too strange.


  If she had behaved normally, I wouldn’t be eating dinner by myself right now.


  Something must’ve happened.


  If I had to guess ――


  I went and poured myself a glass of barley tea and placed the cup on the table.


  I ran my fingertips along my neck; the temperature of my hand that had just been cooled by the barley tea felt unusually cold.


  Most likely, Sendai-san knew what I did to her.


  That day, when she bent my textbook, I’d touched her neck with my lips.


  Ever since then, it seemed as if her actions were aimed at teasing me.


  She used to be quite obedient, but lately, she’d been on a rebellious streak and would always do things I never asked her to do. I didn’t want her to call me by my first name, and I disliked it whenever she acted without being ordered to.


  There were a few rules we came up with together.


  As long as my commands adhered to the rules, I could make Sendai-san do whatever I wanted, and she had to listen. If I wanted to touch her, I could tell her to let me. If I wanted her to stop being rebellious, I could issue that order as well. And if I really felt like it, I could even make her forget things, so it didn’t matter if she knew about what I did to her or not.


  But today, I couldn’t escape the strong feeling of awkwardness, as if we had done something we shouldn’t have.


  I took another bite of the ramen that was now getting cold and followed it up with a sip of barley tea.


  Unsurprisingly, it didn’t taste that good.


  But since I wasn’t eating it for the taste, I forced the rest of the noodles down before getting up.


  After cleaning up all the trash, I turned the lights off.


  The living room was so dark that I could barely make out the shape of my hand.


  I raised the hand that Sendai-san had licked earlier toward the now darkened light.


  I couldn’t really see anything, so I brought my fingertips to my lips instead.


  Of course, it didn’t taste like anything.


  I decided to go back to my room.


  「Oh right, my eraser.」


  I suddenly remembered something when I caught a glimpse of my open schoolbag.


  Sendai-san never gave my eraser back to me.


  「You should really remember these things…」


  I can’t do my homework like this.


  I wasn’t keen on doing my homework, but I figured I should at least get it done. However, thanks to Sendai-san, I couldn’t do it anymore. If things were going to turn out like this, I should’ve just made her do my homework for me.


  But Sendai-san had already gone home, so complaining wouldn’t bring my eraser back, and there was no magic I could use to make my homework finish by itself.


  Maybe Maika will let me copy her homework.


  Choosing to entrust my homework to Maika tomorrow, I decided to turn in early.


  When morning came around, I ended up stopping by a convenience store to pick up an eraser before heading to school.


  Although Sendai-san was just in the class next door, she never bothered to come by and return my eraser to me. She didn’t say anything even when we passed by each other in the hallway.


  However, we did agree that we wouldn’t speak to each other at school, so there was really nothing to feel disappointed about.


  If I was really curious about what happened to my eraser, I could just ask her the next time she visited. Moreover, I had a new eraser now. They were cheap and easily replaceable, so it wasn’t a big deal.


  Over the next several days, nothing significant enough happened for me to want to summon Sendai-san. I had gotten better at enduring minor annoyances, so I didn’t really feel the need to call for her either. However, by the time a full week had gone by, I couldn’t resist reaching out to her.


  After all, it’d probably seem suspicious if I just suddenly stopped calling for her.


  So, for the first time ever, I decided to send her a message without really having a reason to.


  『Come over to my house today.』


  Her reply came immediately.


  Since she had prep school today, she promised she would stop by tomorrow.
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  It hadn’t been that long since we last saw each other.


  However, there was something different about Sendai-san today, probably because we had just changed our school uniforms. Maybe that was why, even within the comfort of my own room, I felt restless.


  「Hey, Miyagi. Did something happen?」


  Sendai-san said while unbuttoning her blouse.


  「Why are you asking?」


  「Hmm, well, because it took you this long to call for me.」


  「I was just busy.」


  「Oh? I see…」


  Sendai-san didn’t ask what I was busy with.


  Of course, even if she did ask, I wasn’t planning on answering her. Truthfully, I wasn’t busy with anything, so I wouldn’t have been able to anyway.


  After I brought in some cups of soda and barley tea to my room, I handed Sendai-san a five-thousand-yen bill.


  「Thanks.」


  She said as she accepted the bill and took a seat on my bed.


  It was a bit reassuring seeing her take the money from me just like always.


  Apart from her uniform transitioning from a blazer to a sweater vest, Sendai-san herself remained unchanged. As usual, she left the top two buttons of her blouse undone and her necktie slightly loosened.


  「Are you not going to take that off?」


  I asked while pointing at Sendai-san’s vest, who was sitting across the table from me.


  「Wow, Miyagi. You sure are eager to see other people undress.」


  She said with a teasing tone in her voice.


  「That’s not what I meant. I was only asking because you’d always take off your blazer.」


  「I know, I know. So, what are we doing today?」


  「You’re quick to change the subject, aren’t you, Sendai-san?」


  Today, I summoned Sendai-san without any specific reason.


  So I hadn’t come up with an order to give her yet.


  「Well, for now, I guess I’ll just start on my homework.」


  It wasn’t like I wanted to study or anything, but there was no other way to get Sendai-san to stay quiet for a while. Technically, I could’ve ordered her to finish my homework for me, but then it’d leave me with nothing to do.


  I felt like if I didn’t keep myself occupied, I’d end up doing something I’d regret.


  「Oh, sure. Pass it over to me.」


  Sendai-san got off the bed and sat right next to me.


  「No, I’m going to do it myself. You can do whatever you want, Sendai-san.」


  I repositioned myself so that Sendai-san was seated across from me again. Then, I pulled out my math textbook and notebook and placed them on the table.


  「Whoa, you’re doing your own homework today, Miyagi?」


  Sendai-san’s surprised tone sounded clearly exaggerated.


  「Yeah, and?」


  「You’re not going to make me do it for you?」


  「No.」


  「Whoa, someone’s acting diligent all of a sudden.」


  「I’ve always been diligent.」


  「Hmm, I guess I should start on my homework too.」


  Sendai-san said, sounding a bit unmotivated as she pulled out an English textbook and notebook from her bag. Then, she placed some worksheets on the table.


  Not long after, I could hear the sound of her pencil scribbling across the papers.


  I focused my attention on my math textbook.


  The textbook was filled with a bunch of numbers, confusing symbols, and random letters from the alphabet. Just gazing at it left me feeling dizzy. Perhaps some people found beauty in the language of math, but to me, it just looked like an array of unsolvable code.


  However, if I didn’t solve the questions, I wouldn’t be able to finish my homework. So, I mentally searched for the formulas to apply. Yet, even though I had learned the formulas, I struggled to find them in my mind.


  I glanced over at Sendai-san.


  Her handwriting was as neat as always.


  Even the sound of the pencil gliding across the paper was seamless. I couldn’t help but feel envious of Sendai-san, who made it appear as though there was no problem she couldn’t solve.


  I went back to the math problem that I was having trouble solving.


  I slowly attempted to answer the question with brief pauses here and there.


  I wasn’t making as much progress with my homework as I’d hoped.


  In fact, it felt like the only thing that was moving forward in this room was time.


  As my eyes flickered trying to keep track of the numbers on the page, a small sigh escaped me. Suddenly, a pencil rolled across from the other side, and when I looked up, I found Sendai-san staring at me.


  「Are you done?」


  「“Done?” It feels like there’s no end to it.」


  I answered bluntly as I returned the pencil to her. When I dropped my gaze to focus on my homework again, I felt something poking me at the top of my head.


  「That hurts, Sendai-san. Don’t bother me.」


  「Do you want me to teach you?」


  I’ll think it through myself.


  Before I could answer with that, Sendai-san came to my side.


  「I don’t need you to teach me anything.」


  「Well, it’s not like I have anything else to do.」


  She said as she snuck a glance at my notebook. I shoved her by the shoulder to create some distance between us.


  「Go read some manga or something, like you usually do.」


  「I think I’ve already read through pretty much everything by now.」


  「I bought a few new books, so go read those.」


  I bought two new volumes this past week.


  Those two books should’ve been enough to pass the time with.


  However, instead of grabbing a manga, Sendai-san took my notebook and pointed at something around the middle.


