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CHAPTER ONE

It’s Sendai-san’s Fault That I’m Losing Sleep

Miyagi

PART 67

We were in my room after school, just like always.

         But for some reason, Sendai-san hadn’t undone the second button on her blouse today. I wanted our after-school time to feel just like usual, but seeing her acting differently made me uneasy.

I knew it was obviously because of what happened over summer break, but this was already the second time she’d come over since the new semester began. By now, I felt like she should’ve started acting like her usual self again.

Seeing her so self-conscious affected me too, and even after all this time, I still couldn’t bring myself to sit next to Sendai-san.

That single button might’ve seemed trivial, but it was enough to keep me from focusing on my homework—not that I really wanted to do it anyway. I was only using it as a distraction from the little things that were bothering me. But if I couldn’t even concentrate on the textbook in front of me, there was no point in trying at all.

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

Hearing a voice call out to me from across the table, I raised my head.

 Sendai-san’s notebook, which was normally filled with answers to her homework, looked the same as it had a while ago—mostly blank, with little writing since the last time I checked.

「Undo your button.」

I gave Sendai-san an order, hoping it would make her stop acting differently and return to her usual self.

「My button?」

「The button on your blouse.」

「You’re such a pervert, Miyagi.」

She responded with something I hadn’t expected. Was asking her to undo one button on her blouse really that big of a deal? It wasn’t like I was going to do it for her, so it felt like she was overreacting.

But seeing how she wasn’t unbuttoning anything, I realized that my words might not have been conveyed correctly.

「I didn’t mean it like that.」

「Like what?」

「I wasn’t asking you to undo all of them. Besides, aren’t you the one who’s being perverted for assuming that’s what I meant?」

「I never said that’s what I thought you meant.」

「You didn’t say it, but I bet that’s what you were thinking.」

“That’s true,” she admitted after I pressed her on it.

「So then, how many did you want me to unbutton?」

「Just one.」

「You’re fine with just one?」

Sendai-san stared at me as she asked, as if seeking confirmation from me.

‘It’s not like you’d do it even if I told you to unbutton two.’

The third button was more of a wildcard—sometimes it was okay to ask her to undo it, and other times, it wasn’t. I wasn’t sure what the situation was today, but it wasn’t as if I actually wanted her to unbutton it. Even if I did, it’s not like she would have been willing to, anyway.

「I don’t know how many you want to unbutton, Sendai-san, but it’s alright if you keep the rest fastened.」

「I see. That’s fine, then.」

Sendai-san said as she undid one button on her blouse.

「Is this okay with you?」

「Yeah.」

Sendai-san, who always kept her second button fastened at school, had now unbuttoned it in my room, just like she usually did. Yet, the unease lingered. Something still felt off—different from how things were before summer break.

I wasn’t trying to stare, but I couldn’t look away. My eyes were fixed on her, as if searching for what had changed.

「What’s up?」

Sendai-san asked with a suspicious tone in her voice.

She was reacting the same way she usually did.

It was unsettling not being able to pinpoint what exactly was making me uneasy.

「Do you want me to do your hair for you again?」

Sendai-san’s words broke the silence and brought me to a sudden realization.

Come to think of it, Sendai-san usually had her hair down during summer break…

I was used to seeing Sendai-san with her hair braided when she wore her school uniform, but since she often left it unbraided during the break, my memories of her felt slightly distorted.

「No, but you should let your hair down, Sendai-san.」

「Why?」

「No reason. But it’s not like letting your hair down is that hard, right?」

“I guess you’re right,” Sendai-san replied as she untied her hair.

Perhaps it was because her hair was usually braided, but her slightly wavy, brown hair—darker than mine—wasn’t as straight as it had been during summer vacation. Still, it was enough to reconcile the image I had of her now.

「And lastly… just act like you always do.」

I had nothing else I wanted to order her to do, so I simply left the rest up to Sendai-san.

「What do you mean “act like I always do”?」

「I don’t know, just talk about something.」

「Does that mean I can talk about anything I want?」

「Sure.」

To be honest, I had asked Sendai-san to come over without having any specific order in mind to give her.

But I couldn’t just tell her that. If she found out, it would only make her suspicious. Even if I thought of giving her a random order, I hesitated, knowing it could easily lead to a repeat of what happened on the last day of summer break. I knew I could simply avoid calling Sendai-san over if I didn’t have any orders for her, but that was something I wanted to save as a last resort.

As long as it fulfilled the order quota, I didn’t really care what Sendai-san wanted to talk about.

「Hmm, let’s see…」

Sendai-san groaned, clearly struggling to come up with something to talk about. After a brief pause, she finally said,

「Which universities are you applying to? Don’t tell me you’re still undecided.」

I frowned as soon as Sendai-san brought up a topic I wasn’t eager to discuss. Maybe she mentioned it precisely because she knew I didn’t want to talk about it.

「You’re the one who told me to find something to talk about, so you should at least give me an answer.」

It was a little awkward for me since I’d chosen a random school on a whim, but it wasn’t as if I was trying to hide my plans. Besides, even if I stayed quiet now, she’d find out eventually.

Slightly regretting that I hadn’t been more specific with the conversation topics, I replied that I was planning to attend a local university.    

「What about you, Sendai-san?」

I didn’t really want to know, but if I didn’t ask, there’d be nothing left to talk about.

「I’m planning on going to a university outside of the prefecture.」

Sendai-san replied, adding the name of the university afterward.

「Wait, are you serious?」

The university Sendai-san mentioned wasn’t one that could be entered just by being smart. To my knowledge, no one from our high school had ever been admitted, and I doubted Sendai-san would be the first.

「Nope, I was just kidding. Well, I was aiming for it at one point, but I knew it was impossible.」

Sendai-san responded with a smile.

「But you were aiming for it.」

「It was never going to happen.」

I thought she might be joking, but since she didn’t deny it, she was likely serious about aiming for that university. I didn’t understand why she was targeting that particular school, but considering she was still attending prep classes diligently, there was a chance she was still interested in going for it.

「You’re the only one I’ve told about this, Miyagi. Keep it a secret.」

「I won’t tell anyone. It’s not like I have anyone else to tell anyway.」

「That’s true.」

Still, I found this a bit troubling.

We already had plenty of secrets between us; I didn’t need any more. The more secrets we accumulated, the heavier they became, making it harder for me to move forward. It was starting to feel like I couldn’t go anywhere without Sendai-san being around.

「So then, what university are you actually planning to apply to?」

I asked, hoping to lighten the weight of the new secret we had just created. Sendai-san then mentioned the name of another university outside the prefecture. This time, it was a school she had a good chance of getting into, which made me realize there was some truth to what she had said earlier.

Still…

Given her grades, her choice made sense and was what I had expected, but hearing her say the name of a university outside the prefecture out loud left me with an uneasy feeling.

Though I was uneasy about the new secret I shared with Sendai-san, what was consuming my thoughts now was her choice of university. It was gnawing at my mind and leaving me with a lingering sense of discomfort.   

「Hey, Miyagi. Why don’t you apply to the same university as me?」

Sendai-san casually suggested something that seemed impossible for someone like me. Considering my grades, getting into that school was no easy feat.

「You say it like it’s so easy. We both know it’s impossible for me.」

「That’s not true.」

「I don’t really want to go out of my way to apply for a school that I know I can’t get into.」

「You won’t know unless you try, right? Just make sure you have a backup school and it’ll be fine. You’ve been studying a lot more lately too, so I think if you pushed yourself a little more, you’ll actually have a decent chance of getting in.」

「There’s no reason for us to go to the same school, is there?」

「That’s true, but I still think if you’re able to, you might as well try and get into a good school.」

「That’s not happening.」

I didn’t want to put in the effort into applying for a good university.

Besides, this relationship of ours would end as soon as we graduated from high school.

There was no point in us attending the same university.

Sendai-san should’ve known that too.

The fact that she was planning to apply to a university outside our prefecture was also none of my business.

It was absolutely and definitely none of my concern whatsoever.

「We’re moving on from this topic. I have another order for you.」

I didn’t have any other orders in mind, but I wanted to steer the conversation away from this pointless discussion about our futures, so I quickly came up with something.

「There’s more?」

「Yeah, so listen up.」

「I’ll do whatever you tell me to.」

Sendai-san replied, not bothering to hide the expression on her face that looked like she still had more she wanted to say.










PART 68

Let me think… What’s a harmless order I can give her?

I shut my textbook, racking my brain for ideas.

If I didn’t come up with something quickly, Sendai-san would bring up more pointless topics.

I averted my gaze from Sendai-san, who was sitting in front of me, and searched my room for inspiration. My eyes moved from the bed to the dresser, before finally settling on something from the bookshelf.

「Read me a book.」

「Which book?」

「Anything that’s seems boring.」

「Really? Not the opposite?」

「I want something that’s boring enough to put me to sleep.」

「Oh, that’s what you’re going for.」

Realizing she was being used as a substitute for a lullaby, Sendai-san got up, walked over to the bookshelf, and, without any hesitation, picked out a book before sitting down next to the bed.

「Is this one okay?」

The light novel Sendai-san was holding was one I bought because she mentioned liking the main character, but I found the story uninteresting and never finished it.

「Yeah, read that one.」

I gave Sendai-san an order as I took a seat on my bed.

「Okay.」

Her slender fingers opened the book that had been collecting dust on my bookshelf.

Sendai-san was seated next to my pillow with her legs crossed, allowing me to see her side profile.

Then, the room was filled with the sound of pages turning and Sendai-san’s voice as she read the story out loud.

I’d given her this order many times before, and Sendai-san read the light novel smoothly, just as she always did. Her voice was neither too loud nor too quiet—it was perfect for the room. Her soft voice sounded much gentler here than it did in the classroom, and I found it very pleasant to listen to.

The way Sendai-san read the light novel made it feel like we were back to the time before summer break started.

I didn’t know what she found so interesting about the light novel, but normally, I’d be lying down and fast asleep by now. However, today I couldn’t fall asleep. I didn’t even feel like lying down.

It wasn’t Sendai-san’s fault, though.

It was my own problem.

Once we graduate, I won’t be able to hear her voice anymore.

Even though I was the one who set a strict deadline for our arrangement, Sendai-san was going to a place farther than I had expected, and I suddenly started to worry about every little thing.

I knew it meant we wouldn’t run into each other by chance anymore, but at the same time, I couldn’t quite understand it.

「Weren’t you going to sleep?」

The dull story came to an abrupt halt, and somehow, the conversation shifted to why I wasn’t lying down.

「Yeah, so keep going.」

I rested my head on the bed, feeling no hint of sleepiness, as Sendai-san’s hand reached out toward me. Without hesitation, she began to stroke my hair. I pushed her hand away.

「Keep reading.」

Sendai-san didn’t reply but continued the story from where she had left off.

The sound of her clear voice tickled my ears.

I didn’t feel like sleeping, so I kept my eyes open and stared at Sendai-san instead.

Her beautiful, long hair fell across her face, which I found to be obstructive.

I was starting to think maybe I shouldn’t have ordered her to put her hair down.

I moved to the edge of the bed towards Sendai-san, and her voice started to sound much closer.

My gaze was fixated on the buttons of her blouse.

I could only catch a glimpse of her collarbone now, though I had seen more of her skin before.

On a day hotter than today during summer break, I had asked Sendai-san to take off her clothes, and she had done so without hesitation.

But from now on, we wouldn’t be doing things like that anymore, and I’d never see her body again.

I reached out to Sendai-san and pulled on her hair.

The thought of going to university seemed far more boring than the story being read to me.

「What were you looking at?」

I expected her to complain that it hurt, but instead, she said something completely different.

「I was just looking at you since you’re sitting right in front of me.」

「Hmm…」

My straightforward reply might’ve sounded suspicious to her, but she didn’t seem to have anything else to say. She placed the light novel on the bed, turned to face me, and let out a small sigh before starting to tug on my bangs.

「Close your eyes already. You said you were going to sleep, weren’t you?」

Sendai-san covered my eyes with her hand.

The room that had been bright a moment ago suddenly went dark, and I couldn’t see anything.

I grabbed her hand and pulled it away from my eyes.

Sendai-san was now directly in front of me.

I didn’t mean for it to happen, but our eyes met.

―― She’s too close.

The distance between us was even smaller than before.

I quickly let go of the hand I was holding, and in doing so, I accidentally knocked the light novel off the bed and onto the floor. The book fell with a thud, but Sendai-san didn’t make any move to pick it up.

「Back away a little bit, Sendai-san.」

「But weren’t you the one who tried to move closer first?」

She was right. I was the first one to try and get closer to her.

I’ll admit that much.

But I don’t remember us ever getting this close.

It felt like Sendai-san was peering right at me.

「Even if that’s true, you’re inching closer to me too, aren’t you, Sendai-san?」

「Hmm, am I?」

「You definitely are. You don’t need to be this close to read the book to me.」

I said as I pushed Sendai-san away by her shoulders, but she didn’t seem to listen.

Instead, she reached her hand out and touched my earlobe.

She caressed it gently, then pinched it and tugged on it.

Her fingertips slid behind my ear, making it feel extremely ticklish.

Sendai-san’s hand kept touching me gently, as if to remind me of what happened over summer break, causing me to swat her arm away.

「Sorry.」

Sendai-san looked surprised for a moment, but quickly apologized. Then, she sat back down on the floor.

「Pick that up.」

I said as I sat up and pointed to the book on the floor, and Sendai-san obediently picked it up. She opened it and flipped through the pages, stopping where she had presumably left off.

「I’ll read you the rest.」

Sendai-san said with a monotone voice.

「You don’t have to read it anymore.」

「I thought you were going to sleep?」

「No, I’m not going to.」

It was more like I couldn’t fall asleep even if I wanted to, but there was no reason to tell her that. I took the book from Sendai-san’s hand and placed it on the pillow.

My homework was still unfinished, but I didn’t feel like getting out of bed. Even though she was now empty-handed, Sendai-san didn’t seem interested in moving to the table, either.

Since the order had come to a half-hearted and abrupt end, the room fell silent. It was an awkward silence, and I felt restless, unable to sit still. Desperate to do something, I began tapping my fingertips on the book.

Tap, tap…

That was the only sound echoing in the room.

Sendai-san leaned against the bed, using it like a backrest.

From where I sat on the bed, I could see the top of Sendai-san’s head, which I usually wouldn’t be able to see. Just as I was about to reach out and touch her, Sendai-san suddenly said, “Oh, right,” as if she had just remembered something.

「Has your class decided what they’re doing for the cultural festival[1] yet, Miyagi?」

She began discussing a school event coming up next month, and I seized the opportunity to keep the conversation going.

「Nope. What about your class, Sendai-san?」

「My class doesn’t seem very motivated, so we’re thinking of putting together some sort of exhibit and calling it a day.」

「Sounds nice.」

The conversation she suddenly started was much better than sitting in silence, so I wanted to keep it going.

If I had known we could have such a calm and pleasant conversation earlier, I would have wished we’d started it sooner. Talking about this was far better than discussing something as stressful as the entrance exams. Even though there was still a bit of awkwardness, we were gradually returning to our usual way of interacting.

「Is it different for your class, Miyagi?」

「Well, since it’s everyone’s last high school cultural festival, they seem eager to do something memorable.」

Personally, I thought it was kind of a pain.

About half of my classmates were enthusiastic and brainstorming ideas for the festival, while the other half seemed content with a more laid-back approach. However, since those who are most vocal often steer the conversation and make the decisions, no one was willing to voice any complaints.

「Does that include you, Miyagi?」

「Not really. I’d prefer doing something simple.」

「If you want something nice and easy, you should join my class.」

Sendai-san turned around and said with a grin.

“It would’ve been nice if we were in the same class.”

Seeing the smile on her face nearly made me say it out loud, but I managed to catch myself.

「I think it’s about time we finished our homework.」

Sendai-san said as she glanced over at the table.

「I don’t feel like doing it.」

「In that case, do you want me to go back to reading the book to you?」

「… Never mind, homework it is.」

「Alright, then come over here.」

「I would’ve moved even if you hadn’t told me to.」

I said as I got off the bed and sat across from Sendai-san.










PART 69

Sendai-san had brought up the topic of going to university once right before the start of summer vacation. I had already expected that she wanted to attend a university outside the prefecture.

What she said the other day simply confirmed what I already knew, but I couldn’t help feeling shocked nonetheless.

More accurately, what I found most shocking was that it was still bothering me, even though it was something I had already expected to hear.

I could guess why Sendai-san wanted to attend a university outside the prefecture. It likely had something to do with what I saw when I visited her house during summer vacation.

She wanted to get away from home.

At least, that’s what I think.

If my guess is right, then there wasn’t anything I could do to change Sendai-san’s mind.

… No.

This isn’t right.

It wasn’t that I wanted to change Sendai-san’s career path, and even if I did, there was no point in trying. Our relationship would end as soon as we graduated from high school. Besides, her career choice was hers to make—it wasn’t something I had any say in.

Even though I knew all that, I hadn’t moved an inch since Sendai-san went home earlier. I’d been sitting in the same spot where she had been before she left.

We didn’t have dinner together today, so I hadn’t eaten yet.

But I wasn’t hungry.

I slowly got up, grabbed a change of clothes, and headed for the bathroom. I felt that taking a long bath would lead to more unnecessary thoughts, so I decided to take a quick shower before heading to bed.

At this rate, I’d have no trouble getting into the university I wanted to apply to. I wasn’t good enough to attend the same university as Sendai-san, but since I wasn’t aiming for a prestigious school anyway, it wasn’t an issue for me.

Sendai-san was way too concerned with my business and tried to interfere too much.

Earlier, she had casually suggested that we apply to the same university, even though she didn’t know my grades. While I was confident my father would agree to let me attend a university outside the prefecture, my current grades made it clear that I had no chance of getting in. Even with the studying I did over summer vacation, it would be far too difficult. I’d bet that if Sendai-san saw my scores on the upcoming midterm exams, she’d agree with me.

It’d be a waste of time to apply to a university I knew I couldn’t get into.

「Ugh, why am I even thinking so seriously about this?」

After tossing and turning for a while, I turned off the lights.

My father still hadn’t come home yet.

I couldn’t help but feel a little uneasy whenever all the lights in the apartment were out.

「Everything’s fine.」

‘I’m not scared,’ I thought to myself as I closed my eyes.

I wasn’t sleepy at all, probably because I went to bed much earlier than usual. Still, I closed my eyes, hoping I could fall asleep anyway.

One sheep, two sheep.

I tried the age-old method of counting sheep, but sleepiness never came. In the end, I only managed to doze off briefly late into the night, and without getting a proper night’s rest, it was already time for school.

I entered the classroom while my sleep-deprived mind was still in a daze.

Even an hour into class, my head still felt foggy, and I couldn’t retain anything the teacher was saying. Before I knew it, third period had ended, and Maika was calling out to me.

「Let’s go, Shiori.」     

「Huh?」

「Our next class is in the audiovisual room.」

「Oh, right.」

I quickly grabbed my textbook and notebook and stood up. Before I could double-check that I had everything, Ami took hold of my arm and pulled me out of the classroom and down the hallway.

I wasn’t the type to go to bed or wake up early, but I usually slept at a reasonable time. It wasn’t normal for me to feel this groggy and sleep-deprived, having my mornings ruined like this.

It was all Sendai-san’s fault that I couldn’t pull myself together.

Her talking as if she could decide my future for me was what made me so tired and unable to focus in class.

It was so irritating.

To vent my frustration, I stomped down the hallway, but the sound of my footsteps helped clear my foggy mind. After shaking off some of the haze, I started walking briskly again when I heard Ami call out to me.

「Shiori, look in front of you.」

「In front of me?」

「Come here.」

Maika pulled me aside by the arm, causing my body to tilt slightly.

I shifted my focus from my feet to what was directly in front of me.

I made eye contact with Sendai-san.

―― Huh? Sendai-san?

But how?

… Wait, no, it’s not weird to see her here.

Since we went to the same school, running into Sendai-san wasn’t unusual, but it was the first time we had ever made eye contact while at school.

While I was preoccupied with being surprised by both the obvious and the unexpected, I suddenly realized I had bumped into Sendai-san, who had been diagonally in front of me.

「Whoa!」

It was more than just a bump—it actually hurt because our shoulders collided. Since Maika was still holding my arm after pulling me away earlier, she managed to keep me from falling.

「Are you okay, Shiori?」

Maika asked as she helped me regain my balance.

「I’m fine.」

I replied as I adjusted my posture.

When I looked back at Sendai-san, I saw that Ibaraki-san and her other friends had joined the scene.

「You alright, Hazuki?」

「Yeah.」

I couldn’t take my eyes off Ibaraki-san, who was having a conversation with Sendai-san similar to the one Maika and I were having.

―― The spot next to Sendai-san belongs to me.

The thought briefly crossed my mind, but I immediately tried to brush it away as I heard a familiar voice calling out to me.

「I’m sorry. Are you okay?」

Sendai-san stared at me and asked with an aloof tone.

We weren’t allowed to act too familiar with each other.

I knew that, but I wasn’t good at dealing with her when she was like this.

I turned my gaze away from Sendai-san.

「… Yeah, I’m fine. I’m sorry as well. I was spacing out.」

If blame had to be assigned between the two of us, it was probably my fault.

Even though I was looking right in front of me, I wasn’t watching where I was going.

Maika and Ami had repeatedly warned me to pay attention while walking, but I was so distracted that I didn’t notice. Though, if I had to pinpoint the reason for my distraction, it was all because of Sendai-san, but I couldn’t say that.

「Are you okay as well?」

I asked, repeating the words that had been said many times in the past few minutes, but for some reason, I couldn’t bring myself to say Sendai-san’s name out loud.

「Yeah, I’m good. I’ll help you pick those up.」

Sendai-san said as she picked up a textbook that had fallen on the floor. Watching her do this made me realize I no longer had my textbook or notebook in my hands.

「Sorry. I’ll pick them up myself.」

I squatted down to pick up my notebook, but as I reached for my pencil case, Sendai-san grabbed my wrist.

「I’ll get it for you.」

Sendai-san said in a gentle tone.

But she wouldn’t let go of my wrist.

She was holding onto it so tightly that it was starting to hurt.

「No, I’ll get it myself.」

If we were in my room, I would’ve demanded she let go. But since we were at school, I tried to handle it more politely.

「Oh, sorry.」
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The hand that had been gripping my wrist tightly finally released its hold.

「Did you get everything?」

Sendai-san asked as she gave my textbook back to me.

「Yeah, I did. Thanks.」

「Don’t worry about it.」

Sendai-san flashed a doll-like smile before walking away. She quickly vanished from view, leaving only the sound of Ibaraki-san’s voice echoing down the hallway.

I brushed the dirt off my textbook, notebook, and pencil case before calling out to Maika and Ami.

「Let’s go.」

「―― Did you do something to upset Sendai-san?」

Maika tapped me on the shoulder and asked with a curious look on her face.

「What do you mean?」

「She was staring you down and grabbing you by the wrist. Are you sure you didn’t upset her?」

「Isn’t it just because I walked right into her? It did hurt quite a bit.」

I couldn’t imagine that Sendai-san was staring me that hard.

It did hurt when she gripped my wrist, but it hadn’t left a mark.

I couldn’t understand why Sendai-san had done that, though.

I glanced at my wrist where she had grabbed me.

It looked exactly the same as it did before I bumped into Sendai-san.

I sighed, wishing that there had been something left behind that wouldn’t fade away.








CHAPTER TWO

Miyagi Seriously Doesn’t Know When to Hold Back

Sendai

PART 70

That was the first time I ever talked to Miyagi at school.

Sure, there was that one time I pulled her aside, but I considered that just an extension of our usual time together. But this was different—it was the first time we’d spoken in front of our friends.

It shouldn’t have been a big deal, but for some reason, I couldn’t stop thinking about it, and it was driving me nuts. I felt like turning around, even though there was no real reason to.

「Hazuki, you’re acting a little spaced out. You sure you’re okay?」

Umina’s unexpectedly loud voice caught my attention, and I turned to look at her next to me.

「Sorry, I was just thinking about something.」

「You’re gonna bump into someone again like this.」

Umina let out a playful laugh as she joked. “Yeah, you’re right,” I replied, and we kept walking down the hallway.

No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t hear Miyagi’s voice anymore. All that reached me were Umina and Mariko’s voices.

「What’s that girl’s name again? Miyagi, right? Are you guys close?」

Umina asked, as if the thought had just occurred to her.

「Yeah, that was Miyagi, but I wouldn’t say we’re close or anything.」

「Really? But you guys hung out during summer break.」

「Huh? Who?」

「You and Miyagi.」

「Are you sure you didn’t mistake me for someone else?」

Since I was so used to lying, the words slipped out naturally.

「Come on, I could never mistake you for someone else, Hazuki.」

Umina must’ve been sure of what she saw, as she kept pushing the issue.

「I remembered because you guys were hanging out in such an unusual area.」

Umina then mentioned the name of a train station—the same one Miyagi and I visited during summer break. We had watched a movie there together, so she wasn’t mistaken about having seen us.

「Now that you mention it…」

As we approached the classroom, I scrambled to think of a way to cover up the lie I’d just told.

「I have family in that area, so I was there visiting them, and I just happened to run into Miyagi.」

「Oh, you have family there too? I actually have a cousin who lives near that station.」

Mariko said as we entered the classroom, not bothering to stop at her own desk. Umina, looking disappointed, murmured, “So even you forget things sometimes, huh, Hazuki?”

「I’m only human, after all.」

「Well, I don’t really care if you guys are close or not, but I was just curious if she was the reason we didn’t hang out much over the break.」

Umina asked as she took a seat and gave me a bitter look. I didn’t go to my own desk; instead, I stayed and continued chatting with her.

「Didn’t you say you were busy with prep school, Umina? Why were you even in that area?」

「I was on a date with my boyfriend.」

「All the way out there?」

「We wanted to go somewhere different for a change. Plus, we didn’t want to run into other people from our school, so we picked somewhere out of the way.」

Miyagi’s plan had backfired.

She had deliberately chosen a place where we were unlikely to run into anyone we knew.

But what were the odds that Umina, of all people, had been thinking the same thing?

「Sounds like you two get along well. I’m kind of jealous.」

Umina didn’t seem interested in getting me to talk about Miyagi again, but I didn’t want to bring up how this conversation began.

So, I decided to move the conversation along with a smile. It looked like my attempt had lifted Umina’s mood a bit. With the topic of Miyagi out of her mind, she started sharing details about where she and her boyfriend had gone that day and what they had eaten.

I wasn’t the type to get jealous of other people’s happiness, but since I wasn’t particularly interested in Umina’s stories, her voice soon faded into background noise.

I dropped my gaze to my hands.

Unsurprisingly, there were no traces of Miyagi left on me.

「Did you get hurt when you guys ran into each other earlier?」

Mariko asked, likely because she saw that I was fixated on my hands.

「Nope, I’m fine.」

「You sure?」

「Yeah, see?」

I said as I waved my hands around.

「Looks good to me. I guess this means you’ll still be able to hold hands with your boyfriend.」

「I told you, I’m not seeing anyone.」

「I know. Hurry up and find someone already.」

「Even if I do find someone, it doesn’t guarantee we’ll hold hands.」

「Huh? Why not?」

Mariko wore a puzzled look on her face.

「Do you guys really like to hold hands that often?」

I asked the two of them without directing the question to either one specifically.

There wasn’t any deeper meaning behind my question, and I doubted their answers would be of any real use to me.

Miyagi immediately came to mind, but she wasn’t my lover, and I had no desire to walk around hand-in-hand with her. Yet, I found myself conscious of her whenever we were together, as I had been earlier.

「Holding hands with your lover is pretty normal, isn’t it?」

Umina said, and Mariko followed up with, “Yeah, especially when you’re on a date.”

「Oh, I get it. Hazuki, you just want a relationship so pure that even the idea of holding hands is too much.」

Mariko said playfully, extending her hand towards me, and I took it in mine.

Mariko’s hand felt similar to Miyagi’s—warm and soft. I imagined Umina’s hands were probably the same.

But there was something about Miyagi’s hands that just felt different.  

I didn’t want to hold hands with her, but sometimes I had a strong urge to touch her. For example, when we bumped into each other in the hallway earlier, I instinctively grabbed her hand. These feelings were far from the purity Mariko talked about.

「Wait, did you find someone you like?」

Umina asked, her face lit up with curiosity.

Oh, this is such a pain…

Even if I were to say no, they would likely reply with something like, “But there must be someone you’re interested in, right?”

「Come on, who is it?」

I could hear the delight in Mariko’s voice, but just as I was about to give a half-hearted response, the bell rang.

「Look, class is about to start.」       

Fortunately, I was saved by the bell. I went to my desk, sat down, and the teacher walked in right after.

As class started, the teacher’s voice was the only sound filling the room. I copied the notes from the blackboard into my notebook, but my right hand couldn’t help but write ‘Miyagi’ in the margin before I quickly erased it.

‘I want to be able to talk to her at school too…’

The sound of my voice echoed in my head, overshadowing the teacher’s.

‘… This is ridiculous.’

There was nothing to talk about with Miyagi at school. Even when it was just the two of us, we hardly ever had anything to talk about.

I tried to clear my mind of these distracting thoughts and turned to a page in my textbook. As I focused on filling in my notebook, class eventually ended. When I stood up to join Umina and the others for lunch, I heard a notification on my phone and pulled it out of my bag to check.

I settled back into my seat and glanced at the screen. As always, Miyagi’s message had once again filled up my after-school schedule. Being summoned two days in a row was unusual, but today it didn’t surprise me.

I had grabbed her wrist in the hallway earlier.

She was probably going to press me on that.

The problem was, even I couldn’t explain why I felt compelled to grab her wrist in front of everyone. I could say I just wanted to touch her, but I doubted Miyagi would accept that answer and would probably question why I wanted to touch her.

‘I just didn’t want to hand you back to your friends.’

There was no way I could admit that there were deeper feelings at work. If I had to measure them, they’d be roughly the size of konpeito[1]. Nonetheless, it was inappropriate to harbor these feelings, especially for Miyagi.

After responding to Miyagi’s message to let her know I’d be coming over, I stood up again.

The mere thought of her questioning me about what happened in the hallway earlier was giving me a headache.

This is such a hassle…

Even so, seeing Miyagi didn’t feel like a hassle in itself.
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As soon as I entered Miyagi’s room, I undid a button on my blouse.

The atmosphere between us still felt awkward, but I was slowly adjusting to it.

After Miyagi handed me a five-thousand-yen bill, I sat in my usual spot. Miyagi brought over glasses of barley tea and soda, placing them on the table. After a moment’s hesitation, she took a seat next to me, a bit farther away than usual. I felt a little relieved, seeing as how she’d been sitting across from me since summer vacation ended.

Things weren’t entirely back to normal, but they were improving.

Sometimes, things didn’t always work out the way I wanted them to, and that was okay.

