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CHAPTER ONE

It’s Not A Request, Sendai-san

Miyagi

PART 93

My scores on my final exams were better than I’d expected.

But Sendai-san hadn’t asked to see them.

Not that I wanted her to or anything, but considering how much we’d been studying together, it felt a little anticlimactic. On the other hand, it’d feel weird if I went out of my way to tell her about my results.

Still, it seemed strange—she’d been so eager to talk about university, yet didn’t seem to care much about my grades. I felt justified in finding that odd, but I couldn’t exactly just bring it up with Sendai-san either.

I put away the test papers scattered across my desk and turned up the heat on the air conditioner.

I’m probably just overthinking all this.

That was most likely it. I was probably the only one who found it strange that she hadn’t asked about my test results. Normally, it wasn’t something worth mentioning, anyway.

To Sendai-san, my finals scores probably didn’t matter, which was why, when she’d been here today, all she did was study without bringing it up. I should just think of it that way.

I picked up my mini calendar.

We were already on the last page—December. Half the month had slipped by in the blink of an eye. Only two weeks remained in the year, most of which would be during winter break.

I let out a small sigh and put the calendar back down.

It was sunny today, with no sign of rain.

Outside, it was quiet, and the only sounds inside my room were the small noises I made as I moved around.

I was used to being alone at home.

Just as I’d gotten used to having Sendai-san here with me.

Taking out my phone, I lay down on my bed. Winter break was almost here, with Christmas coming even sooner. The streets were already decorated with colorful lights, and everyone at school seemed to be in a cheerful mood. Ami kept going on about how excited she was to spend Christmas with her boyfriend, so much so that she seemed to forget all about the entrance exams coming up.

I couldn’t say I shared her enthusiasm.

I did have plans to spend Christmas with Maika again this year, just like last year, but that was it. We weren’t even planning to exchange presents.

Hanging out with Maika was always fun, and I was looking forward to it, though not as much as I had last year. I knew why, too.

It was because, other than that, I had no plans at all for the break.

As usual, my father wouldn’t be home much, and I had no plans to see Sendai-san either, so my schedule was completely open—unlike summer vacation.

I stared down at the screen of my phone.

Sendai-san hadn’t called me once since that night.

I knew it was normal for her not to call, yet I couldn’t help but wonder if my phone would ring again the next time it rained.

「―― Hazuki.」

I murmured her name softly under my breath.

Even if I were to get into the same school as Maika, I wouldn’t be able to see Sendai-san as often as I did now. Once graduation passed, I’d lose the right to give her orders.

I could find excuses to see her, but it wouldn’t be the same as it was now, where we could meet whenever we wanted.

For now, seeing each other was easy, and we at least had a reason to—even during winter break.

Sendai-san and I didn’t have the kind of relationship where we’d make plans for Christmas, but studying together over the break felt reasonable—just as we’d done over summer vacation. The rule about not meeting outside of school days didn’t mean much anymore. We’d broken it in the summer, so there was no reason to follow it over winter break.

Even with the entrance exams looming and winter break being so short, I was sure we could still find time to meet up at least once or twice. After all, considering how long summer break had been, this much seemed fair.

But Sendai-san never brought it up.

Even with winter break around the corner, she hadn’t offered to tutor me or suggested we meet up. She would hug me or hold my hand at random and say the strangest things, yet she never mentioned the one thing I expected to hear from her the most.

I reached over the edge of my bed and pulled up the tissue box with the crocodile cover from the floor. I gently ran my fingers over its body, squeezing its hand. The soft fabric felt weak, nothing like the warmth of a human hand. It didn’t move, nor did it return my squeeze.

Of course it didn’t, but still, I couldn’t shake the feeling of disappointment.

This wasn’t Sendai-san. I knew that. Yet, I couldn’t stop myself from stroking its nose and giving it a quick peck.

I sighed, petting the crocodile one last time before setting it back on the floor.

It was just a tissue box cover—nothing more. No matter how many times I squeezed its hand or kissed it, it would never become anything else. But thanks to Sendai-san, it was starting to mean something else, and I couldn’t help but sigh again.

What if…

What if I were the one to ask Sendai-san to help me study over winter break? Would she say yes and tutor me just like she did over summer vacation?

To be honest, I felt like it should be her offering. After all, she was the one pushing me to apply to the same university as her, so at the very least, she owed me that much. Plus, this desire to see her, to be close to her, all of it—this was her fault. She should be the one to take responsibility for it.

I crawled into my bed.

I tapped through a few screens, and soon, Sendai-san’s name appeared on my phone.

If I kept hesitating like this, I’d be left with nothing to do over winter break.

Although I no longer felt bound by our rules, I doubted Sendai-san would just agree if I asked her to tutor me. I had a feeling she’d refuse, even if I offered to pay her for it.

The five-thousand-yen I’d been paying her was starting to lose its effectiveness.

Maybe I’d have better luck if I offered her a trade instead.

「Ugh, this is such a pain.」

I muttered aloud, letting the words spill out along with all the thoughts jumbled in my head.

There was no reason to call her right now. It wasn’t like we had anything to talk about either.

Besides, there was still a bit of time before the start of winter break.

There was no need to panic.

I set my phone down next to my pillow.










PART 94

As long as it was a school day, I could call for Sendai-san whenever I wanted—whether I had a reason to or not. Until recently, I’d only ask her over on days when I was feeling down, but now I’d started inviting her simply because I felt like it.

Today was one of those days.

Still, instead of the 24th or 25th, I chose the 23rd, the last day of the semester, to have her over. Knowing her, she’d likely have plans around Christmas, and I also had plans to hang out with Maika. Besides, I felt it was best to avoid dates that were too memorable.

I wasn’t sure what Sendai-san thought of all this, though.

I came back to my room with cups of black tea and snacks for both of us. Sendai-san was lounging there as usual, with two buttons of her blouse undone. After setting down the tray on the table between us and taking my seat, Sendai-san pointed to one of the small square treats.

「What’s this?」

「It’s a fudge square.」

「Fudge?」

「It’s some kind of English dessert. My father was the one who brought it home.」

「How does it taste?」

It seemed to be her first time seeing fudge, so instead of tasting it, she just stared at the small block, studying it closely.

「I mean, it’s basically just butter and sugar mixed with milk.」

「Uh, isn’t that insanely high in calories?」

「Yeah, probably. I had some yesterday, and it was unbelievably sweet.」

The brown square looked like a chunk of caramel, but once it touched your tongue, it crumbled into something at least ten times sweeter. It wasn’t just sugary; the rich milk flavor made you want to go for more.

「Oh, so that’s why you brought us black tea.」

「Did you want barley tea instead?」

「No, anything non-carbonated is fine. I’m just surprised—it’s rare to see you drink anything that isn’t soda.」

Sendai-san said as she picked up a piece of fudge.

「It’s also rare for you to bring out snacks for us. Is this supposed to be an early Christmas celebration?」

「No. I just figured, since it was something I had at home already, it wouldn’t hurt to serve it.」

「I see.」

I thought she might tease me, but instead, Sendai-san put the fudge square in her mouth, chewing it slowly before swallowing. She raised her eyebrows, saying,

「It’s good, but I feel like it’s something you shouldn’t eat too much of.」

She sipped her tea carefully, then put the cup—about a third empty—back down. She reached for another piece of fudge but paused, her hand returning to her teacup.

「Sendai-san, open your mouth.」

I said, holding a piece of fudge up in front of her.

「Is that an order?」

「Yep.」

After I confirmed that it was an order, Sendai-san opened her mouth reluctantly. I brought the treat closer, pressing it lightly to her lips, feeling the soft warmth of them brush against my fingertips. I’d touched her skin plenty of times before, usually while feeling the necklace around her neck, but her lips had a softness that was different, more delicate.

For a moment, I lingered, wanting to savor that gentle softness—but I quickly snapped out of it, pushing the sweet treat into Sendai-san’s mouth.

「It’s so sweet.」

She murmured as she chewed, echoing what I’d said the day before. Once she’d swallowed it, I picked up another piece and held it to her lips.

「Have this one too.」

Sendai-san opened her mouth obediently, and I pushed the caramel-colored treat inside, letting my fingers graze her lips a bit more than before. This time, as her lips closed around the candy, I didn’t pull away immediately, lingering a bit longer than necessary, causing her to take hold of my wrist.

「You should have some too, Miyagi.」

She said, letting go of my wrist before even finishing the treat. She reached over for another piece, but before she could grab one, I snatched one up myself.

「I’ll eat it myself.」

I didn’t really feel like eating any more fudge, especially after the pieces I had yesterday and the three I’d already eaten before Sendai-san got here. Really, I’d only brought them out for her to try—not that I’d ever mention that to her.

Even if I told her I wasn’t in the mood for more, she’d probably find a way to make me eat it anyway. So, instead, I just popped the treat into my mouth.

「It really is sweet.」

I muttered, repeating the same words she’d said earlier, before taking a sip of my tea. Then, Sendai-san quietly asked,

「Hey, Miyagi… Are you hanging out with Utsunomiya on Christmas?」

「Yeah, I am. Do you have plans with Ibaraki-san?」

「Umina’s going on a date with someone, so I’ll be spending it with another friend.」

「Oh, I see.」

Unable to think of anything else, I gave a reply that left little room to continue the conversation. Sendai-san slid her teacup toward the edge of the table to make space for her textbooks, making it clear that there was nothing more to talk about. I couldn’t bring myself to say anything either.

She must have realized, as I did, that after today, we wouldn’t have any chances to see each other until after winter break. But she never brought it up.

Back before summer vacation, she’d kept talking about it, asking how I’d spend my time off. Seeing her so quiet about it now felt almost unnatural.

The only sounds beside me were the quiet flipping of textbook pages and the scratching of her pencil on paper. I took another sip of tea. She hadn’t offered to tutor me over winter break, and it didn’t seem like she planned to bring it up now, either.

I stood and moved to sit on my bed, unsure if I could say what I wanted to if I were sitting face-to-face with her.

「… What are you planning to do over winter break, Sendai-san?」

I asked, my voice softer than I’d intended.

「Study.」

Sendai-san replied, without turning around, as if the answer were obvious.

It was exactly what I expected.

With entrance exams coming up, there wasn’t much time to relax, and if she had extra time for tutoring, she should be using it to study for her own exams instead. It made sense, but I couldn’t bring myself to let the conversation end there.

「Are you planning on doing anything else?」

「Not really. Though I’ll at least go to a shrine with Umina on New Year’s Day.[1]」

She mentioned a name I didn’t want to hear in her winter plans.

―― What, so you’re willing to make time to see Ibaraki-san?

If she had that kind of free time on her hands, she should make time to see me, too.

「Sendai-san, come sit next to me.」

「Next to you?」

Sendai-san asked as she turned around.

「Yeah, that’s what I said. Were you not listening?」

「I was, but that came out of nowhere and had nothing to do with what we were just talking about. But anyway, is that supposed to be an order?」

「It is.」

I replied firmly, and with a resigned look, Sendai-san got up and sat next to me.

The bed creaked slightly as she settled beside me, and I felt my heart skip a beat, her warmth now closer than before.

「Okay, now what?」

「Close your eyes.」

「Why?」

Sendai-san stared at me, completely disregarding what I’d just asked of her.

「Fine, you don’t have to if you don’t want to.」

「Stop giving me these vague instructions and tell me what it is you actually want.」

「What are you talking about?」

「If you’re asking me to close my eyes because you want to kiss me, then just say it.」

How frustrating.

There were no other words for how I felt.

Sendai-san wasn’t wrong—I had asked her to close her eyes so I could kiss her. But the way she put it made it sound like I was the one desperate for it.

That wasn’t it at all.

The kiss I was about to give her wasn’t because I wanted it—it was because Sendai-san was always trying to kiss me. So, she had the wrong idea.

「Miyagi, you want to kiss me, don’t you?」

Sendai-san said firmly, noticing my silence and taking my hand.

「That’s not it, but… just close your eyes anyway.」

I needed to kiss her today.

There’d be no point in doing it after winter break.

I squeezed her hand in return, then gently gripped her blouse. Instead of giving her any more orders, I slowly pulled her closer, and she closed her eyes.

As I moved toward her, I felt as nervous as if this were our first kiss. In fact, my heart was probably beating three times faster than usual.

I wanted to stare at Sendai-san a bit longer before having to close my own eyes.

She really was beautiful whenever she stayed quiet. Her eyebrows were neatly shaped, her lashes not long but longer than mine, and her lips, which she’d always use to make fun of me with, were smooth and soft. Her eyes were prettier open than closed, but it’d be awkward for me if she were to open them now.

I leaned in and pressed my lips to hers. They felt softer and warmer than when I touched them with my fingertips—soft to the point where just touching them felt good.

I wanted to be with her a bit longer. But I knew I couldn’t keep clinging to her, so I pulled away and buried my face in her shoulder.

「… Come tutor me over winter break.」

I couldn’t bring myself to say it too loudly, but I managed to get the words out. I didn’t think my kisses were worth much, but Sendai-san seemed eager to kiss me all the time, so I figured it made for a decent trade.

「We’re not supposed to meet outside of school days, remember?」

Her voice was close to my ear, but her response wasn’t what I expected.

「You’re always breaking the rules, aren’t you, Sendai-san?」

「Does that mean you want to break them as well, Miyagi?」

Sendai-san tugged lightly at my hair.

「No, that’s not what I meant.」

「Does that mean you were just making a request from me, then?」

「No.」

「Okay, then, if that kiss wasn’t meant to be an order, and you weren’t asking me for a favor, does that mean you want to make a trade with me?」

I didn’t like this side of her. Even though she knew exactly what I was getting at, she still went out of her way to ask these pointless questions.

「It’s fine if you don’t want to.」

「I never said that, but if you’re trying to make a trade, you’re going to have to give me a more proper kiss than that.」

Sendai-san said as she hugged me, my forehead pressing firmly against her shoulder.








CHAPTER TWO

What Miyagi Will Let Me Get Away With

Sendai

PART 95

To be honest, this seemed too good to be real.

I hadn’t expected things to come this far.

I gently ran my fingers through Miyagi’s hair as she stayed nestled in my arms.

The sweet scent of her shampoo made the already warm room feel even hotter.

「I kissed you properly, didn’t I?」

Miyagi spoke softly, tugging at my blouse. As I loosened our embrace, she looked up at me, her head still tucked into my shoulder.

It seemed only right for Miyagi to be the one to say she wanted to see me over winter break, but I never imagined she’d offer me a kiss in exchange for tutoring her. At most, I thought she’d ask me, with her usual deadpan expression, to help her study over winter break. That was about all I’d expected from her.

「I wouldn’t call that a proper kiss.」

I shrugged off Miyagi’s words, pulling away slightly.

「Then what is?」

「If you’re not sure what counts as a proper kiss, why don’t I show you?」

I traced her lips with my fingertips, gently pressing my thumb into her mouth. My fingers just barely touched her teeth, and Miyagi reacted by pushing me away by the shoulders. As I pulled back, she seemed to understand my point and frowned.

「… Just so we’re clear – this is all part of the trade, right?」

She asked, as if to double-check.

It always felt like I was the one putting in all the effort, leaning toward Miyagi.

Sometimes, I wondered if I should take a step back to sort out my own feelings. But I realized I was wrong. If things were already so unbalanced, why not let them tip even further? If I could get Miyagi to lean toward me just as much—or even more—then who cared about “balance” anyway?

「Yeah, it is.」

I replied curtly, and Miyagi sighed softly before taking hold of my arm. She moved her face closer, but when she noticed I hadn’t closed my eyes, she shot me a sharp look, silently urging me to close them.

Not wanting to risk making her angry, I shut my eyes, and soon, something soft brushed against my lips, and the grip on my arm tightened.

After a moment, Miyagi’s tongue hesitantly entered my mouth, grazing mine gently. It tasted sweet, like the snack I’d been eating earlier—or maybe that sweetness was just in my imagination, and I was the only one who tasted it.

I’d never thought I’d see the day where Miyagi would ever kiss me like this without a single complaint, nor did I think she’d actually agree to do more than she originally offered. All of this was messing with my emotions.

I extended my tongue a little further, letting it gently brush against hers.

I wanted to feel even more of her.

But before anything could happen, Miyagi pulled away, as if retreating.

「Was that good enough?」

Miyagi asked, her eyes avoiding mine.

Honestly, I didn’t think it was bad.

Miyagi had kissed me earnestly, and she usually didn’t enjoy kissing with tongue unless she could bite me too. Given all that, I figured I could let her off the hook this time.

Yet, I didn’t want it to end here.

「Hmm, I don’t think so.」

It felt like today, I could get away with a little more.

「But I did exactly as you asked.」

「Maybe, but I still wouldn’t call that a proper kiss.」

I knew I was just nitpicking and making up excuses.

Miyagi frowned, clearly unhappy, and I couldn’t blame her for it.

「That’s just based on your standards, isn’t it?」

「If it’s something you’re offering to me, shouldn’t it meet my standards?」

「… I guess so.」

Normally, Miyagi would complain that I was being unfair or adding extra conditions, but today, she seemed uncharacteristically compliant.

“Come tutor me over winter break.”

It seemed like she was holding back from arguing, as if afraid that even the smallest pushback might ruin the chances of it happening.

「You’re fine with this, right?」

I wasn’t going to give her a chance to object. Before she could answer, I pressed my lips against hers, pulling her closer by wrapping an arm around her waist. Her lips, usually pressed firmly shut, were slightly parted, allowing me to enter her mouth with barely any resistance. She didn’t bite down on my tongue, and everything seemed to be going smoothly.

Honestly, her first kiss would have been enough to fulfill the trade, but since she was giving me the chance to go further, I couldn’t help but take it.

I entwined my tongue with hers, gently guiding her. This time, Miyagi didn’t pull away; instead, she matched my movements. Her tongue was soft, elastic, and—just as I’d imagined—sweet. When I drew my tongue back a little, Miyagi followed, and I bit down on her tongue, even more gently than I’d bitten into the fudge square earlier.

Our lips felt almost unbearably hot, as if they might melt together. It was almost as if I’d forgotten how to breathe, and dizziness started to cloud my mind.

I pulled away from Miyagi, then pushed her down onto the bed. I was surprised at how easily she sank back, her body yielding to me.

I leaned in again, closing my eyes, and kissed her deeply once more.

Perhaps Miyagi was still taking this “proper kiss” thing seriously, because when I slid my tongue into her mouth, she responded. Our tongues met and parted, over and over, and soon our breathing became more ragged.

I started undoing the buttons of Miyagi’s blazer and loosened her necktie, only to be shoved away. I expected her to say something, but instead, she simply met my gaze in silence. It wasn’t until I had unfastened all the buttons on her blouse and was caressing her side that she finally spoke up.

「This is going way beyond kissing now.」

Miyagi said, trying to steady her breathing, as she grabbed my hand, which had been resting at her side.

「Since you didn’t kiss me properly the first time, I thought it was only fair to include this as part of the deal.」

「Stop deciding things on your own.」

She muttered, pulling my hand away from her side.

But today, I had a few magic words to get her to listen to me.

「You want me to come tutor you over winter break, don’t you?」

I whispered in her ear as she started buttoning up her blouse. She paused, and when I slid my hand back to her side, this time she didn’t pull away.

This little spell I had just for today was proving very effective.

「… Adding all these extra conditions isn’t fair.」

「You’ve done it before yourself, haven’t you, Miyagi?」

「Maybe, but you’re asking for too much.」

「You’re right. I am pushing things a bit too far.」

Miyagi’s voice sounded displeased, but she hadn’t bit or kicked me, so I was pretty sure she wasn’t truly against it. If she really wanted me to back off, she’d make it clear.

So even though I knew I was overstepping, I couldn’t bring myself to stop.

「I’ll stop if you really hate this—just say the word. So, what’s it going to be? How far are you willing to let me go today?」

During summer break, she had let me push just a little further than this. So, what about now? I slowly slid my hand down her side. As my fingers trailed over her ribs, feeling each one, Miyagi’s body gave a slight tremor. She reached out and gripped my shoulder, as if trying to cover herself up, but her hold was so gentle, I knew she wasn’t actually stopping me.

I looked at Miyagi, her cheeks faintly flushed. I wanted to kiss her, but I worried that might cause her to change her mind about all this, so I held back.

This was different from what had happened over the summer, when we’d simply gotten carried away in the moment. Now, with this impure trade-off between us, we couldn’t just lose ourselves; it felt like we were both searching for some kind of middle ground.

Without intending to, I touched her slowly, gently, as though looking for something on her body. My fingertips moved along her soft, smooth skin and paused just shy of her chest. I let out a breath.

When I finally rested my hand on her chest, over her undergarments, Miyagi’s body trembled again. But that was all—she hadn’t told me to stop.

My heart was pounding so loudly, I could barely hear my own thoughts.

My palms felt hot, almost feverish.

Miyagi didn’t grab my hand or try to stop me, so I undid the clasp of her bra and gently moved it aside. As her chest slowly came into view, her body tensed.

I wanted to see her expression, to know what she was feeling, but I couldn’t bring myself to look, afraid it might make her reconsider what we were doing. I eased her bra away, revealing her small, delicately shaped breasts.

I’d seen other girls’ chests before—at hot springs or during school trips—but I’d never thought anything of them.

But right now, it was different.

I wanted to touch Miyagi’s chest.

I wanted it more than anything.

I moved my hands closer, feeling the warmth of her skin beneath my fingertips—at least, I think I did. But before I could fully take in the sensation, Miyagi pulled me toward her, wrapping me in an embrace.

I lost my balance, and instead of touching her chest, I had to brace myself by placing my hands on the bed. With Miyagi pressed so closely against me, there was barely any space between us, and it was hard to move.

This room was always unbearably warm, and today was no exception—I had already taken off my blazer. I could feel Miyagi’s warmth and the sensation of her body through my blouse, but even that thin fabric was starting to feel like an obstacle. If only we weren’t wearing any clothes—then I could feel her so much more clearly.

Wanting to feel her more directly, I poked her sides. Suddenly, something warm pressed against my neck, and a moment later, a sharp pain sank into it.

「Ouch.」

I didn’t need to look—I knew it was her teeth. Miyagi was biting me hard, and the sting was proof she wasn’t holding back.

「Hey, Miyagi, if you bite too hard, you’ll leave a mark.」

I lightly tapped her side, and finally, she let go.

「You’re an erotic demon, Sendai-san. A lecher. A total pervert.」

「Wh— An erotic demon?」

「What, are you saying you’re not? I never said you could look at me or touch me like that.」

She punctuated her words by digging her nails into my back.

「Ouch, that actually hurts.」

「You deserve it, Sendai-san. I’m never going to forgive you for today.」

「But—」

I wanted to say, “You didn’t resist,” but I knew that would only make her even angrier.

「But what?」

「Uh, nothing. I won’t do anything else, so… could you let go?」

「… Really?」

「Really. I swear I won’t.」

As I promised, her arms loosened around me, giving me back my freedom to move. I pulled back a bit, my gaze naturally drifting down to her chest, but before I could get much of a look, Miyagi’s hands blocked my vision.

「Don’t look over here. Keep your eyes closed for once.」

Miyagi said in a sulky voice, her hands covering my eyes.

「Okay, they’re closed.」

I did as I was told, and she quickly pulled her hands away.

「Now turn around.」

I had a feeling that if I opened my eyes now, I’d get kicked out of the room, so I sat up, turned around, and kept my eyes shut. I couldn’t see what Miyagi was doing, but I could tell she was getting dressed again.

「Are you done yet?」

I waited for about three minutes before asking.

「No. Just stay like that for the rest of your life.」

She replied, her voice cold and annoyed. Then she hit me in the back with what felt like a pillow.

「You’re not going to tell me that wasn’t good enough again, are you? You’d better keep your promise.」

Miyagi said, her tone the sulkiest it had been all day.










PART 96

My neck stung where Miyagi had bitten me.

I was pretty sure she’d left a mark.

But that wasn’t what was on my mind. Instead, the sweetness of her tongue and the beauty of her bare chest stayed with me, vivid and persistent.

I wanted to kiss her more. I wanted to touch her more. But I knew that if I voiced those thoughts, she’d do more than just bite me next time.

「I’ll keep my end of the deal. Feel free to ask me over anytime during the break. I still have prep school, so I might not always be free, but I’ll help you study whenever I can. So, uh… can I turn around now?」

I made sure to keep my words safe and careful. For now, I followed Miyagi’s orders and stayed facing away from her.

「No, absolutely not. Stay that way forever and don’t speak again for the rest of your life.」

Miyagi’s voice had a childish tone, perfectly matching the childish words she was saying.

「But there’s something I need to check.」

「No, you don’t.」

I heard her sharp voice from behind me.

From her tone, it was clear she wasn’t in the mood to hear me out. Still, I couldn’t keep my back to her forever, so I had to come up with a reason she’d easily accept.

「Miyagi, you bit me really hard. I think you left a mark. Can you check for me?」

「No.」

「If you don’t, I’ll tell everyone at school that you bit me.」

「… Where is it?」

The mention of “school” seemed to strike a nerve, and she asked reluctantly.

「Here.」

I turned to face Miyagi quietly and pointed to the spot where she’d bitten me. She leaned in a little closer, then let out a soft, “Ah.”

「What do you mean, ah?」

「There really is a mark.」

She admitted, her tone slightly gloomy, though she didn’t look particularly apologetic.

「Yeah, I figured.」

「It’ll probably fade quickly, and even if it doesn’t, it won’t show as long as you keep yourself buttoned up.」

Miyagi muttered as she hastily buttoned my blouse all the way up.

「Uh, I feel like it’s still visible.」

The spot she’d bitten wasn’t exactly hidden, even with my blouse fully buttoned.

「It’ll be gone by tomorrow morning.」

She said with a sigh, clearly trying to dismiss the issue.

I unbuttoned the top two buttons she’d just fastened for me. Her room wasn’t particularly warm, but being buttoned up to the neck made me feel oddly uneasy. Besides, it wasn’t like being buttoned up would actually help, and I didn’t mind if the mark was visible to Miyagi.

「I’m okay with you biting me, but try not to leave any marks next time.」

「Well, it was your fault, Sendai-san.」

She replied, still refusing to meet my eyes.

「Yeah, I guess you’re right about that.」

No matter how I looked at it, the fault was entirely mine.

I didn’t think it was unfair for Miyagi to blame me, and I could understand why she didn’t want to face me right now.

But trying to study under this heavy, awkward atmosphere felt unsettling. It was even more uncomfortable than the tension we’d had after summer break. My own impure feelings made it worse, thickening the air around us.

「Oh, right. There’s something I wanted to give you, Miyagi.」

Unable to bear the stagnant silence any longer, I stood up.

I wasn’t making it up—I really did have something for her.

Reaching into my bag, I pulled out a package that was too large for one hand but manageable with both and handed it to Miyagi, who was still sitting on her bed.

「It’s a bit early, but… here. Take this.」

「… What is this supposed to be?」

「I think you can figure it out just by looking at it.」

The bag was wrapped in red and green with a red ribbon tied neatly on top. Considering the time of year, it wasn’t hard to guess its purpose. Even Miyagi should be able to tell.

「Is this supposed to be a Christmas present?」

「Yep. You can also think of it as a return gift.」

I said while showing her the chain of the pendant I wore.

「I thought I told you I didn’t need a return gift from you.」

「Yeah, you did. But you know, I already bought it, so why not just open it? And if you don’t want it, you can throw it away.」

Miyagi stared at the bag in my hands so intensely that it felt like she might burn a hole through it. After a brief moment, she untied the ribbon and pulled out its contents, her expression shifting into a frown.

It was a stuffed black cat that bore a slight resemblance to Miyagi.

I hadn’t chosen it because I thought she’d like it or because I wanted to make her happy. My reasoning was less optimistic. Despite how long we’d known each other, I couldn’t think of anything that seemed like a suitable gift for her. And since I knew she wouldn’t accept anything too extravagant, I settled on something small and simple—something I wouldn’t mind as much if she decided to reject it.

The possibility of her throwing it away had also crossed my mind.

Although Miyagi didn’t seem like the type to discard gifts, I couldn’t be sure if she’d treat something from me the same way she treated gifts from others. I didn’t think she’d toss it, but I couldn’t say for certain either.

「Why a stuffed animal?」

Miyagi asked, holding the black cat in her hands and inspecting it with a lack of enthusiasm.

「I thought the crocodile could use a friend.」

I said, gesturing toward the tissue box on the floor with its crocodile-shaped cover.

「Oh, really? Are you sure it’s not meant to be food for it?」

「No, it’s supposed to be a friend. Don’t feed it to the crocodile.」

「I didn’t prepare a Christmas present for you, though.」

Miyagi moved to sit on the floor, gently placing the black cat plush on the crocodile’s back. The white tissues sprouting from the crocodile now served as a soft cushion for the cat.

I felt a small sense of relief—it seemed the cat had found a safe place and avoided a tragic fate.

「I told you, it’s meant to be a return gift, so it’d only get awkward if you gave me something in return again.」

「That wasn’t meant to be a present for you.」

Miyagi replied, her gaze flickering toward the pendant I was wearing.

「Yeah, yeah.」

I muttered dismissively, shifting my attention back to the crocodile and its new companion.

Despite staring for a while, I couldn’t tell if the crocodile was pleased about its new “friend.” More importantly, I couldn’t tell if Miyagi liked it either.

Well, at least she didn’t reject it. That’s good enough.

Christmas presents didn’t need to be overly complicated, and giving her something felt better than giving her nothing at all.

Wanting to change gears, I sat down beside her.

As I did so, Miyagi’s quiet voice broke the silence.

「Well… thank you.」

I glanced over at Miyagi, not used to her showing gratitude.

Without looking over at me, she turned her focus to the table, spreading out her textbooks.

「I’m going to study now.」

It wasn’t like we could pretend nothing had happened between us on the bed. The strange tension lingered, even if the awkwardness had mostly faded. Still, it seemed safer to focus on studying than risk saying something that might make things uncomfortable again.

I lowered my gaze to my textbook, but I couldn’t help being conscious of Miyagi sitting beside me. When I thought about reaching out, the atmosphere around her felt colder, and I stopped myself.

I knew better than to expect anything more today. I should just stay quiet, but somehow, the connection between my brain and mouth had short-circuited.

I poked her arm lightly with my pencil, though she didn’t look at me.

「Hey, Miyagi. Can I add one more condition to our deal?」

「After all you did just now? Absolutely not. Wasn’t that enough for you? And didn’t you say you wouldn’t have much free time over winter break? You’re really pushing it.」

Miyagi glanced up from her textbook, her tone as thorny as ever, as she threw an eraser at me.

「Let me kiss you during winter break.」

「I don’t recall saying you could add more conditions.」

「Can’t I at least ask?」

I placed the eraser back on her notebook, and she sighed, replying quietly with,

「Really? Is that all?」

「Yep.」

「… I know if I say no, you’re not going to come over and help me study.」

「So, does that mean you’ll let me?」

「I don’t want to, but… you’ll keep your promise and help me, right?」

Miyagi answered, her tone thornier than before, as she turned a page of her textbook.

Her reply wasn’t exactly clear, but it felt like my condition had been accepted. I couldn’t help but feel a little surprised— I hadn’t expected Miyagi to be this eager to get me to come over for winter break. For a moment, I even doubted my ears.

Still, I didn’t dare ask for confirmation. Before Miyagi could reconsider and reject the idea of condition entirely, I quickly answered, “Of course,” hoping to end the conversation there.

「I’ll let you know when I need help.」

Miyagi spoke without glancing away from her textbook.

「Sure, but could you let me know a day in advance?」

「Okay.」

Her eyes stayed fixed on the page as I took a sip of my black tea, now completely cold.
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PART 97

The black cat plushie that Sendai-san gave me today was now sitting beside my pillow.

If I left it on top of the tissue box with the crocodile cover, I wouldn’t be able to get any tissues, and it’d probably topple over. If I put it on my desk, it’d just get in the way of my studying, and putting it on the bookshelf would make reaching for books a hassle.

So, I had no other option but to place it next to my pillow. Not that I wanted to.

「Are you happy to have a friend now?」

I asked the crocodile, which usually sat on the floor, as I pulled it onto my bed. It stayed silent, even now that it was next to the black cat. Naturally, it didn’t respond—if it had, that would’ve been terrifying.

Still, I couldn’t help but wonder what Sendai-san was thinking.

The crocodile was just a tissue cover. My room wasn’t decorated with stuffed animals or anything, and I’d never mentioned liking them. I hadn’t even said I liked animals, let alone cats.

So why had she decided to give me a stuffed black cat for Christmas?

Sendai-san didn’t seem like the kind of person who’d give a stuffed animal as a gift. That’s why I kept thinking there must have been some reason behind her choice. But at the same time, it could just as easily be meaningless—like she’d picked it out without considering how I’d feel.

Though, if she’d given me an accessory like the one I gave her, I doubt I would’ve accepted it. It was probably because she gave me something as casual as a stuffed animal that I didn’t reject it outright.

But the real issue was that now there was yet another reminder of her in my room.

