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      “[image: image]Good morning!”


      A familiar voice cut through his slumber. It didn’t take long for him to place it—his sister, Kaede.


      “Time to rise and shine, Sakuta!”


      She was shaking him.


      “If you don’t get up real soon, I’ll have to sleep with you!”


      That sounded a bit too eager, which convinced him to finally start moving.


      “Then I’d better get out of bed.”


      He sat up.


      “Aw, already?”


      Kaede was ostensibly here to wake him but sounded disappointed. She lowered her leg back to the ground.


      “Well, this was your idea.”


      “This was supposed to be a special bonus round that would let me legally sneak into your bed! Where’d it go?!”


      “Somewhere other than here.”


      He wasn’t sure where and was even less sure he cared.


      “Morning, Kaede.”


      It was that time of day.


      “Good morning, Sakuta!” Kaede exclaimed with a huge smile.


      Sakuta answered with a yawn, then stretched and sighed.


      “What time is it?” he asked, turning to the clock.


      “It’s seven AM!” Kaede said, getting there first. The clock confirmed her words.


      It was October 5. Sunday. In other words—a day off.


      “Good night,” Sakuta said, toppling back over. He closed his eyes, prepared to plunge back into dreams.


      “Y-you can’t, Sakuta!”


      Kaede wasn’t letting him.


      She was shaking him even harder than before.


      “You said you have the sports festival today! Festival fever! Wasshoi!”


      That did ring a bell. He may have said something last night.


      October 5. His school’s sports festival. He remembered grumbling that it wasn’t even Sports Day (October 13).


      Seeing no other choice, he got up again.


      “Uh, Kaede.”


      “Yes?”


      “What do you know about sports festivals?”


      “That’s the day the broadcast club says, ‘Go, red team!’ even though they clearly don’t care!”


      “Exactly. I’m impressed.”


      That one line said everything.


      “You told me that yesterday!”


      “Did I?”


      “You did. I remember everything you say to me!”


      Kaede puffed herself up with pride. She puffed herself up so much she started coughing. Sakuta patted her back, then dragged himself out of bed.


      Apparently, he had to go to school.
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      “Let the Minegahara High Sports Festival begin!”


      The admin committee member’s cry was met with a roar. There were boys yelling “Sports festival time!” like they’d been waiting their whole lives for this. Some of them were just bellowing incoherently. One dude put his fingers in his mouth, whistling; quite a lot of girls were squealing. The noise level on the Minegahara grounds was far too high for the early hour.


      The entire student body had assembled outside. Nine classes in each year, nearly a thousand students in all. They’d been split into three color camps—red, blue, and yellow—and were standing in their respective color’s assigned section of the grounds.


      The red team had a cheer squad leading them in a “We! Will! Win!” chant. The blue team was fighting back with “Blue! Team! Victory!” and the yellow team wasn’t exactly staying quiet. A group of girls were getting a “Yellow! Let’s go!” chant going.


      Ripples ran across the tricolored mob. Spirits clashed beneath clear fall skies.


      This excitement came only once a year—but Sakuta was just standing at the back of the blue crowd, watching with listless eyes. He was hardly alone.


      Maybe half the student body were really into this. Another 30 percent were halfheartedly going along with it. The remaining 20 percent weren’t feeling it at all and, like Sakuta, were doing their best to get out from underfoot. This was equally true for the red and yellow teams.


      Some people like sports festivals; some people don’t. Sakuta had never been one to go with the crowd, and anywhere you went, there were people like him. This was true for all high schools, yet they all had sports festivals anyway.


      “The first event is the Moving Ball Toss! Team reps, assemble at the entrance!”


      The admin committee announcement came from a tent set up by the school building. The noise finally started dying down. Each team started getting ready for the games.


      People were restlessly shifting from right to left, and from left to right.


      It was unbelievable how motivated everyone was. They were so vibrant and dazzling that Sakuta couldn’t bear to look. He yawned instead.


      “Azusagawa,” someone said. “What are you in for?”


      He turned to find one of his few friends—Rio Futaba.


      “……”


      It took him a moment to answer—his eyes got caught on her outfit. She never dressed like this, and it distracted him.


      “No white coat,” he mumbled.


      “Obviously.”


      She was wearing the school tracksuit. When he looked her up and down, Rio shot him a look of undisguised disgust.


      The tracksuit was a little baggy, probably an attempt to obfuscate her figure. Primarily to avoid getting stares from the boys, most likely.