  「You made a mistake here.」


  「Huh?」


  「You made a miscalculation. Oh, and same thing here.」


  Sendai-san picked up her pencil. Then, despite the fact I hadn’t asked for it, she started explaining and correcting the questions I got wrong.


  Her explanations were easy to understand.


  She taught so well that even I had no troubles with keeping up.


  However, I felt strange about the lack of distance between us.


  「Wait, Sendai-san, you’re too close.」


  Even though there should’ve been some space between us, right now, we were so close that our uniforms were touching.


  「You think so?」


  「You’ve been getting overly familiar lately. It’s kind of annoying, so back off.」


  I pushed Sendai-san’s arm away to the edge of the table.


  「Don’t you think it’s a little cruel to call me “annoying”?」


  「No. Plus, it gets too hot when you stick too close to me.」


  Despite being only mid-May, the weather felt more like summer. Regardless of who it was, I wouldn’t want anyone getting too close to me in this kind of heat.


  「Is that the only reason you don’t want me being right next to you?」


  「It is. I’ll do the rest by myself, so you go over there, Sendai-san.」


  I said, pointing at the bookshelf.


  As I mentioned the titles of the new books I had bought, I retrieved my textbook and notebook, which had somehow ended up near Sendai-san. However, she didn’t get up to grab the manga. Instead, for some reason, she closed the distance between us and pulled the textbook and notebook back towards her.


  「Didn’t I just say it was too hot?」


  「I don’t feel hot though.」


  「Don’t lie to me. Aren’t you supposed to be sensitive to the heat?」


  Sendai-san always took off her blazer during the winter, probably because the temperature of my space heater was always set on high.


  My idea of the perfect temperature was different from hers.


  Considering my natural sensitivity to the cold, if I found the room hot, it was likely even more uncomfortable for Sendai-san.


  「Well, if we do this, then it won’t be so hot anymore.」


  Sendai-san took the remote control for the air conditioner from the table and turned it on.


  「Don’t just turn that on without my permission.」


  I grabbed the remote control from her and turned it back off.


  What was this?


  Why was Sendai-san messing with me even more than before?


  「Hey, Miyagi.」


  I couldn’t be bothered to deal with her anymore.


  I ignored her and went back to focusing on my homework.


  I picked up my pencil and tried to continue with the problem I had left off on.


  However, Sendai-san also chose to ignore my desire to finish my homework.


  「Here.」


  She gently stroked my neck with her fingertips.


  When I reflexively raised my head to look at her, she stuck her hand to the side of my neck.


  「You know why I’m touching you here, don’t you?」


  Sendai-san said quietly and followed up with,


  「Why did you kiss me here while I was asleep?」


  Her hand started stroking the side of my neck once again.


  「If you knew from the start, how come you didn’t ask the day it happened? Why are you asking about it now?」


  「Don’t answer my question with another question.」


  She didn’t sound angry.


  But she wasn’t speaking with a gentle tone in her voice either.


  

  



  
    
      I Don’t Care If Sendai-san Noticed (III)


      Part 31
    

  


  Sendai-san had every right to ask.


  When I thought back to what I’d done, I felt it was only right if I answered her question.


  But if you were to ask me “why” I did it, I wouldn’t have an answer. Even I wanted to know why I did it.
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  「Answer me, Miyagi.」


  She quietly urged for a response as I peeled her hand off my neck.


  「I didn’t kiss your neck. I just touched it with my lips.」


  「You know, normally people don’t “touch” a place like that with their lips.」


  「Looks like you know the answer already. It wasn’t meant to be “normal”.」


  Sendai-san was right.


  Normally, I would never touch her neck with my lips.


  But I did it intentionally.


  I could remember it clearly.


  However, I couldn’t really justify why I did it. There wasn’t a specific reason behind my actions, and even if there was, I wasn’t conscious of it myself.


  I closed my textbook as if trying to avoid Sendai-san’s gaze.


  If I were to order her to stop asking about this, I could forcibly bring this awkward tension to an end. However, if I did that, she would definitely bring the topic up again at every given opportunity.


  The idea of that alone seemed bothersome.


  「It’s not like I did anything else to you, so it’s fine, isn’t it? Is that a good enough answer for you?」


  I added, as if I was trying to come up with excuses to a teacher. However, I felt a tug on the sleeve of my blouse. Even though I didn’t really want to look at Sendai-san right now, the serious expression on her face compelled me to meet her gaze.


  「What about now? Do you still want to touch me?」


  I had no idea why she’d even ask something like that.


  Plus, I wasn’t sure if she was satisfied with my answer or not.


  Just like usual, there was something off about her sense of distance. She was sticking close to my side, still gripping onto my sleeve. I wanted her to back off a bit, but the mood felt tense, and I had a hunch that she wouldn’t let go until I answered her.


  「What, are you ordering me to answer that?」


  「The only person who can issue orders is you, isn’t it? I’m just asking you a question.」


  「If I said I wanted to touch you, would you let me?」


  「Where do you want to touch me?」


  「Remind me, who was the one that told me I couldn’t answer a question with another question again?」


  「Well? Everything depends on your answer now, Miyagi.」


  She was willing to let me touch her, but only in certain places.


  At least, I think that was what she was trying to say.


  But why?


  Sendai-san was saying a lot of things she typically wouldn’t, which was throwing me off.


  If I just tell her where I want to touch her, then…


  No, there was a possibility she was doing this just to tease me.


  Besides, did I even want to touch her right now?


  Numerous thoughts appeared in my mind and vanished like soda bubbles. Fragments of memories began to resurface, including the image of Sendai-san sleeping on my bed.


  I suddenly remembered I had also touched Sendai-san’s lips that day.


  Before I stroked the side of her neck, I had traced her lips – which felt as soft as a marshmallow – with my fingers.


  If given the chance, that was where I wanted to touch her again.


  I extended an arm out towards Sendai-san.


  I didn’t respond to her question, yet she didn’t retreat either, as if she already understood my intentions. Releasing her hold on my sleeve, my fingertips brushed against her lips.


  Like last time, they felt soft to the touch.


  When I gently pressed down on them, I felt Sendai-san attempting to lick my finger, causing me to pull my hand away in a panic.


  「Give me an order.」


  Sendai-san spoke in a slightly low voice.


  However, the timing and nature of my orders were for me to decide, not Sendai-san.


  「Miyagi.」


  She said my name firmly, as if urging me to do it.


  It was a bit irritating that Sendai-san was trying to push me to order her around, especially since she had no right to do so.


  That was what I thought to myself.


  Yet, I couldn’t bring myself to say anything about it.


  「…… Close your eyes.」


  「Okay.」


  This is all wrong.


  If she understood the true implication of the order I had just given, she should be objecting at this moment. Yet, for some reason, Sendai-san voluntarily shut her eyes. Despite being fully aware of what was to come, she still complied.


  I brushed her cheek with my hand.


  I glanced at her eyes, then her nose, and finally, her mouth.


  With facial features arranged slightly better than the average person’s, Sendai-san possessed a well-proportioned face. While not on the same level as a model or an idol, her appearance could still be described as beautiful.


  In reality, I would normally never be able to invite someone like Sendai-san around to my house, let alone order her around. There was no way she’d even remember someone like me the moment we were placed in separate classes.


  In fact, we had never spoken to each other up until that day I gave her five-thousand yen at the bookstore.


  That’s why I think a line like this is something we shouldn’t cross.


  I don’t understand why Sendai-san willingly closed her eyes.


  Perhaps she had planned to open them the moment I got closer and then laugh it off as a joke. While I didn’t think Sendai-san was the type of person to do that, I wanted to go through every possibility in my head.


  Despite that, my body inched closer towards Sendai-san.


  Before I knew it, the distance between our lips was less than five centimeters apart.


  My heart ached.


  I felt like I was having a hard time catching my breath.


  In fact, I think I might’ve forgotten how to breathe at all.


  Using the thumb of the hand that was still resting on her cheek, I gently traced her lips.


  Sendai-san didn’t move at all.


  I brought my face closer to hers, closing my eyes as well.


  ―― Was it really okay for me to touch her like this?


  If I kiss Sendai-san right now, there’s a chance she might never come here again.