「I still don’t know what to do with her uniform…」

I glanced over at my closet while stroking the black cat’s head.

Sendai-san’s blouse was still hanging in there.

Her blouse, which I’d never worn, held so many memories, yet I couldn’t bring myself to throw it out. For now, it sat tucked away in my closet, blending in as though it were just another part of my own uniform.

Now, with the black cat Sendai-san gave me, there was yet another thing in my room that reminded me of her. Even if I wanted to seal away the memories of today, this made it impossible to forget them.

This is really troubling…

I put the crocodile back on the floor, exhaled deeply, and closed my eyes.

What happened on the bed earlier was so incredibly embarrassing, but what I didn’t want Sendai-san to realize was that, even after all that, I still didn’t want to stop her from coming over.

Whenever Sendai-san was around, somehow, we always ended up crossing lines we hadn’t planned to. I couldn’t deny that I was at least curious about doing a little more with her, but I felt I was far too indulgent with her.

No sex.

That was a rule Sendai-san herself had made, and it seemed so obvious I hadn’t even thought there was a point in setting it. But we’d pushed that rule—not just today, but also during summer break.

I’d never planned to let her take things this far.

If I tried to pin the blame on Sendai-san, she’d just say it was my fault for letting it happen. But this time, I really had no choice—it was something I needed to do to make sure she’d come over during winter break.

Now that I thought about it, maybe the reason Sendai-san hadn’t mentioned winter break until today was because she’d been waiting for the chance to strike a deal with me. The thought made me feel a little frustrated, as if she were forcing me to accept that everything that happened today couldn’t be helped—and that all of it was her fault.

On top of that, I was even more frustrated by how willing I was to forgive her without a second thought.

Sendai-san always left the final decision to me. She rarely made any choices herself, and she had a way of carefully shaping the options I could pick from.

It wasn’t fair.

She’d make rules and then break them whenever it suited her. She’d make advances on me like it was nothing.

I was the one who’d planted the seeds of this relationship by paying her five thousand yen. Those seeds weren’t meant to grow; they were supposed to stay buried deep underground, never sprouting. But for some reason, Sendai-san kept watering them, making them grow.

I never asked her to do that.

If she’d just left those seeds alone, we could’ve made it all the way to graduation without incident. But once they started sprouting, it became hard to ignore them. I’d feel guilty about uprooting them now, and the more they grew, the harder it was to think about pulling them out.

I was starting to regret making the graduation ceremony the last day of our arrangement.

That said, I couldn’t say I regretted what happened today, but it bothered me that I was the only one feeling embarrassed. It felt like I was the only one losing out.

It made me want to call Sendai-san and vent, but we didn’t have the sort of relationship where we could just call each other whenever we wanted.

It wasn’t late enough to go to sleep yet, and I found myself wondering what she’d do if I actually called her. But after everything that happened today, I couldn’t bring myself to pick up the phone and complain to her.

After what happened earlier, we spent the rest of the day together like nothing had changed, but I couldn’t bring myself to invite her for dinner. Sendai-san didn’t mention it either and left without a word. I’d been pretending I wasn’t uncomfortable, but deep down, I was already dreading the idea of inviting her over during winter break.

「Sendai-san really complicated things…」

If I invited her over right after winter break started, it might come across like I was expecting something, but if I didn’t call her at all, it’d render everything we did today pointless.

I picked up the stuffed black cat sitting next to my pillow, but just as I was about to throw it at the ceiling, I stopped myself. I held its hand before setting it back down.

I was used to being alone, but today, being left alone with my thoughts only brought up things I didn’t want to think about. My room felt strange, almost as if it wasn’t even mine anymore.

It felt like Sendai-san’s presence was still lingering, even though she was gone.

I stood up and grabbed my phone from the table.

I thought of distracting myself by talking to someone, but the word “someone” immediately made me think of Sendai-san.

But really, anyone would do. Although the black cat plush and crocodile were here to keep me company, they didn’t exactly make for great conversation partners.

I scrolled through my contacts until Maika’s name appeared.

『Are you free right now? I have something I want to talk about.』

After sending her a message, she quickly responded with, “Yep, I’m free right now.” I called her straight away. Hearing her familiar, cheerful voice eased my mind.

I wasn’t about to tell Maika what happened today, so I decided to talk about something else instead.










PART 98

「Was your room always like this?」

Maika asked, sounding puzzled as she spread her textbooks out on the table.

「Yep. Welcome to my room.」

I answered casually, but she seemed a bit skeptical—and she wasn’t wrong. My room was slightly different from the first time Maika had been here.

I’d gotten a slightly bigger table, and there were more things lying around now.

It was the third day of winter break, and Maika was as perceptive as ever.

「Oh yeah. Where’s your space heater? Didn’t you say you bought one last year?」

She was referring to something I’d been using until the start of the year but wasn’t in my room at the moment.

Her memory sure is sharp.

She was right though—this was something we had talked about last year.

「Yeah, but I don’t need it right now.」

I hadn’t used the space heater at all this season. It had been a lifesaver ever since I bought it, but this year, I decided I wouldn’t need it. Not because of Sendai-san, who constantly complained that the room was too warm, but simply because I felt the air conditioner alone would be enough to get through the winter.

「If you’re cold, want me to turn up the temperature?」

I asked, reaching for the air conditioner remote. But Maika, seated across from me, shook her head and replied, “No, I’m okay.”

We were supposed to study at Maika’s place today, but our plans had suddenly changed. Apparently, her relatives had shown up unannounced, so she’d been kicked out of her house, and we ended up studying at mine instead.

I was reluctant about letting Maika come over. This room was full of things that carried traces of Sendai-san. But if I’d refused, that would’ve been suspicious.

「Were you always a fan of cats, Shiori?」

Even though her homework was spread out on the table, Maika’s attention wandered to my bookshelf. Her gaze settled on the black cat plush leaning casually against a pillow.

I’d moved it to the bookshelf before Maika arrived, making it look like it had always been there, perfectly content in its new home.

「Well, not exactly…」

「That’s what I thought. So, did someone give it to you, then?」

「No, I bought it myself. I wanted to give it a friend.」

I gestured toward the crocodile placed beside the table.

「This thing?」

Maika pulled the crocodile, the designated guardian of the tissue box, closer to inspect it.

「Yep.」

「Well, the plush is cute, so I can totally see why you’d want to buy it, but… I see. You bought it to give it a friend, huh.」

Maika said as she patted the crocodile’s head.

「Yeah, I didn’t want it to feel lonely all by itself.」

I got up on my knees, grabbed the crocodile from across the table, and gently placed it back on the floor.

「Hey, Shiori. Did something happen recently?」

「Why do you ask?」

「Why? Well, it feels like we haven’t really hung out much since we became third years. And then over summer break, you were so busy that I barely saw you at all.」

Maika said, sulking slightly.

「I mean, you were busy at cram school all of summer break, weren’t you?」

「That’s true, but I was wondering if you had something else going on.」

「It sounds more like you’re the one who had something going on. You mentioned you wanted to talk about something too, right? What’s up?」

“Let’s study together.”

That’s what Maika had written in her message last night. But she’d also added, 『There’s something I need to talk to you about』, making it seem like today was more about what she wanted to discuss than studying.

Considering Maika said she would be busy with cram school during winter break, the fact that she went out of her way for this meant what she wanted to talk about had to be pretty important.

「Oh, right. So, what I wanted to talk about was…」

For some reason, she wasn’t being very direct about it.

Seeing how hesitant Maika was now made me realize this wasn’t going to be a pleasant conversation, and I felt uneasy.

「Can I apologize first?」

「… Is what you’re going to say so bad that it needs an apology?」

「I’m not sure, but I feel like I should apologize, so… I’m sorry.」

This was a discussion she’d arranged under the pretense of a study session, and now she was starting with an apology. It didn’t feel like a conversation I wanted to have, but since things had come this far already, I told her, “Go on…”

「Do you remember when I asked if you and Sendai-san were close?」

「We’re not, but… is this what you wanted to talk about?」

Maika still hadn’t gotten to the main point, but I could already tell this wasn’t going in a good direction. It made me want to hold my head in my hands.

Sendai-san was the last person I wanted to hear about and the last thing I wanted to discuss.

「Well, yeah. Something along those lines.」

Maika gave a vague response and sipped her soda.

After letting out a sigh, she began speaking softly.

「So, remember when I told you I ran into Sendai-san on my way to the school store the other day? Actually, there’s something about that encounter that’s been bothering me, so I thought I should tell you.」

That happened back in November—on the same day Sendai-san hugged me in the music preparation room.

Maika had mentioned seeing Sendai-san in the hallway and chatting with her.

I remembered that day clearly.

I’d asked Maika what they’d talked about, and at the time, she said it wasn’t anything important. But if she was bringing it up now, that meant she’d been hiding something from me.

I started to feel anxious.

「Okay, so what is it?」

「You know how I told Sendai-san about the university I’m aiming for, right? She told me her top choice, too, and we realized the schools we were aiming for are close by… And then I ended up mentioning your name.」

「Huh? Wait, so…」

「I’m sorry, Shiori. I accidentally told Sendai-san that you’re aiming for the same university as me. I guess I really shouldn’t have said that, huh.」

Maika looked at me with an expression full of regret.

「―― Oh, it’s fine. That’s not even something you need to apologize for. I’ve barely ever talked to Sendai-san, so it’s not like we’re close or anything. I wouldn’t get mad just because you brought up university stuff.」

That was a lie.
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I wasn’t exactly mad, but it was definitely not fine.

Of course, I couldn’t say that aloud.

But I was so shaken, my temples throbbed.

No one knew about the relationship Sendai-san and I had—not even Maika.

So there was no reason to feel so anxious, and no reason to panic. As long as I brushed this off like it was nothing, the conversation would naturally come to an end.

But the speed of my words betrayed me, making my excuse sound forced. Maybe because of that, Maika was now eyeing me with doubt.

「Anyway, why are you bringing this up now after staying quiet for so long?」

「At first, I didn’t think it was necessary to mention, but Sendai-san seemed unusually curious about you, and honestly, you’ve been acting strange lately too. After piecing things together in my head, I thought it’d be better to talk to you about it. Besides, I’ve got this feeling you and Sendai-san are actually pretty close.」

She claimed it was just a “feeling,” but her tone suggested she didn’t believe what I’d said.

Her doubt made the guilt of lying weigh heavily on me, and my throat felt like it was closing. I could hardly breathe.

「I’ve told you before, Sendai-san and I aren’t close. Don’t you think she was just asking about me because she couldn’t think of anything else to say?」

I looked at Maika, silently pleading for calm to return to me.

「Well, that might be true, but are you two really not――」

Maika began to speak but abruptly cut herself off.

Perhaps feeling guilty for hiding this until now, she swallowed her words and instead said, “Actually, no, I’m sorry.”

「Okay, let’s just get to studying now. Can you help me with this question, Maika?」

Usually, I’d press her to finish what she started to say or point out how odd it was to stop midway, but today, I didn’t bother. Instead, I pretended not to notice and slid my workbook across the table toward her. Maika hesitated, as if she still wanted to ask something, but she held back. Perhaps sensing I didn’t want to continue the conversation, she glanced at the workbook and asked, “Which one?”

Maika was always so kind.

I relied on that kindness constantly, and today, it saved me from having to explain myself. Yet, even as I sat here with Maika, my thoughts were consumed by Sendai-san.

I knew it wasn’t right to think this way, especially since we were supposed to be studying together, but I couldn’t get what I’d just heard out of my head.

Sendai-san found out what university I was going for.

There was no way I could stay calm after hearing that.

I had kept it a secret all this time.

I had never mentioned it to her, not even once.

And yet, she knew.

She’d known even on that day she hugged me in the music preparation room.

Maika’s voice started to feel distant. I could hear her talking, but her words were hard to make out.

I’d considered the possibility that Sendai-san knew, but I reassured myself that it was something she couldn’t be certain of.

And yet…

We continued studying, though my mind was elsewhere, and Maika ended up leaving earlier than planned.

I remembered walking her to the elevator, seeing her off at the entrance to the apartment building, but I couldn’t recall what we’d talked about.

Now, I was alone in my room again, sitting on my bed.

Before I realized it, it was already past eight in the evening, but it wasn’t too late to make a phone call.

After a long moment of hesitation, I picked up my phone and called Sendai-san.

After just two rings, her surprised voice came through on the other end.

「Wow, it’s pretty unusual getting a call from you, Miyagi.」

There were things I wanted to ask. That was why I called her.

Why had she pushed me so hard to tell her what university I wanted to go to when she already knew?

Why had she been trying to nudge me toward the same university as her or one nearby, knowing full well which school I was aiming for?

Those were the things I wanted to know.

Right now, I couldn’t help but think she had done all of that just to see how I’d react, and the idea irritated me. But if she had another reason, I wanted her to tell me. I wanted her to deny that she’d done it just to tease me.

Even so, for some reason, I felt like I couldn’t ask her those questions over the phone.

「Sendai-san, come over and help me study. Right now.」

「Right now? I’m already home, so I really can’t.」

Of course, I already knew that.

It wasn’t too late for a phone call, but it was late for a high school student to leave the house.

Still, I wanted her to come over now, so we could talk face-to-face.

「Even if you can’t, come over anyway.」

「Can I not just come over tomorrow?」

「No. If that’s the case, then don’t bother coming over at all.」

「Well, I can go right now as long as you’ll let me stay over.」

「That’s enough. I’m going to hang up now.」

「I always make that joke though. What’s gotten into you today?」

She had probably caught on to the tension in my tone and was just trying to ease it with a joke. I understood what she was doing, but I couldn’t bring myself to laugh or reply.

「… Sendai-san. Don’t you have anything you want to say to me?」

「Uh, not really? Why? Did I do something?」

Sendai-san responded in her usual tone, oblivious to what I was referring to. It was only natural that she wouldn’t know how to respond, yet I couldn’t help but feel irritated with her.

「Fine. If you don’t have anything to say, then forget it. Don’t bother showing up during the break at all.」

I vented my frustration at her, and Sendai-san responded with a troubled tone.

「Alright, can you wait a bit? I’ll head over now.」

I knew I shouldn’t be this upset with her. I was extremely irritated—but at the same time, I just really wanted to see her. And I was angry at myself for feeling that way.

「… Never mind. Just come over tomorrow.」

「Seriously, is something wrong?」

「Nothing’s wrong. If you’ve got prep school, then come after that. Just make sure you’re here tomorrow. No matter what.」

「Well, I said I’d head over now, so just wait for me.」

Her voice was much gentler than I’d expected.

「No, really. Tomorrow’s fine.」

I tried to keep my tone as calm as possible, and she replied with, “Okay, tomorrow then. I promise.”










PART 99

“Why did you call me yesterday? Wasn’t there something you wanted to talk about?”

I wouldn’t have been surprised if Sendai-san had asked me those questions.

But instead, she’d been sitting quietly next to me since she arrived. The only thing she’d said so far was, “Sorry I’m late.” Now, her attention was entirely on the reference books spread across the table.

She had arrived a bit later than I expected today, likely trying to be considerate by showing up at all despite it being nearly eight o’clock. Perhaps her decision to not bring up yesterday’s phone call was just another way of showing kindness.

Still, something about this felt unnatural.

Normally, the first thing Sendai-san would do is ask about the phone call. But instead, she sat silently in this awkward atmosphere, and it made it hard for me to speak up. Meanwhile, Maika’s words kept replaying in my mind.

I glanced over at Sendai-san as I took a sip of soda.

「Are you not going to ask about yesterday?」

If I didn’t bring it up, the day would probably pass without us doing anything but studying.

That was what we’d agreed to do over winter break, so it wasn’t like there was anything wrong with that. But today’s study session was clearly just an excuse. If we didn’t talk about it, there’d be no point in calling her over in the first place.

「You mean the phone call?」

Her curious voice came from beside me.

「I thought for sure you’d bring it up today.」

「I came to help you study. Isn’t that what you asked me to do yesterday?」

Sendai-san replied, lifting her gaze as she placed her pencil on the table.

Then, she turned to face me directly.

「But if there’s something you want to talk about, I’ll listen. There’s something on your mind, isn’t there?」

Her tone was reluctant, but not enough to seem annoyed or like she found this bothersome.

I should’ve been used to seeing her like this, but for some reason, I felt uneasy today. Maybe it was because she wasn’t wearing her school uniform.

Instead, she had on a simple knit top and a skirt—nothing special, the kind of outfit you could find anywhere. If I wore something like that, it’d probably look cheap, but on Sendai-san, it suited her. She had a way of making plain things seem polished. I hadn’t seen her in casual clothes since summer break, so seeing her like this now felt strange, like there was an odd distance between us. And because of that, I couldn’t summon the courage to ask her what I really wanted to.

「… What about you, Sendai-san? Don’t you have anything to say to me?」

「You asked me that yesterday, too. I told you, I don’t. Now, what about you, Miyagi? What did you want to talk about?」

The whole reason I’d asked her to come over was to have this conversation. If I wanted to get it out, today had to be the day. But even though the words were clear in my mind, they wouldn’t leave my mouth. The silence dragged on until, finally, Sendai-san spoke up instead.

「I’m guessing the thing you want to talk about isn’t something I’d want to be asked about anyway. And honestly, you don’t seem to be in the best mood right now. If you don’t feel like saying it, why not just drop it?」

Her tone was heavier than before.

I took a deep breath, exhaled, and finally forced myself to speak.

「Sendai-san, tell me what you and Maika talked about when you bumped into each other in the hallway.」

「What I talked about with Utsunomiya…? Oh, you mean that time we were both headed to the school store?」

Her voice immediately softened, quieter now, as though I’d just touched upon something she’d rather avoid.

「Yeah.」

「I thought I already told you. She just asked me about that one time I came to your classroom to find you.」

There was no way I could forget that.

She’d told me the same thing that day we met up in the music preparation room, and I’d believed her. But now, I knew she had left parts of the truth unsaid.

「That’s not everything, is it? You talked about other things, didn’t you? Like what university I’m applying to.」

「… Oh, I see. Utsunomiya told you, didn’t she?」

Sendai-san’s voice softened, as if everything had suddenly fallen into place for her.

「Yeah, she told me yesterday. You already knew which university I was aiming for, so why did you ask me about it in the music preparation room? Was it just to see my reaction and mock me?」

She must’ve assumed that, with my grades having improved recently, I’d changed my first-choice school to chase after her. And I couldn’t help but feel that she’d kept quiet about it on purpose, waiting for the right moment to confront me and tease me about it.

But that wasn’t why I’d changed my school of choice.

I wasn’t following her, and I’d already decided I wouldn’t see her anymore after graduation.

It was a coincidence—nothing more. The school I switched to was close to Sendai-san’s, but that wasn’t my intention. I’d changed it because I wanted to go to the same school as Maika, nothing else.

It’d be ridiculous if there was a deeper meaning behind it, and Sendai-san would be mistaken if she believed there was.

And now, I just wanted her to answer me.

But instead, she just stayed silent, a serious expression etched onto her face.

「Answer me, Sendai-san.」

I pressed her, my tone firm, and finally, she replied with a voice as grave as her expression.

「――Did it seem like I was asking because I wanted to mock you?」

Sendai-san’s gaze wandered to the bookshelf, landing on the black cat plush she’d given me.

「I just wanted to hear about your university plans from you directly.」

She responded without waiting for my answer despite being the one who had asked a question.

「If that’s the case, you could’ve just asked me. Or told me you’d heard it from Maika already.」

I wasn’t trying to sound angry, but the firmness in my voice made her shift her gaze from the plush to me.

「If I had asked you, you’d probably just deny that you were applying to the same university as Utsunomiya.」

「That’s――」

She was right. If she’d told me Maika had mentioned it, I would’ve brushed it off as a joke or something I’d said casually, then picked a different school instead.

「So, what are you planning to do for university, then?」

Her question sounded like one a teacher would ask.

「I’m not telling you.」

「Come on, just say it.」

「I haven’t decided.」

「You know it’s too late to still be indecisive. I’m sure you’ve decided already, but if not, you should go to the same school as Utsunomiya.」

She was right—it was too late to be uncertain, and I had already made my decision. I was going to apply to the same university as Maika, but I didn’t want to admit it to her.

It felt like agreeing with her would make it seem like I was doing it just because she said so. I had my own reasons and choices. I didn’t want everything I did to feel like it revolved around her. And besides, why was she so obsessed with wanting to know where I was applying to anyway?

「Why do I even need to tell you my plans? And why do you keep pushing for me to go to the same university as you or somewhere close to you? Does it matter where I go?」

Though my tone was a bit sharp, it wasn’t like I was angry. Still, Sendai-san’s expression clouded, and she fell quiet.

I took a few sips of soda to fill the awkward silence, but a faint unease crept in, as if I’d just said something out of line.

I wasn’t feeling cold or anything, but I reached for the air conditioner remote. Just as I was about to raise the temperature, Sendai-san spoke up.

「―― Miyagi, don’t you want to keep seeing me?」

Her words didn’t answer my question at all and came out softly, tinged with an anxious tone I’d never heard from her before. It reminded me of a lost child timidly asking for help.

「We agreed, didn’t we? That we’d stop seeing each other after graduation.」

It wasn’t something I wanted to bring up again, but I needed to remind her of the terms we’d settled on.

She hadn’t answered my question, and I could’ve avoided hers too. But hearing her speak in that tone made it hard to ignore.

「I know that. But I want to hear it directly from you—do you really not want to keep seeing me after we graduate?」

「… What about you, Sendai-san?」

「I want to keep seeing you, Miyagi. I think it’ll be fun.」

I’d expected her to reprimand me for answering her question with another question, but instead, she answered honestly.

「I don’t know about you, Miyagi, but I’ve come to really enjoy being in this room. I think it’d be boring if we ended things.」

Sendai-san said something she usually wouldn’t.

“I want to keep seeing you.”

Those were words anyone could say, but even if they meant them today, they might not tomorrow.

Even my father had made plenty of promises to me—saying he’d come home more often or that we’d have dinner together—yet he rarely ever kept them.

And Sendai-san wasn’t exactly good at keeping her promises either. She often broke the ones she made with me.

One of the few promises she did keep was continuing to wear the necklace I’d given her. But since she wasn’t in her school uniform today, I couldn’t tell if she still had it on, and I doubted she was wearing it now.

Maybe if she’d been wearing it like always, I’d find it easier to believe her words, but I couldn’t bring myself to check. Instead, all I managed was a self-deprecating remark.

「Yeah, right. Like you actually enjoy coming to my place after school just to get paid to be ordered around.」

「I mean, wouldn’t it make me a pervert if I did enjoy being ordered around?」

「See? That just proves you weren’t having fun this entire time.」

I said coldly, and Sendai-san gave me a troubled look.

「I wouldn’t say that. It’s just… I didn’t know you very well at the start. I bet you didn’t really enjoy being around me back then either, right?」

In the beginning, I’d thought a relationship that started on a whim could end just as easily. If I ever got bored of her, I’d simply stop asking her to come over, and that’d be that. But the truth was, I hadn’t found her uninteresting.

「Well, I was pretty amused by how you always listened to my orders.」

「Wow, you’ve got quite the terrible personality, huh?」

「Only when it comes to you, Sendai-san.」

I answered her comment with a curt reply. A soft sigh came from beside me before she spoke again, her tone serious.

「So, Miyagi. How do you feel now? Do you think it’s fun being together?」

It was either yes or no. I had to pick one.

When I thought about it, though there were some things to consider, the answer was obvious.

「…It is, as long as you don’t try to do anything weird.」

「Hey, Miyagi. Tell me you want to keep seeing me even after we graduate. I swear I won’t do anything weird to you.」

She was trying to get me to say something that went against our arrangement. Those were words I really didn’t want to say, not when I could hardly trust Sendai-san, and I didn’t want them to change anything between us either.

As I stayed silent, she let out a long sigh and leaned her back against my bed.

「Okay, fine. Let’s put that aside for now. At least tell me what university you’re going to once you get accepted.」

「Why should I tell you?」

「Because we’re study buddies. We may not be friends, but we did study a lot together. Don’t you think it’s only fair to tell me that much?」

「Well, maybe…」

「Not ‘maybe.’ It is fair, so make sure to tell me what university you’re going to.」

Sendai-san spoke as if it were only natural for me to tell her, casually forcing it on me.

I’d already decided which university I was applying to, and she knew it too. I doubted she believed me when I said I hadn’t made up my mind yet. Even if I didn’t say anything, she’d probably figure it out easily enough after our entrance exams were over anyway.

There wasn’t much point in hiding it.

「…Fine, but no promises.」

「Okay.」

Sendai-san responded with a gentle tone, as if she was satisfied with my vague answer.

“Okay, let’s get back to studying.”

I thought that’s what she would say, so I picked up my pencil from the table. But instead, Sendai-san started putting away all her books.

「I’m going to head back now. I got here pretty late today, after all.」

It was true; she had arrived later than usual. But there were days when she’d stay even later. Without thinking, I instinctively grabbed her by the arm.

「You’re going home already?」

Not everything had been settled, and we hadn’t really resolved anything either, but I had finished saying what I needed to say. Plus, studying had just been an excuse for us to meet up and talk today, so we didn’t have to continue. But it didn’t feel right to have her leave so soon after we’d just spent all that time just talking.

「Yep.」

I couldn’t help but feel a little frustrated, remembering what I’d had to go through just to get her to come over during the break. I didn’t want her to go home so easily. I wanted her to stay just a little longer. I figured I had the right to at least that much.

But to make that happen, I had to find a way to get her to let her guard down.

「… What about our kiss?」

That was the only thing I could think of as Sendai-san stood up, getting ready to leave.

「Our kiss?」

「That was part of our deal, right?」

「That’s true, but it’s not like I helped you study today or anything.」

Sendai-san was hardly the type to do anything sensible, but for some reason, she was being unusually reasonable now. I tightened my grip on her arm, unable to let go just yet.

「Hey, Miyagi. That hurts.」

「Help me study a little before you go home. You promised you’d do it yesterday.」

「It’ll be really late by the time I get home if I help you study now.」

I let go of her arm, taking a small breath.

After hesitating for a moment, I mumbled,

「―― Look, if it gets too late, you can just stay over.」

「Huh?」

「You’re the one who suggested it over the phone yesterday, right? That you wanted to stay over.」

She was the one who wanted this.

All I was doing was granting her wish.

「You’d really let me stay over?」

「Well, no one else is home today, so it’ll just be you and me.」

「That sounds kind of weird when you put it that way.」

I meant exactly what I said—no one else was home right now, and my father wasn’t coming back later either. There was no other meaning behind it. If it sounded weird to her, that just meant Sendai-san was the one thinking strange things.

「Actually, never mind. Just go home.」

I pushed her arm away, and Sendai-san responded with, “Hey, I was just kidding.”

Her jokes were always in bad taste, and that one was way too loaded to be a joke. If I took everything she said seriously and responded accordingly, I’d just end up getting hurt. But at the same time, I had to be extra careful with my words, or who knew what she’d do to me.

「…I’ll let you stay over as long as you promise you won’t try anything weird.」

「That’s not really something you need to be saying to another girl, is it?」

「Sendai-san, you should reflect on what you’ve done to me so far. And if you’re not going to help me study, I’ll show you to the door.」

I said, and in response, Sendai-san pulled out her phone and said, “Okay, I’ll let my parents know first.”








CHAPTER FOUR

Miyagi’s In A Bad Mood Even During Winter Break

Sendai

PART 100

“I want to keep seeing you even after we graduate, Miyagi.”

It felt like I ended up saying a lot of things I didn’t need to say.

Those words seemed unnecessary, and I had no idea how Miyagi felt hearing them. That uncertainty made it impossible to focus on studying again, so I wanted to leave early, but somehow, that didn’t happen.

Instead, Miyagi started saying all sorts of unexpected things that somehow led to me staying the night.

“No one else is home today, so just stay the night.”

I had fully expected to get chased out. Instead, Miyagi said something so out of character that I was still waiting for her to suddenly claim it was all just a joke.

I knew she’d called me over to talk about something. I also knew it wasn’t going to be anything good. Honestly, I’d braced myself for the worst—for her to tell me she wanted to end our arrangement before graduation.

But now that things had taken such a strange turn, I couldn’t quite wrap my head around what was happening.

「Sendai-san, close the refrigerator.」

「Oh, sorry.」

Miyagi’s voice snapped me out of my thoughts as I stood there, zoning out in front of the open fridge. I quickly closed the door.

Neither of us had outright suggested it, but both of us seemed to think it would be better to eat first before getting back to studying. If we really wanted to, we could buckle down and focus, but shaking off the tension from earlier wasn’t easy. So, we ended up in the kitchen instead.

That was fine with me.

Except for one little problem—Miyagi’s fridge.

「Once again, there’s nothing in your fridge, huh.」

「Well, there are carrots in there.」

I opened the vegetable compartment, and sure enough, there were a few lonely carrots rolling around in the otherwise empty space.

「Is this the only vegetable you have?」

「Well, I have these too.」

I turned around with a carrot in hand, only for Miyagi to hand me a bag of potatoes. Then she pulled out a box of stew roux, and just like that, our dinner plans were decided.

「… But there’s no protein, huh.」

I wasn’t sure if Miyagi had these ingredients because she wanted to eat stew or if they were just what she happened to have lying around. Either way, it felt like something was missing.

「By protein, do you mean meat?」

「Yeah. Do you have anything else I can use instead?」

I asked as I set some carrots and some potatoes on the counter.

Making stew without meat wasn’t impossible, but it felt a bit lacking without any kind of protein.

「What about this?」

As I reached for a cutting board and knife, Miyagi walked over and held out a can of corned beef.

「Oh, so you did have something good lying around. Alright, take a seat and leave the rest to me.」

I wouldn’t go so far as to call Miyagi a hindrance in the kitchen, but she wasn’t exactly a great help either. The thought of her holding a knife made me uneasy—what if she cut herself? And if I let her handle the pot, there was no telling what she might throw in without asking. It was simply easier to cook alone than to spend the entire time worrying about her.

Besides, the silence was more daunting than usual today.

Without having anything to talk about, I couldn’t help but feel extra conscious of Miyagi’s presence. It made me feel like I’d have an easier time cooking if I kept her at a distance.

I understood perfectly well why the quiet unnerved me so much.

It wasn’t just because of the conversation we had earlier. The fact that I was staying the night made me feel incredibly restless. With Miyagi so close, I couldn’t stop my thoughts from wandering—what was she thinking? How was she feeling?

Perhaps Miyagi felt the same way.

She looked fidgety, like she was searching for something to say.

Giving ourselves some physical distance, even for a short while, seemed like the right call. By the time the stew was done, I figured, we’d probably be back to normal.

But Miyagi didn’t leave the kitchen.

「You don’t need to help. Just wait over there.」

I gestured toward the living room with my eyes while rinsing the potatoes, hoping she’d take the hint. Instead, Miyagi grabbed the potato I’d just finished washing right out of my hand.

「… I’ll help.」

Her voice carried a hint of irritation.

But why?

I had expected Miyagi to feel the same way I did, wanting to put a little distance between us for now. Instead, she seemed to be deliberately staying unusually close, and I couldn’t figure out why.

「What did you want to help out with?」

「Peeling the carrots and potatoes.」

Miyagi said as she picked up a knife and began clumsily working on the potatoes.

I couldn’t help but stare at her hands.

「…What?」

She sounded even more irritated than before.

「Oh, nothing.」

I just hadn’t expected someone who once managed to cut herself while slicing cabbage to so willingly take on this task.

I swallowed the words on my mind and turned my attention to preparing the pot. When I glanced over, I noticed a row of potatoes with thick, uneven peels lined up on the cutting board.

「Do you want me to cut the peeled vegetables?」

「No, I’ll do it.」

「Are you sure you’ll be okay handling that?」

「Shut up, Sendai-san. I’ll get distracted if you keep talking.」

I couldn’t shake the unease of letting someone who needed total concentration to cut vegetables handle the task, but prying the knife away from Miyagi didn’t feel like an option right now. All I could do was watch her chop the potatoes with slow, unsteady hands.

After several heavy thuds, Miyagi finally arranged the unevenly cut pieces on the cutting board. I took them and tossed them into an oiled pan, stirring them along with the carrot pieces before adding the corned beef. Once everything was sautéed, I added water and left the mixture in a pot to simmer, carefully skimming off the scum as it cooked.

The kitchen fell into silence again, an awkward tension lingering between us.

Eventually, Miyagi broke it with a hesitant voice.

「Sendai-san, I’m going to sit over there.」

「Okay.」

Now alone in the kitchen, I stared at the pot, its contents glaringly missing an onion, as I continued skimming off the scum.

Miyagi hadn’t explicitly mentioned what university she wanted to go to.

But I was now aware that what Utsunomiya had told me was correct.

Even so, that knowledge didn’t change anything. Our relationship had a clear endpoint, and Miyagi seemed set on it. Nothing I said was going to change that.

Still, I’d come to realize something: Miyagi enjoyed spending time with me. And maybe—just maybe—there was a small part of her that also wanted to keep seeing me after we graduated.

For now, I’d have to settle for that.

After finishing skimming the scum, I turned off the heat and added the stew roux.