      She had her hair up, so he could see the pale nape of her neck peeping out of the collar. Weirdly sexy. Like Sakuta, she was wearing a blue headband. Today, they were teammates.


      Clothing aside, there was one other big difference—Rio wasn’t wearing glasses. That reminded him of the other Rio—from when she’d split in two.


      She must have noticed because she said, “I haven’t split again. I’m just wearing contacts since they’re gonna make me run.”


      The look on her face made it clear she was not pleased about this.


      “When are you up, Futaba?”


      “We pulled lots, and I got stuck with the scavenger race.”


      She sounded deeply depressed about it. He assumed that was genuine. Sports or not, Rio absolutely loathed doing anything in public.


      “You?” she asked.


      “I’m the alternate, so I’m just watching.”


      Sakuta’s class had divvied up the events based on who wanted to be in them. If he didn’t want to be in anything, he didn’t have to. But they had to maintain appearances, so he’d been entered as a backup.


      “I hope lots of people are sick.”


      “Don’t jinx me.”


      Saying these things out loud could make them come true. That was how the world worked.


      “Is Sakurajima here today?”


      “Nope.”


      “Because of the media circus?”


      “More or less. She talked to the school, and they excused her from the festival—too many outside visitors.”


      Mai had called to tell him yesterday.


      Since the press conference, the buzz was steadily dying down, but it was the first time the famous Mai Sakurajima had ever courted anything approaching controversy, and it was still a pretty hot topic. Student families and alumni regularly attended the sports festival, so the school wasn’t inclined to stir the pot.


      Mai didn’t care for unwanted attention. And Sakuta would never make her do anything she didn’t like. Even if she was a third-year and this would be their last chance to be in a sports festival together.


      Also, he knew half the reason she wasn’t coming was for his benefit. He was the one who’d had his photo in the weekly magazines next to her.


      For the time being, they were avoiding being seen together—even in the halls at school. Sakuta was already getting plenty of glances on his own; when he was with Mai, they’d have every eye on them.


      When would the world let him flirt with her again? Not anytime soon, as far as he could tell.


      “So that’s why you seem more lifeless than usual.”


      “Why am I even at school if Mai’s not here?”


      “For the sports festival, clearly,” Rio said, exasperated. With that, she headed toward the building.


      “Where are you going, Futaba?!”


      “I’ve got time before my event, so I’m gonna make some coffee in the lab,” she said, pausing.


      “Sounds great. I’m coming, too.”


      “I think you’re needed elsewhere, Azusagawa.”


      “Huh?”


      He had no clue what she meant.


      “Kunimi’s calling for you,” Rio said, looking over his shoulder.


      Apparently, someone behind him. Probably Yuuma Kunimi.


      Sakuta turned around.


      “Sakuta! Over here!” Yuuma was waving to him from the Ball Toss group. No—that was a beckon.


      “You come to me,” he grumbled. Yuuma likely hadn’t heard him but came jogging over anyway, accompanied by a petite schoolgirl with a basket on her back.


      Tomoe Koga, a first-year.


      She had the same blue headband as Yuuma and Sakuta. She looked a bit different. Most likely because her fluffy short hair was braided above the ears.


      Their eyes met, and she immediately said, “It gets messed up when I run.”


      He hadn’t even said anything, but she was still sulking about it.


      “It’s not like I’m super excited about the festival or anything.”


      He had no idea who she was making excuses for, but Tomoe’s life sure seemed filled with hardship.


      “Well, I think it’s cute.”


      “D-don’t call me cute.”


      “Then…mega-cute?”


      “You are so annoying!”


      Tomoe puffed out her cheeks in protest, so he turned back toward Yuuma.


      “So what do you want?”


      “We’ve got a no-show for the ball toss, so you’ll need to step in.”


      “Seriously?”


      “Yeppp.”


      The very first event. Unbelievable. Rio had totally jinxed him. And she’d already ditched him for the science lab.


      “Who the hell had the nerve?”


      “Ootsu, from my class,” Yuuma said.


      Sakuta didn’t recognize the name.


      “Who?”


      “Ootsu. Minagi Ootsu.”


      Yuuma seemed certain he would know who that was.


      “She was in class when we took attendance this morning, so she’s not out sick, but we can’t find her.”


      “I dunno who she is, but I’m holding this against her.”


      “Huh? Senpai, you seriously don’t know her?”


      Tomoe stared at him in disbelief.


      “Ootsu who? Never heard of her. For all I know, she just hates sports and is hiding in a bathroom stall.”


      “Koga already searched those,” Yuuma said.


