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    Chapter 11


    I’m The One Who Gives the Orders, Not You, Sendai-san (I)


    (Miyagi PoV) Part 35
  


  My midterm exam results were a mess.


  I was never a fan of studying, but I usually crammed right before exams, hoping to at least be able to memorize concepts like math formulas and historical events. Naturally, I attempted the same approach this time, but nothing seemed to stick in my memory.


  Because of that, my grades – which weren’t particularly high to begin with – plummeted.


  Sendai-san was the reason behind all of this.


  I couldn’t concentrate on studying because of what had happened before our exams.


  As June rolled in and we officially switched over to summer wear, Sendai-san, appearing more refreshed than ever, casually flipped through a magazine beside me. The cover featured flippant phrases like “tips for looking cute” or “how to lose weight”. It looked a lot like the same type of magazine I had seen her purchase the first time I gave her five-thousand yen at the bookstore after she had forgotten her wallet.


  I wasn’t sure what to make of the situation.


  After we shared those kisses, Sendai-san, who I hadn’t even considered a friend, turned our relationship into something even more incomprehensible.


  『It’s only going to feel awkward for the first little while.』


  Sendai-san was the one who said that, but she didn’t seem awkward at all, even though this was the first time I’d called for her since then.


  Maybe I shouldn’t have summoned her.


  I put the manga I was reading back onto my bookshelf and pulled out another book.


  Nothing good happened today. Nothing bad happened either.


  And yet, for some reason, I still called for Sendai-san.


  I didn’t want her to start thinking I stopped calling for her just because we kissed, and I thought I’d be able to act like nothing happened, but I was already starting to regret my decision.


  I took a sip from my soda and leaned my back against my bed.


  As usual, Sendai-san was sticking close to me.


  Usually, she’d be lying on top of my bed, but today, she was sitting right next to me as if she belonged there.


  「Do you like these kinds of magazines?」


  Sendai-san, who was flipping through the pages so quickly I wasn’t sure if she was actually reading them or not, raised her head and asked.


  「No, I don’t.」


  「You’ve been staring over here for a while, so I thought maybe you were interested in it.」


  「I wasn’t staring at you, and I don’t care for those types of magazines.」


  I understood from the way her lips were curled that she was just trying to tease me, so I gave her a curt answer.


  「I don’t really like them either.」


  「Even though you go out of your way to buy them and read them?」


  「Yep, I go out of my way to buy magazines that I don’t even like.」


  She said as a matter-of-factly while closing the magazine.


  I could understand why she wasn’t reading through them thoroughly, but she refrained from telling me the reason why she bought them in the first place. However, considering who her friends were, I felt like I could hazard a guess.


  The flashy catchphrases that adorned the covers seemed like the sort of words that Ibaraki-san liked.


  People-pleasers sure had it rough.


  If Sendai-san had acted that way around me, maybe I would have found it easier to be around her. However, I wouldn’t have invited her to my house so many times if that were the case.


  「Oh right, how did your exams go?」


  Sendai-san asked while taking a sip from her barley tea.


  I didn’t want to admit that my scores weren’t great.


  But if I didn’t say anything, then she’d end up assuming they were bad.


  「The same as usual. How about you, Sendai-san?」


  「Same here. What was your average score?」


  「Why do I have to tell you that? Besides, if you’re going to ask someone that, then you should say what yours was first.」


  「Sure, I don’t mind. Pass me my bag. I brought the test papers we got back today with me.」


  Sendai-san said as she touched my arm.


  Now that we were in our summer uniforms, our blouses became short-sleeved as well.


  With no fabric shielding my arms, I could sense the warmth of her skin against mine. Even though I was closest to her bag, having her hand on me – which seemed to be her way of telling me to hurry up – made my body tense up.


  How ridiculous.


  I let out a small sigh as I pushed Sendai-san’s hand away.


  「I don’t need to see it. I already know you got good marks.」


  「They weren’t that good. They’re average.」


  「Whatever you perceive as “average” is probably what I would consider really good.」


  「That’s not true. Come on, hand me my bag already.」


  Sendai-san tapped me on the arm once again.


  I doubted she even cared about our test scores.


  She was probably getting a kick out of this simply because I said I didn’t want to look at hers.


  She was always up to these sorts of things.


  I grabbed the magazine Sendai-san had on her lap and tossed it towards her bag.


  「Go get it.」


  And get your bag while you’re at it.


  「Yes, yes. That’s an order, right?」


  No matter how many times I had told her to answer with just one “yes”, Sendai-san never listened to me. She rose from her seat, grabbing just the magazine, but she didn’t hand it back to me.


  「Hey, what if you tried wearing a hairstyle like this?」


  Sendai-san flipped through the pages of the magazine and then showed me a picture of a girl with loosely curled hair.


  The hairstyle looked cute, but it didn’t really suit me.


  「Should I do it for you?」


  As she extended her hand out towards me, a certain memory suddenly came to mind.


  Right before we kissed, Sendai-san had lightly combed through my hair with her fingers.


  Softly and gently.


  Before her hands could even reach my hair, I shut her down by saying 「You don’t have to.」


  I wasn’t sure if she was doing it deliberately or not, but Sendai-san was touching me a lot today.


  I thought it was rather mean of her to do things like this – which she often did.


  She was being mean to me on the day we kissed, too.


  Even though I doubted she had feelings for me, she kept pushing me into issuing her those orders.


  I didn’t think she hated me, nor did I think she was making fun of me or anything, but I couldn’t understand why Sendai-san was so insistent on kissing me.


  However, one thing was clear: Sendai-san treated me kindly. I wanted to touch her too, and unlike the Sendai-san who always put on a front at school, I didn’t dislike the real Sendai-san. Yet, it was frustrating for me to feel this way at all.


  I stared at Sendai-san.


  Her hair color was slightly brown, but it wasn’t light enough for the teachers to care.


  I could see her ears through her hair.


  「You don’t have any piercings, huh? Even though you look like the type to have them.」


  Sendai-san’s appearance wasn’t exactly flashy, but it wouldn’t have been strange to see her wearing earrings. Ibaraki-san’s ears were pierced and she would often get scolded by the teachers.


  「I wouldn’t want the teachers to notice them. Are you ever going to get any piercings, Miyagi?」


  「No.」


  I answered curtly.


  When I tugged at her earlobe – a spot where an earring wouldn’t seem out of place – Sendai-san appeared slightly taken aback.


  I ran my fingers behind her ear.


  「Hey, that kind of tickles, you know.」


  「Then stop moving around.」


  Today, I wasn’t going to let her order me around.


  I’ll follow my own desires and do as I please.


  As I moved my index finger along the back of her ear, gently brushing against its base, Sendai-san grabbed onto my arm.


  

  



  
    
      I’m The One Who Gives the Orders, Not You, Sendai-san (II)


      Part 36
    

  


  「Didn’t I just say that tickles?」


  Sendai-san didn’t outright forbid me from touching her. However, her expression clearly conveyed that she didn’t want to be touched, and she pulled my hand from her ear.


  「And I thought I told you not to move.」


  That hadn’t been a request – it was an order.


  Sendai-san probably knew that as well.


  「Besides, all I did was touch your ear. Oh, don’t tell me, is this another one of your weak spots?」


  I tugged on her earlobe again.


  「Stop pulling so hard. That hurts.」


  Sendai-san didn’t deny that it was her weak spot, but she furrowed her brows. However, her expression was the only thing that changed; she didn’t move her body.


  I slid my fingers behind her ear once again, causing her to tremble slightly.


  The frown on her face didn’t disappear, but unlike earlier, she didn’t pull my hand away this time.


  「That’s good. Just keep on obeying my orders like this.」


  I felt a sense of relief seeing Sendai-san doing exactly as I say.


  This was my room. I shouldn’t have to feel restless as if I were in someone else’s room.


  I was the owner of this place. Not Sendai-san.


  My heart, which had been in turmoil up until now, started to calm down as our relationship gradually returned to how it used to be.


  I continued to trace the outline of Sendai-san’s ear with my finger.


  The displeased look on her face did not disappear, as if it were frozen in place.


  Wanting to wipe that expression away, I slipped my finger into her ear, prompting Sendai-san to flinch immediately.


  「Hey!」


  She exclaimed, but I kept poking around in her ear, as if trying to tickle her.


  Sendai-san lifted her hand for a moment, but soon lowered it.


  It seemed she was determined to follow the previous order I had issued her, so she stopped resisting. I took the opportunity to continue playing around with her ear.


  Sendai-san always appeared so calm at school, so it was amusing to see her bear with this in silence despite her annoyance.


  The things that I found amusing were probably uninteresting to Sendai-san, and I’m sure it was the same vice versa.


  Needless to say, it was clear that the two of us were polar opposites with nothing in common. It was only natural that I couldn’t understand someone as dazzling and outstanding as Sendai-san.


  I ran my fingers from the top of her ear down to the side of her neck.


  Sendai-san flinched.


  「Is this amusing to you?」


  She asked in a subdued voice as she grabbed onto my arm, as if unable to bear with it any longer.


  「Yep. Feel free to resist all you want.」


  Sendai-san threw a defiant glare at me.


  There – that face was what suited her best.


  Seeing the angry challenge in her eyes, I felt like I might not be able to hold back.


  「Can you just cut it out already?」


  「Nope.」


  I rejected Sendai-san’s request with a single word and shook her hand off. Then, I tugged on her ear to pull her body towards me.


  「Miyagi, that hurts!」


  Of course it does.


  Her reaction was fitting, considering I was intentionally pulling on her ear with enough force to cause discomfort and pain.


  Feeling content with what I did, I closed the distance between us a bit more.


  Sendai-san was now about as close as when we kissed.


  Thump.


  For some reason, my heart was misconstruing the emotions I held for Sendai-san as something positive.


  Pretending not to notice my rapidly increasing heart rate, I pressed my lips to her ear.


  A sweet, floral fragrance gently tickled my nose.


  It was the same scent that always lingered on my pillow after Sendai-san’s visits – a scent I didn’t particularly dislike.


  What kind of shampoo does she use?


  While my mind was getting distracted by the question that I had contemplated several times before, I gently touched her ear with the tip of my tongue.


  「Hey, I told you that tickles!」


  Sendai-san exclaimed as she pushed me by the shoulders.


  That being said, it seemed she was still keeping the order I had issued earlier in mind, so she didn’t use too much strength.


  When I gently bit down on the cartilage of her ear, Sendai-san trembled, her reaction seeming overly dramatic.


  「Isn’t this enough already?」


  She didn’t sound angry, but she spoke in a lower tone than usual.


  「No.」


  「What do you mean “no”? I’m telling you to stop.」


  「Senda―」


  I whispered into her ear, but stopped myself partway.


  Then, I rephrased what I was about to say.


  「Shut up, Hazuki.」


  In this room, Sendai-san had once called me by my given name before, so I wanted to get my revenge.


  There was no deeper meaning to it.


  The only connection we had between us was the agreement we made. Our relationship consisted of nothing more and nothing less. That had been decided from the moment I first handed her a five-thousand-yen bill. Our time together was limited – the contract that linked us was born on a whim, so it was sure to end the same way.


  At most, we would only stay together until graduation.


  It wouldn’t extend beyond that.


  I was satisfied with what we had.


  I didn’t wish for anything more.


  So calling her by her first name didn’t feel all that special to me.


  I pressed my lips against the bottom of her ear.


  Sendai-san briefly touched my back with her hand before quickly pulling it away.


  As I stroked her smooth skin with my tongue, I heard a soft exhale. Her breath lightly tickled against my neck, prompting me to retaliate by running my tongue behind her ear.


  「That feels disgusting, Miyagi.」


  Her voice retained its usual tone, but her breathing was starting to sound a bit labored. I could feel my own heart racing a bit faster as well.


  I shouldn’t go any further than this.


  I attempted to rationalize with myself, but I couldn’t help getting swept away by the quickening rhythm of my heartbeat, a sound I was struggling to ignore.


  I shifted the weight of my body onto Sendai-san as I pushed her down.


  I was surprised by how easily her back touched the floor. I tried to bite on her ear once again, but this time, she forcefully shoved me away.


  「If you go any further than this, you’ll be breaking the rules.」


  「I don’t think I’m breaking any rules though.」


  I complained, backing away slightly.


  Sendai-san pushed me aside as she sat herself up.


  「What you were doing was practically a violation.」


  「Wait, are you trying to tell me you were actually feeling pleasured by all of that?」


  I asked mockingly.


  Wiping her ear, Sendai-san stood up with an annoyed expression on her face.


  「Don’t be stupid. I’m just telling you not to push me down like that.」


  She said as she kicked my thigh without holding back.


  「Hey, Miyagi.」


  Sendai-san said as she flopped onto my bed.


  「What?」


  「If you want, you can keep calling me by my first name.」


  「I’m not calling you that anymore.」


  I answered as I leaned my back against the bed.


  She hit me with a pillow in response. Although it didn’t actually hurt, I exaggerated my reaction and exclaimed, “Hey, that hurts!”. But instead of receiving an apology, she hit me with the pillow once more.


  「You’re so boring, Miyagi.」


  The soft, murmuring voice truly did sound bored.


  

  



  
    
      I’m The One Who Gives the Orders, Not You, Sendai-san (III)


      Part 37
    

  


  The history of the world was written on the blackboard, and as usual, Tigerhashi was dressed in his distinctive blue attire. I wasn’t interested in listening to his lecture about the ancient rise and fall of distant nations, so his words were going in one ear and out the other.


  Things hardly ever went the way I wanted them to.


  Even when I issued orders intended to annoy Sendai-san, her irritation usually faded quickly, leaving me as the only one with unstable, wavering emotions that felt like they could vanish into thin air at any moment.


  That wasn’t the kind of result I wanted.


  I turned to the next page of my textbook.


  Sendai-san’s breath.


  Her sweet fragrance.


  The sensation of her soft ear and solid bone.


  Finally, the faint blush on her cheeks.


  I couldn’t help but fill my mind with the events of yesterday.


  I found myself unable to lock the memories of what happened yesterday away in a mental compartment. Because of that, my mind was now hopelessly filled with thoughts of Sendai-san.


  This is strange.


  I had done numerous things of similar nature to her in the past.


  I had given her hickeys and bitten her neck before. What I did yesterday wasn’t much different.


  Yet, the memory of it lingered in my head, growing more vivid by the second.


  That was all I could think about lately.


  Whenever Sendai-san was involved, nothing good ever seemed to come from it. Despite our arrangement beginning on a whim, our relationship had started to feel considerably heavy recently.


  I pulled the eraser that Sendai-san left behind in my room the other day out of my pencil case.


  The eraser that had been passed back and forth between us showed no signs of use.


  It wasn’t the sort of object that required anyone to go out of their way to return.


  Had Sendai-san not summoned me at school the other day, our connection might’ve ended then and there. We wouldn’t have ended up kissing, and my mind wouldn’t be so preoccupied with her when I should be concentrating on class.


  「Hey, don’t space out! Keep your eyes over here.」


  Tigerhashi’s words sounded as if they were aimed at me, causing me to apprehensively raise my head. However, it turned out that the one being scolded was actually a boy sitting three rows ahead of me, who’d also been asked to answer a rather challenging question.


  Oh, it’s not me today.


  Having escaped Tigerhashi’s wrath today, I pulled out another eraser from my pencil case and started erasing some of the writing on my notebook to look busy, even though there wasn’t anything that really needed to be erased.


  Meanwhile, the difficult question Tigerhashi had posed to the boy remained unanswered.


  I rewrote what I’d erased earlier, copying what was written on the blackboard. Then, I put the eraser that Sendai-san returned to me back into my pencil case.


  As the school day neared its end, the number of Tigerhashi’s targets increased, but miraculously, I managed to avoid becoming one of them today.


  As soon as homeroom ended, Maika came over to my desk.


  「Man, the weather forecast just had to be wrong today of all days, huh. I was really hoping that our sports festival practice would be cancelled.」


  She said with a disappointed tone in her voice.


  「I thought it’d be cancelled too. These joint training sessions[1] are such a pain.」


  Although the morning news had advised us to bring umbrellas, there was no rain outside, despite the overcast sky.


  「Did they really have to make us do it after school? Couldn’t they have just replaced a class with it instead?」


  Ami grumbled, casting a glare at the unyielding dry sky, while voicing her annoyance about having to participate in a joint training session for the upcoming sports festival.


  “I just wanna go home already,” she added.


  「Well, it’s not going to get cancelled no matter how much we complain about it, so we should head out before a teacher gets mad at us.」


  「Yeah, I guess you’re right.」


  I agreed, reluctantly resigning myself to Maika’s suggestion. Rising from my chair, I took my gym bag and joined them as the three of us exited the classroom together. As we walked down the hallway, Ami occasionally muttered phrases like, “I don’t wanna go,” and Maika would share the sentiment.


  However, despite her complaints, the weather remained unchanged, and we headed for the sports field.


  The school field, which was typically quite spacious, felt unusually cramped today due to the joint training session we were partaking in. Yet, somehow I managed to spot Sendai-san in the crowd without even searching for her.


  Her class didn’t seem to be lined up yet.


  However, considering that we were arranged by grade and class, it was practically inevitable that I’d eventually notice her since she belonged to the neighboring class. Likewise, spotting Ibaraki-san, who was standing beside her, was also unavoidable.


  Sendai-san was eye-catching, yet Ibaraki-san managed to stand out even more.


  Her distinctly dyed brown hair and noticeably disheveled gym uniform were impossible to overlook.


  Adorned with multiple piercings and meticulously manicured nails, she exuded an air of invincibility at school. She was always accompanied by a group of friends who appeared to share her style and demeanor, creating an impression that they belonged to an entirely different world from the rest of us.


  However, as I observed Ibaraki-san, who appeared to be having a good time conversing with some guy, I couldn’t help but feel that she and Sendai-san were an unlikely match.


  [image: i-023]

  I had no idea why those two even hung out together.


  Back when I was just watching them from afar, the two of them seemed like friends that had a lot in common, but my impression has changed since then.


  Sendai-san didn’t seem to share the same interests as Ibaraki-san.


  「Hey, Shiori, what are you daydreaming about over there?」


  「Huh? Oh, I was just thinking about how nice it’d be if we could finish up quickly.」


  Maika tapped me on the shoulder, and I looked away from Sendai-san.


  「Finish up? If only. We haven’t even started yet. Oh, hey, is that Ibaraki-san over there? I thought she usually skipped these kinds of things.」


  「Maybe she’s worried it’ll affect her school record?」


  Ami said with a giggle.


  「You think she’s worried about it now?」


  Maika asked with a hint of curiosity in her voice.


  「Better late than never, right?」


  「Well, I guess that’s true. Oh, right, Shiori. Has anything else happened between you and Sendai-san since then?」


  Maika asked, her voice filled with anticipation, as she shifted her gaze from Ibaraki-san to Sendai-san. Ami chimed in with, “I wanna know too!” as she grabbed hold of my arm.


  The other day, Sendai-san had come to our classroom and looked for me.


  That incident had been quite a shock for Maika and Ami. Since then, they would always bring up Sendai-san in our conversations. Basically, Sendai-san – who had gone out of her way to look for me at school – had piqued their curiosity.


  I tried to fend them off by coming up with what I thought was a reasonable excuse, but the fact that they kept bugging me about her meant they weren’t convinced.


  Judging by the looks on their faces, it was obvious that they were hoping to hear something more dramatic.


  I couldn’t help but sigh.


  「What do you mean?」


  「Come on, you know exactly what I’m asking.」


  Maika replied, as if it was obvious that something had happened.


  「No way. Besides, it’s not like either of us have anything to do with each other.」


  「Hmm, really now?」


  Hearing Maika sound so certain in her words made my heart feel a little heavy.


  But only a little.


  It really wasn’t that big of a deal or anything.


  「Honestly, it would’ve been great if we could just wing the sports festival without having to practice for anything.」


  Maika grumbled as she crouched on the ground, seemingly having lost interest in talking about Sendai-san.


  「Right? They should’ve just cancelled practice today even if it’s not raining.」


  I replied as I glanced over at Sendai-san again.


  I didn’t know what they were talking about, but she and Ibaraki-san were sharing a laugh over something.


  I should’ve expected it, but she never looked my way even once.


  Ever since we became third years, I’ve found it increasingly difficult to manage the emotions I have towards Sendai-san.


  I had always believed that my feelings were going along at a leisurely pace, but before I knew it, they had accelerated to full speed, to the point where I was afraid I would might crash into something. It felt like my sense of reason had been tossed aside and rendered useless.


  I needed to let go of these feelings towards Sendai-san. Otherwise, our relationship might end up becoming even more complicated. I knew what I needed to do. I knew it perfectly well, and yet, a part of me wanted to continue giving her orders forever.


  I wanted her to listen to me.


  To obey me.


  To submit to me.


  ―― This is so stupid.


  I gazed up at the sky.


  The first time I gave Sendai-san five thousand yen at the bookstore, the sky looked just as indecisive as it did now.


  At the time, the rainy season had just ended, so it’s almost been a year since then.


  What had I been doing at this time last year?


  I tried to recall, but my memory was hazy.


  「Hey, it’s time for us to line up.」


  Maika said as she poked me on the back, snapping me out of my daydream.


  Well, if there was one thing I did remember, it was that last year’s sports festival was pretty dull.


  
    


    Chapter 12


    I’m Just Doing Whatever You Tell Me To, Miyagi (I)


    (Sendai PoV) Part 38
  


  Something’s about to change.


  Or at least, that was what I had thought when Miyagi toyed with my ear the other day.


  Even though Miyagi had called me over several times after our midterms, our dynamic remained largely unchanged. The sports festival came and went in the blink of an eye, and we were now spending our days together in peace.


  She hadn’t been put off by the kiss we shared, and she hadn’t stopped summoning me since the day she bit my ear either.


  How boring.


  This wasn’t fun at all.


  It was disconcerting just how bored I felt over the lack of change.


  Spending time in this room now felt like when a beloved restaurant changes its tastes. I didn’t think sharing a kiss was going to change anything between us, but perhaps deep down, I wanted it to.


  Well, even if there were changes between us, there was no guarantee that they would be for the better. However, the way Miyagi was acting right now was way too dull. Nowadays, she only ever gave me mundane orders.


  I felt deflated.


  Things weren’t as exciting anymore.


  The other day, Miyagi had licked my ear.


  I wasn’t exactly pleased with her actions, but I was curious about what was going through her head. However, I didn’t bother asking about it at the time, so her behavior remained a mystery.


  Since then, Miyagi had stopped issuing me orders to lick her fingers or her feet. It wasn’t like I wanted her to give me those types of suggestive orders, but I was getting tired of doing her homework and reading manga to her.


  Ah, well…


  I guess there were a couple of subtle changes.


  The table had gotten a little bigger, and Miyagi was sitting a bit closer to me than usual.


  There was more space for us to place our textbooks now.


  Maybe that was why Miyagi was doing her homework next to me today.


  However, it appeared she was determined to avoid any physical contact with me. Moreover, she didn’t seem to be enjoying herself all that much either.


  Miyagi seemed gloomy, much like the erratic weather during the rainy season.


  「You made a mistake there.」


  I pointed at a section on Miyagi’s notebook with my pencil.


  English appeared to be one of her weaker subjects, as evidenced by the other mistakes in her homework, but I chose to address only one of them for now. However, Miyagi stared at me in response with an unimpressed look on her face.


  「I didn’t ask, so I don’t need you pointing out my mistakes.」


  「Well, are you just going to leave it as it is then?」


  「… No.」


  Miyagi furrowed her brows as she erased the letters written on her notebook. The eraser she was using looked new, unlike the one I returned to her.


  ―― It was a little insulting knowing she went out of her way to buy and use a new eraser.


  I shifted my focus back to my own notebook.


  「So then, what’s the right answer?」


  Miyagi, who had been doing her own homework diligently up until now, was now demanding me to help her take the easy way out.


  「Think it through yourself.」


  「I don’t know how to.」


  「I’m sure you can work out the answer if you tried. Do it properly.」


  「Fine, then I’ll make it an order. Tell me the answer.」


  She said as she pushed her textbook and notebook towards me.


  「You’re not actually asking me to tell you the answer. You just want me to do it for you, right?」


  「Yep, exactly.」


  「Sure, sure.」


  If I remembered correctly, this happened last time as well. She gave up on her homework halfway and left the rest to me so she could go read manga.


  I took Miyagi’s notebook from her, as well as her eraser.


  The question itself wasn’t that difficult.


  I’m pretty sure that if she put in the effort, even someone like Miyagi would be able to answer it correctly. But there was no point thinking about it. I was given an order, so I had no choice but to obey. I erased her mistakes off the page and began writing over them.


  「It’s almost been a year, huh?」


  I mentioned casually as I finished correcting her mistakes and moved onto the next question.


  「Since what?」


  「Since I started coming here.」


  「Is that so?」


  Miyagi replied, sounding uninterested.


  「The first time we hung out was around July, right? So it’s almost been a year already.」


  Even though we were classmates at the time, Miyagi and I had hardly ever spoken to each other. Nevertheless, I could vividly recall what led me to start coming over to her place.


  Miyagi had saved my life on that fateful day when I’d forgotten to bring my wallet, generously offering to pay for my purchase! … Yeah, right. If things had actually gone down that way, it would make for quite the fairytale. In reality, she had forced the money upon me and refused to let me pay her back. She even went as far as suggesting I throw the change away if I didn’t want it.


  At the time, I thought of Miyagi as a real pain in the side. Honestly, even now, my impression of her hasn’t changed.


  「Why did you pay for my books back then?」


  「I simply wanted to help out a fellow classmate in need.」


  「Really now?」


  「No, that’s a lie. I just happened to have a five-thousand-yen bill in my wallet at the time.」


  「So what you’re saying is, if you only had one-thousand yen on you, you wouldn’t have helped out?」


  「Maybe.」


  「You’re lying about that too, aren’t you? What’s the real reason?」


  「I just felt like it. That’s all.」


  I wasn’t sure if she was telling the truth or not, but Miyagi didn’t seem interested in continuing the conversation. She stood up and walked over to the bookshelf, picking out two volumes of manga before lying down on her bed.


  I quickly finished up the rest of Miyagi’s homework and started poking her in the side.


  「Hey, move over a bit.」


  「Why?」


  「That’s my spot.」


  「This is my bed, you know. Don’t come over here. There’s not enough space for you.」


  Miyagi said curtly as she adjusted herself towards the middle of the bed.


  Well, it was true that the bed belonged to Miyagi, and not me.


  But I was always the one on her bed whenever I came over, so I felt like I had the right to at least half of it.


  「Come on, it’s fine, isn’t it? Just move over a little.」


  「It’s not fine.」


  「You’re so stingy, Miyagi.」


  Instead of continuing to poke her in the side, I decided to push her, determined to stake my claim. However, without touching me back, Miyagi replied with,


  「Stop it. You’re being really annoying, Sendai-san.」


  Even though Miyagi was sometimes surprisingly bold in the way she touched me, there were moments when she seemed uneasy about doing so. Whenever that happened, there’d be this look on her face that made it seem like she regretted touching me at all.


  I wasn’t the type of person who could brush everything off with a smile. I had a bit of a delicate side to me, so even I had my limits and could get hurt by other people’s words. There were moments when Miyagi’s insensitivity would cut really deep.


  I generally didn’t mind being touched by Miyagi.


  But lately, I was starting to feel increasingly uncomfortable about it.


  If I had to choose, I’d much rather touch her than to be touched by her.


  I climbed onto her bed and tried to push Miyagi aside to make room for myself. However, instead of yielding, she sat herself up.


  「Sendai-san, take off your necktie.」


  She said out of nowhere as she stared blankly at me.


  Seeing that look on her face wasn’t a good sign.


  Knowing Miyagi, she was probably about to get me to do something unpleasant.


  「Why?」


  「Just do it.」


  Like always, whenever she refused to answer my questions, it was her way of telling me it was an order. Instead of pointlessly fighting back, I did what I was told and took off my necktie.


  「Is this good enough?」


  「Yep. Now, hand it over to me.」


  「My necktie?」


  「Yes, your necktie.」


  The tone in Miyagi’s voice sounded the same as when she had ordered me to do her homework earlier, but still, I had a bad feeling about this. Despite that, I handed my necktie over to her.


  「Turn around.」


  I did exactly as I was told and turned around. Miyagi followed up with, “Give me your hands,” as she grabbed both of my wrists.


  I could guess what she was about to do from here.


  I sighed, though not loud enough for Miyagi to hear, as she pulled my hands towards her. Suddenly, I felt the sensation of cloth tightly wrapping around my wrists.


  「Hey, that hurts!」


  I exclaimed. My wrists were bound together so tightly, it felt like she’d poured all her strength into tying them.


  If she didn’t loosen the necktie up a bit, it was definitely going to leave a mark. Our summer uniforms were short-sleeved, so it’d end up being visible to everyone.


  「Miyagi.」


  When I sternly called out her name, the necktie dug into my wrists even further.


  「You better not leave any marks behind.」


  As soon as I reprimanded her, the necktie loosened slightly. Then, I felt her finishing the knot up.


  「You’re such a pervert, Miyagi. I bet you got this idea from reading a manga, didn’t you?」


  Her bookshelf was filled with books from various genres, spanning from adorable shoujo manga to spirited shounen manga. Among them, there were a few erotic books too, so it wouldn’t be surprising if one of those stories included a situation where the main heroine found herself getting tied up with a necktie by her domineering boyfriend.


  「Oh, were you hoping that I would imitate one of those kinds of stories?」


  「As if.」


  「Well, I wasn’t going to anyway. Now, stay seated like that by yourself for about an hour.」


  「Huh? What? Why? Is this supposed to be neglect play or something?」


  「So you did want me to do something to you.」


  She said from behind me, using my own words against me.


  「You’re quite the pervert, Sendai-san.」


  I could feel her breath against my neck. Suddenly, she sank her teeth into my shoulder.


  「Ow!」


  The word “moderation” clearly did not exist in Miyagi’s dictionary.


  Even when I expressed my pain, her teeth continued to dig into my shoulder.


  「I never said I wanted this.」


  Usually, I’d be able to relieve myself of the pain by pushing Miyagi away by the forehead. But I couldn’t do that today since I had my wrists bound together. I felt like if I turned around now, I’d only end up losing my balance, so all I could do was voice my protests aloud.


  「Miyagi, that seriously hurts.」


  When I called out her name firmly, she finally relented.


  「I thought we agreed not to do anything that would leave any marks. I don’t mind if you bite me, but at least be a bit gentler.」


  「No one would be able to see a mark on your shoulder anyway, so it’s fine, isn’t it?」


  「That’s not the issue here.」


  「Fine, then get off the bed and sit on the floor.」


  “I don’t want to.”


  At least, that’s what I’d like to say, but even if I did, I’m sure Miyagi would force me off the bed somehow. Unlike normal, reasonable people, Miyagi didn’t seem to have any reservations about shoving people away.


  And for me, I’d much rather get off the bed on my own than to get kicked off it.


  I silently did exactly as I was told and sat on the floor. As soon as I did, Miyagi took off her socks.


  「Sendai-san, you know what I’m about to order you to do, right?」


  I looked up to meet her gaze.


  In response, Miyagi kicked me on the shoulder, right where she’d bitten me earlier.
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  「You want me to lick your foot, right?」


  I’d been hanging around Miyagi for a while now, so compared to before, I was a bit better at reading her now.


  「If you already know, then hurry up and get to it.」


  Miyagi sounded amused as she looked down at me. While I did prefer seeing her in a good mood rather than having her look sulky all the time, I really wasn’t having it right now.


  The reason for that was because I knew things were only about to go downhill from here. Whenever Miyagi appeared to be in a good mood, it had never resulted in anything positive for me.


  「Fine. Can you lift your leg up a bit then?」


  It was inconvenient not being able to use my hands. I couldn’t hold her leg up the way I usually did.


  I stared at Miyagi’s leg as I remained seated on the floor.


  I had no complaints about licking her foot.


  I had done it many times before in the past.


  However, licking her foot with my hands still bound together seemed like a tall task.


  「No.」
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  Her answer was short and blunt.


  She’s not even going to cooperate with me? How rude.


  She wanted me to obey her order while I was still tied up.


  Left with no other choice, I put my tongue on the area just below her knee.


  I mean, her knee was close enough to her foot anyway[2].


  However, Miyagi didn’t seem to be impressed.


  「Start with my toes.」


  She said, her voice coming from above me.


  「With my hands still bound together?」


  「Yep, with your hands still bound together. After all, you enjoy doing whatever I tell you to, don’t you, Sendai-san?」


  Actually, I don’t like obeying your orders at all.


  But it would be pointless if I said it aloud, so I kept the thought to myself. Plus, I had no choice but to obey her. It was either that or I return the five-thousand yen to her and never set foot in her room again.


  I looked up at Miyagi from the floor.


  She didn’t seem like she was going to budge at all.


  In order to fulfill her demand, I was the one who needed to do all the work.


  The owner of this room was incredibly selfish. Unreservedly so. And I was the only person she treated this way.


  She’d say things to me that she wouldn’t dare utter in front of other people. Yet, the craziest thing about all of this wasn’t her behavior, but rather the fact that I continued to obey every last one of her orders.


  「Sendai-san.」


  She kicked my knee, as if urging me to get to it. I gradually shifted my gaze away from Miyagi and began to lick her toes. With how low her foot dangled, it almost felt like I was licking the floor.


  ‘How humiliating,’ I thought, as if it were someone else’s problem.


  「Now this is what I like seeing from you, Sendai-san.」


  Hearing the joy in her voice was starting to get on my nerves.


  I wasn’t in a posture that was easy to maintain. In fact, it was beginning to hurt. However, I couldn’t bring myself to make the active choice of returning the five-thousand yen to her, so I licked her toes and made my way up to the insole of her foot. By the time I reached her ankle, she pulled her leg away slightly. I followed it, almost as if I were chasing her foot down. Just as my tongue met the top of her foot again, she pushed it towards me.


  No doubt, she was amused by all this.


  「Miyagi.」


  Instead of voicing my complaints, I simply called out her name.


  Seemingly displeased with me doing so, Miyagi slid her foot underneath my chin and lifted it up with her instep.


  「What?」


  Miyagi asked with a grin on her face.


  「Stop moving so much.」


  「Remember, I’m the only one who can issue orders. You don’t have that right, Sendai-san.」


  Miyagi’s not wrong.


  But do I really have to take orders from her while looking like this?


  Although I was the one who willingly went along with it, I felt incredibly displeased with the current situation.


  「Hurry up and continue already.」


  Miyagi gave the next order before I could even speak my mind.


  She placed her foot back on the floor. Then, I pressed my lips against the top of her foot once again.


  She gave the orders, and I obeyed them.


  It had become so routine that despite my frustration, my body acted on its own.


  I licked her toes, brushing against her smooth skin with my lips.


  As I bit down gently on her ankle – tracing the faint outline of the bone beneath my tongue – Miyagi’s body shifted ever so slightly. I continued to move my tongue along her leg, reaching up to her shin, while biting her in different places repeatedly.


  I licked her, bit her, and then touched her knee with my lips.


  I couldn’t help but imagine that the skin beneath my mouth were her lips.


  I softly pressed my lips against her knee, the same way as when I kissed her.


  After repeating this a few times, I sucked on it with as much intensity as I could, prompting Miyagi to grab me by my hair.


  「That’s enough.」


  「Why?」


  「Because you’re being lewd, Sendai-san.」


  「Oh, come on. What’s that supposed to mean?」


  「It just feels disgusting.」


  Miyagi said without a trace of emotion in her voice as she let go of my hair.


  Then, instead of gently nibbling her skin, I decided to sink my teeth firmly into her knee, ensuring enough pressure to leave distinct bite marks behind. I reached her bone almost instantly, but I didn’t care. As I dug my teeth further into her flesh, she forcefully pushed my head away.


  「Quit it. That really hurts.」


  「Well, you know, since you told me I was being too lewd, I thought I’d tone it down a little.」


  「Don’t do anything I didn’t order you to do.」


  「Huh? But I was licking your foot, just like you told me to.」


  「Okay, fine. You don’t have to do it anymore.」


  Though she didn’t outright declare it as the end of her order, I could discern the curt tone in her voice. Nevertheless, my bound hands remained unreleased.


  「Well, in that case, can you untie me now?」


  「How about you just stay like that forever?」


  「I won’t even be able to go home like this.」


  Miyagi’s orders were not allowed to interfere with the rest of my day.


  Our arrangement dictated that my time belonged to Miyagi, and I would follow all of Miyagi’s orders during the few hours we were together, so there was no valid reason for her to deny my request. Yet, for some reason, Miyagi chose not to untie me.


  「That’s fine. You don’t need to go home anyway. How about you just let me keep you around like this? If you’re concerned about food, then I’ll gladly feed you.」


  Miyagi didn’t sound like she was joking at all.


  「Stop spouting nonsense and just untie me already.」


  「If you want me to untie you, then how about you try asking nicely?」


  Even though her jokes weren’t very funny, it was hard to just brush them off.


  Miyagi kicked my knee, as if telling me to hurry up.


  I couldn’t discern the emotions behind the eyes that gazed down upon me.


  I bowed my head as if pleading for mercy.


  I knew exactly what I needed to say to get her to free me. Yet, I couldn’t bring myself to beg Miyagi to untie me. I found her current attitude a bit – no, incredibly repulsive.


  「What? Do you want to stay like that forever?」


  As if to make it clear that she wasn’t going to remove my necktie until I begged for it, she grabbed me by the collar of my blouse. She wasn’t using all her strength, but she pulled me closer to herself, as if she were dragging me towards her.


  I shot a glare at Miyagi, who I felt was being a little violent.


  「Now you’re going too far. Let me go.」


  When I firmly stood my ground, Miyagi let go of my collar as if she’d suddenly lost all interest, causing me to lose my balance. I didn’t fall over, but her complete lack of consideration made me want to complain even more. However, before I could get a word in, Miyagi asked me a question.


  「Sendai-san, what is it that you want from me?」


  「What do you mean?」


  「I was just wondering if there was something you wanted me to order you to do.」


  「Huh? No way. Absolutely not.」


  I didn’t come to her place because I wanted to get ordered around.


  That being said, I wasn’t here for the money either. But I also didn’t have anything I wanted from Miyagi.


  「Then how far are you willing to let me go?」


  Her words were somewhat indirect, but I immediately understood that she was asking about the extent to which I would tolerate her orders.


  You’ve been acting as you please up until now. What’s the point in asking about this now?


  I had no clue why she was bringing it up, but it didn’t seem like the type of question she should be asking after nearly a year.


  「How far I’m willing to let you go? Well, you can start by giving me orders that remain within the boundaries of common sense.」


  「Does that mean you consider the orders I gave you today as things that “remain within the boundaries of common sense”?」


  She tied me up and forced me to lick her foot as if I were licking the floor.


  Even now, my hands were still bound together.


  I may have done exactly as I was told, but that didn’t mean I considered all of that “common sense”.


  「I mean, you didn’t refuse, so that means you do consider them within the boundaries of common sense, right?」


  I obeyed every last one of Miyagi’s orders.