The white chunks from the box melted into the liquid, slowly thickening it into a creamy, pale sauce.

As the stew simmered, Miyagi’s voice came from the living room.

「Is it ready now?」

「Almost. Can you get the tableware ready?」

「Okay.」

Not long after, Miyagi appeared with two curry plates of rice.

「You didn’t need to serve rice. Could you grab plates for the stew instead?」

「Yeah, I did.」

「Where?」

「Here.」

She placed the curry plates with rice onto the counter.

「… You know we’re having stew, right?」

「Yeah, obviously. That’s why I brought these.」

I looked between her and the plates, and I realized there was only one possible explanation for this.

「Miyagi, do you… mix stew with rice?」

「Huh? You don’t?」

「You know that’s not normal, right?」

「I’m pretty sure it is.」

Our opinions didn’t seem to line up.

Yet, for some reason, Miyagi was looking at me like I was the one completely in the wrong.

「You’re supposed to mix curry with rice. Not stew.」

「Isn’t stew a type of curry, though? Besides, there are fewer dishes to wash this way.」

「That’s not really the problem here…」

「Does it really matter? It’s all the same once it’s in your stomach anyway.」

Reluctantly persuaded by Miyagi’s argument, we carried the curry plates—with stew ladled over rice—over to the counter table.

「Let’s eat.」

Miyagi said, and then started eating the stew as if it really was curry.

「… Let’s eat.」

I followed her lead, scooping up a bit of stew and rice with my spoon and bringing it to my mouth.

It was my first time eating stew like this, but once I tasted it, I realized it wasn’t bad at all. Maybe going along with Miyagi’s idea wasn’t such a bad thing.

I didn’t have any strong feelings about keeping the stew and rice separate, and since we were at Miyagi’s place, I was fine with adapting to her way of doing things.

To be honest, I was just glad we could talk about something so trivial after everything that had happened today.

But our light conversation didn’t last long.

Before I knew it, silence had taken over again, leaving only the faint sound of spoons scraping against plates.

The silence felt heavier than usual today.

「Are you going to be alone on New Year’s Eve this year, Miyagi?」

I struggled to find a good topic to fill the void, but in the end, I blurted out something neutral and easy to answer.

「No, someone will be home with me on New Year’s Eve.」

「I see.」

「You mentioned you were going to a shrine on New Year’s Day, right, Sendai-san?」

Miyagi asked, recalling what I’d told her earlier as she took another bite of her stew.

「Yep. Do you want to come too, Miyagi?」

「Of course not. You’re going with Ibaraki-san, aren’t you?」

「Are you saying you’d go if it weren’t for her?」

「… No.」

Miyagi denied my words curtly.

I didn’t mind her attitude.

Seeing her get grumpy over such a small joke made me want to tease her even more. I knew pressing her further would just sour her mood, and I’d end up regretting it, so I decided against it. Still, I couldn’t help but think it was cute.

With this topic out of the way now, there wasn’t much else left to discuss. There’s only so much to say about our plans during winter break or the upcoming exams. It made me tempted to bring up subjects I knew I shouldn’t.

「You’ve never let me stay over like this before… so why the change of heart today?」

I knew Miyagi’s words were meant to be taken at face value and didn’t carry any deeper meaning.

She most likely just wanted someone to have dinner with, or maybe she was starting to feel a bit lonely as the end of the year quickly approached. Perhaps it was something else along those lines. There was no way Miyagi had invited me to stay the night because she’d been expecting something else.

Even so, I couldn’t help but be conscious of the idea.

I started feeling like maybe I could allow myself to hope, just a little, so I wanted Miyagi to say something that would prove otherwise.

「… I told you, I just wanted you to help me study, didn’t I?」

「That you did.」

「Then why are you even asking?」

Miyagi responded coldly.

I’d promised to help her study over winter break.

But today, she’d just used that as an excuse to call me over. I wasn’t convinced that studying was all she wanted from me, but she wasn’t going to tell me any other reason.

「Sendai-san, wash the dishes when you’re done.」

Miyagi said as she stood up, her empty stew bowl in hand—I hadn’t even noticed she’d finished eating.

「Yeah, sure.」

I replied, watching her leave the living room and head back to her room.

After finishing my stew and washing the dishes, I went to Miyagi’s room, only to find it empty.

I felt a small sense of relief and let out a quiet sigh. Just then, the door opened.

「You can take a bath first. Are you okay with wearing my sweats afterward?」

Miyagi asked, opening her closet as she spoke.

「Huh? Oh, uh, sure.」

I stammered, giving her a vague answer.

「Okay, then take this. A change of clothes and a towel.」

She handed me a set of navy-blue sweats and a white towel.

「Oh, the bath’s already heated?」

「Yeah, I prepared it before we started eating. There’s a hair dryer and everything else ready for you too.」

She wasn’t physically pushing me out of her room, but it felt like she was chasing me away, so I quickly made my way to the bathroom.

There was a basket in front of the washing machine, so I placed the sweats in it.

Oh, right.

I didn’t bring a change of clothes, so I guess this is to be expected.

On the day I’d come over soaked from the rain, I’d had to borrow her clothes.

And there was that one time when I’d forgotten to bring my gym clothes to school and had to borrow some from a friend in another class.

So wearing someone else’s clothes wasn’t that big of a deal.

But for some reason, today, I felt so self-conscious about it.

I couldn’t let it bother me.

I knew it didn’t make sense to feel this way.

I gave my cheeks a gentle slap to snap myself out of it, then removed the pendant I was wearing, leaving it on top of the sweats.

As I started to undress, I felt a strange urge to glance behind me. I turned and found my own reflection in the mirror. I looked just as I always did, but somehow, today, I couldn’t bear to look at myself.

Turning away, I spotted a hair dryer and a hairbrush sitting neatly on the sink.

It should’ve been obvious, but I became acutely aware that everything here was Miyagi’s—not mine.

I closed my eyes briefly, then opened them again.

After letting out a small sigh, I opened the door to the bath.










PART 101

Whoever said taking a bath was supposed to be relaxing was a liar.

I felt nothing but tense and uneasy. The water only seemed to harden my body, as if it were turning me into concrete. Nothing about this situation was making me feel relaxed.

I knew exactly why.

It was because I was currently taking a bath in Miyagi’s bathroom, and she and I were the only ones home. Sure, it was normal for no one else to be around in her apartment, but today, for some reason, it felt different.

I pressed my palms against my temples and let out a deep breath.

「All we’re going to do after this is study. Everything will be fine.」

I wasn’t really sure what I was trying to reassure myself of, but the words came out anyway as I pulled myself out of the bath.

Eating dinner together, taking a bath at someone else’s place, and sleeping in the same room—none of that was strange. These were just normal things to do when staying over at someone’s house. There was no reason to be so self-conscious about any of it.
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At times like this, it was better to get things done quickly and not dwell on them.

I washed my hair and body before leaving the bathing room.

After drying off, I put on the sweats Miyagi had lent me.

I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror as I put my pendant back on. There I was, dressed in Miyagi’s clothes. The fit seemed perfect—not too tight, but not too loose either.

But something about it still felt off.

It wasn’t that the clothes didn’t fit—they were just ordinary sweats—but somehow, it felt like I wasn’t fully contained by them. As if, even though they were simple fabric, wearing them made me feel like Miyagi’s presence was somehow close by.

「These are just ordinary sweats. Nothing more.」

This was getting ridiculous.

There was no reason to let myself get caught up in this.

I grabbed the hair dryer and switched it on. As I started drying my hair, something obvious caught my attention: the shampoo smelled exactly like Miyagi’s. My hands froze. The lukewarm air continued to blow out in a steady roar against the same spot of my hair.

「Seriously, what is wrong with me right now?」

I exhaled loudly.

Even the smallest things could grow into something massive if they kept piling up.

All the little details about Miyagi that I had never really noticed were now clinging to me, slowly consuming my thoughts.

I swallowed, feeling like another sigh was on its way.

I moved my hands again, properly drying my hair before heading back to Miyagi’s room.

「I’m back.」

I said to Miyagi, who was engrossed in a book. She didn’t reply with anything like, “Welcome back,” and instead silently stood up and opened her closet.

「You can help yourself to some barley tea in the refrigerator if you want.」

She spoke without looking at me. Then, as she pulled out what looked like a change of clothes, she added, “I’m going to take a bath now,” before leaving the room.

Left on my own, I decided to follow her suggestion and headed to the kitchen. I poured myself a glass of barley tea, then returned to her room. Setting the cup down on the table, I wandered over to her bookshelf.

There, sitting on one of the shelves, was the stuffed black cat I had given her.

I didn’t know Miyagi all that well, but I did know this bookshelf was filled with things she liked. The fact that the stuffed black cat had its own spot here meant she cherished it more than I expected.

I picked it up and ran my fingers over its head.

「Good for you, huh?」

It wasn’t alive, of course, but it felt better to see it treated with care than to imagine it being tossed aside.

I leaned forward and kissed the tip of its nose before returning it to its place on the shelf.

In any case, there wasn’t much for me to do.

I didn’t feel like reading, and I didn’t really want to watch anything either.

After finishing my cup of barley tea, I decided to put my time to better use. Acting like a diligent student preparing for entrance exams, I spread my textbooks and notebooks across the table. It was certainly more productive than aimlessly wandering around Miyagi’s room.

As I flipped through reference books and worked through problems, I felt far more at ease than I had in the bath. I stayed focused, letting the steady rhythm of studying occupy my mind until Miyagi returned, marking the start of our study session.

「You’re not wearing any makeup, huh.」

She said softly as she glanced at me.

「Well, I did just take a bath.」

Since I was planning to sleep right after we finished studying, there didn’t seem to be any point in putting my makeup back on. Even so, I couldn’t help but wonder what Miyagi thought of me like this. She didn’t say anything else, leaving me guessing.

The room grew quiet, filled only with the overly loud sounds of pages turning and pencils scribbling against paper.

We didn’t talk except for when I answered Miyagi’s questions about our homework.

But just because it was quiet didn’t mean we were fully focused. I couldn’t deny I was at least a little conscious of her sitting beside me, and I doubted Miyagi was entirely absorbed in her work either.

Still, somehow, two hours passed while we studied.

「Let’s go to sleep.」

Miyagi said suddenly.

With exams approaching, it felt like we hadn’t done enough. But since I couldn’t concentrate anyway, there was no point in continuing. Deciding I’d make up for it later, I began packing up my reference books and notebooks.

「Come with me, Sendai-san.」

Miyagi said as she stood, dressed in a similar—but not identical—set of sweats.

「Oh, sure. What are we doing?」

「We have a futon for guests to use in another room.」

I immediately understood what she meant.

There was only one bed in this room.

「… And that’s what I’ll be sleeping on?」

「Yeah. Come help me get it.」

「Okay.」

Well, this wasn’t exactly surprising.

It was perfectly normal for a guest to sleep on a futon when staying over at someone’s house. In that sense, having me use the guest futon wasn’t strange at all. And realistically, there was no way Miyagi would want me to share the same bed with her.

I followed her out of the room.

Miyagi slid open a door at the back of the living room, revealing a Japanese-style room I hadn’t seen before. She walked to the closet, pulled out a futon, and we carried it together back to her room, spreading it out on the floor.

「I’m going to turn off the lights now.」

Her voice was cold as I placed my phone next to my pillow. Before I could say anything, the lights went out, plunging the room into darkness.

「Good night.」

I said in the pitch-black room, where even the faintest glow of night lights was absent.

「… Good night.」

She replied quietly, and the room fell silent.

Something about the stillness felt off. This didn’t feel like the same room I’d been in so many times before. Even lying on my back, I couldn’t shake the discomfort. It was as though something was sticking to me, and if I had to guess, it was probably because I was still wearing Miyagi’s sweatshirt.

I squeezed my eyes shut, trying to let the unease dissolve into the darkness.

―― But just as I expected, I couldn’t fall asleep.

I opened and closed my eyes again, then rolled over a few times, but nothing helped. Sleep was nowhere to be found. If I tried counting sheep right now, I was sure I’d hit 10,000 and still be awake. Normally, I wasn’t the type to lose sleep just because I wasn’t in my own bed, but tonight, I wouldn’t be surprised if I stayed awake until morning.

I reached for my phone and checked the time. Barely ten minutes had passed since I last looked.

「Are you still awake?」

I called out to Miyagi, wondering if she was in the same sleepless boat as me, but there was no response.

「Miyagi, you’re awake, aren’t you?」

I tried again, speaking a little louder this time.

It’s not fair if she’s the only one who can fall asleep.

That thought spurred me to call out again, louder this time. Still, there was no response. My eyes, still adjusting to the dark, guided me as I made my way to her bed.

「If you’re just pretending to be asleep, give it up already.」

I thought calling her name might get her to move, but Miyagi didn’t even flinch.

Reaching out, my hand brushed against something soft—her cheek. I let my fingers trace the shape of her face, then moved to her hair, its dark strands smooth beneath my touch. I tugged gently at what I assumed were her bangs, but still, she didn’t react.

「… Shiori.」

I whispered her name close to her ear. That finally made her shift, pulling back from me.

「Don’t call me by my name.」

Her voice sounded irritated, cutting through the dark like a sharp blade.

「So you were awake.」

「You’re the one who woke me up.」

Miyagi sat up, turning on a small night light that cast a soft glow over the room.

「Keep me company for a little while. I can’t fall asleep.」

Without waiting for her reply, I sat down on her bed. There wasn’t much we could talk about, but even small talk was better than staring into the dark, counting imaginary sheep.

「I don’t want to. And this is my territory, so don’t sit here.」

Her hands pushed against my shoulders, forcing me back.

「Your ‘territory’? That sounds like something a grade school student would say.」

「It doesn’t matter. Just get off and go back to your own territory.」

「And where exactly is that?」

「Over there.」

She pointed toward the futon, and I stood up without complaint.

「Fine, fine. I’ll go back to my own territory.」

I stepped back over to the futon and slipped beneath the covers.

Miyagi and I were different.

I was the one who always wanted to kiss her, to touch her. Honestly, I still felt that way even now. I couldn’t believe she didn’t feel the same, but whatever she felt was undoubtedly different from what I did. Maybe she only had those urges half as often as me—or far less than half.

「Okay, I’ll try to sleep now. Good night.」

I rolled over, closing my eyes in an effort to suppress the feelings that had grown too loud to ignore.

「Didn’t you just say you couldn’t sleep?」

Her voice made me open my eyes again, and I turned towards her bed.

「Yeah, but I’m going to try anyway.」

「Why the sudden change?」

Despite her earlier refusal to keep me company, Miyagi sounded almost like she didn’t want me to sleep now.

If she’d stayed quiet, I might’ve managed to drift off eventually, but now that she was talking to me, my fleeting drowsiness slipped even further out of reach.

「I just don’t want to betray your trust.」

I answered with my eyes closed.

「What does that even mean?」

「You let me stay the night because you trusted me not to do anything strange, right?」

「Yep.」

「Yeah, so, good night.」

I wasn’t even remotely sleepy, but I cut the conversation short anyway. When Miyagi called out, “Sendai-san,” I didn’t respond. Instead, I turned my back to the bed, only to hear the soft rustle of movement behind me.

The futon dipped slightly at its edge, and I sat up. Turning toward the sound, I could make out Miyagi’s form in the faint light.

「This is supposed to be my territory.」

Miyagi, who had just kicked me back into this so-called “territory” earlier, was now seated at the edge of the futon herself.

「Well, the whole room is my domain, so technically, this is my territory too.」

Claiming the futon as hers now, Miyagi pulled the comforter away from me. The room was warm enough that I didn’t exactly need it, but I wasn’t about to let her take over without a fight.

「That’s not fair. You didn’t say anything like this before.」

「I’m the one letting you stay over, so I think it’s fine if I’m a little unfair.」

Without waiting for a rebuttal, Miyagi shifted closer, settling herself beside me. Then, her hand brushed lightly against my collarbone.










PART 102

I had been the one thinking about how much I wanted to touch Miyagi.

But I never expected her to be the one to touch me first.

I tensed at the feeling of her hand brushing against my collarbone.

「It’s your fault for waking me up, Sendai-san.」

Miyagi murmured, as if making an excuse, while her fingers traced the outline of my collarbone. They drifted lower and lower until they reached the collar of my sweatshirt. Then, as though uncertain about what to do next, her hand stopped.

I grabbed her wrist, intending to pull it away, but before I could, her fingertips pressed firmly against my skin.

「Sendai-san, let go.」

Her tone was the same one she used when giving me orders in her room.

I knew what she was after.

She wanted to check if I was wearing the pendant, though I couldn’t guess her exact reasons for wanting to do it herself.

「What are you going to do once I let go?」

I’d promised to show her the pendant whenever she asked. Even now, without her offering the usual five-thousand yen, it felt like I didn’t have a choice.

「I don’t need to tell you anything.」

She replied coldly.

「Then I’m not letting go.」

While I had no issue keeping my promise to show her the pendant, at least tonight, I didn’t want her to take it upon herself to check.

「… Let go of me.」

Her voice sounded almost like a plea, and instinctively, I loosened my grip.

Miyagi had never requested anything from me before.

But just now, her tone had come close to it.

「Okay, fine.」

Now that we were in winter break, I wasn’t obligated to follow her orders anymore.

But honestly, there wasn’t a reason to hold my ground and stubbornly refuse either.

I released her wrist, and her fingers slid behind my neck, brushing against the chain of the pendant. She didn’t stroke the chain or slip her hand into my shirt but instead pulled the pendant out from under it.

「So you are keeping your promise.」

Her voice softened slightly as she ran her fingertips along the chain, brushing the crescent moon-shaped charm.

「Well, of course.」

I gave a short reply as she tugged lightly at the charm.

「… Even though you’re the type to break your promises.」

「I mean, I do keep some of them. Isn’t that good enough?」

「You should be keeping all of them.」

「I’m not confident I can do that.」

I knew I should’ve reassured her, told her I’d keep all of my promises from now on. But if I did, I wasn’t sure what kind of expectations I’d be agreeing to. Miyagi was always so unpredictable—if she pushed me into something unreasonable, I couldn’t guarantee I’d follow through.

There were already some promises I couldn’t keep, so I didn’t want to make more lightly.

「That’s one of the things I really don’t like about you, Sendai-san.」

Her voice dropped as she let go of the pendant.

「Yeah, I know.」

「I don’t like how you say things like that either.」

Her tone grew sharper, almost irritated, and without thinking, I grabbed her arm.

The physical distance between us hadn’t changed.

But somehow, Miyagi felt further away than ever.

Something was different tonight.

I wasn’t sure what exactly, but I knew I had made some kind of mistake.

I should’ve said I’d keep all my promises, even if I wasn’t confident I could.

I should’ve said it, even if I didn’t fully understand the weight of those words.

「I’m going to sleep now.」

Miyagi tried to stand, but my hand remained on her arm. I instinctively tightened my grip.

「Ow.」

「Stay up with me a bit longer.」

If I let Miyagi go to sleep now, it felt like she’d only drift further away from me.

「No.」

She answered curtly, trying to forcefully peel my hand away.

Her nails dug into the back of my hand so deeply it felt like they might break the skin. The sharp pain made me tug hard on Miyagi’s arm. I didn’t mean to be rough, but the sudden pull caused her to lose her balance, and she grabbed onto my shoulders to steady herself.

「Hey, that was dangerous!」

Miyagi snapped, though she remained tucked in my arms.

Taking advantage of how close we were, I leaned toward her, bringing my lips near hers.

We were so close our breaths seemed to mix, but Miyagi didn’t move.

So, without further hesitation, I pressed my lips to hers.

I’d lost track of how many times we’d kissed already, but my heart still skipped a beat. I felt like I could hear the sound of it pounding in my chest. As I pressed my lips firmly against hers, I could feel their softness so vividly that even with my eyes closed, I could trace their outline in my mind.

But soon, I felt her hands on my shoulders, pushing me away. Her lips—which felt softer than the black cat plush—parted from mine.

「Sendai-san, didn’t you say you wouldn’t do anything strange today?」

Miyagi muttered as she slipped out of my arms.

「I mean, I helped you study earlier, and we had an agreement, didn’t we? I was just exercising my rights.」

Before winter break, I had asked for kissing to be included as part of our deal. I hadn’t planned on invoking that right tonight—I was determined to honor my promise not to do anything strange.

But Miyagi hadn’t pulled away. She let me kiss her.

That alone made me feel like I could get away with doing it again.

I reached out, brushing my fingertips lightly against her lips.

Before I could move in for another kiss, though, she grabbed my hand and pushed me down onto the futon.

The fall didn’t hurt, but that didn’t make what she did feel any more acceptable.

「The fact that you tried to do that just now must mean that this is okay too, right?」

Miyagi said, her voice coming from above me.

By “this,” there was only one thing she could possibly mean.

But this was exactly the sort of “strange thing” she had made me promise not to do.

As I wrestled with whether to accept the situation, Miyagi grabbed the hem of my sweatshirt.

「Wait, Miyagi. I didn’t say it was okay.」

「Then just tell me it is.」

Her voice sounded so grumpy it was hard to believe she was about to do something “strange” to me. I wasn’t expecting sweet words from Miyagi, but her tone was sharper than usual, brimming with irritation.

「No, I won’t.」

To begin with, this was exactly the sort of thing I had promised I wouldn’t do today.

I slapped away her hand, which was still gripping the hem of my sweatshirt, and told her to let go. Instead, her hand slipped under my clothes and brushed against my side.

「Miyagi, wait.」

「This is your fault for breaking your promise, Sendai-san. You said you wouldn’t do anything weird.」

「But kissing was part of our agreement, wasn’t it?」

All I had done was invoke the right to something we had agreed upon before the start of winter break. Yet, Miyagi didn’t stop her hand.

Her fingertips slowly trailed upward from my side.

「But that wasn’t the right time for a kiss. If all you wanted was to collect your end of the bargain, you should’ve done it right after we finished studying.」

「We never specified anything about when I could kiss you.」

Miyagi’s hand came to a halt, and her gaze locked onto mine, sharp enough to pierce through the dimly lit room.

「―― I really can’t trust you after all.」

She murmured softly, rolling up my sweatshirt to just below my chest.

Showing my stomach wasn’t a big deal.

It was dark enough that it probably wasn’t very visible, and Miyagi had seen it several times before. Yet, with nothing shielding it now, I felt oddly defenseless.

Miyagi placed her hand next to my belly button.

The warmth of her entire palm pressed firmly against my skin, spreading upward toward my ribs. Her hand moved hesitantly, tickling more than it felt good, but not enough for me to push her away, so I decided it was fine to stay under Miyagi a little longer. Still, I hesitated about letting her hand move any further.

I knew where her hand was heading, and it was probably best to stop her now.

After all, we had promised not to do anything like this today.

「Miyagi.」

But instead of grabbing her hand, I called out her name.

The heat of her touch disappeared from my skin, only to return moments later, this time just below my chest.

「That’s still on, huh.」

Miyagi muttered to herself.

Though she hadn’t said what was still on, I knew immediately she meant my undergarments.

「Well, of course. I’m at someone else’s house, after all.」

「… Can I take it off?」

Miyagi asked, like she was testing me, as she placed her hand over my chest. Her movements were subtle, as if tracing its shape through the fabric.

Even with a layer of clothing between us, I could still feel the warmth of her hand, every touch registering on my skin.

I couldn’t tell if the sensation was pleasant or not, but a soft breath escaped my lips.

Her fingertips brushed against the strap of my bra, pausing there.

It seemed like she wouldn’t go any further without my consent, and my body tensed in response.

I hadn’t expected that the very person who made me promise not to do anything strange would now be the one pushing those boundaries herself.

The choice was now mine, as Miyagi silently awaited my response.

I reached out and let my hand graze her cheek, my fingers gently stroking her chin before pinching her earlobe.

A small breath escaped Miyagi, as if she was being tickled by my touch.

「Sendai-san.」

Miyagi’s voice called out to me, urging for an answer.

I wanted her touch, just as much as I wanted to touch her in return.

The choice between “yes” and “no” became a tangled mess in my mind.

「―― If you’re prepared to face what comes next, then go ahead and do as you please.」

Even though I wasn’t the one crossing the line with Miyagi, somehow it felt like I was about to break my promise to her.

It felt as if some invisible counter kept track of every promise I broke, and once I hit its limit, Miyagi would drift away to somewhere I couldn’t reach. But I didn’t know how far that limit stretched or how many more promises I could afford to break.

So, I left the final decision in Miyagi’s hands.

「”Prepared”? For what?」

「You know I’m not exactly rational about these things, right?」

Mimicking her earlier actions, I slipped my hand beneath her sweatshirt, brushing against her side.

「… And what’s that supposed to mean?」

「You already know what I mean, don’t you?」

Miyagi remained silent.

「If you really don’t understand, I don’t mind showing you, but are you sure you’re okay with that, Miyagi?」

I knew my question was unfair, the way it cornered her.

My hand traveled upward, tracing the curve of her spine.

Miyagi flinched, withdrawing her hand from my chest before quickly standing up.

Miyagi was a lot more rational than I was. Instead of letting herself drown in her desires, she was always able to swim to shore and then pull me out with her.

「That’s enough.」

Miyagi said, taking a seat next to me as she straightened out her rumpled clothes.

「Yeah, this is probably for the best.」

I replied, sitting up and adjusting my own disheveled clothes.

If things had continued like that, I might’ve been kicked out of her house in the middle of the night. It felt exactly like something Miyagi would do, so stopping when we did seemed like the right choice.

Even so, I wasn’t ready to let Miyagi return to her bed just yet.

I reached out and grabbed the hand beside me.

「Miyagi.」

I called her name softly, and she turned to face me.

Leaning in, I pressed my lips to hers.

This time, she didn’t push me away by the shoulders or dig her nails into my hand.

That told me she wasn’t opposed to this.

Slowly, I pulled back.

「Look, that kiss just now was part of our agreement, okay? You’re not going to say I did something strange to you again, are you?」

Miyagi didn’t respond. Instead, she slipped her hand away and brushed her fingers against the pendant still visible on my chest.

「I’m going to collect on my end of the bargain a little more, so don’t get mad at me, okay?」

I said, just to be sure.

It was better safe than sorry, after all.

After giving her a heads-up, I leaned in and kissed her again.








CHAPTER FIVE

Sendai-san is Never Kind

Miyagi

PART 103

Sendai-san was right—we had an agreement from before winter break started.

If she wanted to kiss me, I was supposed to let her.

While the best time for that would’ve been right after we finished studying—and not right now—I decided to make an exception and let her kiss me anyway.

But this was far beyond what I’d imagined.

I didn’t mind if she went a little beyond what was agreed upon, but Sendai-san was taking things way too far.

She kissed me once after telling me not to get mad, then kissed me several more times after that. And even then, with a look on her face that said she still wasn’t satisfied, she leaned in again.

Before her lips could reach mine, I pressed my hand against her forehead.

「Sendai-san.」

I pushed her face away, adding force to my hand as she leaned closer.

But she pulled my hand aside, and before I could say anything, she kissed me again.

Her lips felt familiar—the same softness and warmth I’d felt before. We separated, only to press our lips together again immediately after.

Sendai-san’s lips felt good.

When I’d touched her earlier, my heart felt like it was going to burst.

Now, everything seemed to be moving twice as fast as usual, leaving me no time to catch my breath.

My hands and face burned hot, and I felt like I wasn’t myself.

Though my heart was still racing, it wasn’t as wild as before. It gave me enough time to notice how clearly I could feel her warmth and softness.

But this needed to stop before things went any further.

I pushed Sendai-san away by the shoulders, creating distance between us.

「Even if this was part of our agreement, you’re overdoing it. You’re kissing me way too much.」

I protested, but she placed a finger against my lips.

「Well, you never said how many kisses I was allowed to give you.」

「Fine, then let’s set a limit right now.」

「Sure, but it only counts starting next time.」

Sendai-san brushed off my suggestion, her voice calm in the dim room, before pressing her lips to mine again—and again.

She kissed me so many times that I eventually gave up on keeping track. Each kiss was quick, like a fleeting touch. Maybe she was trying to avoid doing anything “weird,” but it felt like she wasn’t being herself.

The Sendai-san I knew was forceful and erotic—not this careful, kind version of her who kissed me so lightly. She was being unusually gentle, offering only soft, fleeting pecks. It wasn’t that I was unsatisfied, but her tenderness was throwing me off. It was making me feel like it might be okay if she pushed things a little further.

―― No, this isn’t right.

If I kept letting her get away with this, we’d inevitably cross some kind of line. And besides, Sendai-san wasn’t the type to be gentle without a reason.

「If you keep going, I’m really going to get angry.」

I cut in during the brief moment our lips parted, stopping her before she could lean in again.

「Come on, just a little more is fine, isn’t it?」

「No, it’s not fine. Your idea of ‘a little’ is way too much, Sendai-san.」

「You’re so stingy.」

「Call it what you want, but stop.」

I backed away, putting distance between us. Then, I reached over and turned off the night light, plunging the room into complete darkness.

「Now, go to sleep already.」

I said, urging her to do what the night was meant for, as I tugged the comforter over her. But with Sendai-san still in the way, it wouldn’t settle properly.

「Fine, I’ll try to sleep. Go back to your own territory, Miyagi.」

She muttered, a hand reaching out in the dark to nudge me away.

「… No.」

It wasn’t often I had someone else here at night, so I wanted to make the most of it.

I was used to being alone, but the nights stretched on endlessly. Even if I was asleep for most of it, there were times when strange dreams crept in, leaving me disheartened. Tonight, though, knowing there was someone else here—even if that someone was Sendai-san—brought me a quiet sense of relief.

And being closer felt better than staying apart.

The solitude was cold, but with someone by my side, it felt just a bit warmer. For tonight, she’d do just fine as a makeshift heating pad.

I tugged the comforter firmly to my side and slipped into the futon ahead of her.

「Hey, why are you the one sleeping here? If you’re going to take the futon, then I’ll sleep in your bed instead.」

Rustling sounds came from beside me, and I realized it was Sendai-san trying to get up.

「No, the bed is my territory, so you’re not allowed to go there.」

I said, grabbing her arm and pulling her back toward me.

「Even though you’re not even sleeping in it?」

「Yeah, it doesn’t matter if I’m not sleeping in it. It’s still my territory. Yours is here, Sendai-san.」

「Well, if you want us to sleep together, I guess I don’t mind.」

「That’s not what I meant… but anyway, go grab my pillow from the bed for me.」

「But I can hardly see a thing…」

The room was pitch black with the night light off, so it made sense she couldn’t see. Still, Sendai-san had been in my room so many times she should know it by heart.

「Even if you can’t see, you should know where the bed is by now.」

「You’re so selfish sometimes, Miyagi.」

She replied with an exasperated sigh before leaving my side.

Soon enough, she returned and dropped what I assumed was my pillow onto the futon.

「Move over.」

Sendai-san said, giving me a gentle push.

I fumbled around, dragging the pillow closer to create space. She adjusted the comforter slightly before slipping into the futon beside me.

「It’s so cramped.」

She complained, her voice tinged with dissatisfaction, as she lightly kicked my calf.

If I moved any farther toward the edge, I’d be sticking out of the covers, so instead, I turned my back to her and closed my eyes.

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

She asked, her voice quieter now, as she poked lightly at my back.

「What? I can sleep wherever I want.」

I replied, pulling more of the comforter over to my side as I curled up.

「Hey, stop hogging it. It’s cold.」

I heard her voice grumble softly from behind me, but I stayed silent. Instead of tugging at the comforter, I felt her fingers pulling lightly at the fabric of my sweatshirt. Her palms pressed gently against my back. Even through the layer of fabric, it felt oddly ticklish, but at the same time, it was a warm and comforting sensation.

As her warmth spread through me, I suddenly remembered the feel of her own body beneath her sweatshirt.

At the time, I thought that touching Sendai-san would make me trust her words and erase all my worries. But instead of easing my mind, my anxiety only intensified.

Even though I could see the necklace on her with my own eyes, proof she was keeping her promise, I couldn’t shake the doubt that she might not keep it forever.

Even now, with her right beside me, close enough to reach out and touch, I felt that if I turned toward her, she might disappear somewhere far away, beyond my reach.

I curled up tighter, gripping the edge of the comforter.

Closing my eyes firmly, the warmth against my back began to feel faint, as if it might vanish entirely. A sense of loneliness crept in, tightening my shoulders and arms.

「Miyagi.」

A soft voice called my name, and the hand resting against my back gave my sweatshirt another small tug.

I had a strange feeling she was about to say my first name, so I quickly spoke up to stop her before she could.

「If you call me “Shiori,” I’ll kick you out immediately.」

Calling someone by their first name was an ordinary thing, nothing inherently special. Yet, when it came to Sendai-san, hearing her say mine felt different—it felt significant, so I didn’t want her to.

「But you don’t mind me calling you “Miyagi,” do you?」

She asked, and then, softly, she repeated it.

“Miyagi.”

“Miyagi, Miyagi.”

She said it again and again, the sound of her voice slowly unraveling the tension in my body.