  As soon as that thought crossed my mind, I instinctively pushed her away by her shoulders.


  「Sorry. You should go home for today.」


  「Huh?」


  Sendai-san opened her eyes.


  「Miyagi?」


  She asked, sounding startled.


  I pulled her by the hand to force her up and shoved her bag towards her. Then, I opened the door and pushed her out.


  I wasn’t sure what the correct thing to say or do was, and my thoughts were all over the place. Despite knowing there were better ways to handle the situation than forcibly sending her away, my mind was too much of a mess at the moment to think clearly. Most importantly, I just didn’t want Sendai-san to see my face right now.


  Don’t turn around. Please, just go home for today.


  「Hey!」


  Sendai-san, who seemed unwilling to leave quietly, attempted to turn around, but I forced her to the entrance.


  「Sorry. I’ll contact you soon.」


   “Why? What’s going on? We need to talk.”


  Sendai-san kept saying things along those lines, but nothing was getting through to me.


  For the time being, I made her put on her shoes and then chased her out of the front door.


  「Hey, Miyagi! Open up!」


  I could hear the sound of knocking on the door.


  However, I had no intention of opening it.


  If I did, she would definitely unleash her anger at me.


  Usually, I’d see her off on the ground floor entrance of the apartment, but I couldn’t bring myself to do so today.


  「Miyagi!」


  Sendai-san kept calling my name from the other side of the door.


  Why did the thought of kissing her even cross my mind in the first place?


  And why didn’t I kiss her?


  Unable to make sense of my own thoughts, I leaned my body against the door.


  A heavy thudding sound reverberated against my back.


  Come to think of it, I forgot to ask her about my eraser.


  That was something that I remembered just now.
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   Something’s strange.


  Something is definitely wrong.


  I stopped knocking on Miyagi’s door.


  Even if I were to keep going, she wasn’t going to come out anyway, and I didn’t want to be a nuisance to her neighbors.


  But I wasn’t happy with this situation.


  I mean, Miyagi was acting way too strange.


  Why did I get chased out of her room in the first place?


  I didn’t even do anything.


  If anything, it was Miyagi who was on the verge of doing “something”, and if anyone had the right to be dissatisfied about that “something”, it should have been me. Yet, Miyagi was the one in a bad mood for some reason.


  Something like this had happened before.


  I turned my back to her front door as I briefly thought back to the beginning of the new school year.


  As I gazed down at the city from the sixth floor, all I could see were people and cars; the view felt quite lacking. The upscale apartment building seemed to prioritize convenience over having a good scenery.


  It all seemed so boring.


  The scenery.


  Miyagi.


  Just… everything.


  I took a deep breath and headed for the elevator. Usually, Miyagi would ride it with me, but today, I was alone.


  I left through the entrance of the apartment building and walked through the dimly lit streets.


  At the very least, Miyagi didn’t seem to hate me or anything.


  While we weren’t exactly friends – let alone lovers – I did sense some form of affection from her, so her decision to kick me out seemed strange to me.


  「Come on… Now it just seems like I was the one who did something wrong.」


  It was Miyagi who had ordered me to close my eyes. She was the one who attempted to kiss me. Yet, she abruptly stopped and then sent me home for the day, as if it were something she could just decide on her own. To leave things half-finished and chase me away without even discussing things properly was not a great way to maintain obedience from me.


  …… Well, no, that wasn’t entirely true.


  Miyagi didn’t make me obey her.


  I was the one who pushed her into issuing me the order.


  What would happen if I let Miyagi kiss me?


  I wanted to know the answer, so I made her give me an order.


  However, it was Miyagi who decided what it would entail.


  Ultimately, she was the one with the final say, so it was only fair that she assumed responsibility for what happened.


  I don’t care if it seems like I’m just taking my frustrations out on her – it was much worse on her part to abruptly stop things the way she did.


  I quickened my pace.


  I rushed back home so fast that I was almost out of breath. I went up to my room and shut myself in. Although I felt a bit hungry, I couldn’t muster the appetite to have dinner. I changed out of my uniform and into more comfortable clothes before pulling my wallet out of my bag.


  「Even if I try to give this back to her, she’s not going to take it.」


  I didn’t think what I did today was worth five-thousand yen.


  If possible, I wanted to give the money back to her, but knowing Miyagi, she’d just stubbornly decline. On that note, I wasn’t sure if she even wanted anything to do with me anymore.


  I stuffed the five-thousand-yen bill into my piggy bank and then lifted it up.


  I wasn’t sure if the piggy bank had gotten heavier or not, but the balance had grown by another five-thousand yen. If anything, the money I had put in felt like a weight on my conscience.


  「You’re such an idiot, Miyagi…」


  I lobbed my complaint at the piggy bank as I flopped onto my bed.


  Whenever situations like this came up, Miyagi usually kept her distance from me.


  The same thing happened after she poured soda on me before the start of spring break.


  She ran away from me and stopped contacting me.


  Sometimes, she’d act impulsively and do something crazy, but when it came to facing the consequences, she’d choose to avoid them instead.


  That was her way of “solving” her problems.


  「You’re just going to do the same thing again this time, aren’t you?」


  In the end, my prediction came true, and I didn’t hear from Miyagi over the next four days.


  I stared at my phone screen in the classroom after school.


  You could say that it had only been four days, but considering what had happened between me and Miyagi, it felt like an eternity had gone by. Though there have been times where we’d go this long without seeing each other before, I felt like it’d be another week or two before I’d hear from her again.


  On that day, Miyagi, who had never apologized to me before, extended an apology.


  I wasn’t exactly sure what led her to do so, but whatever it was seemed to be the reason Miyagi was avoiding me.


  I put my phone in my bag and went over to Umina’s desk. She and Mariko had been excitedly discussing their plans for after school. When I called out to them, they filled me in on their decision.


  「I was just talking to Mariko about what to do, but you wanna just hit the usual spots today?」


  「Sorry, I have prep school, so I can’t go. But invite me again next time.」


  「Whaat? Can’t you just like, skip it every once in a while?」


  「It’d be a huge pain if my parents ever found out.」


  「Oh come on, just let them be angry.」


  Mariko backed up Umina’s irresponsible suggestion with a casual, “Yeah, exactly.”


  「Sorry. I’ll treat you guys to something next time.」


  The three of us headed towards our shoe lockers as I suggested a few ideas for things to treat them to. After changing out of our indoor shoes, we walked to the school’s front gate and said our goodbyes. Once their figures were out of sight, I took a different path than the one leading to my prep school.


  I’d never skipped prep school before, but I had no plans of going today.


  I felt a little bad for Umina and the others, but I had something else I needed to do.


  My destination was Miyagi’s apartment.


  I walked along the path I’d grown so used to taking at a brisk pace.


  There was only one thing to do now that I’d come this far.


  I called for Miyagi from the intercom at the front entrance of the building. However, there was no response.


  「Well, of course she wasn’t going pick up.」


  Once.


  Twice.


  And then a third time.


  I continuously called her on the intercom, but Miyagi’s voice never came through.


  Well, I guess I should’ve expected this.


  I pulled out my phone and sent Miyagi a text.


  I’d never arranged our hangouts before, but this was the second time I was taking the initiative to message her. Both times were to get her to answer me.


  『Miyagi, answer the intercom.』


  『I know you’re there.』


  『Don’t just ignore me. Let me in.』


  Some of the messages I sent were being marked as “read”, but she didn’t reply to any of them. Feeling irritated by her lack of common courtesy, I continued ringing the intercom.


  Something like this had happened around the start of the new school year when our classrooms were reassigned. Last time I did this, she ended up letting me in, but today, she didn’t answer the intercom or reply to any of my messages.


  I was getting annoyed.


  Very annoyed.


  For the first time ever, I decided to call her on her phone.


  Although I’d expected as much, the phone kept on ringing, and I wasn’t able to hear Miyagi’s voice through it either.


  『Pick up the phone.』


  My messages stopped being marked as “read”.


  「How can you even be this avoidant? Are you a child or something?」


  Midterm exams were approaching.