  That, in itself, fell outside the boundaries of common sense.


  I would never act like this with anyone else. Not even with my future partner.


  But I didn’t want to go out of my way to tell Miyagi that.


  「That’s a pretty nasty way of twisting things in your efavor, don’t you think?」


  「You do it all the time too, Sendai-san.」


  Miyagi said in an unusually sulky voice.
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  I wasn’t about to deny what Miyagi said.


  After all, she wasn’t wrong. Whenever I teased her, it was always intentional.


  It was entertaining to see Miyagi lose her composure.


  However, it was only acceptable when I did it. Whenever she did it, I found it irritating.


  In other words, it was my exclusive privilege to ask questions that would trouble Miyagi. She should be the one at a loss for answers. Therefore, I pretended not to hear Miyagi’s remark and replied with a question of my own.


  「What is it that you want from me, Miyagi?」


  「…… I don’t have to answer that.」


  She had no intention of answering my question, but it seemed like there actually was something that she wanted from me.


  However, I didn’t know what that something was. It piqued my curiosity, but pushing for answers would be tough, and it wasn’t exactly a topic she’d be willing to delve too deeply into either.


  “I see,” I said, simply for the sake of replying to her, as I stared at Miyagi.


  I wriggled around a bit, wondering if I could manage to free myself, but it only resulted in the necktie digging deeper into my wrists.


  When I had warned Miyagi not to leave any marks earlier, she had loosened the knot slightly – but just barely. The necktie continued to cling tightly to my wrists, to the point where I wouldn’t be surprised if it did end up leaving marks.


  「Stand up.」


  Miyagi said curtly.


  「Huh?」


  「You want to be untied, don’t you?」


  「It’s kind of difficult to stand up like this, you know.」


  It appeared that arms played a crucial role in maintaining one’s balance, so seemingly straightforward actions like standing or sitting became quite challenging with my hands bound together. Technically, I could stand up on my own, but I was a bit apprehensive about the possibility of stumbling and falling.


  「Fine, then don’t move.」


  Miyagi said as she got off the bed and moved behind me. Before long, the cloth that held my wrists together was removed, and I regained my freedom.


  However, my arms weren’t as mobile as I had anticipated, so I shook them to regain feeling. When I felt that my blood was circulating properly again, I stood up and seated myself on her bed. Miyagi joined me, sitting next to me as she grabbed my arm.


  「Let me take a look.」


  Before I could even respond, Miyagi began examining my arm like a detective searching for clues.


  「I don’t see any marks.」


  Miyagi mumbled as she ran her fingertips over the area where I had been tied up. She delicately traced her finger along my vein, as if following a trail.


  As her finger slowly made its way toward the palm of my hand, I could sense my arm regaining sensation, as if reacting to her touch. Gradually, the sensation of Miyagi’s fingertip became increasingly vivid, causing me to shake her hand off.


  「I knew it. So you were trying to leave marks on me.」


  「No, I’m saying I’m glad it didn’t.」


  It sure doesn’t sound like that to me.


  The way she touched me and spoke made it sound like she wished that it had.


  「Or are you saying that you were hoping it would leave marks on you?」


  「No way. Absolutely not. What would I do if everyone at school saw that I had marks on my wrists from being tied up?」


  「Well, good thing it didn’t leave any on you then.」


  Miyagi said as she kicked my leg. She continued to kick me a few more times as if using it as a substitute for words, before remembering the manga she had set aside on the table earlier.


  However, I snatched the manga off the table before she could.


  「I want to ask you something.」


  「What?」


  Miyagi asked as she glared at the manga that was in my hands.


  「If I ordered you to do the same thing as what you made me do earlier, would you comply?」


  「There’s no way I’d ever obey you.」


  「Right.」


  I figured as much.


  I knew Miyagi would never do something like that. Yet, I asked her that question anyway.


  Even if I offered to pay her, there was no chance Miyagi would be willing to lick someone else’s feet. I understood that she was simply having me do things she would never do herself. It wasn’t particularly enjoyable for me, but I couldn’t object since I had agreed to follow her every command.


  「I’m not a pervert like you, Sendai-san.」


  「No, if anything, you’re the pervert here, Miyagi. You take pleasure in giving orders like that to me.」


  「It’s not like it makes me happy, you know.」


  Maybe not, but you sure do seem amused.


  Every time I voiced my complaints while still adhering to her commands, she always seemed to be enjoying herself.


  While I hadn’t meant to lick her in a suggestive way, she probably found that amusing nonetheless.


  「Oh, right. You’re having dinner here, right?」


  Miyagi asked, swiping the manga out of my hands as she changed the subject.


  「Yeah, I guess so.」


  There was no need to argue over who the bigger pervert between the two of us was, but I couldn’t understand why she suddenly changed the topic. Then, as if nothing had happened, Miyagi stood up, placed the manga back on her bookshelf, and left the room.


  Not going to say anything else, huh.


  Well, whatever.


  I stood up and followed Miyagi. Upon entering the living room, I found Miyagi, who typically prepared something instant or pre-made in the kitchen, seated in her usual spot.


  「Make something for dinner, Sendai-san.」


  I couldn’t believe my ears.


  I’d made karaage here once before.


  Since then, we had shared many meals together, but she had consistently turned down my offers to prepare dinner, so I never expected to hear those words coming from her mouth.


  「Do you have anything in the fridge?」


  I had many things I wanted to say, but I was afraid if I said too much, it might cause Miyagi to change her mind. Instead, I proceeded to the kitchen without uttering anything more than what was necessary.


  「Well, there should be some eggs in there.」


  Just as Miyagi said, there were a few eggs in her fridge.


  But other than that, there wasn’t much else in there.


  I guess I could make fried eggs, tamagoyaki, or omelettes out of this…


  I frequently cooked for myself, but I wasn’t a chef by any means, so those were the only recipes that immediately came to mind when I saw the eggs.


  What should I pick?


  I thought to myself as I pulled the eggs out of the fridge.


  In the end, I decided to go with making sweet tamagoyaki.


  I cracked a few eggs into a bowl. Perhaps Miyagi preferred to have her eggs salty, but I wasn’t going to bother asking her.


  Since Miyagi didn’t have an egg fryer, I opted to heat up a round frying pan instead and poured the eggs into it. Tamagoyaki cooked relatively fast, so it would be ready shortly.


  Because it was cooked in a round frying pan, it turned out somewhat uneven and had a slight char, but it still looked appetizing.


  「Alright, it’s ready.」


  I placed the tamagoyaki, along with a plate of rice, in front of Miyagi.


  Placing it on the table like this made it appear somewhat meager for a dinner, but there were no other ingredients to work with, so there wasn’t much choice.


  「Let’s eat.」


  Miyagi said as she clasped her hands together and then picked up her chopsticks.


  It was normal for us to share a meal together while acting as if nothing had happened in her room earlier, and today was no exception. Despite the rather harsh treatment I had received earlier, I sat down beside her and began eating the tamagoyaki with my chopsticks.


  If anything, Miyagi likely believed that no matter what she did to me, I would always end up forgiving her. Well, I suppose that wasn’t too far from the truth, considering I was the idiot who voluntarily obeyed every last one of her orders and then shared dinner with her afterward.


  I glanced to the side. Miyagi was eating her tamagoyaki in silence. I could hardly believe that this was the same girl who had bound me and kicked me earlier.


  「Hey, at least tell me what you think of the food.」


  「I wouldn’t mind if you made it again sometime.」


  Oh, come on. Last time I made food for you, you said it was delicious.


  She wasn’t being as honest with me today.


  Actually, maybe that was her roundabout way of telling me that it was delicious.


  「Well, I’ll do it if I feel like it.」


  I said as nonchalantly as possible as I popped another sweet tamagoyaki into my mouth.
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  When I looked out the window, I noticed it was pouring.


  It had begun raining suddenly, drenching everything in its path, including people, cars, trees, and the roadside.


  Technically, the rainy season hadn’t officially ended yet, so it wasn’t unexpected to find that the weather forecast was inaccurate today. However, the rain was notably heavy. Perhaps because of this, Sendai-san might not come by today.


  So far, there hasn’t been a single day when she didn’t come by when I called for her.


  The rain was rapidly getting heavier.


  If I had known it was going to rain this much, I wouldn’t have summoned Sendai-san at all. As I gazed at the city now soaked in rain, I couldn’t help but feel guilty for what I had done. However, if I were to tell her not to come anymore, there would be no chance she’d listen, so all I could do was wait for her arrival.


  If I remembered correctly, the rainy season had already ended around this time last year.


  Last July, I encountered Sendai-san at a bookstore after our exams were over and the rainy season had ended. That was the memory I held onto.


  My exam scores at the time weren’t great, but they weren’t terrible either. However, this year, thanks to Sendai-san’s unwavering support in helping me with my studies, my grades were slightly better than before.


  But it wasn’t good to keep these memories in my head.


  I laid down on my bed and closed my eyes.


  When you share experiences with someone, they turn into memories, and as your time together increases, these memories start to accumulate. Over time, certain memories might acquire significance and be labeled as special occasions, like anniversaries.


  However, if something were to happen, those labels could easily peel right off, and all the joyful memories with that person might transform into bitter ones tainted by resentment. Ultimately, the more happy memories you shared with someone, the more bad memories you’d be left with in the end.


  I was relieved that I couldn’t recall the exact date when Sendai-san and I first met at the bookstore. I didn’t want to attach too many labels to her.


  But with enough time, something will inevitably change – even if I didn’t want it to.


  Just like how a mother who was always kind could suddenly leave her child behind, even things that never needed to change will eventually change.


  ―― One day, my mother left our home – left me behind – without saying a word. I had no idea what she was thinking, and I never dared to ask my father about it either.


  Maybe they had an argument, and harsh words were exchanged, but I was just a child at the time, so my memories were hazy. As far as I knew, my mother simply left home one day and never returned.


  But as I grew older, I came to understand that there might have been a reason for her departure and began to speculate about various possibilities. Nevertheless, it didn’t change the fact that I once had fond memories of my mother.


  The same went for my relationship with Sendai-san.


  Even though she was quite talkative, I had never been able to discern what was going on in her mind. If Sendai-san were to suddenly vanish from my life, I doubted I would even understand why.


  We were changing little by little.


  Ideally, I wanted us to preserve the same relationship we had as when we first met.


  As we spent more time together, our relationship gradually evolved to the point where we no longer saw each other as two people who meant nothing to each other.


  I glanced out the window from where I was laying on my bed.


  My hair felt a little heavier on rainy days.


  ‘I wonder if it’s the same for Sendai-san?’ I thought to myself, sighing as I reluctantly recalled the memory of running my fingers through her hair.


  I picked up my phone that I had put next to my pillow.


  There were no messages from Sendai-san.


  She was late.


  Even taking the rain into consideration, she was way too late.


  The sound of the rain pattering outside could be heard in my room, so maybe it would be best if I told Sendai-san not to push herself to come by today.


  I hesitated for a bit as I stared at Sendai-san’s name written on my phone screen.


  However, before I could make the call, I heard the intercom ring. Instead of going to the living room, I answered it using the phone connected to it from my room. It was Sendai-san. I quickly unlocked the entrance for her, and within three minutes, my doorbell rang. When I opened the door to let her in, Sendai-san was standing there, drenched.


  「Did you not bring an umbrella with you?」


  「What does it look like? Sorry, but can I ask you for a towel?」


  The weather forecast had predicted it would be sunny today, so it wouldn’t have been surprising if she hadn’t brought an umbrella. However, it seemed that Sendai-san wasn’t one to trust the weather forecast, as she was holding a small umbrella in her right hand.


  「Well, just come inside for the time being.」


  I said, inviting her in as her clothes were still soaked.


  「Aren’t I just going to get everything in your house wet?」


  She was right.


  If Sendai-san could get soaked by the rain despite using an umbrella, she was undoubtedly wet enough to drench my hallway and the rest of the house. Still, I couldn’t just leave her standing there.


  「It’s fine. Even if the floor gets wet, I’ll just wipe it later.」


  「That doesn’t sound fine to me. Just lend me a towel.」


  「I can get you a towel, but let me also lend you a spare change of clothes. Can you take off your uniform for now?」


  「You want me to do it right here?」


  「Yep. There’s no one else here but me anyway, and no one is coming home anytime soon either, so you don’t need to worry about that. Besides, your clothes aren’t going to dry off for a while, so if you entered the rest of my house, you’re just going to get everything all wet.」


  With Sendai-san’s uniform being as soaked as it was, her only option was to try and dry herself off with a towel. If she was worried about wetting everything in my home, then she needed a dry uniform. While it would have been ideal to find a way to stay dry without needing to change out of her uniform, it didn’t seem feasible at the moment. However, for some reason, Sendai-san was being stubborn.


  「You know, I’m not sure I’m keen on the idea of undressing by the entranceway.」


  「Well, if you’re so worried about getting my home all wet, then you should take your clothes off.」


  「Just give me a towel.」


  Sendai-san demanded.


  She’s not going to take her uniform off no matter what, huh.


  Granted, I understood where Sendai-san was coming from. She was in someone else’s home, and if I were in her position, I wouldn’t want to do it either.


  「Okay, wait here a bit. I’ll go grab one.」


  I said before heading to my room.


  At first, I pulled out a hand towel from my drawer, but quickly reconsidered it. Instead, I grabbed a bath towel and headed back to the entrance of the apartment, where I noticed Sendai-san beginning to unravel the braid she typically wore in her hair.


  Her wet hair slowly fell over her shoulders.


  I’d seen her like this several times before in the past, usually after gym class.


  However, it was different now that we were put in separate classes.


  I’d never seen her look like this in my home before either.


  Now that I had the time to get a closer look, I noticed her wet blouse sticking to her body, leaving her undergarments somewhat visible.


  Considering it had been a while since I had last seen Sendai-san – combined with my sudden awareness of her current appearance – my heart began to race. I quickly handed her the towel I had brought out for her.


  「Here you go.」


  「Thanks.」


  Sendai-san said as she began wiping her hair with the towel.


  「What are you going to do about your uniform?」


  「I’ll try to dry it off with the towel as well.」


  「I’ll lend you a change of clothes, so just take them off.」


  「Do you really want me to undress that badly?」


  「Yeah. If you stay like that any longer, you’re going to end up catching a cold.」


  Even though it was already July, the human body didn’t discriminate by months when it came to catching a cold. Getting soaked and staying cold for an extended period could lead to falling ill regardless of the season. Sendai-san should have known that, but she seemed adamant about not wanting to remove her uniform.


  「Don’t move.」


  I uttered the words I had used many times before and took hold of Sendai-san’s hand.


  「Is that an order?」


  「Yes, it is.」


  Sendai-san obeyed and immediately stopped wiping her hair.


  I stared at her wet blouse.


  The first button was undone, as usual.


  But not the second button.


  I took her necktie off and unfastened the second button for her.


  「I didn’t bring a spare change of clothes today.」


  「Like I said, I can just lend you some.」


  I thought back to the day we played the eraser searching game together.


  I recalled that she had attempted to introduce a rule against either of us undressing, though I wasn’t certain if this addition was considered official or not.


  I slowly reached for her third button.


  Sendai-san did not resist.


  Even when my hand moved towards the fourth button, she did not say anything.


  I knew this didn’t necessarily mean I was allowed to do as I pleased.


  But seeing how Sendai-san had followed all my orders until now, I wondered how far I could push her. It felt like she would forgive me even if I treated her like a dog and chained her up in this room. I was even starting to believe that she would forgive me for breaking the rules we established.


  …… No, this isn’t right.


   Right now, all I should be doing is helping Sendai-san.


  All I wanted was to make sure she didn’t catch a cold – not test the boundaries of our relationship.


  I was getting a little nervous, though that might’ve just been my imagination.


  When we were in the same class, we used to change clothes in the same locker room. While I’d never taken anyone’s clothes off before, I had seen some of my classmates half-naked.


  So, taking off her uniform wasn’t a big deal.


  After removing the fourth button of her blouse, I managed to get through the rest of them without any trouble.


  When I opened the front of her blouse up, her undergarments came into view.


  She was dressed in plain, white underwear – nothing out of the ordinary. It had a simple design that you could find almost anywhere. I had expected her to wear something flashier, but that didn’t seem to be the case today. She looked like she was wearing something that even I might’ve owned.


  Yet, for some reason, my heart wouldn’t stop racing.


  What am I doing? If I leave her like this any longer, she’s going to catch a cold.


  Initially, I thought I had no ulterior motives for undressing her. I simply wanted to help. But right now, there was a part of me that wanted Sendai-san to grab my hand to get me to stop.


  That, in itself, seemed to be proof that I did have ulterior motives after all.
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  I brushed the strap of her bra with my fingertips.


  The white shoulder strap seemed flimsy, as if it could be removed with the slightest touch.


  As I gently moved her bra strap to the side, I observed Sendai-san to gauge her reaction. While it didn’t seem like she was about to object, it was clear that my actions weren’t appreciated. However, she continued to remain silent.


  Letting go of her shoulder, I asked,


  「Aren’t you going to resist? 」


  「You ordered me not to move, but if you want me to resist, then I will.」


  In other words, if I hadn’t ordered her to stay still, she would be objecting to it.


  That was essentially what Sendai-san was saying.


  「If you want to resist, then just do it.」


  「I will if you break a rule.」


  「Isn’t what I’m doing right now against the rules already?」


  「Oh, for sure. If my uniform wasn’t all wet, I’d have beaten you up by now.」


  「So you’re saying you’re making a special exception today?」


  「Yeah. I mean, you said it yourself, didn’t you, Miyagi? That I’ll catch a cold if I kept my uniform on.」


  Even though taking off her clothes was clearly a violation of our rules, it seemed that it was fine as long as I had a reason for it.


  Oh, I see.


   So our rules weren’t that strict, huh.


  She was a lot more flexible and lenient than I had initially thought.


  How awfully convenient for me.


  「But I haven’t even paid you yet.」


  「Were you not planning to?」


  「I’ll give it to you later.」


  Not giving Sendai-san a five-thousand-yen bill was inconceivable.


  If she hadn’t been drenched by the rain, giving her the money would’ve been the first thing I did. Without it, Sendai-san wouldn’t come here anymore. As long as I paid her five-thousand yen, she would obey most of my commands.


  The strict rules we initially established were gradually becoming more flexible, adapting to the situation however we pleased. I was allowed to delay her payment, and today, she was even making a special exception for me.


  So there should have been no problem with me helping Sendai-san undress further. However, although I was the one who unbuttoned her blouse for her, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I shouldn’t go any further than this.


  I can’t do this.


  I hated how it felt like I had ulterior motives for wanting to take off her clothes.


  I hated the guilt it brought.


  But most of all, I hated that Sendai-san was allowing me to undress her without any resistance.


  She was always like this.


  She often placed the most difficult decisions in my hands, forcing me to make the choices. That’s exactly what she was doing right now. She wanted me to take charge of what would transpire from this point forward, as if she had nothing to do with it.


  Even though you obviously don’t want me to take your clothes off…


  I reached my hand out and pressed my palm against Sendai-san’s skin, just above her heart.


  「You’re so cold, Sendai-san.」


  I wasn’t sure if my heart was racing or not.


  But Sendai-san’s skin felt so cold that I momentarily mistook it for my own body temperature being high.


  「Yeah, because I got drenched by the rain.」


  Even without getting a closer look, it was evident that Sendai-san’s uniform was soaked and was robbing her of her body heat.


  Her cheek felt cold to the touch as well.


  It was the same with her lips.


  No matter where I touched her, she felt cold. When I instinctively withdrew my hand, she placed her own hand against my cheek.


  「But you’re pretty warm, Miyagi.」


  Her cold hand was now taking some of my body heat away.


  Come to think of it, Sendai-san touched me just like this back then.


  Back when we kissed.


  Her hands were much warmer than they are now. I recall it happened in May, but I can’t quite remember the exact date or even the day of the week.


  I wonder, if I were to kiss Sendai-san right here, right now, how would it affect the calendar I kept track of in my heart?


  I grabbed her hand that was on my cheek and pulled her closer to me.


  Although our lips weren’t quite close enough to touch, her pretty face was now directly in front of me.


  Our gazes locked.


  I tried moving my face a little closer to hers.


  But Sendai-san did not close her eyes.


  Having the memory of us kissing in my mind was fine, but I didn’t want to remember being rejected by Sendai-san, with her keeping her eyes open as I attempted to kiss her.


  I let go of her hand and shifted my focus downwards.


  Now unable to meet Sendai-san’s gaze, I opened the front of her blouse.


  I stared at her undergarments, knowing well that I wasn’t allowed to remove them.


  My heart began to react accordingly, and a small breath escaped me.


  I gently moved her shoulder strap aside slightly and pressed my lips against her chest.


  As I sucked on her skin, Sendai-san clutched onto my shoulders, but that was all she did. There was no attempt to push me away.


  Instead of marking the dates off on my mental calendar, I marked Sendai-san in red instead. Rather than residing in my memory, it should become a part of Sendai-san’s body.


  When I pulled my face away, there was a faint red mark left on her chest.


  Her damp skin clung to my touch as I pressed firmly on it with my fingertips. It was as if the only part of her body that felt warm to the touch was the red mark I’d left behind. I felt her grip on my shoulders tighten as I put my lips to her chest once more.


  「Weren’t you supposed to be helping me take my clothes off?」


  I looked up upon hearing the grumpy tone in her voice. Sendai-san had an unamused expression on her face.


  「I doubt the mark will stay on you for very long.」


  I replied, giving an answer that had nothing to do with her question, as if I were trying to come up with an excuse.


  「Look, it’ll disappear right away, so it’ll be fine.」


  The red mark I left on her wasn’t too dark.


  Most likely, it would be gone by tomorrow. Plus, I chose to leave it in a spot where other people wouldn’t be able to see it that easily. There was no reason for Sendai-san to be angry about that, or at me for not undressing her properly. However, for some reason, I was feeling uneasy in Sendai-san’s presence at the moment, so I backed away from her.


  「I’ll bring you a spare change of clothes.」


  “You’re just running away again.”


  That was what I expected her to say, but I managed to make my way back to my room without a word from her. I pulled out a spare change of clothes from my closet, rushed back to the entrance and pushed them towards Sendai-san.


  「I’ll be in my room, so come in whenever you’re done.」


  I said as I left for my room.


  As I took a seat on my bed, I stared at my hands, which had been dampened by Sendai-san’s wet clothes earlier.


  「Today feels a lot more different than usual…」


  I clasped my hands together tightly.


  Sendai-san seemed the same as usual but also somewhat different at the same time.


  The Sendai-san I knew wouldn’t sit back and accept what I had just done to her, even if I did have a reason for it. She would never grant special exceptions, nor would she allow me to leave a hickey on her chest.


  Sendai-san was acting strange.


  Or more accurately, something about her had changed.


  I wasn’t sure how she’d changed exactly, but there was something different about her.


  But she wasn’t the only one.


  I was the one who fabricated an excuse out of thin air to persuade her to remove her clothes.


  More specifically, I simply wanted to see her without her clothes on.


  ―― There was definitely something wrong with the way I was feeling.


  It was strange that Sendai-san didn’t resist me, and it was even more unusual how naturally everything unfolded.


  「I’m coming in, Miyagi.」


  Sendai-san said, despite not typically announcing her arrival, as she knocked on the door.


  「You don’t need to tell me that. Just come in by yourself like you usually do.」


  I complained loud enough for Sendai-san to hear me from the hallway as she entered my room while wearing my t-shirt and sweatpants.


  「Well, I guess I could’ve done that, huh…」


  Sendai-san was wearing my clothes as if they belonged to her. It was kind of refreshing to see her in something other than her uniform for once.


  Whenever I put on a t-shirt and sweatpants, they looked like basic loungewear on me, but on Sendai-san, they almost seemed upscale. I didn’t enjoy being reminded of the contrast in our appearances, but it was a reality I had to accept.


  I didn’t want to accept it, but I had no other choice.


  「Give me your uniform.」


  I said, my thoughts still cloudy, as I rose to my feet and extended my hand out.


  「What are you going to do with it?」


  「I have a dryer in my bathroom, so I was thinking about using that.」


  「Oh, that’d be a big help. I don’t really want to go home in a wet uniform.」


  She said as she handed me her uniform. Taking it from her, I headed for the bathroom.


  Everything felt off today.


  It was probably because of the rain.


  Things like this always seemed to happen when it rained.


  First, I placed her uniform on a hanger and hung it over the bathtub.


  Then, I started the dryer that was in the bathroom and took a deep breath.


  「Things will be fine. Nothing strange is going to happen anymore.」


  I mumbled to myself as I went back to my room and picked up the five-thousand-yen bill that was sitting on my desk.


  「Here you go.」


  I handed the bill to Sendai-san, who was standing in front of the bookshelf.


  「Thanks.」


  She said as she stuffed the bill into her wallet. And then silence filled the room.


  I was reading manga and Sendai-san was busy with her homework.


  These moments of silence used to bother me in the beginning, but I gradually became used to them. However, today was different. The silence felt suffocating, like it had wrapped itself around my body and was now strangling me.


  Sendai-san was doing her homework right next to me, and I was leaning my back against my bed as I read my manga.


  Even though we were just going about our usual activities, the atmosphere in my room felt stifling, and I had a strong urge to step out.


  「Hey, you know how you always give me a five-thousand-yen bill? Do you swap out other bills for them?」


  Perhaps Sendai-san was feeling the same way, seeing as how she stopped doing her homework and posed a question to me.


  「Yeah, I do. Why?」


  Well, I didn’t exchange them every time, but rather, I preferred to exchange several bills at once.


  I had settled on giving Sendai-san a single five-thousand-yen bill every time she visited, so I wanted to have them ready. Giving her a ten-thousand-yen bill and asking for change or handing her five one-thousand-yen bills seemed to emphasize the transaction aspect a little too much.


  「Oh, nothing. I think that’s kind of cute.」


  「Huh?」


  「I mean, you always go out of your way to exchange money just for me, right? Isn’t that kind of cute in a way?」


  Sendai-san said with a smile on her face. It felt strange to hear her words, especially since she was behaving differently from her usual self while wearing the same clothes I always wore.


  「Be quiet. You don’t need to flatter me like that.」


  「Hmm, but I think it’s better to express these kinds of things as loudly as possible. Wouldn’t you agree?」


  Sendai-san said, as if suggesting it was fine every once in a while, as she turned to look at me.


  「Oh yeah, come to think of it, are you not planning to attend a cram school or prep school over summer break?」


  「No, I’m not.」


  「What are you going to do about your studies?」


  「I’ll just finish whatever homework we get assigned.」


  「Well, of course, but that’s just the bare minimum. Aren’t you going to do anything else?」


  「No.」


  Deep down, I knew it would be beneficial to supplement my studies with something else, but I didn’t want to. Enrolling in a cram school or a prep school wasn’t appealing to me, and I didn’t have anyone who could tutor me over the summer either.


  「You better take your studies seriously. You’ve got an entrance exam you need to take at the end of the year, remember?」


  Sendai-san said with a serious tone in her voice as she poked my leg with the tip of her pencil.


  There wasn’t a lot of time left until the start of summer break.


  When I thought about the long vacation that was fast approaching, I couldn’t help but feel a little depressed.
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  At school, my emotions held little significance. Both the classrooms and the hallways were filled with excitement as everyone eagerly awaited the start of summer break.


  It couldn’t be helped.


  There probably weren’t many students like me who didn’t embrace the idea of a long vacation, so my feelings were hardly considered by anyone. Being in the minority, I had no option but to accept the situation in silence.


  To me, summer vacation was way too long.


  Even if I stayed home all day, I’d be alone. And even if I hung out with my friends, I couldn’t expect them to be available every day, especially since we were seniors with entrance exams ahead of us. While we did have some plans to meet during the break, they were fewer than last year due to their commitments to cram schools and prep schools. Even if we spontaneously made more plans, it still wouldn’t match the number of times we hung out last year.


  I wasn’t looking forward to it.


  I was used to being alone, but that didn’t mean I liked it, so I wasn’t particularly fond of long breaks.


  「Shiori, you’re going to get wrinkles if you keep doing that.」


  Maika, who had finished her lunch, extended her arm across the table and began rubbing the space between my eyebrows with her index finger.


  「That feels really weird.」


  Shivers ran down my spine as Maika continued to touch the area between my eyebrows, which made me feel a little uncomfortable, so I took hold of Maika’s hand and gently placed it back on the desk.


  The classroom was bustling with activity and excitement during lunch break. Like everyone else in the room, Maika appeared to be enjoying herself, laughing as she extended her hand to poke me again. However, before she could do so, Ami – who was sitting next to her – managed to get to me first.


  「Man, why is the space between our eyebrows so weird?」


  Ami said casually.


  「If you think it’s weird, then quit it.」


  I said as I poked her in the side of her waist, freeing me from her touch.


  「Hey, that’s a foul.」


  「Suddenly attacking me between my eyebrows is also a foul, you know.」


  After stroking the area between my eyebrows to dispel the discomfort from earlier, I stuffed the bread I bought into my stomach.


  「I mean, you seemed a bit down today, so I thought I’d try and cheer you up a bit.」


  Maika said sheepishly.


  「Yep, I thought so too.」


  I wasn’t exactly in low spirits; it was just that I wasn’t as enthusiastic about the break as everyone else. Nevertheless, both of them appeared concerned and asked, “Did something happen?”


  Well, truthfully, something did happen, but I wasn’t going to tell them that.


  Sendai-san and I had promised to keep our after-school activities a secret, and even if we were allowed to share, I had no intention of divulging what had happened between us that day when she visited after getting drenched by the rain.


  「I went to bed late last night, so I’m just feeling a bit sleepy. But hey, maybe if you guys treated me to something nice, I’d feel more energized.」


  It was true that I didn’t get much sleep last night, but the part about feeling sleepy was a lie.


  Creating various excuses for things I preferred to keep hidden was kind of a hassle, so I often found it simpler to sprinkle in half-truths in my explanations instead.


  「Treat you to something nice, huh. What did you have in mind?」


  Maika asked as she stared at me, though I couldn’t discern whether she was genuinely considering my request or not. However, before I could even reply, Ami chimed in with,


  「I feel like having ice cream! Can you buy some for me?」


  「Why am I treating you to something now?」


  Maika expressed her exasperation, but Ami continued to make after-school plans without paying it much attention.


  「You don’t need to treat me to anything, but let’s go get some ice cream after class! It’s so hot today.」


  She was right. It was really hot today.


  In fact, it was probably the hottest day of the year so far.


  Even Sendai-san, who I passed by in the hallways earlier, was fanning herself with her hands.


  Despite Sendai-san’s usual sensitivity to heat, she usually left only one button on her blouse undone while at school. Today was no exception; her second button was fastened, concealing the hickey I had given her on that rainy day.


  Of course, even if she had left two buttons undone, no one would be able to see it anyway. Besides, it was most likely gone by now. Nevertheless, I had a strong urge to check for myself.


  It was strange of me to think like that.


  I was aware of it myself.


  But despite being aware of it, I still felt the need to confirm it myself, especially since I wasn’t able to do so the day before.


  Yesterday, after school, I called Sendai-san over as usual with the intention of having her unbutton her blouse so I could see the hickey I had left on her.


  However, I couldn’t bring myself to issue that order to her.


  「Hey, about hickeys…」


  When I realized what I had unconsciously blurted out, I quickly attempted to silence myself. However, Maika wasn’t willing to overlook my mistake.


  「What’s this about hickeys?」


  「Oh, uh, how long do you think hickeys last for?」


  I abandoned the idea of searching for excuses and instead framed it as a question.


  「Wait, what? Shiori, don’t tell me… Did you give someone a hickey? Or did someone give you one?」


  Maika eyes were brimming with curiosity as she stared at me.


  「Look, there’s no way I could do something like that when I don’t even have a partner. I was just curious because I saw Ibaraki-san with one the other day.」


  To be honest, I’d never seen Ibaraki-san with a hickey before. I came up with the excuse based on what Sendai-san had mentioned in the past.


  According to Ibaraki-san, it was possible to get rid of a hickey by cutting up a lemon and squeezing a few drops on it.


  Seeing as how Ibaraki-san was the one who recommended this method, using the excuse that I had seen a hickey on a visible area of her skin didn’t seem too far-fetched, so I went with it.


  「Ohh, I see.」


  The fact that my friends readily accepted my excuse highlighted Ibaraki-san’s reputation.


  It emphasized how one’s everyday actions played a significant role in shaping their image.


  It was things like this that often caused the truth to become distorted and fueled the spread of rumors.


  「Don’t hickeys last for quite a while? Right, Ami?」


  「Whoa, don’t look at me. I’m not sure either.」


  「Whaat? Have you and Sugikawa-kun not gone that far yet?」


  The “Sugikawa-kun” that Maika was referring to was Ami’s boyfriend, who she had started dating recently. Although he attended a different school, I heard that the two of them often studied together.


  「No way. We’re in a pure and proper relationship.」


  If hickeys were regarded as “impure” and “improper,” then Sendai-san and I clearly fell into those categories. Nevertheless, since we weren’t in a romantic relationship, ideas of purity and propriety weren’t particularly relevant to us, and it wasn’t like I was aiming to have a pure and honest relationship with her anyway.


  However, it did make me wonder what the future held for us, considering the nature of our relationship.


  I was placing too much stress on myself by overthinking things.


  Lately, I was uncertain about when to call for Sendai-san.


  Usually, I’d summon her whenever I was having a bad day.


  However, I had already broken that rule I set for myself a while ago.


  And now, I found it difficult to determine the right moment to send a text to Sendai-san.


  I was reluctant to call for her today since she already came over yesterday, and tomorrow seemed a little too soon as well.


  As I looked out the window, I saw a vivid blue sky that almost looked like a painting.


  Not long after Sendai-san’s visit to my house on that rainy day, the rainy season came to an end. Now, the weather was persistently clear and sunny – almost annoyingly so. There were no opportunities for Sendai-san’s uniform to get wet again, and no reasons for her to take it off either.


  It was hot and humid today, which was making me feel lightheaded.


  I wish it was a little cooler.


  While I didn’t resent the sun or anything, I couldn’t help but shoot a glare towards the sky that refused to let a single raindrop fall.
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  I couldn’t lift my spirits.


  Today was rather uneventful; nothing particularly good or bad happened. As a result, my mood remained indifferent, and I couldn’t find a way to improve it. However, since Sendai-san would hunt me down if I didn’t call for her at least once a week, I decided to summon her to help me with my homework.


  For some reason, she looked amused.


  Sendai-san seemed as if she was enjoying herself as she wrote in her notebook with her pencil. In contrast, I seemed to be the only one in a sour mood.


  My body felt heavy, as if a rock were tied to my stomach, making it difficult to find motivation for anything today. Nevertheless, even on these gloomy days, tomorrow would inevitably arrive. Summer vacation was just around the corner, and before I realized it, it was only one week away.


  Today was probably the last time I’d get to see Sendai-san before the break.


  「Sendai-san, go pick out a novel from my bookshelf.」


  I commanded as I snatched the pencil out of her hand.


  「Go pick one out yourself.」


  She replied with a slightly grumpy tone in her voice.


  「I’m giving you an order. You can pick any novel you’d like, so go grab one.」


  「Sure, sure.」


  Sendai-san spoke as she had no other choice. She got up from her seat and walked towards the bookshelf.


  I told her to pick any novel she liked, but she didn’t return immediately. Instead, she wore a serious expression on her face as she took her time selecting a book before making her way back to me.


  「Here you go.」


  Sendai-san said in an exaggeratedly formal tone as she offered me the book, but instead of accepting it, I simply rolled the pencil across the table.


  「Now read it to me.」


  「I thought you’d say that, so I chose one with the least amount of pages.」


  Sendai-san took a seat beside me and cracked open the novel.


  It was a collection of short stories, and she began reading from the middle. This choice was unusual for her, yet it wasn’t entirely out of character. It seemed she preferred seeking loopholes in my orders rather than adhering to them obediently.


  I found that part of her personality troublesome.


  At school, she always portrayed herself as kind and virtuous, but whenever we were alone like this, her true nature emerged. She constantly did things I hadn’t asked her to do. It was maddening how, instead of directly defying my commands, she consistently sought subtle ways to oppose me.


  Well, at least her voice had a pleasant tone to it.


  Listening to her had a calming effect, making me feel somewhat drowsy.


  「Hey Miyagi, lower the temperature on the air conditioner.」


  Suddenly, the voice that had been reading from the novel was now asking for cooler air.


  「No. Now get back to reading.」


  「I don’t mind reading to you, but it’s way too hot in here.」


  Sendai-san picked up her notebook that was on the table and began fanning herself with it.


  To me, the room’s temperature felt just right, and it had always been that way, be it during the winter or the summer.


  After all, it was my room, and I had set the temperature to suit my preferences.


  But considering we wouldn’t have the chance to see each other for a while, perhaps it wouldn’t hurt to make a compromise for Sendai-san’s comfort every now and then.


  「Fine. If that’s what you want, then lower the temperature yourself.」


  I said as I pointed at the remote for the air conditioner on the table.


  「You’re so stingy, Miyagi.」


  Despite my effort to sacrifice my comfort for her, Sendai-san responded with a rather impolite remark. Nonetheless, she grabbed the remote and lowered the temperature to a point where it felt a little too cold.


  Seemingly content with the air conditioner now blowing cold air, Sendai-san took a sip of her barley tea and continued reading from the novel’s pages.


  Listening to her read aloud was making my eyelids grow heavy.


  I laid my face against the table.


  It felt nice and cool against my skin.


  ―― Actually, no, it was a little too cold.


  I sat up and reached for Sendai-san’s arm, noticing that her body felt rather cool.


  「Wait, Miyagi. It’s kind of hard to read like this.」


  Sendai-san grumbled as I gently squeezed her arm a few times. My fingers then trailed along her arm, moving up to the inside of her elbow. As I explored her upper arm, Sendai-san spoke to me in a low voice.


  「Stop touching me unless you want me to stop reading to you.」


  「You don’t have to read it anymore. Also, turn up the temperature of the air conditioner. It’s too cold.」


  I said as I let go of her and started rubbing my own arms instead.


  「If I raise the temperature, it’s going to get hot again. If you’re cold, just put something on.」


  She said with a dissatisfied tone in her voice.


  「How about you take something off if you think it’s so hot?」


  「I don’t have anything else I can even take off.」


  「You don’t need to wear your blouse, right?」


  「You’re such a pervert, Miyagi.」


  I wasn’t being serious, so her words were a little uncalled for. Then, I took the remote and adjusted the air conditioner to a higher temperature without further discussion. After a while, the once chilly room returned to the ideal temperature, causing Sendai-san to furrow her brow and heave a sigh.


  「It’s too hot in here.」


  I’d known this for a while, but Sendai-san and I were completely incompatible both at school and in private. I had attempted to accommodate to her ideal temperature on a whim, but ultimately, I couldn’t tolerate my own room being too cold. In any case, Sendai-san should be the one making compromises when visiting my place, not me.


  I unfastened a button on Sendai-san’s blouse.