As long as we acted the same way we had before summer break, my feelings should eventually return to how they used to be too.

Miyagi laid out her textbooks and assignments on the table in silence. I couldn’t tell how motivated she was today, but she dove straight into her homework. I followed her lead and started on mine as well.

Yesterday, I had carelessly suggested to Miyagi that she should consider applying to the same university as me. She thought it was impossible for her to be accepted, and though I disagreed, I knew it would be difficult for her.

We’d been studying together ever since the start of summer break. Although the number of times Miyagi had to ask, “I don’t get this part. Explain it to me,” had decreased, I still wasn’t confident she would pass. That said, if she committed to working hard from now on, there might be a chance for her to get accepted. She would need to be very determined. If Miyagi asked for my help to get accepted into the same university as me, I’d gladly offer it, but I couldn’t force it on her.

But even if we both ended up at the same school, it wouldn’t necessarily mean we’d have anything to do with each other. Our relationship had a set end date, something I had agreed to from the start.

Still, for some reason, I thought it would be fun if Miyagi and I went to the same university.

「Sendai-san.」

I raised my head to look at Miyagi, who had called my name out.

「Was there something you didn’t understand?」

「No, but what was up with you earlier today?」

Of course.

This was why Miyagi had called me two days in a row.

I knew the reason, but I pretended to be clueless.

「What are you referring to?」

「You grabbed my wrist when we were in the hallway, didn’t you?」

「I was just trying to help you pick up what you dropped.」

「Sure, but you didn’t need to grab my wrist for that, right?」 

「What do you mean? My hand just bumped into yours by accident.」

「That was definitely not “just a bump.”」

What a pain.

I didn’t want her to dig deeper and force me to say things I preferred to keep buried. Even if I told Miyagi the truth, it wasn’t going to sit well with her.

‘I just didn’t want to hand you back to your friends.’

It was best for both of us if I kept these feelings to myself.

「… What do you want me to say then? I’ll tell you anything you want to hear.」

I said, hoping to resolve the situation with some kind of middle ground.

If there was something she wanted me to say, I’d say it if it meant ending the conversation right away. Dragging this out wouldn’t make either of us happy, so it was best to wrap it up quickly, even if my response was half-hearted.

But I knew Miyagi wouldn’t be satisfied with that sort of answer.

「That’s not what I want from you.」

「Okay, then what do you want?」

「Tell me the reason why you grabbed my wrist.」

「I just wanted to touch you, that’s all.」

I decided to tell her half the reason why I had grabbed her wrist earlier.

「What? Answer me seriously.」

「I just did.」

「Fine, then tell me why you wanted to touch me.」

You’d be better off not asking me that.

That way, we can carry on in peace.

「Miyagi, why are you asking me this when you already know I’m not going to give you an answer?」

I asked, trying to put an end to her relentless questioning, but she stayed silent. I was left with no choice but to continue with,

「I don’t need a reason to want to touch you, do I? Sometimes, I just feel like doing it.」

I said as I reached out to Miyagi.

Even though we were sitting a bit farther apart than usual, she was still close enough for me to touch. I brushed her cheek with my palm. Miyagi’s face twisted in discomfort, but I didn’t pull back.

The warmth from our skin touching was pleasant, so I slid my hand from her cheek to her neck. I wasn’t planning to go further than this, but I knew my feelings for Miyagi were far from pure.

「It’s not like I ever touch you just because “I feel like it.”」

「Miyagi, if you put it that way, doesn’t it imply that there’s always a reason when you touch me?」

「I――」

Miyagi appeared to be at a loss for words, but instead of saying anything, she quietly moved my hand away from her.

「I don’t get you, Sendai-san. Everything you do, whether it’s at school or in here, just doesn’t make sense.」

Miyagi mumbled quietly as she lowered her gaze.

「I don’t understand it myself. ―― Just hurry up and give me an order for today.」

I wasn’t confident I could keep going like this without something happening. Whenever I was around Miyagi, it would feel as if the screws that held my rationality together were coming loose.

Although we were beginning to adjust to the new shape our relationship was taking, we still hadn’t returned to its original form. Even the slightest provocation could easily shatter it.

I’d rather be ordered around than risk something worse happening. Miyagi would probably just give a trivial order anyway, which was better than whatever was happening right now.

「Okay, then let me pierce your ears.」

Miyagi spoke without flinching or looking up, catching me so off guard that I ended up repeating what she said.

「Pierce my ears?」

「Yeah. I’ll pierce your ears for you, Sendai-san.」

Miyagi lifted her head and tugged on my earlobe.

Was this her way of getting payback because I had touched her ears yesterday?

「No. Absolutely not.」

I stood my ground against Miyagi.

I didn’t want anything that would leave a mark on my body. Especially not a piercing.

I knew Miyagi was eager to leave any kind of mark she could on me, and she had done so many times before. I had put up with it until now, but only because the marks faded quickly.

But piercings were different.

I was not able to tolerate this as I had in the past.

「Why not?」

「Because having piercings is against school rules.」

Miyagi’s hand showed no sign of restraint as it continued to softly touch my ear, so I grabbed her arm. When I pulled her hand away, her fingers released my earlobe with little resistance, but she didn’t sound willing to give up.

「But you wear your skirt shorter than what’s allowed and dyed your hair. Aren’t you already breaking the rules?」

「I think I’m still somewhat adhering to them.」

「You’re always like this, Sendai-san.」

「Like what?」

「You adjust the rules to fit your own standards and act like that’s just how it should be.」

「Isn’t it okay to stretch the rules a little? The teachers don’t seem to care much about my skirt or my hair, so I’m not really violating any rules.」

The school rules weren’t as strict as they seemed.

The official guidelines were one thing, but the teachers who enforced them were more relaxed. As long as you mostly complied with the rules, you wouldn’t get into trouble.

All I did was establish a new boundary for the rules and ensured I stayed within it.

「That’s not fair.」

「If that’s what you think, then why don’t you give it a try too? I bet you’d look cuter if you wore your skirt a little shorter.」

I grabbed Miyagi’s skirt, which was hanging at a medium length, and tugged it gently. Before I could adjust it to a shorter length that wouldn’t get her in trouble, she slapped the back of my hand.

「There’s nothing wrong with this length. That aside, it doesn’t have to be today, but let me pierce your ears sometime.」
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「No, give me a different order. I’m considering this one against the rules.」

I said firmly.

But Miyagi didn’t look like she was ready to give up.
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I wasn’t going to agree to this, no matter what.

Even though Miyagi didn’t come right out and say it, her words made it clear she wasn’t backing down from trying to get me to pierce my ears. Still, no matter how much she insisted, my response stayed the same. While I obeyed most of her other orders, there were some things I simply couldn’t accept.

「I’m never going to let you pierce my ears.」

I said, making sure to emphasize every word.

「Why do you consider me piercing your ears as breaking the rules?」

「Anything that leaves a lasting mark is against the rules, and I see this as an act of violence. Wait, what kind of earrings were you trying to get me to wear anyway? Show me.」

I had no intention of obeying Miyagi’s order, but I was curious about the sort of earrings she had in mind. But instead of showing me anything, she spoke in a quieter tone than before.

「I don’t have any earrings for you right now, but I’ll go and buy some if you let me pierce your ears.」

「No, you don’t have to do that. But why are you so eager to pierce my ears then?」

「… I just wanted to run an experiment. I wanted to see if the teachers would notice and get angry. I think you could use a bit of scolding every now and then.」

Miyagi gave an excuse that may or may not be true, but it wasn’t a very interesting reason. Either way, it was something I needed to complain about.

「You shouldn’t use people for your experiments. Find a better reason.」    

「If I come up with one, does that mean you’ll let me do it?」

「No.」

I wasn’t sure what Miyagi’s true intentions were, but letting her pierce my ears was a bit too extreme for an order.

If we were to end up at different universities, never to see each other again, I didn’t want to have a lasting mark on my body. I didn’t want the time we spent together to be permanently engraved on me.

「Fine, then don’t move for a second.」

Miyagi said, but her words left me feeling uneasy.

「What are you planning to do?」

I asked, but there was no reply.

She reached her arm out towards me.

But instead of touching my ear, she placed her hand on my shoulder.

Hold on, was her goal this whole time to leave a mark on me?

Even though Miyagi was right in front of me, I still couldn’t figure out what was going on in her head. We’d managed to make more conversations compared to the first time I came over, but her thoughts were just as elusive as ever.

With Miyagi not even having the earrings she wanted me to wear on hand, I couldn’t tell if she was being impulsive or if she’d been planning to give this order for a while, but only managed to bring it up now.

It was hard for both of us to express our thoughts and feelings through words alone. But closing the physical distance between us always seemed effortless.

With her lips inches from my ear, Miyagi’s black hair shifted slightly, releasing a gentle scent of shampoo that filled the air between us.

The feel of her lips, having touched me so many times before, seemed almost natural to my body. It was starting to seem normal to have Miyagi this close, but a part of me still knew better than to fully accept it.

「Wait, Miyagi.」

I pushed Miyagi away by her shoulder.

As the warmth of her touch dissipated, her voice whispered softly near my ear.

「Since you won’t let me pierce your ears, I’ll just settle for this instead.」

Her voice was so close that my hand on her trembled. Her breath gently tickled my ear.

「All you need to do is keep quiet and stay still. I won’t leave any wounds on you, so this order should be easy to follow.」

She said, her voice as clear and crisp as ever, and then a moist sensation grazed my ear. I could tell immediately that it was her tongue pressing firmly against my skin. The warmth of her tongue against my ear left me feeling restless, causing me to shiver. Even though she’d done this to me before, I was torn between listening to my sense of reason and convincing myself that this order wasn’t worth defying.

Ultimately choosing to remain silent, I soon felt something hard pressing against my earlobe.

It was probably her teeth, and whenever something like this happened, it never ended well.

「Back off, Miyagi.」

I tried to push Miyagi away, remembering how things had gone before, but she wouldn’t budge. Instead, she bit down hard on my earlobe.

「Hey, that hurts!」

I exclaimed, hitting her shoulder in protest, but she only bit down harder. It felt as if she was putting all her strength into it.

I’d never experienced ear pain quite like this before; it was so intense, it felt like it would be seared into my memory forever.

Yet, it wasn’t just the pain I’d remember, but also the overwhelming heat.

Her breath and the fragrance of her shampoo blurred together, becoming almost indistinguishable.

「I told you, that really hurts!」

I smacked Miyagi’s body, causing her to flinch.

The gap between us, which had been closed so easily, was just as easy to widen.

「Miyagi, you bite way too hard. That hurt more than getting a piercing—it felt like you were trying to rip my whole ear off.」

「I don’t think I bit you that hard.」

I’d never had my ears pierced before, but I couldn’t imagine it hurting more than what I had just experienced. That’s how hard Miyagi was biting my ear. I had no idea where this urge of hers even came from.

「I see you were lying about not leaving any wounds on me. You’re such an idiot, Miyagi.」

It felt like she had caused a wound, so I touched my earlobe and examined my fingertips.

But to my surprise, there was no blood.

I could hardly believe it.

Still, it felt like I was bleeding, so I tried to grab a tissue from under the table, only to find that the box with the crocodile cover had suddenly vanished.

「Hey, don’t take that away from me.」

I complained to Miyagi, who was holding the crocodile in her hands.

「I didn’t leave any wounds on you.」

Miyagi said, as if to justify herself, and placed the tissue box on the table.

If I had to guess, she was probably unhappy with the way I disobeyed her order.

Yet, at the same time, it felt like Miyagi had changed.

In the past, it seemed like Miyagi only took pleasure in making me do things I didn’t want to do, but it felt different now. She didn’t seem to be enjoying herself at all; instead, she looked like she was riddled with anxiety.

It felt incredibly selfish of her to start acting all meek after doing something so terrible to me.

She was reaping what she had sown, so there was no need for me to give in.

「Just because you’re making that face doesn’t mean I’ll forgive you.」

I said as I grabbed a tissue from the crocodile on the table and wiped my ear.

The thin paper stayed clean, showing no signs of blood.

「I don’t think I look any different from usual.」

Miyagi said – clearly wearing a different expression than usual – as she tried to take the crocodile away from me, prompting me to slap her hand away.

「Why don’t you take a look in the mirror, then?」

「I’ll pass.」

Miyagi’s face clouded even further. She looked as sad as an abandoned puppy or kitten, and I felt a pang of guilt as if I had done something wrong.

「―― Fine, just don’t make it hurt so much this time.」

My words came out as if I was excusing Miyagi’s actions.

We shouldn’t be acting like this with each other, but maybe a little indulgence wouldn’t hurt.

To be clear, this wasn’t what I wanted—it was Miyagi’s fault for making me feel this way; she just looked so helpless.

「Are you sure?」

「I mean, it’s supposed to be an order, right?」

I pulled on Miyagi’s blouse, as if signaling my intention to obey her orders.

Right. I’m just following her orders. There’s nothing I can do about it.

As long as it adhered to our rules, I had no right to refuse, so I had no choice but to comply.

「Okay, then be quiet and stay still.」

Repeating the same words she had said earlier, her body heat drew closer once more.

A lukewarm sensation hesitantly brushed against my ear, as if trying to soothe the pain from her bite. Her tongue traced the spots where her teeth had been. No matter how many times her tongue pulled away and returned, I didn’t feel particularly disgusted.

Her teeth grazed my ear once more.

I felt the pain start to resurface, and I instinctively clutched Miyagi’s arm.

This time, though, her bite was much gentler. She pinched my ear repeatedly, each bite slightly firmer than the last, as if to test my tolerance. Despite this, it was clear she wasn’t trying to hurt me—her touch remained soft and careful.

The sensation wasn’t strong, but it consumed my thoughts, making me restless as I felt the nerves in my ear intensify.

I could hear Miyagi’s breathing so closely that it was making my chest flutter.

Despite that, I couldn’t help but feel at ease knowing Miyagi was close by.

But this was becoming overwhelming for me.

This kind of stimulation wasn’t appropriate for the sort of relationship we had.

Miyagi was taking this too far.

I hadn’t said she could do whatever she wanted as long as it wasn’t painful, so I pushed her forehead away from my body.

「Hold on, Miyagi. That didn’t hurt, but this is just getting too risky.」

「Are you―」

It looked like Miyagi was about to say something, but then suddenly stopped. Instead, she gave me a rare, honest apology and said, “I’m sorry.”

After taking a few shallow breaths, I positioned the crocodile between us. I pulled a tissue from its back and wiped my ear, as if to erase any traces of Miyagi.

「How did that make you feel just now, Sendai-san?」

Miyagi asked while caressing the crocodile’s head.

Despite having shown she could hold back her words earlier, she still decided to ask such a thoughtless question, which made me want to sigh.

「How about you experience it for yourself?」

I extended my hand towards Miyagi – who was acting like she wasn’t responsible for any of this – to touch her ear, but she pulled her body away sharply before I could even reach her.

「Come on, it was just a joke.」

I said nonchalantly while attempting to brush it off with a laugh.

If we were to go any further than this, it would only make things even more awkward between us.

It was best to take back my unnecessary suggestion and pass it off as a joke.

However, Miyagi responded in a very serious tone.

「―― I’ll allow it, but only if you let me pierce your ears for you.」

I couldn’t help but stare at her, surprised that she was letting me do to her what she had done to me – as long as I agreed to let her pierce my ears in return.

Her offer was incredibly tempting, and for a moment, I hesitated. But then a wave of disgust washed over me for even entertaining the idea.

「Don’t be ridiculous. Anyway, did you know that Umina saw us together?」

I chose to steer away from the risky situation by changing the topic. Miyagi’s attention immediately shifted the moment I mentioned Umina’s name.

「When did she see us?」       

「The day we went to the movies. Turns out, Umina was in the area too, so I told her it was just a coincidence we ran into each other.」

「And she bought it?」

「Probably. Not that it matters to me either way.」

「You’re right. It doesn’t matter since we won’t be hanging out again anyway.」

Miyagi said with a cold tone in her voice as she tapped the crocodile’s head.

I leaned my back against the bed, noticing her sulky expression.

「Admit it—you really want us to go somewhere together again, don’t you?」

I said, a bit too confidently, to which I was immediately shot down with,

「I’m never going anywhere with you again.」

At times like these, Miyagi would always pull back as quickly as the receding tide. Her retreats were always so abrupt and decisive that it scared me. I couldn’t tell if she acted like this with everyone or just with me, so it felt like there was no room for me to say anything.

It seemed cruel that she would try to get closer to me whenever she felt like it, only to push me away as soon as she was satisfied, without any regard for my feelings.

「Yeah, there’s nowhere for us to go together anyway.」

Those weren’t the words I wanted to say, but nothing better came to mind. I sighed as I picked up the crocodile and tossed it at Miyagi.








CHAPTER THREE

I’ll Be Fine Even If I Don’t Get To See Sendai-san

Miyagi

PART 73

I watched as Sendai-san pulled books from the shelf and put them back. She had been doing this for quite a while now, per my instructions. Every now and then, she’d complain about the heat, but I chose to ignore it. It was surprisingly hot for mid-September, but if I lowered the AC any further, I knew I’d start feeling cold.

I had ordered her to organize my bookshelf.

It was a task anyone could do, but it wasn’t really what I wanted her to be doing. Still, I knew that if I gave orders recklessly, there was a chance things could go too far, so I had no choice but to stick with mundane tasks that couldn’t escalate. Lately, the orders I’d been giving her felt more like a formality than anything else.

「Miyagi, where do you want me to put this?」

Sendai-san turned around and showed me the manga she was referring to.

「Just put it wherever you want to.」

I answered from my spot on the floor beside the table.

I did have my own way of organizing my books. Normally, I’d sort them by genre or keep my favorite ones within easy reach, but there was no reason to tell Sendai-san that. I’d asked her to organize my bookshelf several times before, and each time, her arrangement was practical enough that I didn’t feel the need to say anything.

「That’s not exactly helpful.」

Sendai-san complained as she put the book in her hands back on the shelf.

She appeared to be really skilled at this, arranging the books like she was playing a puzzle game, fitting each one into place perfectly.

She seemed like the type to be good at games, but that couldn’t be further from the truth.

As I watched Sendai-san, I thought back to the time we played a video game together.

Then, my attention was drawn to her ears.

In the end, Sendai-san didn’t let me pierce them.

Ibaraki-san had her ears pierced, and many other girls did too. Although it was against school rules, piercings were quite common among students. Sendai-san seemed like the type who would get her ears pierced eventually, so she might as well have let me done it for her.

But I wasn’t surprised that Sendai-san refused to follow this order.

Just because I gave her five-thousand-yen didn’t mean I could demand literally anything from her.

There were still limits to what I could ask her to do.

I knew that, but even after a week had passed, I still wished I could have pierced her ears.

「Oh, right. Have you figured out what you’re going to do about university?」

Sendai-san asked without turning around.

「What do you mean?」

「If you’re interested in applying to the same university as me, I’ll help you with studying.」

「I’m not interested.」

Even if we ended up at the same university and spent time together as we do now, it would likely all end once we graduated. There’s also a chance Sendai-san might get fed up before then. If that were the case, it would be better to end things sooner rather than later. I’d rather be the one to call it off before she could, so it wouldn’t hurt as much.

「I see.」

Sendai-san spoke with a neutral tone while she continued to fill the gaps on the bookshelf.

「But I’ll keep studying. I’ll have to take the entrance exam anyway, so I might as well put in the effort.」

Everything I said was true.

I used to have Sendai-san handle all my homework, but I was doing it all myself now. It wasn’t something I had been eager to do, yet I managed to complete today’s assignments that were on the table.

「Even if we end up applying to different universities, I’ll still help you with anything you don’t understand.」

「You don’t need to concern yourself with me, Sendai-san. Just focus on your own studies.」

「I was planning to do that anyway.」

Sendai-san answered without turning around.

Her arms, exposed by her short-sleeved blouse, looked just as they did over summer break—untanned and free of any marks. It was difficult to believe she had walked all the way to my place.

I had left a mark on her arm back when she was wearing long sleeves, but it had faded after just a few days. Piercings, on the other hand, would stay much longer. If I could leave a permanent mark where everyone could see, it would put my mind at ease, no matter who was with her.

Sendai-san and I never talked at school, but I wanted something that would show part of her time belonged to me.

―― I never know when to give up, do I.

I knew that no matter what I did, Sendai-san would never let me pierce her ears, but I couldn’t let go of the thought. I was acting no better than a child throwing a tantrum over not getting their way.

「Okay, I’m done.」

Sendai-san said as she turned around.

Her arms, sticking out of her blouse, were as pale as always, and her ears remained unmarked. The bookshelf behind her was organized a little differently than I would have done, but everything was neatly in place.

「So, has your class decided what they’re going to do for the cultural festival yet, Miyagi?」

Sendai-san asked as she took a seat next to me.

「Apparently, we’re going to be doing a café.」

The teachers hadn’t said it directly, but there was an unspoken expectation that third-year students shouldn’t put too much energy into the cultural festival. They probably wanted us to prioritize studying for the entrance exams, but every year, some classes would ignore that and go all in. This year, our class was one of them.

「That sounds like it’s going to be a lot of work to prepare for and handle on the day of.」

Sendai-san said with a hint of sympathy in her voice.

「Yeah, it’s going to be such a pain. There are a lot of preparations that need to be made. Just thinking about it is making me depressed.」

「Are you guys going to be making maid outfits too?」

「It’s not supposed to be a maid café, so we’re not going to go that far.」

「What a shame. I would’ve been there in a heartbeat if it meant being able to see you in a maid outfit, Miyagi.」

Sendai-san said with a laugh, though she didn’t sound all that interested.

「If we had decided on a maid café, I would just stick to working from behind the scenes.」

I couldn’t oppose the idea since it was what the more popular students in my class wanted to do, but even managing a regular café was a lot of work. The thought of serving Sendai-san while dressed in a maid outfit was something I really didn’t want to deal with.

「So, you’ll be working as a waitress?」

「Yeah, we’re going to be taking shifts.」

「Hmm, maybe I should pay a visit to your class after all.」

「You really don’t need to.」

「You say that, but I bet you actually want me to visit.」

「No, don’t come.」

Sendai-san sounded amused and like she was having fun, but it was likely all superficial.

There were bound to be other classes from different grades running their own cafés. There was no reason for her to visit ours, especially since we had agreed not to speak to each other at school. It was obvious she was only saying it to tease me.

I found this part about her incredibly annoying.

「Anyway, my class is going to start preparing for it next week, so there might be a few days where I’ll have to stay late after school.」

I couldn’t put up with all the nonsense Sendai-san was saying anymore, so I decided to tell her what I had to say.

「Does that mean you won’t be asking me to come over until after the cultural festival is over?」

「You’re still attending prep school, right? If our schedules don’t match up, then that’s just how it has to be.」

With midterm exams coming up right after the cultural festival, we weren’t going to be making preparations every single day after school. Nevertheless, it made coordinating our schedules a lot harder than usual.

「Got it.」

Hearing her respond in her usual tone made me feel like my heart was being clutched and suffocated.

Sendai-san had mentioned that her class was planning to put up some sort of exhibit for the cultural festival, but that didn’t mean they weren’t going to make any sort of preparations at all. On top of that, she still had to attend prep school on certain days.

Since those plans were non-negotiable and Sendai-san likely had no intention of changing them, her replying with, “Got it,” was not surprising to me at all.

I understood where she was coming from, but that didn’t mean I had to like it.

With both preparing for the cultural festival and her needing to attend prep school, it was tough for us to line up our schedules.

There’s a chance Sendai-san won’t be able to come to my room for a while.

With just under two weeks until the cultural festival, our time apart would be short, similar to a winter or spring break. Given that we had managed without seeing each other for that long before, Sendai-san’s nonchalant attitude probably came from viewing this as a normal occurrence.

So, it was strange that I felt sad at all, even if it was only for a brief moment.

Maybe it was just all in my head.

There was no reason for me to feel lonely over this, and it didn’t make sense for Sendai-san to feel that way either.

「I don’t want to study anymore. I wish our exams were over already.」

I said as I flipped through Sendai-san’s textbook on the table. Somehow, treating it as if it were my own helped me calm my agitated emotions.

Everything seemed like such a bother that even wishing for the cultural festival and exams to disappear was starting to feel like too much work.

「Hey, don’t flip through the pages without asking me first.」

Despite Sendai-san’s complaints and the pokes from her pencil, I kept turning the pages of the textbook, until she gave me a sharp jab that made me pull my hand away.

‘What if we exchanged textbooks?’

On days we had class, I could use Sendai-san’s textbook, but it was very different from mine. It was filled with notes, and her neat handwriting would make it obvious to anyone that it didn’t belong to me.

Wait, no.

Why am I even thinking about exchanging it with her in the first place?

Maybe it was because, unlike before, we had spent the entire summer vacation together. I had gotten so used to Sendai-san’s presence that the thought of not seeing her for a while was making me feel sentimental. That was probably it.

I silently observed Sendai-san as she concentrated on her textbook and notebook.

She was wearing her necktie and had two buttons of her blouse undone, with part of her hair neatly braided just like usual.

I reached over and tugged on her slightly loosened necktie.

「I have one more order for you. Take this off.」

「… Why? Are you going to tie me up again?」

Sendai-san asked, her tone incredibly wary.

「No.」

Unlike piercings, swapping neckties wouldn’t leave any visible marks.

It was incredibly strange that I even felt the need to exchange something with her at all, but I still wanted to do it.

I needed something to hold onto, at least until the cultural festival.
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I took off my necktie and placed it down on the table.

「I thought I was supposed to be the one taking my necktie off.」

Sendai-san said with a confused look on her face.

「We’re exchanging them.」

「… Why do you want to trade neckties?」

「I don’t need a reason for it, do I? Isn’t it normal to just want to do something like this sometimes?」

「Not usually, no.」

「Sendai-san, if you can touch me without needing a reason, why can’t I swap neckties with you “just because I feel like it?”」

It was odd that Sendai-san was making a big deal out of it when I was just using her own logic against her. Nevertheless, she didn’t make any effort to remove her necktie and continued to press me for an answer.

「So, are you saying you don’t have a reason?」

「You talk too much, Sendai-san. Just shut up and take off your necktie already.」

She was beginning to get on my nerves, so I pulled harder on her necktie, and she responded with,

「Sure, sure.」

Even though she didn’t seem entirely convinced, she still took her necktie off and placed it around my neck.

Neckties were a standard part of our uniform, something everyone had to wear. It was just a simple piece of cloth, but the one around my neck right now somehow felt a bit heavier than my own.

「Are you satisfied now?」

Sendai-san murmured as she reached for the necktie I had left on the table, but I quickly grabbed it before she could take it.

It didn’t feel like enough to satisfy me; after all, our uniform included more than just the necktie.

「I thought we were supposed to be exchanging them. Don’t just swipe it from me.」

Sendai-san said, pointing out what should have been the logical outcome, as she tried to snatch the tie back from me.

「Let’s swap blouses too.」

Neckties and blouses were essentially the same—just basic parts of our uniform, both made of fabric. Since we were already swapping one piece of our uniforms, why not exchange another? So, there was nothing weird about trading blouses.

Truthfully, I knew I was being irrational, and there was a chance Sendai-san might get angry at me.

I knew I should avoid giving these kinds of orders at all costs.

Yet, I couldn’t stop myself from wanting to hear the answer I already knew I would get from her.

「You want me to take it off?」

Sendai-san asked, pausing in her tracks.

「If you can swap our blouses without taking them off, then go ahead.」

「What, like some kind of magic trick?」

「Well, if you can’t manage that, then you’ll have to take it off.」

I said as I handed her my tie.

Sendai-san took it, rolled it up, and set it back on the table. I expected her to snap back with, “Are you crazy?” but instead, she remained silent.

Technically, I wasn’t ordering her to undress—we were just swapping parts of our uniform—but I wasn’t sure if this broke any of our rules.

I was depending on Sendai-san to decide whether it was acceptable or not.

My orders, which had to follow the rules we set, sometimes crossed the line, but we always managed to overlook it by forcing ourselves to turn a blind eye. But after summer vacation, there were certain orders I just couldn’t bring myself to give anymore, even if they stayed well within the rules.

The line between what was and wasn’t acceptable had blurred, making it hard to tell where the boundary was. Still, Sendai-san usually refused the orders she strongly disagreed with, so the orders I gave her always ended up being halfway in between.

「Just to be clear, we’re going to be exchanging these, right?」

Sendai-san said, after giving it some thought.

「Yep.」

「Okay, fine. I’ll do it as long as we’re actually exchanging them.」

Sendai-san was quick to betray the faith I placed in her as she unfastened the buttons on her blouse, one by one.

Even though the order I’d given her was technically acceptable, it was something she should’ve refused.

Sendai-san should have been aware of that too, but for some reason, she chose to go along with it. I needed her to be the one to put a stop to it, or else things would just continue as they were, and I wouldn’t intervene. All I could do was watch as the buttons kept coming off.

Sendai-san took off her blouse with less hesitation than she did during summer break.

Unlike last time, there were no words being exchanged between us.

With Sendai-san remaining silent, all I could do was stare at her.

Her undergarments were white, similar to what she wore on that rainy day, though I wasn’t sure if they were the exact same ones.

Her breasts, concealed by the undergarments, were nicely shaped.

Come to think of it, during summer vacation, Sendai-san had touched my chest over my undergarments, but I never got to do the same to her, so somehow, I feel like I missed out.

If I stretched my hand out right now, I could touch her anywhere I wanted to. I would be able to feel the softness of her breasts and the smoothness of her sides.

「Hurry up and take yours off too, Miyagi.」

As if to interrupt my impure thoughts, Sendai-san handed me her blouse. When I hesitated, she tapped my arm with her fingertips, so I took her hand.

I’d never felt this way about anyone before, but I really wanted to touch Sendai-san’s body.

I slowly ran my hand down her upper arm. Her skin was softer than gummy candy and felt more elastic than a marshmallow under my fingertips. But I couldn’t bring myself to touch her chest or sides. Before I could get the chance to touch her anywhere else, Sendai-san pulled her arm back and handed me the blouse again.

「We’re supposed to be trading blouses, right? Hurry up and take yours off already.」

Sendai-san said in a grumpy tone.

I took her blouse from her hands and set it, along with the tie around my neck, on the bed. Then, I stood up, walked to my closet, and opened it.

「Hey, Miyagi.」

I heard her complain about me not giving her a replacement blouse to wear, but I ignored it. Instead, I took out a piece of clothing from my closet and gave it to Sendai-san.

「Here you go.」

「Wait, who said you could just give me a different one? That’s not fair.」

The piece of clothing I handed to Sendai-san was a white blouse, the same one that belonged to our school uniform. Being in my room, I was able to grab a fresh blouse from the closet without needing to take the one I was currently wearing off.