      “Yeah,” Tomoe confirmed with a nod.


      “And Ootsu’s the last person to hate sports.”


      Yuuma seemed weirdly sure of that.


      “Why are you so confident?”


      “How do you not know?” Tomoe asked, genuinely appalled.


      “I just don’t, okay? What, is Ootsu famous like Mai?”


      “Not quite that famous, but close.”


      Yuuma was wincing a bit, too. Maybe Tomoe was right and everyone else knew the name.


      “But Senpai’s a caveman who doesn’t own a phone,” Tomoe said, mostly to herself. “At our school, Sakurajima’s the only one more famous than her.”


      “Huh.”


      That didn’t mean much to Sakuta.


      “Look here,” Tomoe said, shoving a phone in his face.


      “It’s the sports festival. Leave your phone in your locker…”


      “I’m taking pictures with it! And it’s not just me!”


      He looked around and did see several other students carrying phones. Groups of friends taking pictures of each other…clearly having fun.


      “Look at the screen!”


      He did as he was told, turning his gaze toward the phone Tomoe was holding up for him. It had a picture of a tanned girl in a swimsuit. Her sporty bikini showed off her athletic build.


      She was smiling beneath a clear blue sky. Her white teeth gleamed. One strap of her top was out of place, showing a tan line beneath it that also gleamed.


      Her feet were in the sand. A net stretched between two poles behind her—he also spotted a brightly colored volleyball.


      That was enough clues to tell him that this Minagi Ootsu must play beach volleyball.


      “I do like tans,” he said, offering his honest opinion of the photo.


      Sakuta’s girlfriend, Mai, refused to let herself tan at all, so this was a nice change of pace. His interest rose a tiny bit.


      The grass is always greener.


      “Senpai, don’t leer.”


      Tomoe was giving him a look of utter contempt.


      “Don’t worry, Koga.”


      “About what?”


      “What’s inside my head is even worse.”


      “Senpai…you’re the worst.”


      Maybe he’d pushed his luck. She sounded like she meant it.


      “So, this is Ootsu…Minagi, was it?”


      “Yeah, she’s a junior athlete. Plays beach volleyball. She got picked for the youth Olympics, and they’ve done profiles of her on TV.”


      Yuuma gave him a searching look to see if that rang any bells, but Sakuta just shook his head. She hadn’t crossed his radar at all.


      “Senpai, do you, like, not watch TV?”


      “That’s for watching Mai.”


      “Maybe at your house,” Yuuma said, chuckling. “But like I said, Ootsu’s an athlete. And she has zero problems being in front of crowds. I doubt she’s gotten stage fright about the sports festival.”


      The info they’d provided almost certainly ruled out that possibility. If anything, she seemed like the type who’d get all excited about the idea. And the crowds wouldn’t faze her.


      But it was hardly the time to stand around discussing her motives.


      “So you’re down a member?”


      That fact wasn’t changing.


      “Yep.”


      “Then someone’ll have to step in.”


      “I’m glad you’re with us.”


      Yuuma clapped his hands on Sakuta’s shoulders. He considered running, but Yuuma was well built and did not seem inclined to let go.


      “Kunimi, who’ll carry the basket? That was supposed to be Ootsu.”


      Tomoe held up the basket in question. This was “Moving” Ball Toss, so each team had one player carrying a basket on their back. The opposing teams would chase that player around, tossing balls into their basket. A three-way struggle between the red, blue, and yellow teams.


      “Blue team, start positions! Be here in one minute or you’re disqualified!”


      An announcement came from the admin booth.


      The red and yellow teams were already in place on the east and west sides of the grounds, waiting for the blue team to arrive at the north end.


      “Koga, gimme that,” he said, taking the basket off her.


      “Huh? You’re gonna carry it?”


      Tomoe looked surprised. Even more so when he put the basket on her.


      “Wuh?”


      “Good to go.”


      “Wait, no, Senpai! I can’t! I’m the worst choice ever!” she cried, looking like she was about to burst into tears.


      “Trust me, Koga. With a fragile little thing like you on basket duty, no one’ll want to throw balls your way. Especially the boys.”


      Nobody would want to chase down a cute girl and throw balls at her as hard as they could when the whole school was watching. Even the boys all fired up about the sports festival were mostly just hoping it would help them score with the girls. Winning the Ball Toss was simply not worth getting yourself branded as a monster who’d go all out and pick on a girl. Imagine spending the rest of high school as the asshole who hit a girl with a ball… It was basic psychology.


