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  Ch. 1: The Beginning Of Summer


  
    Summer nights are often hot and humid.


    Still, there were days when it was somewhat cooler than it would be in early summer.


    Late May, midterm exams were approaching. It was such cool weather that night.


    Yamato was busy studying in his room when he stopped to check his phone. A new message had arrived, and it was from Sayla.


    “I’m in the area. Can you come out for a minute?”


    “What!?”


    It was no wonder that Yamato was shouting out in a bewildered voice.


    It was now past 10:30 pm. It was quite late for high school students to be out and about.


    But — or rather, that was why Yamato hurriedly began to prepare to go out.


    He couldn’t go out in his loungewear, no matter how “close” she was to him, so he changed into a plain T-shirt and denim shorts, then grabbed his wallet and bike keys and headed out.


    When Yamato got on his bike, he replied, “Where are you?” on his phone.


    Then, Sayla immediately replied, “The park near Yamato’s house.” Yamato was surprised to find out that she was really in the area and started pedaling his bicycle as fast as he could.


    After a few minutes, he arrived at a nearby park and found Sayla sitting on a bench.


    As Yamato got off his bike and approached, Sayla noticed and waved.


    “Good evening.”


    Sayla, who greeted him with a stick of ice cream in her hand, was wearing a summer uniform. It was a mismatch with the night scene illuminated by streetlights.


    Yamato took a moment to catch his breath and then sat down next to her, who was dressed coolly.


    “So, what’s going on at this hour? Don’t tell me you’re not going to go out in uniform.”


    “Well, here.”


    Then, Sayla held out a CD. It was an anime song CD that she had offered to lend to Yamato.


    “Um, did you come all the way here to lend me this…?”


    “Yes.”


    “Couldn’t you just give it to me at school tomorrow?”


    “I wanted Yamato to hear it right away.”


    Sayla looked straight at him and said without any embarrassment or hesitation.


    Yamato looked away from her and then took the CD.


    “This time, well, thanks. But next time, I’d like you to be more mindful of the time, or better yet, call me… and I’ll ride my bike to get it from you.”


    “Okay, all right. Then, I’d better get going.”


    Sayla replied nonchalantly, then put the rest of the ice cream in her mouth and stood up.


    As she started to walk away, Yamato pulled his bike alongside her to follow her back.


    “Well, I’ll walk you halfway.”


    “You sure? But Yamato’s going to be home late?”


    “I’m fine, I have a bicycle. I’m more worried about Shirase being alone at this late hour.”


    “Fufu, thanks.”


    When Sayla suddenly smiled at him, Yamato’s chest pulsed loudly.


    As if to cover up his feelings, Yamato decided to talk about something else.


    “Speaking of which, the midterm is less than a week away. I’ve been soaking up all the studying until just now.”


    “Ah, now that you brought it up.”


    In the moonlight, Sayla suddenly peered into his face.


    “W-What?”


    “I thought your expression didn’t look so good.”


    “I haven’t been getting enough sleep lately.”


    “You’re working hard.”


    “Ordinary people can’t get good grades if they don’t put in the effort.”


    As a self-proclaimed ordinary person, Yamato has no intention of aiming too high, but at the very least, he aimed to be recommended to a university that he would not be ashamed to tell others about. In order to achieve this, he needed to study hard every day and also push himself hard just before the deadline.


    Sayla, who by all accounts was not an ordinary person, nodded admiringly and looked up at the night sky, reaching out her hand.


    “I think it’s great that you can make an effort. I’m not really motivated to study or anything.”


    “But I remember, Shirase had good grades, right?”


    “Yeah. I think I got an average of 90 on the last test.”


    Sayla replied plainly. …Yamato instinctively held his temple area.


    “You’ve just made an amazing boast…”


    “You’re the one who asked, Yamato.”


    “No, I know, but…”


    Yamato was regretting bringing up the topic of the test when Sayla clapped her hands as if she had a flash of inspiration.


    “That’s right, I can try to tutor you.”


    As Yamato froze at the unexpected suggestion, Sayla continued.


    “My grades… are good.”


    Without any hint of bragging, Sayla said so plainly. It was amazing that such a statement did not make her seem sarcastic.


    However, Yamato still wanted to reply with a bit of sarcasm.


    “I don’t think getting good grades is the same thing as being a good tutor.”


    “Ah, yeah. But it’s worth a try, isn’t it?”


    Nothing made Yamato feel more miserable than when he made a sarcastic remark and the other person accepted it with open arms.


    After such an experience, Yamato bowed his head while reflecting on the situation.


    “…If that’s the case, I’ll be in your care.”


    “I’ll take care of you. It looks kind of fun.”


    Yamato wondered if he would be able to study properly with Sayla. Looking at the happy Sayla, he felt a little uneasy, but as she said, it would be worth a try.


    “If we were to have a study session, it would be after school. Where should it be?”


    “How about a diner? Or the school library?”


    “Okay, let’s go to a diner.”


    Yamato answered immediately. There would be other students in the library after school, and he could see that strange rumors would start up again, so he rejected that idea.


    “So tomorrow, we’ll go to a diner after school.”


    “Yeah, thank you.”


    While they were talking, they came close to Sayla’s house.


    Sayla stopped in her tracks and turned around to face Yamato.


    “Here’s fine. It’s just right there.”


    “Ah, I see.”


    “Thank you for seeing me home. I was so happy to see Yamato at this time.”


    Sayla smiled at him.


    There were street lights everywhere, so they could clearly see each other’s expressions. Yamato felt embarrassed when Sayla thanked him face to face in such a situation.


    “…I’ve told you many times before, don’t go out too late at night alone. It’s dangerous.”


    Maybe that was why he responded in a lecturing tone.


    Even so, Sayla nodded her head with a smile on her face.


    “Okay, bye-bye. Good night.”


    “Yeah, good night.”


    Sayla gave a small wave and then left with a skip.


    The sight of her back in her school uniform skipping along the street at night made him feel uneasy and worried.


    * * *


    When Yamato returned home, he immediately listened to the CD Sayla had given him.


    The tempo of the song was pleasant and Yamato naturally felt uplifted as he began to work on his studies again.


    (I think I understand now why Shirase wanted me to listen to this song.)


    Even though it was during the mid-term period, he might have been overly focused on studying.


    Tomorrow, the study session with Sayla would begin. Therefore, Yamato reminded himself to be a little more relaxed.

  


  Ch. 2: Study Session With The Saint


  
    After school the next day.


    At a family restaurant in front of the nearest station. Yamato and Sayla met for a study session.


    Yamato was the first to arrive, and Sayla came about twenty minutes later.


    “Sorry, did you wait?”


    Sayla was a little breathless when she asked. She probably got lost while running to the restaurant.


    “I just got here, too. I had to stop by the staff room today.”


    …This was a lie, but it was also Yamato’s way of showing consideration.


    Yamato’s selfish reason for choosing to meet at the site was to avoid running into his classmates, so it was only natural for him to show this level of concern.


    “That’s good. Let’s go in, then.”


    Sayla urged him to enter the family restaurant.


    The restaurant was not so crowded so Yamato and Sayla were shown to a table for four near the wall.


    “What should we order?”


    As soon as they sat down facing each other, Sayla immediately opened the menu and asked him with a heartfelt buzz in her voice.


    “Hmm, I think I’ll just have the drink bar. If I eat something, it’ll make me sleepy.”


    “I see. I’ll just order something.”


    “Yeah”


    Sayla pressed the call button, and a waitress came to take the order shortly after.


    Sayla pointed at the menu.


    “Margherita pizza, crispy potatoes, authentic doria, shrimp cream gratin, and two drink bars.”


    “That’s quite a lot. And they’re all greasy foods.”


    When Yamato muttered to himself, Sayla seemed to have no choice but to order more.


    “And I’ll add a Caesar salad.”


    “You don’t have to force yourself to add that.”


    “Yamato said so, and I kind of felt like it, and I thought I’d eat once in a while.”


    He had thought that her taste in food was surprisingly childish, but once again, he was worried about her eating habits.


    However, Yamato kept his mouth shut as he felt that saying more would indeed make her seem depressed.


    After the waitress recited the order and then left, Yamato and Sayla left their seats to get drinks.


    “Which one should I take?”


    As soon as they arrived at the drink bar, Sayla poured coke and filled up half the cup, and then folded her arms in thought.


    Was she going to mix drinks?


    “…I’ll just have a simple iced tea.”


    “Iced tea goes very well with Coke.”


    “No, I won’t mix them.”


    “I see.”


    Sayla was not particularly disappointed and added grape soda to her cup, apparently having thought it through.


    It was a safer combination than he had expected, Yamato thought.


    “And then this and this.”


    It was only the beginning that was safe. She added various drinks at random, and when she finally added melon soda, her cup was full.


    (That was the one that’s absolutely not fitting…)


    The drink was black, with a purple or green tinge, and didn’t look very tasty.


    Despite this, Sayla seemed to be somewhat satisfied.


    “Alright, I’m done. Is Yamato okay?”


    “…Yeah, let’s go back.”


    When they returned to their seats, the waitress was bringing them their Caesar salad.


    “You can eat too, Yamato. Don’t worry about the money.”


    “No, it doesn’t work that way. In fact, since you’re going to be studying with me, I’d rather pay for everything.”


    “I asked for it because I wanted to eat it, you shouldn’t worry about it.”


    “Well, at least split it with me.”


    “Hmm. Okay.”


    Sayla nodded reluctantly in agreement, then sipped her homemade drink.


    It seemed that Yamato’s premonition had come true, and Sayla’s face twisted slightly.


    Perhaps as a palate cleanser, Sayla began to share her salad.


    “If we’re splitting the bill, Yamato has to eat a lot too.”


    With that, Sayla handed him a small plate full of salad.


    “Shirase, you have to eat, okay?”


    “I know.”


    She said that, but she only put about half of her own small plate. She didn’t want to eat that much salad. Her taste buds were still those of a child.


    Yamato looked at her, but Sayla didn’t return his gaze and started rummaging through her bag.


    He followed suit, taking out his textbooks and notebooks from his own bag.


    “Come to think of it, the main purpose of this was to study.”


    “Yeah, yeah.”


    “Let’s start with Math B.”


    Math B was Yamato’s weakest subject. He can easily get high scores in the humanities, but he has trouble remembering the sciences, and if he doesn’t take the proper precautions, he will end up with disappointing results.
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    “Sure. The scope was up to page 40 of the textbook, right?”


    “Yeah. I can’t seem to get into the area of figures and equations.”


    “The coordinate plane one. If so, let’s use the problem on this page as an example. So, first…”


    So, the study session started immediately.


    As soon as it started, Yamato was surprised.


    The reason was that Sayla’s teaching style was very similar to that of their math teacher.


    It was not about tone of voice, attitude, or gestures. It was a simplified version of what the teacher had said in class, pinpointing the bare essentials.


    There was no extra information at all, making what had seemed like a complicated math problem seem so simple. He was sorry to the math teacher, but Sayla’s explanation was much easier for Yamato to understand.


    “—I finished the practice problems.”


    “Ah, you got all of them right. Nice work.”


    “It’s thanks to Shirase. Now Math B is going to be no problem.”


    “Good. Well, let’s have some food first.”


    “Right. Itadakimasu.”


    To tell the truth, even though Sayla had already ordered everything, Yamato had forgotten to eat due to his eagerness to study.


    Perhaps it was because he had concentrated so much into his brain in such a short period of time, but he felt that his body was craving for nourishment. Yamato then began to gobble down the food.


    * * *


    “Phew. I ate a lot.”


    He had planned to fill his stomach a little, but he ate so much that he probably didn’t need dinner.


    Sayla, who must have eaten the same amount of food, had ordered a strawberry parfait for dessert, and Yamato learned that the concept of having a separate stomach for sweets actually existed.


    “By the way, Shirase is really good at teaching. To be honest, I was surprised.”


    “Really? I was just reciting what I learned in class.”


    “I think it’samazing that you can do that. How much do you usually study?”


    “I don’t study at home.”


    “Eh?”


    “Mmm?”


    With a puzzled look on her face, Sayla tilted her head.


    Yamato was shaken and asked further.


    “Well… uh, when are you studying? Maybe you go to a cram school or something?”


    “I don’t go to any cram school. If it’s just a test, I can do most of it by listening to the class.”


    “H-Heh…”


    In other words, Sayla averaged over ninety points on her regular tests just by listening to the class.


    Even though the Ao Saki Metropolitan High School has an average deviation, it was not so lenient that she could be a top achiever in regular tests without any preparation and review if she was normal.


    Sayla was a genius for being able to do that.


    Yamato was dumbfounded by her sudden confession, but then he heard a noisy voice coming from near the entrance of the store.


    He looked over and saw that a few girls in Ao Saki High School uniforms had just entered the store.


    (It’s my unlucky day… I knew it wouldn’t be enough to move our destination one stop.)


    He didn’t recognize their faces, so he guessed they were from another grade — probably freshmen. It was just a hunch, but he felt uncomfortable as a senior.


    “Yamato?”


    Sayla called out to him curiously. She didn’t seem to be paying any attention to the girls who had just entered the store.


    Sayla had taken the trouble to make time to teach him how to study. Yamato reminded himself that he should not lose his concentration and changed his mind.


    “Sorry, it’s nothing. Can you teach me chemistry next?”


    “Got it.”


    And so they moved on to the next subject.


    “Hey, isn’t that the saint of the second year class?”


    “Uwww, waa. She’s with a boy.”


    “Eh, seriously? That looks interesting.”


    The girls who had just entered the restaurant seemed to have noticed them. Although they were seated a good distance away, they were making a lot of noise and looking at them with overly curious eyes.


    To be honest, it was awkward on Yamato’s part. It had probably already started spreading on social media, but Yamato at least hoped to keep things peaceful at least for this occasion.


    But that wish was unlikely to come true.


    On their way to the drink bar, the girls went out of their way to walk past Yamato’s seat and boldly take pictures of him with their phones. They did the same on their way back to the bar, and Yamato began to turn his head down in awkwardness. It would only be a matter of time before he was talked to.


    Just then, Sayla poked him with a mechanical pencil.


    “Are you focusing?”


    Yamato nodded honestly as he was faced with a simple question.


    “…It’s not that I’m bothered or distracted. I’m sorry, I know Shirase is teaching me how to study.”


    “I see. Then wait a minute.”


    With that, Sayla stood up and went straight to the girls’ seats.


    What was she going to say? As Yamato listened impatiently, he heard Sayla’s voice.


    “I’m having trouble concentrating on my studies, so I’d appreciate it if you wouldn’t look at me.”


    Straight to the point. When Sayla said this in a gentle tone, the girls all shook their heads in agreement.


    “Thanks.”


    Sayla thanked them and then came back with a face as if nothing had happened.


    As Yamato was thinking that the situation was resolved quite easily, he heard a high-pitched voice coming from the girls. They seemed to be excited and very happy.


    What expression did Sayla have on her face when she warned the girls? I was curious, but unfortunately, Yamato could not see her face.


    “What kind of magic did you use?”


    When Yamato asked her about it, she looked puzzled and said, “Nothing. I was just asking them to stop looking at me,” In other words, she was unaware of what she did.


    The high-pitched voice from the other side continued, “She had such a nice face, that Saint!” and “Her voice was great too!” and “She’s so cute in person! I’m totally a fan now!” …So it seems that the rumors about Sayla being popular with girls are true.


    “Shirase really is a popular person…”


    “Huh? I don’t really know.”


    “It’s amazing how unaware you are.”


    Her unconsciousness was beyond stunning, and Yamato even respected her for it.


    So Sayla asked with a curious look on her face.


    “Is Yamato that unattractive?”


    “Pffft!?”


    Yamato had just sipped his iced tea but suddenly spit it out.


    “Ah, what a waste.”


    “Whose fault is it? Whose!”


    Yamato wiped the table with a tsk and coughed to get his mind back on track.


    “Hmph. …I could see that, I never had been popular.”


    “Hmm. I see.”


    It was a complicated feeling to be so easily convinced, but the important thing now was how to end this topic. Therefore, Yamato turned to his chemistry textbook.


    “It was time to end the chit-chat. Let’s resume our studies.”


    “Yeah, all right.”


    Sayla seemed to have recovered her mind, and the study session resumed.


    * * *


    Two hours passed.


    As Yamato’s concentration began to wane, they decided to call it a day.


    After paying, they walked out of the restaurant and saw the night scene already spread out. It was a bit new to Yamato, as he didn’t usually come to this station.


    “Hmm, I’m tired.”


    Sayla mumbled to herself as she stretched out next to Yamato.


    “Good night. Thank you for today, it was very helpful.”


    “That’s good. There are only three days left until the midterm test, right? Let’s work hard every day until then.”


    “O-Oh. I’d appreciate your help…”


    Yamato was about to ask her if her own studies were okay, but then he remembered that Sayla wasn’t the type to study for tests in the first place, so he stopped talking.


    Despite some unexpected interruptions along the way, today’s study session was very productive for Yamato.


    After all, in just a single day, Yamato was able to get through two of his weakest subjects: math and chemistry.
 [TLN: Is he not Asian?]


    As Yamato was deciding to ask Sayla to help him review his best subject tomorrow, he suddenly noticed that Sayla was staring blankly into the distance.


    Out of the corner of her eye, she saw an unpopulated arcade.


    “I don’t mind stopping by for a breather.”


    When Yamato called out to her, Sayla immediately turned her gaze to him.


    “You sure?”


    “Yeah. I’ve been soaking up all this studying. It’s good to have a little something to do.”


    “Okay, let’s go.”


    Sayla took Yamato’s hand and started walking away.


    She had her normal poker face expression, but Yamato could tell she was somewhat pleased. She must have been itching to go.


    “But it’s late. Only an hour.”


    “…Okay.”


    There was a pause before she answered, but he decided not to worry about it.


    For now, he just wanted to focus on having fun with Sayla.


    * * *


    Three days had passed since then, and the day of the midterm exam had finally arrived.


    The atmosphere in the classroom had been tense since the morning, with some people reading their textbooks and piling them up, others crying out to their classmates, and the rest giving up and doing nothing. All of these were scenes unique to the pre-testing period.


    “Oh hey!”


    Under such circumstances, a rather cheerful voice echoed through the room.


    The voice was, of course, that of Eita.


    With that, the tense atmosphere in the classroom instantly eased.


    As Yamato was admiring the presence of the class leader…Eita came over to talk to him.


    “Hey, Kuraki. Are you pretty confident?”


    “So-so, I guess. Well, I think I can do better than usual.”


    “Oh~, you’re very confident.”


    Yamato hadn’t meant to sound so confident, but he was more positive than he usually was because Sayla had been teaching him for the past few days.


    As an aside, Sayla was sitting by the window with her cheek resting on her hand. In other words, she was in her normal posture.


    Looking at Sayla’s figure, Yamato replied to Eita as if he was giving him a hint.


    “Are you that confident, Shinjo? I know it’s a little late now.”


    “When this is over, the sports festival is next. Whether I’m confident about the test or not, I’m just waiting for it to be over.”


    Not only did Yamato not quite understand what he was saying, but Eita also seemed to be distracted from the test. Yamato wondered if Eita was the type of person who dismissed the results of tests from the beginning.


    “Maybe it’s none of my business, but I think you should at least get some decent grades.”


    “Oh well. I borrowed some notebooks and studied, and I think I can handle the test. I just can’t help but look forward to the sports festival.”


    “That’s fine then.”


    From Yamato’s point of view, as someone who was not very good at sports, the idea of looking forward to the sports festival didn’t occur to him, nor can he sympathize with it.


    However, Yamato admired Eita a little for the way he enjoyed school events.


    “Well, I’m sorry to bother you before the test. Let’s both do our best.”


    “Yeah.”


    After Eita left with a bright smile, Yamato looked around the classroom and saw May staring at her textbook with a serious expression.


    “Goodness, everyone’s behavior before a test is different.”


    The only person who was completely unchanged from usual was Sayla. In a way, she was the most different out of all of us, but that was just like her.


    And while Yamato was thinking about that, the bell rang.


    Switching his mind to exam mode, Yamato prepared for the start of the midterm.


    * * *


    The midterm exams at Ao Saki Metropolitan High School are held over four days.


    The days seem long before they start, but once they’re over, it feels like it passed in a blink of an eye.


    And so, on the last day of the midterm test, Yamato successfully completed the last subject.


    It was well worth the effort. Not so much fatigue, but he felt a tremendous sense of accomplishment.


    This was because Yamato continued his study sessions with Sayla even during the testing period, and he was well prepared for the next day.


    (I can’t wait to see the results. I’ve never felt this way before.)


    Yamato was not the only one who felt like that.


    After the exam, the classroom was in a state of festivity. Everyone was in a state of revelry, trying to dissipate the frustration of studying day after day.


    Plus, it was only mid-morning. Because of the test schedule today, they could leave school before noon. In order to make the most of this opportunity, the school was overflowing with students who were making plans to have fun during their dismissal, and others who were brimming with motivation for their first club activities in a long time.


    At that moment, Eita, standing in front of the podium, shouted out.


    “Hey everyone, good work on your tests! Tomorrow, we’ll resume practicing for the sports festival!”


    As Eita shouted, his classmates (with the exception of a few who were not good at sports) responded by shouting, “Ohhh!”


    The date of the sports festival was exactly two weeks from now. It was certainly a good time to start practicing hard.


    However, Yamato was not able to get over the atmosphere. Instead, he was thinking about his future hang-out schedule with Sayla.


    After the end of homeroom, Yamato was getting ready to go home when he sent a message to Sayla, “Now that the test is over, why don’t we stop by somewhere?”


    Then, Sayla came up to him with a bag in her hand.


    “All right, then let’s go.”


    The way she smiled at Yamato was so cute that he almost fell in love with her. But they were still in the classroom, and the stares of the people around him were painful.


    “…Well, better hurry up.”


    Yamato also picked up his bag and left the classroom with a fast pace alongside Sayla.


    * * *


    Then, Yamato and Sayla came to a fast food restaurant located a short distance from the school.


    It was lunchtime and the restaurant was quite crowded, but perhaps because of its location, there were no students from Ao Saki High School in sight.


    Each of them ordered and sat down in a row by the window on the second floor.


    “It is pretty crowded. I’m glad there are seats available~”


    “Seriously. All right, then—”


    ““Good job on the test!””


    They toasted each other with L-sized drinks and then naturally laughed at each other.


    While smiling at Sayla’s bite into the oversized burger, Yamato decided to cut to the chase.


    “By the way, Shirase, do you have any place you want to go for fun? I heard a lot of places the other day, but if I had to narrow it down to one, I was wondering which one would be best.”


    Then Sayla squirmed, chewed, and tilted her head thoughtfully.


    Once her mouth was fully emptied, she uttered a thought that seemed to come to her.


    “I think I want to go to the pool the most right now. It’s been so hot lately.”


    However, going to the pool meant wearing a swimsuit.


    The thought of Sayla in a swimsuit made Yamato feel awkward, so he decided to keep it to himself for now.


    Since she had asked for it, there was no way Yamato could refuse. It was too early in the season to go into a regular cold pool, but it should be no problem if they went to a warmed pool.


    Yamato tried to remain as calm as possible and naturally tried to accept the proposal.


    “Sure, it’s hot again today. If that’s the case, we should go to the public pool on the weekend.”


    “Oh, by pool, I don’t mean a regular one.”


    “Eh?”


    There, Sayla started to play with her phone and immediately showed the screen to him.


    What he saw on the screen was a “night pool” facility in the city.


    Unlike the public swimming pools in the neighborhood, this one was decorated with vivid colored lights and seemed to be a glamorous and fashionable facility. The images of young people in flashy swimsuits made it seem like a different world to Yamato. He was so shocked that his brain froze.


    “Yamato?”


    As Yamato remained silent, Sayla poked him on the shoulder and called out to him.


    “Y-Yeah, my bad. It was too much of a shock.”


    “You didn’t like it that much?”


    “It’s not that I don’t like it, it’s just that… I don’t like these facilities.”


    Yamato also knew about the existence of the night pool facility itself.


    It was a swimming pool facility that could be used at night, but Yamato’s prejudiced image of it was that it was a place where so-called “party people” would gather or a dangerous facility that was exclusively for “young people.” He had never actually visited such a place before, so he had this preconceived notion.


    That was why Yamato showed resistance, and Sayla’s shoulders slumped in sincere disappointment.


    “I see. Then it can’t be helped. I wanted to go with Yamato.”


    Yamato’s heart ached as he watched Sayla’s sullen expression.


    Yamato reminded himself that it might not be right to deny it out of his mind and decided to ask for details.


    “…Well, have you ever been there, Shirase? To this night pool and stuff.”


    “Never. But when I looked it up, it seemed to have a nice atmosphere and it piqued my interest.”


    “It looks interesting… It looks like a place where dangerous people hang out. It’s a place where you can find people who are looking to pick up girls like those who have been involved with you before or something like that.”


    “Is that so? From what I’ve seen on the information site, it seems like a lot of girls get together to hang out and it’s also frequently used by couples.”


    “Well, that would be awkward…”


    Yamato was aware that this statement was shameful. However, he felt that he could not simply give in at this point. It was a kind of self-defense instinct.


    “So why don’t we go there and if it’s awkward, just leave?”


    “No, that would be a waste of money… This place is pretty pricey, right? After all, why not just use a regular public pool?”


    “I don’t know, I just don’t feel comfortable in a public pool.”


    Sayla was also quite stubborn.


    As the two sides continued to battle it out, Sayla finished the second of her extra-large burgers and then popped her hand in the air as if she had a flash of inspiration.


    “It’s okay if it’s a night pool, as long as there are no weirdos and it doesn’t cost a fortune, right?”


    “Well, if there is such a place… maybe you know somewhere?”


    “Kind of.”


    “O-Okay.”


    If there was such a dream-like facility, Yamato would be wishing for the best. Yamato’s heart swelled with anticipation as he wondered if there would be a private pool for the rich.


    “Well, it’s settled then. Let’s get going tonight.”


    “That is pretty sudden. Well, I have time and nothing to do, so why not.”


    “How about we meet in front of the school gate at 8:00 PM?”


    “Shouldn’t we meet at the station?”


    “No. If we meet at the station, we’ll have to take a long way around.”


    It seemed to be in the vicinity. It was convenient because it wouldn’t cost any train fare.


    “It’s pretty close. What kind of place is it?”


    “You’ll have to wait and see.”


    Sayla then smiled meaningfully as she said that.


    Yamato had a bad feeling about this, but decided to chalk it up to his imagination.


    “Okay. Now that we’ve decided on our plans for the night, what should we do after this? We can kill some time somewhere, or go back early.”


    “I have to go back to get my swimsuit, and I want to sleep, so let’s split up.”


    “…Before we go any further, we’re not going to do an all-nighter, okay?”


    “I know already. Yamato is so serious sometimes.”


    “I’m basically always serious, not just sometimes.”


    They finished their lunch, arguing about such things.


    After leaving the restaurant, they walked to the station and parted ways when they reached the main street.


    “I’m looking forward to the pool.”


    On the verge of parting, Sayla said happily.


    The innocent smile on her face was so adorable that Yamato almost felt his cheeks soften.


    “R-Right.”


    Hiding his mouth, Yamato agreed with her. He was looking forward to it, but he was already nervous, imagining Sayla in her swimsuit.