  「It’ll be a little cooler like this, right?」


  There were times when I was permitted to undo the third button on Sendai-san’s blouse, and others when it was off-limits. Today appeared to be one of those days when it was allowed, as she didn’t voice any objections.


  I ran my fingers over Sendai-san’s chest, specifically around the spot where I had left a hickey on that rainy day.


  「…… Did the hickey fade away quickly?」


  I finally asked the question that had been on my mind for a while but hadn’t been able to ask before.


  「Yeah, it did.」


  Upon hearing her mumbled response, I increased the pressure of my fingertips on her chest.


  However, I couldn’t bring myself to ask her to show it to me.


  「Give me your arm.」


  Without waiting for her response, I grabbed her by the wrist. However, she shook her hand away, as if disobeying me.


  「If you’re going to do it again, then leave one somewhere else.」


  「All I asked for was your arm. I didn’t say anything else.」


  「I already know you want to leave another hickey on me. It’ll stand out too much if you put one on my arm, so don’t even think about it.」


  「Fine. Where else can I leave one on you?」


  「I don’t know. Come up with something yourself.」


  Sendai-san said curtly as she glared at me.


  She probably had a lot more things she wanted to complain about, but refrained from doing so as knew she had no choice but to obey my orders.


  That was likely her train of thought.


  「It’s fine as long as it’s in a spot that’s not visible to others, right?」


  I already knew the answer, but I wanted confirmation nonetheless.


  「Yeah.」


  Sendai-san responded as if the answer should have been obvious.


  I fixed my gaze on her. Considering there were only a few concealed spots, the only feasible location for leaving a hickey would be somewhere beneath her uniform.


  I grasped her blouse, which already had three buttons unfastened, and unbuttoned the rest of it, revealing her chest and a peek of her undergarments. I briefly closed my eyes, then slowly opened them, focusing on the area just above where I had previously marked her with a hickey.


  「Miyagi, it really is too hot in here.」


  She said.


  Nevertheless, I pressed my lips against her skin. Just like she said, her body felt hot.


  It was different from last time when she was damp and chilled from the rain.


  I sucked on her skin even harder than before, hoping to leave a mark behind.


  As I moved back, I noticed a red mark that seemed like it was dark enough to last throughout the entire summer vacation. I lightly pressed my finger against the mark and caressed it. When I brushed the area just above it and tried to bring my face closer to her chest again, she pushed my head away.


  「You’re really into erotic things like this, aren’t you, Miyagi?」


  Sendai-san said as she buttoned her blouse back up.


  「I don’t think I’ve done anything that could be considered erotic though.」


  「Isn’t what you just did considered pretty erotic?」


  「No. It’s only erotic if you make it erotic.」


  Sure, if there were any hidden intentions or deeper meanings behind it, Sendai-san’s label of “erotic” would be fitting. However, I had no such ulterior motives or profound emotions attached to my actions today, so what she said was wrong.


  I hated the fact that I was attempting to justify myself by relying on the word “today.”


  I didn’t want to recall that rainy day again.


  I didn’t want to remember it or the feelings I felt back then.


  Summer break was unreasonably long, but I had to admit, it was the perfect opportunity to reset my emotions.


  I would be able to rid myself of any feelings I couldn’t handle during the break. If I could just erase them, I was confident our relationship would go back to normal.


  I stood up from my seat and collapsed onto my bed, lying face down.


  “Keep reading from the novel.”


  As I hesitated about whether to say that or not, I heard Sendai-san speak.


  「Miyagi, have you decided on which university you want to go to yet?」


  「Anywhere that’ll accept me.」


  I answered without looking at Sendai-san.


  「You’re taking this too lightly. Second semester starts right after summer break, so if you don’t make up your mind soon, you might end up running out of time, you know?」


  「It’s okay, I’m not really interested in university anyway.」


  「Okay, then what else are you planning to do over summer break? You might as well attend a cram school or something.」


  Sendai-san started nagging me about things even my own father wouldn’t bother with. I just wanted to cover my ears and tune her out.


  Maybe it was because my father didn’t take much interest in me, but he never asked about my career choices or pushed me to prioritize my studies. Even though I might not pursue higher education or a conventional job, ever since I entered high school, we never clashed over my future. He simply provided me with way too much allowance for a high school student, no questions asked.


  「I’m pretty sure I already told you what my plans over summer break were.」


  Having to explain my plans once again to Sendai-san, who lectured me even more than my own family members, seemed like a hassle. I had already told her what I was going to do, so I saw no need to repeat myself.


  「Right. You said you didn’t want to attend one. Well, in that case, why not hire a tutor?」


  「There’s no way I’d ever do that. Also, you’re being kind of annoying, Sendai-san. Why don’t you just mind your own business and let me do whatever I want over the break?」


  I sat up on my bed and threw a pillow at Sendai-san. She effortlessly caught it in her hands and replied:


  「No, listen. I know someone who’d make a great fit, so I thought I’d introduce you to them.」


  「You’re so stubborn. I don’t need you to introduce me to anyone.」


  「Their asking price is five-thousand yen for three sessions a week. Isn’t that pretty cheap?」


  「They charge five-thousand yen every session?」


  I wasn’t familiar with the market rates for private tutors, so I couldn’t determine whether it was genuinely cheap or not.


  「No, I’m fine with being paid five-thousand yen for all three sessions in a single week.」


  「―― What do you mean you’re fine with it?」


  I stared dumbfoundedly at Sendai-san, who had said something weird with a grin on her face.


  「Hire me as your tutor, Miyagi. I’ll help you study.」


  Sendai-san was acting strange.


  This was not the Sendai-san I knew.


  Essentially, she was offering to come over even on days when we didn’t have school.


  She’d never suggested anything like that before.


  「…… Didn’t we agree that we wouldn’t meet up on weekends or days off?」


  If my memory served me right, it was Sendai-san who had established the rule that we wouldn’t meet on our days off. However, on days we had school, she was willing to obey any order I gave her for the price of five-thousand yen.


  Even during the previous summer vacation, we adhered to that rule, and I never met up with Sendai-san even once. The same held true for winter and spring breaks, as well as weekends.


  「Consider this my way of making it up for that time I damaged your textbook.」


  Sendai-san said nonchalantly.


  I didn’t have to search too far in my memory to recall the creases Sendai-san made in my contemporary Japanese textbook.


  But was she seriously using that as an excuse now?


  That had happened a long time ago, and it didn’t seem significant enough to bring up again. Besides, I had already considered it settled when I bit down as hard as I could on her arm.


  「You want to make it up to me by becoming my private tutor? I thought we already settled that matter.」


  「That was something you had decided on your own. I never agreed to it.」


  「Are you really that desperate for money?」


  When you think about it, there was really no other reason for her to keep coming over all the time, and now she was even willing to break a rule that she had made. In fact, it’d be incredibly strange if she wasn’t in it for the money. Sendai-san didn’t appear to be struggling financially, but I couldn’t think of any other motive behind her behavior.


  「Well, I guess you could say that.」


  Sendai-san said quietly.


  「…… I don’t mind paying you five-thousand yen, but you still have prep school to go to, don’t you?」


  「My schedule’s a little more flexible during the break, so I can come here once I’m done. I’ll give you until the start of summer vacation to make your decision. As long as you’re willing to study, I’ll let you determine the schedule as well.」


  「What happens if I don’t make a decision?」


  「Well then, I won’t tutor you, and just like last year, we’ll go about the rest of our vacation without seeing each other.」


  Sendai-san replied casually as she flipped to the next page of the novel without reading any of the words out loud.
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  I want to see Miyagi over the break.


  Honestly, I wasn’t entirely sure if that was what I was actually feeling, but offering to be her tutor over the holidays likely conveyed that impression. I didn’t regret my words, but I did wonder why I had uttered them.


  Not to mention, calling myself a tutor to someone in the same grade as me felt somewhat presumptuous.


  Plus, it must’ve given the impression that I was being greedy and solely motivated by financial gain.


  I submerged myself deeper into the hot water in my bathtub, with only my head above the surface.


  「You’re such an idiot, Miyagi…」


  My complaint echoed throughout the bathroom.


  The first day of summer break was tomorrow, and I hadn’t heard anything from Miyagi yet. I should’ve expected as much. I knew she wasn’t too keen on hiring a private tutor in the first place.


  We had agreed not to meet on our days off, so it wouldn’t have been surprising if Miyagi were to turn down my proposal. But I was curious about her reaction to my sudden suggestion.


  I preferred to be regarded as a good person rather than a bad one, and I’d rather be well-liked than despised by others.


  “Sendai Hazuki” lived by clear and easily understood principles. I made an effort to carry myself similarly in my interactions with Miyagi, though I had my doubts about how she saw me. Nonetheless, the last thing I wanted was for her to misinterpret the intentions behind the suggestion I made.


  Money played a central role in our relationship. I recognized that my connection with Miyagi was simply that, neither more nor less. I tried to make an effort to accept it for what it was, but there were moments when I felt a strong sense of guilt for accepting money from a classmate. The existence of the five-thousand-yen note between us was something I couldn’t quite reconcile with.


  As my connection with Miyagi grew stronger, the importance of the five-thousand-yen note became increasingly pronounced.


  Nevertheless, I had grown so accustomed to our weekly or bi-weekly meetings that not seeing her left me feeling uneasy. I had even reached a point where I’d start worrying about her if there was no contact from her.


  To be honest, I knew that I shouldn’t be spending time with Miyagi during the break.


  Lately, I had noticed that my emotions were getting the best of me.


  It was important to take some time away from each other. By dedicating my time to other activities, I might be able recover the rational side of me that I had lost at some point and regain my composure.


  Well, if it’s best for us not to meet during the break, then I guess whether she responds or not doesn’t really make a difference.


  I looked down.


  A small mark could be seen on my chest.


  You don’t have the guts to undress me, yet, you somehow have the courage to leave a hickey on me?


  Miyagi was such a strange person.


  She was always coming up with weird ideas.


  Even when I raised objections, she would end up doing whatever she wanted anyway, and I didn’t want to bother arguing with her either. But I did regret letting her leave marks on me.


  Seeing these reminders of Miyagi always made me think about her, even when I didn’t want to, and I would reflect on our past experiences together. Because of this, I hesitated to leave the bathroom, fearing that I might find my phone devoid of messages from her.


  I hope the hickey goes away soon…


   Summer vacation was just around the corner.


  I’d be attending prep school and spending some time with Umina and the others.


  My schedule was busier than last year, so I couldn’t continue dwelling on Miyagi.


  「I can’t stay in here much longer. It’s too hot.」


  I stepped out of the bathtub and went to dry myself off in the changing room[3].


  Once my hair was dry, I made my way to the dimly lit kitchen. I grabbed a sports drink from the fridge before heading back to my room.


  I glanced at my smartphone resting on my desk and noticed a blinking light, indicating that I had unread messages.


  Oh, what a pain.


  It was already past midnight.


  The only people that would message me at this hour were either Umina or Mariko.


  Chances were, they wanted to make plans for something like a karaoke session or a mixer.


  Earlier today at school, they were discussing their plans for tomorrow and the days ahead, so most likely, their messages were related to that.


  Umina mentioned her parents had forced her to start attending a cram school during the break, and she was also considering taking on a part-time job. Meanwhile, Mariko had also joined a cram school. However, both of them insisted they couldn’t do without karaoke sessions or mixers.


  I was excited about spending time with the group, but I wasn’t particularly keen on going to a mixer. The guys Umina and Mariko brought along were often good-looking, but lacked personality.


  I picked up my phone and sat down on my bed.


  Just as I predicted, when I glanced at the screen, Umina and Mariko’s names were displayed, and their messages were exactly as I had anticipated.


  I can probably get away with turning down some of their invitations by using the excuse that I’m busy with prep school this year.


  Right as I had that thought, I took a closer look at my phone screen and noticed that I had an unread message from Miyagi.


  『Come over on Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays. Let me know what times you’re free. Also, remember to give me a heads-up before you come over.』


  The message had apparently come in a little before midnight, which meant she’d technically sent her answer just before the start of summer break.


  She had diligently followed the conditions I had established, and before I could even respond to the messages I received from Umina or Mariko, I replied to Miyagi’s first, confirming our plans.


  I was going to see Miyagi three times a week.


  Admittedly, I knew this wasn’t a good idea. Still, I felt a bit curious about how things would unfold, especially since we were about to meet more frequently than ever before. Part of me was a little glad to have something to occupy my free time with besides attending prep school or spending time with Umina and Mariko.


  To be honest, I wasn’t really that excited about going to prep school.


  The teachers approached their classes with dedication, yet their explanations were clear and easy to understand, and led to an improvement in my grades. It was enjoyable tackling problems I couldn’t previously solve, and seeing my test scores rise was a gratifying experience. I liked being able to see the immediate results of my hard work.


  Nonetheless, I had long understood that no matter how diligently I applied myself in my prep school lessons, my grades wouldn’t reach the level required for the university my parents aspired for me to attend. The reason why I wasn’t too excited about attending prep school over the break was because I had no choice but to go.


  Despite having grades that could get me into excellent schools, it didn’t really mean much to me.


  I replied to the messages that Umina and Mariko sent me.


  I embellished the messages, aiming to reply in a way consistent with the Sendai Hazuki they were familiar with at school, before sending them. However, the plans I had agreed to were solely those not involving mixers, so that idea was temporarily put on hold.


  Ever since I got involved with Miyagi, I became aware of just how much I cared about what others thought of me, and it bothered me.


  I felt most comfortable when I was with Miyagi. I could be myself around her, and her room was more comforting than mine.


  But I didn’t want to feel this way, so I had conflicting emotions about it.


  According to the schedule Miyagi sent me, our first tutoring session would be on Wednesday.


  I’d go to cram school in the morning and then head straight to Miyagi’s place in the afternoon.


  All we were going to do was study, yet I couldn’t help but wish Wednesday would come sooner.
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  After returning home from prep school, I had lunch and then sent a message to Miyagi. Unlike my usual routine of going straight to her place from school, this time, I left from my own house.


  Walking through the streets on a scorching summer afternoon, I decided to take shelter in a shaded area.


  The sun blazed above, making it hard to believe it was the same sky that had poured rain during the rainy season.


  The journey to Miyagi’s place, which was a fifteen-to-twenty-minute walk, felt incredibly distant.


  If this had been me a year ago, I would have turned back, but the me of today managed to reach Miyagi’s apartment without a single complaint about the weather. After being buzzed into the building, I took the elevator to the sixth floor and walked down the hallway to her door. When I rang the intercom at the front door, it opened almost immediately.


  「This is my first time seeing you like this.」


  Now that summer vacation had begun, I noticed she was wearing a different outfit than what I was used to seeing, so I couldn’t resist voicing my thoughts aloud.


  「Like what?」


  「It’s my first time seeing you in casual clothes.」


  She was wearing a t-shirt and a pair of jeans.


  The Miyagi who greeted me wasn’t dressed in loungewear or anything fancy. She had picked something comfortable to wear at home. Her outfit looked relaxed and casual, quite different from how she usually appeared in her school uniform.


  A small breath escaped me as I took in this new side of Miyagi, one I wasn’t used to seeing.


  「You’re dressed in casual clothes today too, Sendai-san.」


  「Oh, yeah, I guess that’s true.」


  My only plans for today were attending prep school and tutoring Miyagi. There was no reason to dress up, so I chose a simple outfit – a blouse and shorts.


  「Your legs are pretty long.」


  Miyagi said while staring at me.


  「You know, praising me won’t really get you anywhere.」


  「I wasn’t praising you. It was just an observation.」


  Miyagi replied curtly before entering her apartment. Just like always, I followed closely behind her into her room. Once inside, she handed me a five-thousand-yen bill.


  「Here’s your pay. This includes today’s and Friday’s sessions.」


  「You can just pay me after we’ve gone through the entire week.」


  「That’s harder to remember. It’d be a lot easier if I paid you at the beginning of each week, so just take it.」


  We agreed on three tutoring sessions a week.


  I’d prefer it if she paid me after the sessions rather than before. It just felt more comfortable for me that way.


  Miyagi had a different perspective and insisted on paying me in advance. Moreover, she preferred a weekly payment schedule rather than paying per session.


  「Our vacation started after Monday, so we’re only doing two sessions this week. Paying me five-thousand-yen is a little too much.」


  「It’s too much of a pain otherwise. Just take it.」


  Miyagi said, as if she had no intention of continuing the conversation. She handed the bill to me and then proceeded to sit down at the table, opening her textbook.


  「Alright, thanks.」


  I had come to realize that arguing with her was futile. Her stubbornness ran deep, and it was a pointless endeavor that would only waste my time and energy. So, without any protest, I accepted the money and tucked the bill into my wallet.


  The textbook she had open on her desk was an English textbook, and next to it were sets of handouts and worksheets that had been assigned as homework.


  「Okay, sensei. What are we going to do today?」


  Miyagi asked apathetically. When I looked at her, she had an obvious lack of motivation written all over her face.


  You’re just going to skip all the questions you’re not good at and make me answer them for you, aren’t you?


  Even though we were in different classes, our assignments were mostly identical. While it would save time to do all her assignments, there was no point in that. I wasn’t aiming to be a full-fledged private tutor, but I did want to help Miyagi with the parts she struggled to grasp.


  「Well, obviously, we’re going to study together. And don’t call me “sensei.”」


  「Doesn’t it have a nice ring to it, Sendai-sensei?」


  「It’s not like you see me as a teacher anyway. And be honest with me, you really don’t want to study, do you?」


  「Is there anyone who does?」


  Then why did you accept my suggestion of tutoring you in the first place?


  I held back the words I was about to say.


  I was curious about her answer, but now wasn’t the right time to ask. If I did, Miyagi might change her mind, or worse, she might ask me why I volunteered for this at all.


  「For the time being, I’ll just have you start on your homework.」


  I picked up one of the worksheets and placed it in front of Miyagi.


  「You’re going to do it for me, right, Sendai-sensei?」


  「No, you’re going to do it yourself. But I’ll help explain the parts you get stuck on.」


  「Sure, sure.」


  Miyagi replied, using the same words I typically used, before diverting her attention to the worksheet in front of her. I retrieved my own homework and set it on the table, then proceeded to work on it.


  The room fell quiet, and I looked to my side.


  Despite Miyagi’s initial complaints, she was earnestly working on her homework. As I glanced at her worksheet, I spotted a few errors, and I mentally noted what I would teach her later. Then, I returned to my own homework.


  Today marked my first visit to her room on a non-school day, but it didn’t feel all that different from our usual routine. Miyagi had given me a five-thousand-yen bill earlier and sat down beside me, just as she always did.


  But the fact that we’d be seeing each other over the duration of summer break was proof that Miyagi and I had gotten closer than ever before.


  There didn’t seem to be much point in growing closer to Miyagi, especially since we’d eventually part ways after our high school graduation next spring. Yet, for some reason, I had chosen to come all this way to her house today. While I was intrigued by the person Miyagi was and found her place more comforting than anywhere else, I couldn’t shake the growing unease about the path I was treading.


  But even despite all of that, I still chose to come here.


  I really didn’t like this part about myself.


  It was like giving myself a problem that couldn’t be solved, and it would make my head hurt whenever I thought about it.


  「Miyagi, what are your plans for tomorrow?」


  I asked, trying to shake off the somber feeling that didn’t quite fit the mood of summer vacation.


  「Huh?」


  「Are you doing anything tomorrow?」


  「Why do I have to tell you anything?」


  Miyagi asked as she lifted her head to look at me.


  「You don’t have to tell me anything, but I’m just trying to make conversation with you.」


  「…… I’m hanging out with Maika and another friend.」


  So, Utsunomiya and someone else. She was likely talking about the other girl in their friend group, the one she had been spending time with since they became third years.


  「Where do you guys plan to go?」


  「I don’t know. Anywhere. Sendai-san, you’re starting to sound like my parent or something.」


  「I don’t think I’m as nosy as a parent, though.」


  I wasn’t actually trying to pry information about their plans out of her.


  Before the start of summer break, I remembered that Miyagi wasn’t particularly excited about the vacation, but she had mentioned having plans, so I thought I’d bring it up as a conversation topic – that was all. I didn’t appreciate being compared to a nosy parent, though. If anything, Miyagi was the one behaving like a defiant child. I was just making casual small talk with some trivial questions, but instead of answering, she’d just complain. However, before I could say anything else, Miyagi interrupted, saying,


  「No, you definitely are. 」


  「What’s so wrong with making some small talk?」


  I asked, poking Miyagi in the arm with my pencil.


  「I’m going to go back to doing my homework, so stop bothering me.」


  Miyagi said as her pencil moved across her worksheet. However, not even ten minutes had passed before she set her pencil aside.


  「You know what, I don’t feel like studying after all. Here, you finish this for me, Sendai-san.」


  「Do it yourself. It hasn’t even been an hour yet.」


  「I’ll try harder next time.」


  「Fine, but at least correct the mistakes you’ve made, and then I’ll do the rest.」


  「What mistakes?」


  「For starters, you got this and that wrong. There were a few others that I saw too.」


  As I pointed out the questions she had answered incorrectly, Miyagi counted the number of mistakes she had made and frowned. However, the offer I had made must’ve seemed appealing to her as she began erasing all the wrong answers. I provided her with a few tips on how to solve them correctly, and shortly after, she had managed to fix all her mistakes.


  「I’ll handle the rest, so in the meantime, work on the homework for the other subjects that you’re good at. You can copy what I’ve written once I’m done.」


  「…… In the end, I’m still going to be doing homework, huh.」


  「Of course.」


  As for the worksheets I was working on, I wasn’t going to let Miyagi copy them outright. I had no plans to mention this now, but I intended to have Miyagi try to solve the problems on her own to some extent.


  She probably hadn’t expected me to suddenly start acting like a real tutor. A displeased look appeared on her face as she started working on her homework for her other subjects.


  Of course, there was only so much we could get through in a single day.


  A considerable amount of time went by as I kept working on Miyagi’s assignments.


  「Are you having dinner here?」


  Miyagi asked as I stared at the numerous printouts scattered across the table.


  I was a little surprised by her question, as I hadn’t expected her to offer to serve me dinner over summer break.


  Though, the food being served would likely be the same as usual.


  It would be either instant or frozen food.


  Regardless, eating here was much better than eating at home.


  「Yeah, I’ll have something to eat.」


  After hearing my answer, Miyagi headed straight for the kitchen. I trailed behind her, settling into a chair by the bar counter. In silence, I observed Miyagi’s actions in the kitchen as she submerged a silver bag into boiling water, eventually transforming it into a serving of curry.


  The two of us brought our hands together and said, “Let’s eat,” before digging into our meal.


  「Eating instant food every once in a while is fine, but you should really learn how to cook for yourself sometimes.」


  I said as the curry – which surprisingly tasted better than typical instant food – settled in my stomach.


  「Isn’t instant curry fine? Plus, cooking is a pain anyway.」


  「You say it’s a pain, but what you really mean is that you can’t cook, right?」


  「If that’s what you think, then you make something for me, Sendai-san.」


  「Fine. As long as you prepare the ingredients.」


  I felt guilty about always being treated to meals, so I thought it was only fair to contribute in some way. Whether or not Miyagi found it tasty, I could quickly prepare a simple dish. However, the person who initially proposed the idea responded with something unclear.


  「Only if I feel like it.」


  I guess that means she’s not going to do it.


  I sighed at Miyagi’s half-hearted response before bringing another bite of curry to my mouth.


  Having dinner together in silence meant that we finished eating quickly.


  After helping put the dishes away, I gazed out the window while sipping on a cup of tea.


  Since we didn’t have school today, I arrived at Miyagi’s house earlier than usual, and we had dinner at an earlier time as well. Nevertheless, the sky visible through the lace curtains was dark, and the streetlights glowed like beacons.


  「I need to get home soon.」


  No one ever said anything whenever I came home late, but that didn’t mean I could stay here forever.


  I grabbed my bag from Miyagi’s room and headed for the entrance.


  As I put on my shoes, I heard Miyagi’s voice from behind me.


  「Are you going to prep school tomorrow as well, Sendai-san?」


  「Yep, and it’s not just tomorrow either.」


  While I was attending prep school, Miyagi would be spending time with her friends.


  It wasn’t like senior students had to study every single day just because our entrance exams were approaching. Still, for some reason, I felt irritated at the thought of Miyagi hanging out with her friends, even though there was nothing wrong with it.


  I began to open the front door but suddenly stopped.


  I turned around and grabbed Miyagi by the wrist.


  「What?」


  She had a wary look on her face. Ignoring it, I pulled her closer to me and put my lips to her neck.


  We had gone as far as kissing before, but even this made my heart race.


  Miyagi was trying to push me away by my shoulders.


  But I couldn’t stop myself.


  Even though I hadn’t planned on doing anything like this, I pressed my lips against her neck and sucked on it, but not hard enough to leave a mark.


  Her neck felt soft on my lips.


  The smell of her shampoo mixed in with Miyagi’s sweat tickled my nose.


  After parting my lips from her neck, I lightly brushed them against her skin once more before gradually lifting my head. A faint sigh escaped me, realizing the pointlessness of my actions.


  It was hot standing by the entrance with no air conditioning, and my hand holding onto Miyagi’s wrist felt a bit sweaty.


  「Didn’t I tell you not to do anything weird?」


  Miyagi said firmly and shook my hand off her wrist.


  「All I did was touch you a little bit. I didn’t leave any marks behind either, so I don’t think it’s that weird.」


  「That’s not what I meant.」


  「Look, not only did I help you study today, but I also did your homework for you, so…」


  I said, trying to come up with a random excuse to tell Miyagi.


  「…… How come this is the first time I’m hearing about this rule?」


  「Well, that’s because I didn’t tell you about it.」


  「Stop trying to make up new rules. Also, I’m pretty sure I finished most of my homework myself.」


  「But there were some parts you had to copy from me, right?」


  I retorted, backing up the fake excuse that I’d come up with on the spot, as I opened the front door. Miyagi trailed behind, grumbling, as we made our way into the hallway and stepped into the elevator together.


  We got off on the ground floor and walked to the entrance of the apartment building together.


  「See you later.」


  I said, before leaving the building.


  「Bye-bye.」


  Miyagi grumpily replied.


  Unlike before, I now had a clear idea of when I’d be returning here next.


  We would meet again on Friday, without the need for Miyagi to initiate the contact.


  We didn’t need to make any plans before I left – we both knew we’d be seeing each other the day after tomorrow.
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  There was something annoying about meeting up every other day.


  The reason for that was because I had way too much free time today to dwell on the events of yesterday.


  The longer I thought about it, the more it etched itself into my memory. It worked the same way when it came to studying. It stayed with me during my commute to prep school, on my way back, during my bath, and even as I lay in bed before falling asleep. There were plenty of moments for Miyagi to slip into my mind. And now, even though it was Friday, I couldn’t help but wonder what Miyagi had been doing yesterday.


  There were only so many things a high schooler could do during summer vacation, so a few possibilities crossed my mind, such as karaoke, shopping, watching a movie or going to an amusement park.


  It was unlikely that Miyagi and her friends went anywhere unusual.


  Where did you go yesterday?


  I could ask her right now, but I doubted she would answer me honestly. She hadn’t done so when we last met on Wednesday, after all.


  「Sendai-san, I don’t understand this part.」


  Miyagi, who was sitting next to me, said as she pointed at a question with her pencil.


  「Oh, for this …」


  I explained how to use the formulas that were written on her math homework.


  Explaining concepts I had memorized to her wasn’t particularly difficult. I couldn’t really see myself as a proper tutor, and I definitely wasn’t doing anything deserving of payment. However, I needed an excuse to keep visiting Miyagi’s place during the break.


  I think Miyagi knew that too.


  Miyagi had every right to be upset with me for kissing her neck as some sort of trade for helping with her homework. I was the one working for her money, so I couldn’t blame Miyagi if she didn’t accept the weak excuse I had come up with.


  But how come she didn’t get mad at me after I kissed her on the neck?


  I wanted to ask her about it, but I knew it would be impossible to get an answer out of her. As the number of things I wanted to say out loud but couldn’t continued to grow, I was afraid that one day, I would suffocate from keeping them all inside.


  「… Where did you go yesterday?」


  Out of the two questions I had been holding back, I chose to ask the one that had a higher chance of receiving an answer.


  「I’ll tell you if you do my homework for me.」


  Miyagi answered nonchalantly as she placed her homework in front me.


  Well, of course it was going to end up like this.


  She probably knew there was no way I’d do her homework for her, so this was her way of indicating that she had no intention of answering my question.


  「How about we stop here for today?」


  I closed Miyagi’s notebook and leaned my back against her bed.


  「Already?」


  It had only been an hour since we started studying, so ending our session now felt quite early. However, since it wasn’t my usual time to leave yet, I decided to make a suggestion.


  「Yep, we’re finishing up earlier today, so if you want, feel free to order me around.」


  「What are you trying to say?」


  「I mean, my time today’s not up yet, and we missed Monday’s session this week, so to make up for your money’s worth, I’m letting you order me around.」


  Hopefully, she wouldn’t point out that those words weren’t something a real private tutor would say.


  「Stop coming up with new rules like that all the time.」


  「You know what they say. Sometimes in life, you just have to wing it, right?」


  「No.」


  「Fine, then you decide on something if you don’t want to issue any orders.」


  I was open to doing pretty much anything. She didn’t need to give me orders, but I left the decision of what to do up to Miyagi. I had no clue whether she had any other ideas in mind because not long after, she said,


  「… I’ll give you an order.」


  「Okay. What do you want me to do?」


  「Take me to your house, Sendai-san.」


  「Huh?」


  「We’re always at my place. Isn’t it fine to change it up every once in a while?」


  Of all things, why did you have to pick that?


  I suddenly had the urge to crack open Miyagi’s head and see what was going on in there.


  Since I began high school, I never invited a friend over to my house. Whenever someone suggested it, I would turn them down. It wasn’t as though my parents would suddenly appear every time I had friends over, but I couldn’t rule out the possibility.


  Plus, if something like that were to happen, it’d just be a pain to deal with. I didn’t want to make it obvious that I had a strained relationship with my parents, and most importantly, I didn’t want anyone intruding on my personal space.


  「I’m just joking.」


  Miyagi responded in a disinterested tone and reopened her notebook.


  「I haven’t even said anything yet.」


  「You were going to say no, weren’t you?」


  「You don’t know that.」


  I said as I tapped Miyagi – who was wearing a pair of shorts – on her thighs, but she immediately swatted my hand away.


  I guess she’s in a bad mood now.


  I took a deep breath before standing up.


  「Okay. Let’s go, Miyagi.」


  「Huh?」


  「What do you mean “huh”? You said you wanted me to bring you over to my house, didn’t you?」


  「I did, but…」


  「Well, if you don’t want to go, then I guess I’ll just sit back down.」


  I was a bit hesitant, but I decided it was okay to invite Miyagi into my house. However, if the person who initially suggested coming over didn’t want to go anymore, there was no need to insist.


  「Okay. Are we going together?」


  Miyagi stood up before I could retake my seat while asking something strange.


  「I mean, if we don’t go together, how will you even know where to go? Do you know where I live?」


  「No, I don’t.」


  Well, of course she didn’t.


  She had never asked me where I lived, and I had never told her. It would be impossible to go to a place without knowing the address, so we had to go together. However, Miyagi stood still, not moving from her spot.


  「Look, if you have something you want to say, just spit it out.」


  「… Other people might see us walking around together. Is that okay?」


  We had agreed to keep our after-school activities a secret, and we didn’t even talk to each other at school.


  Because of our agreement, no one was aware of my secret meetings with Miyagi. It remained our exclusive secret, and it would stay that way. Besides, even if I were to suggest going separately, it wasn’t like it was uncommon for former classmates to casually bump into each other and walk together if we were heading in the same direction.


  Plus, it would be inconvenient to leave separately if we were both going to the same place anyway.


  「Yeah, I don’t mind.」


  I replied curtly, but Miyagi didn’t seem convinced.


  「If you want us to go separately, then just say it. Plus, it’ll be better that way too, right?」


  I wasn’t certain whether Miyagi said that out of concern for me or if she simply wanted to avoid encountering any of her friends, but either way, she seemed really hung up on this.


  「Nah, that sounds like a pain. Let’s just go together. Besides, it’d be a problem if you ended up getting lost by yourself.」


  「As long as I have a map, I won’t get lost. My sense of direction isn’t that bad.」


  「Even if that is the case, I still think it’s better to go together. It’s not that far from here, and I’m pretty sure we’re not going to run into anyone along the way.」


  Of all the people I knew, I’d only come across Miyagi in this area. I’d never seen her here with her friends before, so we probably wouldn’t bump into them.


  After clearing out the table, I grabbed Miyagi by the wrist and dragged her out of her room with me.


  「It’s about a twenty minute walk. Is that okay with you?」


  I asked while putting my shoes on by the entrance.


  「That’s so far.」


  「I think it’s pretty close.」


  It was only a fifteen-minute walk if we walked quickly, so it wasn’t far at all.


  We entered the elevator, went down to the ground floor, and made our way to the entrance. We exited the apartment together, and although I was walking slowly, Miyagi was falling behind. I paused and waited for her to catch up.


  「Can we stop by a convenience store on the way?」


  I asked Miyagi, who was now standing right next to me.


  「Sure.」


  「Okay, let’s go.」


  As we walked to my house, I made sure to match my pace with Miyagi’s so she wouldn’t lag behind.
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  We walked without any rush.


  I made a brief stop at a convenience store, about a five-minute walk from my house, to purchase a bottle of tea and a bottle of soda.


  The reason for this small detour was simple.


  I didn’t want my family to know I was having a guest over.


  Carrying two cups to my room would have been too conspicuous.


  However, I couldn’t let the two of us walk through the scorching heat without at least offering something to drink.


  That was the only reason why I decided to stop by the convenience store.


  「We’re here.」


  We stopped in front of my house. I felt a bit uncomfortable in the sticky heat that made my t-shirt cling to my back. When I glanced over at Miyagi, she seemed like she had nothing to say. Instead, her gaze was fixed on my rather unremarkable house, as if she was looking at something unusual.


  I took my key out of my bag.


  However, before I could put the key into the lock, the door suddenly opened.


  Is this bad timing?


  Am I just unlucky?


  Or is today just a terrible day in general?


  I wasn’t sure which one was the right answer, but in any case, my unfriendly mother emerged from the front door.


  「Hello.」


  Miyagi spoke softly, her voice tinged with nervousness, as she lowered her head.


  Normally, in situations like this, a typical mother would respond with a “Hello” or say something like, “Make yourself at home,” but my mother opted for silence. She just nodded her head and walked right past us.


  I felt bad that my mother had left without a word despite Miyagi’s greeting, but there was nothing I could do about it.


  「Sorry about that. Don’t mind her.」


  I apologized to Miyagi as I watched my mother walk away. Miyagi seemed somewhat troubled but nodded in response.


  There was a chance we’d run into my parents.


  I had considered the possibility of this happening before our visit, but I never thought we’d actually encounter my mother. I felt the urge to vent my frustration to Miyagi, who had suggested the idea of coming here, but I acknowledged that it was my decision to bring her along, so blaming her wouldn’t be fair.


  「Let’s go inside.」


  I opened the door and invited her in before the atmosphere became too tense. As I did so, I heard a faint voice from behind me.


  「Sorry for the intrusion.」


  The two of us took off our shoes and went up the stairs, stopping in front of one of the two doors that lined the hallway.


  「Sorry, give me a moment. I need to tidy some things up in my room first.」


  「Are you the type who keeps your room messy?」


  「Not really, but you know, just in case.」


  I didn’t particularly enjoy cleaning my room, but it was usually kept tidy. However, since I hadn’t expected to bring any guests over and Miyagi was about to enter, I felt compelled to at least give it a quick once-over.


  I made Miyagi wait in the hallway.


  As I glanced around my room, my gaze landed on my piggy bank, perched on top of my dresser.


  Inside, I had stored all the five-thousand-yen bills I had received from Miyagi. It wasn’t that I minded her seeing it, but given its contents, I preferred to keep it out of sight.


  For the time being, let’s turn on the air conditioner as well.


  I pulled out the drinks I had purchased earlier and set them on the table. Then, I discreetly stashed my piggy bank inside my closet before inviting Miyagi into my room.


  「Feel free to sit wherever you’d like.」


  「Your room is pretty big.」


  Miyagi said as she glanced around my room before taking a seat on my bed.


  「Your room’s pretty big too, Miyagi.」


  My room might’ve felt spacious, but Miyagi’s was probably even bigger.


  「Was that your mother just now?」


  「Yeah.」


  「Does that mean no one else is home right now?」


  How troublesome.


  This was one of the consequences of letting people into your personal territory.


  I knew what would come next as soon as I invited Miyagi over, but I couldn’t help finding it bothersome anyway, and I wished she hadn’t asked me that question.


  I hated letting people over.


  I found it extremely bothersome, so I chose to ignore Miyagi’s voice. Instead, I reached over the table, grabbed the bottle of soda, and handed it to her. Then, I sat down with my back against my bed. As I opened the lid on my own drink,


  「Sendai-san.」


  Miyagi said, as if pressing me for an answer.


  「There’s probably someone else at home right now.」


  「Who is it?」


  Miyagi was seated on my bed, acting as though it were her own room, but her restless legs revealed her discomfort.


  「My perfect older sister.」


  My older sister, currently a university student, came home as soon as summer vacation started. I hadn’t seen her all day, but she was likely in her own room right now.


  「In the room next door?」


  「Yeah.」


  「How far apart are your rooms?」


  I understood that Miyagi’s question didn’t stem from any ill intentions.


  Rather than asking out of genuine curiosity, she was likely just attempting to break the silence with whatever came to her mind. Nevertheless, her constant questions were starting to annoy me.


  「You ask too many questions, Miyagi.」


  After taking a sip of my tea, I set the plastic bottle back on the table and reached for her restless right leg. Her legs were extended, and because she wore shorts, her knees were visible. I pressed my lips against her knee and let my tongue continue from there.


  「Hey, I didn’t tell you to do that.」


  I pretended I couldn’t hear her voice as I removed her sock.


  The air conditioner I had turned on earlier didn’t seem to be working yet.


  Perhaps it was the heat’s fault that I felt like I could do these things she hadn’t ordered me to do.


  I put my tongue on top of her foot and went all the way up to her ankle. Her soft skin felt more moist than usual and tasted like sweat.


  「Stop it.」


  Miyagi said firmly as she shoved my head away with the plastic bottle in her hand. I snatched the bottle from her and placed it on the floor. As I caressed her calf and softly pressed my lips against her shin, she fired another complaint my way.


  「I didn’t order you to lick my foot.」


  「You were going to, weren’t you?」


  「No, I wasn’t. Let go of my foot.」


  「I’m not letting go.」


  Miyagi could’ve ordered me to let go, but she didn’t. A simple request wasn’t enough to stop me, so I gripped her ankle and bit down on her big toe.


  「That hurts, Sendai-san.」


  Miyagi was being noisy, but at least she wasn’t asking me unnecessary questions anymore. Plus, she still hadn’t ordered me to stop yet.