「There’s nothing unfair about this at all. You should hurry up and get dressed.」

「No, this is definitely unfair. Take your blouse off, Miyagi.」

「I never said I was going to give you the one I was wearing right now.」

「… You’re so stingy, Miyagi.」

Sendai-san’s displeasure was clear as she frowned, but she soon relented and unfolded the blouse I had given her. She glared at it with a bitter expression before shooting me the same look.

At first, she seemed like she was about to complain, but ultimately chose to remain silent instead. She put on the blouse and necktie, making sure to leave the first two buttons unfastened.

Sendai-san tugged at the blouse’s sleeves, as if the clothes were uncomfortable on her, and once again muttered, “You really are stingy.”
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The tie around my neck was neither too tight nor too loose, yet I couldn’t shake the feeling of discomfort. If I had to guess, it was probably because this piece of fabric didn’t belong to me.

I tugged at the necktie.

Sendai-san’s tie looked and felt exactly like mine. Maika and Ami hadn’t noticed I was wearing someone else’s, and no one else would either—it was just an ordinary tie.

Only Sendai-san and I knew that our ties were different.

「Shiori, that’s dangerous. You should stop focusing on your tie and watch where you’re going.」

Maika said, tugging my arm. I had been completely fixated on the tie, but her voice snapped me out of it, bringing me back to reality. All the sounds I had tuned out suddenly came rushing in.

The chatter of passersby and the hum of cars filled my ears at once, making my mind buzz, and I remembered we were on our way to the mall.

Oh right, we were going shopping.

I let go of my tie and looked straight ahead.

The cultural festival was just around the corner, and even though I wasn’t thrilled about it, we were busy getting things ready. Earlier, a classmate suggested we add more decorations to the signs, so I found myself having to spend the afternoon shopping for supplies.

「If you keep spacing out like that, you’re going to bump into someone again, just like last time with Sendai-san.」

Ami said with a laugh, and Maika, sounding a little unimpressed, joined in with,

「Never mind other people; you could end up getting hit by a bike if you’re not careful, so make sure you’re watching where you’re going.」

「I’m sorry.」

Among the people in uniforms and suits on the sidewalk, several bicycles were weaving through the crowd. They weren’t traveling that fast, but being hit by one would still hurt.
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I wasn’t concerned about missing the cultural festival, but getting hit by a bike and having to go to the hospital would be a hassle. It didn’t matter if I ended up as an outpatient or inpatient—I’d prefer to avoid it completely.

I hadn’t met with Sendai-san once since the other day.

With both the cultural festival preparations and her prep school lessons, our schedules never seemed to match. I tried reaching out to Sendai-san multiple times, but each time she’d say she had prep school, forcing us to reschedule. Yet, even those rescheduled plans often fell through due to festival preparations. If I were to end up in the hospital, our plans would be delayed even more.

「You’ve been really fixated on your necktie lately. Did something happen?」

Maika asked while pointing at the tie.

「No, nothing happened. I was just making sure I tied it properly.」

I took a large step forward, trying to escape the intense gaze piercing into my chest. But Ami, ensuring I couldn’t get away, grabbed me by the shoulder.

「That’s a little suspicious. You’ve never been this concerned about your appearance before. Why the sudden change?」

「It’s not that big of a deal. I just thought it looked a bit weird. By the way, what were we supposed to buy again?」

Unable to come up with an excuse on the spot, I cut the conversation short and took the chance to rid my mind of the necktie that had been making me feel uneasy.

「Don’t worry, I wrote it all down.」

Maika pulled a folded piece of paper from her skirt pocket. When I glanced at the note, which had been attached to a notebook not too long ago, it was packed with items I couldn’t figure out the purpose of. If we bought everything on the list, we’d end up with a lot to carry back, but it was still better than working in the classroom.

We grumbled about various things as we made our way to the mall.

It wasn’t as hot today as it had been in the height of summer, but my blouse still clung uncomfortably to my back. Unlike with her tie, I couldn’t bring myself to wear Sendai-san’s blouse for some reason, so it remained tucked away in my closet. Meanwhile, I couldn’t help but wonder what Sendai-san had done with my tie and blouse.

I’d caught occasional glimpses of her around school, but I couldn’t tell who those parts of her uniform belonged to just by looking.

I wanted to see her and ask her directly what she had done with my uniform.

「I just want this cultural festival to be over with already.」

I mumbled quietly, but Ami responded with,

「Getting ready for it is a hassle, but the festival itself is pretty fun.」

「Since it’s our last one, let’s visit as many places as possible.」

「I mean, it’s not like I’m not looking forward to it or anything…」

While Ami and Maika sounded excited, I could only manage to give a lukewarm reply.

It wasn’t that I disliked the cultural festival—I had fun in the previous years. However, it was hard for me to get excited and join in the cheer of, “Let’s make this a great festival!” with the rest of the class when, in reality, only a select few were actually responsible for handling the work.

It would’ve been fine if the popular kids were the only ones hyped about the festival, but instead, we were all dragged into their excitement.

If only I didn’t have to go shopping today – I could’ve invited Sendai-san over to my place.

Even if I rushed home now, it would be too late to call her over, but I still wanted to go home anyway.

While I was absorbed in negative thoughts, I heard Ami’s optimistic voice say,

「Well, let’s just take our take our time with the shopping before we head back.」

「Ami, you know we’re not here to shop for ourselves, right?」

Maika said as she waved the piece of scrap paper in front of her face.

「Oh, come on. Shopping for this stuff’s going to be a piece of cake. I bet we can get it done quickly and still have time to kill before we need to go back.」

「You sure seem relaxed about this.」

「I mean, there’s no reason to take this errand that seriously. You agree with me, right, Shiori?」

「Yeah, I guess so.」

I wasn’t planning to adopt Ami’s easygoing attitude, but there was no point in stressing over things we couldn’t avoid. It was better to finish the shopping quickly and then do something fun together before heading back.

The three of us entered the shopping mall together.

Maika collected a bunch of materials I barely recognized, marking them off her list as she went. Ami and I, on the other hand, were reduced to mere pack mules, shuffling behind her like mindless drones, carrying out our tasks.

「You guys want to get something to drink?」

With Maika handling most of the shopping, we finished quickly, so Ami suggested we head to the food court next.

Leading the way, she set off, and as we rode the escalator, our conversation turned to small talk.

As we walked by a variety store, I found myself stopping in front of it. Normally, I’d overlook these kinds of shops, but today, a necklace with a small charm on a silver chain caught my attention—it seemed perfect for Sendai-san.

Before I realized it, my feet were moving towards the store, while Maika’s voice echoed from behind.

「What’s up? Did something catch your eye?」

「Oh, no.」

I answered immediately, and Ami, who had almost left me behind, came back.

「Would it have been better if we’d gotten you an accessory for your birthday instead?」

「If I had known you wanted that, I would’ve gotten it for you.」

Maika sounded disappointed in herself, but I quickly reassured her otherwise.

I genuinely appreciated the pencil case and book cover they gave me for my birthday last week. I had been using the pencil case ever since I got it, and the book cover was on the novel I was currently reading. Since I had specifically asked for these items, there was no way I would have preferred an accessory over them.

「Oh, no, I don’t actually want it. It just caught my eye, that’s all.」

Right, it was just something that reminded me of Sendai-san when I saw it. I could’ve easily bought the necklace with the five-thousand yen I usually gave her, but it wasn’t the kind of thing I could just buy and give her out of the blue. Besides, giving her a necklace felt too personal, and there was no reason to do that. If I knew when her birthday was, maybe I could’ve used that as an excuse, but I’d never asked about it before.

… And even if I did know when her birthday was, I still wouldn’t give it to her.

We didn’t have the kind of relationship where it was normal for us to exchange gifts. If I had no intention of giving her anything, there was no reason to even think about what might suit her.

「Want to go in and take a look?」

Maika asked, but I gave a brief reply.

「No, I’m good.」

「Okay, let’s keep going then.」

Ami said, already walking ahead.

「Are you sure you don’t want to check it out?」

Maika asked again, but my answer stayed the same. There was no point in looking, and no reason to change my mind.
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Sendai-san never showed up.

I hadn’t been waiting for her these past two days, but she never stopped by my classroom once during the cultural festival.

‘Maybe I should pay your class a visit,’ she’d joked the last time we met, but I knew she wasn’t the type to go out of her way just to see me, which was why I hadn’t expected her. But now, with the festival over and the cleanup finished, I couldn’t help but think that, in the end, she hadn’t come.

Still, I had fun at the festival this year.

Maika, Ami, and I wandered into the first-year classrooms, places we usually had no reason to visit, and we watched some performances in the gym. Running a café was a hassle, but I’m sure I’ll look back on it fondly someday. Everything I enjoyed about the festival had nothing to do with Sendai-san.

The only reason her words lingered in my mind was because she’d said something strange, but whether Sendai-san showed up or not didn’t matter to me. I had a good time, and I was about to grab dinner with Maika and Ami before heading home, so why should I care about Sendai-san?

I didn’t think much of her anyway. She was probably off with Ibaraki-san and their crew, celebrating at some loud, obnoxious after-party right now.

I took off the apron I had used as my cafe uniform, followed by the matching T-shirt my classmates and I had been wearing. Then, I changed into my school uniform. Now that it was October, we had switched to our autumn uniforms[1], trading short sleeves for long ones.

In the end, I never got the opportunity to wear Sendai-san’s blouse, and the one in my closet would never be used again.

「Shiori, are you done changing?」

As I lingered in the corner of the classroom – where half of our classmates had already left – I heard Maika’s voice calling out to me.

「Yeah.」

I said as I put Sendai-san’s necktie on and picked up my bag.

「Okay, let’s get going then. I’m starving.」

Ami said, and the three of us left the classroom together.

Unlike during the busy festival, the hallway was now quiet, and our footsteps echoed as we went down the stairs. As we reached the shoe lockers, I heard my phone chime in my bag.

「Was that your phone, Shiori?」

I nodded in response to Maika’s question and came to a stop. Taking my phone out of my bag, I glanced at the screen and saw Sendai-san’s name.

『Are you still at school?』

She had never been the first to message me before.

I clutched the necktie tightly in my hand.

This was also the first time she had ever asked me something like this.

Why does it matter whether I’m at school or not? What if I wasn’t here anymore?

I was unsure how to interpret her message, as it was the first time she’d asked me something like this. But I knew hesitating wouldn’t get me anywhere, so I answered with, “I am,” and her response came almost immediately.

『I’ll be waiting at the same place as last time.』

We weren’t close enough at school to even have a designated meeting spot, but I instantly knew which place she meant.

Though it only happened once, I did meet with Sendai-san at school before.

The music preparation room.

That was probably where she was waiting.

「Sorry, I think I left something behind. Also, I can’t hang out today. It looks like my father’s coming home early.」

My excuse probably sounded forced, but it was the only thing I could come up with on the spot, and I turned away immediately after saying it.

「Aw, come on. We can go with you to get whatever it is you left behind, so you should come to dinner with us.」

Hearing Ami’s voice close behind, I turned around and said,

「My father said he wants me home right away. I’m really sorry, but you two should go ahead and have dinner without me.」

I pressed my palms together as if making a heartfelt request, and Maika answered right away with:

「If you can’t make it, we can just reschedule for another day. Is that alright with you, Ami?」

「Okay, we can plan for another time. But we can at least come with you to grab what you forgot.」

「Oh, no, it’s fine. I wouldn’t want to take up more of your time. I’ll just go by myself.」

I apologized to them once again, and despite Ami’s hesitant expression, she eventually gave in.

「Alright, we’ll head home without you then. What other days work for you?」

「You two can decide first, and I’ll adjust my schedule around it.」

「Got it, I’ll talk it over with Maika then.」

「Thanks, and sorry for the trouble.」

I waved goodbye to them before heading towards the old school building.

With most of the students having gone home, the school was strangely desolate, almost as if we had stepped into another realm. Although the sun was setting, it was still bright outside, keeping the hallways well-lit. However, as I approached the old school building, the decreasing number of students made me uneasy, so I started walking faster, as if to escape the sound of my own footsteps. When I reached the music preparation room and opened the door, Sendai-san was there, blending in with the instruments, waiting for me.

As I approached Sendai-san, who stood in the light, she called out to me.

「Long time no see.」

We’d passed by each other in the hallways several times, so it hadn’t been that long since we’d last seen each other.

「I thought we agreed we wouldn’t speak to each other at school.」

「If you really felt that way, you could’ve just stayed away and told me you weren’t coming.」

Sendai-san smiled as she casually leaned against a shelf filled with polished instruments.

「Did you have some kind of business with me? You called me here because you wanted to talk, right?」

I could’ve texted back with, “I’m not coming,” but even I wasn’t sure why I didn’t. In fact, my body had already started moving before I had the chance to respond to her last message. I wasn’t going to let Sendai-san know that, though.

「I thought we could enjoy the cultural festival together.」

Sendai-san said with a slightly forced tone in her voice as she gently tapped an instrument that I couldn’t imagine the sound of.

「The festival’s over, so there’s nothing left for us to “enjoy” together. I don’t find jokes like that funny, so if you don’t have anything else to say, I’m going home.」

「No, I’m not done yet.」

Sendai-san narrowed the distance between us, and I instinctively backed away, but she grabbed the sleeve of my blouse.

「If I told you that the truth was, I really wanted to spend time with you at the cultural festival, would you laugh, Miyagi?」

Just as I was about to snap back at her, I realized that while Sendai-san’s tone wasn’t entirely earnest, she wasn’t joking either, which made it hard for me to respond. But the mood between us felt too tense for me to remain silent, so I answered with,

「I would.」

「Yeah, I get it. I’d probably laugh too if you said the same thing to me.」

「… But you never came to my class.」

Sendai-san and I both knew it was impossible for us to go around the cultural festival together, but if she genuinely felt that way, she should’ve at least made the effort to visit my class.

But the reality was, she never stopped by. She was probably just messing with me, like she always did.

「I never promised that I would.」

Sendai-san’s cold response only served to drive my point home.

「Never mind, I’m just going to go.」

I tried to shove Sendai-san away by pushing her shoulder, but with us being so close, she wouldn’t let go of my sleeve.

「You see, Umina and the others kept dragging me around to all the places they wanted to see.」

「So? What’s your point?」

「I’m just explaining why I didn’t stop by.」

「I didn’t ask for an explanation, and frankly, I don’t care.」

「I thought maybe you’d want to know.」

「I don’t. I just want to go home, so let go.」

「I’m not letting go.」

Sendai-san narrowed the gap between us, her hand that had been clutching my blouse now gripping my arm tightly as she pulled me toward her.

I didn’t mean to move, but I lost my balance and stumbled forward. It was just a small step—only a few centimeters—but it brought me closer to Sendai-san. She took advantage of that and reduced the gap even further, bringing our lips so close they nearly touched.

It wasn’t an accident; she was clearly doing it on purpose. I instinctively turned my face away, but Sendai-san had no intention of letting me get away. She leaned in once more, prompting me to shove her away as hard as I could.

「We can’t do things like this.」

‘No more kissing.’

We never made it a rule or anything, but it just feels like that’s how things should be.

「You’re saying that after kissing me during summer break?」

「Summer vacation’s long gone. I’m not kissing you anymore.」

“That so?” Sendai-san mused to herself as she tugged at the tie around my neck.

「This is mine, isn’t it?」

「So what if it is?」

「You wanted my necktie and blouse so badly that you made me undress on the spot, but you won’t even kiss me?」

「I didn’t want them that bad, and I didn’t force you to undress. We were just exchanging them.」

My stern reply caused Sendai-san to retort with a hint of frustration.

「Well, it’s time to swap back. Give me back my tie and blouse. Take them off right now.」

「Isn’t it obvious that the blouse I’m wearing isn’t even yours? I’ll return both the blouse and tie later.」

「No.」

We had already switched to our autumn uniforms, trading short-sleeved blouses ones for long ones. The one I was wearing clearly wasn’t Sendai-san’s, and she knew that. But for some reason, she refused to back down.

「Give it back, right here, right now.」

「Don’t order me around.」

「I’m not ordering you around. I’m just telling you it’s time to swap back.」

「You’re wearing your autumn uniform too, aren’t you? How are you supposed to give me my blouse back?」

「I brought it with me. The necktie I’m wearing is yours, Miyagi, so I can give it back to you right now.」

「That has to be a lie. There’s no way you brought my blouse with you to the cultural festival.」

「If you think I’m lying, why don’t you find out for yourself? It’s in my bag over there. Feel free to go and have a look.」

As Sendai-san spoke, she turned her attention to the shelf lined with instruments. I followed her gaze and spotted a familiar bag sitting there.

There was no point in opening it and checking it.

Given how insistent she was, I had no doubt she had actually brought the blouse. Knowing her, it wouldn’t surprise me at all if she had prepared it specifically for this.

「… What are you trying to get out of this?」

「If you let me kiss you right now, we can postpone the trade for another day.」

「That’s not fair. If you had just told me you wanted to swap back today, I would’ve brought your blouse with me.」

「I don’t want to hear that from you. You were being unfair the other day too when you didn’t take off your blouse.」

「I never said I’d give you the one I was wearing.」

「And that’s exactly what I found unfair, so I think it should be allowed to go both ways.」

Sendai-san was acting totally out of character.

She’d never said things like this before.

She’d often tried to get me to do what she wanted through roundabout methods, but she had never been so forceful with her demands before. I couldn’t figure out what had caused this sudden change.

Was it because we hadn’t seen each other until after the cultural festival ended?

That was the only explanation I could come up with, but I couldn’t imagine that to be the reason why she was acting like this.       

「No, it doesn’t have to go both ways. Don’t talk to me at school anymore, and stop doing things like this. You need to follow the rules, Sendai-san.」

Otherwise, you’re going to drive me insane.

If Sendai-san didn’t get it together soon, she was going to leave me feeling directionless, like a broken compass, and I might end up in a place I shouldn’t be—one I might not be able to return from. With Sendai-san planning to leave me behind a few months from now, I didn’t want to become any more involved with her than I already was.

「… It’s your fault for looking like you were having such a great time at the cultural festival, Miyagi.」

Sendai-san mumbled quietly.

「How do you know I was having fun?」

「Because I was watching you.」

「Didn’t you also have a good time, Sendai-san?」

When I saw her at last year’s cultural festival, Sendai-san looked like she was having a blast, laughing with all her friends. I hadn’t seen her at all during this year’s festival, but I was sure it had been just as fun for her.

But for some reason, she didn’t answer.

Instead, she loosened the grip she had on my arm.

「Look, if you’re so opposed to being kissed that you feel you need to run away, then you can leave. I’m not interested in kissing someone who’s so uncomfortable with it that they want to escape. If you want to go, then go. I’m not going to chase after you.」

「Are you saying I have to be the one to choose?」

「Exactly, and I’ll accept whatever decision you make.」

「… You really are unfair, Sendai-san.」

She never made any decisions. She’d always leave the final say to me and wait to see what I would choose.

And even when she presented me with options, it felt as though the answer had been decided for me from the start.

「You’d better make up your mind soon, or else I might not let you choose anymore, you know?」

Sendai-san said as she released her grip on me.








CHAPTER FOUR

What I Want to Do With Miyagi and What Miyagi Wants to Do

Sendai

PART 77

I couldn’t tell if Miyagi had made up her mind or just given up on deciding, but one thing was clear: she didn’t run away.

Even after I let go of her arm, she remained standing in front of me.

I had only asked her to meet me in the music preparation room because I wanted to have a talk after watching her enjoy the cultural festival without me. I never had any intention of kissing her.

She’d waited for me throughout the two days of the festival.

That might not have been entirely accurate, but I never could’ve imagined that Miyagi would ever say anything that suggested she had. And because of that, what should’ve been a brief conversation had spiraled into something much more.

It was all Miyagi’s fault for saying something so unexpected like that.

I never thought she’d remember something I had said half-jokingly, and I certainly didn’t expect her to react the way she did. That was probably why I was getting so carried away now.

「Miyagi.」

I gently called her name as I caressed her cheek. Miyagi looked a little displeased, but she didn’t pull away. I took it as a sign she wasn’t against what I was about to do and slowly leaned in. Although she didn’t move, her expression seemed like she wanted to complain.

「How about you close your eyes?」

「I don’t need you to tell me that.」

Her voice carried a hint of dissatisfaction, and I could tell she wasn’t planning on closing her eyes obediently. That was usually the case with her, so I pressed my palm against her cheek. Miyagi kept staring at me, showing no desire to shut her eyes. It was hard to picture her as someone about to be kissed.

But it wasn’t like we had the kind of relationship where we needed to care about the mood between us.

I had no choice but to close my eyes first as I leaned in, pressing my lips against hers.

It felt just like the kisses we shared over summer break.

I was used to her softness and warmth, but something felt different this time—it was my heart. Maybe it was because we were at school, but my heartbeat was so loud it startled me. Unable to take it any longer, I broke away after a brief kiss, only for her to grab my arm.

I turned my gaze to the hand that clutched my arm tightly, but not with enough force to make me want to pull away. When I looked into Miyagi’s eyes, it seemed like she wanted to bite me, but she didn’t act on it. She didn’t seem like she fully accepted me, but she wasn’t rejecting me either. If Miyagi really wanted to bite me, she would’ve done so already.

So then, the reason why she’s grabbing me must be because…

I lowered my gaze and stared at the hand that was holding my arm.

「Miyagi, that hurts.」

She didn’t respond.

Even though she had to have heard me, she refused to let go of my arm. Instead, her grip tightened further, her nails digging into my skin.

When I looked at Miyagi, she wore a disgruntled expression on her face.

Let me try getting closer again.

Miyagi wasn’t saying anything or moving at all.

But when I tried to back away, she yanked on my arm.

I didn’t dislike the way Miyagi tried to keep me close with these small gestures.

「Can I do it again?」

I asked, even though I already knew the answer. Miyagi didn’t say anything or nod; instead, she tugged on my arm, as if urging me to continue.

I didn’t want to say it out loud because it’d be troublesome if she ran away, but I found her reaction cute.

I slowly leaned in, bringing our faces closer together. This time, Miyagi was the first to close her eyes as our lips met.

My heart continued to race loudly and quickly.

I had kissed Miyagi countless times before, enough that I was used to it by now.

But what I was feeling right now was probably nervousness.

Our lips had only been gently pressed together, with no force or tongue, yet the heat was intense. When I held Miyagi by the shoulders, the warmth spread to my hands. As more of her body brushed against mine, my heart raced wildly, refusing to calm down, and it felt almost suffocating.

I didn’t want to break away yet, but as our lips parted, Miyagi continued to hold onto me. However, her grip was light, so it didn’t hurt.

After a moment’s hesitation about whether to kiss her again, I decided to press my lips against hers more firmly than before.

Miyagi made no attempt to run away, and I could feel my heart starting to settle down a little.

Not wanting to separate from Miyagi, I kissed her longer than I had the first or second time.

Miyagi was closer to me than anyone else had ever been.

Where our bodies touched, our warmth blended together.

Everything felt unbelievably good.

Wanting to feel more of Miyagi’s warmth, I brushed her lips with the tip of my tongue, but unsurprisingly, she shoved me away by my shoulders. I backed up three steps with little resistance, and Miyagi opened her mouth to speak.

「I never said you could kiss me like that.」

「Like what?」

「Like the way you just did.」

「I won’t know unless you tell me directly.」

「If you can’t figure it out, then don’t kiss me at all.」

At times like this, Miyagi tended to be vague with her words. I found this endearing, but my curiosity about how she’d react if I pressed her further often led me to say more than I should, which made her snap back at me.

This happened a lot, and while I didn’t want to spoil the mood any further, I couldn’t help wanting to see her reactions just a bit more.

「So you’re saying it’s okay as long as I don’t do that again?」

I took two steps closer to her and leaned in, expecting her to get angry at me, but all she did was respond with a displeased tone.

「It’s only been about a month since then. You should really learn how to endure it a bit more.」

She was probably referring to the last day of summer vacation. We hadn’t kissed once since that day.

「So, does that mean you’ve been enduring it too, Miyagi? Are you saying you actually wanted to kiss?」

I knew I was being a little mean, but I was interested in seeing what sort of reaction I’d get.

「Stop twisting my words. Do you think it’s funny to say things like that all the time?」

「I do.」

「You’re the worst, Sendai-san.」

“I wanted to kiss you.”

I knew Miyagi would never say something like that, but a part of me had secretly hoped she would.

It’d be a problem if something like what happened over summer break occurred again.

We can’t keep doing this.

Those were the thoughts I used to have, but after kissing Miyagi again, I found it difficult to understand why I felt that way at all. Even the agreement we had started to seem pointless.

「It’s fine as long as all we’re doing is kissing, right? It’s not like it’s against our rules anymore.」

「It’s not fine.」

Miyagi said firmly.

「In that case, how about we make a rule that says it’s okay?」

「No.」

For the price of five-thousand-yen, I had to follow Miyagi’s orders.

I initially agreed to it just to pass the time, but it had spiraled into something much more. The rules we established in the beginning were becoming a nuisance, and Miyagi’s stubborn commitment to those rules was starting to annoy me.

There was a convenient word for situations like this: flexibility[1].

As long as no one found out, there was nothing wrong with us interacting at school or even kissing, and as long as no one knew about our relationship, then turning my suggestion into a rule shouldn’t be an issue at all.

「Are you that against kissing?」

「That’s an unfair way to put it.」

「That means you do want to kiss, so how about you just give in?」

「… Even if we keep doing this, it won’t matter since you’re just going to end up leaving anyway.」

「Let’s apply to the same university, then.」

「You should just stay here, Sendai-san.」

「Huh?」

Hearing Miyagi say something I never thought she’d say, I couldn’t help but stare at her. Her lips were pressed tightly together.

「Miyagi?」

I called out her name, but she didn’t reply.

Instead, she turned her gaze away. I reached out to touch her cheek, hoping to get her to look at me, but she coldly responded with,

「Don’t touch me.」

I ignored what she said and rested my palm against her cheek. Normally, Miyagi would’ve pushed my hand away by now, but today, she didn’t.

「Give me my necktie back, Sendai-san.」

Miyagi said, her words reasonable enough to make me pull my hand away from her cheek. With no reason to resist, I did as she asked. I took my necktie off and handed it to her while she did the same.

Before she could say anything else, I wanted to tell her what to do with the other thing we had exchanged.

「You can keep my blouse, Miyagi. It’s not like I’ll get another chance to wear it anyway. Do you still want yours back?」

I told her I’d brought the blouse with me, though in reality, it wasn’t even in my bag. Even if she wanted it back right now, I couldn’t give it to her, but I doubted it would be an issue.

「You don’t have to give it back today.」

Her words were vague, but Miyagi was entrusting her blouse to me. Then, as if to steer the conversation elsewhere, she asked,

「Why did you ask me to come here today?」

「Because it’s been a while since we’ve seen each other. I just wanted to talk.」

Before the cultural festival began, Miyagi seemed completely uninterested in the event, yet when I saw her today, she looked like she was enjoying herself.

Miyagi seemed to be having fun even without me, and in the end, I couldn’t help but think she would’ve been annoyed if I’d gone to her class. Besides, even if I had visited, we wouldn’t be able to talk anyway. On top of that, while I enjoyed last year’s festival, this year’s just wasn’t the same. Even though I spent this year’s festival the same way as I did last year, something about it just felt off.

That was why I texted Miyagi.

I just didn’t want the cultural festival to end on such a dull note.

That was pretty much it.

「That was your idea of a talk?」

「Things might’ve gotten a bit out of hand, but we did talk, didn’t we?」

Sure, we did other things too, but we definitely talked.

Broadly speaking, it wasn’t wrong to say we had talked. Miyagi looked unhappy and began mumbling, “I guess, but…” though she didn’t seem interested in voicing the rest of her complaint to me.

「Shall we head home?」

I asked, stating it more like a decision than a question, and Miyagi nodded.

We hadn’t been here that long, but quite a bit of time had passed since the cultural festival ended. The sun had been setting earlier lately, so it must’ve been dark out by now.

「Do you want to leave first?」

I asked out of consideration for Miyagi, who probably didn’t want us to be seen together.

「… No, you go first, Sendai-san. I’ll follow you to the shoe lockers.」

「You’re going to follow me? But someone might see us together. Are you okay with that?」

「I’ll keep enough distance so that even if someone sees us, it won’t matter. And, well…」

「What is it?」

Somehow, I could guess what she was going to say, but I still decided to ask her anyway, and she replied in a sulky voice.

「It’s scary being in the old school building.」

「Do you need me to hold your hand?」

「I don’t need you doing anything unnecessary. Just hurry up and go already. It’s getting dark.」

「Getting dark? It’s already dark, so how about you walk next to me?」

「No, absolutely not. Now get out into the hallway.」

Miyagi said with a frown on her face as she opened the door and shoved me out.

Left with no other choice, I started walking.

The sound of my footsteps echoed lightly, and soon I heard another set of footsteps following me.

When I turned to look at Miyagi, I felt more at ease than I had during the entire cultural festival.










PART 78

Even though Miyagi had tried to stop me, in the end, I was the one who couldn’t hold back.

I didn’t need to be thinking clearly to know I’d been acting strange today.

It was absurd of me to call Miyagi out and then force a kiss on her.

But I didn’t regret it.

Besides, Miyagi didn’t run, so she was just as much at fault. We were no different, and I had no doubt she wanted to kiss me too.

―― Wow, what a ridiculous lie.

All Miyagi did was let me kiss her. I was the one who forced it on her. If I hadn’t done that, things wouldn’t have spiraled the way they did. I knew I was just fooling myself. I understood that perfectly well. Yet, the fact that I was still thinking about kissing her, even after everything that happened, made me feel like I deserved to sink to the bottom of hell.

I sighed so deeply it felt like I was deflating my brain. Even then, I kept sighing, as if I could empty my lungs completely, and collapsed onto my bed.

A short-sleeved blouse hung from a hanger on the wall of my room—it was Miyagi’s. It had been there for so long, it felt like part of the room now.

「I should put that away.」

I stood up and folded the blouse, shoving it into my drawer next to the long-sleeved shirt Miyagi had given me—or more accurately, forced on me. The things Miyagi had given me were gradually piling up, slowly taking over my room. Even the five-thousand yen bills tucked away in my piggy bank were from her. It felt like, even after graduation, plenty of traces of her would still be left behind.

I could’ve easily spent the five-thousand-yen bills and thrown the clothes I’d gotten from her away.

I knew those options were open to me, but I just couldn’t bring myself to do what anyone else in my shoes would’ve done.

I couldn’t even resist the urge to kiss her. Whenever it came to anything related to Miyagi, even the most trivial tasks felt insurmountable and often ended in disaster.

As yet another heavy sigh escaped me, I heard my phone chime from the desk.

‘It’s probably just Umina,’ I thought, and when I checked, sure enough, her messages lit up the screen. They were cheerful and lively, saying things like, “Today was fun!” and “We should check out other schools’ cultural festivals too!” Not in the mood to write a proper response, I quickly replied with, “I agree,” then tossed my phone onto the bed and sat down at my desk.