    “I’ll see you later tonight.”


    “Yeah, see you later.”


    They waved to each other and went home.


    Yamato was very excited to finally be able to do something summer-like.

  


  Ch. 3: Night Pool With The Saint


  
    7 PM.


    After a quick supper, Yamato changed into his casual clothes, a white shirt, and shorts, and left the house with a drawstring bag containing his swimsuit in his hand.


    It was so hot during the day that it already felt like midsummer, but it was cool during the night. In his light casual clothes, Yamato felt a little chilly.


    If they were going to use the outdoor pool, Yamato was worried that they would freeze unless it was heated.


    While he was thinking about this, Yamato arrived at the school where they arranged to meet.


    In front of the school gate, he could already see Sayla. She looked cute in her casual summer clothes, wearing a striped top and denim shorts.


    “Sorry, did I keep you waiting?”


    When Yamato called out to her as he ran up to her, Sayla, who was looking at her phone, turned to look at him.


    “Good evening. I just got here.”


    “G-Good evening. I’m glad to hear that.”


    Yamato doesn’t think he’ll ever get used to the idea of meeting up at night, no matter how many times they do it.


    And greeting each other with a “Good evening” makes his heart tingle.


    “Let’s go.”


    In contrast to Yamato’s fidgeting, Sayla began to walk in an unhurried manner.


    —But for some reason, Sayla walked towards the school building and put her hand on the door by the gate (The service entrance set up beside the school gate).


    “H-Hey, what are you doing? What do you want with the school?”


    Yamato flusteredly asked, and Sayla only nodded in response.


    “I thought I’d use the school pool today.”


    “Wha…”


    While Yamato was fuming at the unexpected response, Sayla easily stepped through the open gate and beckoned to him.


    “Come on, Yamato, hurry up.”


    As he was told to hurry up and Yamato had no choice but to follow her.


    “Just out of curiosity, did you get permission from the school?”


    “No, I didn’t. I called the school before I came, and they gave me permission to come on campus.”


    Sayla says without a trace of guilt.


    Surprisingly, Yamato was relieved to find that she had been given permission to enter the school, and continued to ask questions.


    “How did you explain to the school to get permission to enter?”


    “I claimed I wanted to come in and get something I forgot.”


    “That’s a bold lie. …Goodness, you’re supposed to be a Saint.”


    When Yamato was stunned, Sayla just turned her head and smiled suggestively at him.


    “Really, if you’re cute, it doesn’t matter what you do…”


    Yamato was frustrated to see her cover up her actions with a smile, but he had to admit that she was cute.


    Sayla, who was walking ahead of him, went around the outside of the school building instead of using the gate.


    The swimming pool at Ao Saki High School was outdoors, so Yamato guessed they were really planning to head to the pool area.


    The bicycle parking lot was empty and the school ground was dark. All of the noiseless scenery in the school seemed alien to Yamato, and he felt a strange stirring in his chest.


    Yamato had seen school at night scenes in manga and TV dramas, but when he actually saw it, it was darker and more eerie than he had expected, and he felt more anxious than excited.


    (I just said the other day, “If Shirase tries to go off astray, I’ll stop her.”)


    This was when Yamato made his declaration to Sayla’s sister — Reika.


    The current situation could be interpreted that Sayla was about to go astray. And yet, instead of stopping her, Yamato was trying to have fun with her. If he continued like this, he wouldn’t be able to face Reika.


    Yamato, who had cooled down and resolved himself, called out to Sayla’s back, which showed no signs of stopping.


    “H-Hey, can we not do this after all? We can go to the night pool another day.”


    However, Sayla didn’t stop or even look back.


    “Hey, Shirase.”


    “It’s okay. They won’t know.”


    “No, that’s not the problem…”


    When they reached the stairs leading to the pool area, Sayla finally turned around.


    “I’m sure it’ll be fun. Yamato doesn’t like it?”


    Because of the darkness, Yamato couldn’t see the expression on Sayla’s face when she asked that.


    The tone of her voice was calm, so Yamato guessed she was not annoyed. He could tell that she was sincerely trying to listen to his opinion.


    “You know, I…”


    As Yamato was wondering how he should respond, Sayla approached him.


    She brought her face right up under Yamato’s face, and as soon as they could see each other’s expression clearly, Sayla smiled at him.


    “Good, you don’t seem too angry.”


    Sayla’s eyes seemed to be shining in the dark, Yamato was absorbed just by staring at it.


    Pushing such a kind of nagging worry out of his mind, Yamato averted his gaze before answering.


    “…I told your sister the other day that if Shirase ever tried to go off astray, I would stop her. And yet, I’m sorry that this situation has come to this… Shirase was asleep at the time, so you wouldn’t know.”


    After telling her that much, Sayla took a few steps back and distanced herself from him.


    Then, after a pause to catch her breath, Sayla opened her mouth.


    “It’s just, thank you for everything. And I’m sorry for making you worry all the time.”


    Yamato was surprised to be thanked and apologized to at the same time, as he had not expected it.


    However, Yamato felt half relieved and half disappointed, thinking that the way this conversation was going, they would reconsider the night pool experience at school.


    “But if that’s the case, I’m sure you’ll be fine. That person—Onee-san, will laugh and forgive you for something like this.”


    “No, no, no matter what you think, she wouldn’t just laugh and forgive me…”


    “Then, maybe with just a smile and a flick on the head.”


    “Pfft”


    Sayla had definitely received some hardship from her sister. When Yamato realized this, he couldn’t help but blurt out a laugh.


    “You finally smiled. You’ve been looking at me like you were in trouble for a while now, so I’m kind of glad.”


    “Because, you know… Well, if she doesn’t forgive me, the worst that can happen is that I’ll get down on my knees. Or I’ll get a big slap on the wrist.”


    “That’s no good. There’s no need for Yamato to go that far.”


    “No, I’ll do it.”


    “So stubborn.”


    “—So, to prevent that from happening, we have to make sure that she doesn’t find out about today.”


    This time, Yamato closed the distance between them.


    Then he saw Sayla’s face, which was unusually dumbfounded.


    “What’s with the funny look on your face?”


    “I don’t really know, but I feel like you’re being rude to me.”


    Instead of getting upset, Sayla said thoughtfully.


    Yamato smiled, amused by her reaction.


    “Yamato’s smile makes me feel relieved when I see it. I wonder why.”


    Yamato was embarrassed because Sayla said this with a straight face, so he turned his back towards her.


    “A-Anyway, I’m just saying, let’s get in the pool.”


    “Yeah, we’re talking about getting in.”


    “Don’t repeat it. It’s embarrassing…”


    Yamato was satisfied and the two of them went up the stairs leading to the pool area.


    * * *


    The entrance to the pool hall was locked, of course, and they had to climb over the fence that surrounded it to get in.


    “It’s here, I’m starting to feel like I’m doing something bad…”


    Yamato made a lame remark as he climbed the fence.


    “This is fun.”


    In contrast, Sayla was already in a good mood. She has great courage, or at any rate, she was very determined and even somewhat dependable.


    (I never get tired of being with Shirase.)


    Thanks to Sayla’s seemingly cheerful attitude, Yamato’s mind had become much more relaxed.


    When Yamato finally got to the other side of the fence — the pool area — a mysterious sight filled his vision.


    The surface of the water in the spacious pool was glistening in the moonlight that filtered through the clouds.


    As the surface of the water swayed slightly in the night breeze, the glow of the lights changed shape, uplifting the viewer’s spirits.


    “Amazing…”


    “The pool at night is so beautiful, isn’t it? It’s much more atmospheric than I thought it would be.”


    But Sayla was rummaging through her bag as she spoke. She seemed to be itching for a swim.


    “I’ve come all this way to the pool, I should swim properly. I’ll go to the men’s locker room—”


    As he said this, Yamato noticed that the doorknob of the men’s locker room did not turn.


    …There was no way to get into the lock room because there was no key.


    “H-Hey, Shirase, do you have a key to the locker room?”


    “No, I don’t. I’ll go change over there.”


    “No, that way is…”


    Despite Yamato’s shock, Sayla moved to the side of the building that housed the locker rooms.


    There was no point in standing around, so Yamato moved to the other side.


    Sayla didn’t seem to have any qualms about changing under these circumstances, but this was outdoors and there were no obstacles between them.


    That means, if he wanted, Yamato could peek at her… There was no way Yamato would have the guts to do that, so he quietly began to change his clothes.


    But of course, he couldn’t not be concerned.


    A few meters away, Sayla was also changing her clothes. It was impossible not to be aware of it.


    —Sssh


    That was when he heard the clothes rustling.


    It was definitely coming from the direction where Sayla was. Maybe it was because it was dark, or maybe his hearing was more sensitive.


    —Patunn.


    Could this be the sound of a swimsuit being put on? Yamato’s mind was restless due to his imagination — or rather, his imagination got the better of him.


    It didn’t take Yamato long to change his clothes. He put on a pair of slightly smaller sized swim trunks he had bought in junior high school and was ready to go.


    “…I’m done changing, how about you?”


    Yamato walked out to the side of the pool and asked, and heard a voice on the other side say, “Almost there.”


    (Haa! What the heck is this situation! What’s almost there?)


    In this situation, the word “almost there” seemed to be meaningful to Yamato, and it stirred up all sorts of fantasies, so he had to try to be absent-minded.


    Yamato spent a few minutes in a daze, looking out at the pool.


    A “Kept you waiting” came from behind Yamato, and he turned around to see Sayla in the dark.


    As Yamato approached her, the moonlight that had been blocked by the clouds illuminated the scene.


    “…”


    Yamato knew that this would be a surprise to him.


    Sayla, who was bathed in the moonlight while in her swimsuit, looked like a fairy from a fantasy.


    Her hair was tied back in a single bun, exposing her white skin, supple limbs, and ample bosom. Her large, jewel-like eyes, combined with her hazy expression, overflowed with a indescribable unworldly charm.


    So beautiful. Yamato thought without question.


    “Hmm? Something wrong?”


    Seeing Yamato stiffen, Sayla asked curiously.


    Yamato came to his senses and hurriedly averted his gaze.


    “…Umm, you’re wearing a school swimsuit.”


    Yamato said while glancing sideways at her, and Sayla replied with a puzzled look.


    “It’s a school pool, so of course I would be.”


    Sayla said so as if it was natural, but normally there would be no opportunity to use the pool at school at night. In the first place, Yamato hadn’t even been informed that he would be using the school pool.


    “The way you put it, it sounds like there’s something wrong with my swimsuit.”


    “Isn’t it a bit small?”


    “Leave me alone.”


    And then Sayla turned her back to him and Yamato fell into thought.


    “I normally use a mirror when I arrange my hair, but it’s dark and I can’t see very well. Can you see if it’s tied properly?”


    “Eh, yeah…


    When Sayla made an unexpected request, Yamato swept his gaze over her, but checked it regardless.


    With her hair pulled up into a so-called ponytail, the beautiful nape of her neck was exposed, which was awesome to say the least.


    “It is awesome…”


    “Eh?”


    “I think you’ve got it all tied up nicely.”


    “Okay. I hope so.”


    Then Sayla turned around and looked at Yamato’s whole body as if she were looking at something unusual.


    “Yamato is surprisingly muscular, right? Only a little bit lumpy.”


    “T-That’s because I’m a man. In my case, it’s not that I have muscles, it’s just that I’m a bit on the thin side—Whoa!?”


    Suddenly, Sayla touched his stomach.


    Sayla was still looking at Yamato’s stomach with interest, as he turned his head away in surprise.


    “I knew it was hard. Your abdominal muscles are well-defined.”


    “D-Don’t touch me out of the blue! And I’m pretty sure that’s about the size of most slim men!”


    “Heh, okay. I do sit-ups sometimes too, but not all the time. Do you want to touch mine?”


    There was no reason for Yamato to refuse such an offer. The only way to touch her was through the fabric of her school swimsuit, and more importantly, she was the one who offered. If he refused at this point, he would regret it for the rest of her life.


    “…Let’s check it out.”


    Yamato gently reached out and poked Sayla’s stomach.


    —Funi.


    His fingers touched something soft and slowly sank into it.


    …It was a moment of happiness.


    “Hey, you don’t have abs, do you? I guess you need to do some muscle training.”


    “N-No, it’s fine, it’s fine, this is perfectly fine…”


    Even after retracting his fingers, Yamato was still flustered and was clearly acting weird.


    Her stomach was that soft. The other parts must be—Yamato’s gaze naturally traveled upward.


    Sayla, who seemed to have noticed his gaze, said nonchalantly as she put her hand on her chest.


    “Aren’t these a bad idea? It’s going to be the ‘impure erotic intercourse’ that Yamato was talking about.”


    “Eh, it’s not… I’m not trying to touch you there!”


    “Hmm. Then that’s good.”


    It seemed that Yamato’s argument was easily accepted. After returning to her normal state, Sayla turned on the flashlight on her phone as a light and started to stretch. …Sayla’s personality saved the day.


    Even mere stretching from Sayla looked professional. Her body seemed to be so flexible that Yamato couldn’t imitate her.


    Yamato also did his best to get rid of his worries and stretched seriously, as they must be done properly or it will lead to cramps and accidents.
 [TLN: My swim coach said stretching increases your chances of cramps so we don’t do it.]


    After a round of stretches, they headed for the shower area.


    They turned on the shower faucet and water came out, so they both took a shower first.


    “So cold.”


    “Y-You’re right.”


    The sight of Sayla with water dripping from her hair was very seductive. Yamato was too preoccupied with that to pay attention to the coldness of the shower.


    As they moved to the poolside, shivering from the cold, Yamato told her to be careful, just in case.


    “First of all, don’t jump in. It’s dangerous. Also, let’s make a hand sign in case you get a cramp in your leg or drown.”


    “Oh, you’re so cautious.”


    “I’ll also go ahead and say this: I’m not a very good swimmer. It’s pathetic.”


    “Is that so? I don’t think you’re pathetic.”


    “O-Oh, thank you.”


    First, they decided on a hand sign and then they dipped their feet in the water.


    “Wow, the pool water is pretty cold too.”


    “It doesn’t matter how much into summer you’re in, it’s not even June yet. Besides, it’s night now.”


    “It looked like the swim team cleaned the pool today. Maybe we’re the first ones to go in.”


    “I feel bad about that…”


    “I don’t really know. All right, let’s go in.”


    “Yeah.”


    With a small splash of water, Yamato and Sayla entered the pool.


    “Cold…”


    Sayla shivered as she held her own shoulders. She looked like a small animal.


    “Haha, it’s refreshing to see Shirase so cold. —That’s cold.”


    As Sayla splashed water on him, Yamato did the same to her in return.


    “I-I’m so cold! I forgot my goggles. They’re getting in my eyes.”


    “Ahaha”


    “Yamato, you laugh too much.”


    Seeing Sayla so unusually peeved made Yamato feel even better.


    Yamato was happy to see Sayla in a rare state, but he was also starting to get used to this particular situation and began to genuinely enjoy it.


    Then Sayla said something as if it just came to her.


    “I’m a pretty good swimmer, so why don’t I teach you?”


    “Are you sure? I think I’m pretty terrible, if I do say so myself.”


    “That means it’s worth teaching. Which one do you want to start with?”


    “Okay, breaststroke first, please. I can’t seem to figure out how to move my legs.”


    “The one with the frog legs. Then give me your hand first.”


    “Okay.”


    Yamato put out his hands as he was told, and Sayla grabbed both of them.


    “All right, let’s get started.”


    “O-Oh…”


    And so the swimming lesson began.


    * * *


    “Yeah, yeah, keep it up.”


    As Sayla called out to him, the water splashed, splashed, and splashed.


    It had been twenty minutes since then, and Yamato had already finished practicing his breaststroke and had moved on to his butterfly legs for the crawl.


    “Yeah, that should be good. —Go, get some rest.”


    “Phew, I agree.”


    However, it seemed that Sayla was planning on staying in the pool.


    When only Yamato went up to the poolside first, he noticed that his muscles, which were not normally used, were screaming in pain. After wiping himself off with a towel, he sat down on the floor for a moment.


    As he watched Sayla drifting on the surface of the water on her back, he suddenly thought.


    (I wonder if the Little Mermaid was like that.)


    The sight of her drifting on the surface of the water at night was just like something out of a fairy tale, and Yamato felt like he was witnessing a fantastical scene.


    In addition, it was a feast for the eyes to see Sayla’s ample bosom floating out of the water.


    For a while, Sayla was floating and looking at the night sky above her, but when her gaze suddenly met Yamato’s, she stopped floating and came up to the poolside.


    “Are you tired?”


    Sayla asked while brushing up her bangs. She then sat down next to Yamato and peered into his face.


    The first thing he saw was her beautiful forehead, and then his eyes dropped to her breasts. …It was still pretty big. He could even see her cleavage.


    “Well, to a point.”


    Yamato replied, trying to remain calm so that she would not be aware of his evil thoughts.


    Sayla apparently had no doubts about that, and she smiled gently.


    “In a short time, you’ve learned to swim pretty well. I think Yamato is a fast learner.”


    “No, it’s because you’re a good teacher.”


    “Well, maybe that’s true.”


    In these situations, Sayla does not stay humble.


    She responded to him as honestly and as he thought she would.


    “Serious, Shirase is really straightforward. You can be stubborn sometimes.”


    “Sometimes Yamato really nags me a lot.”


    “I’m aware of that.”


    When Sayla suddenly stood up, she stretched widely.


    “Also, it’s cold. I have to go get a towel.”


    That was when Sayla started to walk away.


    —Cling.


    There was a noise in the distance.


    It was a metallic sound, as if something was creaking.


    Maybe one of the security people noticed them and came to check on them.


    “Someone’s coming?”


    “Maybe. We should hide for now.”


    “Yeah.”


    Unlike Sayla, who was still acting aloof and unconcerned, Yamato was desperate. Inwardly, he was so anxious that he thought his heart might jump out of his mouth.


    They moved to the side of the locker room, where they had already packed their belongings, and hid there, cuddling together.


    Sayla was so close that he could feel her breath on him. Yamato tried not to be aware of this, and focused all his attention on keeping an eye on the poolside.


    Then there was a thump, thump, thump sounds up the stairs.


    There was no doubt about it, someone was coming towards the pool.


    Not long after that, he heard the sound of a lock opening and closing, and the entrance to the pool opened.


    “Is anyone there?”


    An unfamiliar middle-aged man’s voice echoed through the pool. It seemed to be a security guard who had come to take a look around. Perhaps because he heard the noise that Yamato and Sayla were making, he seemed to be very cautious.


    Yamato and Sayla could see that the lights of the flashlights were illuminating the water.


    There might still be some wet footprints by the pool. If they see that, they will start searching the whole area. Then, the chances of finding them are very high.


    “Hey Yamato.”


    At that moment, Sayla spoke to Yamato in a whisper.


    Yamato looked to see a soaking wet Sayla staring up at him.


    Gulp.


    Without thinking, Yamato gulped.


    “…W-What’s the matter?”


    “I’m cold. Can I touch you?”


    “!?”


    Yamato almost shouted, but thanks to Sayla covering his mouth with her hand, he was able to keep his voice down.
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    When Yamato looked closely, he saw that Sayla was shivering slightly. She had just gotten out of the pool and hadn’t wiped her body with a towel yet, so her whole body was probably getting cold.


    Nevertheless, if she tried to take the towel out of her handbag, the noise might alert the guard to their presence.


    Yamato couldn’t just leave her like this, so he gave her a small nod.


    “Thanks.”


    —Pito.


    Sayla’s slender shoulders touch Yamato’s chest.


    Yamato’s heart began to beat faster as he felt the cool and smooth texture of her skin.


    The mere touch of her shoulder was enough to shake him. If she had hugged him or something, Yamato would have definitely screamed out loud.


    “So warm.”


    Sayla’s voice echoed in his ear, which made Yamato’s whole body stiffen.


    The smell of chlorine mixed with a very sweet smell filled his nostrils.


    Yamato’s heart was beating so loudly that he was worried that not only Sayla but even the guards in the distance could hear his heartbeat.


    (Please hurry up and leave…!)


    Yamato didn’t want the guard to find them. But more than that, it was more of a problem for Yamato right now to keep his wits so that he wouldn’t hug Sayla in front of him.


    “Ah, probably just my imagination.”


    After a while, Yamato thought he heard the whining voice of a guard in the distance, and then he saw the presence of the guard leave the pool.


    And then the door was locked again.


    “Phew HA!”


    Immediately, Yamato let out a big breath. This was the moment when the thread of tension was released at once.


    “Looks like he’s gone.”


    With that, Sayla let go of his body.


    Yamato felt a sense of loneliness as the skin they had been touching separated.


    “The guards might come again. We’re not swimming anymore.”


    “Yeah, I guess I’d better go home for the day.”


    “Okay, let’s take a shower like this.”


    Unlike Sayla, who had started walking first, Yamato was still frozen in place.


    Therefore, Yamato called out to her with a fake smile on his face as he turned his back on her.


    “Umm, Shirase is probably feeling particularly cold, so why don’t you take a shower first? I’ll keep an eye out for the security guard.”


    “Alright”


    As Yamato just told Sayla, they needed to be on the lookout for security.


    But there was another reason why Yamato didn’t move right away…


    “Hey.”


    Sayla emerged from the shadows of the building and looked back, bathed in the moonlight.


    “Something wrong?”


    “There is nothing wrong with Yamato. I’m the one who touched you.”


    “Eh?”


    Sayla suddenly averted her gaze and said apologetically.


    “Ummm, Yamato seemed to have a weird feeling earlier, but don’t worry about it.”


    After saying that, Sayla headed for the shower.


    Yamato, who was the only one left, crouched down and sighed heavily.


    * * *


    Then the air between them was awkward for a while.


    However, by the time they got dressed and left the school, Sayla seemed to be completely unconcerned.


    Thanks to this, Yamato’s mind switched back to normal as well.


    “Ah, that was fun.”


    Sayla said as she stretched out in the night streets near the downtown area.


    “I had a good time, too. We had a close call when the security came, though.”


    “That was a surprise to me, too. It was a thrill for me because I was wondering what would happen if we got caught.”


    “Shirase seems to be enjoying that part as well…”


    Yamato could not help but feel that he was not the same person as before.


    Still, he didn’t regret the time he spent today one bit.


    “Hey. I’m hungry. Let’s go eat somewhere.”


    “Haven’t you eaten dinner?”


    “No, I didn’t eat. I was at the pool.”


    That was what one called a girl’s situation. Yamato realized that he had lacked delicacy in this area and reflected on his actions.


    “Then we’ll go to the restaurant Shirase wants to go to.”


    “I want ramen.”


    “Ramen again… That’s fine. But it’s past nine o’clock now, and I wonder where they’re still open for business around here.”


    “I think the place in front of the station was still open.”


    “Okay, let’s go there.”


    “Yeah. I’m looking forward to it.”


    Looking at Sayla’s happy smile, Yamato’s mood was uplifted as well.


    He was getting hungry as well.


    “Somehow, I’m getting hungry too. Today’s events call for a big serving.”


    “Oh, as expected of a man. I’ll order a large one too.”


    “That’s what I’d call Shirase.”


    “Are you mocking me?”


    “I’m not, I’m not. I was simply admiring how amazing Shirase is.”


    “That’s good then.”


    As they approached the downtown area, the number of people passing by increased.


    Students in school uniforms and working people on their way home from work were conspicuous.


    It was still a little too early to call it late at night, but the sun had already set.


    They didn’t have to worry about being arrested, and the atmosphere of the city was different from the daytime.


    Yamato vaguely thought that he might like this time of day the best.


    * * *


    The night breeze felt very nice as they left the ramen restaurant that Sayla had recommended.


    “The breeze feels good. Though, that was a large amount of food.”


    Yamato, who was really full, muttered.


    “Achoo.”


    Next to him, Sayla sneezed in a rather adorable way.


    “You caught a cold?”


    “Maybe. It’s cold.”


    “Are you sure you’re okay?”


    Worried, Yamato took off the jacket he was wearing and offered it to Sayla.


    “This may not do much, but take it.”


    “T-Thank you.”


    Sayla accepted the jacket without hesitation and immediately threw it over her head.


    “Yeah, I’m feeling a lot better. Can I borrow this and go home?”


    “Yeah. You don’t have to wash it or anything, just return it to me whenever you get the chance.”


    “Fufu, I’ll at least wash it.”


    “I-I see.”


    Not to be rude, but Yamato couldn’t imagine Sayla washing it. Yamato just couldn’t bring himself to.


    When they arrived in front of the station, they finally had to part ways.


    “Then, I’ll see you tomorrow. Bye-bye.”


    “Yeah, at school.”


    When their backs were turned to each other, Sayla sneezed again.


    Yamato was worried that she might have really caught a cold, and he headed home with that thought in mind.

  


  Ch. 4: A Visit To The Saint With A Summer Cold


  
    It was the next morning.


    There was no sign of Sayla in the classroom.


    At the beginning of morning homeroom, the teacher announced that Sayla would be absent due to a cold.


    Probably — or rather, definitely, her cold was caused by yesterday’s excursion to the pool.


    Now, Yamato was regretting their decision to go to the pool at night, even though it was close to the opening of the pool.


    Yamato immediately sent a message to Sayla during a break, “I heard you caught a cold. Are you okay?”


    Yamato was worried about her health, and on top of that, he couldn’t work up an appetite because he had failed to protect her, so Yamato was sitting alone in his seat, in a daze.


    “Hey, Kuraki. Are you okay?”


    Eita called out to Yamato and he looked over to see Eita and May standing besides him looking worried.


    “Yeah, I’m fine. It’s not like I have a cold or anything.”


    “No, you don’t look fine by any stretch of the imagination. You look pale. You haven’t eaten either.”


    “I just can’t seem to work up an appetite.”


    Then May offered him a piece of sweet bread and said.


    “At least eat a little, okay? If you can’t have a regular meal, you can have something sweet or something.”


    “Thanks. I appreciate your sentiment.”


    Not wanting to cause them to worry even more, Yamato grabbed his lunch box and left his seat.


    “Hey, do you want to eat with us today?”


    Eita immediately invited him to lunch, but Yamato shook his head left and right.


    “I really appreciate it. But I feel uncomfortable if I don’t eat lunch in a certain place. Don’t worry, I’ll eat fine.”


    “I see, well, go ahead and eat up.”


    “Take care.”


    After being seen off by the two, Yamato left the classroom.


    Then, as soon as he reached the rooftop, Yamato mindlessly shoved down his lunch.


    “Kee, ugh…”


    Yamato choked and swallowed because he suddenly ate without drinking any water.


    Yamato gulped down a cup of green tea that he had bought on the way here and paused to catch his breath.


    It was summer and Yamato was on the rooftop with a lukewarm breeze blowing, however, he couldn’t feel the heat. The core of his body seemed to be chilled, and he almost felt as if he had caught a cold.


    “Shirase, I hope you’re getting some rest.”


    Yamato looked up at the sky and muttered to himself.


    Yamato hoped she was sleeping well. Yamato wanted to believe that she was taking medicine and drinking enough water.


    But if she wasn’t… Yamato couldn’t help but imagine a bad situation.


    (I’m such a worrywart.)


    However, Sayla lived alone. Her parents and sister may be rushing to take care of her, but otherwise, she was home alone. She may not be able to take her medicine well.


    And while it was hard to imagine Sayla being alone and anxious… there was a possibility.