  Now wasn’t the time for me to be standing out here, bombarding Miyagi with texts. However, if we didn’t address the tension between us, I doubt I’d be able to concentrate on studying anyway. At this point, it felt like anything I attempt to memorize wouldn’t stick for very long.


  It was all Miyagi’s fault that I was such a mess right now.


  My emotions felt wavering and unstable, like an unrelenting dizziness.


  I decided to leave her apartment building and head home.


  None of this was a big deal or anything.


  I mean, to begin with, it didn’t really bother me if my connection with Miyagi came to an end. While it was a bit of a shame considering our arrangement was supposed to continue until graduation, I didn’t mind too much if it ended a bit sooner.


  Sure, I may be losing the one place I felt most comfortable being myself, but I’m confident I’ll find another place like that in the future.


  But I wasn’t going to let things end so half-heartedly, especially considering the situation we were in.


  I wasn’t sure how I found my way back, but I managed to make it home.


  If anything, I probably just took my usual path back.


  Apart from Miyagi ignoring me, nothing about my daily life had changed.


  When I went back to my room, I glanced over at my desk.


  All I needed was one simple excuse.


  I put the eraser I took from Miyagi into my pencil case.


  

  



  
    
      Miyagi’s The One in The Wrong (II)


      Part 33
    

  


  The teacher talked way too much, to the point where I was starting to think he was doing it on purpose.


  After what felt like forever, the bell finally rang.


  I closed my textbook and notebook and took out a certain eraser from my pencil case. I impatiently tapped my foot on the floor, silently urging the teacher to leave.


  Come on, hurry up already.


  I was glaring so hard at the teacher it felt like I was about to burn a hole through his head. After he distributed today’s homework and went over the assignment, he finally left the classroom.


  I quickly cleaned up my desk and walked over to Umina’s seat.


  「Sorry, you guys should start eating without me. There’s something I need to take care of first.」


  Lunch break was a bit longer than recess, but when I thought about what I needed to do, I felt like it wasn’t long enough.


  「Sure, but where are you going?」


  「Oh, I just need to stop by the class next door.」


  I said before exiting the classroom.


  I walked down the hallway with a certain eraser in my hand.


  I was about to reunite it with its owner.


  Class 1 was just a short walk down the hallway. As soon as I got to the entrance, a girl who was nearby came to meet me. We exchanged smiles, and after I explained the reason for my visit, she turned around and called out to Miyagi.


  「Miyagi-saaan!」


  「What is it?」


  Miyagi replied.


  Her voice came from somewhere around the second-to-last row of desks.


  Miyagi, who was sitting with her friends, had a perplexed look on her face. The girl who called out to her on my behalf then added, “Your friend’s here to see you,” which seemed to fan the flames even more.


  Miyagi grimaced as soon as she heard those words.


  But it only lasted for a second.


  As expected, she wouldn’t lash out at me while we were at school.


  As much as I thought it’d make for an interesting sight, Miyagi seemed determined to keep her composed demeanor. Meanwhile, her friends appeared surprised that I’d been referred to as her “friend”. After a brief exchange with them, Miyagi finally made her way over to me while wearing an ambiguous expression on her face.


  「…… We’re at school, you know.」


  Miyagi said with a displeased tone in her voice as she furrowed her brows.


  「I’m aware.」


  「Okay, then don’t talk to me. Wasn’t that one of our rules?」


  She snapped at me, her voice filled with nothing but dissatisfaction.


  However, she seemed to be conscious of the fact that our conversation could be overheard by others, so she spoke in a hushed tone, ensuring only I could hear her.


  「Look, I found this in my pocket. I just wanted to return this to its owner, so it’s not that weird for me to come find you at school, right?」


  I showed Miyagi the eraser in my hand.


  「You―」


  「“You don’t need to return it. You can just keep it.” Was that what you were going to say?」


  Miyagi fell silent after I took the words out of her mouth.


  I mean, of course I knew what she was going to say.


  Miyagi and I had spent enough time together for me to understand that much about her.


  「I’m willing to keep it, but first, we need to talk.」


  I put the eraser into my skirt pocket and then grabbed Miyagi by the arm.


  「Huh? Wait, what are you-」


  「We stand out too much here. Just come with me.」


  To be honest, we probably attracted a lot of attention already.


  But going somewhere else was a lot better than standing around and having a conversation by the entrance of a classroom.


  I dragged Miyagi along with me as I walked.


  Since it was lunchtime, there were a lot of people in the hallways, so pulling Miyagi by the hand was probably attracting even more attention than before. It seemed Miyagi had noticed that as well, so she immediately shook me off and started walking on her own. She probably knew that if she tried to run away, I’d just go after her again, so she silently followed me without complaining.


  We reached the far end of the old school building, and I ushered the unusually compliant Miyagi into the music preparation room. As we ventured further inside, we found ourselves surrounded by a bunch of instruments, some of which I was familiar with and others I had never seen before.


  「Why did you bring me here? I was in the middle of eating my lunch, you know.」


  Now that we were in a room where people rarely visited during breaks, Miyagi no longer hid her sour mood. I could tell she was upset as I had heard that low tone of her voice on multiple other occasions.


  「Well, if I didn’t bring you here, you wouldn’t even talk to me. You’d just run away again.」


  I leaned against the shelf where some of the instruments were stored and grabbed Miyagi by the arm again.


  Miyagi, with an expression devoid of any friendliness, made no attempt to resist. Instead, she stood before me silently, her arm still held in my grasp.


  「I thought we promised not to talk to each other at school.」


  「Actually, you were the one who said that you wouldn’t interact with me at school, and that you’d only communicate with me through our phones. But I never said I’d do the same.」


  To be honest, I didn’t think my argument held any water.


  I agreed to the rules that Miyagi set last year under the idea that they applied to me as well, so technically, Miyagi was in the right here. However, I needed something to help me bluff my way out.


  I had something to ask Miyagi, and I had things I wanted to say as well.


  「…… Well, even if that is the case, I don’t have anything to say to you.」


  Miyagi said, seemingly willing to let my bluff slide, but she shot me a resentful glare in return.


  「You might not, but I do.」


  「Okay, then just tell me about it the next time you come over.」


  「You never call for me whenever things like this happen. It’s almost as if you’re just willing to let it end like this.」


  「I will contact you.」


  「When?」


  「…… Soon.」


  Miyagi spoke with a tone of uncertainty in her voice. Her words didn’t seem to convey any intention of reaching out to me.


  Yep, as I thought, I need to get the answers from her right here, right now.


  If I let go of her now, Miyagi might actually end up calling it quits.


  I applied more pressure to the hand that was grabbing onto her arm.


  「I need to ask you something. Just answer me.」


  Without waiting for her response, I continued.


  「Why did you chase me out?」


  My voice echoed in the worn-out preparation room.


  Miyagi remained silent and still. The polished instruments, though seemingly out of place in the weathered preparation room, did nothing to alleviate the stagnant atmosphere between us.


  「Answer me.」


  When I tugged on her arm, Miyagi took a step away from me, as if implying she had no intention of responding to my question.


  「You can’t order me around.」


  「Oh, no, I can do whatever I want. This isn’t your house, Miyagi.」


  Miyagi could only issue orders when we were at her place.


  She was basically buying the right to order me around for the price of five-thousand yen.


  That was a rule we established together, but it didn’t apply at school.


  「We took care of all of our business and there was nothing left to do, so I let you go home. I didn’t chase you out.」


  Miyagi said, sounding like she’d given up. She continued with「So, are we done here?」as she tried to shake my hand off. However, I wasn’t going to let her go so easily.


  「You call that “taking care of our business”?」


  「I ordered you to close your eyes, and that’s exactly what you did. That was all I wanted from you, so there was nothing left to do.」


  「Was that really all you wanted from that order?」


  「Wasn’t that what I just said?」


  「It felt like you wanted to do something to me though. Are you really okay with how things ended up?」


  I never really thought of myself as a particularly honest person to begin with, but whenever I was with Miyagi, I was even more aware of it. Especially right now. Even though I was the one who encouraged her to do that “something” to me, I now found myself pressuring Miyagi for answers.


  But things weren’t going as well as I’d hoped.