「Be quiet, Sendai-san. Just go to sleep already.」

“Okay,” she said lightly, though instead of sleeping, her hand moved to my hair.

She gently ran her fingers through it, stroking softly, like she was combing it over and over.

The gentle touch of her soft hands and the warmth they carried made my eyelids grow heavier little by little. My body slowly uncurled, relaxing with each passing moment. Then, with a quiet “Good night,” she withdrew her hand.










PART 104

I had forgotten to set an alarm.

I couldn’t remember setting one before falling asleep, and yet, I woke up on my own. As I shifted around, I noticed Sendai-san lying right next to me.

「… Why?」

I closed my eyes, then opened them wide, confirming what I saw. Sendai-san was right there, sleeping peacefully in front of me.

Still groggy, I tried piecing things together.

Yesterday, Sendai-san came over, we had dinner, and she stayed the night.

That much was clear—it had all really happened.

But there was one memory I didn’t want to acknowledge.

――The reason why Sendai-san was sleeping beside me.

It was because I had climbed into the futon I had laid out for her and fallen asleep there of my own accord.

「My whole body feels so sore.」

Probably because we’d crammed ourselves into a futon way too small for two people. My joints ached as I sighed and reached out to gently tug at her bangs.

「Mmnn…」

Her lips moved slightly, letting out a soft, incoherent noise, but she didn’t wake up.

I touched her cheek with my fingertip, tracing it down to her chin. She stayed perfectly still, fast asleep.

「… Hazuki.」

I gently called her name, but there was no reply. I picked up a strand of her long, light brown hair—a color she’d always gotten away with at school despite it being against the rules—and brought it closer, brushing my lips against it.

I hadn’t noticed yesterday, but her hair was incredibly soft and smelled just like mine.

As I let the strand of her hair slip away from my lips, I shifted closer to Sendai-san.

It wasn’t just her hair. Her whole body smelled exactly like mine.

I was the only one who knew this side of Sendai-san—the side of her that was wearing my clothes and carried my scent. It felt like this version of her belonged to me alone. But I doubted I’d ever get the chance to see her sleeping like this again.

Reaching out, I brushed my fingers against the chain of the necklace peeking out from her sweatshirt.

The end of our arrangement was drawing near.

Winter break would soon be over, and before long, our entrance exams would pass too. Graduation was only a few torn calendar pages away.

And when that day came, my high school life would be over, whether I was ready for it or not.

I let out a quiet sigh.

As my fingertips traced the chain, Sendai-san stirred slightly, making my heart skip a beat. I quickly withdrew my hand and slipped out of the futon as quietly as I could.

I changed my clothes in near silence and headed to the kitchen.

Even without needing to look, I already knew what was in the refrigerator. Still, I opened it, and as expected, there was hardly anything inside.

I pulled out a few slices of bread from the freezer and slid them into the toaster. After setting out plates and cups, I grabbed a carton of orange juice from the refrigerator. Before I even had the chance to call Sendai-san over, she appeared in the kitchen.

「Good morning. What are you up to?」

She asked in a drowsy voice, still dressed in my set of sweats as her eyes shifted to the toaster.

「Good morning. Can’t you tell what I’m doing just by looking?」

「If I had to guess, you’re probably making us breakfast?」

「Not “probably.” That is what I’m doing.」

「… Miyagi… You know I still have prep school later, right? I don’t know what I’m going to do if it starts snowing all of a sudden.」

「Look, if you don’t want to eat it, just say so.」

I said, lightly kicking her foot for teasing me as I placed the freshly toasted bread on the plates.

「I’m just joking around. Can I go get changed first?」

She tugged at the hem of her sweatshirt.

「No. The bread’s already toasted.」

I placed the plates on the counter table and went back to grab the orange juice and some butter. For some reason, Sendai-san was following right behind me, peeking into the refrigerator.

「Surely you’ve got some jam in there, right?」

She asked, leaning close enough that her voice tickled my ear, and I pushed her head away.

「Yeah, but it might be expired.」

「Seriously?」

「Well, we have butter, so it should be fine.」

I handed her the container I’d taken from the refrigerator, but she looked more disappointed than necessary.

「It tastes better with both, though.」

「You’ll put on a lot of weight like that.」

「I guess you have a point. Anyway, what’s the expiration date on the jam?」

She asked, and I glanced at the date printed on the bottle.

「Looks like it’s fine. Just barely, though.」

I handed her the bottle of jam and shut the refrigerator door. While I poured orange juice into our cups, Sendai-san placed the butter and jam on the counter table and sat down. I brought the cups over and set them beside her.

「Let’s eat.」

We said in unison as we looked at our modest breakfast. I spread butter on my toast while Sendai-san took a bite of hers, which was layered with both butter and jam. Then, she glanced over at me.

「You should try putting some on, too.」

She slid the bottle of jam towards me.

It wasn’t like I’d never seen bread with both butter and jam sold in stores before, but it wasn’t something I ever did myself. Butter was butter, and jam was jam. Some things were better left separate.
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But the expectant look in Sendai-san’s eyes wore me down. With a small sigh, I spread a thin layer of jam over my buttered toast and took a bite.

The crust gave a satisfying crunch, and the creamy butter blended with the sweet strawberry flavor. Bite by bite, the salty richness of the butter and the fruity sweetness of the jam came together perfectly.

「It’s pretty delicious, right?」

「Yeah, more than I expected it to be.」

Maybe I’ll add a bit of jam next time, too.

「I’m glad you think that.」

Sendai-san smiled softly, taking a sip of orange juice from her glass.

Thinking back, Sendai-san and I had once made French toast together during summer break. That wasn’t the only time, either—she’d cooked plenty of meals here before. Somewhere along the line, Sendai-san and food had become deeply connected in my mind.

Sharing meals like this had become so normal that the thought of eating alone again felt unbearably dull. I’d been eating by myself for years, both in the mornings and at night, but now, because of Sendai-san, I found myself dreading the idea of returning to those lonely routines.

I drained the last of my orange juice and finished the rest of my toast. The flavors of the butter, jam, and slightly burnt crust blended in a way that felt oddly comforting, as if filling a small emptiness inside me.

「I’ll take care of the dishes, so go ahead and get changed.」

I said while gathering up the plates and cups.

「Hmm… it really feels like it’s going to snow today.」

「If you hate the idea of getting changed so much, just go home wearing those clothes.」

「There’s still plenty of time before I need to leave, but fine, I’ll go.」

Sendai-san popped the last bite of toast into her mouth and stood up. She headed toward my bedroom, leaving me alone.

I carried the dishes she’d used over to the sink and turned on the hot water. As I scrubbed them with a soapy sponge, my eyes drifted to the clock.

Just a few more hours left.

It felt like no time at all had passed since she arrived yesterday, yet in a few short hours, I’d be on my own again. The thought of spending tonight without the person who had been by my side all last night left me with a faint sense of loneliness.

I’d known she had prep school today, and there was no chance she’d stay over another night. I understood that perfectly, yet the uneasy feeling of her leaving soon refused to go away.

After finishing the dishes, I shut off the water and headed back to my room.

When I returned, Sendai-san was sitting at the table with her makeup done, as if she’d been waiting for me.

「There’s still some time left, so why don’t we study for a bit?」

She asked, spreading her textbooks across the table.

「Sure, but…」

「But?」

「No kisses today.」

I answered as I took a seat next to her, and Sendai-san stared at me with a puzzled look.

「Why not?」

She asked, even though she likely already knew the reason.

She had kissed me so many times yesterday – excusing it as part of our trade agreement for helping me study – that letting her cash in on the deal again felt like pushing things too far.

「There’s a limit to how much is allowed. Whatever you did yesterday also counts for today.」

「I don’t remember hearing anything about this. So, how much is the limit, then?」

「I’m not going to tell you.」

「Why not? How am I supposed to know if I’ve stayed within the limit or not?」

「I’ll let you know when enough is enough.」

I placed my textbooks on the table, turning my gaze down to the pages filled with tiny letters.

Truthfully, I hadn’t even set a concrete limit myself, so I couldn’t answer her question. And even if I had, Sendai-san would have ignored it immediately, making it pointless to establish one in the first place. Besides, if she tried kissing me like she had yesterday, I had a gut feeling things wouldn’t stop there, and that made me all the more against it.

「You’re pretty selfish sometimes, you know that, Miyagi?」

「The same goes for you, Sendai-san.」

I said without looking at her, and she replied with, “Well, I guess I won’t deny that.” And then, the conversation came to an abrupt end.

We continued studying in silence, and before long, the afternoon arrived. We had lunch together, and soon it was time for Sendai-san to leave. I could hear her say that it was time to go.

「I’ll walk you downstairs.」

I offered as she grabbed her coat and bag.

「It’s really cold today. You don’t have to.」

「It’s fine. I’m coming right back up anyway.」

I pulled a down jacket from the closet and slipped it on, and Sendai-san gave a small nod, saying, “Okay, let’s go then.”

We made our way down the hallway of the apartment building and stepped into the elevator.

When we opened the door to the outside, a cold gust of wind rushed in. I reflexively pulled my neck in, hearing a voice from behind me.

「It’s so cold…」

When I stepped outside, the cold hit me harder than I had expected. I couldn’t see my breath, but the sun and clouds could still be seen in the distance. The pale blue sky stretched endlessly, like an iceberg looming overhead, and just looking at it made me shiver.

「Here’s fine. Thanks for letting me stay over yesterday.」

Sendai-san tucked her hands into her coat pockets and took a step back.

「I’ll get going now.」

Usually, we’d part ways like this, and I’d head back upstairs to my apartment.

But this time, before she could walk away, my hand moved on its own to grab her arm.

「Miyagi?」

I didn’t have anything to say, really. My hand had just acted on its own, and now, I was at a loss for words. I just stared at Sendai-san, not wanting to let go.

「I’m going to be late for prep school, you know.」

Sendai-san pulled her hands out of her pockets, then took hold of my hand, still resting on her arm.

「Didn’t you say you were going to be late?」

「Yeah, so I’m leaving now.」

She said, sounding as if she were about to turn away, but she didn’t—nor did she let go of my hand.

「I guess the next time I’ll see you is when the new year comes, right?」

Sendai-san murmured as she tightened her grip on my hand.

「Yeah, that’s the plan. I’ll let you know when I need you to come over and help me study.」

「Okay.」

She let go of my hand with that simple response.

Sendai-san was always so unkind.

I’d always known that, but to her, things like studying and prep school were far more important to her—at least more so than I was. Now, she was about to leave me here in my apartment, alone again.

「I’ll see you later, then.」

She began walking away, her figure retreating.

「Yeah, see you.」

I waved my hand weakly in reply.

As her back grew smaller in the distance, a sense of isolation crept over me. I was used to being alone, but the idea of returning to my room—where Sendai-san had kept me company the whole time—felt overwhelmingly depressing.










PART 105

“Happy New Year.”

When I woke up and reached for my phone beside my pillow, I saw messages from Maika and Ami. I sent them the same New Year’s greetings in return.

There was nothing from Sendai-san.

No messages, no calls.

She hadn’t bothered to text or call to welcome the new year—not that I had either. But it would’ve been nice if she had at least tried.

I lay there, staring at my screen.

But still, no calls came in.

「Whatever. It doesn’t matter.」

Sendai-san wasn’t here today, but I wasn’t alone either. My father, who was rarely home, had decided to spend the day here, and we planned to have dinner together.

As a child, I loved New Year’s Eve and New Year’s Day because they meant my father would be home. Once I entered middle school, it stopped feeling like such a special occasion, but even then, it was still reassuring to know someone else was around. Yet now, instead of thinking about dinner with my father, I found myself more preoccupied with my phone—where Sendai-san’s name remained absent from my notifications.

Rolling onto my side, I ran my fingers over the head of the black cat plushie next to my pillow before setting my phone down beside it. Then, I pulled myself out of bed.

After stretching, I left my room, brushed my teeth, got dressed, and made my way to the living room.

My father and I exchanged New Year’s greetings before sitting down for breakfast together.

The hours slipped by faster than they did on school days, yet the day still felt long with nothing much happening. I opened my reference books and sat at my desk, and before I knew it, evening had arrived.

By the time I finished dinner, I realized all I had done today was study. My phone—still watched over by the black cat plush—had received a few more messages, but they were all from Maika and Ami. Nothing from Sendai-san.

Just because it was New Year’s Day didn’t mean anything out of the ordinary would happen. Aside from getting more studying done, today was no different from the day before, despite being a new year. And just like yesterday, I went to bed a little earlier than usual.

The next day came, and nothing changed.

I woke up to an empty apartment, spent the day alone, and before I knew it, night had fallen.

When I glanced at the clock, I saw it was already past ten, so I decided to get ready for bed.

Now, I was alone in the room where I had slept beside Sendai-san just a few short days ago.

I wasn’t particularly lonely.

Just bored.

I pulled the black cat plush close, tugging at its ears. It didn’t meow, of course—but something else did make a sound.

It was my phone.

I picked it up from my pillow and glanced at the screen. It was a message from Sendai-san.

『Are you alone right now?』

It wasn’t a New Year’s greeting, making it hard to believe that the new year had begun at all.

I typed out a quick reply.

『I am. Why?』

Almost immediately after, my phone started ringing.

Sendai-san was calling me.

I hesitated.

I could’ve answered right away, but I didn’t want to seem like I’d been waiting for her to call. So, I let it ring a few more times before finally sitting up and picking up.

「Hello?」

「Happy New Year.」

Her voice was close—so close it felt like she was right next to me.

It reminded me of that night, when we slept in the same futon.

Back then, her voice had been just as close.

My grip on my phone tightened.

It was just a phone call.

Nothing to get worked up over.

「… Happy New Year.」

I said the words I never got to tell her last year. Then, I waited for her to say something, but she remained quiet.

「Did you need something?」

I had no choice but to break the silence.

「I was wondering when it was okay to come over.」

「I told you I’d let you know when I decided on a day.」

「I’m asking because I haven’t heard anything from you yet.」

「If I haven’t said anything, that means I haven’t decided. Just wait a little longer.」

New Year’s Eve and New Year’s Day weren’t days to invite someone over just to study. I at least had that much common sense. Today was only the second day of the year—New Year’s festivities were still going on[1]. Calling her over now felt wrong. And yet, here she was, making it sound like I was the one at fault for not reaching out sooner.

「At this rate, winter break’s going to end before you even make up your mind, so decide right now.」

Sendai-san said in a tone that made it sound like I was the one to blame.

「I have plans too, you know. I can’t just decide on the spot.」

That wasn’t true. I didn’t have any plans.

I just didn’t want to decide right now.

If all Sendai-san wanted was to settle on a day to meet, then the call would end the moment we decided.

If that was the case, then maybe it wouldn’t hurt to stall a little and talk a bit more.

「Oh, so even you have plans, huh, Miyagi?」

Her tone carried a hint of surprise, and it irritated me more than it should have.

「What, am I not allowed to?」

「Well, no, but… Anyway, what have you been up to since then?」

By “since then,” she probably meant the last time we saw each other.

「Nothing, really.」

「Not even on New Year’s Eve or New Year’s Day?」

「It’s not like there’s anything I need to do on those days.」

「Did you hang out with your friends at all?」

「Sendai-san, you sure ask a lot of questions that sound like something a parent would ask.」

My father never kept tabs on what I did, but sometimes, Sendai-san did—like one of those parents in manga or on TV. I didn’t particularly mind, but it wasn’t like I had anything interesting to tell her anyway.

「Come on, it’s fine if I ask, right? It’s not like we have much else to talk about. So, have you met up with anyone? Like Utsunomiya or anyone else?」

Her voice was unreadable, making it hard to tell if she actually cared about the answer or not.

「I haven’t. Everyone’s busy studying for their entrance exams this time of year anyway. Anyway, I’m sure you didn’t go out with your friends either—」

I was about to finish my sentence when I suddenly remembered the plans she’d told me about before. But before I could correct myself, Sendai-san mentioned Ibaraki-san’s name.

「I went to the shrine with Umina and the others for hatsumode[2] and made some prayers for success.」

It was a name I didn’t want to hear, and I flopped onto the bed, reaching for the black cat plush and pinching its ears.

「I prayed for your sake too, Miyagi.」

「You didn’t have to do that.」

「But you didn’t go for hatsumode this year, right?」

She spoke as if it were obvious, and I stroked the plush’s head.

「Yeah, since I don’t really believe in those sorts of things.」

「I don’t really believe in them either, but you know, it’s the thought that counts, right?」

Sendai-san didn’t seem like the type to pray for success. If she had time to rely on a deity, she’d probably spend it studying instead. If she had gone to the shrine on her own, I might’ve appreciated the thought, but she hadn’t—she was there with Ibaraki-san. That made her words feel empty. Still, if I brushed her off any further, I’d feel bad, so I let the conversation drop. But with that, I had nothing else to say.

「So, have you decided on a day yet?」

Sendai-san brought up the study plans again, reviving our dying conversation.

「Do you have time the day after tomorrow?」

「The day after tomorrow? Not tomorrow?」

「Yeah.」

「I’ll probably be free in the evening.」

「Okay, then come the day after tomorrow.」

「Is there a reason you don’t want me to come tomorrow instead?」

「It’s only the third day after the new year, after all.」

Given her family situation, I doubted the first few days of the new year held much significance for her, but I still wanted to be considerate.

「You care about something like that?」

「I don’t, but you probably need time to study on your own too, don’t you?」

She paused before replying with, “I guess so. Okay, I’ll come the day after tomorrow, then,” and hung up shortly after.

The voice that had felt so close didn’t just grow distant—it vanished completely. With no one left to talk to, the room felt too quiet, and a sense of loneliness crept in.

Winter break was incredibly short.

Once the day after the tomorrow was over, there probably wouldn’t be another chance to meet before it ended. Both of us had entrance exams to focus on. I didn’t want to be the reason Sendai-san failed, and even though I didn’t have to go to the same university as Maika, I’d rather pass than fail. If exams weren’t looming over us, I could’ve called her over more often.

Last year, I had no trouble calling her over whenever I wanted. Then again, we had agreed not to meet over breaks, so it wouldn’t have been possible anyway. Yet, I still found myself thinking about how nice it would’ve been.

Winter break really is boring.

I couldn’t help but let out a heavy sigh.
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PART 106

It hadn’t been long since I’d last seen Sendai-san. We had even talked on the phone the day before yesterday.

Yet, when she stepped through the front door, she greeted me with, “It’s been a while,” as she slipped off her shoes. Then, as if repeating what she had already said over the phone, she added, “Happy New Year.” Out of obligation, I echoed the words back.

「Wait for me in my room.」

I told her, watching as she shrugged off her coat, then headed to the kitchen.

Pulling out a plate and some cookies, I found myself thinking—

It really hadn’t been that long since we’d last met, so why did it feel like it had?

Her words, “It’s been a while,” were nothing special. Just a simple greeting. But somehow, they weighed on me, sitting heavy on my shoulders like an unshakable burden. A phrase so ordinary shouldn’t have felt so significant.

I opened the refrigerator and grabbed a bottle of soda and some barley tea.

Maybe I was just overthinking it. Maybe I was the one making those words feel like they mattered more than they should.

After pouring the drinks into cups, I put the bottles back and returned to the room, balancing a tray with the plate and cups. Sendai-san was already waiting, her reference books spread open across the table. I set the tray down, placing the drinks and snacks wherever there was space.

「Thanks.」

Sendai-san was dressed in a turtleneck sweater and denim pants. A sweater that covered her neck was unusual for her, and she hadn’t even tied her hair up. Somehow, she felt like a stranger right now as she looked over at me.

「Aren’t you going to sit down?」

I had been standing there, lost in thought, but her voice snapped me out of it. I sat down beside her and absentmindedly fiddled with a button on my blouse when she suddenly called out my name.

「Miyagi, is no one home today either?」

「No.」

「Are your parents at work?」

She asked, picking up a cookie and nibbling on it.

「Yeah.」

「What about tomorrow?」

「Same as today.」

There was nothing more to my answer than that. She had asked casually, as if just making conversation.

Before winter break, I wouldn’t have thought twice about it. I could have answered and moved on. But now, things were different. I couldn’t believe she was asking without some kind of deeper meaning.

So, before she could say anything else, I spoke first.

「… I’m not letting you stay over again.」

「It’s not like I was asking just so I could stay over.」

She denied it immediately, but I wasn’t convinced. This time, I was the one to ask a question.

「Then why did you ask?」

「I was just curious since it didn’t seem like anyone else was home.」

Sendai-san answered as she tapped the tip of her pencil against my workbook.

「So, are there any questions you don’t understand?」

「Yeah.」

「Which ones?」

I could tell she was just trying to change the subject.

Even if Sendai-san hadn’t asked with the intention of staying over, her question still felt like it carried some hidden meaning. But I knew that even if I pressed her about it, she wouldn’t give me a straight answer. So instead of wasting my time, I just told her which questions in the workbook I didn’t understand.

At least when it came to those, she answered honestly.

The room was neither too cold nor too warm—just like the classrooms at school. And listening to Sendai-san explain things was far better than sitting through a teacher’s monotone lectures. The quiet atmosphere, combined with the sound of her voice, made me start to feel drowsy.

Studying wasn’t fun. But it was definitely more effective with someone else than doing it alone.

That was the only reason I had invited Sendai-san over today—so she could help me with the questions I couldn’t solve.

Still, I couldn’t help but be aware of the person sitting next to me, and my eyes wandered toward Sendai-san.

Her long hair draped over her shoulders, and for some reason, that annoyed me.

Obviously, her neck—which was usually visible—was completely hidden.

「Don’t look at me. Focus on your homework.」

Sendai-san pointed at my notebook as she spoke.

I dropped my gaze like she told me to, and as if to smooth things over, she added, “Let me know if there’s anything you don’t understand.”

Then, silence.

For a long time, the only sounds in the room were the scratch of pencils against paper. At some point, I reached for my cup, only to find the once-cold soda had turned lukewarm. I stared at it, still half full, debating whether to get a fresh pour from the fridge—but in the end, I didn’t bother.

Instead, my gaze drifted from the cup back to Sendai-san.

Her turtleneck was in the way.

Because of it, I couldn’t see what I wanted to see.

「What’s up? Do you want to take a break?」

Noticing my stare, Sendai-san glanced up.

「I don’t mind taking a break, but are you okay on time?」

I asked, still looking at her neck.

「Yeah. Okay, let’s stop here for now then.」

「I’m going to make something to eat. Are you eating here too, Sendai-san?」

「Sure.」

As she shut her reference book, Sendai-san asked what was for dinner. Instead of answering, I reached toward her neck, still hidden beneath her sweater.

My fingertips brushed against the fabric—only for her to immediately push my hand away.

「Didn’t you say you were going to make us something to eat?」

「I changed my mind. I want to rest a little first.」

「If you’re taking a break, then rest properly.」

「I was just wondering why you decided to cover up your neck today.」

「You’re not actually curious about my neck, are you? There’s something else you want to see.」

She turned her whole body toward me, looking slightly annoyed. Then, without warning, she ran her fingers through my hair, trailing them down my neck.

「―― If you already knew what I wanted, then show it to me.」

Sendai-san was being mean.

She knew exactly what I wanted to see, yet she wouldn’t say it outright. Worse, she still refused to show me and was touching me instead.

Her fingers moved slowly, sending a ticklish sensation down my skin.

I grabbed her wrist and pulled her closer—but she managed to slip from my grasp.

「I never said I’d follow your orders during winter break, did I? Besides, you’re just wondering if I’m still wearing the pendant, aren’t you?」

「For all I know, you might not be wearing it.」

「Come on. At least have some faith in me.」

If I could believe her that easily, I would have.

Then, I wouldn’t feel the need to check every time.

It wasn’t like I wanted to tie her down with something like a collar or anything either.

But Sendai-san always gave me reasons not to trust her. She was constantly going out of her way to keep things hidden from me—including things I couldn’t even see.

That was why I could never stop doubting her.

「… You’re hiding it on purpose today, aren’t you?」

I stared at her neck, still concealed beneath her sweater.

「No, I’m not. But do you really want to see it that badly?」

「If I said I did, would you show it to me?」

In response, Sendai-san smiled.

「I’ll show you—but only if you keep your promise too, Miyagi.」

「What promise?」

「That you’ll let me kiss you.」

As she spoke, her hand reached out, and before I could react, she started unbuttoning my blouse.

「Wha—」

Caught off guard, I let out a startled sound before grabbing her hand.

「What is it?」

「I never said you could unbutton my blouse.」

I glared at her, protesting her sudden move. But my words didn’t stop her hands. Instead, she undid another button and traced her fingers over my collarbone.

「If you want to check that I’m wearing the pendant that badly, then stay still.」

「… What are you planning to do?」

「Didn’t I tell you? I’m just going to kiss you.」

Sendai-san reminded me of the deal I had agreed to—one I had no way of refusing now. We’d just finished studying, so there was nothing left to use as an excuse.

Her fingertips, which had been brushing against my collarbone, moved toward the nape of my neck.

This much wasn’t part of our agreement.

But before I could say anything, she pressed her lips to a spot just above my collarbone.

Can this even count as part of our trade?

As I mulled over something that felt like it should’ve been important but really wasn’t, I felt her lips press softly against my neck. Then, again, in a different spot.

Her lips met my skin, lingering for a moment before pulling away—only to return once more. Slowly, they traced a path upward.

Her breath brushed against my neck, sending a ticklish sensation through me, making my body tense. Each kiss left behind a warmth that made it feel strangely difficult to breathe.

I wasn’t sure if I should be letting this happen, but I couldn’t bring myself to push Sendai-san away either.

It was probably within the bounds of our trade, so there was no reason to stop her.

Then, her lips pressed down firmly near my ear. Reflexively, I grabbed her arm, but she didn’t hesitate—she sucked hard, sinking into my skin. It wasn’t exactly painful, but it felt like the sharp prick of a needle.

My fingers dug into her arm instead of pushing her away. In response, she bit down on my neck, though she quickly pulled away.

The next thing I felt was something warmer than lips—wet and soft—against my earlobe.

Her tongue traced along the edge of my ear, and in tandem with that sensation, something deep in my chest tingled. Her breath, so close to my ear, made it feel like our heartbeats had somehow synced together.

Our breathing had fallen into the same rhythm.

That realization sent a jolt through me, and I shoved Sendai-san away with all my strength.

「This isn’t just a kiss anymore.」

「You never told me to stop.」

「Just because I didn’t say anything doesn’t mean it’s okay. And why did you even unbutton my blouse? There was no reason for that. You definitely left a mark too.」

I pressed my fingers to the spot where she had sucked, but of course, I couldn’t tell if there was actually anything there.

「It’s not like we ever agreed on where I’d kiss you. So you can’t really complain about it, can you?」

Sendai-san stated matter-of-factly as she pressed her hand against the spot where she had most likely left a mark.

Her fingertips traced the curve of my ear before gliding through my hair.

Then, as if it were the most natural thing in the world, she leaned in again.

I pushed her away by the shoulders.

「There’s a mirror on my desk. Go grab it for me.」

I might have let her get away with shifting the blame onto me for not specifying where she could or couldn’t kiss me, but I wasn’t about to let her brush off leaving a mark behind. That was something Sendai-san should’ve known as well, so I felt like it was only fair that I was allowed to give her an order.

「I didn’t leave any marks.」

「I’ll be the judge of that.」

I shot back firmly, and after a brief moment of hesitation, Sendai-san finally went to retrieve my mirror.

This wasn’t the first time she had kissed my neck.

But before, she had never been trying to leave a mark.

There had been times when her bites left my skin red, but those marks always faded within a day.

「Here.」

She handed me the mirror, and I adjusted it to see my reflection.

A solid red mark stood out against my neck. It was placed perfectly in a spot that wouldn’t be covered even if I buttoned my blouse all the way up—though it wasn’t glaringly obvious either.

「It’s subtle. You can just hide it with your hair, can’t you?」

Sendai-san said, trying to dodge responsibility.

She wasn’t wrong.

I could cover most of it, but not completely.

She had done this on purpose.

She had left it just visible enough on purpose.

「It might not stand out much, but you definitely put it somewhere noticeable.」

「I don’t think so. You can still hide it pretty well.」

Sendai-san made an unreasonable excuse and, as if to prove her point, brushed my hair into place to hide the mark she’d left.

The ends of my hair tickled against my neck, making me swat her hands away before shoving the mirror towards her.

「There’s no way I can hide it completely. What if someone sees it?」

「We’re still on winter break, so you’ll be fine.」

「And what if my family sees it?」

「Didn’t you say they’d be at work all day? It’ll be gone by tomorrow, so there’s nothing to worry about.」

So that’s what that was all about.

I was starting to understand why she had asked me that question before we started studying earlier.

「Okay, even if my family isn’t around to see it, what about my friends?」

「Remind me, who was the one that said everyone’s too busy studying for entrance exams to hang out this time of year?」

「… You’re using my own words against me? You really do have a terrible personality.」

「Not as bad as yours, Miyagi.」

Sendai-san smiled as she threw out another awful remark.

Then, she took my arm.

「Can I kiss you one more time?」

She said it so easily—without hesitation, without shame.

I had let her do whatever she wanted for long enough.

「No. More importantly, let me see the necklace now.」

This time, it was her turn to hold up her end of the deal.

I reached out toward her, but before my fingers could even graze her neck, she pulled the pendant out from under her sweater herself.








INTERLUDE

Miyagi Was So Sweet, It Hurt

Sendai




It didn’t matter whether winter break was close or still far off — after leaving Miyagi’s place, there was only ever one place I’d end up.

Home.

A place where “I’m home” never got a “welcome back.”

I took my time on the walk back, then slipped off my shoes, stepped into the living room to announce my return, and headed upstairs.

In my bedroom, I turned on the light, hung up my coat, and tucked the five-thousand-yen bill I’d gotten from Miyagi today into my piggy bank.

Today, I’d learned two things I hadn’t known before.

The first was that there’s a snack called “fudge,” and that it was ridiculously sweet.

I didn’t even know it existed until I had some in Miyagi’s room today — or how sweet it could be. Frankly, I was surprised she’d brought out any snacks at all. She even brewed black tea to go with it. It was so out of the ordinary for her that I couldn’t help but feel suspicious, expecting something bad to happen.

And then she went as far as to feed me the fudge herself. At that point, I honestly wouldn’t have been surprised if something did happen.

But instead, what happened was something good.

I reached for the piggy bank and thought about lifting it up, but stopped.

I’d long since stopped adding five-hundred-yen coins to it – a bank that could hold up to a million yen if filled entirely with them.

Now, the only things inside were the few coins I’d put in before I met Miyagi, and every five-thousand-yen bill I’d ever gotten from her.

No matter how many of them piled up, they never made the piggy bank feel any heavier in my hands, so there wasn’t much point in checking.

And from now on, there would only be a limited number of bills I’d get from her to add to it.

Knowing that, I doubted the weight would ever change.

Still, I wished I could see Miyagi enough times for it to get heavier.

It wasn’t about wanting more money. I just wanted to see her that often – enough to make the piggy bank feel heavier.

And I wanted to keep seeing her, even after we graduated from high school.

That was how I truly felt.

「It’s almost winter break, huh.」

It was something that would normally take away my chances to see Miyagi, but today I learned something else – that she wanted to study with me over winter break badly enough to offer me a trade. Because of that, we’d be able to see each other during the break. And since she wasn’t going to give me any five-thousand-yen bills during that time, it wouldn’t change the weight of my piggy bank at all.

I thought back to what she’d said earlier today.

『… Come tutor me over winter break.』

She’d said the exact words I wanted to hear in a modest voice. I would’ve been happy even if she’d asked in her usual flat tone, but she’d even gone as far as to tempt me with a kiss in exchange.

Honestly, if Miyagi hadn’t brought up winter break first, I would’ve had no choice but to bring it up myself – so I was glad she did it. It was a little annoying that she still wouldn’t tell me what school she was aiming for, yet was willing to use kissing as a bargaining chip just to get me to study with her.

Still, I was genuinely happy with what she’d done today.

I placed a small standing mirror on the table and sat beside it.

In the reflection, I could see the pendant Miyagi gave me resting against my neck – and just below it, something else she’d left me with today.

「I wonder if it’s noticeable.」

I hadn’t had a chance to look at it in a mirror at her place, so I didn’t notice until now, but there was a faint mark left on my neck – one that would probably be gone by tomorrow.

It was Miyagi who’d left it there, though technically, I was the one who caused her to do it.

I’m just reaping what I sow, I thought to myself. I’d taken advantage of the fact that Miyagi hadn’t stopped me and ended up going too far. After that kiss—sweeter than the fudge itself—I’d unbuttoned her blouse and even unhooked her bra, so it only made sense that she bit me in return.

Still, I wished she’d thought it through a little more before doing it.

It was cruel of her to bite me somewhere that couldn’t be hidden, even if I buttoned my blouse all the way up. If I were just walking around at night like I did today, it wouldn’t have been a problem, but what was I supposed to do at school?

Part of me wanted the mark to stay, like a reminder that today’s rare version of Miyagi had really existed. But if it didn’t disappear by tomorrow, I couldn’t even begin to imagine what people at school would say.