    “Haa…”


    As Yamato sighed heavily, the bell rang.


    With a heavy heart, Yamato returned to the classroom with an empty lunch box.


    * * *


    Yamato took his afternoon classes with a depressed feeling and finally arrived at the end of the school day.


    As Yamato was getting ready to leave, Eita and May approached him again.


    “Hey, Kuraki.”


    Eita said in a hushed voice.


    “Are you going to visit her today?”


    Yamato was puzzled when he was asked that.


    “What, no…”


    “Ah, you don’t know where her house is? Do you know, Tamaki?”


    “I-I don’t know! I wish I did!”


    “Then I’m going to go ask the teacher about it. Sensei—”


    “Ah, umm, I know where her house is.”


    Yamato said without thinking, and both Eita and May rolled their eyes.


    “That… of course, I’ve never been in there.”


    When Yamato mentioned this, Eita and May looked at each other and then nodded.


    Then, just as May started to fidget, she held out the plastic bag in her hand.


    “C-Can you give this to her? I bought it for her, and it’s all fruit jelly inside.”


    Inside the bag, just as May had said, was all kinds of colorful fruit jellies. It was easy to eat even when one had a cold.


    “No, I…”


    “You’re going to visit her, aren’t you? I’m sure the Saint is waiting for you, Kuraki.”


    Eita interrupted Yamato’s words and gave him a smile.


    “Shinjo’s just trying to be funny…”


    “Kind of!”


    Eita showed his white teeth and made an okay sign.


    Yamato chuckled at the fresh attitude and the look on his face.


    “…Okay, I’ll go. I’ve been thinking about it for a while.”


    “That’s what I’m talking about!”


    Eita slapped Yamato hard on the back and Yamato stood up, feeling as if he was being pushed.


    “Thank you both so much.”


    Yamato thanked them shyly, and they both smiled at him.


    “Take care of the Saint.”


    “Don’t get too comfortable though.”


    As if the two of them were urging him forwards, Yamato ran out of the classroom.


    Yamato felt his body and heart were lighter than ever.


    * * *


    As he left the school, Yamato sent Sayla another message.


    He told her that he was going to visit her house and that he would buy some medicines and fruits, so if there was anything she was missing or wanted, she should let him know.


    After deciding to go visit her, Yamato still felt uneasy about visiting Sayla’s house.


    After all, Sayla lived alone. Even if her parents or siblings were present, it would be awkward.


    In addition, the fact that he had to enter that tower apartment was a hurdle in itself for an average person like Yamato.


    However, there was no use in letting such anxiety get to him. Yamato set his mind and bought some medicines and cooling sheets at a drugstore when he stopped by on the way, and stopped at a supermarket to buy some food and drinks.


    So, with the help of his memory, Yamato walked for 20 minutes.


    Yamato arrived at Sayla’s house — the first time since the day of the class party.


    As expected, the feeling of intimidation was tremendous for Yamato when he saw it in front of him. The pitch-black walls overflowed with a sense of luxury, and it hurt his neck to look up to see the whole building, which looked like it was reserved for celebrities.


    However, Yamato couldn’t just be pressured and stand there.


    Yamato still hadn’t received a reply to his message from Sayla.


    With determination, Yamato entered the entrance and checked Sayla’s room number from the mailbox.


    He enters the room number into the ringing device and after a few seconds or so


    “Yamato?”


    And just as Yamato thought he heard Sayla’s voice over the equipment, the door to the lobby opened immediately.


    (She opened it right away… I think she should be a little more vigilant.)


    Yamato walked through the lobby decorated with a modern interior and boarded one of the many elevators.


    Yamato pressed the button for the twentieth floor, where Sayla’s apartment was located, and it arrived shortly.


    “I guess Shirase is always in and out of these places…”


    Yamato exited the elevator and walked down the corridor, thinking once again that she lived in a different world.


    Then he spotted Sayla at the end of the hallway. She was wearing cute strawberry-patterned pajamas and had a cooling sheet on her forehead. Yamato wasn’t sure if it was the vague expression on her face or the way she was dressed, but she seemed to have suddenly become younger, and Yamato became irresistibly protective of her.


    (What’s with this outfit, it’s too cute… wait no!)


    “Umm, I’m sorry to have you come all the way out here. How are you feeling?”


    “I just woke up. I’m okay, I guess. Since you’ve come all this way, come on up. …But I don’t want to give you my cold.”


    “No, well, I don’t have to worry about catching a cold or anything…”


    “Well, come on up.”


    Without hesitation, Sayla opened the front door and beckoned Yamato to head in.


    She said she woke up earlier, but she must have been awakened by the sound of Yamato ringing the intercom. From the fact that her pajamas were soaked with sweat, Yamato could tell that she had come straight out of bed to open the door for him.


    As they walked up to the front door, Sayla wobbled her way across the wooden floor that stretched in a straight line. It was visibly obvious that she was still not feeling well.


    Immediately, Yamato rushed to Sayla’s side and firmly supported her body.


    Yamato noticed she still had a fever, her body was very hot.


    Sayla suddenly looked away and said in a small whisper.


    “…I’m sweating a lot.”


    “This is not the time to be talking about that. Your room… umm, where’s your bedroom?”


    “In the back.”


    “Okay, let’s take it slow.”


    Yamato lent Sayla a shoulder as they slowly made their way down the corridor.


    As Yamato supported her slender body in this way, he was reminded that Sayla was a girl. She was usually cute, but she was also a very easy-going and dependable person, which sometimes makes him feel like he’s losing her.


    Besides, Sayla was concerned about her sweat, but Yamato didn’t find it unpleasant at all. In fact, he even hoped that she would not mind and would rely on him more and more.


    When they arrived at the bedroom, Yamato laid Sayla down on the semi-double bed.


    The interior of the room was simple, but there were some cute decorations, such as a stuffed panda on a shelf and a strawberry-patterned carpet.


    (So this is the girl’s room. I’ve never been in one before, but it’s still something completely different.)


    In this way, Yamato was momentarily immersed in emotion but quickly came to his senses.


    “Well then, I’ll be using the kitchen. Tamaki-san gave you a lot of fruit jelly, so I’ll put them in the fridge. Also, I’ll leave a bottle of sports drink here for you.”


    “Sweaty and sticky… I feel disgusting”


    “Uh, okay. I’ll get you something to wipe with. Is there a change of clothes in the closet?”


    “Mmm… achoo.”


    After all, Sayla didn’t look well. Her eyes were vacant and her voice sounded very congested. It was times like this that Yamato felt strongly that he needed to be dependable.


    Sorting out what he had to do in his mind, Yamato began to act briskly.


    First, he walked through the large living room into the kitchen and put the things he had brought into the refrigerator.


    There was only juice and mineral water in the refrigerator, and the cooking utensils had hardly been used, so it was obvious that Sayla did not usually cook for herself.


    Instead, there were a few large garbage bags in the corner. Basically, she must have spent her time eating delivery food and eating out. Seeing a situation like this, Yamato became even more worried about her health.


    The kitchen was cleaned properly, so Yamato only needed to wash the utensils in water to start cooking.


    However, the cooking would have to be done after he finished his other tasks.


    Yamato went to the bathroom to get a wet towel and went back to Sayla’s bedroom.


    Just to be sure, Yamato knocked before entering the room and heard a groaning “Hmm” reply, so he opened the door.


    “Shirase, I got you a wet towel.”


    “Thank you.”


    Sayla got up, thanked me, and took off her pajamas—


    “—Hey, no, stop stop! At least let me put the towel down and leave the room!”


    Yamato managed to turn around, half in a panic.


    However, despite Yamato’s agitation, Sayla said in an indifferent tone.


    “I need you to wipe my back.”


    “Eh, ah, umm… I get it.”


    When Yamato was ready, Sayla took off her top and faced away from him.


    And right after that, a pat and an unfamiliar sound reached Yamato’s ears. …Apparently, she unhooked her bra.


    Yamato had heard that some women went without a bra at home, but Sayla seemed to be the type who wore one. He felt fortunate to know such a thing unexpectedly.


    “Go ahead.”


    Yamato turned around upon hearing these words and gasped.


    After Sayla turned her back to Yamato, he found her back was very beautiful.


    Snow-white skin, slender shoulders, and beautiful shoulder blades. The drops of sweat that run down her body are incendiary and rapidly accelerate his heartbeat.


    “Yamato?”


    Sayla turned her head slightly. She didn’t seem to have the slightest bit of caution towards him.


    In order to live up to her innocent eyes and her trust, Yamato took a deep breath before approaching her.


    “Yeah, I’m fine. …Just your back right?”


    “Yeah, I can wipe the rest off by myself.”


    “Got it.”


    Sayla was barely covering her chest with the blanket, but the glimpse of her collarbone was quite alluring.


    Yamato was praying to God in his heart that she wouldn’t turn around. If she did, he was not sure he would be able to remain sane.


    “I’ll wipe it down then.”


    “Yeah, thank you.”


    Yamato sat down on the bed and slowly placed the towel on Sayla’s back.


    “Mmm. …Feels good.”


    She let out a small exhale and closed her eyes in ecstasy.


    Yamato, on the other hand, was all tense, as if his heart was about to jump out of his mouth at any moment.


    Every time the towel was pressed against the silky soft skin, Sayla let out a small breath.


    Each of her gestures was so erotic that Yamato felt entirely weird.


    (Hold on, hold on, my reasoning, don’t lose, hold on, erase my ulterior motives…!)


    As if reciting a spell to himself, Yamato bit his lips to control himself.


    “…It’s done.”


    One minute in time, which seemed like an eternity to Yamato, was finally over.


    “Thank you. I feel so much better now~”


    “That’s good to know. Is there a change of pajamas in the closet?”


    “Yes.”


    “I’ll open it.”


    When Yamato opened the closet, he found one large multilevel drawer inside, in addition to a variety of clothes.


    “Which layer is it on?”


    “The lowest.”


    Yamato did as he was told and opened the bottom one.


    And then Yamato saw that it was filled with colorful underwears—


    “Whoa!?”


    Yamato raised his voice shamefully, then quickly closed the shelf.


    “What’s wrong?”


    “What’s wrong? What do you mean what’s wrong! There weren’t any pajamas at the bottom!”


    “Ah, maybe it was above that.”


    “Goodness, how did you get that one wrong…”


    Feeling as if his life span had been shortened, Yamato opened the one above and found socks in it.


    “…”


    When Yamato finally opened the top drawer, he finally found her pajamas. All of them had cute patterns and designs on them.


    “Ah, Yamato.”


    “W-What is it?”


    “I need to change my underwear.”


    “You’ll have to get that yourself!”


    “Ehhhh…”


    Compared to the usual Sayla, Yamoto felt like she was acting more spoiled than ever before.


    It was nice to be relied on, but it was also too stimulating for Yamato to handle.


    Sayla got off the bed, dragged the blanket with her, walked over to the shelf, and squatted down.


    “…Well, I’ll go make some porridge. If you need anything else, call me.”


    After saying that, Yamato escaped from the room.


    If he was not careful, Sayla could have started changing her underwear right then and there.


    When he arrived at the kitchen, Yamato slapped both his cheeks vigorously. The purpose of this was to get himself back into the swing of things.


    “I have to be strong. — Okay, let’s do this.”


    Rolling up the sleeves of his shirt, Yamato began to cook with great enthusiasm.


    * * *


    Fifteen minutes later.


    Yamato finished the homemade porridge set and put it on a tray to move to Sayla’s bedroom.


    Yamato knocked on the bedroom door and received a “Come in” from inside.


    When Yamato opened the door, he saw Sayla, who had changed into her new pajamas and was just getting out of bed.


    “I’ve made porridge. The base is a premade, though.”


    “I don’t want to eat.”


    “You still have to eat. You haven’t eaten anything since this morning, have you?”


    “Right but… Ah, I want to eat jelly!”


    “After you eat the porridge.”


    When Yamato said this like soothing a child, Sayla puffed out her cheeks.


    Yamato put the tray in front of Sayla and opened the lid of the earthenware pot.


    “Wow, egg porridge.”


    Sayla’s expression immediately changed. This was the reaction Yamato was aiming for.


    “You like fried eggs, so I made you porridge with eggs. There are also dried plums, bonito flakes, and baby sardines if you want them.”


    “Amazing~”


    Sayla quickly scooped up a spoonful of porridge and blew on it before bringing it to her mouth.


    “So good~”


    “It’s amazing what you can do with a premade these days. Hooray for the commercial premade.”


    When Yamato said this in embarrassment, Sayla turned her head and said, “Thanks.” Yamato’s embarrassment was getting worse.


    Yamato wasn’t sure whether it was because she changed her clothes or because of the porridge she ate, but he felt that Sayla’s condition was improving. Maybe the fever had already gone down.


    With that in mind, Yamato prepared a thermometer.


    “After you eat that, you can take your medicine. And I’ll check your temperature.”


    “Maybe I’ll be okay now.”


    “Who knows.”


    In the end, Sayla gobbled up all the porridge in the earthenware pot.


    She also ate all the side dishes Yamato prepared, except for the dried plums. …She didn’t dry plums.


    After the meal, Sayla took some over-the-counter medicine that Yamato had bought, and then measured her fever with a thermometer.


    Yamato managed to shake off his evil thoughts and stood up. Although he felt nervous when Sayla unbuttoned her chest and held the thermometer under her arm.


    “Okay, I’m gonna go get some Jell-O. You can take it off when it rings, okay?”


    “I know that much. You are too careful.”


    Yamato’s cheeks relaxed as he left the room, smiling at Sayla’s troublesome look.


    Then he grabbed some jelly from the fridge and came back to find Sayla staring at the thermometer.


    “Ah, you’ve finished. How is it?”


    “Yeah, I knew it was going down.”


    “Oh, that’s good.”


    Relieved, Yamato checked the thermometer and found that she had a temperature of just over 38 degrees Celsius — a solidly high fever.


    “…You know.”


    “It was higher in the morning.”


    “Then ask your parents to come over, or if that’s not possible, call me instead…”


    Yamato said in a dumbfounded manner, and Sayla looked up at him with a pout. He was very surprised to hear her say that.


    “It doesn’t have to be me, it can be Tamaki-san or someone else. But at least in a situation like this, you should rely on someone.”


    “Ok. Next time, I’ll call Yamato.”


    “Yeah, do that.”


    Seeing Sayla’s somewhat happy expression, Yamato felt embarrassed.


    To change the subject, Yamato offered her the jelly he had brought.


    “Can you eat the Jell-O? I mean, if it’s too hard, you don’t have to.”


    “I’ll eat it.”


    She looked fine for someone with a high fever of thirty-eight degrees Celsius, and her appetite seemed to have returned. She would be fine as long as she kept resting.


    (And she ate all that porridge by herself. Shirase is really amazing.)


    While Yamato was admiring her, Sayla finished eating the jelly and tried to get out of bed.


    “What’s wrong? If there’s anything you need, I can get it for you.”


    “bathroom”


    “…Have a safe trip.”


    As usual, she was wobbling after getting out of bed, and it made Yamato worry as he watched her.


    However, it was impossible to keep up with such feelings. Feeling short-handed, Yamato decided to go back into the kitchen and prepare the remainder of the porridge.


    When he returned to the bedroom after finishing that, Yamato found Sayla asleep in the bed.


    The setting sun shining through the window slightly illuminated the room, and Sayla, who was sleeping, seemed to be the embodiment of a saint.


    Just looking at the scene made Yamato feel relaxed, and that was when Sayla opened both her eyes.


    “Sorry, I must have woken you.”


    “No. I was just thinking about something.”


    “When you have a fever, you shouldn’t think too much.”


    When Yamato gave such advice, Sayla said in a daze.


    “I just felt weird to have Yamato in my house.”


    “It’s not surprising that you think so. I never thought I’d end up in Shirase’s house either.”


    “When you have a fever, does Yamato’s mother always take care of you like this?”


    Sayla asked, her face half peeking out from the futon. It had nothing to do with the topic of the conversation, but Yamato thought she looked cute, like a little animal.


    Yamato sat on the bed and answered her question, trying to remember.


    “Well, I guess so. It was a long time ago, but when I had a fever, my mom took time off work to take care of me. Are you trying to tell me that… I feel like a mother to you?”


    “No. My mother isn’t this nice.”


    Yamato couldn’t tell from the way she spoke if Sayla was depressed or not.


    However, Yamato could tell that it was hard for her to talk about her parents.


    “Shirase’s mother must be a busy person I think…”


    “Well, I think she’s busy but I don’t know for sure.”


    This was the first time Sayla had talked about her family since the last day of the holidays when they went to the rooftop amusement park.


    Thinking nostalgic about that day, Yamato opened his mouth.


    “I’ve never met Shirase’s parents, so I can’t really speak for them, but I think it’s okay to rely on them when you have a cold. They’re your parents. Of course, if it’s okay with you, I’ll always come running.”


    “If my parents come, I’m going to feel even worse.”


    “Don’t say that.”


    Sayla covered her face completely with the futon. Thinking that he had gone a little too far, Yamato reflected on the situation.


    “But, I might rely on Yamato if I can’t handle it.”


    But Sayla didn’t seem to feel so bad. In fact, she seemed to be a little embarrassed by her tone.


    “Yeah, do that.”


    Feeling calm, Yamato spontaneously reached out to pat Sayla’s head, but he narrowly avoided doing so.


    (Why am I trying to touch her so naturally…)


    Too close, Yamato retracted his arm to restrain himself, and then took a deep breath.


    “Ah, by the way, on a different note, I got my test back today. And it was Math B.”


    Changing the subject, Sayla came out of the futon again.


    “Heh. How’d it go?”


    Yamato took out the returned answer sheet from his bag and showed it to her happily.


    “I got a score of eighty-six! I’ve never gotten such a high score in math before. My average deviation was even lower this time.”


    “Wow, that’s great. You did it.”


    Yamato smiled in embarrassment as he was congratulated.


    “This is all thanks to what Shirase taught me. Thank you so much.”


    “Fufu, you’re welcome.”


    Even Sayla seemed to be happy for some reason and Yamato was also very pleased.


    “So, not to return the favor, but… where would Shirase like to go next? We’ve already been to the pool, so maybe an amusement park next?”


    “Hmmm… I’ll think about it for a bit. Yamato came to my house today, so I guess I could still go to his house a little later.”


    Yamato was surprised to find that the Kuraki house was still on the list of possible destinations. It seemed that Sayla was not joking when she had said she wanted to go there.


    “Yeah, you’ll have to think about it again when you get over your cold. —I’m sorry, I’ve been talking too much. You won’t be able to sleep any time soon.”


    “No, it’s fine. I’m having fun.”


    Sayla smiled at him, and Yamato looked away, feeling nervous.


    “It’s nice of you to say so, but as expected, I’m going home soon. You don’t have to see me off.”


    As Yamato was about to stand up, he was grabbed by the sleeve of his shirt.


    When Yamato turned around, he saw that Sayla had gotten up and was staring at him with a vacant look on her face.


    “Shirase?”


    “…stay a little while longer.”


    Sayla pleaded while looking up at him.


    Her eyes were downcast and her cheeks were flushed, and her expression made Yamato want to protect her. However, this was probably due to the fact that she has a fever.


    “G-G-Guess I don’t have a choice. Go to bed.”


    Obviously, there was no way Yamato could refuse her request. He said excitedly, and Sayla returned to bed with a sense of relief.


    
      [image: ]
    


    


    “If you sing something, I might be able to sleep soon.”


    “Don’t be absurd. Unlike Shirase, I’m not a good singer.”


    Still, Yamato could probably sing a lullaby, but he was too embarrassed to try.


    “Thanks for coming by today.”


    Yamato scratched the back of his head in embarrassment when Sayla suddenly thanked him.


    “No problem, we help each other out when they need it.”


    “Yeah.”


    After that, the conversation broke down, and Yamato was having trouble deciding how to broach the subject.


    “Oh, and the key. They’re on the shelf by the front door. Use them when you leave.”


    Relieved that Sayla had opened her mouth first, Yamato replied.


    “Okay, okay. Do you want me to leave it in the mailbox?”


    “No, no. I have two. You can have one.”


    “What!? No-No matter how many spare keys you have, that’s not good…”


    “…”


    “Shirase?”


    “…zzz…zzz…”


    Despite Yamato’s confusion, Sayla began to breathe lightly in her slumber.


    She was relieved to have told him what she wanted to tell him.


    Besides, they say that fevers tend to rise at night, and maybe she wasn’t feeling well.


    “I’ll return the key next time.”


    Yamato muttered and turned his gaze to Sayla’s sleeping face.


    She was sleeping comfortably and had a cute sleeping face that made it feel young for her age.


    Yamato hoped that she would get some more rest and get back to her full condition soon. —Yamato gently stroked Sayla’s head with such a wish.


    (You’re going to have to forgive me for this.)


    With this in mind, Yamato said goodbye to Sayla.


    “Good night, Shirase. …I’m sorry I was so inconsiderate at the pool.”


    Yamato made a final apology and left the room.


    It was something Yamato had been worrying about for a long time. He had been so busy hiding from the guards that day that he had left Sayla soaking wet. Yamato felt that if he had at least taken a towel with him when he hid, she might not have caught a cold.


    Yamato blamed himself for any other considerations he may have lacked.


    But Yamato was sure Sayla wouldn’t want that. “Why are you apologizing?” Yamato could easily imagine her laughing and letting it go.


    Therefore, this was an apology for Yamato’s self-gratification. It was an act to reduce his guilt and to remind himself not to repeat the same mistake next time.


    Disgusted with himself for doing such a thing, Yamato headed for the door.


    After putting on his shoes, Yamato grabbed the key that was placed on top of the shoe rack and walked out.


    As he locked the door, he noticed that the sun had completely set.


    It was still a little chilly at night this time of year. Not wanting to catch a cold himself, Yamato left the apartment in a run.

  


  Ch. 5: Event Prepartion And A Break In Between


  
    Few days had passed, and it was now in the month of June.


    Sayla had returned with top condition. Now that the midterms have ended, the school is ready for the sports festival.


    During the lunch break and after school, each class would practice their events, and it was always hectic and lively. Perhaps because of this, more and more people spent their days in gym clothes or jerseys.


    Yamato’s class, the 2B class, was no different, and they were working hard to practice together. This naturally meant that the time Yamato and Sayla spent together had shortened.


    One day, during lunchtime.


    After practicing jump rope, Yamato and Sayla were about to move to the rooftop together.


    “Saint, may I have a word with you?”


    May approached Sayla with a nervous look on her face. It seemed like she had something important to say.


    “I’ll meet you there.”


    Yamato read the air and said, then quickly left the place.


    He then waited on the roof for about five minutes.


    Sayla appeared in her gym uniform and sat down next to Yamato as if nothing had happened.


    “Ummm, what was that all about earlier? …Is it alright for me to ask what it was about?”


    “Ah, she asked me to join some kind of cheerleading. I refused.”


    “You refused huh.”


    “Eh, I can’t?”


    “No, it’s not that you can’t…”


    Yamato had the impression that the cheerleading at the sports festival was synonymous with youth. Sayla was invited to join such a group, and he felt that it would be a shame for her to turn it down right away.


    Then a realization hit Yamato.


    “But wasn’t the application for cheerleading closed a long time ago? I wonder why they approached you now.”


    “I heard the other cheerleading members wanted to liven things up, so they told her to reach out to me.”


    As she bit into the bread, Sayla spoke as if it was none of her business.


    In other words, May was an intermediary to invite Sayla into the cheerleading group.


    Originally, cheerleading was only for those who wanted to join, but then students like Sayla wouldn’t join. That was why they decided to invite Sayla half-heartedly through May.


    In this case, May was certainly the right person for the job. She was a cheer member, had a good personality, and above all, she was in the same class as Sayla.


    As May’s “comrade” and knowing how she felt about Sayla, Yamato felt sympathy for her.


    May had encouraged Yamato to visit Sayla and helped him on several other occasions. Maybe she didn’t know about it, but Yamato was grateful for her actions.


    For these reasons, Yamato couldn’t bring himself to just sit back and watch.


    “I see. But shouldn’t you think a little more about cheerleading?”


    Yamato decided to say something out of character.


    Yamato didn’t know if May herself wanted Sayla to join cheerleading.


    However, since they had come to ask Sayla, even if it was through someone else, Yamato thought May would not be opposed to it.


    “Hmmm, it’s going to take up a lot of my time, you know? Especially after school.”


    As Sayla had said, the week leading up to the sports festival would be a week full of almost daily obligations. Not to mention the lunch and after-school practice, there would be no time for Sayla and Yamato to hang out.


    Of course, Yamato didn’t think too much about it either. In the end, it was up to Sayla to decide what she wanted to do. But May had asked her to do it, so Yamato hoped that Sayla would think about it a little more.


    “…I’ve never participated in anything like that before, but sure there is other stuff that is fun. Although the practice itself could be tough, and there would be people you don’t get along with.”


    “Does Yamato want to join the cheer team?”


    Sayla asked with a surprised look on her face.


    Indeed, what Yamato said could have been taken that way.


    “No, not really. If I wanted to join, I would have applied long ago. But in Shirase’s case, since Tamaki-san had invited you, I thought you should consider it properly.”


    “And I owe her some jelly.”


    After finishing the bread, Sayla took a breath and stood up with a bounce.


    “Okay, I’ll do it if Yamato’s in too.”


    “Heh?”


    “Cheerleading. I thought I could do it if Yamato was with me.”


    “Yeah, I’ll join the cheer… What!?”


    Seeing Yamato’s confusion, Sayla smiled in amusement.


    “If we do it together, we won’t lose any time to be together.”


    As expected of Sayla, to be able to say these words without a speck of embarrassment.


    Yamato blushed, but he managed to respond.


    “T-That being said, I don’t think anyone wants me to join the cheer team.”


    “I thought it might be fun if Yamato was with me.”


    “Ugh… then, I’ll put it this way. No one wants that, except Shirase.”


    “I don’t think they’d object.”


    Sayla didn’t seem to be fazed by Yamato’s best efforts to resist.


    However, Yamato continued to argue to no avail.


    “Surely the lack of practice from a new member with no particular merit will only disrupt their harmony.”


    “Then you can practice with me. Let’s get good enough so that they won’t complain.”


    “You make it sound so easy…”


    To say that he was not confident enough to perform decently was too pathetic for Yamato to state.


    (Shirase is stubborn, or rather, she tries to tackle everything she’s interested in.)


    Normally, Yamato would respect this aspect of Sayla’s life, but this time, he harbored bitter feelings about it.


    However, if Sayla didn’t participate, Yamato would feel bad for May.


    “…All right. I’ll join the cheerleading team if you agree to it.”


    When Yamato answered reluctantly, Sayla reached out her hand to him happily.


    “Then I’ll go tell Tamaki-san that.”


    “Right…”


    Yamato took her hand and stood up, and then called out to Sayla’s back as she tried to move on.


    “And this. I better return this before I forget.”


    Yamato took out the key to Sayla’s house that he had put in his wallet and tried to return it.


    However, Sayla didn’t accept it, and stopped Yamato’s hand.


    “It’s okay, you don’t have to give it back. Also, I didn’t tell you to give it back.”


    “But this is a spare key to your house. Is it fine for me to keep it?”


    “Yeah. But if it’s bothering you, you can give it back.”


    When she said that, she was hinting to Yamato to not return it.