  Whenever things get like this, it felt as if both Miyagi and I wanted it to keep going.


  In any case, it was better than her continuously asking me about unimportant things.


  Afraid that things might escalate and change into something else, I decided to bite down even harder on her big toe.


  「I told you, that hurts!」


  「Don’t make too much noise or else someone might hear you.」


  The walls in my house weren’t paper-thin, so voices from next door weren’t easily audible. However, what we were engaged in wasn’t something suitable for others to overhear, so I cautioned her.


  「But this is your fault, Sendai-san. If you stop, then there’s no reason for me to be making any noise in the first place.」


  「Well, then order me to stop.」


  I maintained eye contact with Miyagi as I spoke, and she returned my gaze with a glare. However, she remained silent. So, I ran my tongue over the bite marks I had made and planted kisses on the top of her foot repeatedly. I traced my tongue along the bone of her ankle and placed kisses on the underside of her knee, prompting Miyagi to withdraw her leg.


  「Come here.」


  She said in a hushed tone.


  「Is that an order?」


  「Yes.」


  I followed her instructions and sat down beside Miyagi. As I glanced at her, she touched my lips with her fingers, gently tracing their contours. But as she started to withdraw her hand, I grasped her wrist.


  I couldn’t understand why Miyagi was so reluctant to touch me sometimes, but she often acted like this. It kind of bothered me.


  「You have another order for me in mind, don’t you? Just spit it out.」


  「I’ll tell you if you let go.」


  「Fine.」


  As soon as I released her wrist, Miyagi pulled her arm away. Then, after a moment of hesitation, she slowly brought her index finger to my lips again.


  「… Lick it.」


  That was probably not what she wanted me to do either, but without pressing her further for answers, I gently brushed my tongue against her fingertip, taking the rest of her finger into my mouth up to the second joint. As I wrapped my tongue around her finger, it ceased its exploration of my mouth and remained still. I continued to move my tongue along her finger until she eventually withdrew it.


  I licked the tip of her finger, as if chasing after it, and I let my tongue move closer to her knuckle. Then, I pressed my lips against the back of Miyagi’s hand and gently ran my tongue from her wrist all the way up to her arm.


  「The way you lick me is disgusting.」


  Miyagi said as she tried to pull her hand away, but my lips were still pressed against it, and I firmly stuck my tongue in the space between her wrist and her elbow.


  「Sendai-san, cut it out!」


  She said as she forcefully pulled her arm away.


  「Didn’t I tell you to not make a fuss?」


  「I wasn’t making a fuss.」


  She replied with a frown on her face. When she tried to stand up, I grabbed her by the arm.


  Whenever I let my guard down, Miyagi will try to run away from me.
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  So, it was my responsibility to catch her.


  Today was no exception.


  I pushed Miyagi down onto my bed so that she wouldn’t be able to leave.


  「Get out of the way.」


  Naturally, Miyagi sounded angry.


  「Just shut up for a second.」


  The thought of shutting her up by kissing her crossed my mind for a moment, but I quickly dismissed it.


  My mind had been polluted with ideas from all the manga that Miyagi liked to read.


  However, it served as evidence of just how frequently I visited her place and how many books I’d read from her shelf. I couldn’t help but sigh at the realization.


  A year ago, I could never have imagined that we would find ourselves in a situation where I would be pushing Miyagi onto my bed. If anything, Miyagi was the one always pushing me around.


  「Isn’t this against the rules?」


  Miyagi was asking yet another question.


  Before she could pile on any more, I silently bite her neck.


  I sank my teeth firmly into her skin, causing Miyagi to fall silent for a moment.


  However, that moment didn’t last for very long, and she quickly went back to making a fuss.


  「Sendai-san, that hurts.」


  Miyagi protested as she pushed my shoulders.


  However, I wasn’t going to stop myself.


  「Hey, I said that hurts, so stop it already.」


  She genuinely didn’t like this.


  The hands attempting to push me away with filled with force.


  「You say that, but you do this to me all the time.」


  I said, lifting my head as I stared at Miyagi’s neck.


  I felt a little bad because the place where I had bit her turned red, but part of this was Miyagi’s fault too.


  Although the place where I bit her was a bit different, she’d do things like this to me all the time. I had done it before too, but Miyagi was way worse about it because she would never hold back.


  The more pain I felt and scars I got from her, the more it forced me to think about Miyagi.


  She needs to get a taste of her own medicine every once in a while.


  「… You’re not wrong, but…」


  Miyagi mumbled as she held her hand against her neck.


  She rubbed it for a while, as if it still hurt.


  I laid down right next to her.


  Miyagi and I were both on top of my bed.


  This wasn’t the first time we were on a bed together, but we were always at Miyagi’s place. It felt a little strange having Miyagi on my bed now.


  「Sendai-san, there’s not enough space.」


  Miyagi expressed her dissatisfaction as she attempted to shove me aside.


  「Well, this is my bed, so don’t push me. It hurts.」


  「I’m the one that’s still in pain, you know.」


  She said as she sat up and kicked my leg.


  「I know.」


  Miyagi had left marks on me countless times in the past. I knew better than anyone just how painful it could be.


  Well, I did kind of regret doing it, though.


  I hadn’t invited Miyagi to my room with the intention of things turning out this way, but it ended up like this anyway. If I were to associate Miyagi with my bed from now on, I suppose I’ve unwittingly placed a curse on myself.


  「Let’s start studying seriously next week.」


  I stated, aiming to repair the emotions that seemed to be veering off course and taking an unexpected turn.


  「I think that’s for the best.」


  Miyagi quietly replied.
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  “I’ll walk you halfway.”


  When I expressed my desire to go home, Sendai-san suggested the idea of accompanying me, but I declined. It was still light out, and I had already memorized the route we had taken, so there was no need for her to escort me. Besides, there wasn’t much to talk about even if we walked together.


  Even when we were going to Sendai-san’s house earlier, we didn’t really talk much.


  Besides, I was more comfortable going home alone.


  I felt a bit awkward considering what happened today.


  However, despite my strong insistence on going alone, Sendai-san ended up walking with me anyway.


  Even though you’re so sensitive to the heat…


  I wasn’t sure when it was that my orders stopped holding any weight.


  Even though I ordered her not to accompany me, she defied my words and left the house with me anyway.


  I sighed softly, ensuring the person beside me wouldn’t hear.


  I asked Sendai-san to take me to her house in the first place solely because she had been behaving as she pleased recently.


  She acted as though she had complete freedom over the break. She kept making up new rules by herself and fulfilling her desires without my input, so I wanted to get back at her by forcing her to undertake an impossible task – I ordered her to take me to her house even though I had no idea where it was.


  What kind of room did she spend her time in?


  Admittedly, I was a bit curious.


  Regardless, she would turn me down.


  At least, that was what I expected, and now I regretted issuing that order so casually.


  I ended up witnessing something Sendai-san hadn’t wanted me to discover. It seemed like she’d been hiding it all along and wanted to keep it hidden.


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


  That was what I once thought of her, but now I realized it was merely a product of my imagination. When we encountered her mother at the entrance earlier, she left without even sparing a glance at her own daughter, leaving Sendai-san with a complex expression on her face.


  The air around them felt tense and I could tell right away that they didn’t have a good relationship with each other.


  There was definitely something off between them.


  I messed up.


  No matter how uncomfortable I was with silence, I said too much today. It was my fault that I put Sendai-san through that experience.


  Sendai-san was silent right now.


  As if to make up for saying too much last time, I kept quiet as well.


  If I were to apologize now, it might provide me with some relief, but it would surely anger Sendai-san. Therefore, I had no option but to remain silent as we walked alongside each other.


  Even when we walked side by side, silence was the only companion between us, so it didn’t feel much different from walking alone.


  I couldn’t bring myself to look beside me, so I directed my gaze downwards instead.


  The setting sun cast our shadows onto the sidewalk.


  I walked at a leisurely pace, with Sendai-san matching my speed, much like our journey to her house earlier.


  「So, Miyagi, what did you think?」


  For the first time during our journey back, I heard a voice from beside me that had the same familiar tone, breaking the silence between us.


  「Of what?」


  I asked, not quite sure what she was trying to get at, as I turned to look at Sendai-san.


  「I don’t know. You were the one who wanted to come to my place, weren’t you?」


  She answered in a cheerful tone, as if forgetting what had happened today.


  「Look, all I wanted was a change of scenery.」


  「Yeah, yeah, I know. Anyway, tell me, what did you think of my room?」


  Sendai-san’s room had a modest level of decoration, not too extravagant yet not entirely bare. “An ordinary room” would be the most suitable description for it, and it wasn’t much different from my own.


  However, if I had to point out one difference, it would be her bookshelf.


  Most of her bookshelf was filled with workbooks, reference books, and magazines that Ibaraki-san seemed to like reading. However, I felt like that wasn’t the response she was looking for, so I opted to go with a safe answer.


  「Well, it felt like a regular room.」


  「Huh? Why wouldn’t it be? What were you expecting?」


  「I don’t know. Something more high school girlish?」


  「Oh, is that the kind of impression I give off?」


  「At least, that’s what it seems like at school.」


  Sendai-san wasn’t particularly flashy, but she certainly stood out at school, projecting an open and cheerful image. I was surprised to see her room wasn’t entirely adorned with cute and fashionable items.


  「Well, okay, aside from my room, do you have any other thoughts?」


  Sendai-san pressed me for a response, appearing somewhat dissatisfied with my previous answer.


  Before we left, I spent the rest of my time at her place reading the books that were on her shelf.


  It wasn’t like I’d gone over empty-handed, but I hadn’t brought my printouts or workbooks with me, so I had no other choice. Meanwhile, Sendai had been engrossed in a book as well.


  In other words, we spent our time together just like we always did.


  「There was nothing else really worth mentioning.」


  「I guess you’re right.」


  Sendai-san agreed casually, but then she suddenly came to a halt.


  When I stopped as well, she extended her index finger, stopping it just before it could touch my neck.


  「Does this still hurt? It’s still a bit red.」


  Sendai-san, who had pushed me down earlier, hadn’t shown restraint.


  She bit into my neck so deeply that I nearly thought she might draw blood.


  I had experienced her biting me several times in the past, but this was the most painful bite I had ever received.


  「It hurt when you bit me and it still hurts right now.」


  When I responded with that, Sendai-san’s hand lightly brushed the reddened area.


  To be honest, it didn’t really hurt anymore.


  But it continued to throb, as if the pain was still there.


  「Yeah, I’ll bet. I was trying to make sure it hurt.」


  Sendai-san said while wearing a serious expression on her face.


  “Stop trying to copy me,” I was about to say, but I quickly stopped myself.


  I heaved a sigh, realizing again just how horrible I’d been to her this whole time.


  I peeled Sendai-san’s hand off my neck.


  It’s fine.


   It’s not a big deal.


  Even if it was still red right now, it didn’t hurt anymore, and it shouldn’t leave a mark behind either.


  「You’re such a pervert, Sendai-san.」


  「Yeah, you might be right about that.」


  Sendai-san, who typically would deny such words, nodded in agreement.


  Things have been going crazy ever since summer break started.


  The Sendai-san I knew possessed self-restraint and wouldn’t do something like push others down onto the bed. Even if she strayed from the orders I gave her, there was never any special meaning behind her actions.


  She had caressed my skin with her tongue.


  Even though it was just a simple act of licking, it felt as if Sendai-san was attempting to impart it with a deeper meaning in that moment.


  No, that’s probably just my imagination.


  It wasn’t a big deal, and I was sure I’d forget all of this by tomorrow anyway.


  「Let’s go.」


  Sendai-san said, her voice slightly drowned out by the noise of the city.


  Just like during our trip to her house, I couldn’t determine the right walking pace.


  When it came to other people, our strides naturally aligned, but it didn’t seem to work the same way with her.


  Was it okay to walk side-by-side, or was it better to have a little distance between us?


  Even though my steps were hesitant and a bit slower, Sendai-san remained right next to me.


  We continued walking down the streets side-by-side. It had been like this ever since we left her house.


  Sendai-san was walking relatively slowly, just like how it was on the way to her house, but I couldn’t tell if that was her usual walking speed, or if she was simply trying to match mine.


  Nevertheless, as we strolled through the streets, the cityscape around us gradually changed.


  I wouldn’t mind if we walked a little faster.


  But when I thought about how this could be my last opportunity to wander the city with Sendai-san, I couldn’t find it in me to rush the shift in scenery.
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  Once July was over, August came and took its place.


  After that day I visited Sendai-san’s house, she became more dedicated to her tutoring responsibilities, and I, in turn, started approaching my studies more seriously. As a result, I have now completed most of my homework.


  There was no need to rush to finish the rest.


  The time I spent studying with Sendai-san wasn’t exactly what I would call fun, but it wasn’t too bad either. However, I felt like it wouldn’t hurt if we slowed down a little. I was starting to get tired of solving problems and writing papers all the time.


  But Sendai-san appeared to have a different perspective and continued to teach me earnestly without taking any shortcuts.


  As evidence of that, today my table was filled with numerous open textbooks, reference books, and workbooks that she had brought with her.


  I began to understand that the reason Sendai-san visited so frequently probably had something to do with her home situation.


  This was the conclusion I came to after the day I went over to Sendai-san’s house. 


  Well, it didn’t matter what her reason was. The most important thing was that as long as she agreed to come over whenever I summoned her, it was fine. However, I couldn’t help but wonder why Sendai-san, who had initially established the rule of not meeting on our days off, had a change of heart this summer break.


  Even if something did happen at home, I wouldn’t expect that to be the reason.


  I mean, it wasn’t as if her home situation had suddenly changed or anything.


  Moreover, she hadn’t suggested coming over during the last summer vacation.


  She hadn’t attempted to change the rules during winter or spring break either.


  So why now?


  The mystery remained unsolved.


  It’s possible that something happened at home that made her uncomfortable enough to not want to stay there, to the extent that she was willing to alter the rules of our arrangement. Or maybe there could be another reason altogether.


  「Hey, Miyagi. I don’t see your hands moving.」


  Sendai-san – with her hair not in its usual braid – said as she poked my arm with a pencil.


  「I’m just taking a break.」


  I glanced at the air conditioner remote and then took a sip of my soda, which had lost its ice. The fizz traveled down my throat and settled in my stomach. The soda wasn’t very cold and didn’t taste amazing, but I was fine with it.


  「Miyagi, don’t you think it’s kind of cold in here?」


  Sendai-san asked as she rested her chin on her hand.


  「It doesn’t feel that cold to me.」


  「I guess it wouldn’t, since you are wearing long sleeves today.」


  Her soft voice echoed in the room before fading away.


  Because I had pressured Sendai-san into revealing something she had been determined to keep hidden, I hoped to alleviate my guilt by adjusting the room temperature to suit her preferences. As a result, I had put on long sleeves to ward off the chill, and at the moment, I didn’t feel cold enough to complain.


  「It’s kind of irritating seeing you be so considerate of my feelings.」


  Sendai-san said as she tugged on the sleeve of my shirt.


  「Who said I was trying to be considerate of your feelings?」


  「……」


  She didn’t reply.


  Continuing the discussion about why I adjusted the temperature to accommodate Sendai-san’s preferences would inevitably lead to revisiting the events of the other day. Knowing how much she wanted to avoid talking about it, she chose not to respond to my question.


  With both of us having things we didn’t want to say to the other, we passed our time together in silence.


  Most likely, the reason why Sendai-san was holding back her words was because she wanted to ask me something she knew I wouldn’t want to answer.


  She probably wanted to know why there was never anyone home at my place, and how I managed to afford paying her five-thousand yen all the time.


  She never pried into the things I didn’t want to talk about, which was why I usually refrained from asking too much about her as well.


  ―― But I messed up the other day.


  Feeling a need to reflect on my actions from the other day, I chose not to push her for an explanation for her silence.


  「I don’t mind if it gets a little hot in here, so just raise the temperature.」


  Sendai-san said as she pointed at the remote sitting on the table.


  「I’m adjusting to your preferences, Sendai-san. Why not just happily accept it?」


  「So you were trying to be considerate of my feelings, huh.」


  「I never said that.」


  I replied curtly as I went back to focusing on my homework.


  Then, Sendai-san raised the temperature of the air conditioner on her own.


  「It’s pretty hot today, so if you increase the temperature, it’s only going to get even warmer in here.」


  「Well, if it gets too hot for you, why not just take your clothes off?」


  I shot a glare at Sendai-san, seated beside me, with a strong sense of déjà vu.


  I remembered saying something similar during the previous summer vacation.


  Back then, I had raised the temperature on the air conditioner that Sendai-san had adjusted.


  「Fine, I will.」


  The long-sleeved shirt I was wearing was solely to help me keep warm. I was still wearing a t-shirt underneath, so I had no qualms about removing the outer layer and took it off without hesitation.


  「So what about you, Sendai-san?」


  「I don’t feel that hot right now, so I’m fine.」


  「What a liar.」


  「Look, I’m happy to adjust to your preferences, Miyagi.」


  Sendai-san said as she raised the temperature once again.


  「Never mind me, isn’t this too hot for you, Sendai-san?」


  「Not really.」


  That shouldn’t be the case.


  The temperature that suited me best had always been too hot for Sendai-san, and she would often complain about wanting to lower the air conditioning.


  Perhaps she had already decided where this conversation would go and I was merely being led there. Until Sendai-san spoke the lines she had in mind, the room’s temperature would remain unchanged, and our conversation would linger on.


  Sendai-san had been in charge ever since the start of summer vacation, and I wasn’t really a fan of that.


  Moreover, I hated not knowing what her intentions were.


  I didn’t want to continue going along with this any longer.


  I solved a few unanswered questions and filled in the blanks in my workbook.


  「Miyagi.」


  The one who had insisted on us being more diligent in our studies extended her hand and closed my incomplete homework.


  It wasn’t my intention to obey Sendai-san.


  However, if I left things as they were, Sendai-san would only grow even more annoying, and nothing interesting would happen.


  「It’s really hot in here, isn’t it? You’ll feel a bit cooler if you just take your clothes off.」


  I said, speaking the words that Sendai-san likely wanted me to say.


  「Well, if you want me to take my clothes off, you’ll either have to order me to let you undress me, or order me to do it myself.」


  「I don’t have the right to order you around.」


  「I’ll let you do it, since you went out of your way to accommodate to me earlier.」


  Sendai-san had been acting overbearing ever since the start of summer break.


  She was behaving as if she were the owner of my room, making decisions without consulting me first. The fact that she was “granting” me the right to order her around seemed so arrogant, and right now, it would be problematic if I actually had the right to do so.


  After all, the money I was paying her over summer break wasn’t so I could buy the right to give her orders.


  The five-thousand-yen I had been giving her was to cover the price of her tutoring services.


  It was different from our usual after-school arrangement.


  She was probably just trying to tease me a little bit and then be done with it.


  I wouldn’t be surprised if that was what she was going for.


  「Are you not going to give me an order?」


  Sendai-san asked, as if she knew exactly what would come next.


  At the moment, she was sitting so close to me that I could easily reach out and touch her.


  If I wanted to, I could undress her, just as I had done on that rainy day.


  Right as I was about to extend my hand out, I stopped myself.


  My palms felt sweaty, as if they had been dampened by the rain.


  So instead, I simply stared at Sendai-san.


  「Will you take your clothes off if I order you to?」


  「Why don’t you try and see?」


  Sendai-san said with a smile.


  However, it was just a fleeting smile, like a flyer meant to be discarded, and I couldn’t tell what she was thinking behind it.


  Sendai-san’s words were like a maze. Although it seemed like there were many paths to choose from, there was only one that would lead to the exit.


  Even if I didn’t want to, I decided to speak the words she had been guiding me towards.


  「Fine, then I order you to take off your clothes.」


  She was wearing a blouse and a pair of shorts.


  Sendai-san, wearing a similar outfit as she did at the beginning of summer vacation, began unbuttoning her blouse without hesitation.


  One button, then two, and then a third.


  She continued until she reached the last button before trying to take off the blouse entirely.


  「Wait, wait, hold on a minute.」


  Out of reflex, I pulled her blouse back up for her, which looked like it was about to fall off her shoulders.


  「Miyagi, don’t grab my hair. That hurts.」


  Sendai-san spoke with a calm tone in her voice and a composed expression on her face.


  While it was true that I had accidentally pulled some of her hair while raising her blouse, that was a minor concern compared to the larger issue at hand.


  「Why are you actually taking it off?」


  「Wasn’t that what you ordered me to do?」


  「Yeah, but you do know I was just joking, right?」


  「Well, even if it is a joke, it doesn’t change the fact that it’s an order.」


  Sendai-san shook my hand off and then removed her blouse.


  I did give her the order.


  But I hadn’t expected her to actually listen just because I followed her script.


  I had no intention of undressing Sendai-san or seeing her naked.


  Those thoughts were far from my mind at the moment.


  But for some reason, my heart started pumping so hard that I could almost hear my blood flowing through my veins, and I instinctively looked away.


  「Is there a reason you’re not looking at me?」


  「Normally, I don’t stare at people when they’re undressing.」


  「Has anything you’ve ever done been normal, Miyagi?」


  「What, are you trying to say that you want me to look at you?」


  「No, not really, but it’s kind of annoying when you immediately look away like that. Just turn and face me already.」


  I was the only one whose words held authority, and Sendai-san had no right to issue orders to me, so I could easily dismiss what she said.


  But still, I turned my gaze towards Sendai-san anyway.


  「It’s a little hard for me to take off my clothes now that you’re staring.」


  「You’ve got a lot to complain about, don’t you, Sendai-san?」


  When I said that, Sendai-san laughed as she took off her blouse.


  Her shoulders were slowly being exposed.


  In my direct line of sight, Sendai-san’s upper body was now only covered by her underwear.


  What temperature did she set the air conditioner to?


  My room felt a bit warm, and a rather pointless thought began to cross my mind.


  Sendai-san dropped the blouse that was in her hand onto the floor and brushed aside the hair that was in the way.


  I clenched my dampened palms into fists as I admired her beauty.


  The outside temperature had exceeded thirty degrees since the morning. It was a scorching midsummer day, and it was so hot that if I cracked open the window, I felt like I could die from the heat. However, the temperature inside my room had been carefully adjusted to suit Sendai-san’s comfort.


  The temperature had increased slightly now, but it wasn’t so hot that she needed to remove her clothes. However, Sendai-san decided to do it anyway. All I could think was how the heat had seemingly fried my brain, melting away the screws that held my sanity intact. Things had been getting strange since the beginning of summer vacation, but today had been the strangest day by far.


  I hated the fact that I couldn’t grasp what was happening anymore, and it was driving me crazy.


  Why was Sendai-san doing this?


  I wanted to find out, yet at the same time, I felt like I shouldn’t.
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  Her bra was a light blue color, almost like aqua.


  It looked much different from the white undergarments I saw her wearing on that rainy day.


  It had delicate lace decorations and looked rather cute. It was a bit different from Sendai-san’s usual style, but it suited her nicely.


  Her breasts weren’t exactly big, but they were a bit larger than mine. As my eyes moved downward, I noticed her abdomen was a little firm and toned.


  I didn’t mean to stare at her like this.


  But I couldn’t take my eyes off her.


  I hoped that the loud thumping of my heart, which I worried Sendai-san might hear, was simply my imagination. It would be strange if it wasn’t.


  「Okay, now it’s your turn, Miyagi.」


  「Huh?」


  I met Sendai-san’s gaze upon hearing my name suddenly.


  「You take off your clothes too, Miyagi. It’s pretty hot in here, isn’t it?」


  Her words reached my ears, but I couldn’t make any sense of them. It felt like listening to a jumbled mix of incomprehensible sounds, as if it were a foreign language from another world.


  「Miyagi.」


  I couldn’t bring myself to move as Sendai-san called my name and closed the distance between us.


  She was getting too close.


  I caught glimpses of parts of her body that were typically concealed by clothing, and my first instinct was to push Sendai-san away by her shoulders. But she resisted my attempt to create distance between us, and instead, she tugged at the hem of my t-shirt. As her fingers brushed against the fabric of my shirt, I finally grasped the meaning behind her earlier words and understood what she had said.


  「No, I’m fine. I don’t find it that hot in here, so I don’t think there’s any need for me to take off my clothes.」


  I said firmly as I shoved Sendai-san’s hands away from me, but she refused to give up.


  「Yes, there is. Now hurry up and take them off.」


  She responded bluntly and, without hesitation, extended her hands once more to tug at the hem of my t-shirt, attempting to lift it up.


  「Hey, wait a minute – Sendai-san!」


  I panicked as I attempted to pull Sendai-san’s hands away. Despite my efforts, she held firm and continued to lift my shirt, revealing about half of my stomach.


  I hadn’t expected this.


  While I had occasionally undressed Sendai-san, I had never considered the possibility of having my own clothes removed by her. It hadn’t even occurred to me. After all, the order I had given her was to undress herself, not me.


  I hit Sendai-san on the head with my tissue box to get her to loosen her grip on my t-shirt. The crocodile cover on the box rustled upon impact, and she responded with a slightly exaggerated, “Ouch”.


  「Taking off your clothes isn’t that big of a deal, right? I mean, you change your clothes at school all the time too.」


  Sendai-san let go of the hem of my t-shirt to stroke the spot where I had hit her, and then brushed her hair back.


  「Yeah, but I’m not changing my clothes right now. You’re just trying to get me to strip.」


  「Come on, Miyagi, don’t sweat the little details.」


  「These aren’t “little details”. If anything, you’re just too broad-minded, Sendai-san.」


  「If you spend all your time stressing over the small stuff, you’ll go bald, you know?」


  Sendai-san tugged on my bangs and said, “So just go with the flow, okay?” before grabbing the hem of my t-shirt once again.


  「No, I don’t want to.」


  I smacked the hand that was holding onto the hem of my shirt.


  「Well, if you don’t want to be undressed by me, then take your clothes off yourself, Miyagi.」


  「I seriously don’t understand. How did it even lead to this?」


  Sendai-san would occasionally do unpredictable things. She would catch me off guard by showing up at my place unannounced or searching for me in my classroom.


  It had been getting more noticeable ever since the start of summer break.


  She’d do all sorts of things that I couldn’t comprehend without taking my feelings into consideration.


  「Would you get it if I said the only reason why I was willing to undress was just so I could get you to do it as well?」


  Sendai-san said nonchalantly while staring at me.


  「… You’re joking, right?」


  「Does it look like I’m joking?」


  She should be joking.


  Taking off my clothes wouldn’t serve any purpose for Sendai-san. There was nothing particularly attractive about me, and I wasn’t all that interesting to look at.


  But for some reason, it didn’t seem like she was joking at all.


  「Anyway, if you’re not going to take off your own clothes, then I’ll do it for you.」


  Before I could react, the hand that still clung to the hem of my t-shirt lifted it up.


  「I’d rather take my own clothes off than to have someone else do it for me.」


  I said as I grabbed Sendai-san by the wrist.


  It appeared she wouldn’t change her mind no matter what I said, so given the choice between stripping myself or being stripped, I opted for the former.


  「Okay.」


  Sendai-san replied as she withdrew her hand.


  I lowered my gaze and sighed.


  When I raised my head slowly, I saw Sendai-san, with only her underwear on her upper body – and now for some reason, I was also getting ready to take off my own t-shirt.


  This incomprehensible situation had me feeling dizzy.


  “Absurd” was the only word I could use to describe what was happening.


  I shouldn’t have to listen to what Sendai-san tells me to do.


  If I got up and left for the kitchen right now, I could escape from this nonsense.


  「Did you want me to take off your clothes for you after all?」


  Sendai-san asked with a grin on her face as she pulled on my arm.


  「No, I’ll do it myself. Turn around for a bit.」


  While she hadn’t explicitly stated that she wouldn’t let me escape, I could sense that she was strongly implying it.


  「Why? You were watching me when I was undressing, weren’t you?」


  「I only did it because you were the one who told me to look.」


  「Yeah, but you still saw me undress, so I think I have the right to watch you do it too.」


  「No, you don’t. Now look somewhere else.」


  I placed my hand against Sendai-san’s cheek and turned her head to face the bed, but she immediately turned back to me and said teasingly,


  「Miyagi, you’re being way too self-conscious.」


  I quickly took off my t-shirt in response to her words, which seemed to imply that there was a deeper meaning behind my attempt to avoid her gaze.


  It was painful having her stare at me.


  I had no idea what she found so interesting, but her intense gaze made me feel uneasy. However, if I attempted to cover my body now, I had a feeling she would tease me even more, so that wasn’t an option.


  If I had known it would come to this, I should’ve worn some cuter underwear.


  The underwear I had on today was my typical white underwear. Naturally, I hadn’t selected it with the intention of showing it to anyone else.


  「I took my shirt, but… Now what?」


  I spoke nonchalantly, as if it were no big deal. When I glanced at Sendai-san, her brows furrowed briefly, and she looked momentarily perplexed. However, she quickly regained her smile and started gently stroking the side of my abdomen.


  「Don’t do that.」


  Without any fabric separating us, her hand brushing against me felt ticklish. I attempted to grab her arm, but before I could, she playfully pinched my side.


  「Hey, Sendai-san!」


  I brushed Sendai-san’s hand away and covered the side of my abdomen.


  「That felt nice and soft.」


  「You’re so annoying.」


  「Come on, it’s fine, isn’t it? It was just a little touch.」


  「No, it’s not fine. Don’t touch me.」


  「That’s okay. I’m fine with just looking.」


  I wasn’t sure what was “okay” about any of this, but Sendai-san was now staring at me without reservation.


  「Don’t do that either.」


  Looking at Sendai-san was one thing, but being the subject of her gaze was another.


  If I continue to go along with everything she says, I’ll just end up matching her pace forever.


  「Miyagi, your face is a little red.」


  Sendai-san said as she slowly extended her hand out and gently stroked my cheek.


  Then, she pressed the palm of her hand against it, as if trying to take some of its heat for herself.


  That alone caused my heart to thump so loudly that I almost forgot how to breathe, and I quickly pulled her hand away.


  「I’m just a little embarrassed, that’s all. I’m not as attractive as you are, Sendai-san.」


  「Girls are cuter when they have a little bit of meat on their bones.」


  「I really don’t like this part of you, Sendai-san.」


  「Oh, does that mean there are parts of me that you do like?」


  「No.」


  I answered immediately before turning away.


  As I hugged my knees together, Sendai-san tapped my arm.


  「That kind of hurts to hear, you know? Give it a little more thought.」


  Her voice had a lighter tone compared to the weight of her words, giving the impression that she wasn’t hurt at all.


  However, since I wasn’t looking at her, I had no idea what kind of expression she was wearing on her face when she said those words.


  「You know, I like you quite a bit, Miyagi.」


  She spoke in a deliberately cheerful voice beside me.


  「Sendai-san, I think your brain is rotting from the heat.」


  「Yeah, you might be right about that. Be sure to look after me, Miyagi.」


  「I won’t. Also, don’t lean so close to me.」


  Before I realized it, there was no space between us anymore, and I couldn’t help but grumble when our shoulders brushed against each other.


  However, Sendai-san didn’t back off.


  Her long hair tickled my arms as her shoulders remained pressed together.


  「I can’t move anymore since my brain’s all mushy now.」


  「That’s such a terrible joke.」


  「Hey, I thought it was at least a little funny.」


  Sendai-san said in an unamused voice.


  「Sendai-san, it’s hot. And you’re heavy.」


  I had never been this physically close to someone, with our bodies touching and our heat mingling, after undressing. I wasn’t sure if this was a common experience for others, but Sendai-san’s body felt exceptionally warm.


  「Calling me heavy is kind of rude, don’t you think?」
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  「It’s not rude at all. Now back off so I can get dressed again.」


  As I tried to push Sendai-san – whose shoulder was pressed against mine – aside, she decided to intertwine our arms instead, resulting in even more contact between us.


  「Sendai-san. That was an order. Listen to me.」


  「Today’s order was for me to undress, and I already did exactly as I was told.」


  「Why are you making up new rules on your own?」


  「It’s summer break, so let’s just let loose a little. Things will be more fun that way too.」


  「I don’t like summer vacation. Nothing about it is “fun”.」


  「It’s fine, isn’t it? Having a day like this every once in a while.」


  「No, it’s not fine.」


  My arm was caught in hers, so I couldn’t escape.


  Sendai-san’s arm was brushing against my side.


  I didn’t find this scenario, where body parts that usually don’t touch were now closely connected, to be a positive one.


  I wouldn’t do something like this with Maika or Ami.


  But for some reason, I didn’t find the sensation of our body temperatures blending together all that unpleasant.


  「Oh, right. Do you have any plans for Obon[4], Miyagi?」


  「No.」


  During the Obon festival, my father would be at home on one day, and I had plans with Maika and Ami on a different day. However, if those plans coincided with one of Sendai-san’s scheduled visits, I had the flexibility to either cancel or reschedule them.


  「In that case, let’s study during Obon as well.」


  Sendai-san said as she shifted all her body weight onto me.


  「It’s too hot, Sendai-san.」


  「Don’t worry. I feel hot as well.」


  「Then why…」


  「Because it’s summer, I guess?」


  Sendai-san replied to my question with an answer that didn’t make any sense.


  I felt as if I could hear the sound of a heart beating louder than usual, but I wasn’t sure whether it was my own or Sendai-san’s.
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  When I opened the drawer filled with my everyday clothing, the first thing that drew my attention were the clothes Miyagi had given me.


  Just before spring break, she had handed me a shirt to replace my uniform that got drenched in soda, which I had attempted to return to her.


  However, Miyagi never took it back, and I wound up keeping it.


  In any case, I had no intention of wearing it again.


  I gently touched the shirt that I couldn’t bring myself to throw away.


  I had washed it with the purpose of returning it to Miyagi, so there were no longer any traces of her on it.


  I shut my eyes briefly, then picked out a tank top and headed to the bathroom.


  My family typically didn’t turn in early on Friday nights. Even at this moment, it was already past 11 PM, and the living room lights were still on. I walked quietly down the hallway and entered the bathroom. Instead of leisurely soaking in the hot water, I opted to finish my bath quickly. Afterward, I retrieved a bottle from the fridge and headed back to my room.


  I glanced at my phone sitting on my desk.


  I took small sips of my tea while responding to the numerous messages that had come in. After I had consumed about half of it, I laid down on my bed, still holding my phone.


  I didn’t intend to dwell on what happened today, but it still crossed my mind.


  ―― I took my clothes off in front of Miyagi and forced her to do the same.


  I put my smartphone down next to my pillow and sighed.


  Meeting Miyagi three times a week wasn’t necessarily a bad thing.


  It was natural to want to hang out with my friends on my days off. Such thoughts were normal among close friends, and meeting Miyagi during the break fit right in with this idea.


  So there were no issues there.


  However, the problem was that one of the rules we had come up with explicitly prohibited undressing or forcing someone else to undress.


  I shouldn’t have done what I did on that rainy day.


  I should’ve brushed Miyagi’s hand away when she tried to remove my uniform and then played it off by calling her an idiot. Instead, because I allowed her to break the rules, things were now starting to spiral out of control.


  I heaved another sigh as I stared at my ceiling.


  I had cursed myself for forcing Miyagi onto this very bed the other day, and I continued to curse myself even now. Those curses were beginning to seize control of my heart, causing my emotions to become twisted in the process.


  The thought of taking off Miyagi’s clothes and touching her suddenly crossed my mind.


  However, right as I was about to imagine something more, I immediately suppressed the thought.


  「This is bad…」


  I shouldn’t be imagining things like this.


  Ever since Miyagi came to my room that day, numerous thoughts flooded my mind – thoughts I wouldn’t ever dare voice to anyone else.


  ‘I should’ve kissed her back then.’


  ‘I should’ve left a mark on her.’


  These were the absurd ideas that were polluting my head.


  This was not like me.


  I considered myself resourceful and skilled at socializing. Since I started high school, my school life had been relatively enjoyable, and I had intended to keep things that way until graduation, but my feelings for Miyagi were beginning to get in the way of that.


  It wasn’t like I disliked Miyagi.


  I wasn’t kidding when I told her that I was quite fond of her.


  It was okay to have slightly stronger feelings for Miyagi compared to my other friends, but that wasn’t the case here. I realized that I liked Miyagi much more than I initially thought, and I was struggling to control my emotions for her.


  That was why I wanted to try acting like my usual self today.


  I let out a huge sigh.


  In the same way that a malfunctioning smartphone can often be fixed by rebooting it, I believed I could reset myself and go back to how I used to be.


  If I had acted like there was a deeper meaning to undressing, it would end up making things awkward between us. So instead, I pretended that it was a normal, everyday occurrence.


  I let Miyagi order me to undress, and I removed my clothes without hesitation, treating it as if it were as ordinary as getting changed at school.


  I knew I was just deceiving myself and misleading my own feelings.


  It was difficult to force myself to change how I felt, but at least by doing this, I could begin to untangle my emotions and try to make sense of the situation.


  Much like how it was last year, all I had to do was treat her orders – regardless of how tedious or disagreeable they might be – as a way to pass the time. I just needed to recall my mindset from when I used to view this as nothing more than selling my time to Miyagi.


  That was the plan I had come up with.


  But in the end, it didn’t seem to work out very well.


  I was okay with her undressing me, and I was okay with her ordering me to undress myself.


  Those were the two options I had been ready for, and as I had predicted, Miyagi ordered me to remove my own clothes.


  I was used to hiding my feelings. I had become skilled at suppressing them and moving on.


  Therefore, I was able to take off my clothes in front of Miyagi without letting my emotions show on my face. However, that didn’t change how I felt on the inside, and my emotions continued to run wild. Because of that, I even ended up forcing Miyagi to undress as well.


  ―― No, that was a lie.


  The truth was, I simply couldn’t stop myself from wanting to take Miyagi’s clothes off. In the end, I realized that my hidden desires wouldn’t vanish into thin air just by pretending to be composed, and I was ultimately left with a yearning to explore more of her.


  Even now, despite regretting my actions, I couldn’t shake the thoughts of how soft Miyagi had felt and whether she had found my touch pleasurable. My thoughts were becoming so entangled that it felt impossible to unravel them, and I found myself dwelling on things I shouldn’t be thinking about.


  I’d been acting in ways that didn’t feel like myself lately, and it left me feeling disgusted with myself.


  I wanted to touch Miyagi – and not just through cloth.


  I had never felt like this towards anyone else before.


  There were an increasing number of things I wanted to do to Miyagi that I wouldn’t want to do with anyone else. Even though it was the middle of summer, these thoughts of mine continued to accumulate like piles of snow that refused to melt away.


  「I guess it’s good that it’s Friday today.」


  My heart felt so burdened that I wouldn’t be able to bear it if I had to see Miyagi again as soon as the day after tomorrow.


  I found Miyagi interesting, but I just wanted our connection to revolve around the comfort I felt being in her room. I had already made the decision to leave home and attend a university in a different prefecture after graduating, and I had no intentions of changing those plans.


  However, it wasn’t like I aspired to lead a wholly pure and virtuous life either, so incorporating some excitement from time to time was a good thing. As long as I didn’t become overly involved with Miyagi, I should be allowed to enjoy the time spent in her room and treat it as a pleasant little distraction.