      “He’s got a point,” Yuuma said, nodding.


      “You too?!”


      “Well, we’ll cover you. Here, Sakuta, this one’s yours.”


      Yuuma handed him a giant…fan? Maybe a yard across. The idea must be to block balls thrown at Tomoe’s basket, knocking them out of the air.


      “S-Senpai, you’d better keep me safe!” Tomoe wailed, looking very nervous.


      “Kunimi, you’d better keep me safe,” Sakuta said.


      “What do you even mean?”


      Tomoe looked tense, Sakuta unmotivated—but Yuuma alone seemed ready to have some fun.
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      “One, two, three!”


      The crowd joined the chanting as red, blue, and yellow balls hurtled through the air. All three were thrown by three students wearing admin committee armbands.


      “Four, five, six!”


      Each new number got a whoop from the audience. They must have known that the outcome would never be decided this early, but…the rush of the sports festival had everyone fired up.


      It was better to have fun with it. Part of Sakuta envied people who could get worked up about these things.


      He was keeping his distance from that vibe, sitting with his back against one of the soccer goalposts.


      Maybe collapsed was a more accurate word.


      He didn’t have it in him to lift his head, much less keep track of the score. It didn’t matter if they won. He’d been running flat out the whole event and was dead tired. He didn’t even want to think. He might be up for a drink of water, though.


      “Sakuta, you alive?”


      A shadow crossed his vision. He didn’t have to look up to know that it was Kunimi. Even his voice was pleasantly handsome.


      “Yo, Kunimi.”


      “What?”


      “Let’s tell the admin committee to change the name from Ball Toss to Ball Barrage.”


      He barely managed to get the words out. His voice was a hoarse rasp.


      “You sound fine.”


      Sakuta had no clue what could have possibly led to that conclusion, but Yuuma was smiling and nodding. They’d both been in the same event, so why was Yuuma still full of life while Sakuta felt like he’d been put through the wringer?


      Putting the basket on a timid-looking girl to dampen their opponents’ aggression—that tactic had paid off.


      Seconds after the starting gun, both red and yellow team members had held back. Tomoe was so obviously spooked it made their hearts waver.


      It had been especially effective against the male opponents. Instead of charging out, they simply exchanged glances and checked what the other boys were doing.


      The blue team seized this golden opportunity to go after the red basket.


      The star of the men’s track team was carrying the red team basket and was fast on his feet, but the yellow team quickly joined the attack and helped surround him, filling his basket fast.


      No matter how excellent a sprinter, he didn’t stand a chance once the basket on his back got heavier and heavier.


      The rest of red team was in disarray, so early on, all Sakuta had to do was keep up with Tomoe, who kept screaming “They’re here, they’re here, Senpai, help!” the whole time. But only early on.


      Tomoe was invincible where the boys were concerned, but from the middle of the game, a group of sports club girls got organized and made a concerted effort to hurl balls at her from all directions. They didn’t let up until the end of the match.


      And since Tomoe was hiding behind Sakuta as much as she could, most of the balls hit him instead. Hit him, crashed into him, smacked him around… The barrage was relentless.


      He tried blocking with that oversized fan, but it was made of cardboard and broke right away. No use at all.


      His body took the brunt of it.


      You could still see the imprints of the balls on his tracksuit. He was battered all over. What part of this raggedy man was “fine”?


      Sakuta caught his breath and finally looked up.


      “You aren’t even dirty. How is that possible?”


      Yuuma’s tracksuit might as well have been fresh out of the laundry. Not a single ball mark on it.


      “I just dodged or used the fan.”


      “Casually bragging about how athletic you are? I hate you.”


      “And they didn’t come after me as bad.”


      “Mm?”


      “Sakuta, you do realize a healthy chunk of those dudes were aiming for you specifically, right?”


      “I was hoping that was my imagination.”


      He’d had a hunch that was the case. No, that was a lie. He’d known more or less right away. Several of those dudes clearly had it in for him.


      “The least they could do is try to hide it. Are they that jealous that I’m with Mai?” Sakuta asked, getting right to the cause.


      “Well, yeah, why wouldn’t they be?” Yuuma cackled.


      What an aggravating laugh. His irritation didn’t last long—because there was something else Sakuta had noticed in the thick of the action.


      Every time someone came after Sakuta, Yuuma had struck back—with a much harder throw. While also protecting Tomoe from the onslaught. If he was capable of all that, perhaps he could have tried to defend Sakuta a little, too…but that was how Yuuma Kunimi did things.