    “…I’ll keep it then. If Shirase catches a cold again, I won’t have to ask you to get up to open the door”


    “Yes.”


    Yamato was worried about whether it was okay for Shirase to give the spare key to her house to someone of the opposite gender so casually, but Sayla didn’t seem to mind at all. Her trust made Yamato’s heart beat faster.


    “Thank you, Shirase.”


    Muttering to himself, Yamato followed Sayla’s lead.


    When Yamato and Sayla returned to the classroom, they immediately told May about joining.


    May was surprised to hear that Sayla would be joining, then immediately got in touch with the head of the cheer team.


    “—I got an okay. I look forward to working with you both!”


    May looked sincerely happy and welcomed Yamato and Sayla.


    “Yeah, likewise.”


    “Likewise-”


    This was how Yamato and Sayla joined cheer. They were then informed that there would be cheerleading practice after school that day.


    Yamato, who had never been a member of cheerleading (Or anything else), felt half excited and half anxious.


    He then left his gym clothes on and went to his afternoon class.


    The first class of the afternoon — fifth period, was literature, and Yamato was feeling very sleepy due to the exhaustion from the lunch break practice.


    His seat was by the corridor, so it was inconspicuous. He had trouble paying attention when he was feeling sleepy, and just as his heavy eyelids were about to close…


    “Then read this here… Kuraki-kun, please.”


    Yamato jumped up when the elderly male teacher mentioned his name.


    Confused, he stood up with his textbook, but he couldn’t figure out where he was supposed to read.


    At that moment, Eita, who was sitting near the center of the classroom, deliberately opened his mouth.


    “The third line on page 43 huh, Kuraki got a tough part~”


    Grateful for Eita’s help, Yamato read from the third line of page 43.


    Then the teacher nodded without any particular concern, and the class went on again.


    Yamato turned to Eita and gestured, “Thank you for your help,” and Eita returned the gesture with a bright smile.


    (I was really careless… I’ll have to be more careful next time.)


    As Yamato reflected on the situation, he turned his gaze toward Sayla, who was sitting by the window, and their eyes met.


    Sayla’s seat was in the second position from the back. In other words, Yamato went out of his way to turn his back, but because of that, he couldn’t just pretend nothing had happened, so he averted his gaze.


    Then Sayla tilted her head with a puzzled look on her face. She wasn’t sure why Yamato suddenly averted his gaze. …Embarrassed, Yamato turned back to the front of the classroom.


    This completely woke him up from his sleepiness, and from then on, Yamato concentrated on his classes and until the end of school.


    “Well, let’s go.”


    May approached Yamato and Sayla in a good mood.


    As the three of them were about to leave the classroom, Eita shouted in encouragement, “Hang in there~!”


    “It seems like Shinjo isn’t in cheerleading.”


    As Yamato walked down the corridor, he casually spoke his thoughts, to which May, walking next to him, replied happily.


    “A while ago, I asked him if he wanted to join cheerleading and he said, ‘Don’t just think I’m going to join everything!’ ”


    “How surprising… I was expecting him to participate in all the activities.”


    “Ahaha, that’s so rude~”


    Unlike May and Yamato, who were excitedly talking about Eita, Sayla was in a daze as she walked behind Yamato. She looked as if she wanted to say, “Who is Shinjo?”


    As they walked for a while, Sayla seemed to remember something and lined up next to May.


    “By the way, thanks for the jelly the other day. It was delicious.”


    “Ah, yeah, that’s great to hear…”


    The moment Sayla spoke to May, she began to fidget.


    It was more nerve-wracking for May to be approached by Sayla than Sayla talking to her.


    Yamato could understand that feeling a little.


    “Ah, sorry, I have to go to the restroom.”


    Sayla slipped away, saying this as she passed by the restroom.


    At that moment, May patted Yamato on the shoulder.


    “I was so nervous just now. Mou, I can’t take it anymore…”


    May was talking excitedly, similar to the time when Sayla came alongside her earlier. Her face was bright red, and even tears seemed to be blotting the corners of her eyes.


    “…T-That’s good for you.”


    “Why are you pulling away? I thought Kuraki-kun would understand me!”


    “No, I can’t keep up with that exaggeration of a response!”


    “Yeah~ Because the saint smelled so good… When she talks in that husky voice, it makes my ears happy.”


    “Uh, I’m a guy and even I feel like I have a problem commenting on that topic…”


    “Don’t be so sure! At least I think it’s fine between us! I’m not going to neglect you for it.”


    “Really?”


    “Really really.”


    The skepticism in Yamato faded as she smiled at him like a small animal would.


    “Then, umm… Shirase has a beautiful voice, and I wonder why she smells so good—Ah!”


    Just as Yamato made this perverted comment, Sayla came out of the bathroom.


    Their eyes met, but Sayla had her usual poker face on. Because of this, Yamato couldn’t tell if she had heard the conversation they had just now.


    When Yamato turned to May to ask for help, she was looking in the other direction with an indifferent face. …She controlled herself in front of Sayla.


    With no help from his comrade, Yamato has no choice but to clear up the misunderstanding by himself.


    “No, that’s not what I just said. That… yeah, I was talking about fabric softener!”


    “Talking about that right when I got out of the bathroom.”


    Sayla seemed to have heard Yamato’s comment and came close to Yamato.


    May, apparently feeling sorry for Yamato, stepped in between the two of them to mediate.


    “But, but! We’re all going to be covered in dust after this anyway, and we can’t be bothered with smells during the sports festival!”


    She smiled at him, but Yamato resisted the urge to say, “Aren’t you the one who started the whole smell thing?”


    It was unknown what kind of situation Sayla imagined, but her face twisted in disgust.


    “I guess so. But I think I’d like to avoid that if possible.”


    Yamato, who had just made a mess, was unable to say anything, and in the meantime, they arrived at the first floor of the club building where the cheerleading team was gathered.


    There were already dozens of students in gym uniforms, and if these were all members of the cheerleading team, it was an impressive scale.


    “Oh, May’s here!”


    A bright-looking female student noticed them and waved to May.


    In response to the voice, a serious-looking female student with black hair in a ponytail approached them. Contrary to the impression of her stiff appearance, she had a gentle smile on her face.


    “Hi, I’m Yanagi, a third-year student, the leader of the red team. Tamaki-san, thanks for bringing Shirase-san here. And you’re Kuraki-kun, right?”


    This person, Yanagi, was the one who asked May to invite Sayla. Yamato, who had thought he was dealing with a boy, was caught off-guard.


    Incidentally, the sports festival at Ao Saki High School was color-coded by class, but apart from that, classes A through D were roughly classified as the red team and the rest were the white team.


    Hence, Yamato and the other students of B class became part of the red team, and they would be under Yanagi’s command in the group.


    “I’m Shirase.”


    “Umm. I’m Kuraki Yamato. It’s nice to meet you.”


    Hearing their greetings, Yanagi’s smile deepened.


    “Yeah, likewise. I’ll also introduce you to the leader of the white team. —Takao-kun, come here.”


    The boy called Takao turned around and walked straight up to them.


    He was tall with light brown hair and had the appearance of a cheerful guy, but unlike Eita, he has an even sturdier physique. Which made Yamato wonder if he was involved in martial arts.


    “I’m Takao, a third-year student who has been assigned as the cheerleading leader of the white team. Nice to meet you second-year duo!”


    When Takao asked for a handshake, Yamato reacted quickly, but Sayla just bailed with a simple “Hi”.


    What was up with the “second-year duo”? The relationship between Yamato and Sayla was already widely known. Since they don’t have many opportunities to interact with other grades, Yamato only now realized how well known they were.


    After the self-introductions, Yanagi gave them instructions for the future.


    “You’re both in the red team, right? At first, you’ll have to watch everyone practice so that you can learn the choreography, but if you think you can jump in, feel free to do so.”


    That was all she said, and then she clapped her hands.


    “All right then, everybody, let’s get practicing!”


    “““OHHH—!”””


    The members of the team responded in unison to Yanagi’s shout.


    The scene was so similar to a typical athletic club that Yamato almost regretted his decision to join.


    They started practicing the cheerleading performance and danced in sync with the sound of the drums.


    It was truly a sight to behold as they performed unison movements expressively with serious expressions on their faces.


    When the performance was over, Sayla poked Yamato on the shoulder.


    “I think I may have already got it down. What about Yamato?”


    “What, after just seeing it once?”


    “Yes.”


    Sayla said it plainly, but if she could perform perfectly with just that, Yamato believed she was more than just a good performer.


    When Yamato froze in surprise, Sayla said, “Well, watch me for a moment,” and joined the red team.


    When the same performance started again, to his surprise, Sayla was able to fit in perfectly.


    The flexibility of her movements was far different from that of the other members of the group. Not only Yamato, but even the students of the white group who were observing the performance were fascinated by her flowing, gorgeous, and expressive movements.


    When the performance was over, Yanagi applauded.


    “Bravo! Amazing, Shirase-san! I knew it was right to invite you! Yeah, the best decision!”


    Sayla was not embarrassed by the compliment, but simply replied “Thanks,” with a dry expression.


    Sayla came toward Yamato and smiled at him.


    “Hey, how is it? Did I perform well?”


    Yamato felt a sense of superiority and at the same time awkwardness towards the people around him as Sayla gave him a happy look, a change from the dry response she had given to others.


    “…Well, I think it was good. As Yanagi-senpai praised it, it was amazing. I was surprised that you could perform so well after only seeing it once.”


    “It was like singing, once you learn a series of movements, you can usually get by with your senses.”


    “Ah, I see. That’s what I call a genius.”


    Then, Takao, the leader of the white team, joined the conversation with a look of admiration. But Sayla just replied with a plain, “thanks.”


    When the atmosphere was about to become subtle because of this, Yanagi said energetically, “Well then, it’s the white team’s turn! Everyone, show us your passion! ”


    And so, this time, the white team performed, and after they adjusted a few details, it was time to leave school.


    In the end, Yamato was not able to participate in the performance.


    After they were dismissed, Yamato finished changing and met up with Sayla.


    Then, with a sigh, Yamato let out a quiet whimper.


    “Haaaa, I honestly don’t think I could do it…”


    “Then, do you want to practice with me now? It’s still bright out. We can use the park or something.”


    Yamato smiled at Sayla’s immediate offer.


    “Thanks, Shirase. Please help me.”


    “All right, let’s go.”


    And so Yamato’s special training began…


    “Ah, it looks like you’ve got it down quite a bit!”


    The next morning, Eita approached Yamato with amusement.


    As for Yamato, he was lying prostrate at his desk, his muscles aching from exhaustion.


    “My body… hurts…”


    “Well, there’s no practice this afternoon, so let the Saint take her time to heal you.”


    “Ah, right. Lunch break is free.”


    There was no lunch practice for cheerleading today. This was the first time in a long time that Yamato had been able to have a leisurely lunch, and just as he was feeling better, a cheerful-looking girl from his class called out to him.


    “Hey, Kuraki-kun. I want you to keep your lunch break open today.”


    She must have been a member of the sports festival committee. Yamato wondered what she had to do with him.


    Eita asked on behalf of Yamato, who was confused because he was dealing with a girl who he had hardly talked to, even though she was his classmate.


    “What do you want with Kuraki?”


    “I thought I’d gather all the people who seem to be bad at the jump rope at lunch today and have a special training session. See, we don’t have lunch practice today. We aim for a hundred times! So, I needed to tell other people to join me, so let’s meet on the field at noon.”


    With that, the girl from the committee left, and Yamato’s shoulders slumped.


    “I’m sorry for your loss.”


    “God, I feel like I don’t care about anything anymore…”


    Yamato sighed heavily, and Eita tapped him on the shoulder in a sympathetic manner.


    Lunch break.


    Yamato was on his way to the stairs when he noticed a large crowd of students gathered in front of the bulletin board.


    It seemed that the midterm test score list (by grade level, only the top fifty) was posted, and Yamato tried to find his name in order from the bottom of the list.


    (—There it is! Twenty-fifth place!)


    This time, Yamato was confident because his average score was over 80 points, and he heard that his score was quite good compared to others.


    So, in case, Yamato checked the rankings at the top, and it was eye-opening.


    “Shirase is in first place, seriously?”


    Yamato couldn’t help but mutter to himself as he stood as a stick.


    Sayla was in first place in her class. It was a big difference from May, who was in second place, and it was nearly a perfect score. Yamato knew that Sayla’s grades were good, but this was the first time for her to get such a high score.


    People around him were talking about Sayla, praising her with words like, “She has a look like that and she’s smart too,” and “She’s so perfect, it’s like she lives in a different world.”


    —She lives in a different world.


    That was what Yamato thought from time to time, too.


    Of course, there were times when Yamato felt closer to Sayla as they spent time together. However, in a situation like this, he couldn’t help but feel their difference.


    Sayla’s sister, Reika, once told Yamato that geniuses were supposed to be lonely.


    Yamato now understood why geniuses became lonely. It was because those involved inevitably felt that they were the inferior ones.


    And in some cases, feelings of jealousy and backbiting arise, and they lose their patience and try to keep the genius away.


    “I won’t let you be alone.”


    Yamato muttered quietly and clenched his fists.


    On the last day of the golden week, Yamato made his decision. He would not leave unless he was rejected by Sayla herself. And that one day, he would not be ashamed to stand with her.


    Yamato made up his mind again and started walking down the hallway.


    Strangely, Yamato felt as if strength was gushing out of his body.


    “Wahaa~”


    Exhaling heavily, Yamato fell to the ground.


    They had been jump roping for the entire lunch break. Thanks to this, Yamato’s thighs were sore and his lungs were screaming for oxygen.


    “Well, that’s the end of the practice. Let’s do our best in the real thing!”


    With that, the girl from the sports festival committee left.


    Of the total of five students gathered (all boys), four except for Yamato were exhausted as they headed back.


    Perhaps it was because he was still tired from yesterday, but Yamato wasn’t able to move.


    “Good work.”


    At that moment, Yamato thought he heard a husky voice and felt a cool touch on his cheek.


    Yamato turned his gaze to the side and saw Sayla standing there in her school uniform. From this position, Yamato could almost see the inside of her skirt.


    “…Why are you here, Shirase?”


    When Yamato managed to avert his gaze, the sports drink that was on his cheek was placed on his chest.


    “I had some free time, so I was over there watching Yamato practice. Oh, that’s a gift for you.”


    Just looking at Sayla, as if she was a refreshment, was enough to lift Yamato’s spirits.


    When he was breathing steadily again, Yamato raised his upper body and gulped down the sports drink Sayla had brought.


    “Phew, I’m back to life. …Thanks for the drink.”


    “You’re welcome. You were jumping pretty good.”


    “That should be the ase if you’re given such detailed instructions on how to jump.”


    “It was a little hot and humid for it.”


    “Mostly.”


    “Ahaha.”


    Sayla’s innocent smile was so dazzling that just looking at her was soothing.


    The girl on the sports festival committee who had been acting as his instructor for the practice earlier had been devilishly strict, so when Sayla was nice to Yamato like this, it almost made him cry.


    “I feel like it’s been a while since I’ve talked to Shirase like this.”


    “No, we did so at yesterday’s special training session.”


    “Haha, right.”


    “Weird. And you look so happy.”


    “Really? Well, I suppose you could say it’s fulfilling.”


    “Hmm. I see.”


    This was the first time Yamato had to work so hard for the sports festival, and he felt fulfilled by his busy schedule.


    However, what made Yamato most happy now was that Sayla had taken the trouble to see him.


    And yet, Yamato couldn’t say that out loud.


    Instead, Yamato tells her what he has been planning to tell her eventually.


    “By the way, I saw the test ranking list. Shirase, you’re in first place! That’s great! Congratulations!”


    “Hee, I see. Maybe because I was teaching Yamato how to study, I learned something myself.”


    Sayla was not particularly happy, but rather, simply unconcerned.


    Humble wasn’t the right word to describe it. Perhaps she really didn’t care that much.


    As Yamato chuckled with a sense of bitterness and admiration, Sayla held out her hand to him.


    “Come on, it’s time to go back to class. The bell will probably ring soon.”


    “Yeah.”


    Just as Yamato was about to take her hand, a strong gust of wind blew.


    Sayla’s skirt flipped up with such force that Yamato could almost see her underwear, and then—


    —Pat.


    Instantly, Sayla held down the hem of her skirt with both hands. She had a crazy reaction speed.


    Yamato was surprised, because he had expected her to react the same way as before, not caring if he could see her underwear or not.


    “Did you see it?”


    Yamato responded to Sayla’s question by shaking his head from side to side.


    “Good. That was pretty close.”


    Then Sayla held out her hand to Yamato again.


    “Somehow, you feel a little different.”


    Taking her hand, Yamato stood up and blurted out.


    It was as if Sayla had held her skirt down out of concern for Yamato.


    Then, Sayla seemed to groan, “Hmm.”


    “I’ve been thinking a lot of things, in my own way.”


    “Such as?”


    “I’m trying to take better care of Yamato.”


    The answer was more adorable than Yamato had expected. This answer led to her holding her skirt down earlier.


    “I’m glad you’re feeling that way, but regardless of what I say, I’d still like you to be careful with the skirt.”


    “In the first place, I’ve always been more careful in front of people other than Yamato. I’m not an exhibitionist.”


    Sayla seemed unusually upset. Yamato, however, was in the mood to hold his head.


    “No, you should be careful in front of me too…”


    “That, you see, is something I’m putting effort in.”


    “Effort…Well, if that’s what you mean, I get it.”


    In the end, Yamato thought that it was also because he was not a man in her eyes, and he was disappointedly convinced that was why.


    Then the bell rang and they both started walking.


    Looking at Sayla walking next to him, Yamato smiled.


    (“Take care of Yamato,” huh? I need to take better care of Shirase too.)


    Only in his mind did Yamato renew his resolve.


    After school.


    Thanks to May’s explanation to the class about the lack of practice time for the cheerleading team, the members were exempted from the after-school class practice.


    “Okay, today’s the day I’m going to join the performance.”


    On the way to the building, Yamato was eager to show the results of yesterday’s training.


    May then smiled happily.


    “Kuraki-kun, you slept through the afternoon class.”


    “You caught me… I’m sorry, Tamaki-san is on the class committee, it’s only natural you can’t overlook something like this.”


    “No, it’s important to work hard at school events. I’m a rather loose committee member in that regard.”


    Ehem, May then puffed her chest out and Yamato’s gaze was drawn to her.


    “Heh.”


    Then Sayla reacted, which made Yamato’s body tense up in fear.


    Yamato wondered if Sayla had noticed that he was looking at May’s chest, but she didn’t say anything.


    “You’re amusing, Tamaki-san. You’re surprisingly unserious.”


    When Sayla smiled and said that, May’s mouth gaped open and she froze.


    “Ara? What’s going on?”


    “No, that was Shirase’s fault.”


    “Eh? Mine?”


    Sayla looked unconvinced.


    May in response started tapping with her phone without changing her expression.


    —Bububu.


    Then Yamato’s phone reported an incoming message.


    When Yamato checked, the sender was May.


    “Why didn’t I take a video of the saint just now? …She’s so angelic, I feel like I’m being summoned to heaven.”


    Yamato, dumbfounded by the text, turned to Sayla and said.


    “Shirase, tell Tamaki-san one more time—Mogogo!?”


    “Please don’t! I’ll fly away! I’m really going to be summoned to heaven!”


    May rushed with a force that could no longer be called a rush, blocking Yamato’s mouth with all her might and squeezing him so hard that he had trouble breathing.


    “Pffthaaa—!? I thought I was going to die…”


    By the time he was finally released, Yamato’s complexion had turned completely pale. Yamato was the one about to be summoned to heaven instead.


    “You two are so close.”


    Seeing this situation, Sayla spoke nonchalantly.


    She has a poker face as usual, and Yamato couldn’t read what she was thinking from her expression.


    When Yamato was troubled as to how to respond, May smiled and said.


    “Yeah, we’re good friends. Kuraki-kun is very kind.”


    In response to May’s words, Sayla smiled again.


    “Yeah, I know.”


    Sayla said, somewhat happily, and walked onward.


    May was standing there with a peaceful look on her face, as if she was at the peak of her happiness. She was probably struck by Sayla’s smile.


    “…Thank you, Tamaki-san. I’m glad to be friends with you, too.”


    Unusually for Yamato, he expressed his feelings honestly.


    Yamato was a little embarrassed to say it outright, but he still wanted to make sure he told her.


    The voice seemed to bring May back to herself, and she made a peace sign with both hands.


    “Ehehe, we have a win-win relationship!”


    May was a strong person with excellent grades, but at this moment, she looked strangely childish.


    “Right. —Come on, let’s go before Shirase leaves us.”


    “Yes!”


    When the three of them arrived at the first floor of the club’s building, most of the members were already there.


    Not long after that, everyone was together and the practice began under the direction of the team leader.


    This time, Yamato was allowed to participate in the performance from the beginning. He was standing at the back of the stage, but just the thought of performing with the others made him nervous.


    The drums sounded, and at the same time, the members of the red team began to perform.


    Yamato tried to perform as he had practiced, but his own rhythm was disrupted by his conscious effort to keep up with the movements of those around him.


    “Stop.”


    After Yanagi stopped them, he warned some of them.


    “—And, Kuraki-kun, don’t get caught up in other people’s movements.”


    “Yes. Sorry.”


    With the precise attention he received, Yamato felt he could pick up the pace.


    Then once again, this time the performance went through to the end.


    Sayla’s position was near the center of the stage, and she was the second most popular dancer after the leader. Even from the back where Yamato was, her magnificent performance was clearly visible.


    Then, after the end of the performance, they took a break.


    When Yanagi came to Yamato and Sayla, she smiled at Yamato.


    “That’s great, Kuraki-kun. You learned it all in just one day!”


    “Ah, thanks. A friend came along to help me train. It was just a lot of repetition.”


    “That’s nice. You should take good care of that friend~ ─Also, Shirase-san was good as always. I think it would be great if you could make a little more noise.”


    “All right.”


    As usual, Sayla’s response was curt. Yanagi, as expected, smiled a little troubled at this, then waved and left.


    “Yanagi-danchou looks troubled.”
 [TLN: danchou = leader, commander, etc.]


    “Was I really that quiet?”


    “No, I can’t speak for others, either. I just think you could be a little more sociable.”


    “Ah, that thing. I’ll do my best.”


    —I only want to talk to people I want to talk to.


    Yamato understood that this was Sayla’s basic standpoint.


    However, from Yamato’s point of view, who had always been able to read the atmosphere to a certain extent, it was a little awkward to see Sayla sticking to her own standpoint even in such a situation.


    And then, some girls approached them. They were members of the same red team, and May was among them.


    “Hey hey, Saint. We’re having a girls’ night out with the red team later, would you like to come?”


    Among them, a flamboyant-looking girl approached Sayla. It was a girl from another class who was popular with the boys. Since it was a girls’ meeting, Yamato would have no role to play.


    Sayla looked at Yamato for a moment, then answered with a smile.


    “Sorry, I’ll pass. I’ve got plans later today.”


    “Aww, I see. Okay, I’ll invite you some other time.”


    “Yes, thanks.”


    As the gal-like girl was walking away, she said, “No, the smile of the saint is too much. I’m so thrilled to be with a girl like her!” She was talking excitedly. The girls around her (including May) all agreed, “I know! I understand!”


    Then May turned around and sent a gesture toward them, clasping her hands together to say “I’m sorry.”


    “I think it worked this time?”


    Yamato was happy that the situation was not as delicate as it had been, and he said with a hint of excitement.


    Then Sayla replied, “Maybe,” with a somewhat unhappy expression on her face.


    Just as Yamato was about to check if something had upset her, Yanagi announced that the break time was over.


    Then they went through the performance once, and that was the end of the practice for the day.


    As Yamato was about to enter the locker room, Sayla poked him on the shoulder with a pinch.


    “What’s the matter?”


    “Are you free on Sunday?”


    “Ah, yeah, I’m free.”


    “I’d like you to come along for a breather if you don’t mind?”


    Yamato took the liberty of interpreting that the reason why she had looked so unhappy earlier was that she hadn’t been able to have much fun lately.


    Yamato also was just in need of a breather, so he nodded immediately.


    “Good. I’ll send you another message later.”


    After Sayla left, there was a sweet lingering scent in the air.


    Yamato’s heart was pounding loudly.


    (Come already, Sunday…!)


    With this in mind, Yamato hurriedly began to change and leave.


    Noon, Sunday.


    Under a pleasant sunny sky, Yamato arrived at the meeting place in front of the station in the city center, thirty minutes earlier than the meeting time.


    Today, Yamato wore a navy-colored shirt and a pair of beige chinos, trying to look fashionable in his own way. He had already set his hair with wax.


    It was the weekend and there were a lot of people coming and going, so he waited for 20 minutes.


    Suddenly, the area began to buzz, and Yamato immediately understood why.


    It was Sayla, dressed in a summery outfit, who drew all the attention of the people around her.


    Wearing a summer orange sleeveless dress and loose beige pants with her hair tied up in ponytails, she looked fresh and cute, yet elegant.


    Yamato was admiring her as she walked briskly, her low-heeled sandals clinking, when she came in front of him, he was taken aback.


    “Sorry to keep you waiting. Are you feeling sleepy?”


    “No, madam, I’m not sleepy at all…”


    “Fufu, why the honorifics?”


    Yamato was about to ascend as he was in front of the summer Saint who was smiling happily at him.


    “Let’s go.”


    Then, Sayla pulled on Yamato’s hand.


    Her cool fingertips were refreshing to Yamato, whose body was hot, and he grasped them back.


    They weaved through the crowds and kept walking even after crossing the intersection of the main street.


    Today, in order to save as much money as possible, they had already had lunch prior to the meeting. As usual, Yamato was not told where they were going, but he wondered if there was somewhere she wanted to go.


    “Hey, do you know where you’re going?”


    “Yes.”


    “Where is it?”


    “Secret.”


    “You say that a lot…”


    Walking hand in hand, or rather being pulled along, it was as if they were on a date. In fact, to others, it looked like nothing less than a date.


    (Wait, I’m being led around again…)


    Yamato felt a little ashamed because he felt that this had become a familiar routine for him.


    Then, when they were in the middle of the downtown area, Sayla suddenly stopped.


    “Ah, what’s wrong?”


    “Hold on a second.”


    Sayla pulled out her phone.


    …This was also a common scene, it seemed she had lost her way again.


    As Sayla fiddled with her phone, Yamato felt strangely sad that their hands were separated, and he opened and closed his left hand absentmindedly.


    When Yamato looked at Sayla’s outfit again, he felt a bit nervous just looking at her sleeveless outfit, which exposed a lot of her shoulder area.


    “Okay, this way.”


    It seemed that she had confirmed the route to their destination. Once again, Sayla pulled Yamato’s hand and started walking.


    “If you just tell me where it is, I’ll take you there.”


    “I’m fine. It’s not that hard.”


    “No no.”


    And so they arrived at a large movie theater that had opened a few years ago.


    “Umm, we’re going to watch a movie?”


    “Yeah. I haven’t decided what to watch yet, so we’ll decide together.”


    “All right.”


    When they entered the theater, it was crowded with many people, probably because it was the weekend. Or perhaps because they were showing a popular movie.


    “It’s cold… Too much air conditioning”


    While she was talking, Sayla was rubbing her shoulders. Indeed, the air conditioning was too high for June.