  I was well aware of how irrational and flimsy my arguments sounded.


  However, when it concerned Miyagi, my thoughts were all over the place. I still didn’t have a firm grasp on them, so the more I thought of her, the more uncertain I became about what I should do.


  So it should be acceptable to overlook some inconsistencies in my arguments.


  If anything, it was Miyagi’s fault for constantly giving me such strange orders all the time.


  Moreover, it felt like she’d become extra attentive to me lately, which made me feel a bit uneasy.


  As I shifted the blame onto her in my thoughts, my gaze drifted toward the wall that separated my room from the room next door.


  The last time I spent this much time thinking about one person was my older sister, who lived in the room next door. After my parents started favoring my older sister, she was all I could think of.


  I’ve changed a lot since then, but my current behavior was reminding me of how I used to be, which was frustrating.


  「Ugh, I’ve had enough of this already. Even though it’s summer break, I just can’t seem to feel that excited about it.」


  I picked up my phone.


  When I looked at the clock, it was almost 1 AM.


  Maybe Umina’s still up.


  She was notorious for being a night owl, so as long as today was one of her days off, she should be awake at this hour. I decided to give Umina a call to clear up my mood. It rang once, then twice, and finally, on the fifth ring, I heard a lively and cheerful voice on the other end of the line that made it feel like it wasn’t the middle of the night.


  「It’s pretty rare for you to call at this hour. So, what’s up?」


  「I couldn’t sleep. Are you free to chat right now?」


  「Sure. I wasn’t really doing anything after my boyfriend fell asleep while we were on call together.」


  It wasn’t like I specifically needed to talk to Umina or anything.


  Anyone would’ve been fine as long as I could pass the time. Though, I did prefer to talk to someone that I could hold a relaxing conversation with, so we started talking about trivial things.


  It made me feel a bit more at ease hearing a voice that wasn’t Miyagi’s.


  I was just chatting about anything that came to mind without putting much thought into it, yet the conversation flowed more smoothly and was livelier than all the times I tried to talk to Miyagi.


  But I wasn’t sure if I could call this “fun” or not.


  I hung out with Umina last week, so our conversation ended up being about the things we did together, as if we were reliving the past.


  「Hazuki, you haven’t been hanging out with us as much this year. Is cram school really that busy?」


  Umina, who always referred to my prep school as “cram school”, asked without hiding her dissatisfaction.


  I probably spent about twice as much time with her last year, so it was only natural for her to voice her complaints.


  「Yeah, kind of. My schedule’s pretty packed.」


  I was being honest when I said that prep school kept me quite busy and disrupted most of my summer plans this year. Plus, having to visit Miyagi’s place three times a week further crowded my schedule.


  As the conversation progressed, Umina expressed her desire to go to a bunch of different places, then asked me to clear my schedule for those plans. I agreed, but whether I’d actually do it or not remained uncertain. However, this seemed to improve Umina’s mood.


  「Oh, right. Have you finished your homework yet?」


  She asked, suddenly remembering it.


  「I’m almost done.」


  「Cool, lemme take some pictures of it.」


  「Sure. Do you want to do it tomorrow?」


  「Oh, in that case, there’s somewhere else I wanna go while we’re at it.」


  Umina said, though the place she wanted to visit had nothing to do with homework.


  I didn’t really want to hang out that badly.


  If this were the me from last year, I probably would’ve been more excited.


  But that wasn’t the case right now.


  However, meeting with someone would help me take my mind off things, so I ended up making plans to hang out with Umina.
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  I woke up feeling more refreshed than usual.


  The reason for that was simple: it was all thanks to Umina.


  We had plans for Saturday, but I ended up getting dragged around by her on Sunday too, which left me so tired that I didn’t have time to think about unnecessary things. I hadn’t planned on spending two days in a row with her, but at least it kept Miyagi off my mind, and I managed to get some good sleep in.


  Thanks to that, I was able to go to prep school as usual before heading to Miyagi’s place.


  I could get by without any problems as long as I could ignore a little bit of awkwardness.


  Like a treasure box that shouldn’t be opened, neither Miyagi nor I mentioned what happened on Friday. She gave me a five-thousand-yen bill as usual for my tutoring services and quietly placed her worksheets on the table while I kept working on my own homework.


  It felt peaceful in this room today.


  We both knew we were keeping the events of Friday concealed within our workbooks, pretending they didn’t exist while we worked on answering our problems. Still, studying in a calm atmosphere – even if it was just for show – was much better than a tense one.


  Our conversations, which were never particularly lively to begin with, now stagnated further, enveloping the room in silence. However, that didn’t really matter in the grand scheme of things. The world wouldn’t crumble due to a lack of conversation, and neither would our relationship.


  I did think it was a little too quiet in here, but it was better than it being too noisy.


  I reached for my cup on the table and took a sip of barley tea.


  Miyagi seemed less attentive to me today, and the room felt a bit hotter than last time.


  I wanted her lower the temperature by a few degrees, but I couldn’t bring myself to say it.


  At the very least, it was cooler in here than it was outside, and I didn’t want a repeat of what happened on Friday.


  「Sendai-san.」


  Miyagi suddenly started speaking out of the blue.


  「Were you hanging out by the train station on Sunday?」


  「Yeah, I was. Why?」


  When I lifted my head to meet Miyagi’s gaze, it seemed like she had been staring at me too.


  Perhaps my impure thoughts had been scorched and consumed by the blazing sun on the way here, but even with Miyagi sitting next to me today, I didn’t find myself bothered by them as much.


  「I saw you walking around with Ibaraki-san.」


  “Then you should’ve come and said hi.”


  I swallowed those words that I nearly blurted out.


  We didn’t have that kind of relationship.


  「Were you hanging out with Utsunomiya?」


  I asked, replacing the words I originally wanted to say.


  「Yep, I was out with Maika and Ami.」


  「What did you guys do?」


  「We went shopping.」


  Miyagi replied casually, even though she hadn’t responded when I asked about her plans at the start of summer break.


  「What were you guys doing, Sendai-san?」


  「The same. I was just accompanying Umina while she was shopping.」


  「Was it fun?」


  Perhaps Miyagi was getting tired of doing her homework – either that, or she was getting sick of the silence – as she was now asking questions that she wouldn’t normally ask.


  「I guess so.」


  I replied, and she gave me a skeptical look.


  I didn’t consider my time with Umina so boring that it warranted such a doubtful look. When I had responded with, “I guess so,” it was at least half true. I was tired out after being dragged around everywhere by Umina, but I also had fun.


  「Did you have fun too, Miyagi?」


  It would’ve been too much of a hassle to try and dispel Miyagi’s doubt, so I decided to ask her about how her Sunday went instead.


  「I wouldn’t do anything I don’t find fun.」


  「I see. Did you buy anything?」


  「Yeah, I bought some things.」


  「Like what?」


  「Does that matter?」


  It seemed that my luck with getting Miyagi to answer my questions had run out, and the conversation ended then and there. However, judging by her voice, it seemed like she had enjoyed herself yesterday, and her tone didn’t seem that cold either.


  I didn’t really know much about Utsunomiya, but I knew she was on good terms with Miyagi. I wasn’t sure how long they’d known each other for, or how close they were, but at the very least, they seemed to be good friends.


  Their friendship was something I didn’t share with anyone else.


  My relationships with others were always calculated, which made me somewhat envious of their friendship. Moreover, it triggered unnecessary thoughts in my mind.


  For example, if I were Utsunomiya, I bet I could touch Miyagi without a second thought.


  I knew it was odd to have to add “without a second thought” to that statement. Normally, those kinds of clarifications weren’t necessary among friends.


  I’d believed that my impure thoughts had disappeared, but it was merely wishful thinking. It seemed I still had about half of them lingering, leading me to think about things like this.


  ―― This is the worst.


  I dropped my pencil on the table before planting my face against its surface.


  When my forehead collided with the table, it produced a dull thud, but I didn’t pay it any mind.


  「What’s up with you all of a sudden?」


  Miyagi sounded surprised as she asked, but I ignored her by posing my own question with my face still lying on the table.


  「Are there any parts you don’t understand? Tell me if there are and I’ll teach them to you.」


  「The only thing I don’t understand is why you suddenly decided to face plant against my table.」


  「In that case, continue with solving that problem set.」


  「No, seriously, what’s with you?」


  「I’m just feeling a bit disillusioned with myself right now.」


  If I let myself remain in this state, I might end up doing something similar to what happened on Friday.


  I never realized how unreliable my own rationality was. I used to consider Miyagi troublesome, but now I realized I was even more troublesome than she was.


  「What are you even saying? Take this more seriously.」


  Miyagi’s words sounded a lot like what I would normally say.


  「I already gave it my all this morning.」


  「But that was for prep school, right? Take your studies seriously while you’re here too.」


  If studying seriously could free me from this foolish obsession, then I’d dedicate all my energy to it. However, I doubted it would work. If anything, I felt like I’d have a better time just taking a walk under the scorching sun.


  「Hey Miyagi, do you have any bread at home?」


  I asked as I sat back up and looked over at Miyagi.


  「Like, regular loaf bread?」


  「Yeah. Oh, and what about milk and eggs?」


  「I don’t have any of those, but why are you asking?」


  「Don’t you feel like having some French toast?」


  「No, I don’t.」


  「But I do.」


  We weren’t close enough for me to invite her on a walk, and I couldn’t just venture outside without a pretext, so I figured I could easily fabricate a reason.


  I just needed a change in scenery to lift my spirits, hoping that when I returned, I could sit next to Miyagi and finish my homework without being weighed down by unnecessary thoughts.


  Miyagi rarely ever brought food to her room, but I didn’t think it was a bad idea for the two of us to have a snack every once in a while.


  「I’m going to go buy some ingredients for it, so wait here.」


  I said as I stood up and grabbed my bag. It didn’t matter to me whether Miyagi wanted to eat it or not.


  「I don’t care about the French toast. Just start studying properly already.」


  Miyagi sounded grumpy as she tossed a box of tissues with a crocodile cover on it at me. However, I managed to catch it and put it back where it belonged.


  「I never thought I’d hear you say that.」


  「Sendai-san, every time you try to start something, it always ends up turning into something troublesome, so quit it.」


  「The way you say that makes it sound like I’m the one always stirring up trouble.」


  「That’s because you are.」


  「No, I’m not. Plus, the only thing I was planning to do was make some French toast.」


  Though, the only reason why I wanted to make French toast was because I wanted to avoid stirring up any trouble, but I wasn’t going to tell Miyagi that.


  「Okay, I’m heading out now. Unless you want to come with?」


  I stated firmly, making it clear that I had no intention of changing my mind, and I included some magic words that would make Miyagi send me away.


  「No. If you want to go, then go by yourself.」


  Miyagi responded exactly as I had expected her to, and then she lowered her head to concentrate on her workbook.


  「Alright, then wait for me here.」


  If I could, I wanted to avoid going outside in this sweltering midsummer heat.


  It felt tormenting having to walk through the city under a sky with no clouds and no breeze.


  But right now, I had no choice but to go outside, where it felt like walking into a steam bath.


  Leaving Miyagi behind, I left through the front door and got onto the elevator.


  As soon as I exited the apartment building, sweat drops began to form on my forehead.


  Having something sweet should lift my spirits.


  I didn’t really have any basis for that claim, but it was what I told myself as I walked along the sidewalk.


  I feel like I’m doing something Miyagi would do.


  I heaved a sigh as I searched for a shaded area to walk under.


  She was always so unpredictable in her actions and would flee at the first sign of trouble.


  Perhaps it was because we had been spending so much time together that I found myself acting more and more like Miyagi. I didn’t want to believe that we were becoming too similar, so I tried to dismiss my actions today as a mere coincidence.


  I pressed my temples firmly, trying to push Miyagi out of my mind.


  I needed to buy some loaf bread, eggs, and milk.


  I hadn’t asked her earlier, but she probably didn’t have any sugar at home either.


  I sped up my pace so I could finish up this simple errand.
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  In the end, the solution was pretty simple.


  I didn’t linger outside for too long. After going to the store and buying exactly what I needed, I went straight back to Miyagi’s place. However, that alone managed to change my mood.


  The scorching weather outside actually heated up my mind instead of providing relief, but it didn’t matter because I had accomplished my initial goal of dispelling my impure thoughts.


  「I bought what I needed.」


  I said as I returned to Miyagi’s room, where she was engrossed in reading manga.


  「I didn’t ask you to do that.」


  Without looking up from her book, Miyagi replied in a displeased voice.


  「I know you didn’t, but let’s just take a break from studying for now.」


  「What do you think I’m doing?」


  She was right.


  She wasn’t just immersed in a manga; she was sprawled on her bed, embodying the very definition of “taking a break”.


  「I can see that, but that’s not what I meant. I was thinking more along the lines of stopping for a snack.」


  Miyagi didn’t budge despite my suggestion.


  In that case, it seemed like it was time to resort to force.


  I placed my shopping bag on the floor and snatched the book that Miyagi was reading out of her hands. It was my first time seeing this title.


  When she said she went shopping, was she talking about this?


  Perhaps one of the things she and Utsunomiya had gone shopping for yesterday was manga.


  「Why don’t you just go and eat it by yourself, Sendai-san?」


  Miyagi said as she reclaimed the manga from me and laid back down on her bed. Her apparent lack of motivation and her indifferent attitude made it evident that she wasn’t in a good mood.


  「Oh, I get what this is about. I’m guessing you don’t really like French toast?」


  Earlier, I had chosen to go shopping for ingredients by myself, ignoring Miyagi’s words when she strictly told me not to go.


  I knew this was likely the reason for her bad mood, but I pretended not to and instead, came up with some other random reason.


  「…」


  Miyagi didn’t even bother sparing a glance at me.


  「Why are you so quiet all of a sudden?」


  「… I’ve never had it before, so I wouldn’t know.」


  「Oh, so there really are people like that, huh.」


  I wasn’t trying to make fun of her.


  I was genuinely surprised.


  However, Miyagi didn’t seem to take it that way, and she replied in a subdued voice.


  「I’m not going to eat any.」


  「Don’t be like that. Look, I’ll teach you how to make it, so come lend me a hand.」


  「Go make it yourself, Sendai-san.」


  「Just consider it as an extracurricular lesson.」


  「You’re always so quick to come up with such random, thoughtless excuses.」


  Miyagi remarked as she rose from the bed, wearing a displeased expression.


  「Fine, then I’ll bring it over to you when it’s finished, so just wait here. I’m going to borrow your kitchen.」


  I wasn’t going to push it any further.


  I had no problems with making French toast even without Miyagi’s help. In fact, I’d probably get it done faster on my own.


  As I turned away from her and tried to leave the room, I felt her tugging at the hem of my t-shirt.


  「What is it?」


  「I’ll come with you.」


  I didn’t know how she acted around other people, but when she was with me, Miyagi was never completely honest. She threw her usual tantrum today, but eventually agreed to join me in the kitchen. Despite saying she wouldn’t eat any earlier, it was likely she’d end up having some.


  If things were going to turn out like this anyway, you should’ve just come with me without arguing.


  Seriously, she could be such a pain sometimes.


  But whenever we talked like this, it felt like both of us were being our usual selves again. It felt more genuine than when we were studying together.


  We walked down the hallway towards the kitchen. However, instead of entering the kitchen with me, Miyagi went to take a seat at the counter table in the living room.


  「Over here, Miyagi.」


  I called out to Miyagi, who seemed to have no intention of helping me.


  「Why?」


  「Didn’t you come to help?」


  「No. Go do everything yourself, Sendai-san.」


  「Come on, lend me a hand here. Even if you can’t cook, you can at least whisk some eggs, right? Or do you not know how to do that either?」


  While grabbing the milk and eggs from the shopping bag, I noticed a frown on Miyagi’s face as I glanced at her.


  「That’s all you need me to do, right?」


  Miyagi replied in a rude tone before coming over to the kitchen.


  「Can I use your kitchenware?」


  「Yeah, use whatever you want.」


  I took out whatever I needed and cracked an egg into a bowl.


  「Can you whisk this for me?」


  I asked as I handed Miyagi the bowl and a pair of chopsticks. As I did so, I suddenly realized something important.


  I forgot to buy the butter needed for baking the bread.


  I went over to her fridge and gave it a quick look. Inside, I found a block of discolored butter that appeared to be on its last legs. When I asked about when she had bought it, Miyagi responded vaguely, saying, “I got it a while back.” However, despite it being “just a while ago,” the butter didn’t seem to have much life left in it.


  Nonetheless, I chose to trust Miyagi’s words and provided her with the following instructions:


  「Add a tablespoon of sugar and then mix it with the milk.」


  I handed Miyagi the container of sugar and a pre-measured cup of milk, then proceeded to lay out the slices of bread on the cutting board.


  I guess I could just split each of the slices in half.


  Normally, it would have been more convenient to eat if the slices were cut into four quarters, but today I chose to halve them, and I reached for the knife. As I began cutting the first slice of bread, I glanced over at Miyagi, who was in the process of adding sugar to the mix.


  「Miyagi, stop right there.」


  「What?」


  「Aren’t you adding way too much sugar? How many tablespoons did you put in?」


  「About three?」


  「Didn’t I tell you to put only one in?」


  「Well, the sweeter the better, right?」


  「No, not at all. It needs to be in proportion to the serving size.」


  Two tablespoons could’ve been tolerable, but three was too much.


  However, as there was no way to remove the sugar that had already been added, I decided to increase the number of eggs to balance it out and cracked another one into the bowl. When I doubled the amount of milk to blend it with the egg mixture, Miyagi attempted to add more sugar.


  「Hey, Miyagi.」


  I grabbed her wrist to prevent her from adding more sugar. It looked like she was about to add so much sugar that it might give me heartburn.


  「Look, you can give me some orders later, but for the time being, I need you to follow my instructions.」


  「I don’t have anything to order you to do.」


  「I’m sure you can think of something.」


  「Okay, in that case, drink that.」


  Miyagi said as she pointed towards the egg mixture that was filled with sugar.


  「Are you stupid?」


  Even if I was okay with the amount of sugar in it, the egg mixture was used for baking bread, not for drinking as it is.


  「See? I told you, I don’t have anything to order you to do. How about you give me an order for a change, Sendai-san? I’ll let you do it as a token of gratitude making us French toast.」


  「So you’re saying I should order you to add the correct amount of sugar, and that’s it? Where’s the point in that?」


  「Fine, then I’ll let you issue me three orders. With this, you’ll be able to make your French toast in peace, right?」


  So you were planning to continue getting in the way?


  If Miyagi wasn’t going to listen to me unless I issued her an order, then it was probably better to handle everything on my own instead of getting her to help.


  「Three orders, huh. What are you, some kind of genie?」


  I took the bowl from Miyagi’s hands and started whisking the egg mixture.


  「Are you stupid, Sendai-san? Genies don’t take orders, they grant wishes.」


  Just as I thought, Miyagi really was quite the idiot.


  Despite her offer to grant me the authority to issue three orders, I highly doubted that Miyagi would truly regard them as orders. I didn’t have much confidence that she would obediently follow my commands, so my “orders” would likely be more like requests.


  Moreover, while genies granted wishes, with Miyagi, my wishes might not necessarily be fulfilled.


  「Look, if you actually want to lend me a hand, then stop beating around the bush and just help me already. If you don’t want to help, then go sit over there.」


  Although it might have been considered impolite, I used my chopsticks to point towards the living room.


  However, Miyagi did not move.


  「You make up new rules all the time, don’t you, Sendai-san?」


  「Yeah, and?」


  「So hurry up and give me an order.」


  Miyagi said as she turned towards me, her words sounding like she was the one giving me an order.


  I wasn’t convinced.


  Why was Miyagi acting so bossy?


  Besides, even if I had the power to give her three orders, all I really wanted from Miyagi was to accurately measure the sugar and milk, and then bake the bread on low heat. However, I wasn’t eager to entrust those tasks to her either.


  Well then, what else can I order her to do?


  I looked down at the egg mixture.


  What do I want Miyagi to do?


   What do I want to do with Miyagi?


  A few things came to mind, but they weren’t the kind of orders I should be issuing at a time like this.


  Is there anything else?


  I put my chopsticks down and turned to face Miyagi.


  「Can I order you to do anything?」


  「Yeah.」


  「In that case, don’t move.」


  「Huh?」


  「I said don’t move.」


  「Okay, but what’s next?」


  Miyagi stared at me with a puzzled expression on her face. She likely assumed I was going to give orders related to assisting me in making French toast.


  「Now, close your eyes.」


  「… What are you planning to do?」


  Miyagi took half a step back even though I had ordered her not to move.


  「Shut up and do as I say.」


  「Is that also an order?」


  「Yeah, it is. You said you’d follow three of my orders, didn’t you?」


  Miyagi frowned and shot me a glare. It appeared she was on the verge of complaining or saying something as she called my name, but she abruptly silenced herself and slowly closed her eyes.


  ‘There’s no way Miyagi would do as I say.’


  At least, that was what I had thought, so I was a little surprised. Considering it should’ve been obvious what would come next, I had assumed she would respond with more aggression.


  I brushed my hand against Miyagi’s cheek, who was unusually obedient.


  Even as I caressed her with my fingers, she didn’t move.


  My impure thoughts, which should have been scorched away by the midsummer sun, continued to burn fiercely, and I couldn’t restrain myself any longer.


  I drew my face closer to hers. With my eyes shut, I leaned in to kiss her, and strangely, it felt like I could see her, which shouldn’t have been possible. Then, I firmly pressed my lips against hers.


  My heart was beating faster than usual.


  I wasn’t used to kissing Miyagi to the extent where I could do it without hesitation. Nevertheless, our second – or more precisely, third – kiss still felt incredibly pleasant. The mere sensation of her soft lips was enough to weaken my self-control, like melting butter.


  I didn’t hate kissing her.


  If anything, I wanted to touch her even more.


  It was nice being able to do something like this over summer break.


  I tried to fool myself into thinking that kissing wasn’t really a big deal.


  I brushed Miyagi’s lips with the tip of my tongue. As I extended my tongue to part her closed lips, Miyagi pressed her hand firmly against my shoulder.


  She pushed me more forcefully than I anticipated, separating our lips, but despite that, I leaned in for another kiss.


  I gently touched and licked her lips with the tip of my tongue once again.


  I didn’t go further than that, but Miyagi suddenly bit my lips without warning. This time, I was the one to push her away in response to the pain.


  It hurt.


  When I touched my lips with my fingertips, they felt wet. Looking at my fingers, I saw something red on them.


  「It’s not like this is the first time we’ve kissed or anything. You didn’t have to go that far.」


  「It doesn’t matter if it was our first kiss or not. I only granted you the right to issue three orders, so don’t be selfish.」


  Miyagi said with a displeased tone in her voice.


  When she mentioned “selfish,” I wasn’t sure if she meant when I attempted to slide my tongue into her mouth or when I licked her lips. Nonetheless, she didn’t resist when I kissed her, so at least the act of kissing itself shouldn’t be deemed “selfish.”


  「And you need to learn how to hold back a little.」


  I said, being careful to say only what was necessary. There were many things on my mind, but if I expressed them, I knew Miyagi would just respond with complaints.


  「Do you have a mirror anywhere?」


  I asked, concerned about how deep the wound was, all the while not knowing what might trigger the volatile Miyagi.


  There didn’t seem to be much blood, but my lips felt sore. Miyagi must’ve been out of her mind to bite me as hard as she did.


  「I’ll take a look at it for you.」


  「It’s okay, I just want to see it for myself.」


  「Well, there aren’t any mirrors in here.」


  Miyagi said as she brought her face closer to mine.


  Very close.


  In fact, she was way too close for merely examining my wound. Just as I was about to ask what she was doing, Miyagi licked my lips like a dog or a cat would.


  It was so sudden, I reflexively pushed Miyagi away.


  「I disinfected it for you.」


  Miyagi offered an excuse as she backed away from me.


  「Blood doesn’t really taste that great.」


  「Well, of course it doesn’t. Also, like I said before, licking a wound isn’t going to disinfect it, you know.」


  I had licked Miyagi’s blood before, so I was familiar with its taste.


  Miyagi’s blood was no more palatable than mine, and I’m sure she knew that even before she licked my lips. It wasn’t hygienic, and it wasn’t something she particularly liked doing. So, I was confused as to why she had licked my blood, and why she was drawing closer once again.


  「Wait, Miyagi.」


  I stopped Miyagi from getting any closer, preventing our lips from coming together.


  Why did I stop her?


  I found myself unable to answer that question as I held onto Miyagi’s shoulder.


  「Even though you’re the one who invited me first, Sendai-san.」


  If I invite her, then I should also be prepared for her to accept.


  I was surprised that Miyagi’s words implied that.


  While it was true I had been trying to tempt Miyagi, I never thought she would say something like that.


  「… Does that mean you want me to kiss you again?」


  I asked, but was met with no response.


  When I tried to close the distance between us, Miyagi softly said, “I’ll do it,” before pressing her lips against mine.


  I could feel the vivid sensation of Miyagi’s lips against mine, accompanied by a slight sensation of pain.


  They felt soft, warm, and pleasant.


  Miyagi was more compliant when it came to simply pressing our lips together, and our kiss lasted a bit longer than the previous ones before she parted her lips.


  「… You’re quite erotic, aren’t you, Sendai-san?」


  Miyagi grumbled as she glared at me with a look of resentment in her eyes.


  「You wanted to kiss me too, didn’t you, Miyagi? We’re the same.」


  「We’re not the same.」


  Miyagi retorted, but she didn’t deny the fact that she wanted to kiss me. Then, she reached her hand out towards me and stroked the wound on my lips with her fingertip.


  「That kind of hurts.」


  In response to my words, Miyagi applied more pressure to the wound with her fingertip, causing me to wince from the stinging pain.


  In terms of physical distance, Miyagi and I were closer than ever before. However, there was a distance between us that could never be bridged.


  Was Miyagi still interested in seeing my disgusted expression?


  She continued to trace my lips with her finger.


  I couldn’t help but think that she was, as she continued to cause me discomfort.
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  Sendai-san’s kisses couldn’t be passed off as mere jokes.


  The same could be said about our first kiss.


  If all she did was give me a peck on the lips, it could have been played off as a playful gesture. However, Sendai-san consistently kissed me in a way that left no room for excuses. Just pressing our lips together would have been fine, but she always attempted to take it further.


  When Sendai-san’s tongue touched my lips, it sent a shiver down my spine and made me feel uneasy.


  Her warmth had merged with mine, causing my thoughts to become heated.


  Those kinds of kisses crossed a line in our relationship, so I had to bite Sendai-san’s lips to put an end to it. Her serious kisses were unacceptable because they threatened to unearth the buried emotions within me.


  The wound I inflicted on Sendai-san’s lips turned out to be deeper than I expected, but she had brought it upon herself.


  I increased the pressure with the fingers I used to press down on her wound.


  Sendai-san’s expression contorted, and she shot me a glare, though she attempted to conceal the pain in her face.


  It had been a while since I had seen Sendai-san look at me with such defiance.


  Whenever I saw Sendai-san with that expression in my room, I felt a sense of superiority, much like when I acquire a rare item. It excited me to know that I was the only one who could make her wear such an expression.


  ―― Or at least, that was how I felt up until recently.


  But right now, there was a part of me that didn’t want Sendai-san to look at me with a disapproving expression on her face.


  This was strange.


  Sendai-san was the one who tried to push for a deeper kiss, so I should have every right to dish out a little pay back. It shouldn’t matter what sort of look she had on her face.


  I pressed my fingernail into her wound.


  Sendai-san grabbed me by the wrist, my fingertip now tinged with a bit of her blood.


  「I told you, that hurts.」


  She said as she forcefully tore my hand away from her wound.


  As I inspected my fingertip, I noticed Sendai-san’s blood on it, the same blood that had been on her lips. When I licked the blood from my finger, it had the same taste as when I kissed Sendai-san, and it wasn’t particularly pleasant.


  「Don’t lick that. Go wash your hands.」


  Sendai-san said as she tried to turn the tap on in the sink, but I quickly grabbed her by the arm to stop her.


  「I’ll wash my hands later.」


  「Then what are you planning to do right now?」


  Sendai-san seemed to be getting carried away this summer.


  Even when I tried to initiate the kiss, she kept kissing me as if it were more natural that way. I didn’t mind being kissed, but I had an issue with Sendai-san acting like she pleased all the time.


  This was my home, and now that I had fulfilled her three commands, I should be allowed to do whatever I want with her.


  「I’ll kiss you.」


  I had no intention of waiting for Sendai-san’s reply.


  I took a step closer to her and leaned in, bringing my face closer to hers.


  She didn’t close her eyes.


  Sendai-san’s face drew nearer in my field of vision. She maintained her gaze for a moment longer before finally deciding to yield and closed her eyes. Then, I pressed my lips against hers.


  I could sense her warmth, along with a wetness – likely blood – through her lips.


  The wetness from her lips was somewhat unpleasant, but the contact with mine felt pleasurable, just like when she had kissed me. As I pressed my lips more firmly against hers, Sendai-san pulled back slightly, likely because of the pain from her wound.


  There shouldn’t be any difference in the softness of the lips, regardless of where they touched on the body, but when our lips met, it sent my heart racing and my body heating up.


  I wasn’t sure if I’d feel this way with someone else.


  I didn’t even want to find out.


  The only thing I was certain of right now was how I felt while kissing Sendai-san.


  I tugged at her T-shirt, pressing my lips more firmly against hers. There was more blood on her lips than before, and they felt even softer against mine. However, Sendai-san soon broke the kiss.


  「Be a bit gentler. I already told you, my lips hurt. Also, you’re going to stretch my t-shirt out, so let go.」


  Sendai-san said as she smacked the back of my hand.


  Without uttering a word, I headed to the sink to wash my hands before resuming my task of whisking the eggs. Sendai-san didn’t comment on my silence and continued cutting the bread. The kitchen was now filled with the rhythmic sound of chopsticks striking the bowl.


  My heart was still pounding a little bit.


  The only thing in my line of sight now was a bowl of yellow liquid. However, as if unable to stand the silence, I decided to ask:


  「What should I do with this now?」


  I wasn’t sure how the mixture was going to be used.


  「I think that’s good enough. All that’s left is to pour that over the bread and bake it, so you can take a seat and wait over there, Miyagi.」


  Sendai-san kicked me out to the living room, even though she was the one who had asked me for my help earlier.


  How irresponsible.


  I had a few complaints about being kicked out after being forced to help, but I also felt uncomfortable staying in the kitchen. Besides, it would be a hassle if she asked me to help her bake the bread.


  I decided to listen to Sendai-san’s instructions and left the kitchen.


  While waiting at the counter table, I heard sizzling bread and caught a whiff of the sweet scent of French toast. Despite not being very hungry, my stomach stirred. Leaning closer, I noticed slices of bread with crispy crusts. It seemed like an eternity, but eventually, the French toast was served.


  「I’m not sure how it’ll taste thanks to someone not following my instructions earlier, but here, give it a try.」


  Sendai-san placed a knife and a fork in front of me and took a seat beside me. Although we didn’t say it at the same time, we both clapped our hands together and said, “Let’s eat.” During that moment, our eyes met briefly.


  I sliced the bread, and a small piece – resembling tamagoyaki – made its way to my mouth. The crispy outer layer and the soft interior combined to create a nostalgic flavor of eggs and butter.


  「So, what do you think after trying French toast for the first time?」


  Sendai-san asked while staring at me.


  「It’s a lot sweeter than I imagined.」


  「That’s your own fault. You did add a ridiculous amount of sugar.」


  Sendai-san said with a dissatisfied tone in her voice.


  「Well, I guess it tastes pretty good.」


  Those were my honest thoughts.


  While it tasted a bit sweeter than I expected, I would consider French toast as one of my favorite foods now.


  Just like the karaage and tamagoyaki, the food Sendai-san made was delicious. Maybe she had the ability to make even the things I didn’t like taste good.


  「I’m glad to hear that.」


  She said, sounding relieved.


  Every time Sendai-san prepared a meal for me, she would react this way when I expressed how delicious it was. While my opinions shouldn’t concern her, it appeared that she cared about my thoughts.


  I savored another bite of the French toast. While I chewed on the fluffy bread and swallowed, I heard the distinct sound of utensils clinking against the plate. Glancing to my side, I found Sendai-san with her hand over her mouth.


  「Are you okay?」


  I knew immediately why she was covering her mouth.


  The French toast must’ve brushed against her wound.


  At least, that was probably what happened, but considering Sendai-san was the one who deserved it, there was no need for me to be concerned. However, she looked like she was in so much pain that I couldn’t help but ask if she was okay.


  「Stop biting me so hard to the point where it causes bleeding.」


  Sendai-san glared at me with her brows furrowed.


  「It’s your fault for doing things that make me bite you so hard.」


  「It’s not like you hate it when we kiss, though.」


  「I never said I liked it either.」


  「Really now.」


  Sendai-san’s voice and eyes seemed like they were filled with doubt.


  I took another bite of the French toast, attempting to drown out her voice and avoid her gaze. I chewed it slowly, savoring the buttery taste until it faded, and then I expressed what was on my mind to Sendai-san.


  「Starting from the day after tomorrow, act a bit more normal.」


  「What do you mean by “normal”?」


  「Don’t do anything strange anymore.」


  Just as Sendai-san said, I didn’t hate being kissed, and I was fine with kissing her too.


  But it wasn’t something we should be doing.


  Our relationship wasn’t the type where we should be kissing each other, and I had no intention of changing that. Just because things had taken a different turn at the start of summer vacation didn’t mean our relationship would remain the same when the second semester began. It was more likely that we’d return to our previous routine, much like during the first semester.


  Moreover, I had a feeling that if we kept going like this, we might not be able to stop. My lack of confidence stemmed from the fact that I didn’t dislike it, and it made it hard for me to behave as I normally would.


  I had a feeling that if we continued down this path, something bad would end up happening.


  「And what do you mean by “strange”?」


  Sendai-san asked as she poked at her French toast with her fork.


  「I don’t know. Just stop doing weird things.」


  「Don’t beat around the bush. You’re telling me not to kiss you anymore, right?」


  「If you already knew what I was going to say, then don’t ask. Look, if we have to do something together, we could study or have some conversations. And if that doesn’t interest you, we could pass the time by reading books or playing games together.」


  I said firmly as I snatched a slice of French toast from Sendai-san’s plate. Taking a bite, I heard Sendai-san smile and say,


  「You know, doing things like that makes us sound like we’re friends, Miyagi.」


  Her artificially cheerful voice filled the living room. Then, Sendai-san rose from her seat and said, “I’ll get us something to drink,” as she made her way to the kitchen.


  「Well, if that’s the kind of friendship you want, then sure, I guess we can try that starting the day after tomorrow.」


  She said as she returned to the table with two cups in her hand before placing them down.


  「I never said I wanted us to be friends or anything.」


  「Is that so? When you said to “act a bit more normal,” I thought we could at least pretend to be friends. You know, we could’ve caught a movie together, like what real friends do.」


  Sendai-san smiled as she took a sip of her barley tea. It looked just like the same smile she would wear at school.


  I could tell from her voice that she wasn’t being serious either.


  There’s no way I’d ever go to the movies with you.


  That was probably the response Sendai-san was expecting from me.


  And that was exactly why I wasn’t going to say it.


  「… Alright, fine. Let’s go.」


  「To the movies?」


  「Yes. Let’s go tomorrow – it’ll be Thursday then.」


  Although I wasn’t pretending to be her friend at the time, I once tried treating her like one.


  We talked about trivial things and even played a game together.


  But in the end, all that did was make me realize that Sendai-san and I could never be real friends.


  This time, things might take a different turn. Back then, I was the only one making an effort to treat her like a friend. Now, Sendai-san was also playing along. I wasn’t particularly eager to be friends with her, but it could be the beginning bringing our relationship back on the correct path.


  「Why are we going on a Thursday?」


  Taken aback by my response, Sendai-san asked, probing for more details.


  「Well, if we’re going to pretend to be friends, we should probably do it on a day where you’re not coming over for a tutoring session.」


  「I guess that’s true. Okay, Thursday it is then.」


  Sendai-san replied while wearing a smile that I had never seen in this house before.
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  No, not that one. Not this one either.


  Although I had just spent the last thirty minutes pulling clothes out of my wardrobe and arranging them on my bed, I still couldn’t decide what to wear.


  I knew there wasn’t a need to spend this much time trying to decide on an outfit.


  Even though we didn’t know what movie we were watching yet, Sendai-san and I decided on a meeting place yesterday.


  We agreed to hang out at a location that was unfamiliar to both of us – an area rarely visited by our schoolmates – and because of that, we needed to take a train to be able to reach our designated meeting spot.


  No one else knew of my after-school relationship with Sendai-san, let alone that we had plans to see each other over summer vacation. To keep it all a secret, we purposely chose an area where we wouldn’t run into anyone we knew.


  I had to get to the station and then catch a train.


  For a simple movie outing, it was quite a lengthy trip. Nevertheless, since our plans were for the afternoon, I still had plenty of time to get there.


  「I’ll just go with this.」


  I picked up a white blouse and a pair of jeans – the same clothes I wore when I met up with Maika and Ami the other day.


  There was no need to get all dressed up just because I was going to hang out with Sendai-san.


  I should’ve just picked something random instead of dwelling on it so much.


  I quickly changed my clothes and returned the clothes I had pulled from my closet. Contemplating whether to tie my hair or leave it be, I drew the curtains aside. Gazing outside the window, I noticed the sun was exceptionally radiant today.


  It looks really hot outside.


  Worried about potential sunburn on my neck, I applied sunscreen and decided to leave my hair down. Glancing at the clock, I realized it was still a bit early to head out.


  I let out a sigh.


  Sendai-san probably wasn’t being serious when she suggested watching a movie together, so I couldn’t help but feel a bit disheartened. I did have a movie in mind that I wanted to watch, but I wasn’t sure if Sendai-san would be interested. Likewise, if she had a specific movie in mind, I wasn’t certain I’d be interested in it either.


  There were probably many things about Sendai-san that her friends knew but I didn’t.


  Like her favorite movies, music preferences, or her favorite foods.


  I heaved another sigh before gently smacking my cheeks.


  We’re only “pretending” to be friends for today.


   It’s not a big deal.


  I just had to approach this hangout with Sendai-san as I would with Maika. Even if our movie preferences differed, we could always reach a compromise, just as I’d done with Maika and other people when our tastes didn’t match.


  「I’m going to be a little early, but that’s fine.」


  I grabbed my bag and left my apartment.


  In less than ten minutes of being outside, my sweat had already started dampening my shirt. The chirping of the cicadas, combined with the sounds of passing cars, made it feel even hotter than it actually was, and frankly, it was quite annoying.


  As soon as I entered the station building, I stopped in my tracks.


  Now that I thought about it, Sendai-san’s home wasn’t far from mine. Since we were both headed for the same place, there was a possibility we might end up on the same train.


  I wasn’t going to go out of my way to search for her, but I ended up looking around a bit anyway.