  「That’s just your imagination, Sendai-san.」


  Miyagi refrained from giving me a real answer and managed to shake my hand away.


  As she turned her back towards me and tried to leave the music preparation room, I started feeling a bit uneasy.


  「Oh, right. Miyagi, have you started studying for exams yet?」


  I called out to her, asking the first question that came to mind. Miyagi turned around and faced me, wearing a dubious expression on her face.


  「Why are you asking about that all of a sudden?」


  「See, I haven’t started studying yet, and it’s your fault that I can’t make any progress, so you better take some responsibility for it.」


  「I don’t get what you’re trying to say.」


  「Do you have your phone on you right now?」


  「Do I really have to answer that?」


  「I’m just asking you a simple “yes” or “no” question.」


  「…… I left it in the classroom.」


  「You better call for me today.」


  I wasn’t about to send her a message first.


  That was Miyagi’s duty, after all.


  Of course, there’d no exception today either.


  I wasn’t in the mood to play nice or pamper her.


  「What if I said I didn’t want to?」


  Miyagi asked with an annoyed look on her face.


  Her current focus appeared to be solely on returning to her classroom, and that irritated me.


  「I don’t care if you don’t want to. You better do it. Oh, and before I forget, let me return your eraser to you.」


  I approached Miyagi while staring her straight in the eye.


  Then, I grabbed her by the wrist and forced the eraser into her hand.


  「I don’t need it. You can keep it.」


  「Fine, then I’ll just take it from you the next time I come over.」


  After placing the eraser in her hand, I stormed out of the music preparation room, leaving Miyagi behind.


  When I returned to my classroom, there was no time left for me to eat my lunch, so I prepared for my next class instead.


  I tossed some candy in my mouth to keep my empty stomach occupied for a little while.


  After sitting through a few more lectures, the school day eventually came to an end.


  When I checked my phone, I noticed I had received a text from Miyagi. 
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  I hadn’t rushed to get here.


  Yet, somehow, I arrived earlier than I typically would.


  After taking a deep breath, I opened the door to find Miyagi waiting for me. Before I could close the door, she tried to hand me a five-thousand-yen bill.


  「I don’t want it. I was the one who made you call for me today.」


  Usually, I accepted the bill without question.


  That was the arrangement we had, and something I’d gotten used to.


  However, today I pushed the bill away and then took off my shoes. I tried to make my way towards Miyagi’s room, but the owner of the room blocked my path, preventing me from passing through.


  「I didn’t summon you because you told me to. I did it because I wanted to, so I’m still going to pay you.」


  Even though we were at her home now, Miyagi’s mood still seemed sour. The expression on her face looked bored, as it often did.


  「Are you going to order me to do something today?」


  「…… Yeah.」


  Miyagi mumbled quietly as she extended the five-thousand-yen bill out to me again.


  No matter how you looked at it, she clearly had no plan in mind.


  But it’d be a problem if we were to get into another argument and I got kicked out again.


  「Okay, fine.」


  After taking the five-thousand yen from her, I stuffed the bill into my wallet. Miyagi, who had been blocking the corridor earlier, said, “I’ll bring you some tea,” and headed towards the kitchen.


  Without waiting for Miyagi, I went to her room first and set my bag down. After loosening my necktie and unbuttoning my blouse, I sat on the floor, leaning my back against her bed.


  I’d been to Miyagi’s house many times before, but today was the first time I felt this restless.


  I didn’t feel like reading manga, and lying on her bed to wait for her didn’t seem appealing to me either.


  To be honest, Miyagi wasn’t the only one without a plan in mind.


  I came here with a resolute determination, dissatisfied with Miyagi’s efforts to erase not only our memories within this room but our entire connection, as if she were using an eraser to wipe everything away. Yet, I found myself struggling to find the right words. Although it had been less than a year since I began interacting with Miyagi, today felt like the day when I was most unsure about what to say.


  As I heaved a heavy sigh, Miyagi entered the room with a tray holding two cups and a small plate that I had never seen before.


  「Here, eat this.」


  She said curtly, placing the small plate on the table.


  「A castella cake?」


  That’s rare.


  It had been a while since I last saw castella cake, but the most unusual part was being served food in this room. Typically, Miyagi only ever brought tea and soda here.


  「You didn’t have lunch today, right? Honestly, I think you reap what you sow.」


  「Oh? Looks like someone’s being nice to me today.」


  「That’s just a leftover. I thought it’d be a waste to throw it away…… But if you’re not going to eat it, I’ll get rid of it.」


  Miyagi said as she sat down on the bed without taking a bite of the castella cake.


  「No, I’ll eat it.」


  I wasn’t sure if castella cakes were traditionally eaten with a fork, but since there was one placed beside the plate, I decided to use it to bring the exquisite egg-colored dessert to my mouth.


  It was extremely soft and sweet. The crunchy texture of the caramelized sugar at the bottom was also delicious, prompting me to take another bite.


  I swallowed a piece and took a sip of barley tea.


  It was just as Miyagi said – I had missed out on lunch today.


  I turned down Umina’s invitation to hang out after school and came here directly without making any detours, so I hadn’t had a chance to eat anything.


  But that should’ve been the same with Miyagi.


  「Aren’t you going to eat anything?」


  「I already ate.」


  Miyagi said, though I couldn’t discern the truth behind her words. She idly swung her legs, still wearing a bored expression on her face. She seemed like she had nothing to do and was merely trying to pass the time, yet there was also an air of restlessness to her.


  Although it was poor manners, I lightly poked her leg with the fork from a slight distance away.


  「Ouch.」


  She stopped swaying her legs and glared daggers at me.


  「Do you want me to lick it?」


  「You don’t have to. Also, I’m the one who decides what order to give you.」


  Miyagi, now wary of me, pulled her legs up onto her bed and hugged her knees.


  「Don’t talk to me at school anymore.」


  「Is that an order?」


  Miyagi didn’t reply.


  Instead, she stayed silent and looked away from me.


  I reached out and pinched the hem of Miyagi’s skirt as I approached her.


  However, my hand was quickly brushed away.


  「I had a rough time today because of you, Sendai-san.」


  Miyagi said in a slightly low voice without answering my earlier question. She continued with,


  「When you came by to my classroom, Maika and Ami kept asking me a bunch of questions. Even after I went back, they were extremely curious about what business you had with me, so it was kind of a hassle to deal with.」


  「What did you tell them?」


  「I told them you were asking me for money.」


  「…… Seriously?」


  「No. I told them you came to inform me that a teacher was looking for me, and that I went straight to the staff faculty room after. But they didn’t seem to believe me.」


  Well, of course they wouldn’t.


  From their perspective, I was someone who had never interacted with her before. To them, it must’ve seemed like I came out of nowhere and then whisked her away somewhere, so it was only natural for them to be curious. If anything, it would’ve been weirder if they weren’t interested.


  「It was a pain to deal with, so don’t come find me at school anymore.」


  Miyagi said as she got off the bed and took a seat a little distance away from me.


  「Aren’t you sitting kind of far away?」


  「That’s because I know if I don’t, you’re going to do something weird again, Sendai-san.」


  「No, I won’t. If anything, you’re the one that’s always doing something weird.」


  I said in an attempt to defend myself.


  Besides, strange things only ever happened if I was ordered to do them.


  As long as Miyagi didn’t issue any weird orders, there’d be no reason for them to happen, so it was wrong to pin the blame on me. That being said, she seemed to think differently.


  「I don’t want to hear that from you, Sendai-san. You were trying to lift my skirt just now too.」


  「All I did was tug on it a little. You always seem to have some kind of rebuttal ready, huh.」


  「That’s because you keep saying things that have to be refuted. Also, what’s with you today? Why are you talking so much?」


  It was true that I was talking a lot more than usual.


  Although her room was normally comfortable to be in, for some reason, today I found it difficult to settle in. I kept moving my mouth as if trying to distract myself from this discomfort. It felt as if I were back in the days when I couldn’t quite get used to being in this room, and I had the urge to keep talking to fill the silence.


  But I wasn’t the only one doing it.


  「That should be my line. You’re talking a lot more than usual too, Miyagi.」


  It was rare to hear Miyagi talk about what happened at school without being asked about it. She typically never served snacks in her room, and she hardly ever paid any attention to me.