    “Did you bring anything to wear on top?”


    “I forgot. I was going to bring it with me in the morning.”


    “Ah so that… I can lend you my jacket if you want, what do you say?”


    “Wouldn’t that make Yamato cold?”


    “I have a T-shirt inside. I’m fine.”


    “Okay, I’ll borrow it when I can’t take it anymore.”


    After such an exchange, they looked at the schedule of movies that were being played that day.


    “So, which one shall we watch?”


    “Hmmm… There’s a lot.”


    That day, there were twenty movies being shown. Divided by genre, ten were action films, five were romance, and the remaining five were other genres such as mystery and science fiction.


    “What kind of movies do you usually watch, Shirase? Action?”


    “I give off that kind of impression? I usually watch heartwarming movies.”


    “How unexpected…”


    “What about Yamato?”


    “I… Don’t watch a lot of movies in the first place. I don’t have a particular genre that I prefer, but if I had to say, I’d say I watch whatever’s on.”


    “That’s just TV.”


    “No, a movie.”


    The two sides could not get anywhere by arguing with each other, so Yamato spoke up here with his own request.


    “By the way, I vote for an action movie called ‘Otoko-tachi no Kengeki’ (Sword Fight). First of all, the content sounds interesting, and I think Japanese movies are more suitable for me than Western movies.”


    “Wow, that sure looks interesting. But I think I’d rather watch ‘Kono Omoi wa Kimini no Tame ni’ (This Thought Is For You).”


    The movie that Sayla mentioned was an animated movie, a love story with science fiction elements. The choice was so unexpected that Yamato was at a loss as to how to respond.


    On a Sunday, a man and a woman watch a romance movie together. Isn’t that exactly what a date is?


    Yamato knew that if a man and a woman watched a romance movie together, it would create a weird atmosphere. Yamato was curious if Sayla had chosen to watch a romance movie knowing this.


    “What should we do? Rock-paper-scissors?”


    While Yamato was struggling to answer, Sayla made a suggestion.


    So Yamato decided to ask her boldly.


    “…Why did Shirase want to see that movie?”


    “I thought the characters were cute, and the rest was just because I was just annoyed that she kept making fun of me.”


    Making fun of Shirase Sayla. —There was only one person Yamato knew who could do such a thing.


    “Did your sister say something to you?”


    “A little bit the other day. So I thought I’d watch this and see what I could do.”


    “Your motives are impure…”


    What kind of history did Sayla have for Reika to make fun of her? Yamato wanted to know, but for the moment, he decided not to pursue the matter any further.


    “I understand if that’s what you want. We’ll watch that movie today.”


    “Really?”


    “Yeah. I don’t usually watch this kind of stuff either, and I’m also curious.”


    “Thanks.”


    So, after finally deciding on a movie to watch, they bought tickets at the ticket machine and bought popcorn and drinks at the food counter. The screening was starting in fifteen minutes, so they took their seats early.


    Since they bought their tickets just before the screening time, their seats were in the back, but near the center.


    When it came time to start, Yamato was very much looking forward to it. It was hard to watch a romance movie by himself before, so this was a valuable experience for him.


    “Hey, can I borrow your jacket?”


    Sayla, sitting next to Yamato on his right, rubbed her shoulders and asked.


    “Yeah, I got it.”


    Yamato hurriedly took off his outer shirt and handed it to Sayla.


    Sayla quickly put on the jacket and smiled, relieved.


    “I should have known it was too early to go sleeveless.”


    “Next time, why don’t you bring a coat to wear over it? …Although it looks good on you.”


    “Yeah, I will. I’ll get a cardigan next time.”


    “O-Oh.”


    Yamato was embarrassed by his own statement, that she “looked good”, and even more embarrassed by the fact that Sayla accepted the advice.


    Then he noticed that Sayla was about to take off her shirt.


    “Wait, why are you trying to take it off?”


    “Yamato said I looked good with it, and I thought it would be a shame not to show it off.”


    “I-I see. …But we’re about to watch a movie, so at least keep the jacket on during the screening.”


    “That’s true.”


    Sayla seemed to be convinced and easily put her shirt back on.


    (Ah, goodness, I’m so happy…)


    Yamato felt that Sayla was receiving his words well and that his feelings were being taken care of. Yamato felt so hot in his chest that he was almost writhing.


    But he managed to calm himself down and put some popcorn into his mouth as a distraction.


    “Is that salty?”


    “Yeah.”


    “I have caramel. Let’s trade a few.”


    “You drank juice just now, it must have gotten too sweet.”


    “Sort of.”


    “I told you not to get the caramel flavor.”


    “Whatever, I’m taking it okay.”


    As Yamato was nagging her, Sayla’s hand reached out and grabbed a handful of Yamato’s popcorn.


    “Ah, hey, you took too much.”


    At that moment, the buzzer sounded to start the movie.


    As the scene darkened, Yamato reluctantly stopped arguing and turned his gaze to the screen.


    And so the screening of the movie, “Kono Omoi wa Kimini no Tame ni” began.


    One hour after the movie started.


    There were more romance and coming-of-age elements than Yamato had expected, and the science fiction elements seemed to play a sub role.


    The story was already nearing its end, but the sweet scene played over and over again, and thanks to it, Yamato felt an inexplicable awkwardness.


    Because of this awkwardness, he suddenly felt thirsty. As Yamato reached out to get his own drink, his hand collided with Sayla’s.


    “Ah, sorr-.”


    When he turned to look next to him to apologize, Yamato stopped talking.


    Sayla’s gaze remained straight on the screen, not distracted by Yamato’s hand touching hers.


    Unlike Yamato, who was not quite able to concentrate, Sayla seemed to be fully immersed in the movie.


    Yamato quietly grabbed his drink without disturbing her, and then he noticed a problem.


    The drink (melon soda) that Yamato had hardly drunk was almost empty.


    Yamato wondered what was going on, and as he looked at his own drink holder — Sayla suddenly reached for it.


    Sayla had misplaced the holder and was drinking his drink.


    Yamato sipped his drink once at the beginning and once more around the middle, so it was almost certain that they had kissed indirectly.


    And so, without realizing it, he experienced his second indirect kiss. After realizing this, Yamato was not sure if it was okay to drink the drink.


    “Ah.”


    When Sayla suddenly muttered, Yamato looked up to see what was going on.


    Then, the protagonist and the heroine on the screen had just kissed.


    Yamato glanced sideways next to him and saw that Sayla was looking at it with a dazed expression.


    Apparently, it was an important scene of the climax, and the movie ended soon after.


    As the ending credits began to play, Sayla finally turned to look at Yamato.


    “That was fun.”


    In a whispery little voice, Sayla spoke up.


    To be honest, Yamato wasn’t really able to concentrate on the movie, but he nodded anyway.


    As the movie ended and the place became brighter, Sayla let out another “Ah”.


    “I think I drank Yamato’s drink. Sorry. I have some leftover melon soda if you want some.”


    That said, the melon soda that she offered him was practically full.


    “Pfft. …You got it wrong from the start. They’re both melon sodas, so I don’t blame you.”


    “To be honest, around the time the movie started, I didn’t know which way I placed my drink.”


    “No, just ask me normally next time.”


    “Yamato was probably concentrating on the movie, and I thought it would be wrong to disrupt you.”


    Yamato’s cheeks relaxed as he was happy that she cared for him in such a way.


    “I don’t mind, it’s just a drink. —The problem is the rest of that, but we don’t have to drink it all, we can just throw it away, right?”


    “No, it’s a waste of money. Let’s drink it. If Yamato can’t, I’ll drink it.”


    “Ah, fine! I’ll drink it!”


    Even though the drinks were medium size, it would be hard for a single person to drink two.


    And so Yamato drank Sayla’s melon soda for a good cause.


    “…Pf.”


    “Oh, by the way, the kiss.”


    “Pfft-!?”


    For Yamato, the topic was brought up at a pinpoint timing, so he couldn’t help but spew the drink out.


    “U-Ummm, that’s uh, something unpredictable…”


    “But I didn’t understand the whole kissing to save the world thing.”


    “Ah, you’re talking about that. Well, for now, let’s talk about that after we leave the theater. If you’re going to talk about anything that might spoil the movie, you need to lower the volume of your voice.”


    “Ok”


    As usual, there was a huge crowd inside the theater, and the two of them slowly made their way outside.


    The sun was still high in the sky when they left the movie theater.


    “It’s really feeling like summer now.”


    “It’s only 3:00 PM. —Ah, thanks for the jacket.”


    Yamato put on the jacket that was returned to him, and a ridiculously enticing smell enveloped his entire body.


    Yamato was about to enjoy the smell, but he hurriedly shook his head from side to side to shake off the feeling.


    “So, what do we do now?”


    “Do you want some food?”


    “You’re hungry?”


    “Yeah. I haven’t eaten lunch.”


    “I thought we were supposed to eat before coming… Well, if that’s the case, let’s go to eat somewhere.”


    Today, Sayla wanted to go to a ramen shop again, but this time she happened to see a restaurant that specialized in oil soba.


    They sat down at a table for two in the spacious restaurant, and while they were waiting for their order, Sayla fidgeted and opened her mouth.


    “What did you think of that movie back there, Yamato?”


    “…To be honest, I didn’t really get much out of it.”


    “I see. I thought it was pretty interesting.”


    “I’m glad Shirase enjoyed it.”


    “Yeah, I didn’t really understand the science fiction part, but I did understand that it’s hard to socialize. Ah, including the socializing between lovers.”


    “I guess I agree with that…Well, the character in the story had the survival of the world at stake, so it’s not surprising that it’s difficult.”


    While they were talking about this, the food that they had ordered arrived.


    “Ah, here it comes. —Well, itadakimasu.”


    “Me too, itadakimasu”


    It was a simple soy sauce-based oil soba, and after mixing it well, the rich flavor and subtle sweetness stimulated their appetite. It tasted just like the visual, in a good way, and even Yamato, who was not so hungry, could not stop eating it.


    When eating the roast pork with the rice noodles, the flavor of the oil was more noticeable, and when eating it with the boiled egg, its mild richness filled the mouth.


    It was truly the way. It was straightforwardly delicious oil soba without using any elaborate techniques.


    “It’s delicious… I think I could finish this in one sitting.”


    “It’s got a lot of flavors, but it’s easy to eat. No wonder it’s so popular”


    Speaking of easy to eat, there were also a few female customers in the restaurant. They checked the reviews on the Internet and found that it was very popular.


    And there he saw a small bottle of garlic. Apparently, this place also had those for free.


    “Hey, it looks like there’s garlic here too, do we have to use it?”


    “I won’t use it. …Yamato can be quite mean sometimes.”


    Yamato hadn’t seen Sayla use garlic since the first time they went into a ramen shop together. The sight of a beautiful girl gobbling up that garlic-infused ramen was stimulating, and Yamato loved it. …But Yamato didn’t want to say that, because she might have begun sulking.


    “I’m sorry. I’ll pour you some water. You’ll be in a better mood.”


    “Well, I don’t mind it that much.”


    Sayla took the trouble to hold out a cup to Yamato, and he carefully poured water into it.


    Then, Sayla said, seemingly in a better mood.


    “It feels like it’s been a while since I hung out with Yamato.”


    “We’ve been having tests lately, and after they were over, we went right into the sports festival period. Well, that being said, we did get in the pool.”


    “Sports festival… I can’t wait for it to be over.”


    Sayla blurted out, again in a direct manner.


    “You don’t like it?”


    “Yeah, it’s a lot of work. Classes, cheerleading…”


    “That’s my fault, right… Sorry about that.”


    “No, it’s just that it’s fun to be able to participate with Yamato, but it’s a pain to get involved with other people.”


    Sayla said it plainly and didn’t even show any signs of bashfulness.


    Yamato was embarrassed when Sayla said something that made him quite happy.


    Yamato replied, trying not to let his feelings show on his face.


    “W-Well, they don’t all seem to be bad people, and we’ll just have to treat them better.”


    “I know. —Gochisosama.”


    Sayla beat him to it again, and Yamato hurried to shovel in the remaining rice noodles.


    “Gochisosama.”


    “Fufu, so there’s no need to be so hasty.”


    “This is just a matter of my willpower.”


    “Heh.”


    “I’m a mess…”


    “Ahaha, I’m sorry.”


    They both finished eating, so they paid the bill and went outside.


    It was still light outside, but the temperature seemed to have dropped a bit.


    “Hey, do you want to look at clothes?”


    “Sure, but I don’t have much on hand.”


    “It’s fine. I’m not buying anything. And it’s cheap… probably.”


    “Haa…?”


    Yamato wondered if she meant if they were window shopping. Yamato was also curious about how cheap it was.


    Sayla, who had finished her meal, seemed to be full of energy and went ahead of him at a fast pace.


    “Hey, are you sure about where you’re going?”


    “Yeah, I’m looking at a map. I’m fine.”


    After getting lost a few times, they finally arrived in front of a second-hand clothing store that Yamato assumed was their destination.


    “We’re here.”


    “You wanted to see old clothes.”


    “Yeah. I haven’t been able to buy many summer clothes yet.”


    Second-hand clothes could be less expensive than buying them at a regular clothing store. And it was easier to window shop when one was in the mood.


    To enter the store, they had to use the stairs leading to the basement, which made it feel as if they were entering a secret base.


    It was spacious inside, and the use of orange lighting gave it a somewhat retro feel. The number of customers was not very much, but Yamato felt it connected to the comfort of the place.


    “Here, look, look.”


    When Sayla called Yamato, he turned his head to see her wearing a wide-brimmed hat and pitch-black sunglasses. The fact that she looked so good in anything was one of the amazing things about her.


    “That’s a great outfit. It looks good on you.”


    “Let’s get a matching one for Yamato.”


    “I-I’m fine.”


    Sayla put a hat of the same style on him, ignoring Yamato’s resistance.


    She even handed him a pair of sunglasses, which he had no choice but to put on, and Sayla started laughing when she saw them.


    “Ahaha, it looks really good on you.”


    “You’re definitely making fun of me. …You’re laughing too much.”


    “Hey, there’s a mirror there, let’s line up.”


    As he was about to take off his hat, Yamato’s hand was pulled away and he was dragged in front of a vertical mirror.


    The sight of the two unusual-looking people standing side by side was spectacular in a way, and Yamato couldn’t help but laugh.


    “Haha, this is a bad idea.”


    “I guess. It’s funny though.”


    With a snap, Sayla took a picture with her phone.


    Yamato also took out his phone for a picture, then Sayla said, “It’s okay, I’ll send it to you later.”


    (It’s like we are a couple…)


    The whole exchange seemed to just be like that.


    But Yamato quickly put that thought to the back of his mind.


    “You should wear this next.”


    Sayla, on the other hand, had a number of new clothes ready.


    Yamato realized that he was just a dress-up doll being played with, and mentally prepared himself.


    This went on for about an hour, and by the time they finally left the store, the sun was setting.


    In the end, they didn’t buy anything, but Sayla still seemed satisfied, while Yamato was sullen.


    It was a natural progression to head towards the station together.


    “Did you get a chance to blow off some steam?”


    Yamato asked without thinking.


    It all started when Sayla asked him to go out with her to hang out.


    Sayla, walking next to him, smiled softly.


    “Yeah, I feel like I cleared up a lot of stuff that was bothering me. Thanks for hanging out with me today.”


    “I had a great time, too.”


    “Well, good.”


    Sayla was always honest, which in return made Yamato much more honest than usual.


    Only when Yamato was spending time with her, he feel like he could like himself more.


    “We’re here at the station.”


    “I think I’ll go home now.”


    “Yeah, let’s do that.”


    In mutual agreement, they walked through the turnstiles and boarded the train.


    When they reached the nearest train station, Yamato felt a sense of regret at having to leave.


    “I’ll see you at school.”


    Yamato’s mood turned better when he was told goodbye in a simple manner.


    “Yeah, see you tomorrow.”


    After a small wave, Sayla left.


    He looked away until her back was out of sight, and Yamato started to walk away as well.


    Just then, his phone alerted him to an incoming message.


    When he checked, he found that Sayla had sent him the picture of them paired up, taken at the clothing store.


    “I knew I didn’t look good at all.”


    Yamato talked to himself and smiled as he made his way home.


    

  


  Ch. 6: Event Practice And Festival Eve


  
    A few days have passed.


    The school was at its peak of activity as the day of the Sports Festival approached.


    On this day, the final rehearsal and the eve before the Sports Festival would be held.


    A venue for the festival had already been set up on the school grounds, and the afternoon classes were used to hold practice for the real thing.


    At lunchtime, the students on the festival committee were rushing to get things done, while their classmates were also hard at work on the final class practice.


    “Alright! We’re all participating in today’s practice! It’s mandatory!”


    Eita was giving it his all, and his classmates were getting excited as well, fueled by his enthusiasm.


    Yamato, too, was full of energy and motivation after having spent his day off quite meaningfully.


    “Kuraki-kun, can I have a word?”


    Yamato’s good mood was blown away when May approached him with a serious expression on her face.


    “Err, what’s wrong?”


    “You know, umm…”


    May put her lips to his ear.


    “Please give me some time after practice. There’s something I really need to talk to you about.”


    She whispered, and Yamato nodded while his eyes widened.


    She smiled relievedly, then said, “Well, I’ll see you behind the gym when you’re done,” and scampered off.


    Yamato dumbfoundedly stood in the classroom for a while.


    Yamato thought that was what they called a “call out”.


    For some reason, the number of new couples increases during seasonal events such as Sports Festivals.


    This was probably due to the atmosphere of the event or some other unseen factor, but Yamato had always thought it was something he had no association with.


    But this must be—


    (—Something related to Shirase?)


    Because it was May who called him out, Yamato decided that must be the case.


    He quickly changed into his gym clothes and headed for the last lunch practice.


    Unnerved by what was to follow, Yamato continued to jump the rope in a daze, unlike his lively surroundings.


    * * *


    “Yamato, let’s go have lunch.”


    Sayla called out to him as soon as the lunch practice was over.


    There wasn’t much time left in the lunch break, but there was at least time to eat.


    But today, Yamato had an appointment ahead of her.


    “Sorry, I have some business to attend to. You can eat alone today.”


    “Okay.”


    Yamato was heartbroken at having to turn down her invitation and headed for the back of the gym where he was to meet May.


    He found May already there. As expected, she was wearing a gym uniform, which made her chest look more prominent.


    “Sorry, I kept you waiting.”


    “No. —I mean, we just finished practicing.


    “Haha, you’re right”


    They both gulped after this exchange.


    They were both pretending to be calm, but the tension was tingling in the air.


    “You know.”


    Soon after, May spoke up.


    She looked like a maiden who was about to confess her love. Yamato’s mind was filled with thoughts of such a situation for a moment as he looked at the adorable figure.


    Yamato gulped again. He was starting to get very nervous.


    “Actually…”


    May, who seemed to have made up her mind, opened her mouth, her cheeks turning red.


    “—there are confession plans! To the saint!”


    After much pent-up emotion, May uttered those words as best she could.


    This was actually something that Yamato had expected to some extent.


    It was the same thing that had happened last year when people who were in high spirits during the sports festival season confessed their feelings to Sayla.


    However, when Yamato actually heard it, he was still shaken.


    Unlike last year, Sayla was not an unrelated person to him. It was hard to keep a normal mind when he thought about the possibility of something happening to her.


    “H-Heeh, is that so? Shirase sure is popular, hahaha…”


    Yamato replied while his eyes swam, and May grabbed his hands.


    “B-But it would probably be fine! The saint has always turned down confessions from anyone who’s confessed to her! …Although this might make me seem like a jerk, I like taking pleasure in other people’s misfortune.”


    Yamato didn’t know why, but May looked very desperate to explain herself.


    “Tamaki-san, why did you decide to tell me?”


    “I heard about the confession from someone else today, but I was bothered by the thought of what would happen if Kuraki-kun and the saint stopped being good friends. …So I thought I should talk to Kuraki-kun about it anyway.


    “I see…”


    Yamato often heard that once one had a lover, they couldn’t hang out with their friends of the opposite gender. So there was a possibility that it would turn out that way.


    That was why May must have been worried about Yamato and he was honestly happy to hear that.


    “Thank you, Tamaki-san. I don’t know what to do either, but I’m really glad that you’re my comrade.”


    “Kuraki-kun…”


    May’s eyes began to glaze over. Maybe May was the type of person who tears up.


    “I’ll be honest, I don’t enjoy the idea of Shirase going out with someone else either, and I’m going to give it some thought. I have no idea what I can do at the moment.”


    “…Kuraki-kun, have you ever thought about going out with the saint?”


    May asked, leaning forward at Yamato.


    It was probably something that May had been wondering about for a long time. She hadn’t asked when they had their first proper conversation, but now Yamato could understand why she would ask this question.


    If you don’t want her to be taken, you can go out with her yourself — that was what she was trying to say.


    Yamato thought for a few seconds and then quietly opened his mouth.


    “I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t thought about it. But for me, as long as I can be with Shirase, that’s enough.”


    “Kuraki-kun, you don’t like who you are.”


    When May said sadly, Yamato nodded immediately.


    “So I won’t be able to do what Tamaki-san thinks I can do. Still, I’m going to try to struggle in my own way, though.”


    “Yes, I understand. I’ll leave the rest to Kuraki-kun then.”


    Yamato nodded vigorously to May, who smiled gently at him.


    And since it’s Shirase, I’m sure she’ll refuse their confession too. For some reason or another.


    “That’s right! Even if the ace of the soccer team, the pitcher of the baseball team, or the vocalist of the light music club confess their love to her, I’m sure Saint will refuse!


    Yamato’s thoughts froze for a moment as a number of titles that he couldn’t believe his ears heard came out of May’s mouth, who had been smiling and sympathizing with him.


    “…Eh? That just now, was like… examples right?”


    “No, they’re the ones who are going to confess to the saint.”


    It was easy for May to say, but Yamato’s face twitched when he realized that the other party was a popular person in the school.


    And apparently, it wasn’t just one person. This made him even more anxious.


    “Well, first of all, how many people are planning to confess?”


    “As far as I know, there are five, and they’re all going to confess during the eve before the festival.”


    Yamato assumed they wanted to spend the day of the sports festival as a couple. In fact, Yamato had seen a lot of new couples just recently.


    But still, five people? It was a number that made Yamato realize once again that Sayla was very popular.


    In addition, the confession was to be made on the eve before the event — that is, after today’s practice was over. It was the last minute.


    “Umm… have they decided where to confess?”


    Yamato asked weakly, to which May replied, racking her brain.


    “Hmmm… I think it’s the terrace. I’ve been called out there too.”


    “Heh, I knew you’d be popular too, Tamaki-san.”


    “I-It’s not that I’m bragging, you know!? I just wanted to give you some proper information…”


    “I know what you mean. Thanks.”


    Yamato had been hearing about how popular May was since her freshman year, so he was not surprised now. He hadn’t heard that she had gone out with anyone, but it didn’t seem like the right time to ask about that.


    Then the bell rang. It seemed that lunchtime had passed unnoticed.


    “Gee, the bell already rang. We have to go to the rehearsal, don’t we?”


    “Of course! Hurry up!”


    “Yeah!”


    Sayla was being confessed to by a number of boys — and because of this, Yamato was not ready for the sports festival, and was filled with anxiety and impatience instead.


    But skipping the sports festival practice was not going to make things better.


    For the time being, Yamato stopped thinking and ran to the track with May.


    * * *


    When they arrived at the track, many students had already gathered there.


    The number of people on the ground made it naturally noisy, but there was still something wrong with the atmosphere.


    Also, for some reason, all eyes seemed to be focused on Yamato and May. May seemed to have noticed the strange situation and looked down anxiously.


    After separating from May, Eita called out to him as they stood in line for their class.


    “Oh, you’re finally here. You guys are in some kind of trouble…”


    As Eita said this with a wry smile, then Yamato heard May’s curt voice from the direction of the girls’ line, “What?” She was staring intently at the phones of the girls in her class, so there must have been some kind of problematic content on it.


    Eita shows Yamato his own phone.


    There, Yamato saw him and May talking behind the gym. …Apparently, someone had taken a hidden picture of them talking earlier.


    It seemed that the story had already spread on social media, and it is said that “Kuraki Yamato confessed his feelings to Tamaki May”. Yamato felt slightly dizzy.


    As if to cheer Yamato up, Eita squared his shoulders with him.


    “Well, they’re just trying to be funny. They’ll get tired of it sooner or later.”


    “I hope so.”


    Then Yamato’s eyes met with Sayla’s at the back of the girls’ line.


    She had her usual poker face and he couldn’t read what she was thinking.


    Then immediately, Sayla averted her gaze.


    (She averted her eyes… Is she misunderstanding this too?)


    With so many rumors around, it would not be surprising if Sayla had heard about it, but it was unlikely that she would be able to confirm if it was true now.


    The biggest problem for Yamato at the moment was the eve before the festival, where Sayla will be confessed by many boys, but the problem with May cannot be ignored.


    May says to those around her, “It’s a misunderstanding! I just called Kuraki-kun because I wanted to talk to him about something!” May desperately appealed to the people around her, and it was a relief that the misunderstanding within the class was being resolved.


    Yamato really wanted to talk to Sayla right away, but the practice would start soon.


    In the meantime, Yamato decided that he would check if Sayla had misunderstood the situation later, so Yamato turned his attention back to the practice.


    * * *


    The practice for the sports festival went according to the program, and the students carried out the events in a flowing manner.


    The events that Yamato would be participating in were all hard ones, such as the 200-meter sprint, pole vaulting, cavalry battle, and tug-of-war. Of course, it was all the result of losing the lottery and rock-paper-scissors, so he couldn’t complain.


    “Kuraki, let’s prepare for the cavalry battle!”


    Eita, who was also a member of the cavalry battle, called out to Yamato. Yamato had heard that the prep for a cavalry battle takes about half the time of the actual event. That alone was a huge hassle.


    Because of the size of the members, Yamato and Eita were put in order for the cavalry battle. Eita was in the center and Yamato was on the left. The rider on top of him was Nagayama, a small, light-featured man.


    “By the way, did you hear about the rumor? Uchida from the soccer team is going to confess to the Saint.”


    Nagayama, getting atop, said lightly. Apparently, the story has spread to other students besides May.


    Uchida, a member of the soccer team, must have been good-looking as well. The “ace of the soccer team” that May was referring to was no doubt this Uchida.


    The mention of a specific name made Yamato feel bewildered. Yamato couldn’t imagine how Sayla would be shaken if such a popular guy confessed his feelings to her.


    However, there was no way he could reveal such feelings to Nagayama.


    When Yamato felt awkward and kept silent, Eita, who seemed to be used to talking about such things, replied with a sigh, “I heard about it yesterday.”


    A man named Mikami, who is in charge of the right side of the horse, lightly spat venom, saying, “But Uchida doesn’t know what he’s getting himself into…” Nagayama, who heard this, chuckled.


    “Well, he’ll probably be rejected anyway. I don’t know what to say… Uh, Kuraki is here too!?”


    Nagayama seemed to have forgotten that Yamato was here, and awkwardly turned his gaze forward.


    “It’s okay, don’t worry about it. I know Shirase is very popular.”


    Yamato replied with an amiable smile, trying to soften the awkward atmosphere.


    As much as Yamato would like to get away from this place, the cavalry battle was already ongoing. There was no way to escape now.