「What was it again? Lemons were supposed to get rid of hickeys quickly?」

I didn’t know how to get rid of an actual bite mark, but I had heard how to make a hickey fade. I wasn’t even sure if it was true, but Umina had once said the quickest way to get rid of one was to press a lemon slice against it.

I remembered it clearly—from that time I saw a bruise on Miyagi’s leg.

Back then, she’d said she wanted to test whether lemons really worked, and ended up leaving a hickey on my arm for the experiment. But in the end, she didn’t even have any lemons to use, so I never found out if it actually worked.

And from that moment on, Miyagi and I had only gone on to do stranger, more unexpected things together.

「What am I going to do about this?」

I hadn’t checked the fridge yet, but just like how it was at Miyagi’s place, I doubted there were any lemons in it. I’d also heard that either heat or cold could make hickeys fade faster. Maybe that was worth trying.

I pressed my palm over the mark Miyagi had left on me.

Then I pushed down a little harder.

I wanted the warmth from my hand to soak into the bite mark—but even then, it didn’t feel nearly as warm. It was so much hotter when I was touching Miyagi.

I wish I could’ve touched her more.

I should’ve touched her everywhere I could see.

I should’ve felt the shape of her chest before she had the chance to hug me.

If I had done that, though, the mark under my palm right now might’ve ended up being something worse—more than just a bite, maybe a real wound, something that bled.

And I would’ve been okay with that.

If it had turned into something that bad, I’d skip school and ask Miyagi to come visit me. Then, while she was there, I’d use that chance to kiss her─

「… I should study.」

I pulled my hand away from the bite.

If I kept thinking about her like this, I was definitely going to end up dreaming about Miyagi.

Just like when I had that dream of Miyagi touching me on the last day of summer break, I’d probably end up dreaming about what happened today and wake up in a bad mood. I hated the idea of going to my classes with that kind of dream still clinging to the back of my mind.

I put away the small standing mirror and changed into my loungewear.

I spread out my reference books and notebooks on the table.

Miyagi hadn’t asked if I wanted to eat dinner with her today, so I hadn’t eaten anything at all, but I didn’t really feel like making anything either. I hadn’t even tried applying anything warm or cold to the bite mark she gave me. I just couldn’t bring myself to care about it right now.

If it was still there tomorrow, I’d use that as an excuse to complain to her. I could call her into the music prep room and tell her off there. And if she didn’t show up, I’d just head to her place and complain to her face.

Either way, it gave me a reason to see Miyagi.

「… This is so stupid.」

I doodled a crocodile with tissues sprouting from its back in my notebook, then crossed it out right away.

Daydreaming about her leaving me with a wound instead of a mark, imagining reasons to go complain to her—it was all just so stupid.

Too many unusual things had happened today, and it was making me feel uneasy.

「I wonder how that plush is doing?」

The black cat plush I gave Miyagi for Christmas was probably having an equally uneasy night too.

I set down my pencil and dove into bed.

Closing my eyes, I ran my fingertips over the spot where Miyagi had bitten me.

I ended up waking before my alarm even went off.

Thanks to Miyagi, I couldn’t focus on studying at all last night, and even worse, I barely slept.

The dreams I had were her fault too—because in them, I was doing all the things I couldn’t bring myself to do in real life yesterday.

I’m actually the worst, I thought to myself.

I let out a long sigh, like I was trying to empty myself of air, and pulled the futon over my head.

I didn’t want to get up.

I pressed my hand against the place Miyagi had left her mark.

I wasn’t sure if it was still there.

I felt stuck.

If I checked and the mark was still obvious, I’d want to skip school. But I didn’t want to stay home either. And I couldn’t just skip school and wander around aimlessly.

If the mark was gone, that made me feel uneasy too—like everything good that happened yesterday had been a dream.

Whether it was still there or not, I couldn’t make peace with it.

I rolled around in bed, but time wasn’t going to wait for me.

Eventually, my alarm started going off, and I had no choice but to get up.

I took a deep breath, let it out, then placed the small mirror on the table and checked the spot where Miyagi had bitten me yesterday.

「Hmm…」

It had faded quite a bit.
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I already knew where it was, so I could still see it if I looked closely, but to anyone else, it probably wouldn’t be noticeable.

Even if someone saw it, they wouldn’t think it was a bite mark.

I could probably pass it off as a bug bite, or just say I didn’t know how I got it, and people would believe me.

That left me feeling both relieved and disappointed.

It was like the outcome had landed somewhere in the middle.

Realistically, I should’ve been glad it wasn’t visible, but I couldn’t bring myself to feel happy about it.

I ran my fingers over the faded mark one more time, then headed downstairs.

I brushed my teeth, ate breakfast and changed into my uniform.

Standing in front of the mirror, I buttoned my blouse all the way up.

It didn’t completely cover the mark, but no one would notice it unless they looked really close.

Just before leaving the house, I undid one button.

I felt like if I did anything out of the ordinary, it’d draw attention to things that normally wouldn’t be noticed, so it was best to just act like usual.

I walked to school at my usual pace, down the freezing winter streets, then through the noisy hallways like always.

I didn’t see Miyagi anywhere.

I walked up the stairs, headed toward my classroom, but never ran into her along the way.

It wasn’t like my classroom was far—it wasn’t a ten- or twenty-minute walk or anything—so I got there in no time.

Before going in, I touched the faded bite mark one more time.

Today, it bothered me more than the pendant I was wearing.

The mark was just a mark—it didn’t hurt. But at the same time, it did hurt, and the dull ache made me overly aware of it.

Everything Miyagi ever gave me was difficult to deal with.

The five-thousand-yen bills I couldn’t use. The pendant that felt more like a collar. And then there were other things lying around my house, too.

And now, this “mark” she left behind wouldn’t leave me alone. It was like it was following me around, forcing me to think of nothing but Miyagi.

I pressed on it with my fingertips before entering the classroom.

I set my bag down on my seat, walked over to Umina and Mariko, and greeted them with a “good morning.”

「Morning, Hazuki.」

Mariko responded in her usual cheerful tone, and Umina followed with a quiet “good morning.”

「You don’t seem very happy, Umina.」

To be more specific, she looked like she was in a bad mood.

Things are going to be difficult today right off the bat, huh, I thought to myself.

「My parents found out I was planning to work a part-time job over winter break, and now they’re mad at me.」

Umina said, sulking.

Mariko let out an exasperated response.

「Of course they’re mad. It’s right before our entrance exams! You get it too, right, Hazuki?」

「Well, yeah. You can work as much as you want after the exams, so why not just wait until then?」

「I guess you guys have a point…」

Umina replied, not sounding very convinced.

Both of them were looking right at me, but neither noticed the mark on my neck.

I doubted Umina ever would, and Mariko wouldn’t either.

Miyagi might, but I didn’t know if she had, since we hadn’t even crossed paths today.

If she called me over, we’d definitely see each other then, but she wasn’t the type to call me over two days in a row.

And after what happened yesterday, I doubted she’d want to see me at all.

I lifted my hand to touch the mark, but ended up adjusting my necktie instead.

Winter break was almost here.

I wanted Miyagi to ask me to come over as soon as possible.

I grabbed my arm, stopping it from drifting back toward the bite mark.








CHAPTER SIX

A Reason to See Miyagi

Sendai

PART 107

By the time my prep school lessons ended, the streets were already cloaked in darkness.

I considered heading straight home, but my feet had other plans, turning in a different direction on their own. It felt as if my will had shifted from my head to my steps, carrying me forward without a clear destination in mind.

I weaved through the streets, turning a few corners and nearly brushing past people bundled up against the cold. I wanted to pretend I didn’t know where my feet were taking me, but as I drew closer to a familiar sign, it became obvious exactly where I was headed.

A few dozen meters later, I arrived at the bookstore—the same place where Miyagi had once covered my purchase with a five-thousand-yen bill when I’d forgotten my wallet.

I hesitated in front of the automatic doors.

Should I go in? Or should I just head home?

It wasn’t like I was in such a rush that I needed to head home right away and start studying the moment I got back.

「Come to think of it, I still haven’t bought them yet, huh.」

I suddenly remembered that I hadn’t picked up the latest issues of the magazines Umina liked to read—and with school starting again tomorrow, it was probably best to have them. I didn’t need them, but if I wanted to keep up with her conversations, it wouldn’t hurt to give them a read.

Deciding that was reason enough, I stepped inside the bookstore.

The store was spacious, and since I wasn’t in a hurry, I took my time wandering through the aisles instead of heading straight for the magazine section.

「Right, there’s no way she’d be here.」

It had been about a year and a half since I first met Miyagi here, back when we were still in our second year. Even now, I continued to follow her orders for the price of five-thousand yen. Lately, we’d been breaking more of our rules, but it didn’t feel like our relationship had changed much.

That being said, it wasn’t as if our relationship had remained completely unchanged.

A lot had happened since we first met, and some things had shifted. But at its core, it didn’t feel like much had changed.

The same went for this winter break.

Instead of receiving five-thousand-yen, I was now being paid with kisses. But despite this, our relationship didn’t feel all that different.

I stopped in front of the magazine shelf and picked up one of the many issues with flashy lettering on the cover.

Flipping through the pages, I skimmed through it before returning it to the shelf.

Repeating this a few more times with other magazines, I eventually made my way to the register with the ones Umina bought every month.

This time, my wallet was in my bag.

No five-thousand-yen bill appeared from behind me, and I paid for my purchase myself before receiving a bag with the magazines inside.

Checking my phone for the time, I saw that not much had passed.

My feet wandered off on their own, leading me toward the manga section.

As I strolled past the shelves, my gaze landed on a familiar figure.

She stood with her back to me, dressed in a coat and scarf I’d never seen before.

Even so, I knew right away—it was Miyagi.

Even though she hadn’t been there the first two times I wandered past, Miyagi was now standing in front of the new releases, too absorbed in scanning the covers to notice me.

Just like before I even stepped into the store, I hesitated.

I hadn’t come here on the off chance I’d run into Miyagi. But if I called out to her now, it would seem like that was exactly why I was here.

It was just a coincidence.

This was all just by chance.

It wasn’t intentional.

I only came to buy a magazine. You just happened to be here.

As I cycled through excuse after excuse in my head, I tightened my grip around the bag holding the magazine.

I hadn’t come to see Miyagi.

But I had considered the possibility that she might be here.

I wasn’t satisfied with our relationship.

I hated that I had to go through all these mental gymnastics just to justify calling out to her. And though I didn’t know if the things that unsettled us were the same, I had a feeling Miyagi was just as dissatisfied.

If she wasn’t, she wouldn’t have slept beside me or asked to check whether I was wearing the pendant or not. If nothing had changed, she wouldn’t have asked me to help her study over winter break or invited me to stay the night.

I took a quiet breath.

「Miyagi.」

I called out to her, keeping my voice low—just enough for someone lost in thought while picking out a book to hear.

Miyagi didn’t turn around.

I had a feeling she had heard me and was simply ignoring me. But at the same time, maybe my voice had been too quiet, and she really hadn’t noticed.

For a moment, the thought of just leaving crossed my mind.

But then I felt it—disappointment.

Disappointment in myself for even considering walking away, and in Miyagi for not so much as glancing in my direction.

I knew exactly what needed to be done to get rid of this dissatisfaction.

All we had to do was bend the rules a little.

We could decide that talking to each other at school was allowed.

Or that meeting up on weekends was fine.

Or we could just become friends.

There were so many ways to change our relationship, so many possibilities within reach.

But I didn’t have the courage to rewrite the rules.

I only had enough to call out to her once more.

「Miyagi.」

I spoke a little louder this time, and Miyagi finally turned to face me.

「Sendai-san.」

「Are you here to buy manga?」

I stepped closer, glancing at the book in her hands.

「Yeah. What about you, Sendai-san?」

「Just picking up the same magazines as always.」

I lifted the shopping bag in my left hand as proof. Miyagi gave a short, indifferent response.

「Oh, I see.」

With that, the conversation came to an abrupt end. She took a few steps away, browsing through more manga, but my attention drifted toward the scarf wrapped around her neck rather than the books in her hands.

「I’m going to the register now.」

Miyagi announced as if signaling she was heading out first, then started walking. I followed behind her in silence.

「… Sendai-san, I’m going straight home after this, you know.」

She stopped in her tracks.

「I know.」

「Then why are you following me?」

「Because you didn’t say goodbye.」

She wanted to leave me behind and go home, but she hadn’t given me a proper farewell yet.

「Goodbye, then.」

Miyagi said before walking off again, but I trailed after her once more. This time, she didn’t protest.

Instead, she paid for her books, took her bag, and walked straight out of the store without glancing back. I followed her outside, and as I did, she spoke in a cold tone.

「Stop following me.」

「Why?」

I asked, watching her back.

「I don’t want people seeing us together.」

「The chances of running into someone we know aren’t that high.」

「There’s always a possibility. You always say things so irresponsibly, Sendai-san.」

「Come on, isn’t it fine to just walk together for a little while?」

「Just a little while?」

Miyagi asked, turning around at last.

「Yeah, just for a bit.」

「… Fine. I suppose a little while wouldn’t hurt.」

She didn’t sound particularly happy about it, but she didn’t seem to hate it either.

「Alright, then. Let’s walk there together.」

I took three steps to stand beside her.

「Where exactly is ‘there’?」

「Just somewhere along the way.」

I hadn’t even thought about where we’d part ways, so I didn’t have an answer to her question.

Miyagi didn’t push for one either.

As we walked side by side, my eyes drifted to her scarf—the same one that had caught my attention back at the bookstore. I gave it a small tug.

「It’s unusual seeing you wear a scarf.」

「There’s nothing unusual about it. It was just cold today.」

It was definitely colder than usual, cold enough that our breaths hung in the air. But Miyagi was never the type to wear a scarf, even on days when it felt like it might snow. As far as I could remember, she usually just wore a warm-looking coat, never anything around her neck. Even when she shivered from the cold, she never put one on.

So her excuse—”it was just cold today”—didn’t feel like the real reason.

I tugged at her scarf again.

「Let me get a closer look.」

「No.」

「Come on, it’s fine, isn’t it?」

「You’re choking me by pulling on it.」

She sounded annoyed as she pushed against my shoulders, but I didn’t let go. Miyagi sighed, her breath almost thick enough to turn the entire city white.

「Fine, I’ll take it off. Just let go.」

I obediently let go, and she unwrapped the scarf from her neck, handing it over to me.

I stared at the turtleneck sweater that had been hidden underneath.

「… So, why were you wearing a scarf again?」

「I told you, it’s because it’s cold today.」

「Here I thought you were trying to hide something.」

She was being unfair.

I already knew why Miyagi had worn a scarf today.

It was to cover the marks I’d left on her a few days ago. And if she took it off, I thought I’d be able to see if they were still there.

「Well, they disappeared already.」

She didn’t say what had disappeared, just like I hadn’t said what she was trying to hide.

「Really?」

「Yes, really.」

「Let me see, then.」

「No.」

Her voice was colder than the winter wind, and before I knew it, the scarf in my hands was snatched away. Miyagi shoved her bag of manga books at me, quickly wrapped the scarf back around her neck, then took the bag back and started walking again.

I followed behind her, tracing the same path we’d walked as second-year students.

Back then, Miyagi had been silent. And now, she was just as quiet. But unlike before, the silence no longer bothered me. Instead, I felt glad about my decision not to go straight home today.

「Sendai-san, how far do you plan on following me? Your house isn’t even this way.」

A voice laced with irritation made me realize Miyagi didn’t share my sentiment.

「I told you—just somewhere along the way.」

「Well, this should be far enough. Bye. See you later.」

She exhaled along with her words, white breath fading into the cold air.

「Wait.」

Before she could slip away, I grabbed her arm.

「I don’t want to. Let go of me.」

「If you want me to let go, then show me your neck.」

「I already said no.」

「Come on, just let me see it.」

If the hickeys had disappeared, then I’d just have to leave new ones.

Next time, I’d make sure they lasted longer.

Long enough to be seen at school.

「Absolutely not.」

Miyagi smacked my hand away.

「You’re so stingy. It’s not like I’m asking you to take off your clothes or anything. What’s the harm?」

I reluctantly let go of her arm but still couldn’t accept her answer, so I complained anyway.

「If you were asking me to take off my clothes right here, you’d be worse than a pervert—you’d be getting yourself arrested. Actually, I should just report you now and have you locked up.」

「You’re so cruel, Miyagi.」

Whether the hickeys remained or not, our relationship stayed the same. I knew leaving a mark wouldn’t change anything between us—but I still wished it would. Otherwise, even if Miyagi ended up going to the same university as Utsunomiya, she might still not want to see me.

「Sendai-san, I’m actually going home now, so don’t follow me.」

「Okay. I’ll see you later, then.」

There were so many things I should have said. But those were the only words I managed to get out.

「Bye.」

Miyagi waved, never saying that we’d see each other again.

I waved back anyway, and she walked off toward her home.










PART 108

「Here.」

As soon as I stepped inside, a five-thousand-yen bill was handed to me.

「Thanks.」

I took hold of the edge of the bill and tried to pull it toward me, but it didn’t budge. After giving it another tug, I finally managed to take it.

It hadn’t come as easily as usual, which made me glance at Miyagi.

「Miyagi?」

「It’s nothing.」

Her voice said otherwise.

She was in a bad mood right off the bat.

But I wasn’t in the best mood either.

I hadn’t expected her to call me over right after winter break ended, but I also didn’t expect her to wait almost a week into the new semester before doing so.

「Didn’t you wait a little too long to call me over?」

「You told me I could ask you to come whenever, didn’t you?」

「Yeah, but I didn’t think it’d be like this.」

If she hadn’t called me today, we might’ve gone all the way until our entrance exams without seeing each other again.

The exam day was fast approaching.

This was the time we should be focusing on our own studies.

I appreciated the extra time to study and didn’t mind not seeing her for a while, but still—I wasn’t amused.

On top of that, she hadn’t contacted me once this whole time.

I really didn’t find any of this amusing.

「You should be grateful. I was being considerate by giving you time to study before the exam.」

Miyagi said, acting like she’d done me a favor as we made our way to her room.

「I didn’t ask you to be considerate.」

I shut the door behind me, took off my blazer, and undid a button on my blouse before taking my usual seat. Miyagi sat down beside me. My gaze went straight to her neck, where I noticed her blouse was buttoned all the way up to the top. There were no visible marks left on her, though.

Well, that was to be expected.

It had been a while since then.

If there had been a hickey on her, that would’ve meant it was from someone other than me, so if anything, I should be glad that there was nothing there anymore. Yet, at the same time, I couldn’t help but feel disappointed anyway.

I reached out toward Miyagi’s neck.

But before I could touch her, she stood up.

「I’m going to get something to drink.」

「I’m fine without one.」

「Even if you don’t want anything, I do.」

Her voice was flat as she left the room. Left alone, I spread my reference books and workbooks across the table before pressing my forehead against it.

After entrance exams, graduation would be right around the corner.

We didn’t have much time left.

「Sendai-san, what are you doing?」

Before I knew it, Miyagi had returned.

「Studying in my sleep.」

「Even though you’re still awake?」

「Nope, I’m definitely asleep.」

I answered, my face still planted against the table, but she rudely tried to push me aside and said, “You’re in the way.”

When I looked up, I saw that beside the textbooks on the table were glasses of barley tea and soda. I grabbed the cup of barley tea, took a sip, and asked,

「Do you think you’ll get into your university?」

「What about you, Sendai-san?」

「Yeah, I think I might be fine.」

I never ended up going to the high school my parents wanted me to go to.

I wasn’t going to get into the university they wanted me to attend either.

The university I’d apathetically picked out wasn’t what my parents wanted from me, but it did still require a certain level of academic ability. The staff at the prep school told me I had a good chance of getting in, but I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t a little worried.

There was no such thing as certainties in this world.

But there was no point in making a fuss now, and I’d done everything I could. If things didn’t work out, I still had backups to fall back on. That was all I could do.

「So, what about you, Miyagi?」

「I’m sure I’ll get into at least one of them.」

「Isn’t that a little too nonchalant after you’ve come all this way already?」

「It’s not like I have that much faith in myself.」

Miyagi said with uncertainty in her voice.

This wasn’t going to do.

Miyagi needed to get into the university of her choice.

If she failed her entrance exam, that meant she would stay here.

And even if Miyagi were to stay here, it wouldn’t change the fact that I would be leaving. And even if I were to fail my own entrance exams, I would attend another prep school somewhere else, so that would mean our futures would no longer have anything to do with each other anymore.

「You’ve been putting a lot of effort into studying, so have a little more faith in yourself.」

If she was the one saying she wasn’t confident in herself, she might end up failing even though she had a good chance of passing.

I wasn’t entirely sure which university Miyagi would end up choosing, but I didn’t want the possibility of her going to the same university as Utsunomiya to vanish. I wanted her to take her entrance exams believing she could pass them all.

「I just don’t like studying.」

「If you keep saying things like that, you might actually fail. Try to be a little more positive.」

「That’s impossible. But also, if you’re so afraid of failing, then we should start studying already.」

「Hmm, how about you give me an order first? I’m not feeling very motivated right now.」

It felt like it’d been a long time since the last time I used the word “order.”

「No, let’s study first. It’s almost time for the exams.」

Miyagi said, more serious than usual, as she picked up her pencil and looked down at her workbook. I, on the other hand, didn’t feel like doing the same.

Too many thoughts were swirling in my head. I needed something to clear my mind.

「Why not just give me an order first? I’ll have to do it anyway, so I’d rather get it over with so I can study in peace.」

「Then tell me how to pass my entrance exams with absolute certainty.」

「I wish I knew the answer to that too. Give me a more realistic order.」

「If you’re so insistent on it, then why don’t you come up with an order instead, Sendai-san?」

Miyagi looked up from her workbook, sounding annoyed.

「You want me to come up with something?」

「Yeah, think of something I can order you to do.」

「Isn’t it a little weird to have me decide my own order?」

I was used to following orders, not coming up with them. Besides, thinking up orders for myself to follow required a special mindset, and I wasn’t sure I had it.

「If you think it’s weird, then just study. Otherwise, I’ll come up with something later.」

「… Fine. I’ll think of something right now.」

Miyagi’s idea was way too broad, but it was still better than her giving me an order that went too far.

I stared at my cup, watching the droplets slide down its surface, as I thought it over.

I needed to come up with something safe—something Miyagi would actually agree to.

As I racked my brain for an idea like that, my gaze drifted away from the cup of barley tea.

I looked over at our workbooks.

Then an eraser, then a pencil case, then the hand gripping a pencil.

My eyes stopped there.

「I just thought of something.」

「What is it?」

「Order me to cast a charm on you.」

I said with a smile, but Miyagi only frowned in response.

She was probably trying to figure out what kind of “charm” I meant.

But no matter how much she thought about it, she wouldn’t be able to find the answer—just like a question that had none.

「… Fine, cast a charm then.」

After thinking for a solid ten seconds, Miyagi finally gave the order, like she’d given up on trying to figure it out.

「Okay, then let me borrow this for a bit.」

I said as I took the pencil from her hand.

But I didn’t actually need the pencil, so I simply set it down on the table. Instead, I took Miyagi’s wrist in my hand. She was clearly wary, but I ignored that as I brought her fingertips to my lips. When I brushed them lightly against the tips of her nails, her hand tensed.

「It’s a charm to help you get the right answers. You did say you wanted a surefire way to pass, didn’t you?」

I gave her a simple explanation, hoping it would keep her from pulling away.

「I’ve never heard of a charm like that before.」

「Maybe you just didn’t know about it?」

Tightening my grip on her wrist, I pulled her hand toward me and pressed my lips against it.

The back of her hand, the base of her fingers, the middle of her middle finger—I kissed each spot over and over, feeling the warmth of her skin against my lips as the strength slowly drained from her hand. Unlike just touching her, kissing her let me feel her temperature more directly.

I pressed my lips firmly against the back of her hand, enough to feel the shape of her bones beneath the skin. When I tried to suck lightly, she attempted to pull away, so I kissed the tip of her finger before finally releasing her wrist.

「… You just made that charm up on the spot, didn’t you, Sendai-san?」

Miyagi asked as she stared at her hand, sounding unimpressed.

「Even if I did, it doesn’t matter as long as it works, right?」

In truth, what I really wanted to do was kiss her neck and leave a mark somewhere visible. But if I did that, she’d probably throw me out of her room on the spot. Maybe even refuse to speak to me ever again.

「I don’t think it’s going to work.」

Hearing the cold tone in Miyagi’s voice, I grabbed her hand again.

「It will.」

After saying those empty words, I kissed the tip of her finger.

Taking her index finger between my lips, I pressed my teeth lightly against the second joint and ran my tongue slowly over the pad of her fingertip.

Miyagi angrily pulled her hand away.

「Stop that.」

「Why? You like this kind of thing, don’t you, Miyagi?」

Her voice was sharp, but she didn’t resist when I took her hand again.

She’d ordered me to lick her fingers countless times before. There was no way I was letting her brush it off so easily now.

I stared at Miyagi.

She avoided my gaze, but she didn’t look particularly upset either. When I pressed my lips to her palm, her arm twitched slightly, and I slid my tongue between her fingers.

「Sendai-san!」

Miyagi, who rarely raised her voice, exclaimed loudly as she smacked my arm. Then, she dug her fingernails into my uniform.

The dull pain made me let go of her hand, and she immediately pulled out a tissue from the crocodile-covered box, wiping her fingers.

I had seen her do this many times before, and it had never bothered me.

But for some reason, seeing her do it today made it feel like she was trying to wipe my entire existence away.

It irritated me.

No, more than that—it infuriated me.

I reached out, brushing my fingers against her neck. Miyagi flinched back slightly, and even that small reaction was enough to set me off.

I grabbed her and pulled her close, pressing my lips to her cheek.

She’s definitely going to resist.

Or at least, that’s what I thought.

Instead, Miyagi wrapped her arms around my back, pulling me in even closer than necessary.

「… Miyagi?」

But instead of replying, she blew air into my ear before pressing something hard against it. I immediately recognized it as her teeth and could already tell what was coming next. Before I could pull away, Miyagi bit down.

「Ow!」

I exclaimed, but she didn’t let go. Instead, her teeth sank in deeper, sharp pain shooting through my ear as if she was about to tear it clean off. I grabbed her by the shoulders and pushed her away.

「What’s wrong with you, Sendai-san?」

Miyagi asked in a displeased tone.

「That’s my line. Quit biting me whenever you don’t like something. It seriously hurts.」

「You’re the one who keeps trying weird things.」

I wasn’t sure whether she was referring to me licking her hand or pulling her into an embrace, but it was clear she wasn’t happy with either.

「Maybe so, but you didn’t have to bite that hard.」

「You weren’t casting a real charm either.」

「I was. And besides, you were the one who told me to come up with an order in the first place.」

Tracing it back to the start, it was technically Miyagi’s fault for not thinking of one herself. Maybe she thought the same thing, because she stayed silent, sulking instead of arguing back.

「Anything else you want to say?」

I asked as she picked up the pencil lying on the table.

「If I don’t pass, I’m holding a grudge against you. I don’t want to spend another year studying.」

「Should I cast another charm on you, then?」

「No.」

She refused without even looking at me, her attention fixed on her notebook. But there wasn’t a single word written on the blank page.

「Miyagi.」

「What?」

「Make sure you actually study.」

「I was going to, even without you telling me.」

She replied, still not looking up.

I couldn’t bring myself to say something as heavy as telling her she had to pass in exchange for that half-baked charm I cast on her. But even so, I wished for her to succeed.
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As after school hours approached, the classroom felt restless.

Homeroom felt more like a formality than anything, and even the teacher didn’t seem very into it. I looked away from the teacher, who was fumbling for words to end the day with, and glanced over at Umina.

The standardized entrance exam had gone by without a hitch.

I didn’t know how serious she was being when she said it, but earlier, Umina had called it easy, and Mariko had just laughed and said, “got through it somehow.”

I wasn’t sure how well I did either, but I felt like it had gone okay.

I hadn’t seen Miyagi at all since the day I cast that charm on her, and she hadn’t contacted me either, so I had no idea how the exam went for her.

Normally, at a time like this, you’d expect someone to message you and let you know if things went well or not.

But we didn’t have that kind of relationship.

I knew that—really, I did.

Even so, I couldn’t help but feel like Miyagi was being way too cold.

I turned my gaze back to the blackboard.

The teacher scanned the room and explained one last unimportant thing like it actually mattered, then homeroom ended. The classroom quickly filled with noise, and it was finally after school.

「Hazuki, there’s somewhere I wanna go today. Can you come with me?」

I heard Umina say, but I found myself hesitating.

I stood up, but I couldn’t bring myself to say “Sure.”

「Oh, are you busy today?」

Umina asked, placing her bag down on my desk. Her expression didn’t look too happy.

I should just say I’ll go with her.

I forced a smile.

Just as I was about to tell her I would, Mariko’s voice cut in from beside me.

「Isn’t it fine if it’s just the two of us today?」

「Huh?」

Mariko said as she took Umina by the hand, ignoring the way she looked a little unsatisfied.

「Sorry. I’ll make it up to you both next time.」

I called out to the two of them as they left, and Mariko waved back at me.

I reluctantly pulled out my phone.

It wasn’t like I had to see Miyagi or anything.

But the fact was, I had hesitated to answer when Umina asked to hang out.

『Hurry up and invite me over already.』

I typed the message.

But before I could send it, I froze.

I was only reaching out because she hadn’t messaged me first.

I wasn’t happy with how things had become, but if I didn’t say something now, she might never contact me again. I didn’t have much of a choice.

I sighed deeply.

Then, I hit “Send” and waited five minutes.

But just as I expected, Miyagi didn’t reply.

For a second, I considered asking her to meet me in the music preparation room, but I gave up on that idea pretty quickly.

If she didn’t answer my message, there was no way she’d show up just because I asked.

Her class was right next door.

It’d be faster to just go see her.

I grabbed my coat and bag and stepped into the hallway.

The classroom door was shut, so I peeked in through the small window.

And right then, I saw Miyagi and her friends leaving through the opposite door.

Our eyes met.

But before I could say anything, Miyagi quickly told her friends, “I forgot something,” and ducked back into the classroom.

A few moments later, my phone buzzed with a notification.

『Wait a little bit before leaving and meet me at my house.』

She probably didn’t want to say that out loud in front of her friends, so she texted instead.

That thought alone annoyed me.

It made me want to storm into her classroom and tell her friends everything—how we spent time together after school, how we met up during summer and winter break.

I wouldn’t actually do that, though.

It’d just make my remaining time in high school harder than it needed to be.

『How long is a “little bit”?』

I replied, leaning against the wall between our classrooms.

As I aimlessly looked around, I saw Miyagi’s friends—who’d been waiting for her—return to the classroom, probably because it was too cold out in the hallway.

Then, another message popped up.

『Wait until after I’ve left the classroom.』

『Okay.』

『We’re about to head out. Don’t call out to me.』

『Yeah, yeah.』

We weren’t allowed to talk to each other at school.

After nearly breaking that rule, I sent my reply and stared down the hallway.

Miyagi came out with her friends not long after.

I didn’t know exactly how long I was supposed to wait after she left, but standing around in the hallway made the time feel longer than it was.

I didn’t feel like going into any classrooms either, so after waiting five minutes, I left the school grounds.

I walked the road to Miyagi’s place, trying not to look like I was in a hurry.

The scenery passed by slowly and felt dull.

The roadside trees were bare, and the people walking by all looked equally uninteresting.

Everything felt so colorless—it was kind of depressing.

I wasn’t walking particularly slowly, but I wasn’t rushing either.

Eventually, I picked up the pace.

I was supposed to be five minutes behind her, yet as I neared Miyagi’s apartment, I saw her up ahead.

「Miyagi.」

I called out to her when I was about a minute away from the building, but she didn’t stop.

I caught up to her in front of the apartment and entered with her.

「Sendai-san, I did tell you to wait a little bit before coming over, didn’t I?」

「I did wait before leaving. I must’ve just caught up to you.」

We walked through the building’s entrance and got into the elevator.

「Isn’t it kind of weird that you managed to catch up? I bet you were hurrying over.」

「Or maybe you’re just a slow walker?」

「I’m not. You’re the one who walks too fast, Sendai-san.」

Miyagi complained as we stepped off the elevator and walked to her door.

She unlocked it, and I followed her inside.

“Wait a second,” she said, disappearing into her room.

She came back with a five-thousand-yen bill and handed it to me.

「Thanks.」

I tugged at the bill, which she didn’t let go of right away, but it ended up in my hands soon enough.

I tucked it away and looked at Miyagi, who was wearing a strange expression on her face.

「Miyagi?」

「It’s nothing.」

We exchanged the same words as we had last time I was here.

Then she quickly disappeared into the kitchen.

I headed into her room first, took off my coat and blazer, undid the first button of my blouse, and pulled out a manga volume from her bookshelf, where her black cat plushie sat.

I lay down on her bed and flipped through the pages.

Soon after, the door opened and Miyagi came in, placing a cup of barley tea and a bottle of soda on the table.