  But today was different.


  There was no other word to describe it.


  「No, I’m not.」


  Miyagi mumbled as she pulled her schoolbag towards her. Then, she pulled something out of the bag and pushed it towards me.


  「You came to get this, didn’t you? I already said this when we were at school, but you can keep it.」


  Miyagi said, sounding irritated.


  I stared at the hand that had been extended towards me. She was holding the eraser I’d returned to her earlier.


  However, instead of taking the eraser, I grabbed her by the wrist.


  Miyagi looked surprised, but I brushed the fingers that were holding onto the eraser, bringing them to my lips, and I started licking them.


  Her fingers were a bit cold, and they didn’t taste like blood or the flavor of potato chips.


  As my tongue wrapped around her fingers, the eraser fell to the floor.


  Miyagi moved her hand and grazed it against my cheek to pull herself away.


  「Stop doing things like that.」


  She shook the hand that I was grabbing her with off and pushed me against the forehead.


  「Well, you’re not giving me any orders.」


  「If I order you to go home right now, would you do it?」


  「Yes, if that’s what you want.」


  The rules we came up with were absolute, and I intended to follow them.


  But I knew Miyagi would never issue that order.


  If she really wanted me to go home, she’d chase me out like last time instead of asking a hypothetical question.


  「…… That’s not fair.」


  Miyagi mumbled under her breath.


  「You call that unfair? I think you should just tell me what you really want me to do.」


  「I don’t want anything from you.」


  「Fine, then I’ll just give the money back to you.」


  「I don’t need it.」


  「Well, in that case, order me to do something. Isn’t that part of our arrangement?」


  The two of us were different in a lot of ways, but we also had a few similarities.


  I wasn’t a big fan of the term “school hierarchy”, but if I had to categorize things that way, I’d say I hovered around the top. More specifically, I probably belonged in the lower end among the upper ranks.


  Miyagi wasn’t exactly at the bottom, but she wasn’t near the top either.


  I was doing everything in my power to avoid falling from the top, while Miyagi was steadfastly holding her ground to prevent descending to the bottom. Our lack of full commitment made us alike.


  Plus, we both viewed each other as useful and convenient.


  Miyagi gave me a place to relax away from home, and I did whatever Miyagi wanted me to do.


  So it wasn’t all that strange for us to be interested in each other.


  ―― I squeezed my hands into fists.


  I knew I wasn’t being very honest with myself.


  I had already known the answer. I kept coming up with various explanations to justify my reasoning, but the truth was simple. I just wanted to kiss Miyagi and then see what would happen once I did. Right here, right now.


  「You already know what you want me to do, right?」


  I closed the distance between us.


  As I did so, she gave me an order that was clearer than last time.


  「Sendai-san, I want you to do it to me.」


  「Do what?」


  「…… Kiss me.」


  What should I do?


  I’d been entrusted with the final say. However, since I didn’t have the right to refuse an order, there was only one thing I could do.


  I leaned closer to Miyagi and combed her hair with my fingers.


  Her hair, extending just beyond her shoulders, was black and silky.


  I put my hand on her cheek and slowly brought her face closer to mine.


  However, for some reason, Miyagi never broke eye contact with me.


  「Close your eyes.」


  「Shut up, Sendai-san. I’ll close them when I want to.」


  You could argue that since we weren’t friends or lovers, there was no need for any sort of atmosphere between us, but the mood felt kind of off. Though, you could also argue that this was just Miyagi being Miyagi.


  With no way to change the situation, I entrusted her with the decision of when to close her eyes and leaned in. As I closed the distance between us, just as the awkwardness began to sink in, Miyagi closed her eyes, as if intentionally avoiding mine.


  I found that part of her cute.


  I wanted to stare at her a bit longer, but I soon closed my eyes as well.


  Then, my lips touched hers.


  My heart didn’t seem to race.


  But I was definitely nervous.


  I was extremely conscious of the vivid sensation of her lips.


  It felt soft and warm.


  I couldn’t tell if I was holding my breath or not, but right now, I felt incredibly close to Miyagi.


  Our lips parted.


  [image: i-313]

  It didn’t taste like anything.


  Though, it would’ve been a whole different issue if our kiss was intense enough to leave behind a lingering taste.


  I stared at Miyagi, but she wouldn’t look me in the eye.


  I want to do it again.


  I thought to myself as I tried to close the distance between us once more.


  When I placed my hands on her shoulders and tried to bring her face closer to mine, she pushed me away.


  「Are you trying to do it again or something?」


  She said, sounding displeased.


  「You told me to do it, didn’t you?」


  「I didn’t say you could do it twice.」


  「You’re so stingy, Miyagi.」


  I complained as I stroked my hand against Miyagi’s neck.


  Her body temperature felt higher than usual.


  「Hey, order me to do it again.」


  Miyagi wore a blatant frown on her face.


  But after a short pause, she said something in a quiet voice.


  「Do it again.」


  I leaned in towards the source of the voice, closing the gap once more.


  The space that existed between us vanished in the blink of an eye, and we shared our second kiss.


  I hadn’t noticed it the first time, but this felt really good.


  A surge of warmth spread from where we touched. As if a switch had been triggered within me, I guided my tongue towards her lips. Our body heat blended more intensely than when we were just touching each other with our fingers, blurring the lines that separated us.


  Miyagi’s lips parted slightly as she let a breath escape.


  Hearing her faint labored breathing made my ears tingle.


  Miyagi was grasping onto my sweater vest.


  More. I wanted more.


  I wanted to explore the inside of Miyagi’s mouth.


  I parted my lips slightly and tried to sneak my tongue into her mouth, but I was rejected. She bit my lip out of protest and then shoved me away.


  「I didn’t say you could go that far.」


  「A kiss is a kiss, isn’t it?」


  「Anyway, that’s enough.」


  Miyagi said with a sharp tone as she pulled back slightly from me.


  「So, what now?」


  Miyagi asked, tossing a tissue box with a crocodile cover on it at me, while avoiding making eye contact.


  「What do you mean?」


  「Doesn’t this make things awkward between us?」


  Well, I guess she had a point.


  We weren’t friends, let alone lovers. It wouldn’t be weird to feel awkward over kissing someone who was neither of those things.


  Personally, I didn’t think it mattered.


  A couple of kisses weren’t going to soften Miyagi’s attitude towards me or anything.


  She’ll probably continue shooting complaints at me, one after another, with those sharp and prickly words of hers. In fact, I think it’d be even more unsettling if she were to suddenly start acting friendlier towards me. While some things might eventually change, for now, I just wanted to leave things as they were.


  「How can you be so smart, yet so dumb at the same time, Sendai-san?」


  Miyagi said as she heaved a sigh.


  「I’ll admit I can be kind of dumb sometimes, but I’m definitely not smart.」


  If I were smart, I would be able to meet my parents’ expectations.


  I would have gone to a different high school, where I wouldn’t have crossed paths with Miyagi.


  「It’s only going to feel awkward for the first little while anyway.」


  I said, casually brushing her worries off, as I flopped onto her bed.


  It was fine if Miyagi stayed the same as she was now. It was also better if things between us remained unchanged.


  「Hey, keep calling for me from now on, okay?」


  「I was going to do it even without you telling me to. Stop trying to order me around.」


  Miyagi looked annoyed as she stood up and picked out a few manga books to read. When she sat back down, she took a sip from her soda.


  What I learned from kissing Miyagi was that I liked her enough to go as far as barging into her house, summoning her at school, and even trying to order her around.


  Surprisingly, I found myself quite taken by her.


  Not that I had any intention of telling her that, though.


  
    


    Extra


    I Bet Sendai-san Doesn’t Even Know My Name


    (Miyagi PoV)
  


  Despite it already being July, the sun’s rays were nowhere to be seen.


  I stopped in my tracks and glanced up at the sky. It had been a bit cloudy when I left home in the morning, giving the impression that rain might be approaching, though it also wouldn’t have been surprising if it didn’t happen. Despite the rainy season supposedly having ended, the current afternoon sky didn’t seem to acknowledge the weather as summer yet.