    Then Nagayama turned to Yamato with a grin on his face, as if he was getting carried away.


    “So, tell me what’s been going on with Kuraki lately. I don’t care if it’s about you and the saint, or how you felt when you talked with Tamaki!”


    “No, that’s…”


    “Nagayama, you’re being too aggressive. That’s why you’re not popular.”


    It was Eita who interjected to stop Nagayama. For some reason, even Mikami nodded in agreement.


    “Shut up, you perennial popular guy!”


    “Whoa, ahh, no violence! Or you might just fall here!”


    Thanks to Eita, the topic was diverted, and Yamato was relieved.


    After all, he was not going to get used to this kind of talk any time soon. And in all honesty, he didn’t want to talk about what happened with Sayla to other people.


    Then the whistle sounded to start the match, and the cavalry battle (practice) began.


    “All right, we’re running away today. The real fight is tomorrow, so there’s no need to show them our strategy.”


    As instructed by Eita, the leader of the team, they decided to run away and buy some time. A hawk with a talent hides its claws, Yamato thought.


    And so the practice cavalry battle ended without incident.


    Immediately after he was released from the practice, Eita squared his shoulders with Yamato with a straight face.


    “Hey, about what we said earlier.”


    “You’re talking about the guy who’s trying to confess to Shirase?


    “Ooh, I’m sure there are many others. I heard that the eve before the festival last year was incredible.”


    “…but there’s nothing I can do about it.”


    “But you can’t say that you don’t care.”


    “Shut up…”


    Eita smiled briskly with a laugh.


    There was no way Yamato didn’t care. If Sayla were to go out with someone, it would probably be impossible for Yamato to hang out with Sayla like before.


    However, somewhere in his heart, Yamato still had a strange expectation that Sayla would not go out with anyone.


    Eita seemed to be able to see through this feeling, and it made Yamato feel uncomfortable.


    “Well, it’s good to cherish the relationship you have now, but I think it’s also good to step in once in a while.”


    “When I have to step in, of course, I will.”


    For example, when Sayla is in trouble, the current Yamato will probably step in without hesitation.


    However, it seemed to be a little different from what Eita was trying to say.


    “I think you misunderstood something, but whatever. I’ll stop meddling now.”


    Eita said, and walked away.


    “I know… I don’t like this either.”


    But Yamato didn’t know what he should do.


    Yamato let out a small sigh as he watched Sayla cleaning up in the distance.


    * * *


    It was only after the cheerleading program had ended that the opportunity suddenly presented itself.


    “Ah, celebrity.”


    As they all returned to their waiting seats in class, Sayla pointed and called out to him.


    Yamato was happy as he walked right up to her.


    “Who’s the celebrity? If we are talking about that, it should be Shirase who is the celebrity.”


    “But there have been more rumors about you than about me.”


    “I thought you were the type of person who doesn’t mind such rumors.”


    “Then maybe I’m curious for the first time.”


    “Goodness, it was only rumors…”


    They paused for a moment.


    “”Pfft… Ahahaha!””


    The two of them couldn’t hold it in anymore, and then they laughed out loud.


    Yamato stopped laughing when the people closeby turned to them, but Sayla still continued to laugh.


    “Hey Shirase, they’re watching us.”


    “So? Is there something wrong?”


    The smile on her face was just so cute that Yamato felt his cheeks relax just looking at her.


    After Sayla had finished laughing, Yamato opened his mouth, averting his gaze.


    “…Are you free on the eve before the festival?”


    “Yes, I’m free. Let’s go around together.”


    “Really! Are you sure you’re not being called away by anyone…?”


    Yamato was happy to hear that, but he wanted to make sure that she didn’t have any plans beforehand.


    Then, Sayla stated puzzledly.


    “I was called, but I declined them all. The eve before the festival allows you to participate as you like, but this year they’re going to give out ozoni and oshiruko, and I was planning to eat them with Yamato.”


    “Haa…?”


    It might be said that it was typical of Sayla to take food over other appeals for attention.


    But that only seemed to Yamato to be a postponement of the problem, just because she was going to be confessed to.


    Therefore, Yamato made up his mind and said,


    “But since you’ve been called for, I think you should go. …I’ll be sure to save the ozoni and oshiruko for Shirase.”


    Yamato thought that he was a pathetic person for adding that to the end.


    But he couldn’t help but say it. He wanted her to come back to him in the end, and such a possessive desire overflowed from his heart.


    Sayla, on the other hand, thought about it for a while and then nodded.


    “Okay. I’ll call you when I’m done.”


    Sayla’s expression remained dry as she spoke. As expected, Sayla knew that what these calls were “confessions”.


    Yamato felt frustrated by Sayla’s choice to go, even though he had told her to. He also felt a sense of self-loathing at the thought.


    When they arrived at the waiting area of the class, Yamato had to part ways with Sayla who was going to participate in the next competition.


    “Ah, that’s right.”


    On the way to the entrance gate, Sayla looked back at Yamato as if she remembered something.


    “The rumors about you and Tamaki-san, are they true?”


    Sayla asked with the same poker face she normally had.


    Yamato was so busy asking about the eve before the festival that he realized that he had forgotten to explain that it was a misunderstanding.


    “No, it’s not like I and Tamaki-san have that kind of relationship. We were just discussing things, that’s all. In other words, that rumor is a falsehood. It’s just a rumor.”


    “I see.”


    Sayla smiled and turned back around.


    Then, with a skip in her step, she headed for the entrance gate.


    After watching her back, Yamato sat down on the waiting seat of the class.


    (If she looks that happy, I’m going to misunderstand her feelings…)


    With this in mind, Yamato quietly squirmed in agony.


    * * *


    * * *


    The practice for the Sports Festival went off without a hitch, and now the eve before the festival has begun.


    The eve before the festival at Aosaki High School was quite a lively event, with the student council and the sports festival committee working together to put on a show and distribute homemade ozoni and oshiruko.


    Many students in a festive mood remained in the school, and it became a place where they could relax and enjoy themselves after the midterm exams.


    However, unlike the others, Yamato’s mood was far from festive.


    As promised, he had secured some ozoni and oshiruko, but she still hasn’t come.


    He entered the empty classroom and sat down in his seat without turning on any lights.


    Even though it was still early evening, the room was very dark, probably because the curtains were all closed.


    “Haa…”


    A pathetic sigh escaped his lips.


    He didn’t expect that waiting for Sayla to finish receiving her confessions would be such a terrible thing.


    The occasional shouts of joy from outside made it even more depressing for him.


    “Should I intervene…?”


    Yamato heard from May that the terrace was a popular spot for confessions. If Yamato headed there now, he might be able to stop them.


    “What am I going to achieve by intervening…?”


    As Yamato was muttering to himself, his phone reported an incoming message.


    When he checked, it was from Sayla.


    “Where are you?”


    Yamato immediately replied, “I’m in the classroom.”


    Then, within a few minutes, there was a knock, and he turned to look at the entrance.


    The person who peeked in was Sayla.


    “Hello.”


    It was a very cute gesture, but her tone was indifferent.


    “Good evening. Did you finish your business?”


    Yamato tried to remain as calm as possible, but his voice was shaking.


    Sayla replied in a chipper tone.


    “Yes, they were all confessions. And I turned them all down.”


    “…You’re so graceful and consistent, aren’t you, Shirase?”


    Although Yamato was inwardly relieved, he couldn’t be honest and had a foul tone of voice.


    “Eh? Are you mad at me?”


    Then Sayla said and looked into Yamato’s face.


    The distance between them was so close that Yamato, embarrassed, plopped down on the desk.


    “No, I’m not mad at you.”


    “Also, it’s really dark without the lights on. —What about the ozoni and oshiruko?”


    “I put it on Shirase’s seat by the window… It’s probably cold by now.”


    “Thank you. Has Yamato eaten yet?”


    “No, I haven’t. I had no appetite.”


    “Then I’ll give you one of them. Which one do you want?”


    “…Oshiruko, maybe.”


    “Okay.”


    Soon after, Yamato was poked in the shoulder.


    But he could not bring himself to look up, so he continued to lie down.


    “Oshiruko. I’ll give you some. It’s cold though.”


    “Just leave it here.”


    “Okay. —Itadakimasu.”


    Yamato could hear the sound of chewing nearby, and because of the darkness, Yamato could feel it very clearly.


    Sayla was nearby.


    Yamato felt very safe just by that feeling.


    “… I was actually regretting it.”


    He mumbled to himself, but there was no response. Hence, Yamato continued.


    “I knew Shirase was going to be confessed to, and yet I told you to go. Because it’s just something you can’t take lightly.”


    Yamato could still hear the sound of chewing, but there was no response, so Yamato had no choice but to look up and see Sayla sitting next to him, eating a delicious bowl of ozoni.


    “…No, it’s still nothing. Forget it.”


    “Me too.”


    When she had drunk all the soup, Sayla finally opened her mouth.


    She then looked straight at Yamato and said,


    “I was bewildered when I heard that Yamato confessed his feelings to Tamaki-san. So I think it’s probably the same.”


    “The same?”


    Yamato asked, his voice trembling.


    Then Sayla said with a puzzled look.


    “Hmm? So, how does Yamato feel? I also think that my current relationship with Yamato is important. I also decided to discuss it more with you the other day.”


    “Y-Yeah, that’s right.”


    Yamato felt a deep sense of relief.


    At the same time, Yamato became aware of the fact that he felt a little disappointed.


    As if to shake off these feelings, Yamato shoveled a bowl of oshiruko, which had been placed nearby, into his stomach.


    “It’s too sweet… And it’s really cold.”


    The sweet and cold oshiruko was much sweeter than Yamato expected and yet couldn’t believe how delicious it was.


    Then Yamato suddenly noticed that Sayla, who was sitting next to him, had her back turned to him.


    “Shirase?”


    When Yamato called her name, she touched her hair in a fidgety manner.


    “What’s wrong?”


    “I was happy when I realized that Yamato felt the same way. …My face is hot.”


    As she said this, Yamato thought he saw that Sayla’s ears were turning slightly red. The only thing Yamato regretted was that it was still dark in the room and it was difficult to check.


    However, when Yamato noticed this, his face was also starting to burn brightly. The darkness of the room helped Yamato as well.


    Once again, to take his mind off things, Yamato took a sip of Oshiruko, which was still too sweet, but it didn’t seem so bad.


    “…Tomorrow is the main event of the sports festival, so we should go home soon.”


    Yamato said in a somewhat muddled way, and Sayla agreed with him.


    * * *


    When they left the gate, they could see other students leaving the school here and there. It seemed that the eve before the festival was over.


    As the sun was beginning to set, Yamato and Sayla were walking side by side, but without any particular conversation.


    Perhaps it was because the image of Sayla from earlier was flickering in Yamato’s mind, but he was unable to broach the subject.


    (Keep calm, I need to keep calm…)


    Trying to retain his normal state, Yamato slapped his own cheek.


    Sayla, who was walking next to him, looked at him in surprise as he suddenly did such a thing.


    “Eh, what’s wrong?”


    “No, I was just getting back into the swing of things…”


    “Ahh, it’s a real thing tomorrow.”


    Yamato quietly stopped what he was doing as he seemed to be relieved by a different topic.


    “That’s right. I’ve never been so excited about a sports festival in my life. I’m nervous as hell and I still can’t believe I’m on the cheerleading team.”


    “Why don’t you just do what you always do? It’s good to be excited.”


    “That’s just like Shirase.”


    “Yeah. I don’t really like being tired.”


    When they were finally able to talk as usual, they arrived at the station.


    “See you tomorrow.”


    “Yeah, see you tomorrow.”


    They sent each other off as usual before parting and headed home.

  


  Ch. 7: Sports Festival And Cheerleading Competition


  
    The day of the Sports Festival arrived.


    It was a perfect day, a clear sky with no clouds.


    However, it had rained last night, so the ground was still muddy, but thanks to the early morning work of the students on the sports festival committee, there seemed to be no problem with continuing the festival.


    All the students had changed into their gymnastic uniforms gathered on the ground, and after listening to the principal’s long speech, they began their warm-up.


    Then the festival began as programmed.


    There were many parents who had come to watch, and even though it was only mid-morning, the place was already crowded.


    Yamato’s first event was the men’s 200-meter sprint. Even though the sports festival had only just begun, he was feeling a little worried.


    “Kuraki, aim for first place!”


    Eita cheerfully shouted from their class section.


    “No, I think third place is more appropriate for me…”


    “Why are you beating yourself down before the race?”


    Eita turned to the gal girl next to him, and she said, “Oh, yeah. Kuraki-chan, go for it!” She cheered Yamato on with a strange honorific… Well, Yamato didn’t mind it.


    As for May, sitting next to her, she was gazing at the back of the entrance gate where the women’s 200-meter runners were gathering. That’s where Sayla was.


    (Well, I’ll do my best.)


    It totally wasn’t because he was cheered on by the girls, but Yamato went through the gate full of energy.


    The men’s 200-meter run began immediately, and the first heat started.


    In the 200-meter run, which involves running in a circle around the track, it was important to manage your stamina. If you run too fast at the beginning, you will be exhausted in the second half.


    However, if Yamato, who was not that fast, started slow, he would definitely not be able to take first place.


    Therefore, Yamato decided to take a gamble and use the so-called “getaway strategy”.


    He was going to give it his all from the beginning, and even if he got tired in the latter half of the race, he would still be able to maintain his lead.


    Finally, it was Yamato’s heat. His position was in the first lane, a position where Yamato would have an advantage if he could get a good start because of the tight turns on the inside course.


    The starter called out, “Take your mark” and Yamato took his starting position. His heart was already beating nervously.


    Then, the starter called out “Go” to start the race, and Yamato started to run as the gun sounded.


    The first part of the race on the straight was as expected, as Yamato was racing for third place.


    He felt as if he was being rushed as the cheering and clamor around him reached his ears.


    As they entered the first turn, they were side by side, and Yamato was able to break away into first place. He continued to run as fast as he could down the straight.


    But his lungs were already screaming. His legs also felt heavy.


    (Can’t lose…!)


    Still, Yamato didn’t give up and moved his legs as hard as he could. Yamato could hear the second place breathing from behind. He was probably closing the distance.


    Yamato entered the final corner and continued to run without slowing down, no matter the curve…


    “Ah!”


    Yamato felt his legs tangle.


    The next thing he knew, he lost his balance and fell forward.


    Yamato quickly got up, but he could see the other runners out of the corner of his eye.


    Apparently, he had gotten his foot caught in a muddy patch that hadn’t dried out yet. Both of his knees were scraped and ached. After grasping this situation, Yamato started running again.


    “Haa, haa…”


    And so he finally reached his goal.


    Immediately after reaching the goal, Yamato took a deep breath and looked up at the sky, unable to put his hands on his torn knees.


    The result was, of course, fourth place, the lowest place. Yamato couldn’t look at the cheering section of the class because he felt so bad and embarrassed.


    “Nice run, Kuraki!”


    Eita’s congratulatory voice came from the cheering section. Eita’s other classmates followed suit, saying, “Nice run!” Then, other classmates called out to him, “You did well!”


    Yamato was embarrassed by this, so he gave a small bow and sat down in the resting area for the students who had finished running.


    Not long after that, the boys’ 200-meter run was over, followed by the girls’ 200-meter run.


    Sayla’s turn to run came later, so Yamato washed his wounds with water and sat down on the cheering section.


    “Waa, Kuraki-kun, that looks painful.”


    May said with concern when she saw the wound, and the rest of her classmates suggested that Yamato go to the infirmary.


    “Well, I’ll go in a little while.”


    Yamato couldn’t clearly say, “I want to see Shirase run,” but he managed to cover it up. Some of his classmates noticed, of course.


    Finally, it was Sayla’s turn to run. In Sayla’s case, it was also decided by lottery, but she seemed to be the fastest among the girls in the school, and everyone was paying attention to her figure.


    With her hair tied into a ponytail, she took her starting position with supple movements.


    Everyone who saw her gasped for breath, and soon after the gun sounded, she started running.


    Immediately, the people around him cheered.


    She was fast compared to others.


    Leaving the other runners behind, she ran at a speed that was as fast as a man’s. Her form was beautiful, dignified, and yet powerful. She was like a horse.


    Without slowing down, Sayla crossed the finish line.


    The way she relaxed and stretched, taking off her hair band while catching her breath, was very alluring. Even though she had just finished her run, she had the attention of everyone around her all to herself.


    “Shirase is amazing after all.”


    Yamato, who had been watching the scene, muttered quietly and left his seat.


    Yamato’s next event was to knock over the sticks. But there was still some time before the start of the event.


    Therefore, Yamato went to the infirmary alone.


    * * *


    After changing into his in door shoes, he slowly walked down the empty corridor.


    Thanks to the lack of sunlight, it was cooler in the school building, and his sweat began to recede.


    Yamato knocked on the door of the infirmary, and a gentle voice answered from inside, “Come in.”


    “Excuse me.”


    Yamato went inside, where he was greeted by the cool breeze of the air conditioner.


    The cleanliness of the room and the faint smell of chemicals calmed him down.


    “Oh, you scraped your knee. Sit down there.”


    A mild-mannered woman in a white coat —Fujita-sensei, the school nurse, urged him to sit on the sofa.


    With her wavy dark brown hair, intelligent and calm face, and a figure that gave a sense of maturity, it’s no wonder she’s so popular with the students.


    “I washed it with water, just in case.”


    When Yamato reported that he had washed the wound beforehand, Fujita-sensei bent down in front of Yamato, checked the wound, and nodded her head.


    “Well, you’ve washed it clean. Now all we have to do is put on the adhesive bandage.”


    “Umm, don’t we need to disinfect it?”


    “No. With this wound, all you have to do is put a bandage on it and you’ll be fine.”


    The older, more beautiful woman suddenly looked up and smiled at him, and as a teenage boy, Yamato was naturally very nervous. In addition, his eyes were drawn to her ample bosom.


    (This is the person Shinjo likes… Indeed, she is a different type apart from Shirase.)


    This was the first time Yamato had talked to her properly, but he got the impression that she was a healer, or at any rate she was very receptive. She had a warm personality that makes one feel relieved and healed just by being around her. If Yamato had an older sister or mother like her, he would be proud of her.


    “Did you get this wound during the competition?”


    Fujita-sensei asked him as she took out an adhesive bandage from the shelf, making small talk.


    “Ah, yes. I fell down in the 200-meter run… Because of that, I came in last.”


    “I’m sorry to hear that. I’m not very good at running either, I used to fall down a lot when I was in school.”


    The way she talked was as if she was nostalgically recalling a memory from perhaps almost ten years ago, it seemed vaguely charming.


    So Yamato opened his mouth, trying to be as natural as possible.


    “But Shinjo, who was in my class, told me it was a nice run, so it wasn’t too awkward.”


    Fujita-sensei was puzzled for a moment, but then she quickly smiled kindly.


    “Heeh, Shinjo-kun. That’s just like him.”


    She bent down in front of Yamato again and put large adhesive bandages on both knees. The palms of his hands were also scratched in some places, so she put smaller bandages on them.


    “Okay, that’s done.”


    “Thank you very much.”


    “Good luck with the rest of the competition!”


    After bowing, Yamato left the infirmary.


    It may have been unnecessary meddling, but it was the first time Yamato felt as if he had encouraged someone’s love life, and his heart was beating strangely fast.


    * * *


    When Yamato returned to the track, he saw Sayla in the class cheering section.


    “Ah, welcome back. How’s your wound?”


    Sayla called out to him with a sports drink in her hand.


    “I’m back. I’m totally fine. Also, there doesn’t seem to be many people participating in this event.”


    “Maybe it’s because there’s no one willing to jump hurdles?”


    “I see.”


    Yamato sat down next to Sayla, and she offered him a sports drink.


    “Want some?”


    “No, I don’t…”


    Since there were several classmates around him and he didn’t intend to drink from someone else’s bottle on a regular basis, he cryptically declined.


    “Saint, Kuraki-kun!”


    Then May and a few other girls from the same cheer approached them.


    Apparently, they wanted to take a picture with Yamato and Sayla.


    “Come on, guys, come closer!


    Using her phone as a camera, the girl in charge of taking the picture stretched her arms to the limit to try to capture everyone in the picture.


    Yamato was in the center of a dreamy harem of popular girls taking pictures with him, but he couldn’t help but feel the resentful stares of the boys from afar.


    “Here we go—”


    With a snap, the girl in charge of taking the picture pressed the shutter button and it was done.


    Yamato was relieved that it was all over, but he was shocked when a girl whose name he could not remember poked him on the shoulder.


    “Kuraki-kun, can you tell me your ID so I can send you the pictures I took?


    “Ah, yes…”


    With the momentum, he exchanged contact information with the girl, and then with other girls.


    But it seems that most of the girls wanted to exchange contact information with Sayla as well. Yamato was used as bait, but he didn’t feel bad about it.


    The other girls who had finished their business left, and May, who had stayed behind, opened her mouth while looking at the program.


    “The cheerleading competition will start after the lunch break, so please gather at the club’s building twenty minutes before the lunch break ends. We’ll be handing out uniforms there. If your parents are coming, you’d better tell them about it beforehand.”


    As expected of a class committee member, she seemed to be checking the schedule frequently to make sure there were no mistakes. This was something Yamato wanted to learn.


    Speaking of the uniforms for cheerleading, they had just had their sizes adjusted a few days ago. Both boys and girls were wearing the cheerleading uniforms, and Yamato was looking forward to seeing Sayla in hers.


    “Thank you, Tamaki-san, but my mother isn’t here as she has work.”


    “Me neither. My parents are busy.”


    In Sayla’s case, it seemed that her parents were not coming for other reasons. Yamato couldn’t explain every single thing about his family, so he played it safe.


    “I see, then it’s okay.”


    After the confirmation, May said, “Let’s do our best in the rest of the competition!” With that, she left her seat.


    “I’ve got to get moving too.”


    “Have a good run!”


    All the participants of the pole vaulting event were already gathering in front of the entrance gate, so Yamato was eager to get going.


    He slapped his cheeks to get into the spirit, hoping to show off his good qualities this time.


    


    “The morning’s competition is over. We will now take a lunch break—”


    The broadcast said, and it was time for their lunch break.


    As for Yamato, he was burning up in the class cheering section. Although he was able to win the pole vaulting competition overall, he was not able to play a prominent role, and that was what he regretted.


    “Yamato, let’s have lunch.”


    Sayla called out to him as usual, and Yamato was immediately revived.


    “Right. Shall we go to the rooftop?”


    “Yes, there won’t be many people there.”


    And so they began to move towards the rooftop.


    “Haa, haa…”


    Yamato was out of breath just going up the stairs.


    “Are you okay? You had a pretty hard morning.”


    “The 200-meter run took more of my energy than I expected, followed by the pole vault and then the relay for everyone without pause. It was really tough for someone from the go-home club.”


    “We’re almost there, so hang in there.”


    Sayla smiled and held out her hand to Yamato.


    Her figure, illuminated by the sunlight streaming through the window, was unmistakably that of a saint.


    Yamato took her hand, ran up the rest of the stairs and finally made it to the roof.


    As expected, there was no one around, and the wind was blowing pleasantly.


    “It’s such a relief. There were so many people everywhere else.”


    “Yeah, I guess so. Why don’t we just sit here in the sun for a while?


    Sayla said, and lay down on the ground.


    “No, we have a cheering competition next, so we can’t skip it. If we do, I feel bad for Tamaki-san.”


    “Right…”


    Yamato sat down in the shade and opened his lunch box, though he had no appetite due to fatigue.


    On top of the white rice were the words “Fight!”


    “Haa…”


    “Wow, that’s luxurious.”


    Sayla looked into the lunch box and said enviously.


    It was true that a meat-filled bento box containing fried chicken, sukiyaki beef, pork cutlet and grilled chicken was more luxurious than usual.


    “The calories are too high, though. To be honest, I don’t know if I can finish it.”


    “Then I’ll eat the rest.”


    “If you could take half of it, that would be great.”


    “Leave it to me.”


    Sayla took out her own chopsticks and held them up happily. She may have been expecting this situation, as she had already prepared chopsticks.


    The two of them split the lunch in half, and Yamato took a sigh of relief.


    “I could never have eaten all of this by myself…”


    “It was delicious. Gochisosama.”


    “…Shirase’s parents aren’t here today, either. Where’s your sister?”


    When Yamato asked her about something that had been bothering him, she shook her head.


    “I think they probably don’t even know that today is the sports festival.”


    “Well, I don’t mind if Shirase is okay with it. It seems that many people don’t even bother to invite their parents to high school sports festivals.


    “Ah, but my grandfather might come.”


    Because Sayla said it so casually, Yamato’s reaction was delayed for a moment.


    “Heh…? Eh, grandpa? Shirase’s grandpa is coming to the sports festival!?”


    When Yamato shouted out in surprise, Sayla smiled at him.


    “I don’t know, maybe. He said he had some business coming nearby, and he called me, so I told him.”


    “O-Oh… Then I’ll finally get to meet him.”


    Sayla’s grandfather was the owner of the rooftop amusement park that Sayla and Yamato visited on the last day of Golden Week. In other words, he was a very important person to Sayla.


    “I guess so. Are you nervous?”


    “…Honestly, my stomach is starting to hurt.”


    “Haha, that’s because you ate too much. But you might as well get used to it while you can.”


    Then, Sayla started to play with her phone.


    “Here, pictures.”


    The screen of the phone she showed Yamato showed an old gentleman wearing a stylish beret. He had a kind smile on his face, and the image made him appear kind.


    However, Yamato’s attention was on another person in the image with him, a young girl with hair down to her waist.


    This was definitely Sayla when she was a child.


    “This seemed quite some time ago…”


    “What do you mean?”


    “No, I’m talking about this. —Your grandfather seems like a very kind man.”


    “Yeah. I’m proud of him.”


    Hehe, Sayla smiled innocently. She had been unconcerned earlier, but she was still happy that her grandfather was coming to the sports festival.


    “Ah, the picture was taken quite a while ago, so he looks a bit older in person. By the way, that’s me in the picture with him.”


    “I had an idea of what to expect… You were cute.”


    “Fufu, thanks.”


    It became somewhat awkward, so Yamato checked his phone again and stood up.


    “I guess we better get moving. Did your grandfather tell you what time he’ll be here?”


    “Well, he said he’d be here in the afternoon. But I haven’t heard from him yet.”


    “Oh, well. But let’s do our best.”


    This time, Yamato held out his hand, and Sayla took it and stood up.


    “Yamato’s mother also said, ‘Fight!’.”


    “Stop messing with me through my bento…”


    * * *


    When they moved to the club’s building, the meeting place, the distribution of uniforms had already begun.


    After receiving their uniforms, the cheerleaders headed for the changing rooms. Those who had finished changing were the first to assemble in front of the entrance gate to the building.


    “I’ll see you in a little bit.”


    “Yeah.”


    After receiving her gakuran, he left Sayla and went into the changing room.


    Yamato had only worn blazer-type uniforms in the past, so it was refreshing to wear the gakuran. He felt strangely masculine as he put on the outfit.


    As he was wondering how far he should fasten the buttons on his chest, someone came up next to him.


    “Hey, how’s it going?”


    Yamato looked next to him and saw a large man standing next to him, Takao, the leader of the white team’s cheerleaders.


    “Ah, Thanks. …It’s okay, I guess.”