  There’s no way she’d be here.


  I went through the ticket gate and boarded a train I wasn’t used to taking. Both the platform and the air-conditioned train were devoid of any familiar faces.


  I disembarked from the train after a few stations and made my way to a peculiar-looking statue – our designated meeting point. But before I reached the statue, I spotted Sendai-san already waiting there.


  Although the clothes she wore and the aura she exuded were different from the usual Sendai-san I’d see in my room, I could tell it was her even from a distance.


  She was wearing a sleeveless shirt and a long skirt, which was a fairly common outfit. Yet, it suited her remarkably well and, combined with her good looks, made her stand out.


  I wasn’t the type to approach someone I knew if we didn’t have any prior arrangement, and even though I had plans with Sendai-san, it was still challenging to call out to her. Even if we were in the same class this year, I doubted we’d get along since we didn’t belong to the same social circles. Right now, Sendai-san looked just as I had imagined her during our second year, before we started talking.


  However, I had no choice but to call her out to her.


  Suppressing a sigh, I moved three steps closer to Sendai-san, and our gazes met. Before I could reach her, she approached me, waving her hand and calling out my name.


  「Sorry, did I make you wait long?」


  It wasn’t like I was late or anything. There was still plenty of time before our agreed meeting time, so there was no need to apologize. However, if we were friends, I felt it was only proper to apologize.


  「No, I came straight from prep school today, so I got here a bit early.」


  I wasn’t sure how long she’d been waiting, but Sendai-san smiled and told me not to worry. Then, she looked me up and down and said,


  「Miyagi, you look pretty much the same as when you’re at home.」


  「There’s no need for me to change things up.」


  「I see.」


  「Do you always dress up like this, Sendai-san?」


  She appeared somewhat different from the last time I saw her with Ibaraki-san, but I couldn’t be certain because we were quite far apart.


  I was a bit curious, so I decided to ask about it, though I didn’t think too much of it as it was common for people to dress differently on different days. But for some reason, she pinched her skirt and, with a serious expression, asked,


  「Yeah, I do. Why, do I look weird?」


  「No, I was just wondering.」


  「I see. Anyway, shall we get going?」


  Sendai-san’s skirt swayed gently as she started walking. Naturally, our destination was the movie theater. We walked through the station building and got on an elevator. After ascending a few floors and disembarking, my gaze was drawn to several posters adorning the walls.


  「Do you have a specific movie you want to watch in mind?」


  Sendai-san asked as she glanced at the posters.


  「Kind of.」


  「Oh, you actually do. What’s it called?」


  I told her the title of the movie, which was an adaptation of one of the romance manga series I had at home.


  「Oh, that one? Umina said she wanted to watch it too.」


  「Ibaraki-san did?」


  「Yeah, she really likes the actor who plays the male lead.」


  「I see.」


  I mumbled, and before I could follow up by asking, “Do you like him too, Sendai-san?” I swallowed those words and chose to ask a more appropriate question instead.


  「Was there a movie that you wanted to see, Sendai-san?」


  「Yeah.」


  She replied, following up with the title of her preferred movie – a title I least wanted to hear.


  「You really want to watch that?」


  「I mean, it’s perfect for summer. Are you okay with watching a horror movie, Miyagi?」


  To be honest, I wasn’t okay with it at all.


  The movie Sendai-san suggested was a B-horror film set in a school. It surprised me because she didn’t strike me as someone who’d enjoy that genre. Personally, I was the type who wouldn’t even consider watching a trailer for a horror movie.


  If that was the kind of movie we were going to watch today, I felt like turning around and going home immediately. But at the same time, I didn’t want Sendai-san to tease me for not wanting to watch it either.


  「…」


  「Wait, are you not good with horror?」


  Sendai-san asked, noticing my silence.


  「I didn’t say that. I just want to watch a different movie today.」


  「Oh, I know. I bet you’re the type who’d be too afraid to go to the bathroom at night because you’re afraid you might encounter a ghost in there.」


  「No, I’m not.」


  「Well, if you aren’t, then how about we catch that horror movie?」


  There was a hint of amusement in her voice as she spoke.


  Given the current situation, I was certainly not eager to admit that I had no desire to watch it. But it’d also be problematic if we did end up seeing it.


  「… I’m not afraid of encountering ghosts, but sometimes, I do feel like a hand might pop out of the toilet.」


  I also didn’t like the thought of anything being behind me.


  Even though I was aware that there was nothing behind me, there were times when I felt a sense of unease, especially when I was alone at home. On such nights, I couldn’t help but imagine that something eerie might emerge from my toilet at any moment.


  「Do your parents get home late or something, Miyagi?」


  My father often came home late, and sometimes, he didn’t come home at all. But I didn’t feel like sharing that with Sendai-san, so I stayed quiet. Then, Sendai-san chuckled and said,


  「Okay, okay, let’s go see the movie you wanted to watch. It’d be a problem if you couldn’t bring yourself to go to the bathroom at night.」


  「You’re making fun of me, aren’t you?」


  「No, not at all. I just thought that side of you was a bit cute and childish.」


  「So you are making fun of me.」


  「I told you, I’m not. Also, I thought you were a fan of stories that had happy endings. If I remember correctly, this one doesn’t have one, right?」


  The movie I had in mind was a romance film, and in the original manga, the heroine dies at the end. Even though it wasn’t a happy ending, the main character did end up with the boy she loved, so it didn’t leave a bitter taste.


  But right now, I was more focused on Sendai-san’s memory than on how the series concluded.


  I recalled mentioning that I found romance manga with unhappy endings uninteresting, but I had only said it once.


  「You sure have a good memory.」


  「That’s because I was a little bitter after you spoiled me on the ending.」


  Sendai-san spoke in a tone that was difficult to tell if she was joking or being serious.


  「Yet, you read the whole series anyway.」


  「Yeah, I guess I did. So you’re willing to watch movies that don’t have happy endings?」


  「Even if it didn’t end on a happy note, I still liked it.」


  「Okay, then let’s go buy our tickets.」


  Sendai-san said with a smile before turning her back to me.


  She seemed to be smiling a lot more than usual today.


  Probably because we were “friends.”


  Even if that was the reason, the sight of a Sendai-san who was so different from yesterday made it hard for me to relax even once the movie started.
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  It took a little over two hours for the credits to start rolling.


  We stayed until the very end of the movie.


  Sendai-san, who was sitting beside me, remained in her seat until it was over.


  I didn’t really connect with people who left the theater before the credits finished rolling, so I was glad that Sendai-san felt the same way. Sometimes, there were post-credits scenes, and I didn’t want to miss them.


  At first, I had trouble focusing on the movie, but as it went on, I became less conscious of Sendai-san, who sat beside me the whole time.


  When watching a movie, there was no need to engage in conversation with the person sitting beside you. All I had to do was concentrate on the screen in front of me. Because of this, I could immerse myself in the story, even if it did take me a while to fully engage with it.


  「Did you find the movie interesting, Miyagi?」


  Sendai-san asked with a smile on her face as light returned to the inside of the theater.


  「Yeah, I did.」


  I answered briefly as I got up from my seat.


  While the movie adaptation didn’t stay entirely faithful to the original story, I found it enjoyable and thought the filmmakers did a good job. However, I had no idea how Sendai-san felt about the movie. I had never asked about her favorite films before, so I wasn’t sure if the story suited her tastes or not.


  「What about you, Sendai-san?」


  I asked as we walked. Without any change in expression on her face, she replied,


  「I enjoyed it too.」


  「Really?」


  Sendai-san didn’t look bored, and it didn’t seem like she was lying. However, there was something about her demeanor that bothered me, so I couldn’t resist questioning her.


  「Yeah, really. I thought it was pretty interesting.」


  Sendai-san shared her thoughts on various scenes with enthusiasm, reiterating her interest in the movie before suddenly coming to a halt.


  「So what do you want to do now? Want to check out some other places?」


  Sendai-san asked as we stood in front of the entrance of the movie theater.


  「Like what?」


  I hadn’t decided on what to do after watching the movie.


  Since I didn’t have any ideas in mind, I passed the question right back to her.


  「We could go look at some clothes or something.」


  「I don’t think we have the same tastes in fashion.」


  「If you want to go, I don’t mind looking for clothes that you like, Miyagi.」


  「I don’t really have any clothes I want to look at.」


  For now, I could manage with the clothes in my closet.


  There weren’t any outfits I wanted to browse, and I didn’t really feel like waiting while Sendai-san shopped either.


  「Okay, in that case, want to grab something to eat?」


  Sendai-san said with a gentle smile on her face.


  「Sure, but where are we going?」


  「I guess I’d prefer something lighter on the stomach. What do you want to eat?」


  「I’ll let you decide, Sendai-san.」


  「Okay. You like sweet things, right, Miyagi?」


  I was fine with having whatever Sendai-san wanted to eat.


  That was what I was trying to express by letting her decide where to eat, but for some reason, it didn’t seem to come across. Instead, Sendai-san still seemed to be considering my preferences.


  That wasn’t a bad thing in itself.


  If I were with Maika and Ami instead, I would’ve openly told them what I wanted to eat.


  But I didn’t feel comfortable telling Sendai-san.


  I knew the reason behind my apprehension.


  It was because Sendai-san was being insufferably kind while wearing a constant smile on her face.


  The Sendai-san by my side right now was no different from the Sendai-san that I always saw at school.


  She had a perpetual grin on her face, and her voice maintained a cheerful tone.


  The way she was acting right now made it seem as though we had reverted back to the days when we first became second-year classmates, never exchanging a word, and I wasn’t even sure if she was aware of my existence. The impression I had of Sendai-san when I saw her at our meeting spot earlier was accurate.


  This was not the Sendai-san I knew.


  「Actually, sorry, I think I’m going to pass on eating.」


  I said as I changed my mind and started walking towards the train platforms.


  「Wait, Miyagi. Where are you going?」


  If we were in my room right now, her tone would likely be more dissatisfied, unlike the gentle voice that was currently calling out to me.


  It made me feel sick to the stomach.


  In fact, I was so nauseated that I felt like I was about to throw up what I ate for lunch, so I began to walk even faster.


  「Home.」


  I replied without turning back.


  「Already? Isn’t it a little too soon?」


  「No, it’s not.」


  Being with Sendai-san, who was constantly trying to cater to my preferences, felt dull.


  It wasn’t fun being around her like this.


  「Can I go over to your place then? There’s still a lot of time left to hang out today.」


  Sendai-san asked as she grabbed onto my arm. When I turned around, I was met with the same old smile plastered on her face.


  「I’m okay with not entering your place, but at least let me go with you.」


  「Why?」


  「“Why?” I mean, even if I don’t go over to your place, we’d still be taking the same train back, right? Plus, we kind of live in the same direction, so we might as well walk home together, especially since we’re pretending to be “friends” today.」


  Sendai-san seemed determined to keep up the charade of being “friends” and held onto my arm tightly.


  What she said made sense.


  Our homes were relatively close to each other, so it wouldn’t be unusual if we went back together. But if that was going to be the case, then it would defeat the purpose in us meeting so far from home.


  「You’re not wrong, but it’d be a hassle if we ended up running into anyone we knew.」


  「Well, since it’s Obon, everyone’s probably away at their relatives’ houses, so I doubt we’ll run into anyone.」


  Sendai-san brushed it off casually as she tugged on my arm.


  「Just let me go with you.」


  She said as she took the lead and began walking. She dragged me along with her, so I had no choice but to walk next to her.


  I found this side of Sendai-san a lot better than the one from a moment ago, when she seemed to lack her own will.


  She was acting a bit forceful in order to get her desire across.


  While I wasn’t a fan of that sort of attitude either, it was still better than seeing Sendai-san act like a puppet. However, her smile stayed on her face, so I still felt a bit uneasy.


  Sendai-san kept talking as we walked.


  She didn’t seem to care whether I had anything to say or not. She just continued talking, even as we waited for the train, and she didn’t stop even after we got on the train.


  The train made a rhythmic clicking and clacking sound as it moved.


  The scenery outside the window flew by, gradually bringing us closer to our homes.


  The dazzling city and lush greenery gradually receded into the distance, replaced by a familiar landscape. While I had a certain fondness for Sendai-san’s voice, the train’s ambient noises drowned out her words.


  The two of us got off the train after it arrived at the platform of our station.


  When we walked out of the building, we were greeted by the sight of a familiar cityscape, surrounded by tall buildings.


  As we walked down the familiar streets together, Sendai-san, someone I never thought I’d walk with again, stayed by my side. However, there was silence between us, and I couldn’t imagine a conversation happening throughout the journey back.


  I didn’t like this kind of atmosphere.


  Both my emotions and my voice weighed me down, making it difficult to speak. When I attempted to initiate a conversation, it felt as though an invisible barrier clung to my lips, keeping me from saying anything. I couldn’t help but think that being in my company during one of my foul moods like this must have been boring for Sendai-san.


  However, she walked next to me the entire time and we never parted ways either.


  「So you ended up following me the whole way home anyway…」


  As we entered my room, I served Sendai-san a cup of barley tea out of habit and sat beside her, taking a sip of my soda.


  「You’re not about to chase a “friend” out of your house now, are you?」


  「Are we still doing this “pretending to be friends” thing?」


  「I thought it was supposed to go on for the entire day.」


  Sendai-san said with a smile on her face as she leaned her back against my bed.


  She was still trying to act like a nice person, but it felt unpleasant to me.


  Sendai-san must’ve realized that there was no point in pretending to be friends anymore. No matter how much we faked it, pretending was just pretending in the end – it would never become reality.


  「Sendai-san, did you really find the movie we just watched interesting? If you insist that we’re “friends,” then be honest with me.」


  I didn’t really care what she thought of the movie, but I didn’t want to be lied to. There was no point in continuing our fake friendship, but if that’s what she wanted to call us, then she should at least be able to answer this.


  I stared at Sendai-san.


  She had been talking up until a moment ago, but now, all she could do was let out a sigh.


  「… I knew it was supposed to be a tearjerker, so I was kind of curious about how it’d turn out, but I think the manga was a lot better.」


  Sendai-san responded in a gentle voice without making eye contact.
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  「Is that good enough?」


  Sendai-san asked as she smiled at me.


  Our tastes in movies were different.


  It wasn’t uncommon to have our differences. It was like this with Maika and the others as well, so it wasn’t really an issue.


  The real problem was with Sendai-san’s attitude.


  Sendai-san – who still had a smile plastered on her face – felt distant.


  「Yeah, I don’t think we could ever be friends.」


  I finally voiced the thoughts that had been lingering in my mind all day.


  At first, I thought that by engaging in activities with her that typical friends do, even if we couldn’t ultimately become friends, we could at least mend our deteriorating relationship. But it was merely wishful thinking.


  It wasn’t fun being around Sendai-san whenever she tried to treat me like a friend, and I didn’t want to be around her whenever she was acting like this, even if it did mean being able to repair our strained relationship. However, she persisted with her futile efforts.


  「It’s only been half a day and you’ve already come to that conclusion?」


  Sendai-san asked with a composed tone as she sipped on her barley tea.


  「Nothing’s going to change no matter how many hours we spend with each other.」


  「So, what are you unhappy about?」


  「Everything. Everything about you right now is grossing me out, Sendai-san.」


  「Well, you didn’t have to put it like that.」


  Sendai-san let out a deep sigh as she set her cup down on the table.


  「You were the one who wanted us to act like friends, so I was just listening to your request, Miyagi.」


  「I didn’t request anything.」


  「You invited me to the movies, didn’t you? That’s basically a request.」


  「But Sendai-san, you were the one who suggested we go and watch a movie together.」


  「And you were the one who said you wanted to go.」


  Sendai-san, sounding somewhat offended, said before flopping down onto the bed. She wasn’t entirely sprawled out, but her manners were a little lacking. I was also concerned that her skirt would get wrinkled.


  「Sendai-san, you shouldn’t roll around on other people’s beds. Your skirt might get flipped up.」


  「That won’t happen as long as you don’t do anything strange.」


  She responded half-heartedly as she bumped her arm into me. While it was somewhat bothersome, her arm stayed motionless against my shoulder. I reached out and took hold of her dangling arm.


  Even though she was wearing a sleeveless shirt, her arms were surprisingly not tanned at all. It was hard to believe that she walked to my apartment under the blazing sun three days a week. While gazing at the tips of her lovely, pale arms, I noticed that her nails were subtly decorated, although it wasn’t very conspicuous.


  I placed my hand on Sendai-san’s shoulder, curious if she’d react with her usual complaints or displeasure whenever I touched her. Slowly, I ran my fingertips from her upper arm down to her wrist, stealing a glance at her as I did so. However, Sendai-san remained quiet and appeared unfazed.


  I brought my face closer to the area right above her wrist.


  When I pressed my lips against her skin, I felt a hand pushing my head away.


  「I thought I told you not to do anything weird.」


  Sendai-san said, sounding dissatisfied as she glared at me.


  Now this was the Sendai-san that I knew.


  As I thought, I found this side of Sendai-san the most appealing – undoubtedly so. Yet, for some reason, her displeased expression felt like a needle pricking my body. I tightened my grip on her arm, as if I were clinging to her.


  「All I’m doing is touching you. That much is fine, isn’t it?」


  I asked nonchalantly.


  「Touching me? That was a kiss just now, wasn’t it? Do you usually do this with your friends?」


  「I don’t, but you’re not my friend. Also, we’re done pretending to be friends.」


  We spent a lot of time together, and now we were even meeting on our days off.


  We’d also engage in casual conversations multiple times a week, so it wouldn’t have been strange if we actually became friends. However, I wasn’t sure if it was because we didn’t start off on the right foot or if it was because of the activities we did together, but in any case, there was no scenario where I could truly consider Sendai-san my friend.


  I tried to press my lips against Sendai-san’s arm once again. However, before I could manage to do so, she tugged on my hair.


  「Hey, just because we’re not friends doesn’t mean you can do whatever you want, you know.」


  Sendai-san stated firmly as she flicked my forehead. The overly calm and kind side of her had completely disappeared.


  「Well, it’ll be fine as long as you give me permission to do whatever I want, right?」
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  To be honest, I was lying about it being fine.


  Letting things fester like this wouldn’t lead to anything good, but even though I was aware of that, I couldn’t resist the urge to touch Sendai-san.


  Moreover, none of this would’ve happened if Sendai-san had gone home when I asked her to. It was all because she chose to accompany me to my place as if it were the most natural thing, that it had come to this.


  Instead of heaving a sigh, I sank my teeth into her arm.


  「Miyagi, that hurts.」


  I didn’t bite her that hard.


  However, after exaggerating the pain, Sendai-san followed up with, “I never said you could do whatever you wanted.”


  「Well, in that case, hurry up and give me permission.」


  「You don’t have the right to order me around today.」


  Sendai-san muttered as she sat herself up and leaned against the headboard of the bed while stroking the bite mark.


  「So if I did have the right to give you orders, you’d let me?」


  I was well aware of what I needed to do to gain the authority of giving her orders.


  I got up, took my wallet from my bag, and pulled out a five-thousand-yen bill before giving it to Sendai-san.


  「I just need to give you this, right? Now follow my orders.」


  「A five-thousand-yen bill isn’t always going to solve everything. Besides, you’ve already paid me this week.」


  「That was payment for your tutoring services. This is for the order I’m about to give you.」


  I tried to force her to take the five-thousand-yen bill, but she appeared unconvinced and refused to accept it. Instead, she kicked my leg and firmly stated, “I don’t want it.”


  With nowhere else for it to go, I put the bill on my bed before taking a seat next to her.


  「Sendai-san. Do as I say.」


  None of the rules we had established covered this situation, so she had every right to refuse. The reality was, Sendai-san hadn’t accepted the five-thousand-yen bill from me. It lay on the bed, nestled between me and Sendai-san.


  It was probably impossible to convince her.


  Just when I was on the verge of giving up and reaching for the bill, I heard Sendai-san let out a deep sigh as she brought her feet to the floor.


  「―― Look, I’m not saying you can do whatever you want to me, but if you really want to touch me that badly, then just do it.」


  There was a tone of resignation in her voice as she turned to me.


  She hadn’t specified where or how I could touch her.


  I gently caressed her cheek.


  She didn’t object or express any dislike. I gently stroked her chin with my fingertips and did the same to her lips. When I moved my face closer to hers, she didn’t complain, so I pressed my lips against hers.


  After a brief, fleeting kiss, we quickly pulled away. When I glanced at Sendai-san, no longer able to sense the softness and warmth of her lips, I heard her express her dissatisfaction.


  「I don’t think you could call this “touching” anymore.」


  「You never said I had to touch you with my hands, right?」


  「You’re so annoying.」


  Despite her irritated tone, Sendai-san remained seated and didn’t distance herself. She simply stayed on the bed.


  So, I took the opportunity to press my lips against hers once again.


  She wasn’t my friend, so it didn’t really matter if I kissed her.


  Perhaps this was a bit of a logical fallacy, but given that Sendai-san had kissed me multiple times before, I don’t believe she has any right to complain. Moreover, if she didn’t like it, she could simply walk away.


  I went for a longer kiss than before. This time, I could distinctly feel the sensation of her lips against mine.


  Sendai-san – who was closer to me than anyone else has ever been – had lips as soft as they had been a few days ago.


  Our lips stayed connected.


  I didn’t know how something so simple could bring such pleasure, and it was only intensifying my desire to be even closer to her – to experience more of her.


  I wanted just a little more.


  I grabbed Sendai-san’s hand and pressed my lips against hers with more intensity than before. As I began to sense her warmth more vividly than the softness of her lips, we parted, and she hit me on the head with a pillow.


  「Can’t I be the one doing this to you instead?」


  Sendai-san asked, staring at me as she hugged the pillow.


  「No, because you always end up doing something unnecessary, Sendai-san.」


  If all we were doing was simply kissing, that would be fine, but it was never the case whenever Sendai-san initiated them. Even if I issued an order, she always seemed to push for more.


  Actually, she shouldn’t have been asking something like that in the first place.


  All she should be doing is rejecting me.


  If we wanted to enjoy the remaining time of our summer vacation in peace, then that’s what she should have done. Instead, Sendai-san posed her question as if kissing had become a routine part of our daily lives.


  「So you’re saying it’s fine as long as I don’t do anything unnecessary.」


  「Not today.」


  「“Not today,” you say. Does that mean there are days when I can?」


  「You talk too much, Sendai-san.」


  I leaned in as if to silence Sendai-san’s incessant, unnecessary chatter with a kiss.


  “Miyagi,” Sendai-san said, calling out my name.


  However, I kissed her without saying another word.


  
    


    Interlude 2


    What Miyagi Did To Me On a Rainy Day


    (Sendai PoV)
  


  The weather forecast had predicted it would be cloudy today.


  I stood at the entrance of the school, umbrella in hand, looking out. Weather forecasts were, after all, just predictions, and they weren’t always accurate. So, I wasn’t surprised to see it raining. The rainy season wasn’t over yet, and rain after a cloudy forecast wasn’t unusual. I had brought a folding umbrella just in case, so it wasn’t an issue.


  ── Or at least, that should’ve been the case.


  Even with an umbrella in hand, I didn’t want to leave the school grounds.


  The weather outside the school entrance felt like an entirely different world compared to indoors. Earlier, when I was waiting for Umina, who had been called in by a teacher, the rain began pouring down relentlessly, as if it had a vendetta. An umbrella seemed useless in this downpour, so I hesitated to leave the school, knowing I’d be drenched instantly. Meanwhile, Mariko had already been picked up by her parents in their car, and Umina, who had met up with her boyfriend with an umbrella, would likely get soaked too.


  「What should I do…」


  It would have been fine if I was going straight home; I could just take a shower and change clothes, no matter how soaked I got. But I was supposed to go to Miyagi’s place today. I knew if I asked, she’d let me use her bathroom and lend me some clothes, but I didn’t want to. There was no way she’d let me borrow anything without it turning into some kind of strange order.


  After a moment of hesitation, I pulled out my phone.


  Just as I was about to text her that I couldn’t make it today because of the rain, I stopped.


  It was Miyagi’s job to send the first message, not mine.


  It was hard to decide which was more comforting: returning to an empty house where no one acknowledged my presence, or going to Miyagi’s place, where, despite her indifferent attitude, she still offered me barley tea.


   ‘I suppose getting soaked by the rain isn’t that big of a deal,’ I thought to myself.


  Deciding I would worry about the change of clothes once I arrived at Miyagi’s place, I put my phone away, grabbed my umbrella, and headed out. As expected, the umbrella barely helped. The rain wasn’t exactly torrential, but it was enough to drench me and make me reluctant to keep walking.


  The rain was incredibly relentless.


  But my feet didn’t lead me towards my own house. Instead, I quickened my pace and headed towards Miyagi’s place—the sort of place where someone like her might tie my hands with a necktie and command me to lick her feet. I didn’t mind following her orders, but I couldn’t understand why I was so determined to reach her place, even in this pouring rain.


  In the seemingly unending rain, I drew closer and closer to Miyagi’s apartment.


  I was shivering in my uniform.


  Even though it was July, my soaked clothes made it feel like summer was still a long way off.


  Lately, our relationship has been heading down a dangerous path.


  If we wanted to turn back, now would be the time.


  There was still a chance to do it.


  But despite thinking that, my feet didn’t slow down.


  Before I realized it, I was standing in front of Miyagi’s apartment. I shut my umbrella and pressed the intercom button, as if I had done it a thousand times before. Miyagi, sounding irritated, buzzed me in, and I stepped into the elevator. The wet fabric of my blouse clung uncomfortably to my skin. Stifling a sigh, I exited on the sixth floor and walked to Miyagi’s door, where her flat, emotionless voice greeted me.


  「Did you not bring an umbrella with you?」


  「What does it look like? Sorry, but can I ask you for a towel?」


  「Well, just come inside for the time being.」


  Miyagi said as if it were the most natural thing in the world.


  「Aren’t I just going to get everything in your house wet?」


  Anyone who looked at me could see that I was completely drenched. If I took off my shoes and took even a single step, I’d leave a wet footprint in her hallway. Walking to her room would create a trail of footprints, and water would drip from my uniform. Even if I dried off with a towel, the hallway might still get wet, but it was better than doing nothing.


  「It’s fine. Even if the floor gets wet, I’ll just wipe it later.」


  Miyagi said with a serious tone in her voice as she looked at me.


  「That doesn’t sound fine to me. Just lend me a towel.」


  「I’ll get you a towel and a change of clothes. You can get changed right here.」


  「You want me to do it right here?」


  「Yep. There’s no one else here but me anyway, and no one is coming home anytime soon either, so you don’t need to worry about that. Besides, you’re not going to be able to dry your clothes with just a towel anyway, and if you entered the rest of the apartment, you’re just going to get everything all wet.」


  She had a point.


  A towel was only going to be a temporary solution. I could dry my arms and legs, but my uniform was so drenched that wiping it wouldn’t do much good. At most, the towel would only be useful for wiping away any footprints from the floor.


  I knew she had a point, but I still didn’t want to listen to her.


  I was standing in the entrance of Miyagi’s apartment, and the front door was not the place to undress myself. Even though no one else was home or coming back, Miyagi was still here, and I’d be taking off my clothes right in front of her, with her watching me.


  If Miyagi wanted me to feel comfortable changing here, she could have said something like, “I’ll wait for you in my room,” or, “I’ll go somewhere else.” But she didn’t, and it was probably intentional. It seemed like Miyagi was determined to stay here, so I was reluctant to follow her instructions.


  「You know, I’m not sure I’m keen on the idea of undressing by the entranceway.」


  I said, hoping to deflect Miyagi’s words.


  「Well, if you’re so worried about getting my home all wet, then you should take your clothes off.」


  「Just give me a towel.」


  This time, I was firm with my demand.


  Miyagi had undone the buttons on my blouse many times before, but I didn’t mind since I wasn’t the one doing it myself. But today was different. I would have to unbutton my blouse on my own and willingly take off my school uniform, all while doing it right in front of Miyagi.


  Taking off my uniform in front of Miyagi without her ordering me to, while she insisted on staying here, felt completely different from changing clothes at school. It felt like there was some strange significance attached to me undressing in front of her, so I shot her a defiant glare.


  「Okay, wait here a bit. I’ll go grab one.」


  I wasn’t sure if Miyagi had given up on her stance or if she was planning something else, but either way, she headed to her room to get a towel.


  「… What should I do about my uniform, though?」


  It felt disgusting against my skin, and I wished I had something to change into.


  Honestly, I knew I should have just accepted Miyagi’s offer for a change of clothes. It shouldn’t have mattered whether she was there watching or not. What was truly odd was how self-conscious I felt about undressing on my own.


  If only it hadn’t rained today.


  If today had been a clear day, Miyagi wouldn’t be telling me to take off my clothes. I wouldn’t be shivering in my cold, wet uniform, nor would I be stressing myself out trying to figure out her intentions.


  「Ah, geez.」


  I took off the elastic band I had used to tie my hair.


  Even after we kissed, our relationship didn’t change much. She would lick my ears, tie my hands up with a necktie, and call me indecent, but that was the extent of it.


  But lately, all of her orders have been centered on her doing things to me, which made me feel a bit self-conscious. I knew I was probably overthinking it and being too self-conscious about things I shouldn’t even be worrying about.


  As I kept needlessly worrying about things beyond my control, Miyagi returned from her room and handed me a bath towel.


  「Here you go.」


  「Thanks.」


  I said as I graciously accepted the towel and began drying my hair.


  「What are you going to do about your uniform?」


  Miyagi asked while staring at me.


  It seemed like there was no way I was getting out of this without her watching me.


  「I’ll try to dry it off with the towel.」


  「That’s not going to work.」


  「You’re so stubborn, Miyagi.」


  「I’ll lend you a change of clothes, so just take your uniform off.」


  「… Do you really want me to undress that badly?」


  「Yeah. If you stay like that any longer, you’re going to end up catching a cold.」


  I had walked this far in the pouring rain, which had been so heavy that even an umbrella was useless. What’s more, I was still wearing my wet school uniform.


  I wouldn’t even be surprised if I had already come down with a cold.


  「Don’t move.」


  Miyagi said quietly as she grabbed my hand.


  Her eyes were fixated on my soaked blouse, and I had a feeling I knew what she was going to do next.


  「Is that an order?」


  I asked.


  「Yes, it is.」


  She responded as if it were the most obvious thing in the world.


  What she planned next would probably go far beyond just me changing out of my clothes.


  ‘I should shake her hand off,’ I thought to myself.


  On the day we played that ridiculous eraser-hunting game, I proposed a rule that forbade stripping. If I applied that rule now, I could end what was happening by claiming it broke the rules. This would also override her order for me to remain still.


  But I stayed silent, and Miyagi let go of my hand. My newly freed hand dropped to my side without me making any effort to push Miyagi away. Even though I hadn’t given her permission, she began to unfasten my necktie and then unbuttoned the second button on my blouse.


  I had a good reason for obeying her order.


  If I didn’t take off my wet school uniform soon, I was bound to catch a cold, so getting changed was necessary.


  It was, without a doubt, the right thing to do.


  「I didn’t bring a spare change of clothes today.」


  I said to Miyagi, who still hadn’t taken her eyes off me, but it felt more like I was saying it to convince myself that I was doing the right thing.


  I’m only taking off my wet uniform so I can put on some dry clothes.


  「Like I said, I can just lend you some.」


  Miyagi’s hands had now moved to the third button, which I typically never unbutton at her place.


  She didn’t appear to be amused in the slightest.


  I wasn’t enjoying the situation or what she was doing either, but that didn’t mean I could defy her orders.


  Miyagi’s hands slowly unfastened the third button before moving on to the fourth.


  As I debated whether I should mention the new rule or not, I suddenly recalled that we had left it ambiguous last time. Although I had suggested the rule, it wasn’t something we had clearly agreed upon. Therefore, I had no reason to stop her. Taking wet clothes off was a reasonable action, and Miyagi was doing the right thing by helping me, since I couldn’t bring myself to undress at someone else’s front door.


  There was nothing wrong with what we were doing.


  While I was still trying to justify our actions, Miyagi had already undone all the buttons and opened my blouse. Her eyes stayed locked on me and my body.


  Whatever, it’s fine.


  Having been in the same class before, Miyagi and I had changed for gym class in the same room. I couldn’t recall what kind of underwear she wore or what her body looked like, but since we had changed in front of each other before, it wasn’t a big deal if she saw my underwear. In fact, it would have been weirder if I did care.


  I knew that, but I couldn’t help but frantically search for reasons to convince myself not to care.


  I was acting really strange today.


  Maybe it was the rain, or Miyagi’s intense gaze, or perhaps the cold that was clouding my judgment.


  Miyagi brushed the strap of my bra with her fingertips.


  The strap moved slightly, causing me to flinch.


  ‘I should probably stop her hands now,’ I thought to myself, but I was ordered not to move, so there was nothing I could do. Plus, it wasn’t just my uniform that got wet. My undergarments were soaked too, so it was only natural for her to be taking it off.


  Right, there was nothing I could do.


  I took a small breath in, then exhaled.


  But Miyagi pulled her hand away without moving the straps aside or undoing my bra.


  「Aren’t you going to resist?」


  Miyagi asked even after having come all this way.


  「You’re the one who ordered me not to move, Miyagi.」


  「If you want to resist, then just do it.」


  「I will if you break a rule.」


  「Isn’t what I’m doing right now against the rules already?」


  「Oh, for sure. If my uniform wasn’t all wet, I’d have beaten you up by now.」


  It was raining, and my uniform was soaked.


  If I left it like that, I would have caught a cold.


  Considering the ambiguity of the new rule I wanted to add, there was a valid reason to make an exception for what she was doing now.


  「So you’re saying you’re making a special exception today?」


  「Yeah. I mean, you said it yourself, didn’t you, Miyagi? That I’ll catch a cold if I kept my uniform on.」


  「But I haven’t even paid you yet.」


  Miyagi was acting like a coward. She was the one who had given the order, and now she was looking for a way to back out of it.


  「Were you not planning to?」


  「I’ll give it to you later.」


  After offering what sounded like an excuse, Miyagi pressed her palm flat against my chest.


  It was warm.


  But something was off.


  Miyagi’s hand was warming me on the outside, but for some reason, the heat seemed to reach deep inside. It was so intense that it almost felt as if she were touching my heart directly, making me want to escape as quickly as possible. Yet my body refused to move, as if it were trapped in her palm. My heart started to race faster than usual.


  「You’re so cold, Sendai-san.」


  Miyagi mumbled.


  「Yeah, because I got drenched by the rain.」


  I stated the obvious while staring at Miyagi, who was looking right back at me. Seemingly unaware of my gaze, she brushed my cheek with her hand, then my lips, before pulling away.


  We were rapidly moving away from the “right” path.


  Her removing my wet uniform could be justified as helping me avoid catching a cold, but I couldn’t explain the rest of what was happening. It didn’t feel right for Miyagi to stare at me so intently or for her hand to be touching my cheek and lips.


  The excuse Miyagi had given me was no longer valid.


  I knew I needed to stop Miyagi. I shouldn’t be letting her do this to me. But seeing her hesitation made me waver as well, and I continued to tolerate her behavior.


  If she had given me a harsh order, like tying my hands with a necktie, I would have had grounds to complain. If she had removed my bra without hesitation, I could have easily put an end to it and gone home.


  Instead, Miyagi gave me a half-hearted order, and her visible hesitation made me want to go along with her. I should have put a stop to it by now, but my hand, as if acting against my will, reached out to Miyagi and touched her cheek.


  「But you’re pretty warm, Miyagi.」


  This was the wrong kind of warmth. My cold body needed to stay cold so that the warmth inside could also dissipate. Even though I knew this, my hand kept touching Miyagi, and I debated whether I should touch her lips as she had touched mine.


  Miyagi placed her hand on mine, grasped it, and pulled me closer.


  With our faces just inches apart and our eyes locked, I could sense what she wanted to do next.


  If I closed my eyes, it was likely our lips would meet.


  Miyagi moved even closer. She was so close that I couldn’t see her entire face, but I noticed one thing: she was still wearing her school uniform, even at home.


  It was always like this.


  I’ve never seen Miyagi wear anything other than her uniform.


  But I wanted to see more sides of her while she was at home.


  For instance, I wanted to see Miyagi undo her necktie and unfasten the buttons on her blouse, just as I was being made to do. The fact that I was the only one being undressed felt unfair, which made me want her to experience the same thing.


  As if she sensed the indecent thoughts in my mind, Miyagi released my hand and stepped back. She then reopened the front of my blouse.


  Miyagi let out a small sigh and pressed her lips to my chest, sucking on my skin as if to exchange our warmth. As if the last of my sense of reason had been washed away by the rain, I craved more of Miyagi’s warmth and reached out to grab her shoulders.


  ── No, I can’t do this.


  Just as I pulled Miyagi closer, her lips parted from my skin.


  Miyagi’s fingertips traced the spot where her lips had been, gently caressing and pressing on it. She was likely checking for a mark, similar to the ones she had left on my arm before, to see if there was anything visible.


  Miyagi should have known this too, but it was nothing like leaving a hickey on my arm. Even if the mark fades, it’s like leaving a stain on the heart. And it wouldn’t affect just me; it would likely leave a mark on Miyagi as well. It would serve as an unspoken punishment for crossing the boundaries of our ambiguous rules.


  Miyagi drew her face closer to my chest again.


  When she pressed her lips to my skin, I tightened my grip on her shoulders.


  「Weren’t you supposed to be helping me take my clothes off?」


  Miyagi raised her head as I asked.


  「I doubt the mark will stay on you for very long.」


  I felt a bit relieved that she hadn’t immediately responded with, “I’ll take your clothes off now.” Really, I did. But part of me was also a little disappointed. I swallowed a sigh that threatened to reveal my true feelings.


  「Look, it’ll disappear right away, so it’ll be fine.」


  Miyagi, with a sheepish look on her face, said as she distanced herself from me.


  「I’ll bring you a spare change of clothes.」


  Miyagi mumbled as she turned her back to me.


  Seeing her back reminded me of the day I first met Miyagi at the bookstore.


  On that cloudy day, her back looked different from how it does today. However, it was that day that led me to find a place where I belonged: Miyagi’s room.


  So then, what did I gain today?


  ── It was best not to think about it.


  My hands clutched my blouse, which was still left open.
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  I spent yesterday pretending to be Miyagi’s friend, then went over to her house and kissed her.


  The five-thousand-yen bill that she gave me was now resting in my piggy bank. Apparently, the value of a kiss was worth five-thousand yen – which, in my opinion, was way too much.


  I didn’t even want her money.


  I tried turning it down after the kiss, but Miyagi wouldn’t back down. The five-thousand-yen bill that was forced upon me made my piggy bank feel a little heavier than before. As a result, I found myself unable to sleep well before visiting Miyagi’s place again.


  I could feel the sleep deprivation affecting me, causing me to struggle to stay focused.


  While I wasn’t exhausted enough to fall asleep instantly, my eyelids felt heavy as I lay on Miyagi’s bed. Closing my eyes, I became aware of Miyagi’s scent – something I rarely noticed – which was keeping me awake.