      Sakuta was breathing normally again, so he got up.


      “Oh, Senpai, there you are.”


      Tomoe came running over to them.


      “Are you okay?” she asked, peering up at his face.


      “Do I look okay?”


      He spread his arms out, waving at the marks on his tracksuit.


      “You’ve got chalk on your face,” Tomoe said, giggling.


      “Oh, Koga, you’ve got marks on your butt.”


      “Eek! I do?” She twisted herself, trying to see. “Where?”


      “Should I dust them off for you?”


      “Oh, okay… No, do not do that!”


      She guarded her butt with both hands.


      “Don’t be shy.”


      “I’m not being shy!”


      “I think nothing of touching your butt.”


      “I don’t want you to!”


      Tomoe slapped her own butt, fuming the whole time. She soon got it clean. Sakuta would not need to help after all.


      “You two are close as always,” Yuuma said, watching them bicker.


      “Well, we kicked each other’s butts once.”


      “Will you stop telling people that?!”


      “Oh, they’re almost finished.”


      Ignoring Tomoe’s protests, Sakuta shifted his attention to the center of the grounds.


      The red team’s loss was already set in stone, so now it was just blue and yellow in the running.


      “Fifty-one. Fifty-two…… Ah! No more yellow balls! Blue team wins the Moving Ball Toss!”


      The blue-team stands exploded.


      “Woo-hoo! We did it, Senpai!” Tomoe was jumping for joy. “Thank goodness—I didn’t want anyone blaming me for the loss…,” she muttered, relieved.


      Sakuta turned his back on that and headed toward the school building.


      “Oh, Senpai! Where you going?”


      “Gonna wash my face.”


      He had dirt in his mouth.


      He also planned to take a breather in a classroom somewhere, but he didn’t tell her that.
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      In a dramatic departure from the schoolyard, an eerie hush had fallen over the hallways and classrooms. Every now and then, a cheer or wail would pierce the silence, but the farther into the building he got, the fainter those grew. Like they drifted over from some far-off world.


      The only sound close at hand was his soles scraping the floor.


      Sakuta went upstairs to the second story, and the sounds grew even fainter. Perfect for a nap.


      Before heading to his classroom, he ducked into the men’s room to wash his face and rinse out his mouth. At the sink, he found a raggedy boy looking back at him. Tragically, this was his own reflection.


      First, he washed the dirt off his face. There was chalk dust in his hair, so he spot cleaned that, checking his progress against the mirror. He took the tracksuit off completely and shook the dirt off out the window. Then he put it back on and took a leak while he was there.


      “Whew.”


      Feeling much better, he put his underwear and tracksuit pants back where they belonged. Now all he had to do was go back to class for a nice long nap. When he woke up, he’d probably hit up the science lab for some instant coffee.


      That was Sakuta’s original plan, but even after washing his hands, he didn’t head to the classroom. He didn’t even take a step toward the exit.


      Something felt off.


      And had since he stepped in here.


      The source of this came from the third stall, at the far back.


      The only stall with a closed door.


      The only one in use.


      The entire time Sakuta had been cleaning himself up, there’d been another student here. Sitting there inside the toilet stall—and yet they had not made a single sound.


      No grunts, no toilet paper unrolling, no flushes.


      The silence behind that door was unnatural, intentionally stifled.


      An artificial hush.


      Sakuta was confident that silence proved there was someone in the stall. Ironically.


      It bugged him.


      Bugged him enough to notice…


      …that there was a faint fragrance in the air. A pleasant scent ill-suited for the men’s room.


      If this hadn’t been the day of the sports festival, he’d have moved right along. If he hadn’t just heard about a missing female student, he’d have left the bathroom without a second thought. That was the normal thing to do.


      But he remembered that Tomoe had already checked the ladies’ rooms.


      And he was pretty sure she hadn’t checked the men’s rooms.


      No one would go searching for a girl in the men’s room. That was the last place anyone would look.


      Which made them excellent hiding places.


      Sakuta moved to the closed stall door. Part of him was trying to convince himself he was wrong, but he knocked twice anyway.


      “……”


      He waited but got no answer.


      The silence of a held breath. Whoever was in there was probably focusing entirely on their ears, listening to the sounds outside—to the sounds Sakuta made.


      “If I’m wrong, you don’t have to answer,” he said, ignoring these efforts. “But is that you, Ootsu?”


      He had asked the big question. It was the most plausible explanation for this.


      “……”


      Still no answer. No answer, but there was a noise. A squeak of slippers on the floor.