The timing wasn’t great, given that the cultural festival had just ended, but midterms were about to come up in less than two weeks. As long as nothing major came up, my grades were good enough for the school I was aiming for; I just needed to maintain them. Still, that didn’t mean I could afford to slack off in my studies.

I had no intention of changing my school of choice this late in the process.

But Miyagi’s words were bothering me.

“You should just stay here, Sendai-san.”

I could tell she was being serious, but it didn’t sound like something Miyagi would say. More importantly, those words carried too much weight to be said lightly.

But if I chose to stay here, my relationship with Miyagi might not have to end after graduation.

Or at least, that was what I wanted to believe, but I doubted it would turn out that way.

The thought of changing my university choice and staying here was something I had never considered, and I couldn’t imagine going through with it. There was no point in attending university if it meant being stuck at home. No matter which university I chose, my parents would support me until graduation, so I wanted to attend one far away enough to escape my current life.

Plus, even if I chose to stay here, I couldn’t picture a future where Miyagi walked alongside me.

Knowing her, she’d stubbornly cling to the rules and end our relationship the moment we graduated. And even if she didn’t enforce it, I could easily see her saying, “No, absolutely not,” if I tried to invite her to be by my side, just as she had done earlier today.

I held up my right hand, watching the light shine through it.

I had been half-serious when I asked Miyagi if she wanted to hold hands earlier.

‘If you’re scared, we can hold hands,’ was what I thought, but what I really wanted was to take Miyagi—who had been quietly trailing behind me—by the hand and walk side-by-side with her.

I clenched my fist that I had raised, then let it go.

Just a little over a month ago, I had no desire to hold Miyagi’s hand.

I certainly hadn’t wanted to on that day we bumped into each other at school.

Sure, there were moments I felt the urge to touch her, but that was the extent of it.

Today, though, felt different; today, I really wanted to hold Miyagi’s hand.

Ever since I met Miyagi, each day felt like I was letting go of a bit more of who I used to be. Because of this, I couldn’t help but feel disheartened, unsure of what tomorrow might hold.

The hand in front of me was just an ordinary hand, not much different from Miyagi’s. It might have been slightly larger due to my height, but otherwise, it was unremarkable. My hand hadn’t changed in the past month, yet now it longed to hold Miyagi’s. It felt as if, even if it were to detach from my body, it would somehow find its way to her.

If we were to think solely about the act of holding hands, I had no trouble doing so with Umina or Mariko. I could easily hold their hands whenever I wanted and for as long as I liked. I could probably hold hands with other people, too. In fact, I could hold hands with just about anyone, but there was only a limited number of people I wanted to hold hands with.

Whenever I heard the term ‘limited,’ like in ‘limited stock’ or ‘limited-time offer,’ I thought of it as something rare and exciting. But it’s a problem that everything in my life is becoming ‘limited’ to Miyagi; it restricts me too much.

The only time I could accept being restricted by Miyagi was whenever we were together after school.

That aside, considering we’d already kissed and came close to doing even more, it felt strange to suddenly want to hold hands, as if we were doing things backwards.

I lowered my hand and let out another sigh.

Holding hands wasn’t necessary—I could live without it.

What I couldn’t guarantee was that I wouldn’t kiss her again.

「This is all Miyagi’s fault.」

Today, I realized that if I told her I wanted to kiss her, Miyagi would let me, even if reluctantly. I was sure if I said it again, she’d allow it again. With that in mind, I couldn’t confidently say I wouldn’t repeat what happened today. Part of me even started thinking that if things were going to end at graduation anyway, there was no reason to keep forcing myself to hold back.

But I knew that no matter how much she insisted we weren’t friends, it didn’t mean I could just do whatever I wanted.

I must have lost one of the screws that held my rationality together somewhere in the music preparation room. But more troubling was that I had no intention of returning to look for it or replace it.

「Well, for now, I guess I should start studying for the exams.」

It didn’t how much time I spent thinking about Miyagi; I’d never figure out what the right relationship with her should be. Right now, it made more sense to focus on studying for the midterms, where every question had a right answer.

I needed something to occupy my mind anyway.

I opened my textbook and notebook on the desk, ignoring the notifications coming in from my phone on the bed as I kept my gaze fixed on the pages before me.










PART 79

A week had passed since the cultural festival ended. I couldn’t say if it felt long or short, but it was definitely more than just a moment.

The next time Miyagi called for me was after the festival’s excitement had faded, and the school had shifted gears to prepare for midterms. I wasn’t sure how I’d have handled it if she’d reached out any sooner, so I was relieved she waited this long.

Maybe Miyagi was hesitant to see me, but the time apart helped me sit next to her now without losing my cool.

We hadn’t met at Miyagi’s place for some time due to our conflicting schedules, but her room still felt as comfortable as ever.

「Do you think you’ll do well on the midterms?」

I asked as I turned the pages in my textbook.

「I don’t know.」

「I taught you a lot over summer break, didn’t I?」

「Yeah, but that doesn’t automatically mean I’ll do well on the esxams.」

「Well, I’m pretty sure your grades will go up at least.」

We might’ve done things over the summer that we could never admit to anyone, but more importantly, we spent plenty of time studying. It’d be strange and concerning if her grades didn’t improve, yet Miyagi hadn’t said anything like, “I feel like my grades will improve,” or, “I’m sure I’ll do fine on the exams.”

「Show me your results once midterms are over.」

I poked Miyagi’s arm with my pencil, as if to push her into agreeing.

「Why should I show you anything, Sendai-san? 」

「Come on, I tutored you through the summer. Of course I want to see how you did.」

「I guess you have a point.」

「I’ll show you mine too.」

「I don’t need to see them.」

「Fine, I won’t show you mine, but I still want to see yours.」

「Why do my grades even matter to you?」

Miyagi brushed me off, but if it didn’t matter, I wouldn’t have asked.

Knowing her grades would help me figure out which schools she’d likely get into—and more importantly, if she had a shot at the university I was aiming for. I had no plans of swaying her choices, but I still wanted to see her results.

「Look, I plan on tutoring part-time in university, so I just want to see how my teaching paid off.」

「That sounds like a lie.」

「It’s not.」

I’d planned on getting a part-time job once I started university, though I hadn’t fully committed to tutoring. It was still an option I was considering, so I wasn’t exactly lying.

「Let me see your results.」

I pushed again, and Miyagi answered with a sour tone.

「… I’ll let you see them as long as you don’t make any comments.」

「Like what?」

「Like if my scores are low, or if I’ve made any mistakes.」

「I wouldn’t do that.」

「Fine, then I’ll let you see them.」

Miyagi said, but her expression made it clear she wasn’t thrilled about showing me her scores.

The tone of her voice made me doubt that she’d actually go through with it, but for now, I had to take her word for it. If I pushed her into “promising” me, she’d likely back out altogether.

“I won’t say anything, I just want to see them,” I reassured her one last time before turning back to my textbook. After solving a few problems, I glanced over at Miyagi. She was staring down, but not at her books or any notes.

The faint tapping of her fingers on the table cut through the silence. It wasn’t particularly loud, but it was enough to distract me. And judging by her restless tapping, she wasn’t really focusing either.

What’s going on with her?

Recently—or at least before the cultural festival—Miyagi had been taking her studies seriously. But today, she seemed completely unmotivated.

Midterms were right around the corner, and if she didn’t focus soon, it could be a problem.

I was just about to get her attention, her fingers still tapping on the desk, when someone else called out to me first.

「Sendai-san.」

「What is it?」

The tapping noises stopped, and Miyagi grew quiet.

Even though she called my name, she didn’t follow up with anything.

「Miyagi?」

I glanced at her, who had supposedly called my name out for no reason. After a moment, she quietly asked,

「… Sendai-san, when’s your birthday?」

「Wait, my birthday? Why are you asking me that all of a sudden?」

Her question felt completely out of the blue.

「No particular reason.」

「When’s yours, Miyagi?」

「It’s in September. It’s already passed. But enough about me; tell me your birthday, Sendai-san.”

I half-expected her to say, “I’m not telling you,” or “I’m the one asking,” but to my surprise, she answered without a hint of annoyance. If anything, she seemed too busy to complain, so I decided to give her a straightforward answer.

「Hazuki.」

「Isn’t that just your name?」

「That’s not what I’m getting at. You know how there’s Satsuki, Minazuki, Fumizuki…[2]」

As I began to list the months from the Japanese calendar starting from May, it seemed Miyagi finally understood what “Hazuki” meant.

「—So, in August?」

「Yep. My birthday’s in August, which is why my name is Hazuki. Pretty simple, right?」

“Hazuki” was the traditional name for August in the Japanese calendar.

And since I was born in August, I was named “Hazuki.” It might not have been the most creative way to choose a name, but I did like how like how “Hazuki” sounded.

「So, why did you want to know?」

I asked, still unsure why Miyagi suddenly inquired about my birthday.

She didn’t comment on the connection between my name and my birth month, nor did she ask for the exact day.

What could she possibly want with just my birth month?

Miyagi looked back down after she said ‘August,’ leaving me clueless about her intentions.

「If you’re not going to explain why you asked, then get back to studying.」

Miyagi had a habit of saying things that didn’t always make sense, but she usually had a reason behind them. She must have asked me about my birthday for a purpose, yet her silence left me unable to pry it out of her.

I shifted my focus to my textbook, but then Miyagi suddenly stood up and pulled a small box from her desk drawer.

「Here, take this.」

She said flatly, placing the box on top of my textbook.

「What is it? What are you giving me?」

I asked, staring at the long, thin box.

「… Obviously, what I want to give you is in that box.」

「Okay, but why are you giving me a present out of the blue?」

「Why does it matter? It’s just something I want you to have, so take it.」

Honestly, I already had a good idea of what was inside, but I wanted to hear it from her.

「Is this supposed to be a birthday present?」

I doubted Miyagi would give me a straightforward answer, so I decided to answer my own question.

「If that’s what you want to think, then sure.」

She really wasn’t being honest.

The small box was beautifully wrapped, clearly showing it had been specially prepared. After asking about my birthday, presenting a gift like this made it obvious it was intended as a birthday present. I couldn’t understand why Miyagi wouldn’t admit it, and I had no idea why she had taken the time to prepare a gift for me in the first place.

It was strange to have a birthday present ready before knowing when my birthday was, and we didn’t have the sort of relationship where we’d exchange gifts either.

「What would you do if my birthday hadn’t already passed?」

「That doesn’t really matter. Even if this were a birthday gift, there’s no rule that says I have to give it to you on your birthday.」

「You went through all this trouble just to give me a birthday present. There must be a reason behind it, right?」

「Fine, if you don’t want it, then just give it back.」

Miyagi said sharply, and before I could respond, she tried to grab the box from my textbook. I quickly caught her hand.

「Wait, what are you going to do with it if I let you take it back?」

「I’ll just throw it away.」

「You always act so rashly. There’s no reason to throw it away, is there?」

「Well, I don’t plan on using it, and I don’t have anyone else to give it to.」

I still couldn’t figure out the mystery behind this birthday present, which clearly had to have a reason behind it. But I realized I didn’t have the luxury of time to puzzle it out. If I hesitated any longer, Miyagi would probably just toss it away.

「Okay, I’ll take it, so give it here.」

I reclaimed the small box from Miyagi’s grasp.

「Can I open it?」

「There’s no point in giving it to you if you don’t open it.」

Miyagi snapped back, her tone sharp. Given her irritation, it was clear she wasn’t in the best mood.

As I opened the box, I noticed the expression on Miyagi’s face was as if someone had forced her to eat 99% dark chocolate. I couldn’t remember ever receiving a birthday present from anyone while they looked so bitter. I had a feeling Miyagi would be the first—and last—person to do that.

This feels awkward to open.

I sighed, feeling her gaze bore into me as I slowly peeled away the wrapping and opened the box. Inside was a silver necklace—well, a pendant[3], to be precise—but either way, it was an accessory.

The charm hanging from the chain had a moon motif, which felt a bit too cute for my taste. It seemed like it would probably suit Miyagi better. As I inspected the chain for any brand markings, I hoped it wasn’t anything too expensive, but thankfully, it didn’t seem like it was.
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Miyagi had already given me five thousand yen today. Whether this accessory was a birthday gift or not, it felt wrong to accept another thing from her without giving something back.

「Let me give you something in return. Is there anything you want?」

I asked, placing the pendant back into the box.

「I don’t want anything.」

「So you wouldn’t mind anything I choose, then?」

「I don’t want a gift from you.」

Miyagi replied, her tone sharper than I expected.

「That stings a little, you know.」

It was common to offer something in return, like homemade sweets or sharing notes. When you get a birthday gift, it’s only courteous to reciprocate. But Miyagi, who adamantly rejected my offer, didn’t seem to get that.

Or maybe it was just me she didn’t want a gift from. She’d probably accept a return gift from someone else—like Utsunomiya, for instance.

It was probably for the best not to dwell on it, so I shut the box’s lid.

「I’m the only one allowed to give gifts here. Now put it on. That’s an order.」

Miyagi said, reopening the box I had just closed.

「Sure, but usually, the one who gives the gift puts it on for the recipient.」

「You can put it on yourself.」

「Normally, you’d say, “Let me put it on for you,” right?」

「I’m not saying that.」

I figured she’d say something like that, but the way Miyagi put it was incredibly blunt.

I didn’t find this part of her cute at all.

「Is that so?」

While I didn’t mind wearing it, her tone wasn’t exactly endearing. I figured there was no point in mentioning that now; any comment would likely lead to another order from her, which wouldn’t end well.

I pulled the pendant from the box, unclasped it, and slowly put it on.










PART 80

「Okay, I put it on.」

I said, tracing the pendant with my fingers as I stared at Miyagi.

I didn’t mind wearing accessories, but something about having one on while in my school uniform made my chest feel slightly uneasy.

「Yeah, I can see that.」

「That’s not what I mean. Don’t you have anything to say?」

「Can I touch it?」

「I was asking for your opinion on how it looks.」

Before I had given her permission to touch it, Miyagi was already reaching out, like it was the most natural thing to do. I wasn’t expecting her to say something flattering, but I also didn’t expect her to try and touch it. I reflexively tried to pull back, but her hand reached me first.

Her fingertips traced the chain’s outline.

As they moved, they lightly brushed against my skin, tickling me a little.

「Isn’t the chain a bit too long? I would’ve preferred it a little shorter.」

I caught her unsteady fingers and complained about something that didn’t really matter to me.

「If it were any shorter, it’d show at school.」

She tugged the chain slightly, as if to check its length, then let go.

「You want me to wear this at school?」

「Keep it on until we graduate.」

「You’re telling me not to take it off, all the way until graduation?」

「Yeah, wear it everywhere, whether you’re at home or at school.」

「Is that an order?」

「It is.」

Miyagi’s tone wasn’t forceful, nor was it particularly soft.

The pendant was just a normal pendant—nothing more. It looked like an ordinary accessory, so it wouldn’t be unusual if I decided to wear it everywhere.

But her words made me realize something.

This wasn’t just any accessory.

Miyagi wasn’t the type to give me something without a reason behind it.

I didn’t want to say it out loud because it felt like she’d agree immediately, but this pendant felt like a collar, her way of showing ownership. Otherwise, there was no reason for her to force me to wear it until we graduated.

「Giving me orders that apply at school is against the rules, you know.」

The pendant might have been just an accessory, but the fact it was a gift from Miyagi made it feel like a soft but firm grip around my neck, like I was being stifled.

She’d done similar things before—like leaving hickeys or bite marks on me—but those would always fade. This pendant, however, wouldn’t. Despite weighing almost nothing, the pendant felt unbearably heavy. I wanted to at least take it off while at school.

「Let’s just make it a rule that says it’s okay to wear it, then. Remember what you said, Sendai-san? Learn to compromise every now and then.」

Miyagi echoed the words I had used in the music preparation room, something I never thought would be turned back against me.

「Compromising, huh… Fine, I’ll do it if you say, “Please put it on.”」

I knew she’d never agree to that condition.

「Never mind, then. I don’t care if you decide to wear it or not.」

「Don’t you think you can afford to be a little honest at times like this?」

「No.」

Just as I expected, Miyagi quickly retracted the order she’d given.

Now, I had the freedom to choose when to wear the pendant.

I glanced at Miyagi, who had now fallen silent and was sulking. She tapped her fingertip on the table, then did it again before reaching for the small box that held the pendant.

Miyagi was likely regretting giving me the present.

I knew there was no need for me to compromise—she wasn’t even willing to ask me nicely, as if it were a favor, which was why I didn’t allow her order to stand.

I knew all of this, but for some reason, my mouth decided to move on its own.

「… Fine, if all you want is for me to keep it on, then I’ll leave it on until graduation. But I’m not going to care if a teacher sees it and confiscates it.」

I said as I took the small box back from Miyagi’s hands.

I knew this all too well, as it had happened many times in the past, but I really was soft on Miyagi. Even though her orders went against our rules, I still chose to wear the pendant.

「I don’t think anyone will notice as long as you keep your second button fastened.」

Miyagi said quietly, her eyes focused on my blouse.

「I feel like they will.」

「Try buttoning one up, then.」

I had two buttons undone, but I did as she said and fastened one. Now with only one button undone, like I usually wore it at school, I asked,

「Can you see it?」

「No, I can’t.」

「I guess this works, then.」

「… Sendai-san, don’t let anyone else see it from now on.」

「Huh? That’s going to be hard, you know. I mean, I’m going to have to change clothes for gym class and all.」

「Make sure no one else sees it except me.」

Miyagi’s order sounded unreasonable.

Hiding it might be doable most of the time, but with classes like gym where we had to change clothes around other people, keeping the pendant completely out of sight was nearly impossible. Plus, the words “except me” stood out. The fact she was making herself an exception led me to a certain realization.

「Wait, does that mean I have to let you see it, Miyagi?」

「You always leave your second button undone here, so I’m going to see it anyway. Also, if I order you to, then you’ll have to show it to me.」

「If you can already see it normally, then why go out of your way to order me to show it?」

「I want to be able to see it more closely.」

「… Uh, isn’t that order kind of erotic?」

Since she wasn’t planning on giving me any orders to take off my uniform or anything, showing Miyagi the pendant technically stayed within the boundaries of our rules.

Still, there was a big difference between, “I can see it when your buttons are undone,” and, “I’m ordering you to show it to me,” even though the outcome was the same. Having to show her just because she was ordering me to felt pretty immodest.

「There’s nothing erotic about it. Let me see it right now.」

The same mouth that had just told me to button up was now telling me to undo it.

「This really does feel erotic, though.」

「It’s not nearly as erotic as you usually are, Sendai-san. And besides, you always leave your second button undone anyway, so stop complaining and just unbutton it already.」

「You really want me to undo it again?」

「I can’t see it unless you do, right?」

She was right—I always left that button undone. But now, being told to unbutton it just for her to see the pendant felt strangely awkward.

「Fine.」

But acting like it was a big deal would only make it one, so I decided to do as I was told and undid the button.

「Is this good enough?」

Miyagi’s gaze seemed to burn into my chest.

I knew she was only looking at the pendant, but I could feel a strange tingling sensation around my collarbone.

「You don’t have to stare so intensely, you know.」

「I’m just looking at the gift I gave you. I can stare as much as I want.」

「Did you go to all the trouble of getting me this just so you could do this?」

Honestly, I wouldn’t be surprised if the pendant wasn’t only meant to be a collar—maybe she wanted an excuse to have me unbutton my blouse and look at my chest.

「You don’t need to know why I got this gift for you.」

Miyagi said softly, then added,

「Also, undo one more button.」

「You can see it just fine as it is, right?」

「Not well enough.」

「Haven’t you been staring at it for a while now?」

「I want a closer look. I’m giving you an order, so you have to obey.」

Normally, there’d be no reason to undo the third button.

But Miyagi didn’t seem like she was about to give up easily today.

That was how things worked normally, but exceptions could always be made, and today I chose to make one for her. It didn’t seem like she was doing this just to see the pendant anymore, but getting into an argument wasn’t worth it either.

「Fine, fine.」

I replied half-heartedly as I took off my necktie and undid the third button. Miyagi reached out, her fingers brushing the fabric lightly. She didn’t pull the blouse open too far, only enough to get a better view of the pendant.

She had seen my undergarments and skin countless times already, so there was no need to feel embarrassed. Yet, I couldn’t help but feel unsettled, like my heart was floating somewhere above the clouds.

Miyagi’s fingers traced the chain again, as if trying to count the links, which felt a little ticklish.

Then, the hand that had been tracing the chain suddenly pressed down on my body. What was once a gentle brush against my skin while touching the pendant became a forceful push, making me lose my balance. I fell to the floor, with Miyagi’s body hovering above me.

「Hey, Miyagi, that hurt.」

I didn’t fall too hard, but my back and shoulders felt sore from the impact. Without a word, Miyagi leaned closer to my chest and kissed the charm. Since the charm was small, her lips touched my chest as well, but the way she kissed it made it clear she intended to focus only on the little object.

She hadn’t put much force into her lips.

Yet, it felt heavy—almost suffocating.

The part where I was being touched felt incredibly warm.

Miyagi appeared entirely unfazed, as if she wasn’t even aware of what she was doing to me.

I took a deep breath.

It was getting hard to breathe, so I gently tugged at Miyagi’s hair, and she lifted her head.

She stroked the chain with her fingers once more.

As I watched her, I understood that my earlier guess was right. Miyagi had stayed silent before the kiss and continued to be quiet now, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that everything she did was her way of asserting her ownership of me. What she had just done seemed to confirm that more than anything else up to this point.

This pendant was likely—no, it was definitely—a symbol that Sendai Hazuki belonged to Miyagi until graduation.

Honestly, I was at a complete loss for words.

I didn’t want to admit it to her, but I was accepting this gift. It felt suffocating and burdensome, yet for some reason, it didn’t really bother me.

「Isn’t this enough already, Miyagi?」

Finding myself at a loss for words, I decided to say something trivial as I tapped her on the back. But Miyagi didn’t move away. Instead, she leaned in to kiss the pendant again, her fingertips gliding over the small charm and inevitably brushing against my skin.

Her fingers slipped from the charm, moving lower.

It felt ticklish, but it was also starting to stir up deeper emotions.

Miyagi attempted to unfasten the fourth button herself.

This is bad.

The sensations had gone beyond mere ticklishness, prompting me to grip her hand to stop her.

「Wait, stop, Miyagi. It’ll be dangerous if we go any further than this.」

「Are you telling me to stop because I’m doing something against the rules?」

「Well, that too, but I feel like I might lose my mind.」

I couldn’t keep treating this like it was no big deal; if we didn’t stop now, it could turn into a real problem.

I didn’t trust my own judgment, and if I didn’t express that to Miyagi, we’d both be in trouble.

「What’s happening with you, Sendai-san? Don’t let your mind slip away so easily. Tie it down so it stays in place if you have to.」

「That’s easier said than done.」

「… Why do you sound so unsure of yourself?」




Miyagi asked with a hint of exasperation.

Even though she asked me, I couldn’t make sense of it myself. I had no idea why Miyagi trusted my judgment so much, so I just gave her a half-hearted response.

「I don’t know either, so you should be careful, Miyagi.」

I said, shifting the responsibility back onto her shoulders.

Miyagi went quiet, her expression turning contemplative as her brows furrowed.

After about ten seconds of thought, she mumbled,

「What if I told you I’d let you kiss me if you let me undo one more button?」

After all her deliberation, she had come up with a proposal I never would have expected, leaving me momentarily speechless.

I mulled over her words in my mind, then decided to double-check with her.

「— So, you’re saying you’d let me kiss you?」

「Yeah.」

I never could’ve imagined she would offer something like that.

I had unfastened the fourth button on my blouse in front of her before, so this wasn’t something I needed to think twice about.

「Alright, deal. I’ll let you unbutton it.」

「You do it yourself, Sendai-san.」

「Okay.」

I did as I was told and unfastened the fourth button on my blouse. Miyagi’s fingers brushed against my stomach, causing my body to tense slightly.

Then, she pressed her palm against me. The warmth was gentle yet unsettling, causing me to catch my breath. The heat felt like it was seeping deep inside me, so I grabbed Miyagi by the wrist. But she showed no intention of going further. Her hand glided softly along my side before finally pulling away.

「Okay, you can kiss me now.」

She said quietly.

I raised myself slightly and gently caressed her neck, sliding my hand down the back of her neck as I pulled her closer. It hadn’t been that long since our last kiss, but my eagerness made me press my lips against hers with a bit more force than usual.

I bit down on her lips lightly, as if to savor the touch I’d been longing for. Normally, Miyagi would’ve pushed me away by now, like she was trying to get rid of me as fast as possible, but today she was unusually accepting.

It felt like she’d let me get away with undoing a button on her blouse, so I pulled away from the kiss and loosened Miyagi’s necktie.

Miyagi didn’t seem to mind. It looked like she was willing to overlook the button I’d undone, so I brought my lips closer to her neck. However, before I could kiss it, she pushed me away by the shoulders with considerable force, sending me straight back down to the floor.

「We’re done.」

Miyagi said firmly before standing up.

「Isn’t that a bit too quick?」

「Well, in that case, are you willing to offer something more? It’s supposed to be a trade, so if I let you kiss me again, then I get to ask for something in return as well.」

「You never said it’d be just one kiss.」

「It doesn’t matter if I said it or not. The trade was good for one kiss only.」

「That seems kind of unfair, don’t you think?」

「I only touched you a little bit. I think that was worth the equivalent of one kiss.」

Miyagi said in a tone that didn’t hide her dissatisfaction as I started to button my blouse back up.

「Okay, fine. We’ll stop here.」

I had a feeling that if I kept talking, I’d only provoke her into giving me worse orders. It wasn’t like I wanted to push things further; I just wanted to touch her a little more since she seemed okay with it.

I got up slowly. As I reached to close my blouse, Miyagi stepped in and began buttoning it for me, starting at the bottom, working her way up until every last button was done.

「This feels a little tight.」

「Just deal with it.」

「Is that an order?」

「Not really.」

She muttered, clearly irritated, as she walked back to the table. Feeling like I couldn’t breathe properly, I loosened my tie and undid one button.








CHAPTER FIVE

Sendai-san is Selfish

Miyagi

PART 81

I glanced at the exam papers scattered on my desk.

The results weren’t too bad.

In fact, they had improved.

Still, I doubted they were enough to get me into the same university as Sendai-san. I’d agreed to let her, who was supposed to arrive any minute now, see my scores, but she’d probably think the same.

The university she had set her sights on was already far beyond my reach. A bit of extra effort wouldn’t bridge the gap, so these scores felt like what I deserved.

There was no reason to feel down about it, and it didn’t bother me much. My mood was a bit dampened, though. Probably because of the awful weather outside.

I glanced out the window.

The rain that started earlier in the afternoon was still coming down.

The sky was dark, casting a gloomy air.

Sendai-san had told me she would be running a bit late today, so she hadn’t shown up yet.

To pass the time, I picked up my phone and started flipping through a digital pamphlet of some university.

I sighed as I scrolled through the pages.

It wasn’t even for the school I wanted to attend, but for Maika’s. By now, I had gone through it so many times that I was very familiar with what was written in it.

It wasn’t as hard to get into as the university Sendai-san was aiming for, but if it had been just a little while ago, my teachers would’ve discouraged me from even considering it. Now, though, it was a school I didn’t want to give up on without at least trying to apply. Plus, it was really close to the university Sendai-san was trying to get into.

I still had time to apply.

It’s not like I had to only apply to local schools.

I kept flipping through the pamphlet, reaching the last page before closing it. Looking at it wasn’t going to change anything, but I decided to open the pamphlet for the university Sendai-san was aiming for. I had read it over several times before, and nothing in it was going to be different today, so I skimmed through a few pages before closing it halfway.
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I put my phone back on my desk.

I pulled out one of the two erasers sitting in my pencil case—the one Sendai-san had gone out of her way to return to me at school.

The number of memories I had with Sendai-san had grown, and some of them became things I would look back on.

The necklace that wasn’t in my hands anymore that I had given her before our midterm exams was another thing that would become a memory.

―― Not that any of this was a good thing.

What happened that day was etched in my mind. It wasn’t something I’d ever turn into an anniversary, but it was an event that would stay with me for a long time.

If memories were to be left behind, they should stay with Sendai-san alone.

But if something was significant enough to stay in her memory, it would stick with me too. Whether or not there were physical reminders, traces of Sendai-san were steadily growing within me. Even a single eraser had been imbued with her presence.

I hadn’t meant to collect this many memories of her, but somehow, I kept doing things that made it happen. I wished I could get rid of the part of me that wasted time on things like browsing pamphlets for schools I couldn’t even hope to attend.

I shouldn’t have called Sendai-san over today.

I let out a sigh, knowing it was too late to change that now, just as the intercom rang.

I already knew who it was without needing to check.

I returned the eraser to my pencil case and picked up the intercom, unlocking the door. Not long after, Sendai-san entered my room.

「It’s really cold today.」

Sendai-san, who was usually more sensitive to heat, said as she sneezed.

「Is it still raining hard?」

「No, it’s just a light drizzle now.」

「Your shoulders are wet. Here, hand me your blazer.」

I reached out, and she handed me her damp blazer before unbuttoning the second button of her blouse. I noticed the necklace she was wearing.

I felt the urge to touch the silver accessory, but instead, I took her blazer and hung it on a hanger before heading to the kitchen.

I opened the fridge and glanced at the kettle.

Once I made sure there was hot water, I grabbed a tea bag from the shelf and brewed some black tea. Afterward, I poured myself some soda from the fridge and went back to my room, where Sendai-san was sitting in her usual spot.

I set the cups down on the table.

「Is this black tea?」

「If you want soda, I can give you soda instead.」

「No, black tea’s fine. Thanks.」

Turning my back to Sendai-san, who seemed to be in a good mood, I reached for my exam papers on the desk. I didn’t really want to show them to her, but since I’d promised, I placed the papers on the table, along with a five-thousand-yen bill.

「Here.」

Sendai-san, who had been sipping her black tea, put down her cup and thanked me as she put the money away. Then, she picked up my exam papers.

「You’re letting me see your results?」

「Weren’t you the one who wanted to see them, Sendai-san?」

「Yeah, but I didn’t think you’d actually show me.」

「If you’re not going to look, then give them back.」

I reached my hand out, but she didn’t return my exam results, nor did she say a word.

Sendai-san simply stared at the papers in silence.

「Are you not going to say anything?」

「I thought you were the one who didn’t want me to say anything.」

She wasn’t wrong, but it was uncomfortable seeing her quietly look over my scores. It’d be frustrating if she picked apart each question, pointing out where I went wrong, but her silence made me anxious.

「At least say something.」

「I don’t know what your old scores were like, but this is a huge improvement, right?」

「Yeah.」

「Does this make you want to put more effort into studying?」

「No. I think I’ll have no problems getting into a university, so this is good enough for me.」

I said as I snatched my test results away from Sendai-san.