  This is the worst.


  There were a lot of reasons for my lack of sleep.


  I wasn’t going to bother listing all of them out, as it wouldn’t make me any less sleepy, but in short, it was all Miyagi’s fault. Even as I took a break from studying, I couldn’t nap because of her.


  And because she wasn’t in the room at the moment, I didn’t even have anyone to complain to, so all I could do was toss and turn on the bed. Miyagi was probably in the kitchen pouring drinks for both of us right now.


  After letting Miyagi know I wasn’t into carbonated drinks, she began offering me barley tea as if it were the only alternative in her mind. Not once did she check if there was another beverage I preferred or ask about my favorite drink.


  We’ve known each other for over a year now, so it would’ve been nice if she showed a bit more interest in me. Then again, I hadn’t really asked Miyagi about her preferences either, so maybe I was in the same boat.


  Shutting my eyes, I could hear the sound of footsteps approaching down the hallway.


  As soon as the door opened, Miyagi’s exasperated voice echoed in my ears.


  「Don’t fall asleep, Sendai-san.」


  「I’m not falling asleep.」


  I answered, still laying on her bed. Then, I heard a clink, which was probably her placing the cups on the table.


  「Your eyes aren’t even open.」


  「I’m taking a break right now, so I’m just resting them.」


  I said as I turned my back to her to the direction of her voice.


  「Get up, Sendai-san.」


  The voice came from closer than I expected, followed by a poke on my cheek.


  When I opened my eyes to look, I saw Miyagi sitting by the bed.


  For some reason, Miyagi – who keeps insisting that we can never be friends – always touches me so casually. She was like this yesterday as well.


  She was always so grumpy, yet she would always do whatever she pleased.


  Miyagi seemed displeased with me yesterday, to the point where she was prepared to leave me behind and go home alone despite my efforts to avoid offending her by behaving as if we were friends. Even now, I still don’t understand where I went wrong.


  Miyagi had shut down the idea of us being friends before, but this time, she was pretty clear that it was never going to happen, and she even threw in how disgusted she was by me.


  To be frank, I wasn’t very amused by all this.


  Plus, it was infuriating how she didn’t seem to be bothered by it at all. Though admittedly, it was true that the word “friend” didn’t really apply to us either.


  It just felt like no matter where I looked, there was always something to complain about.


  Whether it was the atmosphere or the distance between us – everything seemed off.


  The term “friend” felt simultaneously like the closest and farthest label we could apply to ourselves – it just didn’t seem to suit us. It was like trying to force a puzzle piece into a place where it didn’t fit.


  「We haven’t finished our problem sets yet.」


  Miyagi spoke quietly as she slid her hand from my cheek down to my neck.


  Before I could even slip a complaint in about how ticklish it felt, her hand stopped right at my collarbone.


  「Just keep going without me.」


  「But there are some parts that I don’t understand.」


  Despite being the one to bring up the unfinished problem sets herself, Miyagi made no attempt to get back to work. Instead, she remained by my side.


  Had Miyagi and I not met at the bookstore that day, we probably would’ve graduated from high school without having spoken to each other once. We weren’t the type to become friends in the first place. Still, given our situation now, I felt like it would’ve been for the best if we at least managed to settle on being friends. However, it seemed incredibly unlikely for us to reach that point now.


  I placed my hand on top of Miyagi’s, which was still resting on my collarbone.


  「What?」


  Miyagi asked in a low voice as she tried to pull her hand away. However, I grabbed hold of it before she could do so.


  「Is your heart pounding right now?」


  「… Right now?」


  「Yeah.」


  「… No, not right now, but…」


  「But what?」


  「Well, what about you, Sendai-san? Is yours pounding?」


  「I don’t think so.」


  I was conscious of her presence, but my heart wasn’t racing. On that note, while it wasn’t like I wanted to hold hands with Miyagi every time we walked down the streets or anything, being by her side made me feel right at home.


  I let go of her hand and traced her lips with my fingers.


  「Were you thinking of kissing me again today?」


  I asked quietly, and in response, she gently replied with,


  「… Is it not allowed to cross my mind?」


  「Hm, who knows?」


  Life would be so much simpler if everything in the world could be neatly sorted into either “right” or “wrong.” Sadly, many aspects, especially those involving Miyagi and me, didn’t fit into such clear categories.


  The things that didn’t fit either category resembled a blend of various colors, impossible to separate. The idea of forcing a label on these ambiguous and unstable hues was daunting, as if they might crumble and vanish the moment a label was applied. That’s why certain things were just better off being left uncategorized.


  Plus, even if I told her it was wrong, it wasn’t like she would listen to me anyway.


  「Miyagi, tell me what you need help with. I’ll teach you whatever you don’t know.」


  I said as I sat up and looked over at the table.


  Once I help her with the parts she’s struggling with, she’ll be all set for the new semester, and it’ll wrap up today’s session.


  I thought to myself as I tried to get out of her bed, but Miyagi got up before me to grab something from her desk.


  「Here.」


  Miyagi said curtly as she tried to hand me a five-thousand-yen bill.


  「I don’t need it.」


  「Just take it.」


  「I bet you think you can do anything you want as long as you pay up, don’t you?」


  「Well, I don’t think I’m wrong.」


  Miyagi’s words were one of the things that couldn’t be classified as either “right” or “wrong.”


  A five-thousand-yen bill was the link between us, but during summer break, it felt unnecessary. She had already covered the tuition fee, so anything beyond that seemed excessive.


  「Look, if there’s something you want to order me to do, then just do it. I haven’t really been teaching you much lately, so consider it part of the tuition fee.」


  I don’t mean to brag, but the frequency of Miyagi saying, “I don’t get this part,” has decreased compared to before summer break. Her grades should see an improvement in the new semester.


  「No, those are two completely separate matters. Just take it.」


  Miyagi said as if it were the most natural thing in the world as she placed the bill on my lap.


  This bill held a different meaning from all the other bills she gave me before summer break.


  Judging by where the conversation was heading, I could only assume she was paying me because she wanted something like yesterday to happen again.


  She was probably going to order me to kiss her, and if that was all she wanted, then I didn’t need her money. I’d feel more comfortable if it was included in the tutoring fee instead. Paying me five-thousand-yen just seemed like an unnecessary effort to turn a trivial matter into something more significant than it should be.


  「No, I said I don’t need it.」


  I said firmly. Miyagi’s eyes wavered.


  Noticing the anxiety in her eyes, I heaved a sigh.


  She was probably feeling this way because she didn’t want to be turned down after going out of her way to do this.


  I took the five-thousand-yen bill from my lap and folded it before leaving it on the bed.


  「Okay fine, I’ll take it, so just give me an order.」


  I spoke in a flat tone, but Miyagi looked relieved nonetheless.


  Either way, it wasn’t like Miyagi was going to order me to do something outrageous.


  Despite always acting so high and mighty whenever she gave me orders, it seemed she also had a timid side to her.


  「Well, in that case…」


  Miyagi said as she stared at me. Then, after pausing for a while, she followed up with, “Don’t move,” – an order I’d become all too familiar with by now.
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  Despite being evening already, the sunlight pouring in through the window retained its brightness. I didn’t have to glance back to sense that the sun outside was just as intense as it was at midday.


  「Do you think it’ll be okay even if we leave the curtains open?」


  Whether the curtains were open or closed didn’t really matter, and I doubted anyone could see us even if they tried. Still, for some reason, I couldn’t help but be overly conscious of these trivial details today.


  「Shut up.」


  Miyagi said, sounding annoyed, as she knelt on one knee on the bed. After closing the curtains and brightening the room with a light, she stood in front of me while I continued to use her bed as a chair.


  I instinctively glanced up at Miyagi as she began to run her fingers through my hair. After combing my hair, which was neither braided nor tied up today, Miyagi, wearing a somewhat uncertain expression, slowly leaned in.


  I could never understand why she acted like this sometimes.


  Just the other day, she would casually press her lips against mine as if it were the most natural thing in the world. However, today, she seemed hesitant about it. Despite forcing a five-thousand-yen bill on me with the intention of kissing me, for some reason, she was acting like this was her first kiss or something.


  「Close your eyes.」


  Miyagi, fidgeting like a stray cat in front of me, spoke firmly. When I refused to close my eyes, Miyagi eventually covered them with the palm of her hand. The bright room suddenly fell dark, and I felt a soft touch against my lips.


  It was the same as yesterday.


  Her slightly dry lips briefly touched mine before she pulled away along with the hand covering my eyes.


  Our lips only touched for a moment, and the only thing that lingered in my memory was the soft and fluffy sensation, reminiscent of a cream puff.


  Miyagi and I have kissed a few times, but they were always quick pecks. If I tried to go for anything more, she would resist. However, there were moments, like now, when she looked a bit unsatisfied, hinting at a desire for something more.


  「Miyagi. 」


  I reached my hand out to her as I called her name. However, before I could touch her, she gave me another order.


  「Stay seated.」


  Miyagi said as she sat down next to me. Even if she didn’t command me to stay seated, I had no intention of moving.


  「Okay, I won’t get up, but what are you planning to do?」


  Miyagi remained silent. Instead, she responded to my question by placing her hand on my thigh.


  It was a mistake wearing shorts today.


  Her fingers gently slid against my skin as I regretted my outfit choice.


  The hand on my leg didn’t seem to carry any deeper meaning. If anything, it felt like a doctor doing a check-up on a patient. Nevertheless, I couldn’t help but be conscious of the hand resting on me.


  Miyagi’s hand left me with a slightly unpleasant yet ticklish sensation.


  That was how my mind registered the feeling I got from Miyagi’s hand on my leg.


  Her hand traveled from my thigh down to my knee.


  As she explored my leg without any reservation, I grabbed her hand to stop her.


  「I thought I told you not to move.」


  She said, her voice restrained, as she swatted my hand away.


  「It felt ticklish, so I couldn’t help it.」


  Miyagi frowned as she listened to my excuse for disobeying her orders.


  She frowned as she stroked my knee.


  Once again, I couldn’t figure out whether her touch was unpleasant or ticklish, so I seized Miyagi’s wrist. However, seemingly dissatisfied with that, she immediately pulled her hand away from my grip and closed the gap between us in an instant. As a result, I could feel the touch of her lips against mine without shutting my eyes.


  Her hand grasped my hipbone.


  Closing my eyes intensified the sensation of her lips on mine. The warmth between our connected bodies was so intense that it felt like I could melt, tempting me to surrender my reason.


  Regardless of whether these orders were considered bad or not, I didn’t have an issue with kissing. However, if I had to choose, I’d rather be the one initiating the kiss than being on the receiving end.


  When I was the one being kissed, the desire to touch Miyagi would surface, making me feel like I was doing something wrong. Whether it could be labeled as “pleasure” or not, it definitely stirred an uncomfortable feeling within me.


  I tightly gripped onto Miyagi’s arm, and shortly after, our lips separated. When I tried to go for another kiss, she blocked my mouth with her hand.


  「Who said you could do whatever you want?」


  She said as she peeled her hand away.


  「Can I ask you something?」


  「No.」


  「Why do you want to kiss me?」


  I asked, ignoring Miyagi said.


  「I thought I said “no.”」


  She replied in a low voice, as if she had no intention of answering the question. However, after a short pause, she quietly followed up with,


  「Well, if you don’t like it, then you can always leave.」


  「I can’t just run away from an order, you know.」


  「What, are you saying you’d run away if you could?」


  「Is that what you think?」


  「Aren’t you the one who always tells me not to answer a question with another question, Sendai-san?」


  「Alright, fine. How about you try and kiss me without making an order out of it?」


  「Are you telling me the only way I’ll get an answer is if I do that?」


  「That’s exactly what I’m saying.」


  I knew what Miyagi’s next move was going to be.


  In situations like this, she was definitely going to run away.


  So, she wasn’t going to kiss me.


  「Make me something for dinner.」


  Just as I predicted, Miyagi suddenly changed the topic.


  You’re so spineless even though you know full well what the answer is.


  She should have realized that I didn’t mind kissing her, considering I didn’t pull away when she kissed me that day I made her French toast.


  「You don’t want to kiss me anymore?」


  「I’m hungry now.」


  「It’s a little early for dinner, though.」


  I responded, aiming to press Miyagi on the topic she was avoiding, but she evaded by standing up and saying,


  「It’s fine even if it’s a bit early, right?」


  Right after that, Miyagi exited the room, leaving me with no option but to trail after her. Upon reaching the kitchen, the first place I checked was the fridge.


  「All you have are eggs in here.」


  I called out to Miyagi, who was already seated by the bar counter.


  「Well, at least it’s not empty this time.」


  「Wait, Miyagi, what do you even eat every day anyway? How do you survive?」


  「Don’t you remember the kinds of meals I’ve served you?」


  「… Right.」


  I had peeked inside Miyagi’s fridge many times before, and it was always low on food. I came to realize that this wasn’t a coincidence. Whenever I ate at her place, she would always serve meals that were easy to prepare, like ready-made frozen foods. Moreover, Miyagi wasn’t great at cooking, and she didn’t seem interested in getting better either.


  Miyagi’s eating habits weren’t the healthiest, but I’d never seen her appear unwell before. While her future health wasn’t any of my concern, it would be nice if she asked me to cook for her every once in a while. However, unlike today, Miyagi was usually against that idea.


  Considering the contents of her fridge and the fact that I had previously prepared tamagoyaki for her, I opted to make omelette rice, drawing from my somewhat limited knowledge of recipes.


  I heated up a frying pan and poured oil into it.


  ‘If only there were more ingredients I could use…’ I thought to myself briefly, but there was nothing I could do about it, so I continued frying some rice along with a bottle of ketchup I took from the fridge.


  For the omelette, I used eggs and a bit of nearly expired butter left over from making French toast last time. However, it seemed I overcooked the omelette a bit, and when I cut it open with a knife, the egg didn’t ooze out as it should have.


  Well, whatever. It’s not going to matter once it’s in our stomachs anyway.


  「Food’s ready.」


  I called out to Miyagi, who was staring at me from the counter table, as I pulled out some tableware and spoons for us to use.


  Although it felt a bit early for dinner, I decided to sit beside her. Like always, we exchanged the familiar “Let’s eat,” and the clinking of spoons against plates filled the room. I savored the first bite, then the second, and finally, the third before turning my gaze towards her seated next to me.


  「I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone else here before. When do your parents usually come home?」


  Without delving too much into the details, I brought up the one thing I’d always been curious about.


  「They’re not home yet.」


  She answered quietly, though it was a bit different from what I was asking about.


  The fact that she hadn’t mentioned anything about it before probably meant she didn’t want to be asked, so I simply replied with, “I see,” and ended the conversation there.


  If she didn’t want to tell me, then I wasn’t going to pry.


  But I was a bit curious about when, on those nights when she was afraid of being at home alone, her fears could be eased by someone coming home.


  I scooped up the remaining bits of my omelette rice with my spoon.


  I doubted my curiosity would ever be satisfied.


  After watching Miyagi silently take a bite of her omelette rice, I brought my own spoon to my mouth.
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  Summer break felt a lot shorter this year than it did before.


  The reason for that was probably because I spent three days a week over at Miyagi’s place.


  Last year, I never would’ve imagined spending more time during summer break with Miyagi than with Umina and the others, let alone consider bending our own rule of “not seeing each other outside of school days.”


  Miyagi shut her textbook. Treating it as a cue, I asked,


  「Are you taking a break?」


  「Yeah.」


  She answered with a nod as she stood up.


  Two weeks had passed since I made omelette rice at her place, and during that time, we’d been proceeding with the idea that we were not friends, like bicycles with their brakes forcibly removed.


  We can never become friends.


  Going to the movies together and discovering that fact was a mistake. It made our relationship more ambiguous than it already was, and it became a convenient excuse for us to touch each other.


  Either way, that didn’t change anything about us studying together over summer break. The whole point behind the tutoring arrangement was so we could skirt around the rule of not being allowed to see each other on our days off, so our study sessions continued.


  「Here you go.」


  After closing the curtains, Miyagi handed me a five-thousand-yen bill.


  I wasn’t keen on taking her money, but somewhere down the line, accepting it became another one of our unspoken rules. So, all I could do was say “thank you” as I took it from her.


  It wasn’t like we did this during every study session, though.


  We only did this on days when we took breaks.


  Not that it was something we formally decided on, but we both knew what was going to happen next even without needing to say anything.


  I put the five-thousand-yen bill I got from her into my wallet before taking a seat on the bed. Just like always, Miyagi sat next to me, as if she belonged there.


  What we were doing wasn’t like what normal friends did, but that didn’t matter. We were just going to repeat what happened the day after we went to the movies – share a few kisses and she’d touch me a bit, almost treating me like an anatomical model. But since Miyagi opposed me doing the same to her, she would be the only one touching me.


  It really wasn’t a big deal.


  But I did make sure not to wear shorts to her room anymore.


  「Turn your head this way, Sendai-san.」


  I turned to face Miyagi, who had been gently pulling on my arm. When our gazes met, she added, “Close your eyes.” With no reason to defy her, I did exactly as I was told.


  The world went dark for a few seconds.


  Then, I felt something soft being pressed against my lips.


  The kiss lasted only briefly, seemingly shorter than the anticipation preceding it. As I tried to open my eyes, I heard a discontented voice remark, “I didn’t tell you to open them,” before she leaned in for another kiss.


  At some point, it became normal for our lips to meet, but even now, I still didn’t understand what made Miyagi want to kiss me in the first place.


  「Keep your eyes closed a little longer.」


  Miyagi said as she continued to kiss me again and again, like a playful dog or cat would do.


  As I grew more comfortable with the warmth of her lips, a sense of wrongdoing crept in. It wasn’t like I was expecting a pure and proper relationship with her, yet the thought of the five-thousand-yen in my wallet weighed heavily on my heart.


  Even so, the sensation of Miyagi’s lips pressed against mine felt so good, I couldn’t help but grab her arm.


  I tried to pull her closer to me, but all that did was cause her to turn her face away. Undeterred, I settled on giving her a peck on the check, prompting her to kick me on the leg in return.


  「How many times have I said this already? Stop doing things that are unnecessary.」


  「Have you said something like that before?」


  「I have.」


  Miyagi replied firmly as she shot me a glare.


  Miyagi was the only one who had the right to issue orders, not me. But despite that, I’d gone out of my way to initiate a handful of kisses against her wishes.


  「Well, even if you did say it before, does it really matter? It’s not that big of a deal.」


  I responded casually as I let go of Miyagi’s arm.


  I wasn’t happy about taking the five-thousand-yen bill from her, so I didn’t feel like obediently following Miyagi’s orders either.


  「It does matter.」


  Miyagi refuted, though she didn’t sound all that displeased.


  All of this was what we did during our breaks from studying, and it was probably just being used as a way to kill the time.


  I’m sure the only reason why we didn’t take breaks every day was because Miyagi would feel guilty about it if we did.


  Whatever we did together was only made possible because it was summer break.


  But all of this will be over by the time I come back next week.


  When the new semester begins, we’ll return to how things were when we met during the first semester.


  We had way too much time on our hands lately, which was probably why our relationship became so strange. We just weren’t used to having to spend so much time studying with someone who wasn’t a friend.


  「Sendai-san, you never reflect on your actions, do you?」


  Miyagi said while staring at me.


  「Of course I do.」


  「As if I’m going to believe that. Wait here for a bit.」


  Miyagi said as she got up and went over to her wardrobe.


  After rummaging through her closet, Miyagi pulled something out of it and turned towards me.


  「I’ll go over to you. Face your back towards me.」


  Miyagi instructed while holding a necktie in her hands. I knew exactly what was going to happen next. That tie was definitely not going to be used for its intended purpose.


  「Oh, are you planning to head to school or something?」


  I asked without turning my back towards her.


  「Why would I go to school when I have no business there? Besides, I’m not the one putting this on. I’m going to be using it on you, Sendai-san.」


  「Are you sure you’re even allowed to issue orders like that?」


  Before summer vacation started, the five-thousand-yen Miyagi paid me bought her some of my time and the authority to give orders. However, since the day we went to the movies together, things changed. Her commands now seemed to serve as excuses to kiss or touch me. I had a feeling she was about to do it again.


  「Like what?」


  「You’re going to order me to let myself get tied up with a necktie, right?」


  「It doesn’t matter what the order is. At the end of the day, an order is still an order. If you already know what’s about to happen to you, then hurry up and turn around.」


  Miyagi said while tapping me on the shoulder.


  「So, you’re not going to reconsider how this necktie is going to be used?」


  「Fine. If you’re not happy about being tied up with a necktie, then how about we use some rope next time?」


  「I think I’ll pass.」


  Despite not wanting to be tied up, I turned my back towards her and put my hands behind me. She had already paid me, so it was a little too late to refuse her now.


  Plus, I felt like if I continued to resist her, she would actually prepare some rope for next time. Unfortunately for me, Miyagi was strangely decisive when it came to these things.


  It’d be a huge problem if she went out of her way to buy rope just to tie me up with it. I really didn’t like the idea of that, since it’d imply that she had suspicious intentions. And the fact that I could imagine Miyagi doing it without hesitation really irked me.


  「You don’t need to go this far now, do you?」


  I asked while Miyagi began to tie my wrists together with her necktie.


  「I do, since you can’t be trusted, Sendai-san.」


  Miyagi replied as she secured the knot around my wrists. However, she didn’t offer any further instructions like “This will do” or “You can turn around now.”


  So, I turned around without being ordered to do so.


  「I don’t believe I told you to turn around yet.」


  Miyagi said in a monotone voice as she stood up and walked to her dresser. She retrieved a towel from it before returning to my side.


  「What, was there something else?」


  「You should probably close your eyes for this.」


  Miyagi responded with a non-answer before covering my eyes with the towel she was holding. Reflexively, my eyelids closed. Soon, I felt the towel being wrapped around my head, pressing against my eyes.


  「Don’t you think this is a little too much?」


  I knew what she was trying to do. She wanted to take away my freedom of movement to make sure I wouldn’t do anything unnecessary anymore.


  I didn’t like the idea of it, but at the very least, I knew where she was coming from.


  Still, I was hesitant to let Miyagi rob me of my vision.


  「I had to do this, since you were never going to reflect on your actions otherwise.」


  「Look, I’ll reflect on them from now on.」


  「It’s a little too late for that.」


  Miyagi said firmly as she tightly bound the towel over my eyes.


  「Hey, that’s way too tight.」


  I complained, prompting her to loosen the towel around my head. But I was still unable to open my eyes, so I couldn’t see anything.


  I did expect her to bind my wrists together, but her blindfolding me came out of left field. This had to be against the rules, right? I wasn’t sure. Either way, I had no choice but to accept what was happening to me.


  「Look, just don’t do anything weird.」


  I warned her.


  「I’m only going to do what I usually do.」


  Miyagi declared, her voice sounding nearby.


  However, there was nothing to prove her statement.


  With my vision taken away, everything around me suddenly felt unreliable, as if I couldn’t trust anything anymore — especially not the Miyagi who had been right beside me moments ago.


  「Okay, now you can turn towards me.」


  Relying on nothing but my sense of hearing, I faced my body towards the sound of her voice.


  Naturally, I couldn’t see Miyagi at all.


  

  



  
    
      The Things That Miyagi Does Despite Us Not Being Friends (IV)


      Part 62
    

  


  Surrounded by darkness, the only thing I could feel was Miyagi’s body temperature against my neck.


  Her hand, devoid of any hidden agenda, moved methodically down to my collarbone.


  I was expecting Miyagi to do something different from usual, but to my surprise, she kept to her word. Even with my wrists tied up and a blindfold over my eyes, she wasn’t doing anything out of the ordinary. She was touching me the way she always did.


  But it didn’t feel the same to me.


  Probably because I was being deprived of my vision.


  That must’ve been the reason.


  Miyagi’s hand, which should have felt familiar against my skin, squirmed as if it was greedily absorbing my body heat.


  Her warmth crept slowly, tickling me, and as much as I wanted to push Miyagi away, my forcibly bound hands left me unable to move.


  「You’re quite the pervert, aren’t you, Miyagi?」


  I said, releasing shallow breaths one after another, as if to dispel the warmth in me that was building up from her touch.


  Right now, my hands were tied up and my eyes were blindfolded.
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  Miyagi’s insane if she’s willing to do this to someone who’s just her former classmate.


  She had bound my wrists before, but compared to last time, this was on a whole other level.


  「Shut up.」


  She replied in a disinterested voice while leaving her hand on top of my collarbone.


  「If you want me to stay quiet, then you should fill the silence, Miyagi.」


  I was well-aware that Miyagi was right beside me, but not hearing her say anything while her hand rested on my collarbone was starting to make me doubt that the hand actually belonged to her.


  「I don’t want to.」


  Miyagi replied bluntly.


  She’s so stingy.


  I thought, since Miyagi had nothing to lose just by talking, she’d be willing to make some sort of conversation with me, but she refused to budge.


  Her hand glided across my skin as she stayed silent.


  I could feel her heat through the fabric of my clothes.


  She placed her hand right below my collarbone – just above where my heart was.


  Putting morality aside, whenever Miyagi paid me five-thousand yen to let her kiss or touch me, she was always well-behaved. Her kisses never went beyond pecks, and the way she touched me would always be rather tame. Both of these orders would end in the blink of an eye, making me feel like it wasn’t worth the price of five-thousand yen.


  I figured today would be no different.


  But Miyagi didn’t show any signs of stopping yet.


  She brushed my cheek with what I assumed were her lips.


  Her hand, which had been resting on my heart, began to move towards my shoulder as the warmth against my cheek faded.


  Then, I felt a lukewarm breath, followed by a soft sensation on my neck.


  I felt it over and over and over again.


  I became keenly aware of the faint sounds of her gentle kisses. However, rather than it feeling good, I felt uneasy, as if dandelion fluff was clinging to my skin.


  With a towel wrapped around my eyes, depriving me of vision, my other senses heightened. As a result, I felt far less tolerant of things that I’d previously allowed before.


  Even though I wanted desperately to push Miyagi away, I found myself unable to. Instead, I let my voice speak in place of my restrained hands.


  「Hey, Miyagi!」


  As if to show she had no intention of replying, her warmth remained on my neck.


  I decided to give her a kick on her leg.


  Finally, the lips that had been kissing my neck repeatedly up until now parted.


  「Ouch!」 


  Even though I kicked her gently, Miyagi reacted as if it hurt.


  「When exactly were you planning on stopping?」


  「I don’t need to answer that.」


  I felt a warmth return to my neck as she replied curtly.


  Given the size and sensation of the heat, I deduced that it was her hand touching me this time.


  Her fingertips brushed against the bottom of my chin, fiddling around as if searching for a vein.


  ‘I wonder what kind of face she’s making as she’s doing this,’ I thought to myself.


  Sometimes, whenever Miyagi touched me, there’d be this strange expression on her face. It hasn’t been happening as much lately, but I wonder if she still makes that face.


  But at the same time, it felt like even if I could see it, I shouldn’t.


  For a brief moment, I felt grateful I couldn’t see anything, but I found myself immediately regretting that thought.


  Miyagi’s lips touched my cheek as she gently slid her hands over my ears.


  My curiosity about her facial expression faded away quickly as I switched my focus to the sensation of her lips and hands.


  I didn’t sense any suspicious ulterior motives from her, but the sensation from her lips and her hands felt extremely ticklish. I tried to push Miyagi away, but the cloth that bound my wrists together refused to come loose. Meanwhile, Miyagi’s hand continued to move along my body as if she wanted to test my sanity.


  She shifted her touch from my neck down to my shoulder.


  She stroked my arm, then continued along to my side.


  Her hand, which traveled down my body, eventually made its way to my thigh. I could even feel her through my clothes.


  It felt disgusting and ticklish at the same time.


  To me, Miyagi’s touch had always felt like that. But before I even knew it, somewhere down the line, a different feeling began to emerge – one that shouldn’t be allowed to exist.


  「Stop it, Miyagi.」


  I said firmly, hoping it’d get through to her.


  This situation was starting to get way out of hand.


  Even if the way Miyagi was touching me was “just like usual”, I couldn’t let this go on any longer. But it didn’t seem like she had any intention of stopping. Instead, she continued to touch me.


  「Hey, stop it already! Also, did you forget what I said earlier? I told you not to do anything weird.」


  「I’m not doing anything weird to you, though. I’m just touching you the way I always have.」


  「What you’re doing right now is weird.」


  「No, it’s not.」


  Miyagi refuted strongly.


  She wasn’t exactly wrong. She really was touching me the way she usually did.


  It was just that we had different definitions of “weird”.


  But I didn’t feel like having this discussion with her, and I definitely did not want to go into detail about why I wanted her to stop either.


  「Well, if you keep this up, I’m going to consider it a violation of our rules. Do you see where I’m going with this now?」


  Miyagi immediately paused in her tracks.


  「Why? It’s not like I took your clothes off or anything.」


  「Yeah, but this is still against the rules. If you keep going, I’m actually going to get angry.」


  Plus, keeping our clothes on wasn’t the only rule we had.


  We also promised not to use violence, and sex was completely out of the question.


  I was okay with her buying my obedience, but not my body.


  So, anything beyond this would count as going against the rules.


  「Aren’t you already angry?」


  「If you knew that already, then you better stop.」


  I knew where we were headed if we kept up with what we were doing and normalized it. Miyagi was probably aware of it too.


  Both of us knew what sort of path laid ahead, so we needed to do everything we could to avoid it. Admittedly, ever since summer break started, I’d been breaking more and more rules by doing things like undressing her and kissing her, but that last line of defense still had to be protected.


  「Fine. We’ll end it here.」


  Miyagi said as she grabbed me by my shoulders.


  Uh, doesn’t this still count as touching me?


  But before I could launch a complaint, I felt something soft pressing against my neck. By the time I realized it was her lips, she bit me gently before quickly moving away. However, she hadn’t removed the necktie binding my wrists or the towel around my eyes yet. I still had no freedom to move around.


  「Well, if we’re done, then get this off me.」


  「Turn your back towards me.」


  I did as I was told. Then, Miyagi untied my hands.


  「Take the towel off yourself.」


  Miyagi said with a disinterested tone in her voice as I felt her presence leaving my side.


  I removed the blindfold myself before grabbing a cup of barley tea from the table. I got back on her bed and watched as Miyagi put the necktie away in her closet.


  「You’re so lewd, Miyagi. You really are a pervert.」


  「Shut up, Sendai-san.」


  「You’re the one that’s always doing something weird to me.」


  「No, I’m not. You’re the one that’s acting weird, Sendai-san.」


  Miyagi said with a dissatisfied tone in her voice as she took a seat at the table.


  I threw the towel in my hands at her and declared,


  「No more of this, alright?」


  「No more of what?」


  「Tying me up or blindfolding me.」


  「You’re adding more rules again?」


  「I’m not calling it a rule, but you’re banned from doing it again.」


  「If you’re not making it a rule, then isn’t it fine if I do it again?」


  I wasn’t sure how serious Miyagi was about doing this again, but knowing her, there was a good chance she would.


  This was no laughing matter.


  If something like today ever happened again, it’d be a big problem for me.


  「No, it’s not fine.」


  I shut her down firmly before taking a sip of my barley tea.


  Summer vacation was almost over.


  Hopefully, nothing else would happen during the remainder of it.


  Well, I guess taking short breaks every now and then might be fine, though.


  
    


    Chapter 19


    It’s Fine Doing Things Like This With Sendai-san (I)


    (Miyagi PoV) Part 63
  


  On the last Sunday of our summer break, Maika invited me to hang out with her. I had nowhere I needed or wanted to be, so I had no real reason to turn her down.


  We wandered around, checked out a few stores, and made conversation before finally sitting down to rest at a café we had frequently visited throughout our high school years.


  It was just an ordinary Sunday.


  We chatted as Maika cut into the pancake in front of her. The scene was no different from last year’s summer break, but I knew if I were to be left alone at home right now, my mind would be consumed with thoughts of Sendai-san, so Maika’s invitation felt like a godsend.


  「Ah, darn. Tomorrow’s the last day of summer break.」


  Maika groaned as she stuffed her face with her pancakes.


  「Did you finish your homework already, Shiori?」


  「I did.」


  「Really? Is it because you’re starting to feel the pressure of having to take entrance exams this year? I mean, just last year you would leave it until the last minute.」


  「Well, you know, now that we’re third year students, I thought maybe it was about time I started taking my studies seriously.」


  In reality, it was all because of Sendai-san.


  But there was no way I could ever mention that, so I kept quiet as I poured maple syrup over my French toast.


  Taking a bite, I found the outside crispy while the inside was fluffy and as soft as pudding. As I swallowed it, the taste of the mildly sweet maple syrup lingered in my mouth.


  「Come to think of it, this is the first time I’ve ever seen you order French toast, Shiori. You’ve been doing a lot of things that aren’t like you lately. Is the world about to come to an end or something?」


  「Now you’re just exaggerating. It’s not like this is the first time I’ve finished my homework early, and sometimes I just feel like eating French toast. Isn’t that normal?」


  「I guess so, but didn’t you say you disliked French toast?」


  「I did say that, but I’ve come to learn that it actually tastes pretty good.」


  Initially, I thought I wouldn’t like French toast, but after trying it, I found that it was quite palatable.


  I didn’t want to attribute it all to Sendai-san, but I had come to like French toast enough to order it at a restaurant like today. Yet, the thought of French toast inevitably brought back memories of that day, prompting me to absentmindedly stab my fork into the French toast before me.


  Which was softer, the toast with egg on it or Sendai-san’s lips? A completely pointless thought entered my mind. Despite French toast being a sweet dessert, I couldn’t help but connect it with the taste of blood, even though it wasn’t usually something found in French toast.


  The lips I had bitten into were soft, and more blood had come out than I expected. The red fluid had felt slippery to the touch, and when I had pressed down hard on her wound, Sendai-san had shot me a nasty glare.


  I could recall the memories I associated with French toast so vividly, it almost felt like Sendai-san was right beside me.


  「Maybe I should’ve ordered pancakes instead.」


  I said while staring at the plate across from me as I brought a bite of French toast to my mouth.


  「Do you want to go half-and-half? I kind of wanted to try the French toast too.」


  「Sure.」


  Agreeing to Maika’s suggestion, we handed each other a portion of our food.


  「Oh yeah. Do you want to hang out again tomorrow? It’s our last day of summer break in high school, so we might as well make the most of it.」


  Maika said, as if the idea had just popped into her mind, while taking a bite of the French toast.


  「Mm, I have plans already.」


  「Ami said she had a date tomorrow as well. You guys sure are hard to get a hold of.」


  「I don’t want to hear that from you, Maika. You spent the entire break at cram school, so it’s been even harder trying to make plans with you this year than last year.」


  「Well, that’s not something I could help. Wait, what have you even been up to, Shiori? You seemed pretty busy this year.」


  「I wouldn’t say I was busy. I just had a lot going on at home.」


  Of course, by “a lot going on,” I was referring to my arrangement with Sendai-san, so I didn’t want Maika to press me on it any further. However,


  「A lot going on, you say?」


  Maika asked, giving me a look that seemed to encourage me to elaborate.


  「Yep, a lot of things.」


  「How suspicious. We haven’t even talked about what we did over the break yet either.」


  「There’s nothing suspicious about it.」


  I said while trying to swallow my feelings by taking a bite of the pancake. It was fluffy like the French toast but had a slightly different texture and taste.
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  I’d have to dig deep into my memory to find any instances of having someone by my side during a vacation, whether it was summer or winter. That’s how often I was left alone.


  But this year, I spent over half of summer break with Sendai-san.


  That meant she was the person I spent the most time with during any vacation out of everyone I knew. However, most of that time was spent studying, so there really wasn’t anything suspicious about it.


  At least, that’s how it should’ve been.


  Neither of us had intended on doing the secretive, unspeakable things we usually did — well, that was how it was supposed to be, anyway.


  ―― Our relationship was rapidly falling apart at the seams.


  「Hmm, are you sure you’re not hiding anything?」


  「I’m not hiding anything.」


  As I reasserted myself, I thought back to what happened a few days ago.


  That was probably the most unspeakable thing that happened this summer.


  I did something that went against our rules.


  I hadn’t meant to do it, but things just turned out that way.


  I touched her because I wanted to touch her, not because I had any ulterior motives. I really didn’t. At the same time, I felt incredibly conscious of her gaze, so I did something I wasn’t supposed to do. And then I touched her a little more than usual, but maybe I went too far.


  When Sendai-san came over two days later, on Friday, we didn’t take any breaks. Not that it was the reason why, though.


  「Ugh, I wish we had another week off.」


  I stared at Maika, sensing the despair in her voice as she spoke.


  「Even if your wish came true, you’d be asking for another week off after it’s over.」


  「Of course. Wouldn’t you want to have more days off too, Shiori?」


  「No, I’ve had enough of summer break already.」


  「Whoa, that makes you sound like such an honor student.」


  Maika said teasingly.


  But I really did feel like summer break had gone on for too long.


  Tomorrow.


  After tomorrow, it’ll all be over, and school will start once again.


  If summer vacation continued on like this, I felt it was only a matter of time before I would break a rule I absolutely couldn’t break. If that ever happened, Sendai-san and I might never be on good terms again.


  Just one more day.


  As long as we can get through tomorrow without any incidents, everything will be fine.


  I knew I wouldn’t be able to fix things if I broke a rule, so I had to do whatever I could to avoid breaking them in the first place.


  「Well, since summer vacation’s not getting any longer, what should we do for the rest of the day?」


  Maika asked, poking her fork into her French toast.


  「Hmm…」


  After pushing Sendai-san out of my head, I made a few suggestions.


  We ended up going with some of those ideas, did a few other things on the side, and then went our separate ways.


  When I got home, I had dinner, took a bath, and then crawled straight into bed. I fell asleep as soon as I closed my eyes and woke up before my alarm went off. I didn’t sleep very well, but it wasn’t too bad either, so my mind was in relatively good condition.


  I went through my routine, just like always.


  I wore the same clothes I usually did and ate lunch at my usual time. While waiting for a message from Sendai-san, I started reading the book I had recently bought. Within an hour, she messaged me and then came over.


  As soon as I met Sendai-san at the entrance, I handed her the last five-thousand-yen bill for the summer break. She tried to protest, saying I was paying too much for one session, but I forced her to take it before sending her to my room.


  I went to the kitchen, poured a glass of soda and barley tea, and brought them to my room, setting them on the table like always. Textbooks and workbooks were scattered open across the table. As usual, Sendai-san sat down next to me.


  I looked over at Sendai-san.


  ‘Her hair is in the way,’ I thought to myself.


  Sendai-san hadn’t braided or tied her hair, obscuring her face and preventing me from seeing what sort of expression she was wearing for the last day of summer break. All I could see was her intense focus on the textbook in front of her.


  Wanting to take a good look at her face, I reached my hand out. However, before I could even touch her hair, Sendai-san shot me a suspicious glare.


  「Stop staring at me and focus on your work.」


  Sendai-san said as she poked me on the forehead with her pencil.


  The ticklish feeling on my forehead reflexively caused me to push her hand away.


  I had paid her five-thousand-yen earlier.