      That was all the reaction he got.


      “……”


      Sakuta was certain now someone was in there, but they weren’t talking.


      “Sorry, guess I was wrong. Didn’t mean to interrupt. I’ll be going now, so take your time.”


      Sakuta wasn’t into chatting up empty stalls, so he turned to go.


      He made it three steps away before he heard a metallic clank behind him. Then came the creak of hinges…


      Sakuta turned back to find the stall door cracked open. He could tell someone was peering out of it.


      Their eyes met, but the crack was too small for him to make out their face. When he squinted, they pulled back out of sight.


      Instead, a hand extended, beckoning to him.


      A very surreal image. Like something from a horror film. What was the bathroom ghost called? Hanako? He wasn’t exactly an expert.


      It was still beckoning.


      “What, you gonna give me something?”


      This smelled like trouble, but he headed over anyway.


      “I’m here,” he said, stopping outside the door.


      A second later, the hand reached out and grabbed him by the wrist. Then it pulled, hard.


      “Uh, hey! What? Why?!” he spluttered.


      Oblivious to Sakuta’s consternation, the toilet hand was pulling him into the stall.


      “Wait, hang on! We can work this out! Just let me go!” he wailed.


      “No, I can’t let you go! You have to stay!”


      A girl’s voice came from behind the door. On closer inspection, the hand on his wrist seemed rather feminine as well. A bit large for a girl, but the nails were painted a very cute color.


      “Words are hard…”


      Sakuta had been misunderstood so badly that he went limp from resignation, and was promptly dragged into the stall. The lingering fatigue of the Ball Toss meant he lacked the strength to resist much anyway.


      The door slammed shut and the latch slid home.


      Sakuta had been captured.


      Now he was all alone in a bathroom stall with a mystery girl.


      What in the world was going on?


      “……”


      “……”


      Honestly, he wanted to be anywhere else. But the girl had his hands pinned in front of him like he was under arrest, and escape was not an option.


      On the other hand, they were facing each other, and he finally got a good look at the stall’s occupant.


      She was the same height as Mai or slightly taller. Probably almost five foot seven. Short hair, neatly trimmed above the shoulders. It was October, but she still had a striking tan. And he had seen the girl’s face before.


      She was the spitting image of the photo Tomoe had shown him just before the Moving Ball Toss match. This was clearly Minagi Ootsu, the girl everyone had been searching for without success.


      She was wearing a tracksuit. Even beach volleyball stars didn’t spend all their time in bikinis. Obviously.


      “Can you at least let go of my hand?” Sakuta asked, when she didn’t speak.


      “And give you a chance to escape, Azusagawa?”


      “Mm? You know who I am?”


      He had not expected her to know his name.


      “Of course I do. You’re famous.”


      Probably not for any good reasons. It had to be the hospitalization incident, or recklessly asking Mai out in front of the whole school…one or the other.


      “I think you’re the famous one, Ootsu. Because of the whole beach volleyball thing.”


      “We’re the same age. No need to treat me like I’m special.”


      “Okay, Ootsu, I have some words for you.”


      “What?”


      “No matter how kinky you are, I won’t tell anyone, so can I have my hand back now?”


      “I’m hiding in the men’s room because I knew they’d search the ladies’ rooms. Not because I’m into peeping or anything.”


      Minagi clearly wanted to make it clear that no kinks were involved. But she was in the men’s room. Even if he didn’t intend to peep, if Sakuta went in the ladies’ room, he’d be in hot water. The world clearly wasn’t ready for true gender equality yet.


      “Let’s put the kinkiness of it aside for now, because frankly, I don’t care why you’re hiding in the bathroom, Ootsu. And I promise I won’t tell anyone where you are. So could you let go now?”


      “I’ve never spoken to you before, Azusagawa. I find you hard to trust.”


      “Do these look like the eyes of a liar?”


      “They look like the eyes of the mackerel I had for breakfast.”


      “And have you ever been betrayed by a dried fish?”


      Buy ’em, fry ’em, eat ’em. No need to do anything else, so the flavor was always the same. One of the most trustworthy foods Sakuta knew.


      “Fair, I have never been betrayed by any mackerels. Maybe I can trust you.”


      Minagi gave that some thought. After a solid ten seconds, she finally released his hands.


      “I’m glad you agree. I’ll be going now.”


      Best not to wear out his welcome. If anyone saw this, he’d be demonized. Who would ever believe Minagi had forced him into the stall with her? Everyone would assume he’d been the one who dragged her into the men’s room against her will.