「Do you want to see mine?」

「I don’t care about your scores. More importantly, let me see the necklace.」

I tugged on her uniform as she reached for her bag.

「You know, when an accessory has a charm hanging from it, it’s actually called a “pendant.”」

「Does that really matter?」

「Not really. I guess it just comes down to personal preference.」

Sendai-san shrugged before glancing over at me.

「Well, go ahead, look all you want.」

Her voice sounded indifferent, but that was fine since she was still following my orders.

I reached out and touched the third button on her blouse, unsure if I was allowed to undo it.

At first, Sendai-san grabbed my arm, but she quickly let go.

Maybe that was her way of saying it was okay to unbutton it.

I wanted a better look at the necklace, so I undid the button. Her chest wasn’t too exposed, but I could see her undergarments. There was no way she’d let me touch that, so I focused on the necklace.

「That tickles.」

「Just deal with it.」

We had already returned the neckties we exchanged with each other.

She promised to keep wearing the necklace until graduation.

I gave the chain a gentle tug.

「Miyagi, you’re being too rough.」

「You talk too much, Sendai-san. Be a bit quieter.」

「Sure, sure.」

I traced the chain with my fingers.

This necklace was just a way to make our relationship easier to understand.

Lately, Sendai-san had been acting too selfishly.

She asked me to meet her at school and then forced kisses on me.

She kept trying to do things I hadn’t ordered her to do.

I didn’t mind kissing Sendai-san, but I didn’t like that she wanted to do it even though we were at school. Sendai-san was supposed to follow my orders, not make requests just because she wanted something. If there was anything we wanted to do, there needed to be a price for it, and I was the only one allowed to pay it.

By making her wear the necklace I gave her, I needed to make sure she understood that I was the only one allowed to give orders, and she had no choice but to obey me.

I didn’t know how effective a deadline set for graduation would be, but as long as she gave me her time for the next few months, that was enough.

During that time, there was no need for her to listen to Ibaraki-san or anyone else.

The only person Sendai-san needed to focus on was me, and I was the only one allowed to touch her.

「Are you satisfied now?」

As if tired of the silence, Sendai-san poked my forehead while I was still touching the necklace.

「Go ahead and button yourself up.」

「Not interested in any trades today?」

She had asked the same thing last time, when I called her over two days before our midterm exams.

Seeing she wasn’t in a rush to button up, I asked,

「Do I sound like I want to make a trade?」

「I thought you might be up for one.」

「I’m not. Now button up.」

I had no idea if Sendai-san was being serious about what she said. It felt like she was about to brush off her words as a joke and pretend it never happened.

Last time she was here, right before our midterms started, she had mentioned feeling like she was going to lose her mind, but that seemed like it was just a joke too. To begin with, there was nothing about me that could possibly make her lose her mind.

Besides, just a little while ago, Sendai-san seemed very much in control of herself.

She had always seemed like she wanted to kiss me, but she’d never been this insistent before.

「Miyagi, let’s make another trade today.」

「No.」

I refused, fully aware of what she was after.

I didn’t mind being kissed, but I was starting to hate that I felt that way at all. Kissing was fine as long as I was the one giving the orders, but I didn’t want to do it because I knew she’d probably say something like, “You want to kiss me so badly that you’re ordering me to.”

Plus――

If we kissed too much, I felt like she’d eventually grow tired of it.

I fastened the third button on Sendai-san’s blouse for her and gave her an order that was different from what she wanted.

「Read me a book.」

「What happened to studying?」

「I’ll study after you finish reading to me.」

Without offering her usual responses like, “Got it,” or, “Sure, sure,” Sendai-san silently stood up and moved toward the bookshelf.

「What do you want me to read you?」

「Pick something that you like, Sendai-san.」

「Something that I like, huh.」

She muttered before letting out a quiet sneeze.

「Are you coming down with a cold?」

「Just rumors about me going around, I guess.[1]」

Sendai-san replied indifferently as she came back with a manga volume in hand.
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My usual message was met with an unexpected refusal.

Because of that, I found myself retracing the directions to Sendai-san’s house in my memory.

『I caught a cold and took the day off from school, so I can’t make it today.』

We were in different classes, so I wouldn’t have known this on my own. I replied with, “Got it,” but my thoughts drifted back to how she’d been sneezing when we last saw each other.

If those sneezes on that rainy day were a sign of her catching something, she might have been out of school for a few days by now. I didn’t really care how long she was absent, but since she’d never missed school before, I started to wonder if she was okay.

Besides, being stuck in bed at home seemed rough for her, especially given the tension with her family. I wasn’t sure what was worse—being in a difficult household like that or being left at home alone—but neither option seemed very pleasant.

I knew visiting her wouldn’t actually change anything, but I could at least bring her some food and something to drink. Whether those would be of any use, I wasn’t sure, but it was better than nothing at all.

I’d known Sendai-san for more than a year now, so going to check on her wasn’t out of place. Besides, I was a human with a heart, too—caring about someone wasn’t anything unusual. There wasn’t anything weird about this.

Recalling the path we’d once walked together, I headed toward her house.

I could clearly remember the words we’d exchanged, but the route itself was blurry. I hadn’t been to her house even once since then, so it made sense.

Still, I was pretty sure I knew where to go.

On the way to Sendai-san’s house, I stopped by a convenience store.

I couldn’t remember it clearly, but this was probably the same as the one we stopped by last time.

I grabbed a plastic bottle of tea and some yogurt, tossing them into a shopping basket.

Maybe I should get her some forehead patches, too.

After a moment of hesitation, I added a pack of cooling patches for her forehead. Given the way things were between her and her mother, it seemed like a good idea.

Once I paid for everything, I left the convenience store.

Since I hadn’t told her I was coming, there was a chance I wouldn’t get to see her even if I visited. But I kept walking, and after about five minutes, I arrived at a familiar house.

Standing at her front door, a sudden pang of regret hit me.

I couldn’t exactly text someone that was sick and ask them to come outside, so the only way to enter was to ring the intercom.

Considering the time, her father was likely at work, and maybe her mother as well. But chances were her mother, who I didn’t have a very good impression of, would be the one to answer the door. The odds of Sendai-san coming herself were pretty slim.

Maybe I should just leave.

I stared at the shopping bag while standing there. Taking a deep breath in, I exhaled.

I decided to ring the doorbell once, and if no one came, I would go home.

I placed my index finger on the button and pressed it.

The doorbell rang for a moment, then silence followed.

Nobody answered.

Her parents were probably at work, and Sendai-san was likely home alone.

I guess I’ll head back, then.

Just as I turned my back to the front door, a woman’s voice came through the intercom—one that didn’t belong to Sendai-san. It was the first time I’d heard this voice, but I was certain it was her mother.

Hearing it made me want to turn around and leave immediately. But as a high schooler, I couldn’t just ring a doorbell and run away. Stumbling over my words, I told her I was here to check up on Sendai-san. Her mother, whom I had only seen once during summer break, opened the front door. In an emotionless voice, she told me to come inside. I thanked her and headed up towards Sendai-san’s room.

I climbed the stairs and stopped in front of one of two doors that stood side by side.

I raised my hand to knock but hesitated.

Coming here was quickly becoming my biggest regret of the year.

For some reason, I found myself standing at her door without even letting her know I was coming. Sendai-san might get upset that I showed up without permission, and she might not even let me into her room.

I shouldn’t have pressed the button on the intercom. Thinking it would be best to leave the convenience store bag behind, I hooked it onto her doorknob. But because I was so nervous, the plastic bottle inside hit the door with a loud thud. The noise startled me, and before I could figure out what to do, the door opened.

「… Huh? What are you doing here, Miyagi?」

Sendai-san stepped out of her room, dressed in her pajamas, even though I hadn’t called her to come out.

「I was just about to leave.」

I turned my back to her as I spoke.

「Wait, what’s going on?」

「It’s nothing. Don’t worry about it.」

I answered without turning around. I started heading down the stairs, but Sendai-san grabbed the hem of my uniform, tugging at me weakly. Likely due to her cold, her grip wasn’t strong, but I felt bad pulling away from someone who was sick, so I stopped.

「Even if you tell me not to worry, it’s too strange to ignore. There’s no way you’d come all the way to my house if it was nothing, right? Also, wait, what’s this? Were you the one who brought this, Miyagi?」

Sendai-san asked, pointing at the shopping bag hanging from the doorknob.

「That’s for you, Sendai-san.」

「… Thanks. But if you were the one who brought this bag, does that mean you came all the way here just to check up on me?」

「No, not exactly…」

「So, you came to see me anyway? Even though that’s not the reason?」

That was why I came, but I didn’t want to say it, so I stayed quiet. The hallway fell silent, and after a moment, Sendai-san let out a tired sigh.

「Well, just come in for now.」

While still gripping my uniform, Sendai-san took the shopping bag off the door handle. I had no choice but to accept her invitation, so with my uniform held hostage, I dragged my reluctant feet into her room.

When I looked around, I saw a bookshelf, bed, and a desk. It was as tidy as before. Her room hadn’t changed much since I’d last been here during summer break, but there was a piggy bank on the dresser that hadn’t been there before. It looked like the kind meant to store hundreds of thousands of yen in five-hundred yen coins.

When I glanced at Sendai-san, I saw she wasn’t wearing any makeup today. Her hair was down without its usual braid.

But she was still wearing the necklace.

And though I didn’t know if she had any at home, she didn’t seem to be using any cooling patches for her forehead.

「You can sit over there, Miyagi. I’ll bring you something to drink.」

「There’s food and something to drink in the bag I brought.」

I told her as she placed the convenience store bag beside her bed and checked inside.

「Still, let me bring something for you to have.」

I tried to stop her before she left the room.

「I don’t need anything. You should rest since you’re sick. I’ll leave soon.」

「Soon?」

「I can go right now if you want.」

Perhaps worried that I’d leave while she was out of the room, Sendai-san sat down on her bed.

「I’ve already slept too much, so I don’t think I can sleep anymore. How about you keep me entertained with some conversation?」

「There’s nothing for us to talk about.」

「We don’t have to talk, then. Just stay with me a little longer.」

She mumbled quietly.

Her voice sounded the same, but seeing her in pajamas and without makeup made it clear she was sick, and I’d feel bad leaving her like this.

「How’s your temperature?」

「I’m still a bit feverish.」

「You should cool your head down. I brought something you can use in that bag.」

I said, pointing at the shopping bag with the cooling patches while sitting a bit away from her bed.

「Put it on for me, Miyagi.」

「Just do it yourself. You might be sick, but you can handle that much, can’t you?」

「Aren’t you a little too cold to someone who’s sick?」

「You still have a fever, so me being cold is perfect for you, don’t you think?」

Even though I hadn’t clearly said I came to check on her, that’s exactly what I was doing. But I didn’t see why I should go out of my way to be nice about it.

「You could at least listen to me for today, can’t you?」

Sendai-san said as she tossed the box of cooling patches at me.
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「You put it on for me. Since I’m sick and all.」

Sendai-san said, as if she was entitled to it.

Usually, I would’ve tossed the box of cooling patches back at her and forced her to handle it herself. I wanted to do the same today, but it was just as she said—she was sick. That made it harder for me to act as I normally would.

This was throwing me off.

I wished she could sound a little more energetic. Her voice was hoarse, making it clear she wasn’t well. Plus, since I was the one who asked about her temperature, being cold toward her didn’t feel right.

I picked up the box and got closer to the bed.

「You can sit here if you want.」

Sendai-san said, patting the spot beside her on the edge of the bed.

I wasn’t worried about catching her cold, but I couldn’t help but recall the last time I sat here during summer break. That day, she’d licked my feet without me ordering her to. I knew that wouldn’t happen again, but it was enough to make me hesitate.

「Miyagi, come sit down.」

As I thought about what to do, her tone shifted from gentle to more demanding.

I could apply the cooling patch without sitting at all, but something told me she’d get angry if I didn’t follow her request. It seemed like she was trying to make the most of her illness today.

Left without another choice, I sat a little away from her and opened the box.

「Okay, I’ll put it on right now, so turn and face me.」

When I showed her the cooling patch I had taken from the box, she obediently turned to face me. Yet, she didn’t expose her forehead. As I reached out to brush her bangs aside, she grabbed my hand.

It was hot.

The warmth of her hand was enough to remind me that she had a fever, and I flinched. She tugged on my hand firmly, causing the cooling patch to fall onto the bed.

The space between us shrank until our lips met.

Just like the warmth of her hand, her lips felt hotter than usual. Without hesitation, she slipped the tip of her tongue into my mouth.

It felt slick, but more than anything, it burned with heat, leaving me no choice but to accept it. Her warm tongue explored my mouth, almost as though it was trying to entwine itself around mine.

Sendai-san’s temperature was so high, I couldn’t muster the strength to bite her, push her away, or even complain. The heat of her hand, her lips, and her soft tongue left me unable to escape.

I wanted to pull away.

But I couldn’t say I hated it.

The heat left me unable to think clearly anymore.

I had no intention of moving my tongue in response, but I didn’t feel the need to push her away either. The feeling of our lips pressed together was so good that I lost track of how long we’d been kissing.

With my sense of time slipping away, my mind became filled with nothing but Sendai-san.

I couldn’t breathe properly, and it was starting to feel suffocating.

When I pulled my hand free to grip her pajamas, she slowly began to pull away from the kiss. Just as I was instinctively about to pull her closer by the pajamas, I couldn’t help but complain, as if to cover up my feelings.

「… That wasn’t supposed to be an invitation for a kiss.」

「But you’re the one who came closer, Miyagi.」

「I didn’t even try to move closer to you. Look, you made me drop the cooling patch. Don’t do anything like that again. That kiss felt gross.」

I felt so foolish for going along with her just because she was sick.

If I treated her more kindly, things like this would probably happen all the time.

I didn’t hate it enough to make a big deal out of it, but I didn’t want her to kiss me again.

「Can’t you say things a little more nicely? That hurt.」

「No, and if you’re bothered by what I said, then don’t pull something like that again.」

「… Are you mad at me?」

I didn’t think I sounded that upset, but today there was a hint of nervousness in her voice, even though I usually spoke to her like I was in a bad mood.

Maybe the fever was making her more sensitive than usual.

This was seriously throwing me off.

Hearing her ask that made me feel like I’d done something wrong.

I said the kiss was gross, but that wasn’t really true. I was already used to her kissing me like that. Still, I probably went too far talking to her this way when she was sick. While I wasn’t going to take back my words, I decided to answer her honestly.

「I’m not mad, but I’m not exactly in a good mood either.」

「Then let me offer you something in return. Give me an order.」

「What are you even saying? I’m not doing that.」

「Why not?」

「Do I seem like the type of person who’d order a sick person around?」

I did want to give her an order, but I wasn’t heartless enough to make someone who was sick follow it. Compared to Sendai-san, who seemed like she was trying to make the most out of her being sick today, I was a relatively normal human being, so I figured it wouldn’t hurt to just listen to her a little today.

「I wouldn’t mind if you were that kind of person, though.」

「Stop saying weird things and go to sleep already.」

I gave Sendai-san a gentle push on the shoulders, but instead of lying down, she coughed.

「See? Your cold’s getting worse. Now, go to sleep.」

「I don’t want to.」

Sendai-san said, coughing again.

「If your cold’s so bad that you’re coughing this much, you shouldn’t be trying to kiss me. If I get sick, it’s going to be on you, Sendai-san.」

「I kissed you because I want you to catch my cold, so I hope you do get sick.」

She tugged on my uniform sleeve as she said something outrageous.

「That’s awful. I hate getting sick and being stuck at home alone with nothing to do but sleep.」

Usually, I didn’t understand what went through her mind, but today, with her fever, she was even more incomprehensible. Normal people wouldn’t go around saying they wanted to infect others with their illness, and she’d never said anything this ridiculous before.

「I’ll take care of you, don’t worry.」

「You don’t need to do that.」

「Oh, what if I stayed over at your place to take care of you?」

「Absolutely not. Who knows what you’d do if I let you. Now go to sleep already.」

It didn’t seem like she had any intention of listening to me today.

I didn’t like how insistent she was about taking care of me, and I definitely didn’t want her staying over. While I doubted she’d actually go through with it, it was best to brush it off before a joke like that spiraled into something worse.

「Miyagi, you’re just going to leave once I fall asleep, aren’t you?」

Sendai-san asked, her voice unusually sulky.

I swallowed the sigh that almost escaped me.

I couldn’t be too harsh today. Who knew taking care of sick people could be such a hassle?

「I think I’m being plenty nice by staying until you fall asleep.」

「You could be a little nicer to someone who’s sick, though.」

「You want me to be even nicer than I’ve already been?」

「Yeah.」

「Then stop doing things that are unnecessary.」

「It’s not like you’d be nicer even if I didn’t, right?」

That stung a bit.

I thought I’d been more than kind to Sendai-san, even though she’d done something I didn’t want her to do. But telling her that wouldn’t change anything, so I picked up the cooling patch I dropped earlier, grabbed the yogurt I’d bought, and handed it to her.

「Here. Just be quiet and eat this.」

「… Thanks.」

She took the yogurt, peeled the lid off, and took a few bites.

「Stay with me a little longer, Miyagi. I’ll get better faster if you’re here.」

「I’m not some kind of medicine, you know.」

「I know.」

「Then stop being ridiculous and go to sleep when you’re done eating.」

「I told you, I slept too much today.」

「Sleep more anyway.」

「I will if you give me a kiss, Miyagi.」

She paused, her hand still holding the yogurt.

Leaving the spoon in the container, she gently brushed my lips with her fingertip.

Sendai-san’s body temperature hadn’t changed.

It was still as hot as before.

But the warmth from her fingertip felt comforting. Craving more of her touch, I grabbed the finger that rested on my lips and leaned closer to her. A small sigh escaped me.

「Stop getting carried away, Sendai-san. You don’t have to sleep, but at least lie down.」

I took the yogurt from her hands and set it on the table.

She asked for a kiss like it was the most natural thing, and it made me forget for a second that wasn’t the reason why I was here.

I pulled out another cooling patch from the box and placed it on her forehead as she frowned slightly.

「So cold.」

「It’d be a problem if it wasn’t.」

「Well, yeah, of course.」

「Anyway, if you’re not going to sleep, I’m heading home.」

I spoke in a tone not quite as chilly as the cooling patch, and Sendai-san thought for a second before saying, “In that case…”

Something about her pause made me uneasy.

Still, I asked, “What now?”

Quietly, she replied,

「I’ll sleep if you give me your hand.」

「My hand?」

「Yeah.」

「Fine. I can do that.」

This request was a lot easier to handle than a kiss, so I agreed to it. Satisfied with my answer, Sendai-san laid down and held out her hand, urging me to give her mine. I placed my hand on top of hers.

「Is holding hands really that enjoyable for you?」

I asked as I held her warm hand, and she squeezed back.

「It sure is.」

Sendai-san answered as she slowly closed her eyes.








INTERLUDE

My Room, With Miyagi In It

Sendai




          I had expected Miyagi to be gone by the time I woke up.

Still, for some reason, I felt surprised when I saw she wasn’t there anymore.

It didn’t make me sad to wake from my light sleep to an empty room, nor did I wish I could rewind to the moment before I closed my eyes, but I couldn’t help feeling a bit disappointed.

I slowly sat up and glanced over at the table.

There was a half-eaten cup of yogurt there—proof that Miyagi had been in my room earlier.

I felt like she could’ve at least woken me up to say goodbye before leaving. Or, if she didn’t want to do that, even leaving a note would’ve been enough.

Miyagi couldn’t even manage something that simple. She wasn’t the type to check in on me when I was sick, yet she had done so like any normal person. So, like any normal person, she should’ve told me when she was leaving, but she didn’t. Miyagi was always behaving in these strange, unpredictable ways.

I peeled the cooling patch from my forehead and held it tightly in my hand.

It wasn’t cold anymore.

Just how like Miyagi had been slightly warmer than usual today.

I crawled back under the sheets, coughing softly.

The patch in my hand made me think back, and as I closed my eyes, my thoughts wandered to the disappointment I had felt over missing school before Miyagi came.




◇◇◇




I wish I could go back to school already.

If I’d been able to go today, I wouldn’t have had to reply to Miyagi’s message with,

『I caught a cold and took the day off from school, so I can’t make it today.』

It was sinking in now—I wouldn’t be able to go over to Miyagi’s place.

The truth hit harder as I lay in bed, stuck at home with my mom.

It felt suffocating, like I might stop breathing at any moment.

My mom never came into my room unless she needed something. Even now, with a cold, that didn’t change. She did the bare minimum for me and then stayed away.

It wasn’t like I wanted her to be kind or ask if I was alright, but the indifference in her eyes made me compare myself to my older sister.

Whenever my sister got sick, my parents were more──

Old, buried thoughts started to creep back in.

I really wished I hadn’t gotten sick.

It felt worse now that my fever was going down.

When I was really sick, at least I couldn’t think straight. My mind was too foggy for those depressing thoughts to take over. But after the medicine lowered my fever from 38 degrees to 37, my ability to think returned.

It would’ve been nice if my head was filled with positive thoughts, but instead, the negativity crept in, dragging me down into a dark place. No matter how much I tried, I couldn’t stop myself from sinking into that bottomless swamp.

It was always easier to fall than it was to get back up, so whenever I thought about my sister, I couldn’t help but compare us, which only served to drag my mood down. These pointless thoughts in my head were now spiraling out of control, leaving me feeling more depressed.

As I lay under the covers, I touched the pendant Miyagi had given me.

My fingertip traced the chain over my pajamas, feeling the moon-shaped charm.

In moments like this, I should just think about Miyagi.

Whenever I was in her room, I could forget about my family.

I wonder if I’ll be able to go back to school tomorrow?

I pressed my hand to my forehead. It still felt warm, so I reached for my thermometer.

When I checked my temperature, I found it was slightly higher than before.

Nothing good ever came from being caught in the rain.

Before the start of summer break, Miyagi had wanted me to take off my uniform when it got soaked.

That incident was probably what sparked the wicked feelings I had for her.

After catching a cold, I was stuck taking a few days off from school. Now, I was lying in bed, lost in pointless thoughts and using them as an excuse to think about Miyagi.

This wasn’t doing me any good.

I rolled over in bed, shutting my eyes tight.

I didn’t feel like sleeping, and even if I tried, I wouldn’t be able to.

I didn’t have the energy to pick up a book or study, and I couldn’t be bothered to answer the texts I’d gotten from Umina and the others either.

Time felt like it was dragging on forever, and tomorrow seemed impossibly far away. The house was so quiet, it was hard to tell if anyone else was even home, though I wouldn’t have been surprised if my family had gone out without me.

I stretched and curled up again, the rustling of my pajamas and sheets reminding me that time was, in fact, still moving.

I wanted to hear more sounds, so I strained my ears. That’s when I noticed the faint sound of someone walking up the stairs.

── Is that Mom?

I tensed up.

There was no reason for her to come up at this hour, but no one else would be walking upstairs.

‘What a pain,’ I thought.

The footsteps faded, and someone stood outside my door, but there was no knock, no opening of the door.

I listened carefully, my breathing distracting me, so I held it in. Suddenly, a loud thud hit the door. It wasn’t a sound I’d expect from anyone in my family. I sat up quickly.

What was that?

I waited, but nothing followed.

After that strange thud, there was only silence, leaving me uneasy.

It couldn’t have been my mom. She wouldn’t knock like that.

So, who was it?

I quietly got out of bed and opened the door.

「… Huh? What are you doing here, Miyagi?」

What was she even doing here?

Miyagi never came to my house. She wasn’t the type to drop by uninvited, and I hadn’t asked her to come, either.

「I was just about to leave.」

Miyagi said bluntly before turning her back towards me.

「Wait, what’s going on?」

「It’s nothing. Don’t worry about it.」

She took one step, then two, then three. Without looking back at me, Miyagi started walking away. I instinctively stepped into the hallway and grabbed the hem of her uniform.

There was no way she was here for “nothing.” Seeing her in my house, someone who rarely ever came over, felt like a big deal. It must’ve been the same for her too. This was only the second time she’d ever come by, and since we weren’t even friends, it couldn’t have been for “nothing.” She knew that as well, which was probably why she was in such a hurry to leave.

「Even if you tell me not to worry, it’s too strange to ignore. There’s no way you’d come all the way to my house if it was nothing, right?」

Seriously, what was going on?

Unable to comprehend what was happening, I looked around and noticed there was something that hadn’t been there before.

「Wait, what is this? Were you the one who brought this, Miyagi?」

I asked as I pointed at a white shopping bag – probably from the convenience store or the supermarket – hanging from the doorknob.

「That’s for you, Sendai-san.」

「… Thanks. But if you were the one who brought this bag, does that mean you came all the way here just to check up on me?」

「No, not exactly… 」

「So, you came to see me anyway? Even though that’s not the reason?」

Given the situation, it seemed obvious that she was here to check on me, but she wouldn’t admit it. Instead, she stood silently in the hallway.

「Well, just come in for now.」

My mom rarely came upstairs, but it would be annoying if she saw us standing there. I took the white bag off the doorknob and headed back into my room, pulling Miyagi by her uniform along with me. She followed and closed the door behind us, and I let go of her uniform.

Back in my space, I felt more at ease, knowing the outside world—my mom—was on the other side of the door. But then I started to feel self-conscious. I was still in my pajamas, with no makeup on, and my hair was probably a mess. It wasn’t exactly how I wanted to be seen. On top of that, my voice sounded hoarse, much worse than I wanted it to be.

I placed the bag down beside my bed.

Miyagi was so dumb for coming to visit me without even letting me know. I hadn’t even had time to change, and now she was inside my room. I wanted to put on something else, but Miyagi didn’t seem to care about how I looked as she curiously glanced around my room like it was her first time here.

Then, I suddenly realized──

I almost gasped.

My piggy bank, where I kept all those five-thousand-yen bills, was out in the open. Of course, Miyagi didn’t know what was inside, but just having it there felt like I’d left myself exposed, so I started talking as if to hide it.

「You can sit over there, Miyagi. I’ll bring you something to drink.」

「There’s food and something to drink in the bag I brought.」

I opened the bag after hearing her mention it, and sure enough, there was food and a drink inside. There were even cooling patches for my forehead. I was surprised Miyagi had thought to buy something like this. In situations like this, I would’ve expected her to say, “I didn’t know what to get,” and fill the bag with completely useless stuff.

Never did I think Miyagi could be this considerate.

However, there was only one plastic bottle in the bag.

「Still, let me bring something for you to have.」

「I don’t need anything. You should rest since you’re sick. I’ll leave soon.」

「You’re going to leave soon?」

「I can go right now if you want.」

Nothing about this was surprising. We didn’t have the kind of relationship where we’d check up on each other when someone missed school, and if she stayed longer, she might catch my cold. Considering what has happened between us and what might happen between us, it was probably best to let her go.

But she’d shown up when I was bored out of my mind.

If I let her leave, time in this room would slow down again.

I sat on my bed and looked over at Miyagi.

「I’ve already slept too much, so I don’t think I can sleep anymore. How about you keep me entertained with some conversation?」

「There’s nothing for us to talk about.」

「We don’t have to talk, then. Just stay with me a little longer.」

「How’s your temperature?」

Miyagi asked quietly.

「I’m still a bit feverish.」

「You should cool your head down. I brought something you can use in that bag.」

She pointed at the bag by my bed.

I knew she wanted me to put the cooling patch on myself. But if she’d gone through the trouble to buy it for me, why not take responsibility for it?

「Put it on for me, Miyagi.」

Just yesterday, there’d been a box of cooling patches sitting outside my door.

When I was a kid, my mom used to apply them for me, but now she just left them in the hallway, and I never used them. The box disappeared a few hours later, and none were outside my door today.

But the one Miyagi brought had made it into my room.

「Just do it yourself. You might be sick, but you can handle that much, can’t you?」

Her cold tone stung.

Miyagi was always like this, but it didn’t make it easier to hear.

She could at least take responsibility for the patches she brought into my room.

「Aren’t you a little too cold to someone who’s sick?」

「You still have a fever, so me being cold is perfect for you, don’t you think?」

Her voice didn’t soften.

Even with a sick person in front of her, Miyagi was acting as indifferent as ever.

She was so distant, it made me question why she even came to check on me.

「You could at least listen to me for today, can’t you?」

I pulled the box of cooling patches from the bag and tossed it at Miyagi, who was still standing.

We weren’t in Miyagi’s room now.

This was my room, and a five-thousand-yen bill held no weight here.

Miyagi couldn’t give me orders, but I could make requests.

Of course, there was no guarantee she’d agree to them.

「You could’ve hurt me with that.」

Miyagi frowned as she looked at the box that had fallen by her feet.

I probably looked the same way yesterday when I found that box outside my door.

「You put it on for me. Since I’m sick and all.」

Miyagi didn’t budge.

She kept staring at the box on the floor, her expression unreadable.

My fever made the silence unbearable. Maybe it was because I kept insisting on her putting the patch on me, like a child, that the room felt awkward now. It had been a bad idea to ask. I didn’t usually rely on Miyagi like this. I should’ve just stuck the patch on, let the fever cool, and return to my usual self.

Never mind, I’ll just do it myself.

I wanted to say that, but before I could, Miyagi bent down, picked up the box, and came towards me, and that part of me that wanted to lean on her resurfaced.

「You can sit here if you want.」

I patted the spot next to me, but she didn’t sit. She stood there, her brows furrowed.

「Miyagi, come sit down.」

I said it a bit more firmly this time, and, with a reluctant look, she sat down next to me and opened the box of cooling patches.

「Okay, I’ll put it on right now, so turn and face me.」

She said softly, pulling a patch from the box. I did as she asked and turned to face her. Our eyes met, and suddenly, it didn’t feel like I was in my uncomfortable house with my mom anymore. It was like I was back with Miyagi, during our usual after-school hours.

It was different from when she came here in the summer. Maybe it was because I’d been trapped in this stuffy house for three days, but now, with her here, my room felt like a comfortable space.

Miyagi reached out her hand.

Just as her fingers moved to brush aside my bangs, I caught her hand.

The cooling patch fell on the bed, and I pulled her towards me.

I knew she was just trying to move my hair and place the patch on my forehead.

But I wanted to kiss her.

I wanted to be closer to her, to make my room feel even more comfortable. So I pressed my lips against hers.
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Her lips weren’t warm, but they weren’t cold either.

It didn’t matter, though—it felt good.

I parted her lips with my tongue, slipping inside.

Miyagi didn’t resist.

She quietly accepted my kiss.

I was worried she might catch my cold, but I didn’t want to stop.

Our tongues intertwined, and I let her warmth sink deep into me, making her presence feel even more tangible. Kissing her made the loneliness of the past few days melt away, and I wanted to kiss her even more.

I pressed my lips harder against hers.

As the kiss deepened, she clutched my pajamas, and we slowly pulled apart.