「How cold do I need to set the air conditioner for you not to feel hot?」

Miyagi asked as she picked up my coat and blazer from the floor and hung them up.

「Don’t worry about it. Taking those off is just a habit at this point, so anything’s fine. If it gets too hot, I’ll let you know. Anyway—Miyagi, don’t you have something to tell me?」

I closed the manga I was reading and sat up.

「Like what?」

Miyagi sat down in her usual spot, looking completely clueless.

「How was your exam? Think you did well?」

「Is that really something I need to tell you, Sendai-san? I said I’d let you know if I passed, but I never promised to tell you how I felt about it. Besides, I’ve still got more exams to take.」

「You could at least say how you think it went. Don’t be stingy—just tell me.」

I grabbed a pillow from her bed and smacked her lightly on the head.

She was right—we still had more exams to come, and she wasn’t obligated to tell me how she did. We hadn’t made any promises about it. I knew I was just being selfish. Still, I couldn’t help wanting to know.

「Miyagi.」

I said, hitting her with the pillow again.

「… I guess I did okay.」

After a short pause, she finally gave a vague answer.

「”Okay”? What’s that supposed to mean?」

「Even if you ask me that, I don’t know how to explain it. What about you, Sendai-san? How’d yours go?」

「I think I did okay too.」

I answered with the same words she used, and Miyagi turned her back to me.

I couldn’t see her face, but I could tell she was in a bad mood.

She took a sip of her soda, then set the half-empty glass back down.

I was used to the silence.

Even though I knew she’d get upset, I gave her that answer anyway.

Still, the heavy atmosphere hanging in the room was starting to get to me, so I spoke up again.

「Anyway, Miyagi—are you planning on going on a graduation trip or anything?」

I brought up a random, not especially interesting topic.

「No. What about you, Sendai-san?」

「Well, not a trip, exactly, but Umina and the others want to do something at least.」

「I see.」

She replied in a quiet voice.

Miyagi suddenly turned to look at me, then stood up and snatched the manga I’d left on her bed.

「Hey, I was reading that.」

I hadn’t really planned on finishing it, but I complained anyway.

「You weren’t even reading it. The book was closed.」

「I was just about to keep reading.」

「I’m about to give you an order, so read it later.」

Miyagi said as she returned the manga to her bookshelf.

「What am I doing today?」

「Sit over there.」

Miyagi instructed as she stood in front of her closet.

「On the bed?」

「Yep.」

I followed her orders and sat on the bed like I was sitting in a chair.

She opened the closet and pulled out a light blue towel.

「Here.」

She tossed it toward me—it landed on the floor in front of me.

But Miyagi didn’t seem to care. Before I could reach down to grab it, she gave another order.

「You know what I’m going to ask you to do with that, don’t you?」

She asked quietly, pointing at the towel.
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「You want me to do it myself?」

I asked as I picked up the light blue towel from the floor.

「Yep, that’s right.」

Thinking back, I already knew what she wanted without her needing to say it.

But when I thought about what she was going to do to me afterward, I didn’t really feel like going along with it.

Miyagi had some really bad tastes.

She always gave me orders that definitely weren’t something you could do in front of others.

Then again, being ordered around by her like this was something we couldn’t be open about either.

「Now hurry up and do it.」

I hesitated, still holding the towel, as Miyagi urged me on.

Whether I did it myself or had her do it, the result would be the same.

Either way, I was going to end up blindfolded.

I didn’t want to do it.

But if I kept hesitating, she’d only get more annoyed—and there was a good chance her next orders would be even worse because of it.

I covered my eyes with the light blue towel.

Blinding myself like this made me feel like I was doing something immoral.

Miyagi seriously had some strange tastes.

「It’s kind of lame not being able to see anything, though.」

I complained, even though I couldn’t tell where she was anymore.

「This isn’t for your entertainment, Sendai-san.」

Her voice came from in front of me.

「So it’s supposed to be entertaining for you, then, Miyagi?」

「It’s not.」

It wasn’t just her tastes—her whole way of thinking was weird.

I didn’t see the point in doing something like this if it wasn’t even fun for her.

「So, what are you planning to do to me?」

I asked, trying to hide the unease of not being able to see.

But she didn’t answer.

「Miyagi?」

I called out to her, assuming she was still in front of me.

Then, I felt her hand on my cheek.

It gently stroked my skin and traced over my lips.

My body stiffened without meaning to.

The memory of being blindfolded during summer break flashed through my mind.

But this time, she pulled her hand away quickly.

She didn’t kiss me like she had back then.

「Sendai-san.」

Miyagi said my name quietly.

She wasn’t touching me anymore, but I could feel her eyes on me.

I couldn’t actually see her, so I couldn’t say for sure—but it made me uneasy.

My neck started to feel strangely restless.

「Respond to me.」

She sounded irritated at my silence.

But I still didn’t say anything, so she called out to me again.

「Sendai-san.」

「What is it?」

「―― Tell me you hate me.」

「Huh? Where did that come from?」

「Just say it already.」

「Why?」

「It doesn’t matter.」

Her voice was calm, but low.

It was the same tone she used whenever she was in a bad mood.

It wasn’t unusual for Miyagi to say things that didn’t make sense.

She was always unpredictable, and there was rarely any point in trying to understand the reason behind her actions.

But this time, I felt like I shouldn’t follow along without knowing what she meant first.

「What exactly am I supposed to say I hate again?」

I asked, still blindfolded, but lifting my head slightly—trying to match where I imagined her eyes were.

「… Me.」

She muttered.

――I want to see Miyagi’s face right now.

Nothing was stopping me from using my hands, so I reached up to the towel over my eyes.

I wanted to take it off and see what kind of face she was making.

But before I could undo the knot, she grabbed my hand and tightened it again.

「I didn’t say you could take it off yet.」

I heard Miyagi say. Then, the spot next to where I was sitting sank.

Without any hesitation, she grabbed my arm.

She pulled me toward her, turned my body slightly, and pushed me down.

Thanks to the mattress underneath me, it didn’t hurt at all—but I was still a little scared of being handled roughly while I couldn’t see a thing.

Just as I was about to complain, Miyagi spoke first.

「This is for not obeying my orders.」

I felt her fingers trail along the chain of the pendant I was wearing, then tug it out from under my blouse.

She hadn’t undone any of the buttons.

She just yanked on the pendant so hard the chain dug into the back of my neck.

「You’re pulling too hard. It kind of hurts, and you might break it.」

She was only grabbing onto the pendant charm, so it wasn’t like she was choking me or anything.

But still, I was scared she might actually end up doing just that—leaving me unable to breathe.

I couldn’t see, so I had no idea what she was thinking, and it made my breathing go shallow.

It felt like all my other senses were heightened.

「Let go already.」

I tried to sound firm, but she kept pulling on the pendant, the chain dragging against my skin and hurting me.

When I finally called her name, she let go.

Then, she bit the side of my neck.

Her teeth sank into my skin, warm but not painful enough to make me say anything.

She soon moved her mouth away, and I felt her fingers trace the spot where she’d bitten me.

She followed the chain of my pendant again, her hand reaching the center of my collarbone.

Then, like it was the most natural thing in the world, she unfastened a button on my blouse and undid my necktie.

At first, I thought she was going to use it to tie my wrists.

But she didn’t do anything more.

If she’d really wanted to, she would’ve tied me up by now—she’d done it before.

But for some reason, she didn’t do it today.

‘Maybe it’s because she wants me to touch her too,’ I thought, giving myself a convenient excuse to pull Miyagi towards me.

I wrapped my arms around her back and gently stroked her hair.

She didn’t try to push me away.

In fact, it felt like she had no intention of resisting at all.

「―― Do you hate me, Miyagi?」

I asked, combing my fingers through her hair.

「…Yeah.」

She replied after a short pause.

「Then say it clearly. Tell me you hate me. If you do, I’ll follow your order from earlier and tell you I hate you too.」

I said as I continued to stroke her hair, then moved my hand to her cheek and traced her lips with my fingertips.

But Miyagi stayed silent.

「I’m not going to get upset, so just say it.」

Still, her lips didn’t move.

I pulled my fingers away.

If she told me she hated me, I would’ve been a little surprised.

She didn’t seem to mind that I had my arms around her or that I was stroking her hair—so there was no way she actually hated me.

Miyagi shifted her body slightly away from me and brushed her hand against my pendant again.

Her fingers traced the chain, pressing down on it so hard it felt like the marks might be left on my skin, until she reached the charm.

「Give the necklace back.」

She said as she yanked on the charm so hard I genuinely thought she might break it.

I immediately pulled the towel off my eyes.

This time, I managed to get it off before she could stop me.

The Miyagi in front of me had her brows furrowed.

Her expression was full of displeasure—but also looked like she was about to cry.

My vision was still adjusting after having the towel pressed over my eyes, but even through the blur, there was no mistaking that it was Miyagi in front of me.

「I told you not to take it off on your own, didn’t I?」

She let go of the pendant and snatched the towel away from me.

「That aside, why do you want me to give it back?」

「I don’t need a reason, do I?」

Her voice wasn’t cold, but it was completely devoid of emotion.

I tugged on her blouse.

「Then I’m not giving it back. You were the one who told me to wear it until graduation, weren’t you? You should keep your promises.」

「You’re the one who’s always breaking your promises, Sendai-san.」

She said, sounding irritated as she peeled my hand off her blouse.

「Even if I do, you should keep yours, Miyagi.」

I said, knowing it was selfish, as Miyagi silently tried to tear the pendant off.

「I’m not giving it back.」

I slapped her hand away to emphasize my point.

But even then, she kept trying to take it from me, so I smacked her hand away again.

Finally, the chain that had been digging into my neck loosened as she pulled her hand back.

「Look, Miyagi. We’ve still got exams coming up, so stop saying weird stuff… It’s just going to make me feel depressed.」

I said as I pushed her away and sat up.

「There’s nothing for you to be depressed about, Sendai-san.」

Miyagi mumbled as she planted her face in her bed.

「You’re such an idiot, Miyagi.」
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I hit her with her pillow one more time before getting off the bed.

「So, when’s the next time?」

I asked as I stared at her, taking a seat by the table.

Miyagi raised her head and looked over at me.

「Huh?」

「When’s the next time you’re calling me over? We agreed you’d keep inviting me until graduation, right? So hurry up and decide.」

「… I’ll let you know later.」

「You’re not actually planning to message me later, are you? I want you to decide right now.」

I pressed her firmly, and Miyagi buried her face into her pillow again.

「Five days from now.」

She said, her voice muffled.

‘That’s kind of a long time,’ I thought.

But we still had exams to get through, and it made sense to spend the time studying, so it wasn’t strange for her to tell me to come over in five days.

「Okay. So, what about our optional attendance days?」

I asked about the other thing that had been on my mind.

Starting February, our classes would be optional—students could choose whether to attend or not. Most people didn’t plan to go.

Umina and Mariko had already said they wouldn’t, and I didn’t plan to either.

But I wasn’t sure what Miyagi’s plans were.

「…」

There was no way she hadn’t heard me, but she kept her face buried in the pillow and didn’t move at all.

「Miyagi, optional attendance days aren’t actually considered days off, you know.」

We’d agreed not to meet unless it was a school day.

But technically, optional attendance days still fell under that.

「Miyagi.」

I called her name again, pressing for an answer.

She finally replied,

「I’ll call you over even without you needing to tell me.」








CHAPTER SEVEN

What I Want From Sendai-san

Miyagi

PART 111

Tomorrow was the day we’d promised to meet—five days after we set the date.

When Sendai-san asked about my exam results, I told her they were “okay.” That wasn’t true. I hadn’t done well enough for it to even count as okay. I’d thought I could’ve done a little better, and saying “okay” didn’t sit right with me. But if I’d been honest and she ended up disappointed in me, I wouldn’t have been able to stand it.

So, just like how she always made promises she couldn’t keep, I ended up lying to her too.

I hated myself for it.

Green peppers, broccoli, shungiku[1].

On my way back from school, I stopped by the supermarket. As I walked past the vegetable section, I noticed the ones I could never get myself to like—vegetables that reminded me too much of how I felt about myself.

There were other things I didn’t like either, such as parsley and—

… I wish I could’ve said the same about Sendai-san.

In the end, I never got her to tell me she hated me.

I sighed as I tossed some frozen meals and instant ramen into my basket. I thought about grabbing some soda bottles before heading home, but instead, I stopped in my tracks. I turned back toward the vegetable section and added some potatoes and carrots to the basket too.

If only there was a vegetable that could make me smarter just by eating it.

As I wandered through the aisles, I found myself digging through old memories. Somewhere along the way, I’d heard fish was supposed to help with brainpower. But I didn’t like fish all that much. And even if I did eat it, it’s not like I’d magically get smarter overnight.

I knew it was far too late to start getting anxious now, but part of me was still hoping for some kind of miracle—anything to give me a boost.

If I wanted to get into the same university as Maika, the next exam was the one that would count. As long as I passed that one, everything would work out. My grades had gone up, and even my teachers were backing me to go for it.

But I didn’t have much faith in what they said. Or in myself.

I didn’t have any in Sendai-san, either.

It’d be nice if I had unwavering faith.

If I could just believe I’d get into university—and if I could trust Sendai-san—then maybe I’d feel okay about seeing her even after graduation.

But the truth was, I wasn’t even sure I’d make it into my first-choice school, and I couldn’t say for certain whether Sendai-san would actually keep her promises.

And what if I didn’t get into the same university as Maika?

I’d end up stuck here.

That thought made me incredibly uneasy.

If I got accepted, of course I’d want to go. But if I didn’t, the disappointment would be unbearable. And worse, it’d mean I might have to part ways with Sendai-san for reasons completely out of my control.

If that was going to happen anyway, then maybe it would be better to break things off with her before graduation.

That day… if Sendai-san had told me she hated me, I think I could’ve walked away even earlier than we’d agreed.

I thought about it as I stood in front of a shelf full of plastic bottles.

I reached out for a bottle of soda—but stopped.

It wasn’t like I was trying to put Sendai-san ahead of myself or anything, but between the two bottles in my fridge at home, there was a lot less barley tea left than soda.

「… But having to carry two bottles around is too heavy.」

I’d have to carry everything back myself, and it wasn’t practical to bring both. In the end, I gave up on the soda and put a bottle of barley tea in my basket instead.

Then, just before heading to the register, I picked up a pack of beef too.

Ever since I started sharing meals with Sendai-san, my taste had gotten a little more luxurious.

Frozen meals and instant ramen were good, but homemade food was even better—and if I had a choice, I wanted to eat whatever tasted best.

The problem was, the only person who could make me that kind of food was Sendai-san.

Before I even realized it, Sendai-san had become a huge part of me. There were so many marks etched into my memory, and now even my tastes had changed because of her. Most of them were things she’d forced on me without asking, but I could still remember every single one. It was frustrating—no matter how hard I tried to erase her traces, they wouldn’t fade.

I paid for my groceries and stepped out of the store.

The cold wind blew through the city as I walked—it was already the end of January.

The bag in my right hand felt heavy.

Ever since I started sharing meals with Sendai-san, I’d been buying more food. At times like this, I couldn’t help but wish she were here to carry the bags. She ate half the food I bought, so it felt like it was only fair.

But for that to happen, we’d have to add a rule that allowed us to shop together, and that sounded like too much trouble. If we had more time together, it might be worth considering—but with so little time left, there was no point. I didn’t want to change our rules just so we could shop for groceries, and I didn’t need her to carry my bags that badly.

Still, even with all that in mind, the weight in my right hand felt heavier than usual.

I couldn’t stop myself from imagining how much lighter it’d feel if she were here.

That thought—one that would never come true—lingered, and now even my head felt heavy.

We’d promised not to see each other anymore after graduation, and I wasn’t even sure if I’d get into the university I wanted.

But still, I couldn’t help thinking about it.

What if I did get into the same university as Maika?

I was already a liar anyway, so it should be okay for me to break a promise too.

The heavy bags in my hands swung as I picked up my pace.

No, that’s not right.

Just because I’d become a liar didn’t make it okay to lie.

「I feel like I can’t make sense of anything anymore…」

The more I thought, the more tangled everything became.

I walked even faster.

It didn’t feel like I was moving much quicker, but the wind on my cheeks felt colder than before. Maybe it was the bottle of barley tea, but the bag handle felt like it was digging into my hand.

I hurried back to my apartment and put the contents of the bag in the fridge.

Then I went to my room, turned on the air conditioner, and changed out of my clothes.

I lay down on my bed, pulled out the manga Sendai-san had been reading four days ago from under the black cat sitting by my pillow, and started flipping through the pages.

The whole time, my emotions were wavering.

I didn’t want to see Sendai-san tomorrow, and yet I really wanted to see her.

I wasn’t dumb—I knew those feelings were contradictory.

Lately, I kept bouncing between not wanting to see her and wanting to.

And once I did see her, I’d just want to keep seeing her.

So maybe it’d be easier if we just stopped meeting.

But I knew that even if we didn’t, I still wanted to see her.

It was difficult juggling these thoughts and feelings.

I couldn’t help wishing I could go back to this time last year.

If I could turn back time, I’d end our relationship before we ever switched classrooms.

That way, I wouldn’t have to think about any of this. I could just pick a local university and be content staying here.

Sendai-san really should’ve told me she hated me that day.

She was always so cruel.

I closed the manga I was flipping through and tapped the black cat plush on the head, but it didn’t make a sound.

It didn’t complain like Sendai-san always did.

How boring, I thought, tapping the cat’s head again.

Even though I didn’t want tomorrow to come, I still found myself wishing it would hurry up and get here.

If only that part of me could just go away.










PART 112

I moved the black cat plush from beside my pillow to the bookshelf.

The intercom rang just as I was replying to text messages from Maika and Ami.

As agreed, I had sent a message to Sendai-san five days after we last met that said, 『Come over now.』

So the person at the door was probably her.

I checked the intercom and saw Sendai-san on the other side of the monitor.

She’d shown up later than I expected.

When I wrote “come over now,” I meant immediately.

But she’d kept me waiting quite a while since I sent the message.

After complaining to her through the intercom, I unlocked the apartment building’s entrance for her.

A little later, the doorbell rang. I opened the front door and let Sendai-san in as she grumbled.

「I did try getting here as fast I could, you know.」

「You took way too long.」

Even if I was hesitant about seeing her, if someone says to come over, that means come over right away.

「I don’t think I could’ve gotten here any faster unless I flew over or something.」

「Then you should’ve just flown over.」

「If you can prove to me that you’re able to fly, then I’ll give it a try next time.」

Sendai-san said, her expression annoyed as she took off her shoes.

I let out a small sigh as I got ready to hand her a five-thousand-yen bill.

The five-thousand-yen bill was payment for some of Sendai-san’s time, so I didn’t feel bad about giving it to her.

But I couldn’t help wondering—

What would happen if I didn’t pay her?

Would she still be willing to come over?

It was something I’d always wanted to ask her.

I remembered that Sendai-san had once asked me, “What if I told you I didn’t need it?”

Back then, I should’ve made her explain what she meant.

I really wanted to know what she would’ve done if I’d actually listened to her that day and decided not to hand over the five-thousand-yen bill.

「Sendai-san.」

A relationship between us without a price attached.

I tried to imagine something like that—something that could actually happen right now—and for a moment, it made me hesitate to give her the five-thousand-yen bill in my hand.

But I quickly brushed the thought aside and held it out in front of her face.

「Here.」

As always, I felt the bill being tugged from the other end, and my fingers instinctively tightened around it.

But before I could accidentally say anything, I let go.

「Thanks.」

Sendai-san said as she put the bill away.

I had no value beyond that five-thousand-yen bill.

If I didn’t properly compensate her for her time, then her time wouldn’t belong to me.

And if her time didn’t belong to me, I wouldn’t be allowed to give her orders.

And if she didn’t have to follow my orders, then there’d be no reason for her to come over to my place at all.

「I’m going to get us something to drink.」

I said, turning my back to her.

「Okay, I’ll go and wait for you then.」

Soon after, I heard the sound of a door closing.

I walked down the hallway to the kitchen.

I pulled out two cups and opened the fridge.

Inside were two plastic bottles—one with less liquid than the other, and a brand-new bottle of barley tea I’d bought yesterday.

I took out the soda and the fresh barley tea and poured them into the cups.

Placing them on a tray, I returned to my room, where I found Sendai-san sitting in her usual spot.

「Make dinner for us tonight.」

I said, placing the cups on the table and taking a seat beside her.

「Is that supposed to be today’s order?」

If there was something I truly wanted in exchange for five-thousand yen, it would be to buy an unbreakable promise.

If I could buy something like that, maybe then I’d be able to let myself trust Sendai-san.

Then, even if we went to different universities, it’d be okay to meet up now and then, have a few meals together, hang out.

But there was no way I could ask for something like that from her.

And no way I could bind someone to me for life with just a five-thousand-yen bill.

Besides, it wasn’t something I could order her to do while I was still trying to distance myself from her.

「That’s right. It doesn’t matter what you make, just as long as you’re the one cooking.」

Instead, I gave her an order that felt appropriately worth five-thousand yen, as I looked at her.

「You’re saying I can make anything, but isn’t your fridge empty?」

「It’s not.」

「Then can I go and see what you have?」

「Fine, but I’m coming with you.」

I replied as Sendai-san stood up from the table, where her reference books were still spread out. We headed to the kitchen together.

After flipping on the lights in the living room and kitchen, Sendai-san walked over and opened the fridge. She peeked inside, then checked the freezer and vegetable compartment before turning to face me.

「Are you a big fan of potatoes and carrots or something?」

「They’re okay. Why?」

「You always have them. I figured maybe you really liked them or something.」

「I don’t always have them. I just never know what kind of ingredients I’m supposed to buy, that’s all.」

「You should just buy whatever you want to eat.」

「I never know what I want to eat, though.」

I usually just ate whatever was around.

Because of that, even if I wanted her to make something for me, I never knew what to ask for. I didn’t even know what I wanted to eat.

And since I’d never really been interested in cooking, I’d made it all the way to the end of high school without even figuring out what kinds of ingredients I should be buying.

「Alright, then how about we go grocery shopping together? It’d be way easier for me to cook things for you if we had a plan in mind and just bought what we needed instead of making do with whatever’s lying around.」

It wasn’t the greatest idea, but Sendai-san suggested it in a cheerful tone.

Going shopping together and sharing the weight of the heavy bags.

It was something I’d thought about just yesterday, but I never imagined those same words would come from Sendai-san’s mouth too.

Hearing her say that made me feel like, maybe even after we graduated, we might end up standing in the same kitchen again someday.

But that future was one that probably wouldn’t come true.

「If you’re that set on it, then you can go and buy the ingredients. I’ll give you the money for it.」

「Is there no way I can talk you into coming with me?」

「Nope.」

Being with Sendai-san made me afraid of going back to being alone. Technically speaking, even if she disappeared from my life, I wouldn’t really be alone. I had friends, and once I got to university, I’d probably make new ones too. But even so, I knew I relied on Sendai-san too much—so much that once she was gone, I’d probably feel like I was all alone.

If I kept depending on her like this, I wouldn’t be able to stand on my own once she was no longer around.

That would only make things harder for me, so I needed to start doing things on my own, by myself.

「Well, in that case, we don’t need to change anything. You can keep buying the ingredients yourself, Miyagi.」

Sendai-san sighed as she said that and made her way to the living room. Even though she wasn’t about to eat, she sat down in a chair by the counter table.

「Also, wouldn’t it be better if you just hired a housekeeper or something to make your meals, instead of paying me to cook for you?」

She asked casually, showing no intentions of going back to my room, so I had no choice but to go stand beside her.

「I don’t like letting strangers into the apartment.」

After my mother was gone, there was a period when someone would come by to cook or clean. I wasn’t sure if they qualified as a housekeeper, but I just remembered feeling uneasy having a stranger in the house.

「I’m technically a stranger too, you know.」

「Sendai-san, you’re―」

I wanted to say special, but I stopped myself.

That wasn’t something I could say so lightly.

「I’m what?」

Sendai-san asked with a grin.

「You are a stranger, but it’s fine since we were classmates once.」

「So does that mean you’d let other classmates in too?」

「Does that matter? More importantly, have you decided on what to make yet?」

Wanting to escape Sendai-san’s gaze, who looked like she still had more to say, I changed the subject.

「I haven’t decided on anything yet.」

「Then hurry up and think of something.」

I didn’t really care what we had for dinner.

If we were going to waste this much time on it, I’d honestly rather be studying instead.

But Sendai-san seemed way more focused on figuring out what to make. She sat beside me, deep in thought.

「Even if you tell me to hurry up… Well, I’ve already made stuff like curry and stew before. Hmm, maybe nikujaga[2]? Oh, but you don’t have any onions.」

Muttering to herself, she just so happened to mention something I actually wanted to eat.

「You know how to make nikujaga?」

「Is that what you want to eat?」

「If you can make it, yeah.」

「I don’t really know how, so I’ll need to go and look it up. Still, you don’t have onions, so I don’t know how good it’ll turn out.」

「Then it’s your job to make it taste good without them.」

I didn’t mind being short on ingredients.

But I still wanted her to make something tasty even without them.

「I’ll do what I can, but I can’t make any promises.」

With that, Sendai-san stood up and headed into the kitchen. After checking what was in the fridge and looking through the seasonings, she mentioned she was going back to my room.
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Spending time with Sendai-san in my room made me think about how little time we had left together, and that thought left me feeling down.

Back in late January, we’d made nikujaga together, and now it was already February. Whether I liked it or not, the graduation ceremony was just a month away.

「Wanna take a break, Miyagi?」

After writing beside me with her pencil for two hours, Sendai-san nudged me and asked.

「Sure.」

I knew I needed to study, but rushing wouldn’t suddenly make me able to do things I hadn’t managed before. And there was no point forcing myself to keep going if I couldn’t concentrate.

I set my pencil down and looked over at her.

It hadn’t been that long since I last saw her, but for some reason, it felt like it had been a while.

Maybe it was because I hadn’t gone to school at all since February started.

Maika and Ami had both said they weren’t planning on going in during the optional attendance period, and I didn’t want to either if I didn’t have to.

The optional attendance days had only just begun, but so long as I stayed home, I wouldn’t run into Sendai-san by chance.

Since I could only see her if I invited her over, maybe that was why it felt like so much time had passed since the last time.

「So, Miyagi, what’ve you been doing since the optional attendance days started?」

Sendai-san asked, like she was just making conversation.

「Studying.」

I didn’t like studying, but I felt restless if I wasn’t doing it, so that was how I’d been spending most of my time.

「Right. Have you gone to school at all?」

「No. Maika and Ami aren’t going either, so it’d just be boring. You haven’t been going either, right, Sendai-san?」

She was wearing casual clothes today instead of her school uniform, which meant she’d come straight from home.

Even if I had gone to school, I wouldn’t have seen her there anyway.

「Well, yeah.」

Sendai-san replied without much energy.

I glanced at the notebook lying open in front of her.

Her writing was tidy, though some letters spilled outside the ruled lines.

Even so, I thought it looked really neat and clean.

Just like her outer appearance.

She always looked put-together. Even though parts of her look went against school rules, she kept things neat enough that teachers wouldn’t scold her.

Whenever I was beside her, I couldn’t help but wish I was more like her.

She had beautiful handwriting, was good at studying, and was attractive too.

If I could be like that, maybe I’d feel a little more confident in myself.

I let out a quiet sigh so Sendai-san wouldn’t hear, then shifted toward my bed and leaned against it.

I shut my eyes tight, blocking out the characters on her notebook from view.

After stretching a bit and opening my eyes again, I noticed her long hair.

She wasn’t in her school uniform today, but unlike during winter break, she was wearing a blouse instead of a turtleneck. Even so, her hair hid her neck.

Her hair looked pretty, even without a braid, but I couldn’t tell if she was wearing the necklace.

I reached out and gently tugged on her hair.

「What is it?」

Sendai-san asked, glancing at me.

I could just order her to show me, since I paid her five-thousand yen today.

I ran my fingers through her hair again, then let go.

I’m sure she’s wearing it today.

Every time I’d checked, it had always been there.

「It’s nothing.」

I said flatly and sat up straight, moving away from the bed.

Sendai-san undid a button on her blouse. Before I could ask what she was doing, she pulled the necklace out from underneath.

「Here.」

She said, as if it were only natural, while looking at me.

「I never asked you to show it to me.」

「You looked like you were about to.」

「I wasn’t. It didn’t even cross my mind.」

「Is that so?」

She replied dryly, tucking the necklace back in. But she left her blouse button undone and tugged on the hood of my hoodie.

「Hey, you remember I told you to let me know if you pass your entrance exam, right?」

「I do.」

There’s no way I’d forget.

That promise with Sendai-san was probably the reason I’d been feeling so anxious.

What if things didn’t go well?

I’d end up having to tell Sendai-san that I failed.

Our promise only required me to tell her if I did pass, so technically, I didn’t have to say anything if I failed. But if I stayed silent, she’d figure it out anyway, so not telling her wasn’t really an option.

If I had to say something either way, I’d much rather it be that I passed.

「You think you’ll be okay for the exam?」

Sendai-san asked, her tone unchanged.

「I’ll probably be fine.」

「That’s good, then.」

‘That’s good?’

I had no clue what was supposed to be good about any of this.

I was lying when I said I’d probably be fine. I still didn’t have any confidence in myself.

Sendai-san hadn’t noticed at all.

I knew she couldn’t have picked up on how I felt unless I actually said it out loud, but still—I couldn’t help thinking that she should’ve noticed anyway.

「Sendai-san, cast a charm on me.」

「Is that today’s order?」

「Yeah.」

「When you say ‘charm,’ do you mean like the one I did last time?」

Sendai-san asked, resting her chin in her hand.

「You said it would guarantee results, right?」

I knew the charm she did last time wasn’t a real one. It felt more like a joke meant to make me uncomfortable than anything magical. So of course, I didn’t believe it would actually help.

But still—when Sendai-san, who was good at everything, touched me, it felt like I was getting even just a little bit of her strength.

「Give me your hand.」

Sendai-san said as she turned to face me.

I held my hand out like I was told, and she gently took it. Just like last time, her lips brushed against my fingertips.

I thought it was unfair how good she looked even in moments like this.

Feeling uneasy, I tugged lightly on her bangs. Unlike the order she’d done it in last time, her lips went up to the second joint of my middle finger.

This wasn’t going to suddenly give me more confidence, but somehow, it felt better than doing nothing at all. Even if I couldn’t become more like Sendai-san, at least it eased some of my anxiety about studying.

Her lips touched the base of my finger.

Then, something warm traced along the back of my hand.

If it were a dog or a cat doing this to me, I probably would’ve found it cute. But that wasn’t the case with Sendai-san. The feeling in my chest was different—probably because I didn’t look at her with the same kind of pure affection I felt for animals.

I hoped she didn’t do this kind of thing with anyone else.

I wanted to be the only one who got to feel her body heat up close like this.

The tongue that had been licking the back of my hand stopped, and then she kissed my palm. But she only kissed it once before lifting her head.

「Is that it?」

I asked, and she responded by tightening her grip on my hand.

I didn’t grip back, but since I hadn’t pulled away either, Sendai-san said, “Not yet.”

Without warning, she pushed up the sleeve of my hoodie to my elbow. As I watched her, she brought her lips to the inside of my arm and sucked hard.

It hurt, like I was being pricked by needles.

It felt like countless needles were entering my body from where her lips touched me. The pain shouldn’t have been that intense, but it felt far worse than it should’ve. The needles flowed through my bloodstream, all converging at my heart, where they kept pricking it relentlessly.

She moved her lips, shifted their position, and sucked again.

Like before, it hurt more than it should have.

After leaving two marks behind, Sendai-san looked up at me.

「Is this supposed to be part of the charm too?」

I asked, even though I already knew it wasn’t a real charm.

She answered, “It is.”

The spot where she’d left the marks still felt hot.

Sendai-san kissed one of them before pulling my sleeve back down.

「Will this charm actually work?」

「It will. Trust me.」

「I don’t trust it because it’s you, Sendai-san.」

I couldn’t really believe in it when the marks were just going to fade away so quickly.

If they stayed all the way until the exam results were out, then maybe I’d be able to believe in them. But there was no way they’d last that long.

「It’ll work. Really. Have a little faith in me for once.」

Sendai-san said irresponsibly.

「Will you take responsibility if I don’t pass?」

「Sure.」

「How?」

「I’ll let you decide.」

Sendai-san was always leaving it to me.

She always pushed the decision onto me.

But I knew she was just joking around like always, so it’d be dumb to seriously consider what she said. There was no point playing along anymore, so I decided to end the break here and picked up my pencil.

But before I could do anything, Sendai-san snatched it from my hand.

「What? I thought you finished casting the charm.」

「Nope. Not yet.」

She said, tracing her fingers over my lips.

「Whatever you’re trying to do now, it definitely isn’t part of the charm, is it?」

I grabbed her wrist and moved her hand away.

「It is.」

「You’re just trying to kiss me, aren’t you?」

Sendai-san didn’t answer.