  But it wasn’t meant for what I was trying to do just now. It wasn’t something I was allowed to do, so stopping here was for the best.


  However, even though I knew that I shouldn’t, I reached out and touched Sendai-san anyway, moving my face closer to hers. But before our lips could meet, she poked me on the forehead with her pencil once again.


  「Miyagi. It’s a little early to be taking a break, but are you going to do it anyway?」


  The voice that asked the question sounded quiet and subdued.


  I couldn’t gauge her emotions from looking at her facial expression either.


  「……」


  I’m not taking a break.


   We really shouldn’t take one.


  But despite thinking that, I couldn’t bring myself to say it out loud.
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  「School starts tomorrow, so you should probably focus on your studies.」


  Sendai-san said as she pointed at my textbook with the tip of her pencil.


  「… Look, I’ll give you another five-thousand-yen later.」


  Words I hadn’t intended to say slipped out of my mouth.


  I knew I shouldn’t be trying to give her another five-thousand-yen, and I definitely shouldn’t be kissing her again. Going any further was also out of the question. Sendai-san should know this too, so it was likely she’d turn me down anyway. We both understood the consequences of going down this road, so it was crucial for us to get through the rest of the day without any incidents.


  I tried to convince myself by listing all the reasons why we shouldn’t, but I also knew there was a part of me that wanted to deny them all.


  「Do you think you can get away with it just because you’re promising to pay me later?」


  Sendai-san asked as she put her pencil down on the table.


  「I can give it to you right now if that’s what you want.」


  I said, standing up to do exactly as I mentioned.


  But as I did, I felt Sendai-san pulling on my arm.


  「We’re already way past the point where that matters.」


  ‘What do you mean?’


  The words I was about to say were cut off by the sensation of her soft lips on mine. My heart pounded at the unexpected kiss, the sound echoing in my head.


  ‘Why?’


  I thought to myself, but the question I wanted to ask disappeared as our lips parted.


  「I didn’t order you to do that.」


  I hadn’t meant to say it, but the words slipped out as I stared at Sendai-san.


  「I know.」


  「If you knew that already, then stop acting on your own accord.」


  「Is that an order?」


  「Yeah, it is.」


  「I see. But you haven’t paid me five-thousand-yen yet, so you don’t have any right to order me around right now, Miyagi.」


  「That’s why I said I’ll give――」


  「And didn’t I tell you that we’re way past the point where that matters?」


  Sendai-san interrupted me as she grabbed hold of my arm.


  Her fingers dug into my skin, causing pain in my upper arm. However, before I could protest, Sendai-san spoke up.


  「Miyagi, you should give more thought to your actions.」


  She didn’t give me any time to think about the meaning behind her words.


  Sendai-san closed the gap between us and kissed me again. Her lips pressed firmly against mine, causing my body to lean back. She didn’t push me down, and I hadn’t planned to lie down, yet I found myself on the floor with my back against it.


  「Don’t bite me.」


  Sendai-san said, her expression deadly serious as she stared at me.


  I immediately understood her intention when she brought her face closer to mine again.


  Her long hair brushed against my neck and cheeks.


  I reached out to sweep aside the strand of Sendai-san’s hair obscuring her face. Before I could get the chance to close my eyes, our lips met, followed by a sensation softer than her lips touching mine. I could tell immediately that it was the feeling of her tongue parting my lips and entering my mouth.


  Her tongue moved around in my mouth without reservation. It had just the right firmness to it, and when it touched mine, the sensation of its slipperiness vividly imprinted itself in my mind. I could distinctly feel a part of Sendai-san’s body inside me. It wasn’t exactly unpleasant, but it didn’t feel good either.


  Normally, I would have already sunk my teeth into her tongue as it freely explored my mouth, but Sendai-san’s earlier words held me back, and I didn’t dare to bite down.


  Feeling out of breath, I grabbed onto Sendai-san’s clothes, and our lips separated.


  「I don’t think we should be doing things like this.」


  I murmured as I pushed her away by the shoulders.


  「Yeah, you’re right.」


  Sendai-san agreed without protest. Despite this, she moved closer to me once more, contradicting what she had just said. In response, I raised my voice louder than before.


  「Sendai-san!」


  「You know, Shiori. You should call me “Hazuki” at times like this.」


  「I’m not going to do that, and don’t call me that either.」


  「You really are stingy, huh, Miyagi?」


  Sendai-san sighed. Then, she inched closer to me as if it were the most natural thing in the world.


  「… Are you planning to keep going?」


  Instead of shutting her down, I posed a vague question to her.


  「This is all because of what you tried to do earlier, Miyagi.」


  「What do you mean?」


  I asked, despite knowing exactly what she was referring to.


  「You wanted to kiss me, didn’t you?」


  Sendai-san’s brushed her fingertip against my lips.


  There had always been a boundary between us, something we both knew not to cross. But ever since the beginning of summer break, that boundary had started to blur, and now it felt like we were about to cross into forbidden territory.


  If I had to pinpoint when this all started, it was probably on that day I touched Sendai-san more than I should have.


  「Miyagi.」


  She called out to me in a tone that was unusually serious, which I’d normally find laughable.


  She didn’t tell me what she was going to do, but I knew what was going to happen next.


  Sendai-san leaned in closer to me and kissed me deeply once more.


  Our gazes locked as our tongues intertwined. I could feel Sendai-san more intensely, making this kiss feel even better than the last.


  Ten seconds might have passed, or perhaps it was twenty. It could have even been a whole minute.


  Our lips parted before I could figure it out, but I quickly followed up with another kiss.


  Kissing her without paying her five-thousand-yen felt completely natural. I expected it to be strange, but it was surprisingly comfortable, as if our lips were meant to meet.


  When I pulled away, Sendai-san’s breathing was ragged.


  But so was mine.


  No matter how hard I tried to steady my breathing, nothing seemed to work. It was probably the same for Sendai-san as well.


  「My back hurts.」


  I said, attempting to conceal my shallow breaths.


  「Just deal with it.」


  Sendai-san’s words sounded a bit cruel, but she had a point.


  If we were to move to the bed instead, there was no telling what would happen next. That was how far gone our relationship had become.


  ‘If I were to turn back, now would be the time,’ I thought to myself.


  I could push Sendai-san away by her shoulders, sit back up, return to my textbook and pretend as though nothing had happened.


  August 31st, the last day of summer break. It bothered me that such a memorable date would forever be associated with what we did together.


  It’ll linger in my mind, like an anniversary. I just know it.


  But since our relationship started because of a series of coincidences and whims, it felt justified for us to do what we just did, given it also happened spontaneously… Surely. Probably.


  Sendai-san pressed her lips against my neck, her teeth gently sinking into my skin.


  She had kissed me in the exact same spot before, but this time, it felt strangely different.


  I straightened my back as I felt a chill run down my spine.


  The sensation of her tongue on my skin was all I could focus on, and the dampness on my neck made me uneasy. Her lips traveled down my neck toward my collarbone. Occasionally, she would gently sink her teeth in, as if checking for something, and then suck on my skin.


  Hearing Sendai-san’s ragged breathing and feeling her continuous kisses made me release a sound I’d never made before, prompting me to bite down on my own lip.


  Then, Sendai-san suddenly stopped for a moment.


  She lifted her head and locked eyes with me.


  I expected her to say something, but she didn’t. Instead, she remained silent and slowly began rolling up my T-shirt.


  I could feel Sendai-san’s body heat directly against my waist.


  I had no intention of calling her “Hazuki,”[5] yet I didn’t want to stop her from going further either.


  ‘So this is what having the right atmosphere feels like.’


  My thoughts had wandered when I was kissing Sendai-san earlier.


  I noticed her voice was unusually firm.


  I couldn’t help but be aware of her breathing pattern.


  Above all, I couldn’t help but notice how different it felt to kiss without me needing to give orders.


  All those little things added up, leading me to believe that what we were doing right now was special.


  Her hand sliding under my T-shirt felt increasingly natural against my skin, as though it belonged there. I no longer resisted surrendering my rationality, reciprocating by slipping my hand under her blouse and touching her back directly.
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  「Miyagi, that tickles.」


  Sendai-san said as she looked at me with a rare, uncomposed expression on her face.


  「You’re tickling me too.」


  However, we both knew that beyond this unsettling ticklish feeling, there was something undeniably pleasurable about it.


  I traced her spine with my fingertips. When I reached about halfway up her back, she spoke in a hoarse voice, making my heart skip a beat.


  「Hey, I just said that tickles.」


  Sendai-san said, as if trying to maintain her composure, as she placed her hand on top of my chest.


  Even with my undergarments still on, it felt as if she were touching my bare skin, making my face flush.


  I had never been concerned about it before, but a part of me was curious about Sendai-san’s thoughts on the size of my chest. However, when I glanced at her face, all I could discern was a faint blush.


  I felt her hand slowly inching towards my back.


  My shoulders tensed as Sendai-san’s fingers neared the center of my back. But before she could undo the hook, the intercom rang.


  My breathing and movements came to a sudden halt.


  Then, after a short pause, the intercom rang once again.


  「Aren’t you going to go take a look?」


  Sendai-san asked.


  「No. It’s probably just a solicitor anyway.」


  「I’m okay with whatever you decide.」


  I immediately understood what she was trying to say.


  She was making me choose between continuing or answering the intercom.


  The intercom, which rarely ever rang in this household, continued to persistently sound.


  Sendai-san would often accuse me of being quick to run away, yet she was the same way. She was always forcing me to make the final decisions.


  It went without saying that if I got up now to answer the intercom, it would bring an end to what we were doing. There would be no way to continue afterward.


  「Miyagi.」


  Sendai-san said softly.


  「You’re such a coward, Sendai-san.」


  I pushed her away by the shoulders.


  Truthfully, I was no different from Sendai-san. I was just as much of a coward as she was.


  Returning to my senses, I stood up to answer the intercom.


  I picked up the receiver from the wall to silence the incessantly ringing doorbell. I listened to what the person on the other side of the apartment entrance had to say, but just as I had suspected, it was someone there to deliver a pointless sales pitch, so I hung up on them.


  I took a few deep breaths.


  When I turned around, I found Sendai-san leaning against my bed with a manga volume in her hands.


  「It was just a solicitor.」


  「I see.」


  She replied curtly.


  I wanted to see her face, even though she didn’t seem interested in looking my way.


  「Sendai-san.」


  「What is it?」


  She replied, but her gaze remained downward.


  「Never mind.」


  I wished I could have touched Sendai-san a bit more, and that she would have touched me a little more. Thinking about how I missed my chance and how an afternoon like this would never happen again, I couldn’t help but feel a little regretful.


  
    


    Chapter 20


    Miyagi’s All I Can Think About Today (I)


    (Miyagi PoV) Part 65
  


  This is so awkward…


  There was no better word to describe the atmosphere between me and Miyagi.


  On the last day of summer break, I touched her in ways I never had before and heard unfamiliar sounds from her. Still, all I did was touch her chest a bit, and I barely heard her voice.


  But either way, things felt incredibly awkward between us now.


  We sat by her table with our textbooks open and homework spread out, but instead of getting anything done, it was clear we were just trying to gauge each other’s feelings.


  「Hey, say something already.」


  I said as I tossed my eraser at Miyagi, who had been silent this whole time.


  Today was my first visit since whatever happened last time. The atmosphere in the room felt strange, making it impossible for me to calm my nerves.


  「How about you say something instead, Sendai-san?」


  Miyagi, sitting across from me, responded coldly and threw the eraser back at me. I picked it up as it rolled across the table and used it to erase some words that didn’t need erasing.


  Summer didn’t end just because our vacation was over. Despite it being September, the heat persisted. It was still hot enough to enjoy ice cream, and air conditioning remained a necessity.


  The temperature in Miyagi’s room felt just right.


  It wasn’t hot enough to justify removing either Miyagi’s clothes or my own. Naturally, there was no reason for me to touch Miyagi, and no opportunity for it either.


  It had only been a few days since the start of the new school semester, and yet here I was, with my mind in the gutter.


  I wasn’t planning to do anything to Miyagi today.


  There was no reason for an atmosphere like that to develop between us anyway.


  Well, that goes without saying.


  We didn’t have the kind of relationship where we’d have sex with each other, so there was no reason for that sort of atmosphere to arise between us.


  ―― So, why?


  I couldn’t deny that I was thinking about being intimate with Miyagi when we did what we did the other day. I wasn’t particularly surprised by my desires either. Everyone had sexual desires of some sort, and Miyagi was likely no exception, so I didn’t find it strange to have those thoughts.


  But why did I have to have those kinds of desires toward Miyagi of all people?


  「What are you looking at me for?」


  Miyagi asked, her tone colder than usual. Her icy gaze only added to the discomfort. I knew it was just a front and wasn’t overly worried, but her attitude still left me feeling weighed down and a bit disheartened.


  「Can I not look at you?」


  I replied, trying to keep my tone as neutral as possible.


  「No.」


  「Okay, fine.」


  I dropped my gaze towards my textbook.


  “Do my homework for me.”


  If only Miyagi had given me an order like that; it would have helped distract me. Instead, she was focused on her own homework. I had my own assignments to tackle, but I couldn’t concentrate on the problems in front of me. Before I knew it, my mind was wandering, replaying memories of Miyagi.


  Even if I could forgive myself for having these thoughts, accepting them was still difficult.


  Forcing myself to confront the fact that I had these desires for Miyagi was something I never expected.


  I could still recall the feeling of Miyagi’s chest in my hand.


  I clenched my right hand tightly, leaving fingernail marks on my palm. After a moment, I relaxed my grip, lifted my head, and rolled my eraser towards Miyagi.


  「Are you sure I can’t look at you, Miyagi?」


  「Aren’t you already doing it? Also, why are you even going out of your way to ask me this?」


  「Because earlier, you told me not to look at you.」


  「Whatever. More importantly, get back to your homework, Sendai-san.」


  「I will, as long as you tell me I’m allowed to look at you.」


  My eraser was not returned to me.


  Miyagi wore a displeased expression on her face.


  「Didn’t I say you weren’t allowed to look at me earlier?」


  「Well, you didn’t explicitly say I wasn’t allowed to.」


  When I nitpicked her, Miyagi frowned and, clearly annoyed, stood up to grab a manga volume from her bookshelf.


  「If you’re not going to do your homework anyway, why don’t you read this instead?」


  She said as she placed the book on the table.


  「I just bought this yesterday, so it’s something you haven’t read before.」


  I couldn’t understand why she was so opposed to me looking at her. It seemed like she was suggesting that if my eyes had to wander, I might as well read the manga instead of staring at her face.


  Seeing Miyagi react like this was pretty cute.


  But it wasn’t anything that stirred up any lustful feelings.


  Miyagi was just an ordinary girl – there was nothing particularly remarkable about her. When we were classmates, she was merely an inconspicuous, plain girl in my class, and now she was still just as unremarkable – only this year, she was in the classroom next door.


  To be more precise, while she didn’t stand out much, she wasn’t exactly normal either. Normal people wouldn’t order someone to lick their feet or bite them hard enough to draw blood.


  When I put it that way, it actually sounds pretty awful, huh.


  For me to feel attracted to someone like that, I must have a few—no, several—screws loose myself.


  I shouldn’t let myself indulge in those feelings again.


  While I did want to touch Miyagi again, even if I had the chance, nothing more would come of it. I had faith in myself. I didn’t want to delve into why those screws in my head had come loose, nor did I need to. Besides, even if I did want to touch her, she was sitting too far away.


  「Are you not going to read it?」


  Miyagi tossed my eraser back at me.


  「I’ll read it next time.」


  「When is “next time” supposed to be?」


  「That’s up to you, isn’t it, Miyagi?」


  “I guess that’s true,” Miyagi said, closing her textbook. However, she quickly reopened it and mumbled,


  「… Actually, I didn’t think you’d come today, Sendai-san.」


  Her offhand comment lingered awkwardly in the air.


  As if to break the sudden silence, the only sound that filled the room was the rustling of textbook pages, which gradually faded away.


  「Why did you think that?」


  「Because of what happened last time.」


  「Honestly, I didn’t expect you to ask me to come over again after that either, Miyagi.」


  I was genuinely surprised that Miyagi invited me over today.


  I really thought she wouldn’t contact me anymore after the new school semester started.


  「It’s not like you broke any rules or anything.」


  She closed the textbook she’d been fidgeting with.


  Technically, what happened last time ended as just an attempt.


  Since we didn’t actually go all the way, I suppose we never really broke the rule against having sex with each other. That being said, I wasn’t entirely sure what counted as sex between women.


  「Then why are you sitting all the way over there instead of next to me?」


  Not wanting our first conversation of the day to end, I decided to ask what had been on my mind for a while.


  Recently, Miyagi had gotten into the habit of sitting next to me rather than across from me.


  「Because I can’t trust you anymore, Sendai-san.」


  She answered bluntly, and in my mind, I couldn’t help but agree with her.


  I couldn’t refute her claim. However, Miyagi didn’t seem to reject me either. I wanted to mention that, but fearing that Miyagi would become silent again if I did, I kept the words to myself.


  「Let’s just finish our homework already.」


  Miyagi said something unusually serious for her.


  However, instead of filling in the pages of my notebook, my thoughts were entirely occupied by the Miyagi sitting in front of me.


  

  



  
    
      Miyagi’s All I Can Think About Today (II)


      Part 66
    

  


  I spun my pencil between my fingers.


  Miyagi kept her gaze fixed on her textbook, as if to avoid having to look at me, while she filled in her notebook.


  I continued to twirl my pencil, but this time it slipped from my fingers and clattered onto the table. Miyagi, however, didn’t even flinch.


  「Since we’re both just doing our homework anyway, why don’t you come sit next to me?」


  I called out to Miyagi as I patted the empty space beside me.


  「I’m not moving next to you.」


  Miyagi answered without sparing a glance.


  「Okay, how about I go over there instead?」


  「No.」


  「Are you ordering me not to?」


  This time, when I asked, Miyagi looked up.


  「I am.」


  Her firm response left me unable to move a muscle.


  Since it was an order, I had no choice but to accept it, and I turned my gaze towards my textbook.


  I often found myself relying on these “orders” to save me. There were many times when I pressured Miyagi into making tough decisions, and on other occasions, I used it as an escape route. I was every bit as much of a coward as Miyagi said I was.


  I didn’t have the courage to permanently alter our relationship that day, nor could I bring myself to go against her now. Most likely, Miyagi was refusing to sit next to me for the same reason, which explained the distance between us today.


  「Sendai-san, I don’t get this part.」


  「Where?」


  I looked up at Miyagi, who spoke in an unfriendly tone while pointing at a section in her textbook with her pencil.


  「Here.」


  「It’s kind of hard to see from this side, you know.」


  To be honest, I could read what Miyagi was pointing at just fine.


  Reading numbers upside down wasn’t particularly challenging, so I took it as an opportunity to close the distance between us. But instead, Miyagi simply turned her textbook toward me without saying a word.


  「You’re so stingy, Miyagi.」


  I grumbled as I scribbled on her textbook – even though it hadn’t done anything wrong – but I quickly erased it.


  「What part of this makes me “stingy”?」


  「All of it.」


  「Stop talking nonsense and just teach me how to solve this already.」


  「Sure, sure.」


  I gave a half-hearted response as I looked over at her textbook. I then began explaining the problem, writing the necessary formula in the margin of her notebook. Miyagi’s expression was hard to read; I couldn’t tell if she understood or was still confused as she wrote down the numbers and attempted the solution.


  ‘What if we had kept going that day?’


  I had imagined countless scenarios over the past few days, but in the end, fantasies should stay as just fantasies.


  I wasn’t naive enough to think we shouldn’t do those things unless we were dating, but if we had gone all the way that day, we wouldn’t be sitting here doing homework together like this. Thinking about it that way, I was glad we didn’t go any further. Being able to hang out and read books in her room was far better than risking it all for a one-time fling.


  「Is this right?」


  Miyagi looked up and asked after finishing the problem.


  「Yep, you got it right.」


  I said, glancing at what she had written in her notebook.


  Miyagi’s gaze immediately dropped back to her textbook.


  「Anyway, do you have any other orders for me, Miyagi?」


  I had hoped that question would make her tear her gaze away from her textbook, but it was to no avail. She remained silent while wearing a frown on her face.


  I could imagine why Miyagi wanted to keep her mouth shut, though.


  If she issued any orders carelessly, it could bring up memories of what we did over summer break. Orders that were once inconsequential, like reading her a book or doing her homework, had evolved into something more dangerous. If she gave me an order like that now, it would seem like she was asking for a repeat of summer vacation. On the other hand, if she continued to invite me to her room without giving me any orders, there’d be no point in her paying me five-thousand-yen anymore.


  Not that I needed the money or anything.


  I could tell her that, but if I did, there’d be no reason for me to come over anymore, so I kept it to myself.


  Miyagi, who was sitting in front of me, flipped through the pages of her textbook, as if searching for the right words to say. Naturally, she found nothing, so she lowered her gaze once again and muttered,


  「Go home once you’re finished with your homework.」


  「Is that really what you want to order me to do?」


  「Yes.」


  Miyagi replied, but it was obvious that it wasn’t what she wanted at all.


  I could tell, since we’d known each other for a long time now. Miyagi was probably only saying that because she felt she had to.


  「Give me a different order.」


  「Why are you the one telling me what to do now, Sendai-san?」


  「Because I can finish my homework in no time.」


  I didn’t have much homework to begin with. I could finish it in an hour and still get home earlier than usual.


  「So, are you sure about that last order?」


  I asked, already anticipating that Miyagi would change her mind.


  「… Do my hair for me.」


  Miyagi mumbled under her breath.


  「Huh?」


  「You mentioned once that you’d do my hair for me.」


  That must’ve been something I said a long time ago.


  When Miyagi mentioned it, I quickly searched my memory. It was something I’d offered back when I was reading magazines for Umina around the time of our midterm exams.


  「Sure. How do you want me to do it?」


  Although I managed to recall what I said to Miyagi, I couldn’t remember what the girl in the magazine looked like at all.


  「Anything’s fine as long as it doesn’t look weird.」


  「What does that mean?」


  「Just make sure it looks good.」


  For someone who gave such a vague request, she sure wasn’t willing to come over to me.


  She continued to stare at me while still seated across the table.


  「Come here, Miyagi.」


  Unfortunately, I wasn’t blessed with telekinesis, and my arms definitely weren’t long enough to reach her from where I sat. If I was going to touch Miyagi’s hair, she’d have to come to me. That should’ve been obvious, but she still showed no signs of getting up.


  「Do you seriously expect me to do your hair from all the way over here?」


  I could go over to her instead, but I know she wouldn’t be happy about it.


  「Miyagi.」


  When I pressed her on it again, Miyagi reluctantly got up and sat next to me, though she kept a little distance between us.


  ‘Come on, there’s no need to be so cautious. It’s not like I’m going to do anything to you,’ I thought to myself as I took out my hairbrush from my bag.


  「Face your back towards me.」


  I moved closer to Miyagi and tapped her shoulder, causing her to flinch. Even so, she complied and turned her back to me. I gently ran my fingers through her hair, which fell just past her shoulders. This time, she didn’t flinch, but I could sense her tension from the way she held herself.


  This is so awkward…


  Just as she had said, she didn’t trust me. The tension around Miyagi was so thick, it started to make me feel nervous too.


  「Your hair is so pretty.」


  I offered a compliment, hoping to ease the awkwardness, even if just a little. That said, her black hair really was smooth and felt nice to the touch.


  But Miyagi did not react.


  All I could do was comb her hair in silence.


  I still couldn’t recall what kind of hairstyle the girl in the magazine had, and Miyagi’s vague request didn’t help much either. So, instead of stressing over the details or trying too hard to figure out what she wanted, I decided to simply braid some of her hair.


  「You’re going with braids?」


  Miyagi asked, her back straight as she glanced over her shoulder.


  「Yeah. Did you want something else?」


  There were a lot of cute hairstyles nowadays.


  I probably could’ve looked up some hairstyles that might suit Miyagi on my phone, but instead, I just kept braiding her hair.
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  「No, I’m okay with anything, but… this is different from what was in the magazine.」


  Although Miyagi said she was fine with anything, her tone suggested otherwise.


  「Don’t worry, I’ll make you look cute.」


  I didn’t want to tell her that I couldn’t remember what the girl in the magazine looked like.


  Besides, braiding Miyagi’s hair meant I could touch it for longer, which was something I was even less eager to admit.


  「It’s okay even if you don’t.」


  Miyagi said, turning to face forward. Then, she added,


  「Look…」


  「What is it?」


  「I’m going to keep asking you to come over and continue giving you orders.」


  「Yeah, I know.」


  「And this is going to go all the way until we graduate, so make sure to keep coming over whenever I ask for you like you always have.」


  For the first time ever, we were acknowledging when this would all come to an end.


  I had always expected that my visits to this room would end once we graduated. Although it seemed like the right time to bring things to a close, for some reason, I felt a need to say out loud just how much time we had left.


  「So that leaves us with another six months left?」


  「Yeah. Until then, I own a part of your time after school.」


  Miyagi said it as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. The awkwardness in the air eased slightly, and about a third of the tension[6] I had been holding in my back also faded away.


  I undid her braids and then started re-braiding them.


  Miyagi sat still without a single complaint.


  Her smooth hair felt really nice to the touch.


  The scent that tickled my nose was the same one I usually smelled on Miyagi’s bed. As if I was being drawn in by the fragrance of a shampoo that was different from the ones Umina, Mariko and the others used, I inched a little closer to Miyagi.


  「Half a year left, huh… That’s pretty short.」


  I mumbled as my fingers continued to braid her hair.


  「It really is.」


  Miyagi responded without any emotion in her voice.


  
    


    Extra


    Turning Sendai-san’s After-School Time Into a Five-Thousand-Yen Bill


    (Miyagi PoV)
  


  I was glad we didn’t have any classes this afternoon.


  But some students were unhappy about having to attend a commemorative school event earlier this morning, and Ami was one of them. We had already finished everything we needed to do, and while all that was left was to just go home, she stood at my desk, venting her frustration.


  「Don’t you think it’s unfair we had to come to school today, even on the school’s anniversary? They should just make it a holiday next year.」


  “Wouldn’t you agree?” Ami added while rattling my desk. But I needed to be the bearer of bad news and remind her of one important detail she had forgotten.


  「Even if they do make it a holiday, we’re about to graduate soon, so it’s not going to have anything to do with us anymore.」


  「Oh, you’re right.」


  Ami said, sounding dejected, and Maika earnestly followed up with,


  「It’d be nice to have a day off in June, considering there aren’t any other holidays in the month, but it won’t really matter if they add one after we’ve already graduated.」


  My two friends came over while I was seated at my desk, and it was obvious they felt differently about having to come to school today. Maika, not as troubled by the lack of a day off as Ami, clapped her hands together, as if to redirect the conversation.


  「There’s somewhere I wanted to go after this. Are you guys free?」


  「Yeah, I should be.」


  I replied as I looked over towards Maika. Ami grinned and chimed in with, “Me too.”


  「In that case, do you want to come with me while I shop for some sunscreen?」


  「Yeah, I’ll go. Can we stop by the bookstore too? I want to pick up a reference book.」


  Hearing Ami’s unusually cheerful voice reminded me of a manga I was interested in buying. While Maika needed to pick up sunscreen—a summer essential—the manga I had in mind seemed quite interesting, so I wanted to get it if we had the chance.


  ‘I do have the money for it…’


  That reminded me—I was running low on a certain something.


  「Wait, sorry. I just remembered I had something to do. You two go on without me.」


  「Aw, come on, Shiori. You should just leave your errand for some other time. It probably wasn’t that important if you forgot about it until now anyway.」


  Ami grumbled, and Maika followed up with,


  「Where are you running your errand?」


  「Well, it’s not a matter of “where.” I’m supposed to be doing something with my father.」


  「Oh, did your dad get a day off today?」


  Maika said, sounding surprised.


  「Oh, no, he didn’t take a day off. He said he’s working somewhere close by today and has something to give me on his way there.」


  Truthfully, I didn’t have any plans to meet my father today, and it wasn’t like he had any time for that either. I was just making up an excuse to avoid having to tell them that I actually needed to go to the bank.


  I was running low on five-thousand-yen bills for Sendai-san. I had made up my mind to only pay her in five-thousand-yen notes—not with five one-thousand-yen bills or a ten-thousand-yen bill and have her give me change. So, I needed to exchange some bills.


  To be honest, I found exchanging money to be a huge hassle.


  If I could avoid it, I would.


  But I didn’t have any more five-thousand-yen bills left in my wallet, so it was an errand I needed to run pretty frequently.


  「I see. I guess there’s no arguing with that.」


  Maika spoke with disappointment, and Ami quickly chimed in, “I want to meet Shiori’s dad!” It wasn’t exactly something I wanted to hear, so I could only try to gently let her down.


  「It’s not really something worth going out of your way for.」


  Meeting up with my father was just an excuse I made up, but even if it wasn’t, I didn’t want other people to meet him.


  「Really? I’d even use the money I got from New Year’s to pay just to see him.」


  「What are you saying? Okay, how much would you be willing to pay to see Shiori’s dad?」


  「Maybe about a thousand yen?」


  「That doesn’t sound like a lot.」


  Hearing Maika’s response, Ami began to speak as if she took it personally.


  「I mean, a thousand yen can buy a whole book, right? If someone paid me a thousand yen, I’d be more than happy to show off my dad to them—or even offer a buy-one-get-one-free deal! Honestly, I’d do anything for that kind of money.」


  Ami said with a firm tone. Hearing her made me want to ask,


  「Would you really be willing to do anything for a thousand yen?」


  「… Well, I guess it depends on what they want me to do.」


  Maika burst into laughter after seeing how quickly Ami changed her stance and retorted with,


  「That’s not what “being willing to do anything” means.」


  Well, that was to be expected.


  At least Ami was being honest. For most high school students, a thousand yen was a decent amount of money, but it was obvious that no one in their right mind would do anything for just that. It made sense that people had their limits on what they were willing to do.


  But what if it wasn’t for just one-thousand-yen? For example, let’s say it was some other amount instead…


  「Hey, Ami. What if I told you I could give you five-thousand-yen instead? Would you be willing to do anything for it?」


  I asked while looking straight at Ami.


  It was a lot more than a thousand yen, but not nearly as convincing as a ten-thousand-yen bill.


  Would she be willing to do it for that amount of money?


  「Hmm, let me think…」


  Ami contemplated with a serious look on her face. After a brief moment, she cleared her throat, spread both her arms apart and said,


  「I would worship you like a god, Shiori.」


  I was taken aback by how unexpected her answer was. Maika seemed equally as surprised as she said,


  「Ami, why is it so cheap to buy your faith? Also, you didn’t answer the question.」


  「It’s fine even if I didn’t, right? I mean, five-thousand-yen is kind of a lowball anyway. If someone really wanted me to do something for them, they should at least offer me ten-thousand-yen. Oh, but I’m just talking hypothetically.」


  「Okay, then let’s say I was willing to pay you ten-thousand-yen. What would you do?」


  Somehow, Ami and Maika began increasing the price, and the answer to my original question drifted further away. Eventually, they started discussing what they would buy with the money instead. Meanwhile, I couldn’t shake the thought of the five-thousand-yen bill from my mind.


  The five-thousand-yen bill – which Ami apparently considered a “lowball” even in a hypothetical situation – wasn’t something people commonly used. Even my father, who gave me a much larger allowance than necessary, rarely left me a single five-thousand-yen bill. As a result, I rarely carried one in my wallet unless by chance.


  So, on the day I first met Sendai-san, it was pure coincidence that I had a five-thousand-yen bill with me, and it was what I used to pay for Sendai-san’s books.


  Obviously, coincidences weren’t always going to happen.


  Since I began giving Sendai-san my five-thousand-yen bills, I found myself running out of them quickly. I also had to spend them when making purchases, which led me to look for ways to convert my one-thousand-yen and ten-thousand-yen bills into five-thousand-yen ones. That’s when I discovered currency exchange machines. However, I soon realized they were surprisingly inconvenient because banks often closed early, meaning I could only use them during lunch hours or when school ended early, like today.


  I had to go out of my way to learn about something new for Sendai-san, and all it did was create more trouble for me.


  I should have saved any five-thousand-yen bills I got, kept them in an envelope, and called her only when I had enough, but it didn’t quite work out that way.


  「I’d better get going.」


  I said as I grabbed my bag and stood up.


  「Let’s walk together until we need to part ways.」


  Maika said, and the three of us left school together. After about five minutes of walking, I said goodbye to them and went straight to the bank.


  I withdrew some cash from the ATM and then waited in line at the currency exchange machine. When it was my turn, I inserted the money, and the machine converted it into five-thousand-yen bills, which I then put into my wallet.


  I was really confused the first time I used the machine, but I’ve since gotten the hang of it.


  I could easily go to the bank and then head home as if it were a routine task.


  But sometimes, I’d wonder…


  What if, instead of using a five-thousand-yen bill to pay for Sendai-san’s books that day, I had used a one-thousand-yen bill and some coins?


  Thinking back on what Ami said earlier, there was a good chance Sendai-san wouldn’t have followed my orders for that amount of money. She might not have even agreed to come to my apartment. However, if I had used a ten-thousand-yen bill instead, Sendai-san likely would have insisted on paying me back at school, without stepping into my home.


  If that had happened, I wouldn’t need to save five-thousand-yen bills in an envelope or visit the bank to exchange for them.


  As I left the bank, I texted Sendai-san with the usual message.


  Then, I headed straight home without even waiting for a reply, and I didn’t go to the bookstore either.


  As I walked, I made sure to step only on the darker tiles of the sidewalk.


  I heard my phone chime from my bag. Pulling it out, I saw a message from Sendai-san on the screen. It looked like the bills I had just exchanged were about to be put to use.


  What kind of order should I give to her today?


  Back in May, I kissed Sendai-san, and at the beginning of June, I bit her ear.


  I kept summoning her, even though I had no clue what other orders to give, and June wasn’t even over yet. The only thing I knew for sure was that if I wanted Sendai-san to keep coming over, I had to keep paying her five-thousand-yen bills.


  Sendai-san wasn’t going to worship me like a god or anything, but for five-thousand-yen, she would do whatever I asked.


  A five-thousand-yen bill was equal to five one-thousand-yen bills and half of a ten-thousand-yen bill—nothing more, nothing less. Yet, it was the perfect price to buy Sendai-san’s time after school.


  But the five-thousand-yen had to be paid with a single five-thousand-yen bill.


  I started to walk faster.


  No matter what order I planned to give her, I at least needed to make it home before Sendai-san arrived.


  About fifteen minutes after I got back home, the intercom rang.


  After seeing Sendai-san through the monitor, I unlocked the door to the apartment building. Soon after, I met Sendai-san at the front door and let her in.


  「You’re pretty early today.」 


  For some reason, I ended up saying that without much thought.


  「Really? I don’t think I got here that quickly.」


  Sendai-san said nonchalantly as she removed her shoes, and I headed back to my room without waiting for her. She followed shortly, set her bag down by the bed, and unbuttoned her blouse up to the second button.


  「Here.」


  I said, passing her the five-thousand-yen bill I had exchanged earlier.


  「Thanks.」


  Sendai-san replied as she tucked the money into her wallet, as if it were nothing, like she’d done it a million times before.


  The five-thousand-yen bill exchange marked the beginning of today’s agreement, much like how a single five-thousand-yen bill had started everything between us, but it didn’t mean anything more than that. Still, I couldn’t help but wonder where the five-thousand-yen that had vanished into her wallet would take us.


  [image: i-349]

  Notes


  
    [1] Sports festivals (体育祭/taiikusai – can also be referred to as 運動会/undoukai) take place annually at most Japanese schools, usually in the late spring or fall. All of the students in the school spend the day participating in various sporting events, competing against other classes. As such, some students like to practice in their respective sports beforehand. The “joint training session” (全体練習/zentai renshuu) is a schoolwide rehearsal to ensure that the event flows smoothly. There’s usually an opening ceremony and closing ceremony for the sports festival, so that’s likely included in their rehearsal as well


    [2] In Japanese, 足 (“ashi”/foot) and 脚 (“ashi”/leg) have the same reading and sound the same when spoken aloud, and both refer to body parts that are in close proximity to each other. In the original text, Sendai actually says something like, “Technically, her knee was still a part of her leg (foot),” alluding to this. To be more clear, in the beginning of the chapter, Miyagi’s foot is too close to the floor for Sendai’s tongue to reach without bending down. The order Miyagi gave to Sendai was to lick her foot (“ashi”), but all Sendai can reach with her hands bound together is her leg (also “ashi”). Out of spite, Sendai licks Miyagi’s knee while thinking she’s technically in the right because her leg is also an “ashi”. Anyway, I wasn’t able to come up with anything that could convey this properly, so please accept my apology in the form of this footnote.


    [3] I wasn’t sure if this was one of those things that warranted a footnote or not, but better safe than sorry! In Japan, many bathrooms in homes or apartments have a separate room within the bathroom. Basically, you would have the sink and toilet in one room, and the shower and/or bathtub in the other, so when Sendai says the “changing room” here, she’s just talking about the room outside of where the bathtub is, and not a whole locker room. I translated it this way because most North American homes (I can’t speak for other parts of the world, but I would assume Japan is a bit unique in this) have the shower and/or bathtub in the same room as the toilet and sink. If I wrote, “[…] went to dry myself off outside the bathroom” (LIKE, WHERE ARE YOU CHANGING, GIRL? IN THE HALLWAY?), or “[…] went to dry myself off in the bathroom” (IS SHE NOT ALREADY IN THE BATHROOM?), it’d be a little confusing.


    [4] Obon (お盆) or just Bon (盆) is an annual Buddhist event where people welcome the spirits of their ancestors back home. It is one of Japan’s most important festivals and is typically celebrated over three days in mid-August.


    [5] This one is a bit of a weird footnote, but in Japanese culture, most people call each other by their last names unless they are close. Of course, there are many, many exceptions, but the gist is that it isn’t “normal” to call people by their first names unless they are familiar with each other in some way. The reason why I’ve included this footnote is because Miyagi is implying she doesn’t want this type of familiarity with Sendai-san, but she wants her to continue touching her. The original text is already able to convey this implication without needing a footnote because it assumes the reader already knows about this part of the culture. I wasn’t sure how to rephrase this without rewriting it myself, so I opted for a footnote instead.


    [6] Just some fun trivia at this point, since I think the translation gets the point across fine, but in the original text, Sendai says, “[…] 背中にぴたりと張り付いていた緊張という文字が三分の一ほど剥がれる,” which kind of super roughly translates to, “[…] the tension that was embedded in my back has now been taken away by a third of what is in the characters used for the word ‘tension.’”


    The word being used for “nervousness” or “awkwardness” or “tension” here is 緊張 (kinchou). It might look super complicated to write, and it kind of is. For example, the 緊 (kin) part itself is made up of three things that could be words on their own (臣, 又, 糸). What Sendai is saying here is that the tension she feels in her back has loosened by 1/3rd of what makes up the kanji, 緊張.
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