「… That wasn’t an invitation for a kiss.」

Miyagi said, clearly annoyed.

「But you’re the one who came closer, Miyagi.」

「I didn’t move closer to you. Look, you made me drop the cooling patch. Don’t do anything like that again. That kiss felt gross.」

She had sounded so much warmer before the kiss, but now her voice was cold again.

「Couldn’t you be nicer about it? That hurt.」

The fever was making me act strange. With my mom just beyond the door, I was already tense, and now Miyagi’s words cut deep.

「No, and if you’re bothered by what I said, then don’t pull something like that again.」

The cooling patches I hadn’t used yesterday.

The way things had changed from when I was a child.

Miyagi, who had come to my room, where I wouldn’t even invite friends over.

On a day like today, where the past and present collided, I didn’t want Miyagi, who gave me a place to feel comfortable during our after-school hours, to be so cold.

Ever since my family stopped caring about me, I spent my time here pretending I didn’t care about anything, but today, I couldn’t ignore it.

For some reason, memories of the past wouldn’t leave me alone. Things I usually brushed off felt overwhelming.

That’s why I wished Miyagi had been a little kinder today.

At least while we were here, in my room.








CHAPTER SIX

The Things Miyagi Won’t Tell Me

Sendai

PART 84

Miyagi had come to check on me the other day.

Her visit was like a bolt from the blue, but nothing more. No storm or disaster followed, and I continued going to Miyagi’s place whenever she called me over.

Not much had changed since before I got the cold.

It was already November, and Miyagi was still by my side.

Within those days, a few unexpected things had happened.

Even though our midterms were behind us, Miyagi kept studying diligently.

The last time she showed me her exam results, they weren’t quite good enough to aim for the same university as me, but they weren’t bad either. She’d have no trouble getting into the school she said she wanted to attend.

But, for someone who once said she wouldn’t put in extra effort, she sure was studying a lot.

It wasn’t strange for a student in their entrance exam year to study hard, but Miyagi always avoided unnecessary work. It felt strange seeing her study harder than she needed to.

I munched on some chips I’d bought from the convenience store.

“Did you change your first-choice university?”

I had asked her earlier, but she coldly replied with, “No.”

I grabbed another chip from the bag on the table.

「Here, Miyagi. Open wide.」

Though I didn’t know why she was studying so much, I held a chip out to Miyagi as she focused seriously on her textbook.

「Eat it yourself.」

She had said the same thing back when I last brought chips to her room. As if reenacting that scene, I took another chip and popped it into my mouth.

「Here, have this one.」

「I’m okay.」

Miyagi replied, her expression clearly irritated.

If I tried to shove the chip into her mouth, she’d definitely get angry at me.

She was being colder to me now that I wasn’t sick anymore.

I bet she’d be a little nicer to me if I had a cold or fever today, too. I was well aware of how selfish I’d acted when Miyagi came by to check on me the other day, but she never got mad at me for it.

It was nice to know that Miyagi, of all people, could be kind to me, even if it was just because I was sick. Now, I found myself wishing for that same kindness even when I wasn’t sick.

「Come on, I’ll even feed it to you, so open your mouth.」

I held the chip to her lips, but she kept her mouth shut.

Miyagi was like a stray cat, never doing what I wanted and always running away when I got too close. If I stuck my hand out, she’d bite it. That part of her hurt sometimes.

And yet, even Miyagi, unpredictable as she was, went out of her way to do something for me while I was sick. Seeing that gave me high hopes.

「Miyagi.」

When I kept pressing the chip to her mouth, she finally opened it, wearing a sour expression on her face.

It was rare for her to give in like this, so I pushed the chip into her mouth, and she grimaced like I’d just fed her something awful.

Still, it felt like buying these chips had been worth the trouble. I would’ve liked it if she enjoyed the taste more, but the fact that she ate it at all eased my disappointment.

I wasn’t trying to feed her like a wild animal, but I wanted to keep giving her things. I hoped that maybe, just maybe, if I kept giving her these chips, it might make her want to find me for treats even after we graduated.

I picked up another chip and held it near Miyagi’s lips.

「Here.」

Miyagi didn’t say anything, but her glare clearly asked, “Are we seriously still doing this?” Honestly, it wouldn’t have surprised me if her frustration was plastered all over the walls too.

Even so, she still reluctantly opened her mouth, frowning the whole time.

When I brought the chip closer, it quickly vanished with a satisfying crunch.

I lightly brushed my fingers against her lips, and she furrowed her brow in annoyance.

She didn’t seem to appreciate it, but I ran my fingertip along her lips anyway. In response, Miyagi bit down on my finger just like she had with the chip earlier.

I had expected this from her, but it still hurt.

Lately, whenever I traced her lips like this, she would bite me. I had even gone out of my way to buy a bag of chips today just so I could do it.

The reason why I did it was simple: we hadn’t kissed since the time I was sick. But every time I tried to do something that could lead to a kiss, Miyagi would refuse, just like she did now.

「Miyagi, that hurts.」

My attempt to get her to stop didn’t seem to register with her, and instead, she bit down even harder.

「Well, if you’re going to keep doing that, you might as well lick it too.」

I said as I brushed the tip of her tongue with the finger she’d been biting, causing her to let it go.

「So you’re not going to lick it?」

「No.」

Miyagi looked down at her notebook, finishing up the half-solved problem before flipping the page of her textbook.

She never licked my finger on her own, and if I asked her to lick it, she’d immediately stop biting it.

I was beginning to understand her reactions, but I still had no idea why she was so against kissing.

It wasn’t like I had to kiss Miyagi, but it wasn’t like I didn’t want to either. If I had the chance, of course I’d want to, but Miyagi didn’t seem to feel the same. After all the times we’d kissed, it seemed too late for her to refuse, yet she still did.

I couldn’t understand why Miyagi was so determined to avoid kissing me, and even if I asked, she probably wouldn’t tell me. If I tried to push her for an explanation, she’d just order me to stop, and that would be the end of it.

Miyagi was always unfair like that.

Even though she wouldn’t let me kiss her, she’d still ask me to show her the pendant. She’d order me to unbutton the third button of my blouse, touch my chest, and do whatever she pleased, and I wouldn’t be able to say no. But if I wanted to touch her, there was no way she’d allow it. She wasn’t interested in making any more trades, either.

Miyagi shouldn’t have been so nice to me when I was sick. She shouldn’t have let me kiss her, and now, because she hadn’t pushed me away that day, I couldn’t help but get my hopes up.

「Miyagi.」

I poked her shoulder, trying to get her attention.

「What do you want? I’m studying.」

Miyagi’s voice sounded like I was bothering her. I slipped my finger into her moving mouth.

「Lick it.」

I said, but instead of licking, Miyagi bit my finger.

It hurt.

Her teeth clamped down on my finger even harder than before.

With my free hand, I stroked her cheek, then her ear.

When I tugged on her earlobe, her bite eased, and I pressed my fingertip against her tongue.

「Don’t bite it. I told you to lick it.」

I wasn’t giving her an order.

I had no right to make Miyagi obey me, so it was just a simple request. If she wanted, she could’ve bitten me again or pulled my finger out herself, but she didn’t—instead, she listened to my request.

Something lukewarm clung to my fingertip.

Her tongue pressed against it, slowly gliding along.

The sensation of her mouth’s raw warmth made it feel like every nerve in my body was focused on that wet finger.

It wasn’t supposed to be this warm, but my fingertip felt like it was on fire. Drawn to her body heat, I felt my own temperature rising with it.

I slowly pulled my finger away, brushing her lips as I did, and she continued licking up to my second joint.

I couldn’t say it out loud, but this felt incredibly erotic.

She’d licked my finger like this before.

But back then, it didn’t feel this way, and I knew it was because my view of Miyagi had changed.

I pressed my fingertip against her lips again. When I tried pushing my finger back into her mouth, Miyagi firmly gripped my arm and pulled it away.

「That’s enough, isn’t it?」

Miyagi said as I felt her nails dig into my skin through my blazer.

「If I said no, would you lick it again?」

「Sendai-san, you don’t have the right to give me orders, you know that, right?」

「Yeah, I know.」

I acknowledged her words, and Miyagi loosened her grip on my arm. She grabbed the crocodile-covered tissue box and pulled out two tissues.

「Here, dry yourself off with this.」

Following her instructions, I wiped my finger clean, crumpled the tissues into balls, and tossed them in the trash. After landing a clean shot, Miyagi, as though she had been waiting, said,

「This time, you lick my finger. That’s your order today.」

She pressed her fingertip against my lips, and instead of replying, I touched it with my tongue.

Just like she’d done earlier, I ran my tongue up to the second joint of her index finger.

When I pressed harder, I could feel the firmness of her bone beneath her skin.

I lightly bit down, and Miyagi attempted to pull away, but I held on, then kissed the back of her hand.

I wonder what Miyagi sees when she looks at me.

What was going through her mind? What sort of things was she feeling?

I wish I could see inside her thoughts.

「That’s enough, Sendai-san.」

Her voice was cold as she tried to pull her hand back, but I held onto her and bit down on her fingertip.

As I tried to slip her finger into my mouth, I felt the crocodile-shaped box being pressed against my collarbone.

「I said, that’s enough.」

She pushed harder with the crocodile, and I let go.

「I can keep going.」

I grabbed the crocodile-shaped tissue box from Miyagi and took hold of her hand. I leaned in, trying to bring her finger to my lips again, but she quickly pulled it out of my grasp.

「Stop it. I don’t want you to continue.」

「Why not?」

「”Why not?” Because it’s kind of–」

「Kind of what?」

「… Never mind.」

She cut herself off before finishing her thought.

「Give me back the crocodile.」

I handed the tissue box back to her, just like she’d requested. Miyagi wiped her finger clean with a tissue, and instead of returning the box to me, she handed me the crumpled tissue.

「So, what were you going to say?」

I tossed the tissue towards the trash can, but unlike my previous attempt, I missed, so I got up and threw it away properly.

「You’re such a pervert, Sendai-san.」

「That is definitely not what you were about to say earlier.」

I sat back down beside her and patted the crocodile’s head in her hands.

「Hey, Miyagi, did it feel good at least?」

「Shut up, Sendai-san. I’m going back to studying, so don’t bother me anymore.」

I knew Miyagi wouldn’t tell me if it felt good.

But still, it would be nice if she felt that way.










PART 85

After feeding Miyagi some chips, she served us frozen Hamburg steaks and instant soup for dinner. It was a quick, simple meal, just like what we always ate.

She asked me to stay for dinner, but didn’t invite me to spend the night, so I left after we finished eating. There were some things Miyagi would never say, and the things she did say were usually cold, as if to push me away. That was just how she was, and I had always been okay with it.

— Until last month.

I stopped jotting down the notes from the blackboard and glanced at the clock—only five minutes left until lunch.

My focus drifted back to the board as I absentmindedly doodled a crocodile in my notebook.

It had been a few days since I’d seen Miyagi, and I found myself wishing she’d say something she normally wouldn’t.

September felt like the tail end of summer break, and graduation had still seemed distant back then. Then, October came and went in a blur, with midterms and preparations for the cultural festival keeping me too busy to think about how little time we had left. But now that it was November, the reality of graduation felt much closer. There were still days ahead of us, but with winter break coming up and all the optional attendance days[1] in our third term, it didn’t seem like enough.

There wasn’t anything specific I wanted to hear from Miyagi, but I just wanted her to say something different. After realizing how kind Miyagi could be when I was sick, I’ve been wanting more of that from her.

I drew tissues growing from the back of the crocodile in my notebook.

Not long after, the bell rang, and the teacher dismissed us for lunch. I put my books away and made my way to Umina’s desk, tapping her on the shoulder.

「Umina, I’m going to buy my lunch today, so you should start eating without me.」

With my wallet in hand, I made my way toward the door, weaving through the desks. Just as I was about to step out, I heard Umina’s voice calling out to me.

「Hazuki, get me some strawberry juice! I’ll pay you back later.」

「Me too!」

Mariko added, and I raised my hand in acknowledgment.

「Okay.」

It wasn’t a big ask, so I quickly agreed and turned to step into the hallway. But as I did, I accidentally bumped into someone.

「Whoa!」

To be fair, I hadn’t been watching where I was going.

I wasn’t in any rush, but I wasn’t paying attention either.

「Sorry! Are you okay?」

I blurted out an apology and looked at the person I ran into. It was someone I recognized.

「Oh, no, it was my fault as well.」

It was Utsunomiya Maika.

Miyagi mentioned her often, and I always saw them together, so I knew her face well. But to Utsunomiya, I was just a former classmate. We weren’t really friends, so I kept my words polite.

「Are you alright?」

「Yeah, I’m fine.」

Utsunomiya answered, and we started walking down the same direction.

There weren’t many places to go within the school. The hallways were straight and narrow, with classrooms on one side and windows on the other. It was lunchtime, so the usual destinations were either the bathroom or the cafeteria, and Utsunomiya seemed to be going the same way as me.

「Um, I’m not sure if you remember, but I’m Utsunomiya. We were in the same class last year, Sendai-san.」

Utsunomiya, who had been walking slightly ahead, suddenly stopped to introduce herself.

「Of course I remember.」

I’d heard her name countless times from Miyagi.

Obviously, I couldn’t say that, so I gave a simple, safe response, and we continued down the hallway in silence.

Though she’d started the conversation, Utsunomiya went quiet again. I figured she probably felt obligated to say something, since we were former classmates that bumped into each other and were now heading in the same direction, but the silence was more awkward than before.

I didn’t have much to say either, so we walked along quietly.

Since we were going the same way, I couldn’t exactly leave either.

Silence with Miyagi never bothered me, but with Utsunomiya, it felt uncomfortable. She wasn’t a stranger, but she wasn’t a close friend either. The silence felt heavy, and I wanted to break it with something, anything.

That being said, there were only so many topics we could talk about, so I decided to go with the safest one.

「Which university are you thinking of applying to, Utsunomiya?」

She told me the name of her first choice.

「Oh, I’m also aiming for a university outside the prefecture.」

When she asked which one, I told her the name and added, “Maybe we’ll run into each other if we both get in.”

「Oh, Shiori– uh, I mean, Miyagi Shiori, who was in our class last year, is also applying to the same university as me, so you might run into――」

「Huh?」

I blurted out without thinking, interrupting Utsunomiya.

Miyagi Shiori.

It was a name I was all too familiar with, one that didn’t need to be repeated, yet hearing it made me stop in my tracks.

As far as I was aware, Miyagi was set on applying to a local university.

―― So, why…?

「Is something wrong?」

My voice had come out louder than expected, leaving Utsunomiya with a confused expression on her face.

「Oh, sorry. I was just surprised; I didn’t realize Miyagi’s grades were that good.」

I knew that might’ve been a bit rude to say, but I couldn’t come up with anything better to bury the awkwardness with.

「Yeah, it seems like she’s been studying really hard lately.」

Utsunomiya replied, still looking puzzled, but not particularly skeptical.

Utsunomiya probably only mentioned Miyagi’s name to fill the silence and was caught off guard by my reaction. If I could just steer the conversation away from Miyagi, we could chat about anything else until we reached the cafeteria.

I resumed walking, but as soon as I took a step forward, my mouth decided to move on its own.

「Is Miyagi actually trying to get into the same school as you?」

「Well, she brought it up rather suddenly, so I can’t tell if she was being serious, but she did say she at least wanted to give it a shot.」

「Huh, I see.」

「… Um, Sendai-san… are you and Shiori friends?」

Our conversation was meant to be casual, but Utsunomiya’s tone shifted lower, as if trying to gauge the situation. She looked a bit tense and perhaps a little nervous. Maybe she had been waiting to ask me this all along.

「Why do you ask?」

I shot a question back at her while maintaining a smile on my face.

「I had a hunch from that time you and Shiori ran into each other in the hallway. Plus, it sometimes feels like you’re stealing glances at her whenever we pass by you. And there was also that time you came to our class to look for her.」
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She was quite perceptive.

I couldn’t recall sneaking glances at Miyagi, but we’d definitely made eye contact before. Although we’d agreed not to interact with each other at school, we were deeply connected outside of it, so my reactions were likely involuntary.

「No, we’re not friends. And the only reason I was looking for her was because a teacher had asked me to.」

I kept smiling and picked up my pace slightly.

「… I guess it was just my imagination, then.」

Utsunomiya murmured before adding, “I’m going to buy something to drink,” and walked off toward the vending machines.

Since we weren’t particularly close, I didn’t feel the need to accompany her. Instead, I decided to buy a sandwich first, then get the juice boxes Umina and Mariko had requested earlier before heading back to the classroom, where the two were excitedly chatting about their boyfriends.

It was pretty fun spending lunch with Umina and the others, and it did make me a bit sad to think that soon, I wouldn’t have the chance to hear their lighthearted chatter anymore. But today, their words felt like background noise, and I found myself neither enjoying nor feeling sad about it.

I simply nodded along while munching on my sandwich.

I had no idea Miyagi was aiming for a university outside the prefecture.

I had considered suggesting a nearby school in case applying to the university I was aiming for was impossible for her, but I knew she would coldly dismiss it.

Yet, here she was, suddenly aiming for the same university as Utsunomiya—a school not far from my first choice.

But then again, nothing was finalized yet.

She could still be weighing her options.

But given how much she was studying even after our midterms were done, what Utsunomiya said earlier was probably true.

If that were the case, then the fact that Miyagi went out of her way to hide this from me probably meant she didn’t want me to know, and that her motivations for choosing that university likely had little to do with me.

It would’ve been nice if the reason why she wanted to attend a university outside of the prefecture was to be with me, but it made more sense if she was doing it to stay close to Utsunomiya.

Yeah, I can’t imagine it being for any other reason.

There was no surprise there.

Miyagi and I didn’t have the sort of relationship where we’d promise each other we’d attend the same university or at least choose ones close together.

She was determined to let our current relationship end when graduation rolled around, and she wouldn’t even let me to kiss her anymore. She probably didn’t care about us parting ways after graduation either.

But Utsunomiya was different; she was someone Miyagi didn’t want to lose. It was perfectly understandable that she chose Utsunomiya over me. To Miyagi, I was merely a former classmate, not even a friend.

Sure, there was nothing unusual about that at all.

But I definitely wasn’t happy about it.

Miyagi and Utsunomiya were just friends, nothing more – that much, I was certain of.

But even if Miyagi and I weren’t friends, I was closer to her in a way Utsunomiya wasn’t. And yet, Miyagi still chose Utsunomiya— who was just a regular friend— over me. I wouldn’t go as far as to say I was annoyed, but I could definitely feel my stomach churn.

The sandwich I was eating didn’t taste great either.

It felt like my sense of taste had been warped by Miyagi to the point where even the instant food she prepared—or rather, warmed up—tasted a lot better than this.

I forced down the dry sandwich and followed it with a sip of milk tea. Then, I heard a notification from my phone in my pocket. Checking the screen, I saw the usual message from Miyagi.

But I wanted to have a conversation with her somewhere other than her home.

I responded to her message with something different than usual this time.

『Meet me in the music preparation room after school. I’ll be waiting for you.』

I never got a reply from her, not even after all our classes had finished.

I wasn’t surprised in the slightest; I had expected her not to respond.

But either way, I made my way straight to the music preparation room.
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There was a chance Miyagi would come, but there was also a chance she wouldn’t.

She had shown up the last time I called her here after the cultural festival, but after what happened that day, there was a good chance she wouldn’t want to today.

Still, if she did come, I wanted to ask her about what Utsunomiya had told me earlier.

―― I was feeling pretty awful right now.

The pain in my stomach had faded, but an uneasy feeling lingered in my chest.

My head was full of negative thoughts, and it was putting me in a bad mood. It was the same feeling I got whenever I saw my parents doting on my older sister.

I fixated on one thing, and it let the pessimism creep in.

This wasn’t good for me.

I’d always been pretty good at using my head—getting by in life, having fun and doing well at school, and maintaining my status. But now, it felt like everything was falling apart.

I inhaled deeply, then exhaled.

I paced around the small classroom.

Even if I had nothing to do with Miyagi choosing a school outside the prefecture, she still picked one close to the school I wanted to attend.

It didn’t matter why she chose it. What mattered most was that she’d be nearby, and that was better than nothing.

That’s how I needed to think about it.

As much as I hated to admit it, I didn’t want to be apart from Miyagi. The thought that she might have chosen the school because of Utsunomiya unsettled me, making me feel like I was wandering alone in a bleak, colorless world. But instead of dwelling on that, I reminded myself that the most important thing was that we’d still be near each other.

As long as Miyagi stayed close by, our relationship wouldn’t have to end so quickly. Thinking about it like that made it feel easier to let go of some of my emotions.

It was impossible to get all my feelings in order, so it was better to just be more mindful and approach them differently, instead of letting myself spiral into despair.

Even though I couldn’t fully come to terms with my feelings yet, as long as I guided them in a more positive direction, it didn’t seem like such a bad approach.

But there was just one problem.

Miyagi wasn’t the type to be honest.

Even if I asked her again about which university she was aiming for, I doubted she’d give me a straight answer. And I didn’t want to bring up Utsunomiya, either. If I did, Miyagi would probably deny it and say she only asked her for advice—not because she actually intended to apply.

So, confirming whether what I’d heard earlier was true without mentioning Utsunomiya seemed difficult.

Still, a part of me didn’t want to let this go so easily.

If Utsunomiya had told Miyagi about what happened during lunch—how she’d mentioned Miyagi’s plans to apply to the same university…

If Miyagi knew I was aware of her plans, things could get messy. I wouldn’t be surprised if she ended up telling Utsunomiya she’d changed her mind and was applying to a local university instead.

I stopped pacing around and glanced at the clock. Fifteen minutes had passed since I’d arrived.

「I guess she’s not coming.」

I’ll give it another five minutes.

Perhaps because December was just around the corner, it felt a little chilly in the music preparation room. This wasn’t exactly the best place to hang around waiting for someone.

And even though Miyagi could be cold, she didn’t seem like the kind of person who would keep me waiting for thirty or forty minutes—or at least, I hoped she wasn’t.

I leaned against a shelf filled with instruments and glanced at the door.

I slowly closed my eyes, and just as I opened them again, I heard the door open quietly.

Standing there was someone wearing a skirt that wasn’t too long or too short.

Her brows were furrowed, and she looked clearly displeased.

She didn’t offer me a single word of concern like, “Sorry I’m late” or “Did I keep you waiting?”

She simply walked up to me silently.

Her hair, which reached slightly past her shoulders, swayed lightly as she moved and before stopping in front of me. Then, with an irritated tone, she asked,

「What happened to our rule of not interacting at school?」

She smacked her bag against my leg.

「If you care that much about the rules, you didn’t have to come. But since you’re here, I guess they don’t matter that much, huh?」

「I’m going home.」

Miyagi’s tone was even colder than the room itself, and she turned to leave, but I called out to stop her.

「Wait. I called you here because I needed to talk to you about something.」

「I bet it’s just going to be about something pointless anyway, right? We could’ve just talked at my place.」

She grumbled as she dropped her bag on the floor and stared at me.

「I just wanted to make sure you couldn’t give me any orders.」

I said with a smile, and she shot me a look of clear annoyance in return.

「Fine, if you have something to say, then say it quickly.」

I didn’t exactly know what I wanted to say or how to say it. My thoughts were still jumbled, and even if she gave me another five minutes, I felt like I wouldn’t be able to get them sorted out. When it came to Miyagi, I was surprisingly slow at organizing my thoughts, so I decided to just ask her directly, like usual.

「… What schools are you applying to?」

「This is what you wanted to talk about?」

「Yeah.」

「You’ve already asked me this multiple times, you know.」

「I just thought, since you don’t have to apply to just one school, maybe you were considering others.」

「I’m not applying to any others.」

Her answer was exactly what I expected.

I gently strummed one of the polished instruments.

Miyagi never liked talking about university.

I wanted to press her further, but I knew she wouldn’t give me a straight answer. She always kept me in the dark about things I wanted to know. I had no way of confirming whether what Utsunomiya said earlier was true or not.

「I think you should apply to more schools, though. Since your grades have improved, you could probably aim for better universities. You’ve worked so hard, so you might as well try.」

Even though I knew it might not work, I tried another approach to get an answer out of her.

「You’re so stubborn, Sendai-san. I’m done talking about this.」

「You can’t order me around while we’re here.」

「I’m not ordering you around. If you want to keep talking to yourself, then go ahead, but I have nothing more to say. I’m going home. Make sure you come over to my place when you’re done, Sendai-san.」

Miyagi said, attempting to end the conversation on her own.

I knew that’s just how she was, but her cold and blunt attitude still hurt. If I kept pushing, I knew she’d only pull away further, yet I couldn’t bring myself to give up. I didn’t want her to leave like this.

「Wouldn’t it be nice to go to the same university as your friends?」

I wanted to use Utsunomiya as an example, but I held myself back from saying her name.

「… Why are you saying that all of a sudden?」

「It’s pretty common, right? Lots of people try to go to the same university as their friends.」

「Speaking of which, Maika mentioned she ran into you at lunch.」

A faint crease appeared between Miyagi’s brows as she spoke, sidestepping my question. Her words revealed that Utsunomiya had already filled her in on our lunchtime conversation, and now there was no avoiding the mention of her name.

「I ran into Utsunomiya on my way to the school store.」

「What did you and Maika talk about?」

「She just asked why I was looking for you that day.」

「That’s it?」

「Yeah. Did Utsunomiya say anything?」

「She told me the same thing you did.」

「I see.」

It seemed Utsunomiya hadn’t shared everything she told me with Miyagi.

If that was the case, it was better not to push things any further.

Ending the conversation here would keep things simple. I knew it was the sensible thing to do, but a part of me still wanted to keep talking.

As Miyagi bent down to pick up her bag, I instinctively grabbed her hand.

「What do you want?」

「Wait, let’s chat a bit more.」

「I don’t want to. If you have more to say, we can talk about it later at my place.」

「I guess that’s true.」

She was right, but I couldn’t bring myself to let go of her hand.

Instead, I gripped it tighter, closing any gap between our fingers.

Her hand was colder than when I’d held it the day I was sick.

Even with both of us in the room, our hands were still freezing, probably because of how chilly it was. Either way, I wasn’t holding her hand to warm us up.

「I’m trying to go home, so let go of me.」

「Just stay with me like this a little longer.」

I knew if I let go now, I wouldn’t get another chance to hold her hand like this anytime soon, so I wasn’t ready to release her.

I wanted to keep holding on, to touch her more.

I struggled to process these emotions, probably because Miyagi was always the one touching me.

And I was likely only feeling this way because Miyagi was refusing to tell me anything.

「Miyagi.」

I called her name and stepped closer, but she tried to shake me off.

「I’m not going to let you kiss me, so just let me go home already.」

「I haven’t even said anything yet.」

Miyagi’s voice was cold, like she had recalled what happened the last time we were here. But all I wanted was to touch her a little more, not kiss her.

「I felt like that’s what you were going to say, so I wanted to make it clear first.」

「That’s not it. I just wanted to touch you a little. You’re always trying to touch me too, aren’t you, Miyagi?」

「What do you mean “too”? I haven’t touched you at all, Sendai-san.」

I undid the second button on my blouse, something I would never normally do at school, and revealed the pendant hanging around my neck.

「You’re always trying to touch this, aren’t you?」

Every time I went to Miyagi’s place, she’d ask to touch the pendant under my blouse. But whenever I tried to touch her in the same place, she’d always order me to stop.

「I’m just touching the necklace, not you, Sendai-san.」

「But when you do that, you’re touching me too. I think it’s only fair you let me do the same. It’s not right that you’re the only one who gets to touch me all the time, Miyagi.」

I moved closer and gently brushed my hand against her cheek.

When I pressed my palm to her skin, Miyagi shivered—probably because it was cold. I let my hand slide down to her neck and began to loosen her necktie, but just as I reached for a button on her blouse, she grabbed my arm to stop me.

「Stop it, Sendai-san. You’re such a pervert.」

Miyagi stated firmly as she released my arm.

「I don’t have to follow your orders when we’re here.」

「That’s true. I only pay for your time in my room, not here at school.」

「Exactly, so you should just stay still and let me touch you.」

「But that doesn’t mean you have the right to do whatever you want to me at school, either, Sendai-san.」

「But you let me kiss you last time, didn’t you?」

Miyagi tightened her necktie, her expression complicated as I reminded her of what happened here before. Then, in a flat, emotionless voice, she said,

「… Fine, if you want to touch me, you’ll have to offer me something in return. After all, you love making trades, don’t you, Sendai-san?」

「I wouldn’t say I “love” making trades, but what do you want in return?」

I had a feeling that whatever she wanted wouldn’t be anything good.

Yet, I couldn’t help but ask her anyway.








CHAPTER SEVEN

Being With Sendai-san Feels Natural

Miyagi

PART 87

I didn’t mind being touched by Sendai-san.

But if I let her get away with one thing, she’d definitely push for more, so I couldn’t allow her to do whatever she wanted.

Still, I liked the Sendai-san who was willing to make deals and listened to me without fuss.

I sat down on an old chair in the corner of the music preparation room.

「Lick my foot.」

Sendai-san had heard me say this plenty of times before, but for some reason, she looked surprised.

「Huh?」

「Did you not hear me? I told you to lick my foot.」

「… Here?」

「Do it, and I’ll let you touch me.」

Sendai-san rarely disobeyed my orders, but we had always done them at my place, so I wasn’t sure if she’d follow through at school.

I chose this knowing she probably wouldn’t.

Any order that Sendai-san would want to refuse would’ve worked, but I couldn’t think of any command that would make her hesitate like this one. If she didn’t want to go through with the trade, she’d have no choice but to give up, and this seemed like a simple way to make that happen.

「We’re at school, not your place. You know that, right? Sure, not many people come here, but what if someone did see us? This is way too much, even for a trade.」

Just as I expected, Sendai-san started listing all the obvious reasons why she wouldn’t go along with it.

「So, does that mean you’re not willing to fulfill your end of the bargain?」

When I asked, she glanced over at the door of the music preparation room, her eyes wavering like she was debating.

While she hesitated, I decided to answer for her.

「Looks like the trade’s off, then. We can agree on that, right? I’m heading home now. Make sure to come over right after.」

Even if she had more to say, we could discuss it at my place.

Even though she kept asking about things I didn’t want to talk about, I preferred handling it at home, where I could just order her to stop whenever I wanted.

I got up from the chair and grabbed my bag from the floor. Just as I was about to leave, she called out to me.

「Wait.」

Before I could reply, she dragged the chair towards me.

「Sit down. You want me to lick your foot, don’t you?」

「Don’t force yourself to do it if you don’t want to.」

「I’m not. Just sit down already.」

「And what if someone sees us?」

「I’ll just say you ordered me to do it, so it’s fine.」

「That doesn’t seem fine at all.」

「Whether it is or not doesn’t matter. This is what you asked for, right? Now sit down.」

Sendai-san had hesitated just moments ago.