She didn’t confirm or deny it.

She just reached for my lips again in silence, so I pushed her away.

「Miyagi.」

Even though I didn’t give her permission to keep going with the charm, she leaned in close.

So I leaned in too—and bumped my forehead into hers.

A dull thud echoed in my skull.

「Ouch!」

Sendai-san exclaimed, pressing her hand to her forehead.

I did the same.

「Are you stupid or something? That really hurt.」

「It’s your fault, Sendai-san. It hurt for me too.」

I didn’t mean to hit her that hard, but it ended up hurting way more than I expected.

「I’m not gonna care if you forget everything you studied because of that.」

「Even if I forget a few things, it’s fine. I’ll just keep studying to make up for it. Besides, I’m not going to see you again until the exams are over, Sendai-san.」

「Wait, what? Is that supposed to be payback or something?」

「No.」

I didn’t think not inviting her over counted as payback.

But that didn’t mean I’d firmly decided not to see her until the exams either.

It was just something I’d been thinking about since yesterday.

「But there’s still quite a bit of time until exams, right?」

「Yeah, but I’ll be spending all that time studying.」

「You don’t want to study together?」

Sendai-san asked, her voice a little quieter than before.

「I’m planning to study on my own. You’ve got your own exams to worry about too, don’t you, Sendai-san?」

It wasn’t that I couldn’t study with her—she always answered my questions, and studying with her was way better than doing it alone.

But right now, I wanted to do whatever I could on my own, by myself.

「Okay, I get it. We’ve both got to do our best, huh.」

Sendai-san replied, looking displeased as she closed my reference book on the table.

She shut my notebook too, and started putting my pencil and eraser back into the pencil case.

「Sendai-san, I just said I was going to keep studying.」

I opened my reference book and notebook again, but she reached over and closed them once more.

「Hey, Miyagi.」

I didn’t answer.

I didn’t want to respond to someone who was obviously trying to be annoying.

「Don’t just ask me to cast a charm on you. Order me to kiss you instead.」

Sendai-san said as she grabbed my hand.

「I’m not going to do that.」

「We’re not going to be seeing each other for a while, right?」

「What about it?」

「Don’t you want to do it too?」

「I’ll be fine even without it.」

「I see.」

She said with an uninterested tone and let go of my hand, leaning against the bed without saying anything more.

Normally, she’d push until I was backed into a corner and gave her what she wanted, but today, she backed off so easily that it left me feeling uneasy.

That was why I said what I did next.

「― If you want to do it that badly, then just do it.」

「Is that an order?」

「Sendai-san, you really want to be ordered around, huh?」

She didn’t respond.

Instead, Sendai-san sat up from where she’d been leaning and brought her face closer to mine.

Before her lips approached, her fingers softly grazed my cheek.

Our eyes met.

I stared back at her, but since she didn’t close her eyes, I closed mine first.

Then, her lips touched mine.

It felt like it’d been a long time since we last kissed.

Her lips were softer than the hand stroking my cheek.

She pulled back slightly—then immediately leaned in for another kiss, but I pushed her away by the shoulders.

「Miyagi.」

「No more.」

I replied curtly, gripping my own arm tightly.

Then, I reopened the reference book and notebook that Sendai-san had closed earlier.








CHAPTER EIGHT

The Time I Have Left With Miyagi

Sendai

PART 114

“We’re not going to see each other again until the exams are over.”

That was the reasonable, logical suggestion Miyagi had made the other day. And now, with all the exams behind us, she was lounging around like it was nothing.

Both of us had taken everything we needed to take. The results weren’t out yet, but we’d already done what we had to do, so things should’ve felt easier now.

But Miyagi didn’t look relaxed at all—she was clearly in a bad mood. Probably because the first thing I did when I saw her was ask how her exams went.

I knew I shouldn’t have said anything the moment I opened my mouth, but I did it anyway.

Bringing this was probably a mistake, I thought, glancing down at my bag. Inside were the chocolates I’d debated taking with me right up until the last second after Miyagi invited me over. Now, it felt like I’d completely missed the moment, and I couldn’t think of any reason to pull them out.

Miyagi was lying in bed, clearly not in the mood to be accepting chocolates.

Valentine’s Day had already passed, too, since we’d agreed not to see each other until exams were done, so it wasn’t easy to justify giving her chocolates now. On top of that, I didn’t even know if her exams had gone well.

This year felt so different from last year that just thinking about it made me feel oddly nostalgic. Last year, I’d given her chocolates without thinking twice.

Not going to school because of the optional attendance days only made it harder to hand them over.

Last year, I made chocolates for Umina and the others too, and gave Miyagi some as part of that. But this year, it really felt like I’d made them just for her.

I wasn’t the kind of person who cared much about seasonal stuff like this, but if friends were involved, I usually went along with it—and that’s why I did things like this.

Today was no different.

Last year, Miyagi told me she didn’t exchange chocolates with her friends, but I gave her some anyway.

I’d planned to do the same this year, but without being able to use the excuse that I made them for other friends too, it was hard to find a reason.

I stood up and walked over to the bookshelf.

I ran my hand over the black cat plush sitting in front of the manga and glanced through the shelves to see if there were any new volumes. That’s when I heard her voice behind me.

「Sendai-san, take this.」

When I turned around, Miyagi had gotten out of bed. She was standing there holding out a small box tied with a ribbon. It wasn’t very big or thick.

「Wait, is this…?」

I went back to the table without grabbing any manga, and she handed me the box.

「It caught my eye when I went shopping the other day.」

I sat down, staring at the box in my hands.

No matter how you looked at it, it was wrapped in full-on Valentine’s Day packaging, complete with a brand name printed on it. There was no mistaking that it was Valentine’s chocolate.

But still—there was no way Miyagi, of all people, would give me something like that.

「… What’s this for? Niboshi Day?」

Miyagi had called Valentine’s Day that last year.

I remembered it clearly.

With that in mind, I honestly wouldn’t have been surprised if the box really did have dried sardines in it.

I glanced over at Miyagi, sitting beside me.

She looked annoyed, like always.

「Last year, you were the one who told me to stop acting like some bitter, lonely guy. If you don’t want it, then just give it back.」

Judging from that, it was probably chocolates in the box.

「No, I’ll take it. Thanks. I brought some for you too.」

I quickly opened my bag and pulled out the box of chocolates. There was no better time than now.

「Here you go. It’s a bit late, but here’s your share. They’re homemade.」

I said as I handed her the box, wrapped in light pink paper. It wasn’t the smoothest way to give it to her, but I didn’t have time to worry about appearances.

「You made chocolates for Ibaraki-san and the others too, even though you haven’t been going to school?」

Maybe because I’d made it sound like I’d prepared chocolates for other people, Miyagi responded like it was a given.

「Well, maybe… But anyway, you can open it now if you want. Can I open this too?」

I told a lie I didn’t need to.

For some reason, I couldn’t bring myself to admit that I’d made them just for her.

「Do whatever you want.」

Miyagi replied flatly as she started peeling the wrapping paper off the box.

I carefully unwrapped mine too, trying not to tear the paper.

Inside were six chocolates—

The same number I’d given her last year.

Not that I thought Miyagi remembered and tried to match me.

It was probably just a coincidence, but even so, getting the same amount made me happy—especially since I’d gotten nothing from her for White Day.

I did wish she’d looked a little happier while giving it to me, but if she had, I probably would’ve thought the world was about to end.

「Oh, right. Want me to feed them to you like I did last year?」

I asked, pointing at the chocolates Miyagi was holding.

They were the same truffles I’d made last year, and I’d even kept the number the same. I’d considered making something different this time, but thought something too elaborate would come off as over-the-top, so I gave up on the idea.

「No, I can eat it myself just fine.」

Miyagi said as she picked up a piece of white chocolate dusted with powdered sugar. It was small enough that she ate it in one bite.

Her expression didn’t change.

She didn’t say anything either, so I had no way of knowing whether she thought it tasted good or not.

Her fingers hovered over the box for a moment, as if unsure about picking another one, but then she reached for the back of the crocodile-covered tissue box and pulled out a sheet.

「Was it good?」

I asked as she wiped her fingertips, and she quietly replied, “Yes.”

「… Thank you.」

She’d thanked me like this last year too, but even so, I felt relieved.

I would’ve preferred if she’d told me it was delicious outright, but hearing her thank me still made me happy. Technically, she didn’t say it was delicious—she only answered “yes” to my question—but I hadn’t expected such a straightforward reply from Miyagi in the first place.

「Are you not going to eat any, Sendai-san?」

「I will.」

「Then hand that over to me.」

Miyagi said, pointing to the chocolates in front of me.

「Is that an order?」

「It is.」

「You’re not trying to take them back, are you?」

I didn’t think that was what she meant, but I asked just in case.

「I never said that.」

Relieved by her answer, I handed her the box without protest.

「Open your mouth.」

Miyagi said as she picked up a square piece of chocolate.

「… Uh, what’s happening?」

I instinctively leaned back.

She was probably just trying to feed me the chocolate.

But that alone was weird.

There was no way it was just that.

Miyagi was trying to make me eat something.

She’d done this kind of thing before, and nothing good ever came out of it.

The fact that she’d even prepared chocolates for me was already a miracle—so there was no way she was trying to feed them to me in a normal, straightforward way.

She even tried to order me to eat it.

There had to be something going on.

It wouldn’t be like Miyagi otherwise.

「Fine. If you want to eat it yourself, I don’t care.」

She said flatly, trying to put the chocolate back into the box—but I quickly grabbed her hand.

「Wait, sorry. Feed it to me.」

I had no idea what might happen if I let her feed me.

But in the end, it was an order.

Even if something unpleasant came out of it, I’d just have to accept it—so there was no point in overthinking it.

「Okay. Then, your mouth?」

She hadn’t told me to open it this time, but I did anyway.

A square piece of chocolate came toward me—then gently entered my mouth, along with her finger.

Miyagi’s fingertip brushed against my tongue.

The chocolate, warmed by my body heat, was already starting to melt, and her finger tasted sweet too.

When I bit into the chocolate—and lightly onto her finger—she pulled her hand away.

Only the chocolate was left in my mouth.

It wasn’t too sweet, but not too bitter either.

I stared at Miyagi.

She wasn’t doing anything weird.

She didn’t reach for another chocolate either.

The order had gone surprisingly smoothly, and nothing strange had happened.

「Is it good?」

Miyagi asked, echoing the question I’d asked her earlier, as she wiped her fingers with a tissue.

「Do you want to try some too?」

The chocolate tasted great.

But I didn’t want to use words to tell her that.

「I gave them to you, Sendai-san. I don’t need any.」

「You don’t have to worry about that.」

I grabbed Miyagi’s arm.

When I gently pulled her toward me, her brows furrowed. But she didn’t say anything, so I brought her closer and pressed my lips to hers.

The last time we’d kissed was the day she asked me to cast a charm on her.

That had been over a week ago.

Maybe because of the time that had passed, she let me kiss her without resistance.

I slipped my tongue between her lips.

Miyagi gripped my arm, but didn’t push me away.

She wasn’t exactly kissing me back, but she allowed my tongue to enter her mouth.

Normally, Miyagi would’ve gotten annoyed by now, saying I’d gone beyond just letting her have a taste. But today, she was unusually quiet. It made me feel a bit uneasy, but I didn’t want to stop, so I pressed my tongue lightly against hers.

She didn’t flinch when I touched her tongue, so I pressed in deeper until they twined together.

Miyagi’s fingers clutched my arm more tightly, and I could feel her body heat through her damp tongue.

It was warmer than the hand gripping me, and it made my heart race.

I couldn’t taste the chocolate anymore.

But I was sure it had been sweet.

Wanting to feel her even more, I deepened the kiss.

It was hot, sweet, almost suffocating.

I couldn’t breathe properly, and finally, I pulled away.

Rather than her getting a taste of the chocolate, it felt more like I’d gotten a taste of Miyagi instead—so I wouldn’t be surprised if she got mad at me for that.

「How am I supposed to know how it tastes when you do that?」

Miyagi said as she pushed me back by the shoulders, putting some space between us.

「Then let’s keep going until you do know.」

「It’d be a lot easier if I just ate one myself.」

She didn’t sound mad, but her voice was quiet as she reached for the box of chocolates meant for me.

Before she could grab one, I took hold of her wrist and pulled her hand away from the box.

「Sendai-san.」

Miyagi sounded exasperated, but she still didn’t tell me to stop.

So I kissed her again without hesitation.

Her lips were already slightly parted this time, and I slipped my tongue in more easily.

I still couldn’t taste the chocolate, but the kiss was undeniably sweet.

Wanting more, I pushed my tongue deeper into her mouth.

Miyagi’s hands moved to my shoulders.

Then, she dug her nails into my skin—hard. It hurt.

Normally, she would’ve pushed me away by now.

And the fact that she hadn’t was starting to bother me, so I pulled back.

「You’re not going to get mad at me today?」

I asked, and her brows furrowed again.

「If you already know I’m going to get mad, then don’t do stuff like this in the first place.」

Miyagi said, sounding irritated.

But still, she hadn’t gotten mad.
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The world was probably going to end tomorrow.

Or at least, if someone said it would, I wouldn’t even question it.

That’s how strange Miyagi had been acting lately.

Ever since we exchanged chocolates, she’d called me over to her place a few times—but not once had she gotten angry, or given me any weird orders. She still wasn’t exactly cheerful, but she was more talkative than usual, and she even let me kiss her.

It didn’t feel real.

This couldn’t be the Miyagi I knew.

But then again, maybe this was normal.

It’s not weird for people to hold conversations or treat others calmly, even if they’re just acquaintances. In that sense, Miyagi was simply acting like a regular person now. Maybe this was the same version of herself she always showed Utsunomiya and the others.

Maybe I was the weird one for feeling unsettled by it.

I leaned against my bed and glanced over the piggy bank sitting on my drawer, stuffed full of five-thousand-yen bills.

I didn’t know how many were in there. But for a moment, I wished it were empty.

If Miyagi had never started paying me, we probably wouldn’t have gotten this close.

And if we weren’t close, I wouldn’t be stuck thinking about her all the time. I’d just be worrying about myself and spring break instead.

Everything felt like such a hassle.

Miyagi. Myself. All of it.

It would’ve been easier if I could just enjoy this “new” Miyagi—someone who wasn’t giving strange orders, who was acting more friendly.

But for some reason, the nicer she was, the more it felt like something was wrong.

When I really thought about it, I didn’t have any good memories of her acting this way.

So I couldn’t help but doubt her.

Everything she did now felt like it had some hidden motive behind it.

If I were Utsunomiya, maybe I could accept it all without second-guessing it.

Maybe I’d even feel so happy about it that I’d start to believe our promise to stop seeing each other after graduation might be called off.

But I couldn’t bring myself accept it.

I didn’t believe Miyagi hated me—if she did, she wouldn’t let me touch her or kiss her.

Still, even though it looked like she was accepting me, it didn’t feel like she really was.

It was like she was only pretending to be kind.

And the more I found myself wishing she’d break our promise, the more I felt like that would never happen.

She still hadn’t told me her exam results either, even though they’d already been released.

I’d already told her I’d gotten into the school I wanted to attend, and she even congratulated me.

But Miyagi still hadn’t told me her results, even though she promised she would.

It wasn’t like I had no other way of finding out whether she passed or not, but I’d been waiting patiently.

She should just hurry up and tell me already.

A simple message like “I passed” or “I failed” would’ve been enough.

「Hurry up and contact me already.」

Idiot, I thought, and stood up.

Then, I flopped onto my bed and shut my eyes.

It was only a little past nine—too early to sleep.

I hadn’t even taken a bath yet.

But I didn’t feel like moving.

As I sighed, my phone buzzed next to me. I glanced at the screen.

「…Miyagi.」

Her name slipped out of my mouth.

The timing was so uncanny it felt like she’d been eavesdropping.

「She’s not about to tell me she didn’t get in, is she?」

I took a deep breath and slowly let it out.

It felt wrong to assume the worst right away, but what else was I supposed to think when she hadn’t told me anything? I wanted to hope for good news, but I couldn’t bring myself to believe in it.

「Hello?」

I spoke into the phone in a voice that was neither cheerful nor gloomy, and the ringtone was replaced by Miyagi’s voice on the other end.

「I got in.」

「Huh?」

「I got accepted to the same university as Maika. That’s all.」

「Wait—what? Oh. You got in?」

After making me wait so long, that was all she said.

Her announcement was so blunt, I couldn’t even think of the questions I’d wanted to ask.

Was she really planning to go to the same school as Utsunomiya?

She hadn’t promised to tell me that part, but I still wanted to know.

But before I could ask, Miyagi spoke again.

「Also, there’s a movie I want to watch.」

「A movie?」

The sudden change in topic threw me off so badly that everything I’d meant to say vanished.

Before I could even remember to congratulate her, she said,

「Yeah.」

The conversation was moving too fast for me to keep up.

Despite the good news, Miyagi wasn’t in a great mood, and her silence made it even harder to say what I was thinking.

But Miyagi was always like this—

She’d say whatever she wanted without thinking about anyone else, and go silent whenever it suited her.

And I was the one getting yanked around by her moods—but even so, I couldn’t stop caring about her. I knew I was the one always on the losing end, but I couldn’t let go. Even now, I was trying to think of the right words just so I could talk to her.

「That’s all.」

Miyagi said quietly.

But I knew it wasn’t.

She was waiting for me to keep the conversation going.

「Was that your way of inviting me to the movies?」

「If you don’t want to be invited, then forget it.」
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「So? When were you planning to go?」

Miyagi told me the date she’d been planning to go—as if she’d had it figured out in advance.

That’s such bad timing, I thought to myself.

「I do want to go with you, but I’ve already got plans that day. Can we reschedule?」

I could hear her grumble on the other end of the line.

Somehow, what started as a call about her exam results had turned into a conversation about going to the movies. But if I forced the topic back to exams now, I had no doubt she’d never bring up the movie again. So for now, I had to prioritize the movie.

Besides, university stuff was better talked about in person anyway. If I pushed her to talk about it now, she might end up saying something I didn’t want to hear.

「Fine. We can move it to an earlier day.」

“Sure,” I replied, and she told me the time and place.

It was the same as the time and place we’d gone to see a movie together during summer break. That small detail made my heart flutter.

It was rare for Miyagi to invite me to the movies, and the fact that she’d chosen the exact same day and place as last time made me feel strangely uneasy. I wanted to ask what she was thinking, but before I could, Miyagi spoke up.

「Sendai-san.」

「What is it?」

「What were your other plans?」

「Well, now that I’ve finalized my university plans, I was thinking of going around and checking out apartments.」

That was something I’d decided to do after getting into the school I was aiming for. I could’ve waited until spring break, but people from my prep school said it was better to do it early.

「What about you, Miyagi?」

「What do you mean?」

「If you’re going to a university outside the prefecture, don’t you have to look for an apartment too?」

It felt like I was allowed to ask her that much. It also conveniently tied back to her university plans.

「I don’t know. I might just stay here, you know.」

「And if you don’t stay?」

「… I guess I’ll live in a dorm or something.」

「Wouldn’t you hate that? Living with other people?」

「My dad’s busy and doesn’t have time to help me look for a place. If the dorms don’t work out, I’ll figure something else out later.」

From the way she talked, it sounded like her mind was already made up: she was planning to attend the same university as Utsunomiya and live in the dorms.

But I had the feeling that if I pushed her any harder, she’d shut down and insist she wasn’t going after all.

「You’re just going to wing it, huh. Well, whatever. Anyway, what movie are we watching?」

「What do you want to see, Sendai-san?」

「Uh, weren’t you the one who said there was a movie you wanted to watch?」

I really wanted to pry further.

What Miyagi was saying now didn’t match what she’d said earlier.

「I just wanted to ask, just in case. Don’t forget—we’re meeting tomorrow. Good night.」

Her voice was cold, and without waiting for a reply, she abruptly hung up.

Saying whatever she wanted, hanging up whenever she felt like it—

That was just like Miyagi.

She’d been acting strange lately, and today was no different.

But at the same time, she was still the same selfish Miyagi I knew.

There was something unsettling about the way she’d been behaving recently, but at the same time, I felt oddly content knowing she was planning to move into a dorm.

I set my phone back down beside my pillow.

Closing my eyes, I started thinking about tomorrow.

What were we going to do after the movie?

What would our university life be like?

And finally, I wanted to ask Miyagi what was going to happen between us after we graduated.

I wasn’t sure she’d give me the answer I wanted, and I wasn’t confident about asking either—but I still wanted to.

I opened my eyes and let out a deep sigh.
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The movie ran for about two hours before the credits began to roll.

Miyagi and I waited until the very end before getting up from our seats.

I adjusted my skirt and started walking.

If it had been Umina or Mariko, they would’ve stood up as soon as the movie ended, treating the credits like nothing more than a bonus. If I’d come with them, I would’ve had to follow suit, which is why I never really enjoyed watching movies with them.

But Miyagi was the type to stay in her seat until the lights came on. She’d done the same thing when we watched a movie together during summer break. Our personalities and hobbies were completely different, yet this was one thing we had in common.

Even with Umina and Mariko, there were differences between us, but I still had more in common with them than with Miyagi.

And yet, for some reason, I often had more fun with Miyagi than anyone else.

「Did you enjoy the movie?」

Miyagi asked as we exited the theater.

「Hmm, what did you think of the movie, Miyagi?」

「I thought it was interesting.」

「Same. I don’t usually watch action movies, but I liked this one.」

Miyagi had originally said there was a movie she wanted to see, but in the end, she never mentioned which one, so we ended up watching a popular action flick instead.

There was also a horror movie we could’ve watched, but I knew she wasn’t good with those. Honestly, I felt like I deserved some praise for not suggesting it.

「Wanna grab something to eat?」

I asked, adjusting my pace to match hers.

We hadn’t made any plans beyond the movie, but there was something I needed to talk to her about. I didn’t necessarily have to eat with her—I just wanted a place where we could sit down and talk. But if I said it like that, she’d probably just try to dodge it altogether.

「I’m going home.」

「Huh? Already?」

I glanced at Miyagi.

She didn’t look like someone who was heading straight home after a movie.

If anything, she was dressed up a little. She wasn’t wearing makeup, but her patterned skirt was cute, and her coat was one I’d never seen before.

It was a lot different from the casual outfit she wore back during summer break.

That’s why I’d assumed she’d at least be willing to stop by somewhere after the movie. Maybe it was selfish to feel like this wasn’t what we’d agreed on, but I didn’t want to just let her leave like this.

「There’s nowhere you want to go, right? Are you still good on time, Sendai-san?」

「Yeah, I am.」

「Then come over to my place.」

As she said that, she took my hand and started walking. Her grip was weak—unlike usual.

She wasn’t pulling me along or being forceful. Her touch was soft.

But more than anything, she was holding my hand.

It was something I never would’ve imagined Miyagi doing.

Something she absolutely wouldn’t do.

She did it so naturally, but it felt so unnatural to me that I couldn’t help but stare at her face.

「What?」

She asked in her usual flat voice, right beside me.

The people we passed didn’t pay us any mind—and that was normal. I never paid much attention to other people holding hands either.

So I didn’t care what people thought of us.

What I did care about was what Miyagi was thinking.

「Why are you holding my hand?」

I asked, gently squeezing hers in return.

「What, do you want me to let go?」

「No, I don’t mind. I just want to know why.」

「We’re graduating soon, so who cares if someone sees us.」

She said something that didn’t sound like her at all.

Graduation was just around the corner.

After I finish apartment hunting, it’d only be a few days until the ceremony.

Once we graduated, the rules we’d made—like only meeting after school or not talking at school—wouldn’t matter anymore.

If I looked at it that way, maybe it wasn’t such a big deal to break them a little early.

Back in summer break, we picked this theater to avoid people we knew—even though Umina ended up spotting us—but what Miyagi had said now felt unlike her.

「That sounds like something I’d say. You wouldn’t usually say things like that, Miyagi.」

「Then I’ll just let go.」

「Huh? W–Wait.」

She moved to let go, but I held her hand tightly to stop her.

Usually, she’d pull away until she got free, but this time, she gave up quickly.

「You’re fine with coming to my place, right?」

No.

But even if I said that, I knew Miyagi wouldn’t listen today.

And honestly, it didn’t really matter where we were, as long as we could talk.

So I just replied with, “Sure.”

Miyagi didn’t try to let go again.

We made small talk as we walked.

We passed through the ticket gates and rode the train together—just like we had in the summer.

After a few stops, we got off.

The February air was still cold, but we walked slowly side by side.

The shop windows we passed by were already shifting to spring, and the sky was bright today.

We were still holding hands.

But I couldn’t bring myself to feel happy about it.

I kept thinking: If only we’d done this before winter started… maybe I’d feel different.

When we reached her apartment building, Miyagi let go.

She picked up her pace and walked slightly ahead.

Her skirt fluttered in front of me.

I could clearly see the legs I’d run my tongue over so many times before.

Come to think of it, it had been a while since she’d last ordered me to lick her feet.

In fact, I couldn’t even remember when the last time was.

It wasn’t like I wanted to do it, but I almost felt like things would be better if she went back to giving me orders like that.

We stepped into the building and took the elevator up to the sixth floor.

Together, we walked to the front door of her apartment, which Miyagi unlocked.

She opened the door, and we both stepped inside.

Miyagi was the first to take off her shoes.

I hurried to do the same and followed her, but as we reached her room, she suddenly snatched my bag.

「Sendai-san.」

Miyagi said as she casually dropped my bag in the middle of the hallway like it was nothing.

There wasn’t anything fragile in there, but I still didn’t appreciate her doing that.

I reached over to pick it up, but before I could, she grabbed my arm.

「What?」

When I looked up at her, Miyagi pulled me toward her.

Before I could say anything, she leaned in and kissed me.

We’d kissed plenty of times before.

But Miyagi almost never initiated them.

… Except during summer break.

After we had watched a movie together, Miyagi—deciding she couldn’t be friends with me—had kissed me on her own.

It hadn’t been that long ago, and the five-thousand-yen was still a part of our relationship, but I felt like things had changed a little since then.

Even now, I didn’t mind being kissed by Miyagi.

Her lips were soft, and I liked how they felt.

But now that both summer and winter break had passed, Miyagi being the one to kiss me made me feel unsettled—like our roles had suddenly reversed.

I pulled her in closer, narrowing the distance between us.

But she quickly pulled away.

「Um, we’re still in the hallway.」

She was acting so unlike herself, I didn’t know what to say—so I ended up saying something a little awkward.

「No one’s home today anyway.」

She muttered.

I’d never seen anyone else in this apartment besides Miyagi.

It was normal for no one else to be here, so I hadn’t expected anyone even before she said that. I wasn’t worried about that.

What worried me more was the fact that Miyagi was doing something she hadn’t done much since the end of summer break—especially not in a place like this, outside her room.

Miyagi brushed her hand lightly against my cheek.

Her fingertips traced over my lips, and then she kissed me again.

As her soft lips touched mine, I found myself thinking again that maybe the world was ending.

No, not the world—

It felt more like our relationship might be.

It didn’t seem like Miyagi was kissing me because she wanted to.

I was always the one who wanted to kiss her, to touch her. Today, Miyagi was just doing what I wanted.

I pulled away.

「You still haven’t given me today’s order.」

I wanted Miyagi to go back to normal as soon as possible.

When she held my hand or kissed me first, it only made me feel like something was about to come to an end. And if that was true, I didn’t want to be doing this with her.

「Just stay still and don’t do anything.」

As expected, Miyagi didn’t tell me to lick her feet.

Instead, she leaned in again and kissed me, like it was the most natural thing in the world—and somehow it just felt completely unnatural.

Her lips were just as soft and warm as always when I was the one kissing her. The warmth between us felt good.

If I could, I would’ve wanted to keep kissing her like this forever.

But something told me I shouldn’t.

Miyagi had given me a five-thousand-yen bill as soon as we met today, so she had the right to give me orders. And the one she gave me this time was easy enough to follow.

But I didn’t want to follow it.

I pushed her away by the shoulders.

「Um, hey. Don’t you think you’ve been acting a little weird lately?」

I glanced at Miyagi as I picked up my bag from the floor.

「You’re always the one trying to kiss me, aren’t you?」

「Yeah, but…」

「You don’t want to?」

「I do. I do, but… is this supposed to be a continuation of summer break?」

Miyagi was acting differently from how she had back then, yet she was doing the same kinds of things.

「A continuation?」

「You know, like, when we were pretending to be friends.」

Back then, when we watched a movie together, it had felt like we were testing whether or not we could become friends. Miyagi had decided we couldn’t, and I had accepted it.

「No, I don’t want to be friends with you, Sendai-san.」

It seemed that hadn’t changed.

「Okay, then what’s going on?」

I asked, but she didn’t answer.

Miyagi fell silent, her gaze fixed on me like she was trying to observe me.

「Fine, you don’t have to answer that. But I want you to answer my next question.」

I decided to bring up the thing I’d wanted to ask today. But before I could speak, Miyagi cut in like she was trying to beat me to it.

「I’m planning to go to the same university as Maika.」

Her cold voice gave me the answer I had wanted to ask—and the answer I’d hoped for.

「Okay, then—」

Before I could finish, Miyagi stole the words from my mouth.

To be blunt, she kissed me.

She grabbed my arm, and I dropped the bag I’d just picked up.

What are we going to do about our arrangement after graduation?

I couldn’t get the words out. It felt like Miyagi had swallowed them.

Something soft and a little firm pressed against my lips. When she pushed it gently against them, I opened my mouth.

It was unlike her, but Miyagi slipped her tongue in.

The tip of her tongue touched mine, and her grip on my arm tightened.

When I moved my tongue against hers, her hand tightened again.

I used to think that a Miyagi who wasn’t so cynical would be better. But that was just a thought.

This wasn’t the Miyagi I wanted to keep seeing during our years at university.

I pushed her away from me.

「You don’t have to force yourself to do this.」

I wanted the usual Miyagi.

There was no point in talking about our future if she wasn’t being herself.

「I’m not forcing myself to do anything.」

She said, her hand brushing lightly against my neck.

Her fingers traced up until they found the chain of my pendant, then tugged it out.

「I’ve got something I want to tell you after the graduation ceremony, so make sure you come. And don’t forget to bring this.」

She gave the chain a hard yank.

It hurt.

Both my arm from earlier and my neck where the chain had dug in ached.

「Go home for today.」

Miyagi said as she picked up the bag I had dropped.

「Here.」

She shoved it into my hands.

「Miyagi, when’s the next time you’re planning on calling me over?」

「After the graduation ceremony. I’m not calling you before that, so don’t forget to come.」

She said, stressing the last part, before grabbing my arm and pulling me toward the door.
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Then, she shoved me out.

The door slammed shut in my face.

Normally, she’d see me off downstairs, but today she didn’t.

Nothing good ever happened when things were like this.

I couldn’t help but let out a small sigh.








CHAPTER NINE

After the Graduation Ceremony, With Sendai-san

Miyagi

PART 117

Just because it was the morning of the graduation ceremony didn’t mean anything special was going to happen.

I knew that.

Even so, I found myself wondering—what if she was waiting for me outside?

The thought had crossed my mind, but of course, there was no way Sendai would be standing right outside my apartment. She’d randomly shown up at my place before, so I’d thought maybe, just maybe, she’d do it again today. But I’d been ignoring her messages lately, so I wouldn’t be surprised if she didn’t care about me anymore.

It wasn’t like I was expecting anything, and honestly, it would’ve been a pain if she really had been waiting.

I walked along the same path I always did.

Once I got to school, I would only walk this path one last time—on the way home from the ceremony. Thinking about that made me feel a little sad.

The streets were warm for a March morning, and I made my way to school.

The weather was nice, but my legs felt heavy. My uniform felt heavy too, and naturally, I walked more slowly than usual.

But walking slowly wasn’t going to cancel the ceremony, and it wasn’t going to erase my promise with Sendai-san, either.

I entered the school feeling disconnected, and climbed the stairs.

As I headed down the hallway, I saw Sendai-san step out of the noisy classroom next to mine.

Because it was the day of the graduation ceremony, her blouse was buttoned all the way to the top, and her tie was neatly in place.

It was a sight I wouldn’t get to see again after today, and although I didn’t want to burn it into my memory, I couldn’t take my eyes off her.

I couldn’t call out to her right now, but I wanted to.

It doesn’t matter if anyone sees us.

That was what I’d said to her when we went to the movies together, but in the end, promises were things that should be kept. If only both of us had followed the rules all the way to today—maybe then I wouldn’t be feeling like this.

I tried to look away from Sendai-san.

But before I could, she noticed I was staring.

She opened her mouth, like she wanted to say something, but Ibaraki-san suddenly appeared and pulled her back into the classroom before I could hear anything.

I couldn’t even sigh.

Even though I’d already made up my mind, just seeing her made me hesitate.

After all our exams ended, I’d been thinking about what to do after graduation. But the fact that I even had to think about it in the first place felt strange. I had already made my decision. I told Sendai-san I had.

And promises are supposed to be kept, not broken.

Even so, I still couldn’t stop wavering.