      He tried to turn and leave, but Minagi’s hand grabbed the latch first.


      “……I thought we had an agreement.”


      “I need proof I can trust you.”


      Easier said than done.


      “I swear on a dried mackerel.”


      “I need something more concrete.”


      “Should I sign a statement?”


      “Hold on. I’m thinking…”


      Minagi held a palm up in his face. The universal “stop” pose.


      “How long should I hold on?”


      Five seconds? Five minutes? Five hours? Different people worked on different scales of time.


      Sakuta did not want to be in this position for another second. He wanted out, now. Being in a men’s bathroom stall with a girl was far too risky.


      But Minagi did not appear to have heard his question at all. She was making noises with her nose, eyes on the ceiling, racking her mind.


      This girl was in a world of her own.


      After a solid thirty seconds, she said, “Got it,” and looked back at Sakuta.


      He didn’t get anything. Still, he was pretty sure if he waited, she’d explain.


      So he waited, but the next thing that popped out of Minagi’s mouth was mind-boggling.


      “You can touch my boobs,” she declared.


      “……”


      For lack of better options, he blinked several times like he wanted to make sure that time had not actually stopped.


      “Huh?” he said at long last.


      Had he misheard her? He must have. If not, then there must be some other meaning of boobs that he wasn’t familiar with. Perhaps high school girls these days were all into some other sort of “boob”-based trend. He’d have to ask Tomoe later. She’d probably just turn beet red and go, “Senpai, you can’t just ask people that!”


      “I said you can touch my boobs.”


      “……”


      “These boobs.”


      “Yeah, that word’s come up enough times for one conversation.”


      Sadly, he had not misheard anything. Nor was there any hidden meaning. These were the boobs Sakuta knew and loved.


      “Are you more of an ass man, Azusagawa?” she asked, crooking her head.


      “If I had to pick, sure.”


      “Then go ahead.”


      Minagi turned around and stuck her butt up in his direction.


      “Is this some sort of custom or ritual I don’t know about?”


      “Think of it like hush money.”


      “……”


      He’d suspected as much but had been hoping otherwise. What circuits had gotten crossed inside her mind? There was clearly a short somewhere.


      “Afraid I’m not into buns of steel. I’m more of a peach-butt man.”


      Brushing her off, he lowered the lid of the toilet, then took a seat, making an old-man noise as he sat down. It seemed like this discussion was going to take a while, so he’d rather handle it sitting down.


      Also, he was still tired from all that running.


      “So you wanna go all the way.”


      “I did not say that.”


      “You don’t want to?”


      “……”


      “You got real quiet,” Minagi said with a wicked grin. “But I’ve heard the first time hurts. And I’d rather not catch any weird diseases.”


      “I do not have cooties.”


      “Sure. Well, if you insist, I guess we could…”


      Seemingly convinced, she unzipped her jacket. Sakuta wasn’t sure where she was going with this, but she took the jacket off and then started to peel off the gym shirt under it. He got an eyeful of her tight waist and belly button.


      “Will you listen?” he said, grabbing the hem of her shirt and pulling it back down. “I never said I wanted to.”


      “But you thought it.”


      “If I’m gonna get hot and heavy, it’ll be with Mai.”


      “I’ll admit I can’t exactly compete with Sakurajima. But I do have a rockin’ bod.”


      What he’d seen of her midriff had made that much clear. She’d had the kind of curves anyone would want to throw their arms around. Her beautiful tan was also very tantalizing.


      “……Do you not have a boyfriend, Ootsu?”


      “Why?”


      “I’d feel sorry for him.”


      “I don’t, so we’re good. People ask me out a lot, but they always break up with me inside of a month.”


      “Because you’re always at volleyball practice and never have time for dates?”


      “How’d you know?”


      Sakuta knew what it was like to have a busy girlfriend, even if it was in a different line of work. Not that he’d ever consider breaking up with Mai.


      “So you don’t have a boyfriend… Anyone you’re sweet on? No one?”


      “Well…no.”


      She denied it but sounded curiously uncertain. She probably had someone in mind, but…perhaps not a crush she could easily admit to. It was the first time the wind in her sails had flagged; she was being downright evasive.


      Had she fallen for a dude with a girlfriend?


      Maybe she was friends with the girl.


      Sakuta could only hope he wasn’t married.


      “Enough about me! Back to the hush money.”


      Minagi snapped out of it quick, leaning in.


      “I really don’t need or want any.”


      He put his hands on her shoulders, gently pushing her away.