The fact that she hadn’t given in right away showed this trade was pushing the limits of what she was willing to accept, yet she still agreed to go along with it anyway.

If she was willing to go this far, whatever she wanted from me couldn’t be anything good.

「… What is it you want from me, Sendai-san?」

「I told you. I just want to touch you.」

「That’s all?」

「Yeah, it is. I won’t do anything that’ll upset you, Miyagi.」

Sendai-san’s calm voice and steady gaze made it seem like she wasn’t lying, but I couldn’t believe she’d go as far as licking my foot just so she could touch me. Why would she even want something like that in the first place? What made her even want it? It didn’t make any sense. Plus, I doubted she was being serious.

Sendai-san wasn’t looking at anything but me right now, and that was enough for me to set aside why she accepted the trade.

With two buttons undone on her blouse, her necklace was visible, and just seeing it around her neck made me feel like she really did belong to me. I wanted her to keep looking at me like this until we graduated, and for now, she was. Thinking about that way, this didn’t seem too bad.

「Hurry up and take a seat already, Miyagi.」

Moreover, I was the one who suggested making a trade in the first place.

I sat down on the chair out of my own will, not because she told me to. Slowly, she knelt down, taking off my indoor shoe and sock.

The door to the music preparation room was closed, but as if feeling uneasy, Sendai-san glanced over at it, as if checking to make sure.

There were no sounds of voices or footsteps in the hallway, just the quiet sound of Sendai-san’s breathing.

Instead of using her tongue, she ran her fingers along my foot. Her touch felt ticklish, so I lightly kicked her leg.

「Don’t do that. I told you to lick it.」

In response, Sendai-san grabbed my heel, lifting my foot slightly and bringing her face closer. Something not as wet as a tongue pressed against the base of my toes, and I realized it was her lips. The soft sounds of her lips kissing my foot filled the air.

Frustrated that she wasn’t doing as I said, I pushed my foot to her lips, and something warmer and wetter moved to my ankle.

「Is this good enough?」

She asked, lifting her head.

「No.」

There was no way this was good enough. Sendai-san had been the one who ultimately decided to do this, so I couldn’t just let her do it half-heartedly and leave it at that.

「Lick it properly. You’re just pressing your lips against it.」

「I don’t think there’s that much of a difference.」

「There is.」

I reaffirmed my stance, and Sendai-san pulled my foot closer, biting down on my big toe. She seemed to hold back a little, but it was still hard enough to hurt. Before I could complain, she started licking the top of my foot, her tongue slowly trailing up to my ankle.

The warmth of her tongue against my skin wasn’t unpleasant. The first time I made her lick my foot, I’d felt a bit disgusted—even though I was the one who made her do it. But there was also a sense of superiority that came with it, knowing that I’d made someone like her, who had nothing in common with me, obey my commands.

This time, it was different.

Her tongue slid over the bone of my ankle, sending a shiver up my spine. It wasn’t the disgust I’d felt before—it was something else. I pushed my foot closer, pressing it against her tongue, and she didn’t back away. Her warmth felt comforting in this chilly room.

And yet, frustration rose inside me. Sendai-san accepted trades like this, but she wouldn’t fully submit to me.

Why?

Why was she going to a university outside the prefecture?

She kept trying to get me to change my first-choice university, but she wasn’t willing to change her own.

I knew the real reason Sendai-san was determined to go to a university outside the prefecture—it was because of her family. But it still annoyed me. She was willing to do things like this when we were at school, yet she didn’t even give what I’d said last time about staying here a second thought. Even though I understood her reasons, I still couldn’t accept them.

That’s why I didn’t want to tell Sendai-san the truth. I’d told Maika I was applying to the same university as her, but with Sendai-san, I didn’t want her thinking I was doing it just to follow her. Still, I couldn’t help but wonder. If I did tell her, what would she say with those lips and tongue currently licking my foot? What would her gentle—but not always kind—voice say?

「Do you still want me to keep going, Miyagi?」

She asked, her words not answering the questions that were on my mind.

「Keep going.」

I said, giving her a gentle kick.

She frowned briefly, but soon lowered her gaze.

This time, it wasn’t her lips or tongue but her fingertips that brushed my ankle, gliding up to my calf. She lifted my skirt slightly, her lips moving to my knee, and then her tongue followed.

Her tongue traced my knee slowly, adding just a bit more pressure now and then. It was different from before, and when I tried to pull away instinctively, she pulled my leg right back.

A suffocating feeling crept into my chest, as if something had grabbed hold of my heart. Sendai-san kept licking my leg like she was wiping up a spill.

‘This isn’t good,’ I thought, and a memory I’d rather forget came flooding back.

The last day of summer vacation, in my room, with Sendai-san.

I held my breath and then exhaled slowly as the memories poured out.

It was always like this whenever I let my guard down.

The other day, when I ordered her to lick my finger, she hadn’t done it normally. There was something different in the way she did it, as if there had been a deeper meaning to it.

「You can stop now.」

I tried to push Sendai-san’s head away from my knee, but instead of backing off, she sucked on it and gently bit down.

Back during summer break, it didn’t seem wrong to do these things with Sendai-san. It felt natural at the time, but now, I realized it wasn’t something we should be doing anymore.

I was wrong to think it was okay to let her keep going like this.

These feelings I had for her weren’t right.

Her lips moved slightly above my knee.

「Sendai-san, stop. That’s enough.」

My voice wasn’t loud, but in the quiet corner of the room, there was no way she couldn’t hear me.

But instead of stopping, she lifted my skirt just enough to expose the skin of my thighs. Her lips pressed against the inside of them, leaving warm traces on the skin that should’ve felt cold in this chilly room.

The faint sound of kissing reached my ears.

―― We can’t go any further than this.

As Sendai-san’s hand started to slide further up my skirt, I tried to push her head away.
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Looking at what was happening, I realized how bad this must have looked. Sendai-san’s head was between my legs, and my skirt was so disheveled that no one should ever see me like this. What made it worse was that I was the only one left in this embarrassing state. I felt like I could come up with a dozen, maybe twenty things to complain about, but for now, I shoved Sendai-san’s head away and quickly straightened my skirt.

「I never said you could do that.」

I had ordered her to lick my feet plenty of times in the past, but she’d never gone this far.

I glared at Sendai-san, who had the nerve to act like nothing was wrong.

「What do you mean? I only licked your foot like you told me to.」

「Yeah, but what you did just now wasn’t licking.」

「Oh, really? So what about this?」

Sendai-san lifted my skirt slightly and brushed her tongue against my knee. Caught off guard, I flinched. I felt the wet sensation creeping closer to my thigh, so I quickly shoved her away by the forehead.

「Quit it. That’s not even my foot.」

「No, but isn’t your knee part of your leg? And your foot’s part of your leg too, right?[1]」

「That doesn’t make it the same.」

「So where exactly does the leg begin and end, then?」

As she said this, Sendai-san slid her hand down to my calf and started tracing her fingers along it until I slapped her hand away.

「Okay, we’re done here, so stop pondering what makes a leg a leg. Now, move.」

I shoved her back again, and this time she moved away, looking a bit let down. But after only a moment, she grabbed my foot again.

「Let me help you put your socks back on.」

「I can do it myself.」

「Even though they’re way over here?」

I glanced over at the pair of indoor shoes Sendai-san had taken off, with my socks still stuffed inside them. They were right next to her, and definitely not in a spot I could easily reach from where I was sitting.

「Give them back to me.」

「I said I’d help you put them back on, so just sit still.」

With my foot still in her grasp, even if I wanted to stand up, I couldn’t. Without her letting go, I had no choice but to stay seated, unable to reach for my socks or put them on by myself.

No matter how much I disliked it, I had to let her do it.

She gently ran her fingers over the top of my foot.

Her fingers brushed my skin just enough to tickle before Sendai-san slid my socks on, so effortlessly it was clear her hands were used to doing this.

I hated how easily she could do something like this.

This wasn’t normal, yet Sendai-san accepted it as if it were, getting used to it like it was just part of her routine. The fact that I’d become a part of her daily life like this made me feel uneasy.

But Sendai-san didn’t seem to care what I was thinking.

She slipped my indoor shoes back on like it was the most ordinary thing in the world, and then pressed a kiss against my knee.

「I thought I told you not to do that.」

「I’ll keep that in mind next time.」

Sendai-san said, showing no signs of remorse or any intention of being more careful.

If I stayed seated, who knew what might happen next. I stood up, patting down my blazer even though she hadn’t touched it. Sendai-san stood up too, brushing dust off her skirt, then said,

「So, about our trade. I get to touch you now, right?」

She said, as if entitled to it.

「Fine, but you’re not allowed to kiss me or take off any part of my uniform. Not even a button.」

「Isn’t it unfair to add extra conditions now?」

「Not at all. You’re always quick to try something weird, so I need to set limits. Besides, you promised not to do anything that’d upset me, didn’t you?」

This was my way of punishing her for going too far earlier.

―― At least, that’s what I told myself. Really, it was to make sure she didn’t push the limits and turn it into something more. Even if she was only planning to touch me, I doubted it would stop there, considering her past behavior.

「That’s true. But like I said, I won’t do anything to upset you.」

Her voice was as soft as the wind rustling the leaves, and she smiled. But it was the same smile she always wore at school, which only made me trust her less.

「Seriously, don’t do anything weird.」

I said, trying to reinforce it one more time, and she responded, sounding a bit dissatisfied.

「Do you really not trust me that much?」

「You should reflect on what you did earlier.」

「I already did, don’t worry.」

「… Okay, fine then.」

I was still a little uneasy, but even though Sendai-san sometimes went too far, she always kept her promises. So, I figured I should keep mine too.

I watched her take one step, then another closer to me.

Not knowing what she was about to do, my body tensed up.

Sendai-san came as close as she usually did when we kissed, and I instinctively stepped back, bumping my foot into the chair.

A loud clang echoed as she grabbed my arm and pulled me into an embrace.

「What’s this supposed to be?」

I muttered, confused. We were even closer than when we kissed.

「I think most people would call this a “hug.”」

「I know that much.」

I understood what it was, but with how close we were, I couldn’t help but ask. It was my first time being held like this, and in this cold room, my body felt strangely warm and light.

My heart started racing too.

It thudded so loudly that I was sure even Sendai-san could hear it.

「Please stop telling me to “stay here.”」

She suddenly said something I hadn’t expected.

「What are you talking about?」

I had a vague idea of what she meant, but I asked anyway. Her arms tightened around me.

「I’m saying I want to be able to have meals with you even when we’re in university.」

I wondered what kind of face she was making right now.

With both arms around me, I couldn’t move to see her expression.

All I could rely on was her voice next to my ear, but it was flat, making it hard to gauge her emotions. I couldn’t even imagine what she looked like.

「You don’t get to decide my future for me, Sendai-san.」

I answered softly, and she quietly replied,

「Even now, we eat together at your house, right? Don’t you think it’d be nice to share a meal together now and then, even after we graduate?」

Without acknowledging my attempt to reject her, she kept talking about what she wanted after graduation.

I didn’t know how to respond to her like this.

The future she mentioned did sound nice, though.

Eating with Sendai-san always made the food taste better than when I ate alone, and just having her beside me, even in silence, felt comforting. I couldn’t help but think it’d be dull not seeing her anymore after we graduated.

But still, I didn’t have the confidence to fully trust what Sendai-san was saying. Even now, I couldn’t see her face, and her voice gave no clues about her feelings. How could I possibly believe she truly wanted to keep sharing meals with me after we graduated?

「Miyagi?」

Her voice echoed softly in my ear.

「We’re done here.」

I tried to pull away from her embrace before any daydreams about a future together could form, but her arms stayed tightly wrapped around my back.
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「Can’t we stay like this a little longer?」

「No.」

「Come on, it’s fine, isn’t it?」

「No, it’s not.」

「Just say it’s okay… Shiori.」

Her whisper was accompanied by something soft brushing against my ear.

Her lips.

I felt them press firmly, tickling me, so I pushed her away with all my strength.

「Don’t call me by my name.」

Like tape slowly peeling from paper, she pulled herself off me, and I wiped my ear.

「Considering what you made me do, don’t you think that was too short?」

Sendai-san asked, sounding disgruntled as she looked at me.

「No, that’s enough.」

She should’ve known the extra conditions left her with very few options, so there was no reason for her to complain. Plus, kissing my ear was already pushing the “no kissing” boundary.

Besides, being in her arms like that had felt just like――

I sighed, as if to let the thought slip away, and reached for my bag.

「If I keep following your orders, will you let me touch you again?」

「No.」

The more time I spent with Sendai-san, the more natural it felt to have her by my side. Sharing meals, staying together after graduation—it all felt like a routine that could continue, with me giving her orders as always.

But deep down, I couldn’t see it happening.

「You say that, but you’ll still come to this room if I ask, right?」

「I won’t, so don’t even bother asking.」

「Okay, okay.」

Her response was so casual that I doubted she even heard me. Then, she grabbed my hand.

「What are you doing?」

「We’re going home together, right?」

「While holding hands like this?」

「Come on, I’m obviously joking.」

Sendai-san smiled as she let go of my hand.

「How long should I wait?」

「Ten minutes.」

「What about five?」

「I have a feeling you’d come running after me, so, no.」

I doubted she’d actually run after me.

But I just needed a little time alone. Too much had happened in such a short time, and my already jumbled thoughts were only getting worse.

I turned my back to Sendai-san as I left the music preparation room.

Walking down the hall, my footsteps echoed, and I glanced back.

As expected, her silhouette wasn’t there.










PART 89

I left the old school building and headed toward the entrance. It wasn’t like the school was completely empty, but the hallways were so quiet, it felt as though no one else was around. If it had been dark, I might have been scared enough to run, but since it was still light out, I walked quickly to the lockers without passing anyone on the way.

I switched my shoes and stepped outside, shivering as the cold wind hit me. I glanced back over my shoulder.

Sendai-san wasn’t there.

Of course she wasn’t. I’d told her to wait ten minutes before coming, and Sendai-san was just keeping that promise. If not, she would’ve been walking beside me right now since we were both heading in the same direction.

I had asked Sendai-san to come over today. If we walked home together, we could’ve passed the time together, but we agreed not to interact at school.

I let out a sigh.

The air wasn’t cold enough to see my breath, but it lacked any warmth, making it feel even chillier than last year.

It felt colder without Sendai-san here.

―― No, that wasn’t it.

Sure, being close to Sendai-san in the music preparation room made it warmer, but that was just because of the presence of another person. It would’ve felt warm even if it wasn’t Sendai-san, and now it was cold outside simply because it was cold—not because she wasn’t here.

I faced forward again.

If I stayed any longer, she’d catch up to me.

Her sudden hug, and how she rejected my words when I told her to “stay here”—I was curious about it all, but there wasn’t time to dwell on it. If I thought too deeply, I’d just end up overanalyzing every little thing she did.

I passed through the school gates and headed home, walking fast enough not to get out of breath.

As I went, I passed by a lot of people and walked by several stores until I stopped in front of the supermarket I usually visited a few times a week.

Right, there’s nothing left in the fridge.

With nothing stocked, that meant no frozen food, no ready-made meals, not even instant noodles.

Unless Sendai-san did something ridiculous like running all the way to my place, I had enough time to pick up a few things.

I walked into the supermarket and grabbed a basket.

I tossed some cabbages, potatoes, pre-made curry and stew, and a few frozen items into my basket. After hesitating for a moment, I added pork, chicken, and curry roux before heading to the cashier.

The bags felt heavier than usual as I walked outside, and twenty minutes had passed since I’d left.

I checked my phone and saw a few messages from Sendai-san, who had already arrived at my place before me.

I started to reply but decided against it.

After everything that happened today, it would probably be better if she just went home.

I should have told her not to come at all today, instead of asking her to wait ten minutes before leaving the music preparation room. I wasn’t sure how to face her after what she’d done.

I swung my bags lightly, filled with things I normally wouldn’t buy, as I walked. The weight slowed me down.

Dragging my feet, I made my way back home. When I reached the entrance, the lights of my apartment building came into view, and I heard a familiar, disgruntled voice.

「You left ten minutes ahead of me, so how come you’re late? Did you even check your phone?」

I turned toward the voice and saw Sendai-san, standing by the wall. I wouldn’t have been surprised if she wasn’t there. The tip of her nose was a little red, and I realized I had made her wait outside long enough for the cold to get to her—even though she was usually the one who complained about being too warm.

「You waited for me?」

「Of course I did. You were the one who told me to come ten minutes later, so I’d be surprised if you were just ignoring me. It’s freezing today—you shouldn’t have taken any detours.」

“If it was that cold, you should’ve just gone home.”

For a moment, I considered saying it, but instead, I held up the bags I was carrying.

「Here.」

「What? Are you telling me to carry your bags for you?」

「These are the ingredients I want you to use to make us dinner.」

I said, as I pushed the bags into Sendai-san’s hands and unlocked the entrance of the building.

「Am I making us dinner tonight?」

「Yeah, it’s an order.」

Hearing something she couldn’t argue with, Sendai-san mumbled, “I see,” and started walking. We rode the elevator up to the sixth floor together, but she didn’t try to hold my hand or say anything. After taking off our shoes at the entrance, we headed straight to the kitchen.

I turned on the lights and air conditioner while she started putting everything away. It wasn’t awkward, but there was nothing to say either. She was acting like she hadn’t just hugged me in the music preparation room earlier.

She was always like this—pretending like nothing was wrong whenever something happened. Normally, it’d bother me, but I was grateful for it today. It would’ve been more uncomfortable if she’d treated it like something had happened.

When she finished putting everything away, I handed her a five-thousand-yen bill.

「What if I said I didn’t need this?」

Sendai-san looked at the five-thousand-yen bill as if she were seeing it for the first time. But by now, this exchange had become a kind of ritual for us. Our relationship wouldn’t feel right unless she accepted the bill. If she started making dinner without taking it, it wouldn’t be an order anymore. Worse, she might think I was influenced by what she said earlier about us eating together after graduation.

That wasn’t why I wanted someone else to make dinner tonight.

I just wanted to eat something made by someone else for a change—there was no deeper reason.

「If you’d rather go home, you don’t have to take it.」

I started to take the five-thousand-yen bill away, but Sendai-san grabbed it from my hand before I could.

「Thanks. So, you want me to make dinner tonight?」

Sendai-san asked as she stuffed the bill in her wallet.

「Yeah.」

「Do you want to eat first and study after?」

「Sure.」

「Alright, so what do you want me to make?」

「Up to you.」

I replied casually, and Sendai-san, who had been staring into the fridge, turned her gaze to me.

「You’re leaving it up to me, huh? You were the one who bought all these ingredients. Did you not have something in mind?」

「Just make whatever you want. I don’t know how to cook, so I just bought random stuff.」

「You really didn’t think this through, did you?」

「Like I said, I didn’t know what to buy.」

I answered honestly, and Sendai-san let out a groan, closing the refrigerator door as she stood up.

「I’m not that good at cooking. I can’t just whip something up with a random mix of ingredients.」

「Well, we could just heat those up instead.」

I pointed at the instant and pre-made food on the table.

「I guess we could, but… then it wouldn’t count as me making dinner anymore. How about curry? We’ve got potatoes and meat. No onions or carrots, but it should be fine.」

Since I was the one giving the orders in the first place, it would’ve been fine to just go with instant food, but Sendai-san was strangely stubborn about these things. I didn’t mind this side of her, but it could be a pain sometimes.

If she were more laid-back, she wouldn’t try to meddle in my future like she had been. It would save me from thinking about unnecessary things.

「I’ll leave it to you, then.」

There were a lot of things I wanted to say, but for now, I decided to let her handle dinner. I left the kitchen area and sat at the counter, watching her from the living room.

Once she made up her mind, there was no point in saying anything more.

Even before I said I’d leave it to her, Sendai-san was already washing the potatoes and had set out a pot and knives.

When she’d said, “I want us to share meals together,” I doubt she meant she’d be the one making them, but seeing her cook wasn’t unpleasant. There was a sense of ease, knowing there was someone else in the house besides me.

It felt even better knowing that that “someone” was Sendai-san, and I couldn’t help but wish these moments could turn into a regular routine. But this routine could easily vanish one day if she decided she didn’t want it anymore.

Even if she liked the way things were today, there was no guarantee she’d feel the same tomorrow.

Thinking about it like that made me feel a little down.

Looking at her now, it seemed like she was just accommodating me, much like how she’d always bought magazines she didn’t care for just to have something to talk about with Ibaraki-san. There was no benefit for her in being with me, and it just made more sense to think of it that way.

While she stir-fried the potatoes she had already peeled and chopped, I asked her a question.

「… Sendai-san, are you really not going to stay?」

It wasn’t something I needed to gather my courage to ask, but it still felt difficult. My mouth struggled to form the words, and my voice caught in my throat. It must’ve sounded like I’d asked something more important than I meant it to, and I regretted it as soon as it left my lips.

Sendai-san didn’t answer.

I hadn’t said it that quietly, but she continued cooking the curry.

I didn’t want to force her to respond, so I decided to drop it.

As I rested my forehead against the counter, I heard her voice.

「Does that mean you want me to stay?」

「I’m the one asking you here.」

I lifted my head and saw her holding a cabbage, preparing to make a salad.

「I’m not going to apply to any local universities.」

The vague question I’d asked was met with the clear answer I’d already known. I’d expected it, but I couldn’t help complaining after she’d spent all that effort trying to change my mind.

「… If you’re just trying to live alone, you could still do that here.」

「But I don’t want to do it here.」

She replied curtly as she chopped the cabbage. Then, in a voice barely audible over the chopping, she added,

「How many more months do we have left to share meals like this again?」

She asked, as if deliberately.

「Figure it out yourself.」

「The graduation ceremony is at the beginning of March, and we don’t really have to go to school in February, so I guess we’ve got until December or January?」

「I guess so.」

The graduation ceremony wasn’t that close yet.

Even so, the thought of Sendai-san not coming over after February made me too sad to even want to eat what she was cooking. The apartment would feel cold and empty, but it wasn’t just that. It was starting to feel like she belonged by my side. Her presence had become so routine that it would be strange not to have her around.

If I’d known it would come to this, part of me wished something had happened that day during summer break. Though I’d convinced myself we shouldn’t be doing things like that, if things had gone differently, maybe I wouldn’t be overthinking telling Sendai-san that I wanted to apply to the same university as Maika.

But the reality was, nothing happened between us.

I still had no idea what I’d do about my future. I didn’t even know if I’d get accepted or not, and I kept thinking I could just figure it out if I did.

This place, though, held too many memories of Sendai-san, and it made me want to leave.

That was the only decision I wouldn’t change.








CHAPTER EIGHT

I Want to Learn More About Miyagi

Sendai

PART 90

I had hugged Miyagi.

It happened only two weeks ago, not long at all, but the once vivid memory of holding her had quickly faded. The sensation of her in my arms had grown so faint, I could barely remember what it felt like. That day, she had been so quiet in my embrace, but it seemed like something like that would never happen again. Looking back, I should’ve committed that feeling to memory more deeply.

I wished I could store that memory neatly in a drawer alongside the shirt and blouse she gave me.

Thinking like that probably showed just how messed up I was.

I really hated it.

It was still early in the evening, and I was in the middle of my assignments when I let my pencil roll across the desk. It traveled over my notebook and stopped at my textbook.

Our midterms were over, but finals were quickly approaching, so I’d been spending more time at my desk. It felt like all I did lately was study, and honestly, that wasn’t far from the truth. I had entrance exams to worry about too, which made everything even more exhausting.

I didn’t hate studying, but I wanted the exams to be over already. But once they were done, graduation would be right around the corner, and then I’d have to face the end of the arrangement I had with Miyagi. Right now, I couldn’t stand the thought of a future without her.

I absentmindedly touched the pendant Miyagi rarely asked about anymore. She still requested to see it sometimes, either ordering me to undo the third button of my blouse or doing it herself, but it happened less often these days. Instead, she’d been asking me to cook for her.

It wasn’t like I wanted her to touch the pendant all the time or anything, but it made me uneasy when she didn’t. The pendant felt like a cursed item, something I couldn’t take off once I put it on, as if it had somehow bound itself to me. And because of this pendant, I kept having all sorts of strange thoughts.

I lightly patted my cheeks, trying to shake off the heavy mood. Glancing at the window, I noticed the rain outside had grown heavier, and the wind began to rattle the glass. The rain had started as a soft patter before I began studying, but now the wind howled along with it, creating an unsettling noise in the otherwise quiet room. I found myself wishing it would just turn to snow already.

Still sitting in my chair, I picked up my phone.

I wonder what Miyagi’s doing right now?

Whenever Miyagi called me over, I never saw anyone else there. I had no idea what her parents did for a living or why they were never around, and I wasn’t sure if Miyagi, who tended to get frightened easily, was afraid being alone on nights like this.

I opened my messaging app and tapped on Miyagi’s name. After hesitating for a moment, I decided to call her.

It rang twice, then three times. By the sixth ring, just as I was about to hang up, her voice came through.

「… Sendai-san?」

「Yeah, it’s me.」

「What do you want at this hour?」

I didn’t really know how to answer. The truth was, I’d called without any particular reason in mind. But if I told her that, I had a feeling she’d get annoyed.

「Well, the weather’s pretty bad outside, and I thought, since you get scared easily, maybe you were feeling a little freaked out.」

I said, trying to keep my excuse for calling her vague.

「I don’t get scared that easily. What I don’t like are gho- I mean, horror movies and stuff like that. The wind and rain are fine.」

「What about thunder?」

「I don’t like it, but I’m not afraid of it.」

「Oh, I see.」

Miyagi seemed more afraid of ghosts than of the wind or rain, and she didn’t sound scared at all on the other side of the phone. That should have been a relief, but now I didn’t know what else to talk to her about.

‘I just wanted to hear your voice.’

‘I was a little worried about you.’

I wasn’t going to say any of that, and it wasn’t like I felt that way either. Or at least, I didn’t think I did. Still, I didn’t want to hang up now that we were talking.

「Are you alone at home right now?」

I tried to break the silence, knowing that Miyagi, with her short temper, would likely hang up on me if I didn’t say something. But instead of a reply, there was quiet on her end. I realized that might not have been the best thing to ask. Miyagi rarely wanted to talk about herself, and whenever I tried, she’d always change the subject.

「… Yeah, I am.」

Just as I started regretting my question, she mumbled an answer.

「Are you always by yourself at this time of night?」

「Yeah, no one else is ever home.」

I’d already assumed as much, but hearing her say it herself was a first. It was unusual for her to be this open.

「Do both of your parents work or something?」

「Sendai-san, was there something you needed to talk to me about?」

Her voice dropped, as if hinting that she didn’t want to talk about it any further. Sensing she wasn’t going to respond to any more of my questions, I decided to answer hers honestly.

「Not really.」

The conversation ended abruptly, leaving only the sound of the rain and wind howling outside.

There were so many other things I wanted to ask Miyagi, but she always seemed irritated whenever I brought up university. If I asked her now, I felt like she’d hang up right away.

It felt unfair, like I was the only one making an effort, and the imbalance was starting to bother me.

But if I brought up something like that, she’d just steer the conversation towards whatever she wanted, and we’d end up in silence again. And if that silence lasted too long, she’d probably end up hanging up on me anyway.

I didn’t want to be the one getting hung up on, so I decided I’d end the call myself.

「Anyway, I think we should hang up now.」

I was about to follow up with “Good night,” but Miyagi cut me off before I could.

「Wait, Sendai-san, let’s talk a little more. I’m not scared, but it’s too loud outside.」

She said, as if making an excuse. Then, she quickly added, “Actually, never mind,” but I stopped her.

「Wait, wait, don’t take it back. Let’s talk a bit more.」

「What do you want to talk about?」

「You don’t have to answer if you don’t want to, but is there a reason why you won’t let me call you by your name, Miyagi?」

I asked a relatively harmless question that had always been on my mind.

「Only my friends call me “Shiori.”」

I expected that response.

Miyagi and I weren’t friends. I knew it was coming, but it still stung a little.

「If we became friends, could I call you by your name then?」

I followed up with another uninteresting question. But instead of answering it, Miyagi began her reply with, “Hazuki.”

My heart skipped a beat hearing her say my name, something only a few people ever called me by. But her sentence didn’t end there, and she tacked on a question of her own.

「―― Who calls you that? Just your friends?」

「Yeah, mostly my friends. Oh, and my parents too, I guess. You should call me by my name too, Miyagi.」

「I’m not your friend, and I’m definitely not your parent either.」

「Yeah, I figured you’d say that.」

Just like how people normally greeted each other with “Good morning” out of habit, Miyagi had her own set of phrases for moments like this. It was as if she had a set menu of responses, always ready to deny the idea of us being friends. I wasn’t particularly hung up on whether we were friends or not, but hearing her deny it didn’t exactly feel great either.

「Sendai-san, are you still wearing the necklace?」

This, too, had become one of her usual lines.

Miyagi always wanted to make sure I still had the pendant on.

「Yeah, I am.」

「Touch it, right now.」

「You want me to do it?」

Miyagi had always been the one to touch the pendant herself. She’d never asked me to touch it before, so I wanted to double-check with her.

「Yeah.」

「Okay, sure.」

I was so used to obeying her that I found myself doing what she asked without much thought. Even though now wasn’t the time to be ordered around by her, I didn’t see any reason to refuse, so I did as she asked.

I placed my hand over my hoodie, feeling the pendant beneath it.

「I touched it.」

I said, and Miyagi immediately replied with,

「Are you touching it directly? Not over your clothes?」

「Miyagi, did you install a camera in my room or something?」

「Of course not. But you’re not doing it properly. Touch it directly.」

「Fine.」

I slipped my hand inside the neck of my loose-fitting hoodie and touched the chain of the pendant directly. Maybe because my room was warm, neither my hand nor the chain felt cold. I slowly ran my fingers along the chain, mimicking the way Miyagi always did it.

Ignoring the slight resistance at my fingertips, I followed the chain across my skin toward the charm. It didn’t tickle, but it also didn’t feel like I was the one doing it. Somehow, the sensation made me feel uneasy, and I let out shallow breaths.

「Are you touching it properly now?」

「I am.」

Hearing Miyagi’s voice while I did this felt a little strange. Even though it was my own fingers, it almost felt like Miyagi was the one touching me. My breathing grew a little heavier, and the bumps on the chain felt more pronounced than usual.

「Really?」

Her voice through the phone seemed to caress my ear, echoing softly in my eardrum. It felt like I could hear Miyagi’s breathing as well, so I tried to drown it out with the sound of my own voice.

「Do you want me to send you a video or something?」

「No, and you can stop touching it now.」

I stopped stroking the chain, but Miyagi quickly continued, cutting off any response I might have had.

「Sendai-san, I’m going to hang up now.」

「Okay. Good night.」

I said, and Miyagi responded with a quiet “Good night,” her voice almost drowned out by the sound of wind and rain.