    “An okay is good enough. Let’s enjoy the cheerleading competition.”


    Takao smiled at him, and Yamato nodded, feeling somewhat embarrassed.


    Takao was probably concerned about Yamato’s inability to fit in with the rest of the group, especially the male members. As expected of the leader.


    Yamato was grateful for his thoughtfulness, but at the same time he felt a little sad.


    There was one thing that Yamato learned by participating in cheerleading. He knew that he wasn’t suited to be involved with bright people.


    However, it was fun to practice cheerleading, and he felt a sense of accomplishment when everyone performed together. Yamato learned that there was such a way to participate in an event.


    After getting dressed and getting ready, Yamato turned to Takao.


    “I’m looking forward to the white team’s performance. I look forward to seeing you at the cheering competition.”


    As he bowed, Takao smiled and made a gutsy pose.


    When they moved in front of the entrance gate, most of the cheerleaders had already gathered.


    There was no sign of Sayla yet, but May and Yanagi, the leader of the Red Team, were already waiting. Both of them were looking quite good in their school gakuran.


    “Ooh!


    At that moment, someone shouted in admiration, drawing everyone’s attention to a single point.


    As Yamato turned her gaze, he couldn’t help but let out an exhale.


    Standing in front of his gaze was Sayla, dressed in her school gakuran.


    Her hair was tied up in a single bun, and her cool, dignified face and the majestic design of her school gakuran combined to create a miraculous combination of beauty and coolness.
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    Everyone, boy and girl alike, were transfixed by the sight of the beautiful girl in male attire.


    Like the other members of the group, Yamato was at a loss for words, but Sayla noticed him and approached him.


    “It looks good on you. It’s very cool.”


    With an elegant smile, Sayla praised Yamato.


    Yamato felt a strange feeling as if he was being hit on by the world’s most handsome man, and replied in a dazed manner.


    “Is that ironic…?”


    “Why?”


    “No, Shirase is that kind of person.”


    Yamato smiled back at Sayla, who was puzzled, almost holding her head.


    That was when Yamato noticed May collapsing happily in the distance. …Yamato guessed he’d better leave her alone for now.


    “Still no word from your grandfather?”


    Yamato asked in a hushed voice, and Sayla nodded.


    “I don’t mind. I think it’s enough to be able to see his face, so don’t worry about it.”


    “Yeah, okay. Then, let’s get with it.”


    For once, both Yamato and Sayla were both in high spirits.


    “Bravo! You look great, Shirase!”


    Yanagi called out, clapping excitedly.


    “Oh, thanks.”


    “I think the red team will win this one.”


    “Hah? Don’t underestimate the White Team.”


    The one who intervened with a booming voice was Takao, the leader of the White Team. The combination of his stocky physique and the gakuran was a perfect match, and he looked cool in a different way than Sayla. In fact, the girls around him were crying out in excitement.


    “Wow, you look too manly for a hot day, sort of rough~ Today’s boys need to be more stylish, don’t they~?”


    Takao smiled at Yanagi’s agitation.


    “If that’s the case, I’ll make it black and white in this cheerleading competition. I’ll show you who is the true leader of the cheer team.”


    “Interesting, I’ll take it. We have the strongest lethal weapon, the saint, Shirase-san. I don’t think I’m going to lose this one in the slightest.”


    The two leaders were blazing with fighting spirit. The other members of the group also start to get excited by their enthusiasm.


    Yamato, who was not quite able to get into the groove, muttered with a wry smile.


    “In the first place, was cheering supposed to be a competition…?”


    “It’s called a cheerleading competition. Well, the leaders seemed to have a lot of personal feelings involved.”


    Sayla, who also seemed to be having trouble getting through the situation, said in a dumbfounded tone. Yamato and Sayla looked at each other and laughed, they hadn’t expected this to happen.


    Not long after that, the announcement was made that the lunch break was over, and the first red team formed a circle.


    “We’ll show them what we’ve been able to do, and we’ll make the sports festival in the afternoon a lot more exciting! Red Team Fight!”


    “”””Fight!””””


    As soon as the Red Cheer Team finished their circle full of spirit, Yanagi shouted, “Let’s go!” The Red Team cheerleaders went through the entrance gate at once.


    After they lined up on the ground with the sound of drums, Yanagi gave them a start.


    Immediately after the start, the sound of the drums modulated, and the performance began on cue.


    As the cheering members of the red team performed their powerful and passionate dance, the heat in the hall rose to a climax.


    At first, Yamato was just focused on not making any mistakes, but as he was surrounded by the enthusiasm of the audience, he became more conscious of his dynamic movements and felt a sense of elation that he had never felt before.


    The strength of his spirit was reflected in his performance, and his heart was racing as he danced happily, powerfully, and in unison with the other members of the group.


    Yamato looked at Sayla out of the corner of his eye. That was another factor that lifted Yamato’s spirits. As if pulled by her graceful and gorgeous figure, the other members also improved their own performances.


    At the end of the five-minute performance, the audience broke into applause. After Yanagi’s call, the Red Team’s cheerleaders promptly left the ground.


    The performance was a great success, and after leaving the ground, some of the members hugged and praised each other, while others were so moved that they started crying.


    One of them, May, expressed her gratitude with tears streaming down her face, saying, “I really appreciate what you two have done, Saint and Kuraki-kun.”


    After that, the white group performed a spirited performance and the cheerleading competition ended successfully.


    * * *


    “That was quite cool.”


    Eita said to Yamato, who had returned to the class cheering section, looking a little regretful.


    Soon after, the girls in the class gathered around and said, “That was really cool! It was really good!” “Kuraki-kun, let’s take a picture together!”


    (Could this be the arrival of my “popularity period”?)


    For a moment, Yamato had high hopes, but their attention was immediately turned to Sayla and May who had returned.


    As Yamato was inwardly disappointed, Eita grinned and squared his shoulders.


    “Don’t worry, it was a short-lived glory.”


    “Shut up Shinjo.”


    “Well, well, don’t be so angry. I thought the winner of the cheerleading competition would be announced at the end of the festival.”


    “Right, but I don’t think I care about winning or losing anymore.”


    These were Yamato’s sincere words, and he felt a great sense of accomplishment that he had been able to give his best performance with everyone else.


    “How nice, very passionate. Keep it up and have a wild cavalry battle!”


    “Yeah!”


    With Eita, Yamato rushed towards the entrance gate.


    Yamato didn’t feel like he could lose any competition now in such a mood.


    * * *


    “Oh, yeah! I’m so cool!”


    Eita was basking in the glory of victory when he returned from his overwhelming victory in the cavalry match.


    Yamato was also basking in the joy of victory, but he was too embarrassed to make as big an appeal as Eita.


    Just then, a boy from the class who was a member of the sports festival committee came running up to him, looking troubled.


    “Hey, can someone stand in for me in the mixed two-person three-legged race?”


    Then, Eita raised his hand vigorously.


    “Okay, I’m in!


    “No, Shinjo is a member of the original team.”


    “Ah, I see. Then, Kuraki!”


    When Eita unexpectedly called on him to help out, Yamato’s body jolted.


    “Eh, me…?”


    “Yes! There’s still time for tug of war, right?”


    “Yeah, but can I race without practice?”


    “You’ll be fine, it will be fine!”


    They decided that Yamato would sub for the event, and he was anxious but prepared.


    Then, one of the boys on the committee said with a troubled look.


    “Actually, we are missing the girl too.”


    The whole area went silent.


    Just when Yamato was about to swear and say, “Why didn’t you say that first?”


    “I’ll do it then.”


    Sayla stated as she volunteered herself. She seemed to have just come back from the restroom.


    The combination of the two seemed unexpected, but not unexpected at the same time, and the people around them began to buzz.


    But Sayla didn’t seem to care about that at all and started walking towards the entrance gate.


    “Yamato, let’s go.”


    The way Sayla turned slightly and spoke to Yamato made him feel very confident.


    “Yeah.”


    Yamato, who was already in high spirits, also headed for the entrance gate.


    For the two person, three legged race, Yamato was on the right and Sayla was on the left, and they bent down to tie the strap around each other’s ankles. In the middle of this, Yamato asked something that had been bothering him a little.


    “Are you tired, Shirase?”


    “I’m fine, though the crowds make me feel like I’m getting drunk.”


    “I see. Take it easy.”


    “Thanks. —Ah, that knot’s gonna come undone.”


    Then, Sayla tied Yamato’s ankle strap again.


    In the middle of doing so, Yamato could see Sayla up close, and she smelled very good.


    “It’s done. —You’re looking a bit red. Are you okay?”


    “Uhh, I’m fine. …Maybe.”


    Yamato stood up as if to cover up his evil feelings, and Sayla followed suit.


    “I hope so. Come on, let’s get some practice in before we start.”


    “Eh, no—”


    Yamato’s voice was a little too loud as Sayla suddenly put her hands around his waist.


    Yamato also put his hands around Sayla’s waist, but—


    “Yaah.”


    Yamato thought he heard an outrageously cute squeal beside him and saw Sayla’s face turn bright red.


    “Umm… Shirase, san?”


    When Yamato grabbed Sayla’s side again — or rather, Sayla’s waist, he found that it was soft.


    “Hyaah!? —Seriously, really don’t.”


    The next thing Yamato knew, Sayla gave another cute squeal and said angrily.


    As it turned out, Sayla was apparently weak in the side. Yamato’s heart skipped a beat at the discovery of this unexpected weakness, but he was afraid that she would be seriously offended if he took it any further, so he let go of his hand for now.


    Yamato didn’t know where to hold her. Yamato tried hard not to burst out laughing as he asked.


    “P-Pff… then, where should I grab?


    “Normally, it’s the shoulders. Yamato is taller than me, so I grabbed your waist. —Also, stop laughing.”


    “I’m sorry, I don’t think I can do that.”


    “…That’s annoying.”


    Sayla’s cheeks puffed up slightly and she began to pout. The sight was too cute for Yamato to handle.


    However, Yamato thought he really needed to pull himself together soon. The pressure of the white eyes of the other pairs competing in the race was incredible. He could even feel their menacing auras.


    Even Eita was yelling at them from afar, “You guys, you really need to pull your weight…” They probably should get it together.


    “I’m sorry, please don’t be mad.”


    “I don’t mind at all.”


    Sayla still looked mad as she looked away. Her words and actions didn’t match up.


    In the meantime, the race was about to begin, and in the end, they were unable to practice properly before the actual event.


    At the start, Sayla put her hands around his waist again. Yamato felt weird, but put his hand on Sayla’s shoulder.


    Sayla’s soft yet slender shoulders were slightly sweaty, and the warmth of her body transmitted through his palms made Yamato’s heart beat faster.


    “Then, let’s call out ‘one, two’ and Yamato’s feet will go in the order of ‘right foot, left foot’.”


    Unlike Yamato who was nervous, Sayla seemed to have completely focused on the competition. When she suggested a shout for order, Yamato hurriedly agreed.


    “The stride length should be about half a step. If it doesn’t fit too well, we can adjust it as we run. I’m shorter than you, so Yamato should match my pace.”


    “O-Oh, I understand.”


    “Okay, here we go.”


    As they found themselves stranded in front of the entrance gate, Yamato and Sayla shouted “one, two” as they moved to the waiting area for the runners.


    Feeling the jealous and vindictive stares from the people around him, Yamato decided to concentrate on the race with Sayla.


    Soon the first pair of runners started running, followed by Yamato’s pair.


    As they stood at the starting position, the other pairs glanced at Yamato. They must have been surprised that Sayla was participating in this kind of competition.


    And so, at last, the two people three legged race began with a bang.


    After a sluggish start, Yamato and Saira shouted “one, two” in unison and began to gain speed.


    Yamato and Sayla overtook one pair at the corner and passed the other pair as they entered the straight.


    Just as they were about to pass the other pair and cross the finish line, Yamato noticed a muddy spot in the direction they were going.


    Sayla had just stepped on the spot and slipped—


    (Not yet!)


    Yamato immediately stepped on the outer leg with all his might and hugged Sayla’s shoulders tightly, as she was about to fall.


    Thanks to this, they were able to avoid falling, but Yamato ended up hugging Sayla as hard as he could.


    The soft feeling in his arms almost took Yamato’s consciousness away.


    “Sorry, let’s hurry up.”


    He looked at Sayla, who had not yet given up on victory.


    With her words, Yamato concentrated on running again.


    So he ran hard, but the result was third place.


    Even so, Sayla looked refreshed.


    “Thank you, Yamato. We were able to finish the race.”


    Seeing her smiling face, Yamato’s frustration vanished.


    “Thanks to you too. I managed to get into shape because I was with Shirase.”


    “I almost fell, though. But I’m really grateful for your help.”


    “Then I guess we’re on the same page. Now, shall we untie the string?”


    “Yeah.”


    They both laughed, and as Yamato bent down, the school announcement came on.


    “I’m going to call out a student, second year B class, Shirase Sayla. Please come to the staff room immediately. I repeat—”


    After hearing the broadcast, Yamato and Sayla looked at each other again.


    “You’re being called over for something.”


    “I didn’t do anything wrong though?”


    “I know, I know. Go ahead and go.”


    “Ehhh, Yamato, you should come with me. There’s still time before the tug of war, right?”


    “Guess I don’t have a choice…”


    She may have said she hadn’t done anything wrong, but it didn’t mean she didn’t have an idea of what it was for.


    There was certainly time left before Yamato’s next event, the tug-of-war, so he reluctantly decided to follow along.


    * * *


    They knocked on the door of the staff room, and when they entered, the homeroom teacher informed Sayla that there was a phone call for her.


    So Yamato waited in front of the staff room, but when she came out a little later, Sayla’s face was very pale.


    “Shirase?”


    When Yamato called out in concern, Sayla fell to her knees and sat down on the floor.


    “They said, Grandpa collapsed…”


    “What?”


    Sayla continued in a muffled voice.


    “And it seems that he was just taken to the hospital…”


    Sayla’s whole body trembled and she curled over in a huddle.


    It was the first time Yamato saw Sayla this distraught. Even when she had a high fever, she was somewhat aloof, but now she couldn’t afford to be like this now.


    At that moment, Yamato thought as quickly as he could.


    —He wanted to do something.


    “He’ll be fine, Shirase.”


    When Yamato called out to her gently to calm her down, she looked up slightly.


    She looked terribly frightened, a look Yamato had never seen on her face.


    “What, do you mean he’ll be fine…?”


    “Today’s medical technology is very advanced. If your grandpa has been taken to the hospital, he will be fine.”


    This was just to comfort her. But Yamato doesn’t intend to just comfort her.


    That was why Yamato held out his hand.


    “If you’re that worried, just go check it out. I’ll go with you, so you won’t get lost.”


    “But…”


    “Did you get the name of the hospital?”


    She nodded her head slightly.


    “I’ll call a taxi, and you can change into your uniform in the meantime. You can’t go to the hospital in gym clothes.”


    “…Okay.”


    Sayla took Yamato’s hand, stood up, and began to run.


    After watching Sayla’s back as she ran, though unsteadily, Yamato used his phone to call a taxi as she headed to get her things.


    (—It’s times like this when I have to be strong. I’m not going to be intimidated!)


    The truth was, there was no guarantee that Sayla’s grandpa would be okay.


    On the contrary, having been told such a story, Yamato felt his legs would start to shake if he let his guard down.


    However, Yamato tried his best to keep his mind strong for now.


    He was ready to do anything for Sayla.

  


  Ch. 8: Summer Rain Escape


  
    The taxi arrived in front of the school gate about ten minutes after it was hailed.


    After changing into their school uniforms, Yamato and Sayla quickly got in and the taxi departed for a large hospital in Tokyo.


    While they were waiting for the cab, Yamato told his homeroom teacher that he would accompany Sayla, and also explained the situation to May and Eita, telling them that he and Sayla would be leaving the school.


    Both of them were surprised, but they pushed Yamato to leave the rest to them, so he thought he should thank them again later.


    In the taxi, Yamato and Sayla didn’t talk, but after a while, Sayla, who was looking out the window, muttered a few words.


    “Rain…”


    Just as she said that, rain clouds spread across the clear sky earlier, and it started to rain, knocking hard on the window.


    Then, at the most inopportune moment, the taxi seemed to have entered a traffic jam. Yamato checked on his phone and found that the traffic jam continued for several kilometers.


    “Sorry, we’ll get off here.”


    Yamato said and pulled out two thousand yen bills from his wallet.


    After receiving the change, Yamato shook Sayla’s hand, which had become tense.


    “It’s faster to take the train. We might get a little wet, but it’s okay, right?”


    “Yes.”


    They both got out of the taxi and headed towards the station while running.


    There, the rain got heavier. It was a decent distance to the nearest station, but the timing couldn’t have been worse.


    They tried to buy an umbrella, but there was no convenience store nearby, so they ended up running, while soaking wet, to the station.


    When they managed to get to the station, they both used towels to wipe off the water.


    “Soaked…”


    Sayla blurted out as she brushed up her wet bangs.


    Her blouse was wet, and her pink camisole was visible. Yamato desperately turned his face away, feeling guilty that he was still nervous at such a moment.


    “You’d better dry yourself off. You don’t want to catch a cold again.”


    Yamato said after shaking off his evil thoughts, and Sayla then turned her gaze to him.


    “Pfft.”


    Immediately, Sayla laughed.


    As Yamato was puzzled, not knowing what was so funny, Sayla held out a hand mirror to him.


    Yamato blushed immediately when he saw the floppy-haired face reflected in it.


    “You shouldn’t laugh at that! Even Shirase has floppy hair!”


    “Fufu, because… I am that kind of person that looks good no matter what.”


    “You sound really confident…”


    Yamato pretended to be amazed at what she said, but he was so happy that Sayla laughed at him that he had to resist the urge to grin.


    “…Thank you… for coming with me.”


    Yamato was at a loss for a response as Sayla suddenly expressed her gratitude.


    “I know we’re usually on opposite sides of the fence, but I have shown my manly side once in a while.”


    That’s why Yamato could only give such a cynical reply, but Sayla still smiled happily.


    “Yes, you are very manly. Yamato is really cool.”


    She was not ashamed to say it, and it made Yamato embarrassed.


    “I-I’ve already figured it out. The train is coming soon, let’s go.”


    “Yes.”


    When they passed through the ticket gate and went out to the platform, the train had arrived.


    They got into the empty car and sat down side by side.


    Soon after, the train departed.


    The sound of rain pounding on the window was noisy. The rain was getting stronger.


    “The sports festival might have been suspended.”


    Sayla opened her mouth.


    She looked out the window, her gaze somewhat vacant.


    “Maybe. But from the looks of it, it’s probably just a shower, and it’ll probably stop soon.”


    “The ground is going to be bad, though.”


    “There are many ways to go around that. Even a muddy sports festival is fun to watch, isn’t it?”


    “That doesn’t sound very Yamato-like.”


    Yamato thought it was more unlike Sayla to only say negative things, but in the end, Yamato didn’t say anything.


    “Is that so? Well, I’ve been feeling more positive lately.”


    “…Maybe you’re right.”


    “I know.”


    Sayla let out a small sigh, without taking her gaze off the window.


    And then, as if in a whisper, she spoke.


    “I hope you’re okay, Grandpa.”


    Yamato smiled gently at Sayla’s sorrowful face.


    “He’ll be fine, I’m sure. Let’s believe.”


    “Yeah… My sister hasn’t answered the phone at all since then.”


    “Was it your sister who called the school?”


    “Yes, it was. I think she called my phone a few times, but I didn’t notice because I was in the middle of the sports festival.”


    Yamato saw a lot of girls with their phones in the pockets of their gym clothes, but Sayla doesn’t seem to be the type to carry it around with her. It’s no wonder she didn’t notice the call.”


    “You haven’t heard any details?”


    “No. I heard that my sister is currently abroad and she heard about my grandpa through our parents.”


    How could her parents tell her sister who was abroad and not contact Sayla at all? The relationship between Sayla and her parents seems to be getting more complicated for Yamato.


    Yamato knew that this wasn’t the right time to talk about it, however.


    At that moment, he noticed that Sayla’s fingertips were trembling slightly.


    Was it because she was cold, or was it because she was anxious?


    Either way, Yamato couldn’t let her remain like this. Yamato placed his own hand on Sayla’s.


    “Calm down.”


    Yamato told Sayla and then she closed her eyes.


    Her trembling seemed to have stopped, but Yamato decided to keep his hands on hers for the time being.


    * * *


    After a ten-minute train ride, they arrived at their destination station.


    When they got out of the station, the rain had weakened completely.


    The hospital that Sayla’s grandfather had been taken to was close by, and Yamato led the way, relying on the map app on his phone.


    After a few minutes of walking, they came across a magnificent university hospital.


    It was one of the biggest hospitals in Tokyo, and it was so big that they had a hard time just walking around the hospital.


    As soon as they entered, Sayla told the receptionist her grandfather’s name and confirmed that he was in room 305.


    As Sayla started to walk ahead of him, Yamato hurriedly grabbed her hand as she was about to go to another ward.


    “This way. I’ll show you where to go and you can follow me.”


    “Okay.”


    It was somewhat different for Sayla to follow him so quietly.


    They took the elevator up to the third floor, and when they saw the nameplate for room 305 at the end of the hallway, the door to the hospital room opened.


    The person who came out was a man in a suit. He was probably in his early forties. He was tall and somewhat elegant, with a stern expression on his face, and he had a well-developed face.


    When Yamato saw the man, he immediately thought he was Sayla’s father. Although they didn’t have the same facial features, Yamato felt that he had something in common with her in that he had a unique atmosphere that made him seem unworldly.


    Yamato’s face twitched in agitation as he had never expected to meet him at this moment.


    Yamato couldn’t help but let go of Sayla’s hand, but there was no way he was going to stop now.


    Yamato glanced at Sayla and saw that she was following closely behind him.


    In the meantime, the distance between them was closing.


    The other side could already see Yamato and Sayla. The closer they got, the more stern their faces seemed to become, and Yamato felt as if his heart had gone cold.


    The two sides closed the distance, and as they passed each other — the man didn’t even give Sayla a glance, but instead slightly bowed to Yamato.


    Yamato reflexively returned the greeting, and the man left without further ado.


    When they reached the front of the hospital room, Sayla took a breath and relaxed her shoulders.


    “Shirase, is that…?


    “Yes, my father. …We’re here.”


    She had a mixture of angry, depressed, yet whatever expression on her face.


    Still, she tightened her face to ready herself before walking in.


    “Okay, I’m going in.”


    She grabbed Yamato’s hand.


    “Is it okay for me to come with you?”


    “I want you to come with me. Please.”


    Yamato nodded to Sayla, whose voice was trembling slightly.


    She then grabbed the handle of the sliding door and opened it.


    As they entered the hospital room, they saw a figure on a bed by the window.


    As they got closer, Yamato saw a kind old man lying on the bed, just as he had seen in Sayla’s picture—


    “Oh, it’s Sayla!”


    The old man — Sayla’s grandfather — was unexpectedly cheerful. He had an austere but gentle voice and a kind expression, which was the complete opposite of the impression he gave to Sayla’s father, whom he had just met.


    His right hand is in a cast, suggesting that he may have suffered a fracture.


    “I heard that you collapsed… I was worried about you.”


    Sayla said, relieved, and sank her face into the sheets.


    “I’m sorry about that. I accidentally fell down the stairs. As you can see, your Grandpa is full of energy.”


    Sayla’s grandfather said calmly, patting Sayla’s head gently.


    He then turned his head toward Yamato.


    “Who are you?”


    “Ah, uh, I’m Shirase—Sayla-san’s classmate, Kuraki Yamato.”


    Yamato was flustered when he realized that he had forgotten to buy a gift for the old man.


    When Sayla’s grandfather narrowed his eyes at Yamato, Sayla looked up.


    “He’s my friend. He’s always with me.”


    “Fumm, a friend?”


    Sayla’s grandfather continued to squint and looked at Yamato’s entire body.


    During this time, Yamato almost stopped breathing. He felt strangely uncomfortable, as if his value was being assessed.


    However, he felt that he had to say something, so he mustered up his strength.


    “I heard that Sayla-san’s grandfather had collapsed, and I know I’ve been meddling, but I — I, too, have accompanied Sayla-san to the hospital…”


    Confused and not knowing what he was saying, Yamato moved his mouth in cold sweat.


    “HAHAHA…”


    Then, Sayla’s grandfather suddenly burst into laughter.


    It was obvious that he was calm, but very happy.


    When Yamato looked at Sayla in confusion, Sayla smiled too.


    (No, I don’t know what you two are thinking!)


    As Yamato shouted this in his mind, Sayla’s grandfather finished laughing and nodded.


    “This is the second time I’ve met Sayla’s friends. But I didn’t expect you to bring a boy with you. Kuraki-kun, right? You are planning to go out with her at some point?”


    “What!? No, no way I would consider such a thing!”


    Yamato immediately denied the question, although he was suddenly asked something intrusive.


    Sayla gave a small sigh, then she prepared two chairs for the two of them and sat down on one of them.


    “Grandpa, don’t tease Yamato too much. I told you he’s my friend.”


    It was typical of Sayla to speak so matter-of-factly even in a situation like this. However, the expression on her face was somewhat cold, and Sayla’s grandfather coughed, as if he thought what he had done was wrong.


    “Yes, they say rushing is the wrong way to go. Please sit down, Kuraki-kun.”


    Yamato sat down in the chair, relieved that he had managed to escape from that danger.


    “Anyway, I’m glad my grandchild is enjoying school. I guess it’s thanks to you, Kuraki-kun. Thank you very much.”


    He even bowed his head and thanked Yamato, Yamato also hurriedly bowed his head in return.


    “Same here, Thanks to Sayla-san, it has been a pleasure hanging out with her lately.”


    “There was a sports festival at school today, wasn’t there? I’m sorry you had to leave early today, too.”


    “No. I couldn’t continue to participate in the event when Sayla-san is in need.”


    Yamato’s immediate response caused Sayla’s grandfather to roll his eyes for a moment, but he immediately smiled kindly.


    “You are a good young man.”


    “Haha… I’m happy to hear you say that.”


    Seeing Yamato’s fearful look, Sayla’s grandfather’s smile deepened with happiness.


    “Hey, how was the amusement park?”


    Sayla then asked.


    Sayla’s grandfather looked out the window and looked sad.


    “Most of the equipment has already been removed, so it was pretty empty. It was nice to get a glimpse of it, though.”


    Sayla’s grandfather, who lived in the countryside, had come all the way to Tokyo to see the rooftop amusement park during the removal work.


    What was it like to lose a place that holds so many memories? Yamato didn’t know yet.


    “I rode the Ferris wheel with Yamato. Just like Grandpa said, it was a beautiful view.”


    As Sayla talked about her memories without hesitation, Yamato was afraid that he might be accused of something else.


    However, Sayla’s grandfather smiled happily again and nodded his head.


    “That’s good to hear. It was my only regret that I couldn’t continue it until Sayla was older.”


    “Fufu… Grandfatherly love.”


    “Yeah, Sayla’s my pride and joy.”


    Seeing the two of them smiling at each other, Yamato felt relieved.


    Yamato felt a sense of warmth as they smiled at each other, and he realized that her Grandfather spoiled Sayla the most.


    “Sorry, I have to go. I’m going to get something while I’m here.”


    Sayla suddenly said and left her seat.