  I decided to take a detour on my way home because of the indecisive weather.


  Even if I hurried home, there was no one there waiting for me anyway.


  At home, all I’d be doing is passing the time in an empty house and having dinner by myself in a vacant kitchen.


  There was no rush to get home, so I figured I’d enjoy a detour before heading back. However, it’d be an issue if it suddenly started raining while I was still out. I didn’t have an umbrella with me, so I’d end up returning home soaked, and the thought of having to dry my uniform seemed like such a pain. Although I suspected nobody would fault me for skipping school tomorrow if my uniform didn’t dry in time, the idea of spending an entire day alone at home didn’t seem that appealing to me.


  Is it going to rain or not?


  As I made my way to the entrance of a bookstore, I peered up at the sky once more.


  It seemed like the number of clouds was increasing, or maybe that was just my imagination. Regardless, I just wished for the sky to return to being clear and blue, although that appeared unlikely.


  I had visited a bookstore recently with Maika, so there weren’t any books I wanted to buy. However, this particular bookstore, which I’d been frequenting ever since I started high school, had a pretty good selection of books. It was the perfect place to kill time even if I didn’t have any specific purchases in mind.


  Gambling on the weather staying dry, I entered the bookstore and made my way to the manga section. I spotted a book with an interesting title, but I hesitated on whether or not to pick it up. To be honest, I would’ve preferred to buy it on a sunny day instead of a potentially rainy one like today. I moved to the novel section to browse the shelves before checking out the magazines. None of the magazines laid out on the counter seemed to catch my eye, but for some reason, I decided to turn my gaze over to my left.


  「Oh.」


  My voice slipped out.


  I noticed a familiar face in the store.


  We went to the same school and belonged to the same class.


  I couldn’t help but feel unlucky that I’d come across my classmate, Sendai-san, whom I’d never spoken to before.


  I wasn’t really interested in the flashy magazine she was staring at, but I still wanted to have a look around at the other magazines in this section, so I preferred to stay where I was. However, being in the vicinity of someone in the same school uniform as me made me feel uneasy. Sendai-san belonged to a much higher rank on the social hierarchy than me, so it would be awkward if we crossed paths. When I glanced over at her face again, I somehow felt pressured to leave.


  I let out a small sigh.


  It wasn’t like Sendai-san was going to notice me anyway.


  She had never noticed me before, so it wasn’t like things were going to be any different today either. I mean, I highly doubted Sendai-san even remembered my name, let alone recognized my face.


  It was like she and I lived on completely different planets.


  It was painfully obvious when we were at school.


  Our classmates were seemingly divided into color-coded groups, where those of the same color would flock together. These groups were further arranged into a social hierarchy to prevent colors of lower ranks from blending in. Naturally, Sendai-san and I belonged to different color groups.


  That being said, in reality, we had the freedom to socialize with whomever we wanted to, so normally I would try not to view things that way. Yet, whenever it seemed like I was intruding on a space where I didn’t belong, the atmosphere would turn awkward and leave me feeling uneasy.


  Sendai-san didn’t seem like the type of person who could pick up on that awkwardness, though.


  I mean, she didn’t have to. She had the freedom to visit any level on the hierarchy she wanted to and go wherever she pleased.


  I highly doubted we’d ever see eye-to-eye with each other.


  Before I left the magazine section, I snuck one last glance at Sendai-san.


  She was staring at yet another flashy-looking magazine, wearing a troubled expression on her face. Come to think of it, she had the same look when she was examining the other magazine. At school, she always appeared so radiant and cheerful, so seeing her like this was a contrast to the image I had of her.


  Either way, it didn’t change the fact that she was the type to catch people’s eyes.


  She stood out even at school, although not as much as Ibaraki-san.


  Maybe the reason why Sendai-san seemed so pretty was because she was wearing a little bit of makeup.


  I turned my back to Sendai-san and left the magazine section. I went back to the manga aisle and contemplated buying the book I’d been hesitant about earlier. However, after finally deciding against it, I headed to the novel section again. I wandered around the bookstore, browsing different areas for a while, before eventually returning to the magazine section. Sendai-san didn’t seem to be there anymore.


  I didn’t have any intention of following her around like a stalker, so I decided to head home and made my way to the exit.


  However, when I saw Sendai-san fumbling around with her bag in front of the cash register, I stopped in my tracks.


  What is she doing?


  It was interesting watching her do something I’d normally never see her do at school.


  Although I felt like it was a bad idea to approach the situation, when I heard her nervously trying to speak to the clerk, curiosity got the better of me, and I moved closer. The cash register displayed the cost of her books, but it seemed she hadn’t paid yet. If I had to guess, she probably forgot to bring her wallet.


  I felt a strange sense of closeness seeing her act so flustered.


  I had way too much pocket money in my wallet, so paying for her purchase wasn’t going to put me in financial straits or anything. But I found it interesting to watch Sendai-san, who was usually so calm and collected at school, deal with a troublesome situation like this. It’d make for an interesting sight if she were forced to leave the bookstore empty handed.


  「These books―」


  Sendai-san began to speak.


  Suddenly, my mouth and body decided to move on their own.


  「I’ll pay for them.」


  「Huh?」


  Sendai-san sounded surprised as I approached her while taking out a five-thousand-yen bill from my wallet. I placed the money on the tray and said,


  「Sendai-san, use this.」


  I was doing this entirely on a whim. I didn’t have any intention of holding it over her or seeking anything in return.


  For some reason, with no deeper meaning to it, I had the urge to spend this five-thousand-yen bill on her. Perhaps it was because I wanted to help her out of a troublesome situation – one I wouldn’t typically see her in. Or maybe I was just curious to see how she’d react to a stranger randomly offering to pay for her out of nowhere. I wasn’t entirely sure of my own intentions, but in any case, since the money was already in my wallet, I decided I wanted to try doing something I usually wouldn’t do.


  Well, at least that was how I tried justifying it to myself.


  「…… You’re Miyagi, right?」


  Huh, so she does remember my name.


  I managed to hold back the words that nearly slipped out of my mouth. Sendai-san, who I never thought would utter my name, had such a surprised look on her face that it caught me off guard too, almost causing me to blurt out the thought that was just in my head.


  「Use that money to pay for your things.」


  「No, it’s okay. I’ll just feel bad if I do.」


  「Don’t worry about it.」


  There was no deeper meaning behind my actions, so it didn’t matter if she were to forget about this later. Spending any more time in front of the cash register was only going to draw attention to us. I didn’t want anyone at school to approach me and question what I was doing with Sendai-san, so I wanted to get out of here as soon as possible. However, Sendai-san wouldn’t relent.


  「No, take it back.」


  She pulled the five-thousand-yen bill out of the tray and returned it to me. However, I had no intention of putting it back in my wallet, so I placed it right back onto the tray.


  「Um, may I use this to complete your order?」


  I heard a puzzled voice ask, so I answered with「Yes, please do」and the clerk took the bill from the tray. As Sendai-san was receiving her change from the clerk, I walked away from the cash register.


  「Thanks, Miyagi. Looks like I forgot to bring my wallet, so you helped me out there.」


  She said in her usual cheerful voice.


  If you really feel grateful for the help, then you can return the favor by leaving me alone.


  At school, Sendai-san and I belonged to two completely different aisles. I was someone who’d get sorted into the manga section, whereas Sendai-san aligned with the flashy and eye-catching magazine section. We were two distinct individuals existing in separate worlds, so to me, it seemed only logical for us to maintain our distance.


  「Here, take your change. I’ll pay back what I used tomorrow.」


  「You don’t have to pay me back. You can keep the change too.」


  I didn’t need the five-thousand yen.


  Plus, if Maika saw Sendai-san handing me money at school, she’d just end up questioning me about it. The very idea of that seemed like such a pain.


  I turned my back on Sendai-san and started walking away.


  「Huh? Wait a second, I feel bad.」


  「It’s okay. I really don’t need it, so you can have it, Sendai-san.」


  「I can’t just take this from you. Let me return it.」


  「Just throw it away then.」


  「Throw it away?! This is money we’re talking about!」


  Sendai-san grabbed me by the shoulder.


  If you don’t want it, then throw it away. Otherwise, just keep it.