PART 91

I found myself dreaming about something I hadn’t dreamt of in a while.

I felt a little unsettled.

I knew exactly why I had that dream again – it was because I had fallen asleep right after hearing Miyagi’s voice.

I started having this dream after what happened on the last day of summer break, and it had come back to me a few times since the beginning of the second semester.

More precisely, the dream I had was of the last day of summer break itself. Sometimes, it would show what might’ve happened if things had gone further, but that wasn’t the case today.

Either way, it wasn’t a dream I wanted to have, especially not right before waking up.

After all, in the dream, I kissed my former classmate, lifted her T-shirt, and touched her bare skin. Then, she touched me too, and even though it was only over her undergarments, I felt her chest――

There was no way I could feel good about going to school after that.

I let out a sigh.

Just like how the sensation of hugging Miyagi had gradually faded, I didn’t think I’d ever dream again about feelings I’d thought I’d forgotten.

It felt like part of me wanted to relive that day and take things even further. But even if I did, Miyagi would never let it happen again, so even with my sense of reason being as fragile as it was, I would never act on it ―― probably not, anyway. So, all I could do was feel depressed about it.

I picked up my phone, which doubled as my alarm clock, and checked the time. If I didn’t start getting ready soon, I was going to be late for school, but I couldn’t bring myself to get out of bed.

I really don’t feel like going today.

For a second, I thought about skipping and going somewhere else, but quickly dismissed the idea. It would just cause problems if the school called home.

I heaved a sigh.

I turned on the air conditioner and reluctantly crawled out of bed.

「It’s so cold.」

I ruffled my messy hair and forced myself to get ready. I brushed my teeth, changed into my uniform, and left the house without bothering to eat breakfast.

Ideally, I didn’t want to run into Miyagi at school today, but it felt like on days like this, I’d end up seeing her, which made my steps feel heavier. But no matter how much I dreaded it, the more I walked, the closer I got to school, and before I knew it, I was walking through the gates and onto the school grounds.

I half-expected to bump into Miyagi on the way to my classroom, but luckily, that didn’t happen. I managed to make it to my desk without incident. On days like this, I was glad we weren’t in the same class.

As usual, I went over to Umina’s desk, and we started chatting about clothes we wanted to buy or how the handsome actor from last night’s TV drama was a disappointment, and so on.

When I was at school, it felt like I talked a lot more than I ever did when I was with Miyagi. I didn’t care much for the TV dramas, but I did enjoy talking about clothes and accessories. While Umina and I didn’t share the same fashion sense, I liked exchanging information about different stores with her, like when a new shop was about to open.

But today, I couldn’t bring myself to enjoy it.

By the time two classes went by, I still felt sluggish.

I pulled out my gym clothes. I wasn’t someone who got cold easily, but I really didn’t like having gym class in the winter.

Just heading to the changing room was cold enough, and I knew the gym and field would be even worse. But skipping wasn’t an option, so I left the classroom with Umina and the others, who seemed even more reluctant to go than I did.

We trudged down the cold hallway and entered the changing room. After storing my things in a locker, I slipped off my blazer.

Umina stood beside me, grumbling about gym class, and I nodded along to her complaints as I began to undo the buttons on my blouse.

「Hazuki, did you get that from someone?」

Umina asked right as I was about to take my blouse off. I knew immediately what she meant.

There was no doubt she was talking about the pendant I was wearing.

「What are you referring to?」

I asked, feigning ignorance.

Miyagi had ordered me not to let anyone else see the pendant, but I never had any intention of following that. Still, it felt like it’d be more trouble than it was worth if anyone ever saw it, so I had always made sure to keep it out of Umina’s sight.

But now, Umina was staring at it like a curious child who’d just found something interesting.

Honestly, she could be such a pain sometimes.

I wasn’t tired or sleep deprived, but thinking about that dream must’ve made me let my guard down.

「I’m talking about this thing.」

Umina said, reaching out toward the pendant.

I almost swatted her hand away but stopped myself. That would only raise suspicion and make things even more complicated.

「You got this from your boyfriend, didn’t you?」

Umina asked as she traced the outline of the chain with her fingertips.

All hands felt more or less the same, and her warmth against the chain wasn’t any different from when I touched it myself yesterday. But somehow, her touch felt strangely unfamiliar. I’d never thought about Umina’s hands before, but right now, I didn’t want her to touch me.

「I already told you, I don’t have a boyfriend.」

I said casually, playfully slapping her hand away.

「Whaat?」

Umina replied, her tone exaggerated as she pulled her hand back. I quickly took off my blouse and changed into my gym clothes.

「Oh, come on, Hazuki. You’ve never worn anything like that to school before. Are you sure it wasn’t a gift from your boyfriend?」

「Maybe if I had one, he’d give me something like this, but I don’t.」

「Okay, then who gave it to you?」

「No one gave it to me. Back me up here, Mariko.」

I turned to Mariko, who was changing next to Umina, hoping she’d help me out.

「No way, I feel like you got it from someone too. You’ve never worn anything like that before, so it’s only natural to assume.」

I was about to argue, but Umina spoke up before I could.

「You thought so too, right, Mariko? Besides, wearing a pendant like that isn’t even your thing, right, Hazuki?」

「Yeah. If I remember correctly, you said you liked accessories with shorter chains, didn’t you?」

I realized asking Mariko for backup was a mistake. Now, I was backed into a corner. Everything they said was true, and the more I tried to explain, the worse it got. I usually didn’t wear accessories to school, and I really did prefer something with a shorter chain. This pendant wasn’t something I would’ve worn if it hadn’t been from Miyagi.

「Now, tell us. Who gave it to you? Is he from our school?」

Umina asked, tugging on my gym uniform.

「Look, it’s just a lucky charm.」

Unable to think of anything better, I went with a vague excuse.

「A lucky charm?」

Mariko asked, sounding skeptical.

「Yeah, a lucky charm for the entrance exams we’ve got this year. I figured something shorter would stand out too much, so I made the chain longer.」

「Well, okay, but who gave it to you?」

Umina pressed, a huge grin spreading across her face.

「No one gave it to me. I mean it.」

「Hazuki, your excuses are pretty weak today.」

Mariko said.

Umina chimed in with, “Come on, just make it easy on yourself and tell us already.”

「Look, we should get going or we’re going to be late.」

I was getting a bit frustrated. Without bothering to deny that I was trying to make excuses, I left the changing room. I heard Umina giggle and say, “Oh, she ran away,” behind me.

I didn’t dislike the two of them, but I wasn’t a fan of how everything seemed to circle back to boyfriends with them.

I touched the pendant over my gym uniform.

Why did Miyagi choose this pendant for me in the first place?

Was it because it was just the right length for her to touch when undoing the second button of my blouse? Or did she think it suited me?

「It’s freezing in the gym. I should’ve just ditched.」

Umina’s voice, saying something a teacher wouldn’t like, pulled me out of my thoughts, and I quickly let go of the pendant.

Our relationship was starting to come apart at the seams.

Traces of us were surfacing at school, and we were doing things we wouldn’t have done a year ago. I doubted anyone would figure it out before graduation, but still, I wasn’t sure what was going to happen to us before then.

I really wasn’t in the mood to see Miyagi today.

Especially after the kind of dream I had this morning—it left me feeling guilty, like I’d done something wrong. And thanks to Umina and Mariko’s probing, I was in a terrible mood.

But of course, it was always on days like this that Miyagi would reach out.

So, I wasn’t surprised at all to see an unread message from her after gym class.










PART 92

Miyagi’s room was warmer than usual—almost too warm.

But that was better than the cold that had me shivering through gym class.

I unfastened the second button of my blouse, catching Miyagi’s eyes on my fingers.

It was like she wanted me to undo one more but wouldn’t say it aloud. Instead, she brought over the usual cups of barley tea and soda, setting them between the scattered reference books and workbooks on the table.

She hadn’t given me any orders yet.

Lowering her gaze, Miyagi quietly returned to her homework.

She hadn’t asked to see the pendant yet, which was a relief.

I didn’t want her touching me today—not after the dream I’d had. But there was no reason for Miyagi to be concerned about this. It was my own issue to deal with and had nothing to do with her.

Pushing the dream aside, I turned the page of my reference book.

It doesn’t matter. As long as I act like nothing happened, everything will be fine.

I took a sip of barley tea and picked up my pencil.

Instead of focusing on my reference book, I snuck a glance at Miyagi beside me, just as she said,

「Sendai-san, what if…」

She began to say something, then fell silent. No matter how long I waited, she didn’t continue, which left me feeling a bit uneasy. Since she was the one who brought it up, I didn’t want to just leave it hanging. So, as if nudging her along, I repeated, “What if… what?”

She reluctantly continued with,

「This is just a “what if,” okay?」

「Okay.」

「… If I applied to the same university as you, got accepted, and we ended up at the same school, what would you do?」

「Hmm, let me think…」

I propped my chin in my hands, mulling it over.

Miyagi didn’t sound especially interested; she kept her head down, her hair falling over her cheeks and hiding her expression.

When I glanced at her notebook, I noticed some random scribbles, as if she’d been fidgeting restlessly.

「I guess I’d just ask if you wanted to eat together.」

It wasn’t something I’d really thought about, so I answered with whatever came to mind first.

If we were to end up at the same university…

It was something I’d thought about before, but I’d never really considered what I’d actually want to do with Miyagi if it ever happened.

I couldn’t imagine her suddenly becoming more honest with me just because we’d become university students, nor could I picture us hanging out or walking around town together. Honestly, it made more sense if she just kept her distance from me. No matter what I might want with her, it would never happen, and if all I could picture was her pushing me away, it was better not to think about it at all.

「What if I went to a nearby university instead?」

Although I wasn’t sure how serious she was about it, Miyagi, who seemed to be considering applying to a school close to mine, looked up and said this in her typical indifferent tone.

「Uh, I guess I’d ask if you wanted to eat together?」

「Isn’t this the same answer? Is that all you want to do?」

「Well, it’s not like we could do much else together. I’d be fine with other things, but you’d just remind me that we’re not friends, wouldn’t you?」

I could pretty much guess how Miyagi would respond, and I figured that if I took the words straight out of her mouth, she’d be left without anything to say. And I was right. Miyagi fell silent.

I reached for her hand resting on the table. I didn’t squeeze it, but Miyagi flinched slightly. Still, she didn’t get mad at me.

This was just how she’d been lately.

She still wouldn’t let me kiss her, but she’d let me touch her like this. Sometimes, she’d pull away, but most of the time, she’d let it slide, looking like she wanted to complain but never quite going through with it. I wanted to ask why she’d had this change of heart, but I knew she’d never answer.

I caressed her fingertips, slipping my fingers between hers. Feeling her hand in mine made me want to touch more than just her hands, and I wondered if she ever had the same dreams I did.

I held Miyagi’s hand firmly, but she didn’t hold mine back. Instead, she tried to pull away.

「I can’t study like this, Sendai-san.」

「It’s okay, me neither.」

I replied, still holding her hand, which earned me an annoyed look from her.

「There’s nothing “okay” about this at all… Is this amusing to you?」

「Yeah, kind of.」

「Well, I have a hard time believing there’s anything fun about holding my hand.」

I could understand where she was coming from. Not even I knew exactly why holding her hand amused me so much. But I couldn’t help it—I just wanted to be able to touch Miyagi.

「I’m the one who gets to decide what’s amusing to me. Besides, wouldn’t it be scary if I were holding someone else’s hand right now? I bet you wouldn’t be able to sleep after that.」

「Quit saying weird things.」

Miyagi frowned and slipped out of my grasp, grabbing a tissue box that had been sitting on the floor.

「Here, why don’t you hold hands with this instead?」

She shoved the tissue box, decorated with a crocodile cover, toward me, and I ended up shaking hands with the crocodile I had no interest in holding. Its tiny, squishy hands were softer than hers, but lacked her warmth. It didn’t feel unpleasant, but holding it wasn’t exactly satisfying either.

The crocodile, which had been in her room much longer than I had, looked spotless, without a single mark or scratch. I’d seen it being handled pretty roughly before, yet somehow, it was still in perfect shape, as if it were something precious to her.

I wished she’d handle me with even half the care she gave that crocodile.

「Are you enjoying yourself?」

Miyagi asked as she watched me holding the crocodile.

「Hmm, not really.」

The crocodile in my hands looked far more sincere than its owner. I brushed my fingers over its nose before leaning down to place a small kiss on it. It didn’t have the warmth that Miyagi’s lips did, and there was nothing exciting about it. I couldn’t help but wish I were kissing Miyagi instead, as if I were still caught up in that dream from earlier.

「Don’t do that.」

Even though she’d been the one to hand it to me in the first place, Miyagi pulled the crocodile away by its tail.

「Why not? Can’t I at least kiss the crocodile?」

「No.」

「You’re so cold, Miyagi. You didn’t even show up when I called for you.」

Miyagi patted the head of the crocodile as I took another sip of barley tea. After what happened last time in the music preparation room — about a week ago — I had asked to see Miyagi again at school, but she hadn’t shown up.

She didn’t tell me why she hadn’t come, but I could guess the reason.

Most likely, she was unhappy with how our trade had gone.

Miyagi was always overly cautious, so she probably worried that if she saw me again, I’d try to push things further than just touching her.

「I already told you, didn’t I? I’m not going to show up even if you ask to see me.」

Miyagi replied, sounding annoyed. This wasn’t the first time we’d had this conversation, so I understood why she looked so fed up.

「You’re right, but if you weren’t going to show up, you should’ve let me know sooner.」

On the day Miyagi didn’t show up to the music preparation room, she let me know within ten minutes that she wasn’t coming. There wasn’t any real reason for me to be complaining about it now, and I hadn’t expected her to show up in the first place. Still, for some reason, I felt the need to complain, and no matter how much I did, it still didn’t feel like enough.

「I did let you know early. Besides, I don’t want to make any more trades with you.」

Miyagi answered exactly as I’d expected.

「I don’t think I even asked for anything unreasonable last time.」

「Sure, but you might ask for more next time.」

「No, I won’t.」

I couldn’t deny I had hidden motives, but I’d never do anything Miyagi truly disliked. Even if I said that aloud, though, I knew I wasn’t trustworthy enough for her to believe me.

Even right now, I wanted to touch Miyagi more, to the point where I wanted to do something that might make her trust me even less. But if I did that, she wouldn’t let me touch her at all anymore. All I could do was stroke the head of the crocodile in Miyagi’s arms.

「… Okay, then what were you planning to do if I had shown up?」

Miyagi mumbled.

「Hmm, I hadn’t thought about it. Let me see… I guess I would’ve had you call me by my name.」

I shared one of the little things I’d been wishing for, knowing how she’d respond.

「Call you by your name?」

「Yeah, I want you to call me “Hazuki.”」

「I’m not going to do that.」

「Come on, at least say it once.」

I’d expected her to refuse outright, even though I’d only asked her to say it once. Still, I figured there was no harm in asking, so I looked at Miyagi, not expecting much. She met my gaze briefly before looking away, her head dipping down. Then, she muttered,

「… I’m not going to call you Hazuki.」
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Well, I guess that technically counts.

It might’ve just barely made the cut, but I could consider it her calling me by my name.

My mood, which had been close to rock bottom earlier, had lifted quite a bit. I gently pulled her hand away from the crocodile she was holding and held it, and this time, she gently squeezed back.








EXTRA CHAPTER

It Doesn’t Suit Sendai-san

Miyagi




I’d really thought it would suit Sendai-san at the time, but now that some time had passed, I wasn’t so sure. The necklace I’d seen that day at the mall while picking up materials for the cultural festival had somehow gotten lodged in my mind ever since, refusing to go away. And yet, I still couldn’t picture Sendai-san actually wearing it.

Sitting alone in my room, I leaned my head against the table, where my homework lay scattered. All I wanted was to stop thinking about that necklace. For something so trivial, it was absurdly persistent, taking up space in my mind like it had a right to be there. Normally, I’d forget something like this easily, but it kept creeping back while I was studying or just before bed, like some annoying zombie I couldn’t shake off.

── A necklace with a small charm hanging from a silver chain.

I’d noticed it while running errands, carrying bags of supplies through the mall. Or rather, it practically jumped out at me. It had been on display in a little store I’d usually pass without a second glance, but that day was different—I found myself stopping in front of a shop I’d normally ignore.

I wouldn’t go as far as calling it a “fateful encounter,” but I couldn’t look away from that necklace, with its crescent moon charm. It made me think of Sendai-san.

“This would really suit her,” I’d thought, and that silly notion kept coming back to me over and over.

Before I knew it, the school festival had come and gone, and I wasn’t even sure if the necklace was still in the store. But the image of it kept replaying in my mind, refusing to disappear.

There was probably only one way to finally get rid of it: if I could be sure it was sold out. If it wasn’t in stock, I couldn’t buy it anyway—then maybe I’d be able to put it out of my mind for good.

I lifted my head, closed the textbook in front of me, and picked up my phone from the table.

It hadn’t even been an hour since I’d started my homework.

If I go now, I can still make it.

The shopping mall was still open.

Since I hadn’t invited Sendai-san over today, I had some time to spare, and I’d still have enough time to finish my homework when I got back. Everything seemed to line up perfectly for me to check whether the necklace was still in stock.

The necklace is definitely gone by now.

It had been a while since I’d ran those errands for the cultural festival. There was no way it was still for sale. Normally, going to check would be a complete waste of time, but to me, it was important I confirmed it.

It was better than letting my mind get consumed by thoughts of something that might not even be there anymore. I’d feel a bit more at ease knowing it was gone. And if, by some chance, it was still there, I could decide what to do then. Either way, it was better than obsessing over something I saw before the cultural festival—a thought that still lingered long after it was over.

I opened the curtains and saw that it was already starting to get dark outside, so I put on a cardigan.

Just in case something were to happen, I slipped my wallet into my bag before leaving the apartment.

Even though it was rather late to head to the mall, I still walked slowly. There was no need to hurry. All I had to do was confirm it was sold out. I didn’t need to buy the necklace, and I didn’t have to give it to Sendai-san either, so there was no reason to rush.

I walked through the dimly lit city, entered the mall as I had back when I ran errands for the cultural festival, and made my way to the store where the necklace was. Step by step, I walked at an unusually slow pace until I reached the shop.

「… There’s no way.」

The necklace was supposed to be sold out.

I shouldn’t have been able to buy it, and yet, there it was.

I was at a complete loss for words.

What should I do?

There was no reason for me to hesitate, and yet, I still found myself wavering. I had enough money in my wallet to buy it. If only I didn’t—then I could’ve given up peacefully. But seeing it here made me feel like it was something I could buy, and the reason for that was simple: if I went home empty-handed, I’d only end up spending my days obsessing over it again.

Well, it’s not as if things like this happen all the time.

This would probably be the first and last time I’d buy something for Sendai-san to wear. It wouldn’t happen again—or at least, I felt like I could let myself off the hook if I told myself that.

Besides, even if I bought it, giving it to her was a whole different matter.

Just because I buy something doesn’t mean I have to give it away. I could just wear it myself if I wanted.

I reached for the necklace, then quickly drew my hand back.

I let out a sigh.

I wasn’t trying to buy it just because I thought it would look good on her.

When it came to Sendai-san, anything would look good on her. She could make even the cheapest accessories seem stylish. She could even make things that looked dull on me look nice on her.

If I were to give her anything, it wouldn’t matter what design it had.

The only reason I wanted to buy this was to make our relationship clear.

Sendai-san had been getting ahead of herself lately.

She’d called me out at school and kissed me.

She didn’t seem like she was even trying to follow the rules anymore.

In fact, it was quite the opposite. She was acting like breaking the rules was completely normal now. What happened over summer break may have blurred our boundaries, but that was over a month ago. It was about time things got back on track already.

With this necklace, I could bind Sendai-san and make it clear who was in control. She needed to be reminded that it cost five thousand yen to spend time together.

A necklace was perfect for that, a physical reminder she could wear every day.

It wouldn’t leave a lasting mark like a piercing, but it would still tie her down until graduation. And once I bought it, I could finally stop obsessing over this necklace.

I picked up the silver chain with the small charm hanging from it.

The shop was filled with cute, pretty trinkets, making it awkward for me to head to the register.

I almost wished Maika or Ami were here with me, but if they saw me buying something I normally wouldn’t wear, they’d only get curious and start asking too many questions.

It’s okay.

As long as I paid for it, I had the right to buy it. It was no different than buying instant noodles. With that thought in mind, I forced myself to the register, clutching the necklace. I wanted to leave quickly, but I was slowed down by a trivial question, like how I wanted it wrapped. This wasn’t even supposed to be a gift, but since I was giving it to her, I had no choice but to treat it like one. I picked out a ribbon and wrapping paper, then paid for it.

Leaving the store, I exited the mall and made my way back out into the city.

I walked down the streets slowly.

I hadn’t noticed how chilly it was when it was bright out, but it was definitely cold now.

Summer was long gone, and we were in the middle of autumn.

During the day, it felt like traces of summer remained, but by night, there was no hint of it left. The seasons kept moving—after summer came autumn, then winter, and after that, spring would arrive with graduation. Autumn couldn’t last forever.

I slowed my pace even more.

The item in the small box I’d bought was only meant to tie us together until graduation. Nothing more, nothing less.

When graduation arrived, we’d go our separate ways, never to meet again.

That was to be expected, given we’d be attending different universities. Our days wouldn’t overlap anymore, and our connection and memories together would gradually fade away.

That was only natural, and I felt like that was how things should be.

We were about to head off to university soon. Of course, I’d keep studying hard until then, but no amount of effort would land me at the same university as Sendai-san. Not that I’d ever expected that in the first place.

I didn’t want to put any labels on my memories with her, nor was I going to change my future plans.

The necklace would simply serve as a reminder for what the five-thousand-yen was for.

That felt right for us.

But even if I’d found a reason to buy it, I still didn’t have a reason to actually give it to her.

Sendai-san had been coming over since July of our second year, and now, with our third-year cultural festival behind us, I still didn’t even know her birthday—something I could’ve used as an excuse to give the necklace to her.

I walked, each step deliberate and slow. My bag felt heavy, even though there was nothing actually weighing it down.

I shouldn’t have bought it.

A sigh almost escaped me as I gently rocked the light yet heavy bag in my hands.
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TRANSLATION NOTES




Chapter One




[1]. First, we had the sports festival, and now we have the cultural festival. These are held sometime either in October or November. Basically, it’s a school event where students display their learning and skills. As educational as it sounds, it’s mostly a recreational event. For elementary, middle, and high schoolers, each classroom must come up with an activity they wish to show off together and they must handle most of the organization and logistics themselves. Clubs can choose to participate as well (this one applies to university students too). 




Usually, in anime or manga, you’ll see classrooms doing maid cafes or crossdressing cafes or plays or food stalls and the whatnot. It’s essentially a time for the students to have fun together, especially since campuses are generally open to all sorts of visitors during the cultural festival.




                                                                                                    




Chapter Two




[1]. Konpeito is a Japanese rock candy that is basically made out of a lot of sugar. Seriously, it’s basically just crystallized sugar. But it’s small, and our poor Sendai here is simply trying to convince herself her feelings are just as tiny.







                                                                                                    




Chapter Three




[1]. If you recall, all the way back in part 30, Miyagi and Sendai wore different uniforms depending on the season. Well, it’s autumn in the story now, so they’re changing them again! In the winter, many schools will have their students wearing blazers to keep warm, and during the summer, students are to wear their short-sleeved blouses and dress-shirts without needing any outerwear. But for the milder seasons that have less extreme temperature shifts like spring and autumn, they’ll usually have long-sleeved shirts on and they can choose if they want to wear a sweater vest or not. However, some schools have might have their own dress codes or requirements. 




So, the students are now wearing what you call “合服 (aifuku),” which are clothes to be worn during spring and autumn. I translated it as “autumn uniform,” but just know that it’s usually the same clothes that are worn during the spring as well. 




And on that note, because Miyagi and Sendai are third years and the Japanese school system has them graduating in the spring, they won’t get another opportunity to wear their summer clothes anymore.




                                                                                                    




Chapter Four




[1]. In the original Japanese, Sendai actually says: 世の中には臨機応変という便利な言葉がある, which directly translates to, “There was a handy saying for times like this: playing it by the ear.” Let’s dissect this from the beginning. 




In both Japanese and Chinese (Korean is really similar to both these languages, but I don’t know a lick of Korean, so I apologize if this applies to it as well and I just excluded it), they have these things called 四字熟語 (yojijukugo), which means “four-character idioms.” As the name suggests, these are idioms that are written with four characters only. 




The idiom Sendai uses here is 臨機応変 (rinki ouhen). It means “to play it by ear,” which essentially means “to be flexible” with things or circumstances. Adapting, improvising (but not so much overcoming), being able to change, etc. In this case, Sendai is only pointing this out because she thinks Miyagi is the complete opposite – too inflexible. She’s trying to convey that the rules should be flexible, and “as long as no one finds out about us, who cares if we do this or that?”




[2].In the Japanese calendar (which used to be based on the Chinese lunar calendar), each of the twelve months have a common Japanese name (which are used today), and a traditional Japanese name. January was called Mutsuki, while February was Kisaragi, March was Yayoi, April was Uzuki, May was Satsuki, and so on (you can find out the rest in the Wikipedia link). There are other ways of writing “Hazuki” in Japanese that aren’t written the same way as our lovely Sendai Hazuki’s, but 葉月 does seem to be the most common, and it directly translates to “month of leaves.”




[3].This one is a minor/trivia footnote. I do not know if this is the same case in English… but there’s a slight difference between “necklaces” and “pendants” in Japanese. Now, I personally think of just the charms that dangle on necklaces as pendants, and anything that’s a chain to be worn around the neck as necklaces. Well, the very small difference in Japanese is that you can call anything with a chain + a charm as “pendants.” Anything that is “V” shaped around your neck is generally considered a pendant, while… anything else is a necklace. But pendants are also a type of necklace. In any case, jewellers will know what you’re talking about if you tell them you’re looking for a “pendant,” but they’ll also understand if you’re calling a “pendant” a “necklace.”




                                                                                                    




Chapter Five




[1]. In several cultures (including Japanese culture), there’s a widely believed superstition that if you sneeze, it means that someone is talking about you. Sometimes, depending on how many times you sneeze, you can figure out what that person is saying about you (e.g. if it’s something positive or negative).




                                                                                                    




Chapter Six




[1]. 自由登校 (jiyuu toukou), which directly translates to “free attendance,” is a period of time where attendance for classes is optional, primarily reserved for third year students in their final school term. This is so that students can focus solely on preparing for their entrance exams instead of needing to attend their classes. There are supplementary classes that still get held during this time, but attendance for these classes is optional and will not affect the students’ grade or record.




                                                                                                    




Chapter Seven




[1]. 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. 




Also, 足 (foot) can also mean leg itself, but 脚 (leg) will never mean “foot.” 




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.
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First things first, I would like to mention that the translations being hosted here are for the web novel. The light novel is currently behind compared to the web novel, but it includes illustrations, and a handful of edits were made to the story (primarily things like sentence structure, vocabulary usage and differences in how some scenes play out).

This work is currently NOT licensed for an English release, so the links I’m providing below are in Japanese only. For digital releases, I personally prefer cmoa.jp over Amazon because it supports my foreign (i.e. not Japanese) payment method and does not require a VPN. The downside is that the entire site is written in Japanese.

Follow Haneda Usa’s Twitter (or X, if you prefer) here!
Follow U35’s Twitter (… or X…) here!

Volume 1 (Amazon link)
Volume 2 (Amazon link)
Volume 3 (Amazon link)
Volume 4 (Amazon link)

Volume 1 (cmoa.jp link)
Volume 2 (cmoa.jp link)
Volume 3 (cmoa.jp link)
Volume 4 (cmoa.jp link)



OPS/images/GSWPs7Q.jpg





OPS/images/ExSL0A3.jpg
~nx=\ U35

USA@HANEDA

B H bl

~A N IS EBSHY-L -






OPS/images/AKEeDIi.jpg
JJJJHEI${E

/ |

,;1 /
?\f.
A : ‘\
AN )
/ 'g ‘ , ,
'
|

\ :
L A






OPS/images/9j1V5Ki.jpg





OPS/images/8Rpw5DI.jpg





OPS/images/4LqOvJr.jpg
C I ehoe it RV OFY

N
5 | 3
L\j)x
ey
L3
3 6 i
%
= e
W o~
v
g v
72 b8
| o
B A
5 h
5

=T

A THES

/‘C’:I)?ﬁ}c\:?ﬁm

(=






OPS/images/0dqjB1T.jpg
|
|
|
|
|
|
R

i
i‘

|

|

|
|

|

|
|
|
|
|
|
|
'
|
|
|
|
|
|

N
W

/

A
/

iy i |

/

\

\
\

r
|

/






OPS/images/00019.jpg
PEFE
8aniSE
BIEHILWe bIKIVFR
b STIXRPMIRE [~

ABTY. 4, PYKOA K
T

52K:U35
DFAY EE

REBHEODNE, 2TTAYICBRILE>TIVE. BEIC
Bo—IV 6. UBEALOERS. BOIC. BREDNF
ERZET, [AUAFRIIES?] BATEVETER. €A
BEEEBODNTE. FERBE—MHICHBHAPENU. #ik
ORRICRKBBL, €3, 2\ HUS, MBREBLOL.

Hikantebiud, BHOBZSOBARRI L. HIR
IEERIC R ER UREADBEERRLTHLY, 554,
BEFEABRREFLTORVI LA TVS, ENTYH
bL, BAHRE—HOFKEDLTLHA T ML S—F
ARTEEMET HRBP>EDFHLON S Lz,





OPS/images/00006.jpg





OPS/images/00005.jpg
BUC—FET TR PEHRDFES

~3\eb OF’E. EVEROATFH~

FIHFE

O

T7IFI TN [E
3366






OPS/images/y62NmgF.jpg





OPS/images/X5HUqju.jpg





OPS/images/wlObYKM.jpg





OPS/images/wJco30o.jpg





OPS/images/VTlz6SF.jpg





OPS/images/tXI6Bi2.jpg
B SE0REPIVERLS
RO EERDEERNROSIR

¢ R EIORULIRS VDRI
y B WEVONINN HERONIIN——8
Bl SEU/BRREN————— 2

¥
.w

RofE HERML{/S SN
B SEWORVSTRE
Roolif HWESHVRESY
BVRW—— 8

ERE SOUUBEER/NS

034 004

061

RE HERI RN

174

Oosﬁosﬁm






OPS/images/o5BuifJ.jpg





OPS/images/ik7LpRU.jpg
g—— | N\

- g _‘?\\\ Ll
 THEROER WSHL2IRP S S Tﬁg ) \;
[ ERURSEURES Sl o] ..

/ \
\
— - )
P

BROROBPY] |






OPS/images/cover.jpg
USA HANEDA