    “Eh, I’ll can get it—”


    “I’ll take care of it. Yamato, please sit down.”


    After saying that, Sayla left the hospital room.


    “Hemm—”


    Yamato froze as he stared at the door, but turned around when Sayla’s grandfather cleared his throat.


    “Kuraki-kun. How is that girl doing at school?”


    With a gentle smile on his face, Sayla’s grandfather asked, and Yamato calmed down and answered.


    “It’s like everyone’s dream, I guess. She’s quite free-spirited, and she doesn’t really talk to anyone else but me. …Ah, but lately, I think she’s getting more comfortable with her surroundings.


    “Hmm, I see. Thank you.”


    “No problem.”


    “I could tell right away how much she cared for you. I’m glad to hear that you care for her too.”


    Yamato felt as if his tear glands were being stimulated when he was told with a smile of deep satisfaction.


    “I owe a lot to Sayla-san, she’s my benefactor. Of course, she’s also my friend.”


    “Benefactor, huh? That’s an unusual way of looking at it.”


    It may be strange, but this was Yamato’s honest view of their relationship.


    “Umm, can I ask you a question too?”


    “What is it?”


    “You said earlier that this is the second time you’ve met Sayla-san’s friend, but I was wondering what she was like.”


    Yamato didn’t get a chance to ask about it earlier, but he has been wondering about it for a long time. The other party seemed to be a girl, so Yamato took the liberty of imagining a friend like May.


    “Ah, you mean that. Sayla went to an all-girls school, and there was a girl she used to hang out with. She was a lovely, cute girl. Her name was Tsubaki-san, I think.”


    “Is that so? Thank you very much.”


    So, how is the relationship between this Tsubaki girl and Sayla now? Yamato was very curious, but he thought he should ask Sayla herself.


    “By the way, Kuraki-kun…”


    Sayla’s grandfather continued with a slightly grim expression on his face.


    “Have you met her father? He was here just a few minutes ago.”


    The relationship between Sayla and her father seemed to be a complicated one. Sayla’s grandpa seemed to have a hard time talking about it.


    “I met him in front of the hospital room a while ago. But I only gave a light greeting.”


    “Hmm. Well, you two are passerbys to each other.”


    Yamato felt that the word “passerby” was the right word. The two of them met in front of the hospital room, and it was obvious that they were not talking to each other.


    “Sayla-san told me in the past why she was living alone. But she didn’t tell me much about her father.”


    “It’s my fault that she left home – or rather, that her relationship with her father deteriorated.”


    “That’s what happened?”


    “It seems that the amusement park was an important place for Sayla too. It’s just that I wasn’t good enough and it ended up like that, but the timing wasn’t good.


    “Her sister—Reika-san— said Sayla-san lost her way because she lost the place where her heart was. But what do you mean by, ‘the timing was not good’?”


    “Mmm…”


    Sayla’s grandfather turned over in thought.


    Yamato thought that he might have intervened too much.


    “Looking back, she seemed to be having a lot of other problems at that time. I can’t tell you what they were exactly, because I didn’t ask her directly.”


    Yamato heard from Sayla that those days were filled with lessons. Yamato thought that Sayla might have been fed up with the idea of the amusement park, which had been a source of comfort for her, being closed while her daily frustrations started to pile up.


    In addition to that, was there something else that was bothering her?


    “That means—”


    —The door opened.


    Yamato was just about to ask, when Sayla came back.


    In her hand, she held three yogurts and a can of tea.


    “Here you go.”


    She handed Yamato the can of tea, and then handed out the yogurts one by one.


    “Uh, thank you.”


    “What were you two talking about?”


    Sayla’s grandfather looked over at Yamato, and gestured to him.


    In other words, he wanted Yamato to keep Sayla in the dark about what they had just said.


    “I was asking Kuraki-kun about school,” he said.


    “Yeah, yeah, like a status report.”


    Yamato immediately followed up with Sayla’s grandfather’s words.


    Then, Sayla replied, “Heh?” seeming to believe it easily.


    “Did I interrupt something?”


    “N-No, not at all. —Right?”


    With an awkward smile, Yamato asked for backup, and Sayla’s grandfather nodded his head in agreement.


    “Yeah. Kuraki-kun is a good young man after all.”


    “You’re both acting weird, well, whatever.”


    Yamato relaxed for a moment.


    Then all three of them proceeded to eat their yogurt in a subtle atmosphere. When Yamato and Sayla had finished eating, Sayla took her seat again.


    “All right, let’s get going. We might still be able to make it to the sports festival.


    “Y-Yeah, I guess we should go.”


    “Well, I’m sorry you two had to go through all that trouble to see me.”


    Sayla’s grandfather smiled gently and nodded to Sayla.


    “Sorry I couldn’t spend more time with you, Grandpa. I’ll come see you another time.”


    “”Yeah. Kuraki-kun, you should come visit with me next time with her. —Also, please take care of my granddaughter.””


    “Uh, yes. Now, if you’ll excuse me.”


    Yamato bowed and left the hospital room with Sayla.


    As they were leaving, Sayla’s grandfather had a sad look on his face that left a deep impression on Yamato.


    As Yamato drank half of the tea, Sayla suddenly took it from his hand.


    “I’m thirsty, so I’ll have some.”


    She gulped it down.


    As usual, Sayla seemed to have no problem with an indirect kiss, which made Yamato very nervous.


    She threw the empty can into a nearby trash can and then turned around.


    “I’m really grateful to you today. Grandpa seemed happy to see you.”


    “You’re welcome. I’m glad he’s okay, and I’m happy to meet him, too.”


    “We probably won’t make it to the closing ceremony now. What do we do? Do you want to skip it?”


    Sayla asked with a mischievous smile.


    She said she would participate in front of her grandfather to reassure him. It seemed that she was actually ready to skip it now that he couldn’t attend.


    Yamato was stunned, but shook his head from side to side.


    “I’d like to help clean up if I can make it, and we’ll probably have a class or cheer team meeting afterwards, so let’s head back.


    “I see. I understand.”


    Sayla reluctantly agreed and started walking ahead.


    Yamato followed, prepared to get lost to some extent.


    * * *


    When they left the hospital, the sky was completely clear.


    The setting sun had turned the whole area orange. The reflection in the puddles made it a very magical scene.


    They walked slowly to the station and boarded the train to return.


    There was no crowd as on the way to the station, so they sat in a row of empty chairs.


    After the train departed, they continued to ride in silence for a while.


    After sending a message to Eita and May that he was on his way back, Yamato opened his mouth.


    “I’m glad to see that your grandpa was doing well.”


    “Yes.”


    “He seemed calm and kind to me.”


    “Yes.”


    “And I could tell that he cares a lot about Shirase.”


    “Mmm…”


    “Speaking of which, Shirase…”


    At that moment, Yamato felt a soft touch on his shoulder.


    Sayla leaned against him.


    Her head rested on Yamato’s shoulder and she seemed to have fallen asleep.


    Her sleeping face, bathed in the western sun shining through the window, was very adorable.


    The warmth of her body against his shoulder was comforting, but it was unsettling to have her leaning against Yamato unalarmed.


    Yamato was nervous, yet somehow he was also relieved. It may seem contradictory, but that was the feeling he was experiencing.


    “Even a saint needs to rest huh?”


    Yamato stroked her hair, which was shining in the sun, as he spoke to himself.


    * * *


    “Shirase, we’re here.”


    As the train arrived at the station nearest the school, Yamato shook Sayla’s shoulder and woke her up.


    “Hmm~…”


    It didn’t look like Sayla was going to get up as she rubbed her sleepy eyes.


    “A little more…”


    “You can’t! Get up! The door’s closing!”


    As Yamato stood up, Sayla, who had lost her support, woke up with a jolt.


    As it was, Yamato pulled Sayla’s hand and managed to get out of the train.


    “…Waking up is the worst.”


    “Not my fault. Shirase just wouldn’t get up.”


    “Yeah, I’m up now.”


    Sayla, who seemed to have finally woken up, was in her usual state.


    In terms of time, the closing ceremony of the sports festival was over, and it was time to leave. Yamato decided to contact May and Eita again, so he took out his phone and sent a message.


    “And send. —If there is an after party, Shirase will be attending too, right?”


    “If Yamato is going. Is it a class thing?”


    “Yeah. I’ll have to ask about the cheerleading team as well.


    As they were heading towards the school while talking, Yamato’s phone notified him of an incoming message.


    “Ah, stop.”


    “Ow!”


    Yamato suddenly stopped, and Sayla, who was walking right behind him, bumped into his back.


    “Sorry.”


    “It’s fine, what did they say?”


    “I’ll check the message.”


    The sender of the message was May.


    “The after party is in front of the station. Everyone is already on the move! The cheering team’s party will be held later.”


    “The class after party would be held at a restaurant in front of the station called ‘Italia’. The cheer team’s one would be at a later date.”


    “Yeah. So we’re going?”


    “Yeah, just follow me.”


    Yamato and Sayla soon arrived at the location, but there was still no sign of their classmates.


    A few minutes later, when they started to see a few Ao Saki High School students around the station, May, Eita and their group arrived.


    “Good evening~”


    Yamato bowed his head to May who came running up to him with a smile.


    “I’m sorry for leaving so abruptly. Sorry I had to leave when I still had the ropes and tug of war to do.”


    “It’s totally fine, don’t worry about it.”


    Eita caught up with Yamato and reported the result with a V-sign and a smug face.


    “That’s right, don’t worry about it. We came in second in the jump job, but we came in first in the overall score! By the way, the red team also won the cheering competition.”


    “Amazing, maybe it’s because I didn’t participate in the second half of the competition. I’m satisfied with the result of the cheering competition.”


    “What are you talking about, even Kuraki went along with the executive committee’s big rope push, and we would have won with you anyway.


    Eita said this with a cheerful smile and walked into the restaurant with the students around him.


    Around that time, the rest of their classmates joined them, and they all entered the restaurant together.


    Then, with a toast by a male member of the sports committee, the class party began.


    A wide variety of Italian food was lined up on the table, and since it was a standing-only meal, everyone enjoyed eating as they moved around.


    “Tamaki-san.”


    Right after the party started, Sayla called out to May.


    When May responded with a “Yes?”, clearly nervous, Sayla smiled gently and said.


    “I heard from Yamato that Tamaki-san did a lot for us. I’m really sorry. Also, thank you.”


    “I-It’s not like that. I’m the one who should thank you for joining the cheer team and coming to the after party today…”


    Then May, overcome with emotion, began to shed tears.


    “What, Tamaki-san?”


    “Ah, this is weird. Sorry, I’m just so happy…”


    “Here, use this.”


    Sayla immediately took out a handkerchief and handed it to May.


    “Ehhh, I can’t use this.”


    “I see.”


    Sayla gently wiped May’s eyes with the handkerchief that was returned to her.


    Then May’s face froze and her cheeks grew red. Then, she walked straight up to Yamato with robotic movements and slapped him on the shoulder.


    “I-I’m so happy~~~”


    “Ahaha, that’s great…”


    The stares from the boys around Yamato were painful. It was obvious that they were jealous of him. It wasn’t surprising, though, since Yamato was surrounded by all the beautiful girls in the class.


    In addition, unexpectedly, other girls also began to gather around Yamato.


    They asked him all sorts of questions about the fact that he skipped the sports festival, and they were excitedly asking him to dig deeper into the matter.


    It reminded Yamato of the time when he was bombarded with questions early in the new school year, but what was different from that time was that there was no malicious intent on their part.


    Because of this situation, the stares from the boys were becoming more and more painful to handle.


    Yamato turned to May to ask for help, but she seemed to be preoccupied with talking to Sayla. As for Sayla, she was talking to May, but her eyes were fixed on Yamato.


    So, as a last resort, Yamato looked at Eita, and he gave a good luck sign with an expression of excitement, like a parent bird watching a baby bird leave the nest.


    (Can’t somebody help me…?)


    Having given up on rescue, Yamato prepared himself to deal with the girls.


    * * *


    The class party continued for a while, and after about two hours, they disbanded.


    When they went outside, the sun had already set.


    Yamato parted ways with Sayla on the spot, but as they parted, she asked him something that seemed to be bothering her.


    “Speaking of which, are you going to participate in the cheer team after party?”


    “Yeah, I’m planning on it.”


    “I see. I’ll join you then.”


    Sayla said nonchalantly and left.


    Even though Yamato was there, the fact that Sayla was now actively interacting with others could be considered progress. This was unthinkable before.


    However, Yamato couldn’t honestly rejoice about it.


    At first, Yamato had been the only one who could interact with her, but now she was starting to show various expressions to others. This should be a good thing, but it made Yamato feel a bit bothered.


    (I can’t believe I’m trying to be possessive.)


    Yamato can’t help but feel frustrated because he felt like a b*stard for thinking so.


    “Haaa.”


    In contrast to Yamato’s mixed feelings as he let out a sigh, the night sky that he looked up at was unbelievably clear.

  


  Epilogue: After Party With The Saint


  
    A few days have passed since the sports festival ended, and the atmosphere in the school has completely calmed down.


    The rainy season had begun, and rainfall was becoming more frequent. It was time for students to gradually become aware of the existence of final exams.


    On that day, Yamato and Sayla were having lunch on the landing in front of the rooftop when a light sprinkle began to fall just as they were about to take their lunch break.


    “It seems like it’s been raining a lot lately.”


    “Yes, it is. It’s a shame we can’t eat outside.”


    Sayla chewed on a pastry with regret as she listened to the sound of the rain.


    Yamato checked his phone and sighed.


    “Ah, by the way, the cheer team is having their party today.”


    “Ah, we’re doing it after all.”


    “I honestly don’t know what kind of face I should put on to participate in this, since the sports festival itself happened quite a while ago.”


    “Are you going to skip it?”


    “No, I’ve already paid for it, and I feel bad for Tamaki-san if I do, so I’ll participate.”


    Yamato couldn’t bring himself to waste the 2,000 yen participation fee. As for Yamato, he intends to at least get his money’s worth out of the meal. …Of course, Yamato also wanted to be considerate to May.


    “If you’re that short of money, you might as well get a part-time job. It’s summer vacation now.”


    “It’s too early to be talking about summer vacation. It’s only the middle of June. Besides, I don’t think my parents would approve of a part-time job.”


    “Mmm, I want to do something summery.”


    “You’re really going at your own pace, Shirase.”


    When Yamato said this in a dazed manner, Sayla, who seemed to have finished eating her bread, lay down on her side.


    “Is that bad?”


    “When you say it like that, you make me look like a terrible person.”


    “It’s not like I mind if you say it’s bad~”


    She rolled around on the floor and stopped when she bumped into Yamato.


    Yamato, embarrassed by how close Sayla’s face was while she looked up at him, averted his gaze.


    “Ah, you looked away.”


    “You’re acting like a child. You’ll get your uniform dirty.”


    “That might be a problem. Help me.”


    Sayla raised her body and turned her back to Yamato.


    The back of her blouse was transparent, revealing a light orange camisole. Yamato’s heart pounded, but he lightly touched the back of it.


    “Did you get it?”


    “…It came off. It was not as dirty as I thought it would be.”


    When Sayla saw Yamato’s embarrassment, she seemed to understand.


    “Also, I’m sorry. These things make me feel weird, too.”


    That’s exactly what Yamato was thinking, but he couldn’t bring himself to admit it.


    “Well, I’m getting used to it lately.”


    “Heh, you’re used to it?”


    “Maybe.”


    Yamato answered half-heartedly, even though he wasn’t used to it at all.


    Then Sayla smiled happily.


    “I’m glad to hear that.”


    Her smile made him feel strangely unsettled.


    He was not confident that he could keep his heart from pounding when he was around Sayla.


    * * *


    After school.


    Yamato and Sayla went to a restaurant in front of the station for the joint party of the two cheer teams.


    As soon as they entered the restaurant, they were instructed by the third-year students to sit in separate seats for men and women.


    Yamato felt very awkward as all the boys he had never talked to were sitting around him.


    However, with the addition of Takao, the leader of the White Team, Yamato was able to get through it.


    Sayla was also surrounded by girls from other classes and grades, and even from a distance, he could see that she was uncomfortable.


    And then, his eyes met with Sayla’s and he gave her a small wave.


    As Yamato waved back, a third-year boy next to him gave him a shove.


    “Flirting in public. I envy you, you b*astard.”


    “I-It’s not like that.”


    “It’s hard for us to believe that~”


    A boy in the same grade sitting in front of Yamato said coldly, and the others nodded in agreement.


    Yamato was about to hold his head in his hands, thinking that the situation had become troublesome almost immediately.


    “Well, I guess we’d better get started!”


    Takao stood up, and everyone’s attention turned to him.


    “Takao-kun, please give us something thoughtful.”


    From the girl’s side of the table, Yanagi, the leader of the Red Team, stirred up the crowd. Takao then began to speak vigorously.


    “Everyone, this year’s sports festival was a success! This was made possible by the united support of our cheer teams, the hard work of the sports festival committee members, the students who competed, the teachers who provided support, and the understanding and cooperation of the local residents and parents—”


    “Takao-kun, that’s too long.”


    Yanagi’s tsukkomi brought a burst of laughter from those around her.


    Takao, who was quite serious, blushed and cleared his throat before continuing.


    “—Anyway, everyone did their best! Cheers!”


    “””””Cheers!”””””


    And so the cheer team’s party began.


    In the end, Takao was not able to meet Yanagi’s order for “something thoughtful”, but thanks to this, a friendly atmosphere was created in the restaurant.


    Perhaps it was because of this friendly atmosphere, but for a while Yamato didn’t have to deal with any teasing about his relationship with Sayla.


    “Eh, Takao-senpai was rejected?


    The atmosphere on the boys’ side changed when one of the first-year boys shouted loudly.


    Takao replied with an indifferent face as he gobbled down his food.


    “Oh that. I tried to tell her when we finished cleaning up, but she wouldn’t let me. She said she wanted to concentrate on her studies.”


    Apparently, it was Yanagi. Some people even said that they were a perfect couple, which was why it surprised everyone as the two didn’t get together.


    From there, the conversation shifted to romance.


    While everyone was talking about who went out with whom and who broke up with whom, one of the boys opened his mouth.


    “To tell you the truth, I confessed my feelings to the saint on the day of the sports festival, but she rejected me like normal.”


    It was a second-year boy who said this. Apparently, he had also confessed to Sayla on the day of the sports festival. Yamato hadn’t heard anything about it, so it was a surprise to him.


    From there, the topic turned to Yamato again.


    It was hard for Yamato to keep up with all the speculation and chatter.


    The second-year boy even mentioned the fact that Yamato and Sayla had dropped out of the sports festival.


    “That’s enough, since he says it’s not true.”


    Takao was the one who raised his voice.


    While chewing on food at the same time, Takao continued.


    “Kuraki and Shirase-san were asked to join. Don’t mess with them now that they’ve joined us.”


    In spite of his hearty appetite, Takao expressed his opinion calmly.


    The people around him quieted down when he said that.


    “Um, thank you.”


    When Yamato thanked him, Takao smiled in return.


    “No, I’m really grateful to you two. It was the last sports festival for us third-year students, so we really wanted to make it a big event.”


    When the boys heard Takao’s words, they broke down in tears and started talking about other things.


    When he had calmed down, Yamato left his seat to go to the bathroom.


    “”Ah!””


    When he got to the hallway, he ran into Sayla.


    “Umm, what’s going on on your side?”


    Yamato asked, but she seemed to take his comment in a different way.


    “Mmm, it’s okay. The all-you-can-eat thing is good, but since it’s just the girls, the cooking pace is too slow. It tastes good, though.”


    “No, I’m not talking about the food.”


    When Yamato said this in a dumbfounded manner, Sayla seemed to have finally understood.


    “Ah, that’s right. I think it’s the same with Yamato. They all talked about love.”


    “Thanks to Takao-danchou, I was able to get through it.”


    “Yanagi-danchou followed up with me here too. Maybe the two of them had planned for this already.”


    Yanagi and Takao were able to communicate with each other in such a close manner, and no matter how one looked at it, they were a perfect match for each other. But still, Yanagi had rejected Takao’s confession.


    This was difficult for Yamato to believe. Could it be that studying for exams was that important to Yanagi?


    Perhaps Yanagi hadn’t talked about the confession on the girls’ side of the table, but Sayla made no pretense of broaching the subject.


    Sayla just said, “Well, I’ll see you later,” and left.


    When Yamato returned after using the restroom, he found that the gluttony championship had started without his knowledge.


    Yamato, who was forced to participate, was made to eat a lot, and the party ended with all the boys on the verge of collapse.


    The party disbanded in front of the restaurant, and as everyone began to disperse, Yanagi approached Yamato and Sayla.


    “Good evening, you two. I didn’t get to talk that much with Kuraki-kun because we were seated too far apart.


    “Ah, yes. Good evening.”


    “Thank you, Kuraki-kun, and Shirase-san the saint, for joining the cheer team. I really can’t thank you two enough for that.


    “No, it’s nothing.”


    “You don’t have to be so modest. After all, it is the intertwining ties that we should have.”


    Yanagi nodded happily, it seemed that even she was still excited from the party.


    If Yamato hadn’t heard about the confession from Takao, he never would have thought that Yanagi would be the one to reject Takao.


    Perhaps Yamato’s awkward feelings were showing on his face.


    Yanagi, who seemed to have sensed something, smiled gently.


    “Did you hear it? That I rejected Takao-kun?”


    “Eh?”


    Sayla was more than a little surprised when Yanagi revealed it herself. She hadn’t even thought about the two of them getting together. This was the typical Sayla, though.


    “…Yes. I was wondering about that. I heard you were trying to concentrate on your studies.”


    Since Yanagi spoke up on her own, Yamato answered honestly.


    Then, Yanagi opened her mouth after thinking for a moment.


    “Well, I guess you’re right. I mean, there are a lot of stories about how two people in a relationship got through studying for exams together.”


    “Yes.”


    “To put it bluntly.”


    Yanagi approached Yamato and continued to whisper in his ear.


    “—I thought it would be easier for Takao and me to remain friends.”


    After moving away, Yanagi said with a smile, “That’s all.”


    In other words, studying was just an excuse.


    “…So, I see. Thank you for telling me.”


    Yamato was mildly shocked to learn that there was such a way to take things.


    Yamato couldn’t help but feel a buzz around his chest. The third year in front of him had suddenly become a more unfamiliar person.


    Yanagi’s words were barely loud enough for Yamato to hear, and Sayla tilted her head curiously.


    “I won’t say anything to you, Shirase-san. Sorry. Kuraki-kun, don’t tell her anything either~”


    Yanagi said somewhat coldly, then after saying, “Well, good night!” She left.


    “What’s that?”


    Sayla gave him a disapproving look and Yamato turned his face away from her.


    “T-That’s why I can’t tell you even if you ask me.”


    “I don’t mind. I’m not that interested.”


    Even though she said that, she was glancing at Yamato repeatedly.


    “No, you’re really curious…”


    “No, I’m not. It’s just that I’m bothered by the fact that Yamato is hiding things from me.”


    The unexpectedly cute comment made Yamato feel like telling her.


    However, if he told Sayla here, he didn’t know what Yanagi would do if she found out, so he kept his mouth shut.


    Then, Sayla seemed to have given up pursuing the matter.


    “Well, whatever. It doesn’t matter to me whether the leaders go out with each other or break up.”


    “Shirase is amazing, being able to leave it at that.”


    “Is that a compliment?


    “I think it’s a compliment?”


    “All right then. Let’s go home.”


    Sayla, already having settled on the matter, began to walk.


    “You’re right. It’s already dark. I’ll walk you halfway.”


    “Thank you.”


    After a while of walking, Yamato began to speak as if thinking about the past.


    “Now it finally feels like the sports festival is completely over.”


    “Right. It felt so long.”


    “How was it, Shirase? Did you enjoy it?”


    “I enjoyed it. But I had to deal with a lot of people, so it was troublesome at times.”


    “You joined the cheering squad, you know. I didn’t expect that I’d have to join alongside you, though.”


    “Did Yamato enjoy it?”


    Suddenly, Sayla looked into Yamato’s face and he hurriedly averted his gaze.


    “…Well, I did. At least it was the most fun I’ve ever had in a sports festival.”


    “Fufu, that’s nice.”


    Sayla smiled happily and began to walk beside him.


    Then Yamato suddenly asked her something that had been on his mind.


    “The other day, I heard from Shirase’s grandfather about your friend. It was about a person named Tsubaki-san. Do you still see her?”


    Perhaps because Yamato suddenly started the conversation, Sayla answered with a blank expression.


    “I heard that part. It’s true that I’ve talked to her from time to time, but I don’t think we’re friends. And I haven’t seen her since I started high school.”


    “R-Really? Don’t you ever miss her?”


    “No, I don’t miss her. But it’s not like I don’t like her.”


    Blithely, yet clearly, Sayla denied it.


    As Sayla said, it’s not that she doesn’t like Tsubaki. However, Yamato was also sure that Sayla didn’t want to see Tsubaki anytime soon. Therefore, Yamato decided not to dig any deeper.


    “Oh, okay. I was just a little curious.”


    They walked along the street for a while, and when they reached the main street, Sayla turned around.


    “Here’s fine.”


    Saying that, Sayla lightly waved.


    “I’ll see you later.”


    “Yeah, bye-bye.”


    After they said goodbye, Sayla turned.


    “Ah, that’s right.”


    Sayla turned around again, shouting as if she remembered something.


    
      [image: ]
    


    


    “What’s wrong?”


    “Make sure you clear your schedule for the summer vacation. We have a lot of things to do.”


    Sayla smiled at him.


    Yamato smiled back and replied.


    “I told you, it’s too soon to tell.”


    After parting ways with Sayla this time, Yamato looked up at the night sky, which seemed incomprehensibly vast.


    Even though it was the city night sky, Yamato could still see the stars that looked like the Summer Triangle.


    Summer vacation was still a little ways away, but since she said so, maybe it wasn’t as far away as he thought.


    Yamato started to walk home, thinking about what was to come.

  


  Afterword


  
    It’s been a while. If you’re new here, it’s nice to meet you. I’m Tozuka Riku.


    Thank you very much for picking up the second volume of “I Know That After School, The Saint Is More Than Just Noble”.


    It is thanks to all of you who have supported me that I was able to publish the second volume.


    This time, the season begins to turn to summer, and Yamato’s and Sayla’s feelings changed little by little


    I hope you will watch their relationship as they gradually come closer to each other through various events as the environment around them changes.


    I also hope that you will enjoy the sweet and sour feelings unique to summer, and the unique atmosphere between them.


    The illustrations are also a highlight of the story, and I hope you will take a look at them, as they depict a refreshing summer look and many exciting scenes. I was also very excited when I saw the illustrations.


    Lastly, I would like to express my gratitude.


    Thank you again to the editor in charge and to everyone involved in the publication of this work. I will continue to work hard, and I look forward to working with you in the future.


    Thank you to Takubon-sama for the illustrations. Thank you again for the wonderful, precious, and incredibly refreshing illustrations. I look forward to working with you again in the future.


    And to the readers. Thank you very much, whether you’ve read the first volume or the second volume. I thank you from the bottom of my heart. I will do my best to make this story even more enjoyable for you, so please keep reading.


    Thank you very much for reading this far.


    I hope to see you again in the next volume.


    September 2021 Tozuka Riku
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