I walked past the classroom where Sendai-san had disappeared and entered my own.

After putting my bag down at my desk, I went over to Maika’s.

I wasn’t fond of gloomy atmospheres, but Ami had already started crying even before the ceremony began, and Maika had been focusing on comforting her.

My legs still felt heavy, and my uniform felt stiff.

It made it hard to move.

But somehow, I managed to speak. I looked at Ami and asked, “Are you okay?”

「Shiori~!」

Ami, her nose red from crying, called out to me in a tone like the world was ending tomorrow and threw her arms around me.

「Man, I should’ve applied to the same university as you guys. Don’t leave me behind~」

「Come on, you’re overreacting. It’s not like we’re never going to see each other again.」

「But…」

Ami replied in her nasally voice, still sobbing.

I patted her shoulder and told her we could see each other anytime we wanted, and that we’d definitely hang out over summer break.

Even as I tried to comfort Ami, my mind was occupied with nothing but Sendai-san. I felt cold-hearted for not being able to focus on Ami properly, but ever since the entrance exams ended, I hadn’t been able to stop thinking about Sendai-san—and I hated that I couldn’t do anything about it.

「Ami, if you don’t stop crying soon, your face is going to get all messed up, you know?」

Maika said as she gently patted Ami’s shoulder.

Ami, who’d been crying like a little kid, finally let go of me and wiped her eyes with a handkerchief.

「I know.」

I wasn’t sure how long she’d been crying, but her eyes were definitely swollen. She looked awful—even though the graduation ceremony was just about to start.

「You too, Shiori.」

Maika said as she handed me a tissue.

「I’m not crying, though.」

「Not yet. But you look like you’re about to.」

「Yeah, she really does.」

Ami added, still crying and laughing at the same time.

Their words stung a little.

I wasn’t even crying.

I handed the tissue back to Maika and rubbed my eyes.

There wasn’t anything today worth crying over.

Sure, I’d be going to a different university than Ami, but that didn’t mean we’d never see each other again.

I’d still be with Maika too.

― The only person I wouldn’t be seeing anymore was Sendai-san.

After today, everything between us would end.

We wouldn’t see each other again.

That was why I wanted to make a few final memories with her before we graduated. I didn’t want to carve reminders of Sendai-san into the calendar of my heart, but with the end drawing near, I thought it’d be okay to leave behind just a few.

Giving her chocolate on Valentine’s Day.

Watching a movie together.

None of that was a big deal.

Even if something unusual had happened between us, I figured I’d forget about it soon enough.

Memories don’t last forever.

They were bound to fade away eventually.

There were plenty of things I couldn’t remember from just last year.

I didn’t know how long it would take for my high school memories to disappear, but as long as I didn’t think about them, it probably wouldn’t take that long.

But now, I was starting to regret thinking it’d be okay to leave behind just a few more memories.

The taste of the Valentine’s chocolate.

The kiss we shared after coming back from the movies.

I’d replayed those moments in my head so many times, and instead of fading, they only seemed to grow stronger.

It wasn’t supposed to be like this.

What I thought would be passing memories had ended up weighing me down.

「Shiori.」

Maika’s voice snapped me out of my thoughts.

「You’re crying.」

She said as she reached out to my cheek with a tissue.

「… It’s okay. I’ll wipe it myself.」

I glanced at Maika as I wiped my cheeks with my hands.

There was no teasing in her eyes—just kindness.

I accepted the tissue I’d turned down earlier.

「Um, Maika… Thanks. Really.」

「The graduation ceremony’s starting soon.」

Maika said gently.

「Yeah.」

Ami replied in a stuffy voice, nodding.

Sensing the atmosphere had gotten heavy, Maika suddenly clapped her hands together.

「Right! How about we go somewhere together over spring break?」

「Oh, that sounds good!」

Ami’s cheerful voice chimed in.

As we discussed the date, time, and location of our trip, the teacher entered the classroom, and soon after, the graduation ceremony began.

The principal gave a speech first, followed by a guest speaker.

Their words weren’t much different from last year’s. I didn’t feel particularly moved, and I wasn’t on the verge of tears or anything. Still, the grand yet somewhat melancholic atmosphere of the ceremony made my eyes start to sting.

I rubbed at them as I looked around, trying to spot Sendai-san.

But with all the uniforms in the way, I couldn’t see anything clearly, so I gave up and looked down instead.

If I had been in the same class as Sendai-san, would I feel any different right now?

If we had been classmates, would I have been able to trust her?

The same questions kept looping in my head, going nowhere.

― The me that Sendai-san wanted me to be.

In the middle of those endless thoughts, one of them—formed while we were making one of our last memories together—stuck, like it had been pinned in place.

I still didn’t know what version of myself would’ve been the “right” one.

I thought maybe, if I could just become the person Sendai-san wanted me to be, I could change how things were going to end.

But I couldn’t change who I was, and I couldn’t become someone who could believe in her.

The more I thought about what was ahead of us, the more anxious I felt.

I lifted my head.

On stage, the former student council president was giving the farewell speech.

If that had been Sendai-san up there, I probably would’ve been able to see her clearly.

As if to chase the thought away, I gave a small shake of my head.

Not long after, we sang the school song, went back to our classroom, and got our diplomas from the teacher.

Then, I left the school with Maika and Ami.

We talked about silly things, not much different from usual, and then parted ways.

But not even five minutes later, I heard a voice calling from behind me.

「Miyagi.」

I knew it was Sendai-san’s voice without even turning around.

I quickened my pace.

「Hey, Miyagi!」

Her voice was getting closer, but still, I didn’t turn around.

「Shiori!」

I had no choice but to stop when she called my name louder than before.

I turned to face her.

「How many times do I have to tell you not to call me by my name?」

「You were ignoring me. What else was I supposed to do?」

Sendai-san said with a smile as she ran up beside me.

「I know I told you to come over after the ceremony, but I never said anything about going home together, did I?」

She was now walking next to me, the top button of her blouse undone, her tie slightly loosened—just like always.

「You didn’t, but this is fine, isn’t it?」

「It’s not. We’re not at school anymore, but we promised not to talk outside of it, remember?」

「Well, we just graduated, so the rules shouldn’t matter anymore, right?」

How typical of her.

She was always like this—so casual, so carefree.

Even today, on the day of our graduation, she hadn’t changed at all.

「It does matter. Just stay behind me.」

「Okay.」

She replied in a tone that didn’t sound like she really understood what I meant. She stopped walking for a bit, but a second later, she picked up her pace again, walking right next to me.

「I told you to stay behind me.」

「I am behind you.」

I glanced at her. She clearly wasn’t getting what I was trying to say.

「Look closer.」

I looked—just as she said, with a completely unapologetic voice—and sure enough, she was behind me. Just barely.

「That’s not what I meant.」

「Come on, just let it go. It’s not like we’ll ever get to walk home in our uniforms again.」

There wouldn’t be another chance for us to wear our uniforms or to walk home together like this again.

When I thought about it that way, I felt like maybe I could accept what she said, even if I didn’t really want to.

「Sendai-san.」

I stopped and looked at her. She stopped too. Even after the graduation ceremony, she looked exactly the same as always.

「What is it?」

In another fifteen or twenty minutes—or maybe a little more—I already knew what I was going to say to her. I’m sure Sendai-san knew, too.

But she didn’t look sad.

That made me feel irritated, seeing how unfazed she was, even now.

It’s not like I wanted her to cry or look miserable. I just wished she seemed a little different.

「Did you cry during the ceremony, Sendai-san?」

「I didn’t.」

She answered with a smile.

I knew why thinking about the future made me feel so anxious.

Even if we continued seeing each other like we did now, once we got to university, things wouldn’t stay the same. I was going to a different university than Sendai-san, and we’d be living separate lives. Even if we kept meeting up, it would only be every so often, and whatever I learned about her would come from those few chances.

And no matter what I said or asked of her, she’d probably respond just like she was now—completely unfazed.

I wondered what kind of expression she’d make if I told her I couldn’t forgive her for that.

That I couldn’t forgive her if there was a version of Sendai-san I didn’t know.

That was the one thing I took from the last memories we made, and I knew she wouldn’t like me for feeling that way. I also knew it wasn’t normal to think that way about someone.

「Did you cry, Miyagi?」

Sendai-san asked in a voice like nothing would be different tomorrow.

「Of course not.」

If I wanted the things I felt to actually happen, I’d have to lock her away somewhere. But that wasn’t realistic. It was impossible.

So it was better to end things today, just like we said we would.

「I see.」

We walked home the same way we did after the movies.

Only this time, we weren’t holding hands.

「Do you want to take any detours?」

Sendai-san pointed at a store across the street and asked with her usual expression.

「No. I’m going straight home.」

「Okay.」

I started walking faster.

Sendai-san kept walking beside me like it was the most natural thing in the world.

She was ignoring what I said about staying behind me.

Even though I wasn’t in the best mood, I walked the rest of the way home without adjusting my pace.










PART 118

I took off my coat at the entrance.

I went into my room first and turned on the air conditioner. Following close behind, Sendai-san undid the second button of her blouse, though she didn’t take off her blazer.

I stared at her loosened necktie.

She hadn’t said a word in the elevator. She walked the hallway in silence too, and even now, she still wasn’t speaking.

She seemed calm, like always—but small things about her felt off, and that made me uneasy.

Sendai-san sat down in her usual spot beside the bed.

「I’ll bring us something to drink.」

As I walked past her, she grabbed my arm.

「You can do that later. More importantly, what did you want to talk about?」

She pulled on my arm firmly, and I had no choice but to sit next to her.

「Did you bring the necklace with you?」

「It’s not that I brought it… I’m wearing it.」

Sendai-san tugged slightly at her collar.

Her loosened blouse revealed a glimpse of her cleavage—and the silver chain around her neck.

Normally, she’d complain when I answered a question with another question. But today, she didn’t.

She listened obediently, even though I hadn’t handed her a five-thousand-yen bill yet. Maybe it was because she already knew today was the last time.

「Now give it back.」

「Why?」

「Because the order’s over.」

When I gave her that order, I told her to wear it at school and at home—but only until graduation.

She’d kept that promise this entire time, so I was sure she hadn’t forgotten.

There was no reason to keep following an order that had already ended.

I was the one who gave her the necklace, so if it no longer served a purpose, I had the right to take it back.

「Just out of curiosity, what are you going to do with it if I do give it back?」

「I’m going to throw it away, and it’ll be the end of our relationship.」

「What do you mean, “the end of our relationship”?」

She asked that like it was the first time she was hearing of this, even though she should’ve already known.

「I’m not going to see you anymore after this, Sendai-san.」

「Even though you got into the same university as Utsunomiya and we could meet up anytime?」

「We already agreed we wouldn’t meet after graduation. We’re not going to be meeting up whenever we want. So give it back.」

「But you’re just going to throw it away, right? That’s kind of a waste, isn’t it?」

She really didn’t know when to quit.

She should’ve known what I’d say today.

She should’ve known the order ended as soon as we graduated.

Sure, I never told her she had to return it—but there was no reason for her to resist.

You’d think she’d be glad to get rid of something that had basically been a collar.

「It’s not a waste, so just give it back already.」

I held out my hand, urging her.

「You really are stingy, huh, Miyagi.」

Sendai-san let out an exaggerated sigh as she spoke.

Then, slowly, she began to remove the necklace.

「Here.」

She placed it on the table.

I reached for the silver accessory, but just before I could grab it, Sendai-san caught my hand.

「But before you do that… There’s something I want to show you. Give me a second.」

「Something you want to show me?」

「Yeah.」

“Here it is,” she said, pulling something from her bag and placing it next to the necklace.

「… What is this? A letter?」

What she put on the table was a cherry-blossom-colored envelope with nothing written on the front. It was thin and light, and I couldn’t begin to guess what was inside.

「Have a look inside.」

I picked up the envelope—which, apparently, didn’t contain a letter—and turned it over. As expected, nothing was written on the back, and it wasn’t sealed.

It opened easily, and a folded sheet of paper slipped out.

It wasn’t ordinary stationery.

It looked more like printer paper, folded into quarters.

I unfolded it—once, then twice—and found something written inside that I hadn’t expected.

「Sendai-san… What is this supposed to be?」

It wasn’t the first time I’d seen something like it.

In fact, I’d seen it many times before.

But it wasn’t something I ever thought I’d be seeing right now.

「It’s a floor plan.」

She said calmly.

「I can see that.」

「Alright, good.」

「What are you trying to say? Why are you showing me a floor plan?」

「Well, it’s going to be your room, so obviously I had to show it to you.」

I had no idea what she was talking about.

She looked calm, but everything coming out of her mouth was nonsense.

I’d never fully understood her, but right now, she was the most confusing she’d ever been.

Because of that, I looked over the paper again.

There were two bedrooms.

There was also a kitchen, a dining area, and a bathroom. It was fairly spacious.

「This is a lot of space for one person to live in.」

There were plenty of things I could’ve said, but I decided to start with the most confusing part based on what I saw.

「It might be too much space for one person, but don’t you think it’s just right for two?」

「― And who’s the second person supposed to be, exactly?」

I could already guess what Sendai-san was going to say next.

Still, I felt like I had to ask.

「You, of course. Don’t live in the dorms. Come live with me instead. Oh, but the apartment’s somewhere in between both of our schools, so there’s a bit of a commute.」

She spoke quickly, not giving me a chance to cut in.

「Your room’s going to be a bit smaller than it is now, but it’s still really nice.」

「Sendai-san.」

「Oh, and they said we’ll get the keys once we start moving. I’ll give you yours later.」

「Sendai-san!」

「And I already told my parents I was planning to live with you. They didn’t really care and told me I could do whatever I wanted.」

「Sendai-san! I never said I was going to live with you, and I didn’t ask you to go looking for a room either. Besides, you usually have to pay something upfront when you sign a contract, right? Who even paid for my share?」

I had way too many questions and didn’t even know where to start, but more than anything, I just wanted her to stop talking.

I looked down at the floor plan again.

I couldn’t imagine she went apartment hunting on her own. She must’ve gone with her parents, and they probably signed the contract for her.

But there was no way her parents paid for my part.

「I paid for it out of my own piggy bank.」

Sendai-san said it like it was the most obvious thing in the world.

「Your piggy bank?」

「I saved every five-thousand-yen bill you ever gave me.」

「You stashed them all away? Wait, you weren’t spending that money?」

I had never asked what she did with the money I gave her.

I never kept track of how much I gave, and I never questioned what she used it on.

It was her money, and she was free to spend it on whatever she wanted.

I just assumed she spent it on something.

「I never needed to. Anyway, I told my parents you gave me the money to cover your share.」

The five-thousand-yen bills I’d handed to her ended up being used on me instead.

I never would’ve guessed she was the kind of person who’d do something like that.

And the most ridiculous part was that it meant she’d been coming over to my place and following my orders for money she never even spent.

That wasn’t normal.

「Sendai-san… For someone so smart, you’re actually really stupid, huh?」

I folded the floor plan and placed it back on the table.

「I don’t mind being stupid. So, what will you choose?」

「Choose between what?」

I already knew what she meant, but I asked anyway.

「I’m asking you to choose between the pendant and the floor plan. I’ll go along with whichever you pick. If you choose the pendant, I won’t try to see you again. Even if we pass each other somewhere, I won’t call out to you. Today will be the last time we’re ever together like this.」

「And if I pick the floor plan?」

「Then you’ll come live with me.」

Sendai-san never made the decision herself.

She always gave me two options and pushed the choice onto me.

And whenever she did that, there was always an answer she wanted me to pick—regardless of how I felt.

There was only one right answer, and she always made sure I knew which one it was.

Today was no different.

Sendai-san wanted me to choose the floor plan.

But if I had to pick, it should be the necklace.

That would be better for both of us.

Sendai-san didn’t need to be tied down by someone like me.

And I needed to forget about her and focus on a clean start.

Everything that happened between us could just be written off as a mistake—something I’d look back on someday and wonder why I ever let it happen.

It wasn’t the kind of relationship I should be dragging with me into my university life.

「Can I ask you something?」

Before giving her an answer, I wanted to ask Sendai-san something first.

「Sure.」

「Why did you decide to do this?」

Sendai-san was acting strange, and she was making everything more complicated than it needed to be.

Today was supposed to be about saying goodbye. That was all.

「Why, you ask? I just felt like if I didn’t do this, we’d never get to see each other again. And also… I did try to ask if you wanted to come with me, but you kind of ignored me.」

After the day we saw that movie together, she had reached out to me several times.

Some of those messages were probably from around the time she said she was going apartment hunting.

I ignored them, thinking she was just asking what I was up to, or wanting me to call her—things like that.

But if I’d known she was trying to invite me to go apartment hunting with her, I would’ve definitely responded and shut it down.

「I thought I told you I was going to live in a dorm.」

I complained without acknowledging that I’d been the one ignoring her.

「You don’t like living with other people, right?」

「… Even if I don’t, I’ll figure something out.」

A change in environment was a good excuse to move on.

If I was going to let go of Sendai-san, there was no better time than now.

「I think it’d be better for you to live with me instead of forcing yourself into a dorm. And if you are going to live with someone else, it might as well be me.」

There was nothing good about spending the next four years with Sendai-san.

She’d adjust to her new life quickly, and once university started, she’d just shove me off to the side—even if we were together.

But as long as we were apart, the traces of her left in my heart would fade on their own.

If I moved into the dorms and got used to life without her, I wouldn’t be able to keep thinking about her forever.

Even if it didn’t happen right away—even if it took time—it would be better for me in the long run.

That was definitely what I needed to do.

And yet…

I still couldn’t help but ask.

「… What are you going to do if I don’t choose the floor plan?」

I asked, staring at the cherry-blossom-colored envelope.

The spring-themed pink looked just like a real cherry blossom, and somehow, it reminded me of Sendai-san herself.

「I’ll find someone else to live with me, so don’t worry about me. There’s probably going to be a lot of students looking for roommates anyway.」

Sendai-san spoke softly, like flower petals dancing in the wind.

Her gentle voice made my heart flutter.

The idea of Sendai-san living with someone I didn’t know—in a place I didn’t know—living a life with a person I didn’t know… and I’d never be able to see her again.

There was a part of me that absolutely refused to accept that.

I grabbed the back of my left hand with my right and dug my nails into my skin.

Who Sendai-san lived with was none of my business. It wasn’t my place to say anything.

I knew that.

But still—I couldn’t accept it.

No, I hated it.

I pressed harder into my hand.

What kind of expression was on Sendai-san’s face right now?

I wanted to know, but I couldn’t bring myself to look.

「You’re treating this like it’s nothing.」

I managed to say.

But I didn’t tell her that I hated the idea of her living with someone who wasn’t me.

「You’re the one treating this like it’s nothing. You’re just planning to wing it once you start living in the dorm, right?」

I didn’t really want to live in a dorm.

Living with other people felt impossible for me.

But that didn’t mean I had a reason to live with Sendai-san, either.

We weren’t friends. We were just former classmates. Nothing more.

「And if I choose the floor plan…」

What happens then?

I already knew the answer. I just couldn’t make it sit right in my head. It made me feel like I had to ask again and again.

I took a quiet breath and let it out.

Then, I finally looked up from the envelope—something I hadn’t been able to tear my eyes away from until now.

「Sendai-san, you really want to live with me? Even though we’re not friends?」

「Oh, come on. There are plenty of people who live together even if they’re not friends.」

Sendai-san said as she picked up the floor plan and slid it back into the envelope.

「And what about Maika? What am I supposed to tell her?」

「That’s for you to decide later. So—what will it be? The envelope or the pendant?」

I could only choose one.

And no matter what I picked, Sendai-san would accept it.

What should I do? What should I pick? What am I supposed to do?

Which choice is the one I won’t regret?

「Choose, Miyagi.」

Sendai-san said, nudging me to make a decision.

I picked up the necklace from the table.

She let out a quiet sigh.

「Turn around.」

I told her, and without a word, she turned her back to me. I undid the clasp and fastened the necklace around her neck.
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The silver chain settled into place, disappearing beneath her hair.

It wasn’t like I particularly wanted to be roommates with her or anything.

But for two people who weren’t even friends, maybe becoming something else wouldn’t be such a bad thing.

With her back still to me, I spoke.

「―― Four years. I’m okay with being your roommate… if it’s just for the next four years.」

Just when I thought I was finally going to let her go, she went and brought me this envelope.

Seriously, what an idiot.

I gently tugged on a strand of her hair.

「Miyagi.」

As she started to turn toward me, I stopped her by placing a hand on her head and nudged her to face forward again.

「So, does that mean you’re choosing the envelope?」

「If you’d rather I picked the necklace, I can still change my answer.」

I said, trying to keep my voice as steady as possible, and Sendai-san placed her hand over mine, which was still holding her head.

「Miyagi, if we’re only going to be together for four years, then you’d better not flunk and have to repeat a year.」

「You really don’t know how to pick your words, huh, Sendai-san?」

There had to be better things to say at a time like this. I wasn’t sure what exactly—but telling me not to repeat a year definitely wasn’t one of them.

「Now, can you take your hands away?」

She gave my hand one last gentle squeeze before letting go. I did the same, and once free, she turned to face me.

Then, like it was the most natural thing in the world, she held my hand again.

「Can I call you “Shiori” from now on?」

「No.」

「You’re so stingy, Miyagi.」

「Shut up, Sendai-san.」

She laughed.

As always, she said the most unnecessary things.

But… four years, huh.

If it was just for that long, I didn’t mind spending it with someone like her.

I gave a gentle squeeze back to the hand holding mine.








EXTRA CHAPTER

A Spring Full of Sendai-san

Miyagi




Around this time last year, I would’ve been in the middle of spring break.

But this year, there was no such break for me, and now I was just drifting through these vague days.

I didn’t know what to call this period between my high school graduation and my upcoming university entrance ceremony. I wasn’t sure what to call myself either, now that I’d graduated but hadn’t quite become a university student yet.

I let out a sigh and looked around my room, now filled with cardboard boxes on the floor.

This wasn’t how I imagined things would turn out.

I had originally planned to attend a local university and commute from this apartment, but now I was leaving the prefecture to go to the same university as Maika.

Even then, I’d planned to live in a dorm. But that plan changed too, and now I was preparing to move out of this room.

Since I was going to a university outside the prefecture, I had no choice but to move a bunch of things, but I didn’t think it would be this much.

Instead of a dorm, I was going to be living with Sendai-san, which meant I needed to bring more than I would’ve if I were moving into student housing.

My room was now filled with cardboard boxes. I was supposed to buy larger furniture after moving, but even then, I already had too much I wanted to bring.

Honestly, the whole thing was a pain, and if it were up to me, I wouldn’t be packing at all.

My father suggested hiring movers to help, but I didn’t want anyone touching my stuff, so I had to pack everything myself.

But no matter how much I packed, it felt endless.

Not that it was surprising or anything, considering I’d started packing before I even decided what to bring. And since I wasn’t sure what I’d need in my new place, I couldn’t help it.

「What should I do with these books?」

I stood up and walked over to the bookshelf.

It wasn’t realistic to bring all of them with me.

I knew I’d probably end up buying new ones after I moved too, so I should only bring the books I absolutely wanted to take with me.

But even so, it was hard to choose.

There were so many I wanted to reread.

This room wasn’t going anywhere, so anything I left behind would still be here when I came back. But the thought of not being able to read them until then made it hard to leave any behind.

「If only I could take everything with me…」

Even though they were just books, I felt guilty leaving them behind.

If I’d decided to stay here, I wouldn’t have to choose what to take and what to leave. I wouldn’t need to pack at all.

But that wasn’t the future I chose.

So now I kept sorting, figuring out what to take with me and what to leave behind.

I stared at the spines of my books.

“I’ll bring this one,” I said, picking up the book on the far right of my shelf.

Then, I said the same thing as I grabbed the book next to it.

“I’ll leave this one behind,” I said about the next book over.

It was a depressing process.

As I kept going through my books like this, I couldn’t help but feel like, someday, Sendai-san might decide to leave me behind too.

We were going to be living together for the next four years.

But there was always the chance we wouldn’t even last that long.

I gave myself a soft slap on the cheek.

Just the thought alone made me anxious—even though we hadn’t even started living together yet.

But still, there was something more important than worrying about the future right now: packing.

I took the first few books I’d picked out and placed them into a cardboard box.

Then I repeated the process—deciding what to bring and what to leave—and continued to fill up the box.

After a while, my hand paused over a particular manga.

「… Oh, this is the one I made Sendai-san read to me the first time she came over.」

It was pretty erotic and not something you’d normally read out loud.

When I’d ordered her to read it to me, she’d protested, but went along with it anyway.

That day had been the start of me buying her after-school time for five thousand yen.

I pulled the manga from the shelf.

I still hadn’t decided if I’d bring it or not, but for now, I set it on top of the box that held the crocodile tissue case.

「Maybe I should take a little break for now.」

I hadn’t made much progress at all.

Even though I didn’t have time to waste, I just couldn’t find the motivation to keep packing.

I sat down on the floor and spotted a photo album that had been left out.

It was filled with printed versions of the best photos of my childhood that had been taken with digital cameras and smartphones – carefully chosen and neatly organized.

Inside, there were photos of me as a baby, with my mother.

My first birthday—with my mother.

My second birthday—with my mother again.

I hadn’t opened this album in a long time, but I still remembered what kind of photos were inside.

There were pictures from my first day of school, my graduation ceremonies, and my school entrance ceremonies. My mother had been in a lot of them, too.

But at some point, she stopped appearing in the photos.

Eventually, my father, who only showed up now and then, disappeared as well.

From then on, no more photos were taken, and no more pictures were printed.

And I stopped opening the album.

After hesitating for a while, I placed the album on top of a box.

It didn’t make sense to pack something I likely wouldn’t look at.

If I kept stopping like this, I’d never finish packing and things like this were only weighing me down even more.

「It’s such a pain trying to decide what to bring.」

I also had one of Sendai-san’s blouses in my room and still hadn’t decided what else I wanted to bring with me.

But there were still a few days left before the move.

If I packed everything up now, I wouldn’t have anything to wear tomorrow.

I slowly stood up, then flopped down on the bed.

This room full of cardboard boxes felt suffocating.

I just wanted to be done with it all already.

I let out a sigh and picked up the black cat plush sitting beside my pillow.

I gave its head a pat and spoke to it.

「… Do you want to come with me?」

The black cat plush didn’t answer.

Sendai-san, who had given me this black cat plush as a Christmas present, would probably say something if she were here—but the plush stayed silent.

If only it could talk to me, even just a little, maybe it would lift my mood.

But no matter what I said to it, it never responded.

I put the plush back in its usual spot and closed my eyes.

I wasn’t particularly tired, but as I drifted in the darkness behind my eyelids, I started to feel a bit sleepy.

My thoughts sank, then floated.

Then, I heard my phone ringing.

Once. Twice. Three times.

The ringtone went on and on, like it had no intention of stopping. It just kept ringing.

With no other choice, I opened my eyes, stood up, and picked up my phone from the table.

I answered the call.

「You’re so annoying, Sendai-san.」

I muttered, seeing her name on the screen.

「That’s kind of harsh. I was calling because I was worried about you.」

「I seriously doubt there’s anything worth worrying about that justifies you calling me.」

I sat down on the bed and tapped my toes lightly against the floor.

「I was just worried you might not make it in time for the entrance ceremony.」

「What are you talking about?」

「Well, you know, I figured you might fall behind on packing and not get everything moved in time. Want me to come help?」

There wasn’t much weight to Sendai-san’s voice, but it wasn’t lighthearted, either.

I didn’t think she was that concerned, but she didn’t sound like she was joking.

In any case, I let her know I didn’t need help.

「There’s really nothing to worry about. I already booked a moving company, and I am packing right now.」

「I see. Packing’s a pain, huh? I thought for sure you’d say something like, “Entrance ceremonies don’t matter anyway.”」

She wasn’t wrong. Sendai-san could be oddly perceptive.

Packing was a pain, and I didn’t really like entrance ceremonies to begin with.

The entrance ceremony and graduation ceremony were the same—both connected the beginning and the end. That meant whatever starts must always come to an end, so I never really liked either of them.

Just thinking about the upcoming entrance ceremony made everything feel dull. It was like I was being covered in gloomy clouds, as if nothing but heavy rain awaited me.

「Oh yeah, did you ever end up telling your friends that we were going to be sharing a place together?」

Sendai-san’s question only made me feel more depressed.

「That’s got nothing to do with you, Sendai-san.」

I hadn’t figured out how to explain things to Maika and Ami yet, so I’d just been telling them I’d be living in the dorms. I wanted to keep pretending that, to avoid talking about the fact that I’d be living with someone else. But since Maika was going to the same university as me, I knew I couldn’t keep quiet about it forever.

If I told them I was sharing a place with someone, they’d definitely press me about who it was. That’s why I was still looking for some harmless excuse for how Sendai-san ended up as my roommate.

「What about you, Sendai-san? Did you tell Ibaraki-san and the others about me?」

I doubted I was the only one worrying about this.

There was no way she could explain how we ended up living together, considering we’d never even spoken once while we were at school.

「What do you want me to do, Miyagi?」

「What do you mean by that?」

「I did tell them I was moving in with someone, but I made up a fake roommate. Everyone else is staying local anyway, so it’s not like I really have to explain anything. But, you know, if I told them it was you, they’d probably find that amusing and start asking to come over and hang out. So, if you want me to tell them the truth, I don’t mind. What do you think?」

Her tone on the other end of the line sounded the same as always—casual, with no trace of concern.

「… It’s fine. You don’t have to tell them.」

She was being unfair.

I was the one who’d end up feeling troubled about Ibaraki-san visiting, not her. It felt unfair of her to ask me that when she already knew what my answer would be.

「It’s not like you told your friends either, right, Miyagi?」

「You’re so annoying.」

Sendai-san really was unfair.

In the end, I was the only one stressing over this.

But for now, I could probably get away with not telling Maika and Ami about her. I could put it off just a little longer.

「Well, I can’t help you with telling your friends about me, but I can at least help with the move. So if you ever need me, just let me know.」

「I’m good with just the thought.」

Packing felt like sorting through my memories.

It was a huge pain, but I didn’t want anyone else touching them. I wanted to clean up this messy room on my own.

「Miyagi.」

Sendai-san said my name softly.

「What?」

「… I’ll be waiting for you over there, then.」

Her voice was gentle through the phone.

「Yeah.」

There were so many things I was worried about.

Living with Sendai-san came with a lot of worries—ones I didn’t even have to go looking for.

But this was something I chose for myself.

It might not all be good, but I knew there’d be fun times, too.

Even if I still felt anxious, I didn’t regret choosing that envelope.

「See you later, then.」

Sendai-san said, and I answered with, “Yeah, see you.”

With that, the call ended, and her voice disappeared.

I picked up the black cat plush sitting beside my pillow.

「How about you come with me?」

I stood up, the black cat plush in hand, and looked around the room filled with cardboard boxes.

Back on the day of my high school entrance ceremony, I never would’ve imagined a day like this would come.

At the time, I wasn’t even sure if I’d even go to university. I thought I’d just spend the rest of my life in this empty home.
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But then, in July of my second year, thanks to a mix of chance and whim, Sendai-san started coming over to my room.

Even in my third year, she continued to visit.

Then came the graduation ceremony—the end of our arrangement, the end of any reason for Sendai-san to come over.

Spring arrived in this room, and along with it, the last of my five-thousand-yen bills handed over to her, and the last of my orders.

The time to part with this room—where Sendai-san had visited so many times—and the entrance ceremony were both approaching.

But my time with Sendai-san wasn’t over yet.

In fact, a whole new life was about to begin.

This time, in a place where someone would always be there.








TRANSLATION NOTES




Chapter One




[1]. Hatsumōde is an ancient and very popular tradition in Japan, where you visit a shrine or temple during the first couple days (usually the first day) at the start of the new year. Hatsumōde is called “the first visit to the shrine” (of the year), where you’d make prayers for good luck in the upcoming year. 




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 Five




[1]. In Japan, New Year’s (shougatsu/正月) is celebrated over three days, and most businesses are shut down between January 1st and 3rd and treated as holidays, which is why Miyagi is reluctant to call Sendai over during this time. 




[2]. I could’ve sworn I had this footnote somewhere in a previous chapter, but probably a long time ago. As a refresher, hatsumode (first shrine visit of the New Year) is a Japanese tradition where you visit a Buddhist or Shinto shrine sometime during the first three days of the New Year. Typically, it is a way to welcome in the New Year, and you can make prayers for success for the year to come. 




                                                                                                    




Chapter Seven




[1]. Shungiku is a type of edible leaf vegetable that has a distinct aroma and bitter taste. In English, they’re called edible chrysanthemums.




[2]. Nikujaga (肉じゃが) literally means “meat and potatoes.” As the name suggests, it’s a Japanese dish that includes meat, potatoes, onions and various seasonings.
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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 5 (Amazon link) 


Volume 1 (cmoa.jp link)
Volume 2 (cmoa.jp link)
Volume 3 (cmoa.jp link)
Volume 4 (cmoa.jp link)
Volume 5 (cmoa.jp link) 
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