  I thought to myself, but Sendai-san didn’t seem to be happy with either option and kept steering the conversation in a different direction on her own.


  「Ahh, whatever. Let’s just say I borrowed the change as well. I’ll just give it all back to you tomorrow.」


  「There’s no need for that. You don’t need to pay me back.」


  I shook her hand off my shoulder and exited the bookstore.


  「I’m going to pay you back. I’ll give you five-thousand yen at school tomorrow.」


  It seemed like she was chasing after me as I heard a somewhat annoyed tone – something I hadn’t encountered at school before – coming from behind me. I felt like there were plenty of people out there who’d readily accept the money without any objections if I offered it, but she didn’t seem to be that type of person.


  She was surprisingly persistent.


  And incredibly stubborn.


  As I continued walking, I contemplated different ways to get Sendai-san to accept the money from me.


  Was there anything I could do to convince – or even force her to just take it?


  As I considered a few ideas, my mind suddenly stopped on the silliest one.


  「…… Then how about you work to pay off that five-thousand yen instead?」


  I suggested without looking back at Sendai-san.


  Money was frequently used as compensation for labor.


  It was a bit of a boring suggestion, but one that made sense to me. My father worked and earned money. Even the money in my wallet was the result of my father spending all of his time out at work instead of being at home.


  「Huh? Work?」 


  「For the time being, walk with me to my home.」


  I stopped walking and turned to face Sendai-san.


  「Huh? What do you mean walk with you to your house? I just said I’d pay you back tomorrow.」


  「If you’re not going to come with me, then just keep the money.」


  It didn’t matter to me whether or not she agreed to come over.


  Either way, the five-thousand yen would ultimately end up in Sendai-san’s possession.


  End of story.


  It was a bit boring having to walk home alone, but I turned my back towards her once again.


  I heard a small sigh coming from behind me.


  You should just stay where you are, Sendai-san.


  Before setting off, I gazed up once again. The number of clouds had increased since I entered the bookstore. The sky was now blanketed with gray clouds that hinted at an impending rain.


  I should hurry home. I don’t want my uniform to get wet.


  I thought to myself as I heard a sigh that sounded even heavier than the last one coming from behind me.
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  「I’ve got some umbrellas at home.」


  I wasn’t sure if Sendai-san had an umbrella on her or not, but hearing her disheartened sigh made me say something unnecessary.


  「Ahh, whatever. Where’s your house? Is it close by?」


  「It’s not that far. Come with me.」


  I replied as I started walking.


  Sendai-san was actually following me.


  I didn’t even know what I wanted her to do for me.


  I had no idea what was going through her mind either.


  But maybe it was fine for something like this to happen every once in a while.


  It wasn’t like I had anything I wanted her to do for me in particular, but it was boring walking home alone. Having Sendai-san with me seemed like a great way to pass the time. While I doubted there’d be anything to talk about between us, considering we had absolutely nothing in common, it was a lot better than being by myself.


  And so, we headed off to my apartment together in silence.


  Notes


  
    [1] Niboshi are a type of Japanese small dried fish, usually eaten as snacks or used as soup stock. In 1994, a campaign was launched in an attempt to get people to be healthier by consuming niboshi on February 14th, and they would call it Niboshi Day (煮干しの日).


    The play-on-words is exactly how Miyagi describes it. Ni (に) is two, bo (棒) is one, and shi (し) is four. Together, it makes 214, which then becomes February 14th (going by mm/dd). The reason why Miyagi says that reading the number “one” as “bo” is unreasonable is because it is almost never read that way. As for why it works here, it’s because the kanji used for “bo” is actually 棒, which means stick, and the number “1” is a stick shape.


    [2] “Otaku” is a Japanese term used to describe people that have an intense interest in something, especially things related (but not limited) to: anime, manga, web/light novels (hi), video games, etc. The closest English equivalent would be “nerd” or “geek”, but it’s not exactly the same thing – particularly in this context – so I left it untranslated. In the original text, Miyagi says 「オタクっぽいゲーム」, which, you could imagine, probably means things like dating sims (like what Sendai alludes to) or other anime games.


    [3] White Day is celebrated exactly one month after Valentine’s Day, on March 14th. It started being marketed in Japan some time in the 1970s, and it was meant to be a day for men (or anyone who receives a gift on Valentine’s Day, really) to return the favor, usually also with chocolate (though marshmallows were originally being marketed for this occasion).


    [4] In the original text, Sendai says, “猫の額どころか鼠の額並みに狭い”, which I decided to translate pretty literally here. It is a bit of a play-on-words, but since I lack creativity or knowledge of idioms in English (I swear I did not fail English), I left it as is.


    Basically, 「猫の額」(neko no gaku) translates directly to “cat’s forehead”, but in Japanese, it’s an idiom used to describe a small amount of space. I would’ve had an easier time translating the sentence if Sendai had left it at that, but then she follows up and says,「鼠の額」(nezumi no gaku), which directly translates to “mouse’s forehead” and isn’t an idiom for anything. She just thinks Miyagi would be exceptionally narrowminded if she was upset just because of the karaage thing.


    Anyway, the reason why I translated it so literally was because I wanted to keep the comparison between the two animals (cat and mouse), but hopefully the direct translation still made sense.


    [5] Sendai mentions having gone to a prep school over winter break all the way near the beginning of the story. Before, I didn’t expand further on this, but now that Sendai is mentioning cram school, I thought I should do it here.


    Basically, in Japan, high school seniors have to take a standardized test called the “entrance exam” in order to apply for different universities, though some schools may have private entrance exams that test on more specific subjects. Although I am not from the US, I would imagine it’s something like the SATs. It’s a pretty big deal, as the education system is rather harsh and strict in Japan, making it difficult to achieve high scores.


    Because of that, many students are enrolled in cram schools (塾/juku) or prep schools (予備校/yobikou), which are both generally designed to help students with entrance exam prep. The difference is that a cram school is usually more intensive, with classes being smaller in size, which also means you are able to get help from your teachers there a bit more easily as well (who will help you better according to your learning style). Meanwhile, a prep school functions pretty similarly to a university lecture, with classes being bigger in size. Cram schools are more catered to the individual, whereas a prep school might be more favorable for those who are able to learn by themselves.


    Here, Sendai mentions that she would need to go to a cram school if she wanted to attend a top university. She doesn’t believe herself to be smart enough to study on her own and still achieve high enough scores to attend a top university (which is a fair assessment – not to diss Sendai, but because it is really, really hard). So instead, she settled on going to a prep school because it’s easier to manage.


    [6] Honestly, I’m not sure if this is footnote worthy, but I thought I’d include it for the language or history buffs out there.


    In the original text, Sendai says: 「きっと、踏み絵みたいなものなんだと思う。」, which roughly translates to: “She was definitely trying to get me to do something like fumi-e.”


    Basically, fumi-e was a test of allegiance used by the authorities of the Tokugawa shogunate back in the 1600s. Christianity was banned back then, and those that were caught being a Christian would be persecuted or executed.


    The “fumi” (踏み) part in fumi-e means “to step on”, and the “e” (絵) means “picture”. The idea was that if an individual was suspected to be a Christian or a sympathizer, they were given a picture of Jesus or the Virgin Mary and they had to prove their allegiance by trampling on it in order to escape death.


    This must sound pretty wild considering Sendai and Miyagi are just two high school girls in the modern era, but essentially, it just means “test of allegiance” now. There is no religion involved here.


    [7] Golden Week is a weeklong break that happens from April 29th to May 5th every year (though it may be adjusted by a day depending on which day it starts and ends that year). Although it’s not the longest holiday for students, it is the longest break for working adults in Japan. If you’re interested, you can read more about the history of it on the Wikipedia page.


    [8] Sendai uses the term batsu gēmu (罰ゲーム) here, which literally translates to “punishment game”. Usually, it’s something that takes place after a game or a bet, where the winner can make the loser do their bidding (within reason, of course). You might’ve seen some examples of punishment games in some anime romcoms for the sake of progressing the romance (e.g. someone loses in a card game? The loser must kiss so-and-so), or a simpler example would be making the loser buy the winner a drink or something.
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