      “My brother said dudes love to sample.”


      Perhaps this brother of hers was why she seemed so comfortable around boys.


      “I don’t need any weird diseases, either.”


      “Well, I don’t have any!”


      “Really?”


      “See for yourself !”


      Minagi put her hands on the door, thrusting her butt at him.


      How was she this uninhibited?


      Did playing beach volleyball in those racy outfits just blow those hang-ups away? Maybe it did, maybe it didn’t.


      “You’re thinking something rude about beach volleyball right now, aren’t you?” she asked when he said nothing. She had read him like a book. “Just to be clear, competing in bikinis is a bit awkward.”


      Her tone said otherwise. But he didn’t think she was lying; it was awkward, but she’d long since accepted it. And what she said next proved as much.


      “But the fact that beach volleyball is known for that stuff just shows we’re not good enough yet. We’ve gotta win and win and be the best in the world so that everyone starts enjoying the actual matches instead.”


      “Cool, good luck with that.”


      “Wow, you did not mean that.”


      Sakuta had only just met her—it was hard to care. He was simply saying what he thought she wanted to hear because she had him locked in a toilet stall, and he felt like that alone was praiseworthy.


      But if they’d gotten sidetracked, great. Might as well keep the topic on other things.


      “Since when does our school have a beach volleyball team?”


      “It doesn’t,” Minagi said, winking. “I’m on the Hiratsuka club team.”


      “They have those?”


      He had seen beach volleyball nets set up on the coast nearby. There’d been some at Kugenuma when he’d gone to see the fireworks with Rio and Yuuma last summer.


      Maybe coastal regions were just compatible with the sport.


      “Is that a team sport?”


      “Pairs. Two on two. Getting curious?”


      “About your partner. Is she a Minegahara student?”


      If she was, Tomoe would have mentioned her when she was talking Minagi up.


      “Nope, the school one station down.”


      “Aha.”


      She didn’t need to name the school. The station next to Shichirigahama was called Kamakura High School Station.


      “Her name’s Kaho Hamamatsu. She’s great at serving and receiving. Flawless tosses. Always puts the ball right where I want it to be.”


      She must be picturing her partner’s face. Minagi was looking at Sakuta, but her eyes were focused on something else.


      “And the food she cooks when we’re traveling for away games is all amazing.”


      Minagi clearly had a lot of faith in Kaho. The expression on her face was happy, relaxed.


      “Sounds like she’ll make a great wife someday.”


      “Huh? Oh, sure…”


      Sakuta was just repeating a cliché, but Minagi’s cheer dissipated.


      “Yeah,” she said. “Kaho will make someone very happy.”


      It felt like only her words were in agreement.


      “Welp. Good luck with all them matches and practice,” he said, getting off the toilet lid. “I should really get going.”


      “Mm, okay.”


      He tried to move past her.


      “Wait, we’re not done yet!” she yelped, grabbing him again. “Are you sure you don’t want to?”


      “If I lay a finger on you, you’ll have me over a barrel.”


      If he cheated and word got out, he’d be doomed.


      Sakuta was pretty sure that was why Minagi kept doing her best to seduce him. He didn’t have to actually do anything; if he touched her at all, that’d be enough. The fact that he’d given in to temptation would become leverage. All she’d have to say was “…or I could tell Sakurajima…” and he’d have to do whatever she said. He’d be silenced for good.


      “Tch, was it that obvious?”


      He’d confronted her about the scheme, but Minagi didn’t seem fazed at all. She had nerves of steel. Maybe those came naturally to people who spent a lot of time in the world of beach volleyball.


      But that was why his (mild) interest in her had given way to one looming question.


      Why was Minagi hiding in a toilet?


      He hadn’t known her long, but the more they talked, the less clear that became.


      It was hard to get a read on her. How much did she mean what she said and how much was a joke? There wasn’t much he could say for certain.


      Sakuta had come in not caring, but he was starting to wonder why.


      But not enough that he planned to outright ask. He was never one to stick his nose in other people’s problems.


      “Azusagawa, you’re exactly the man I heard you were.”


      Minagi’s voice pulled him out of his reverie.


      “Your source being?”


      “Kunimi.”


      Right, Yuuma had mentioned she was in his class.


      “What sort of terrible things has he been saying about me?”


      “He said you only value what’s actually valuable.”


      “Doesn’t everyone…?”


      “Still…if Kunimi trusts you, I guess I can.”


      Minagi was nodding to herself.


      Sakuta was really beginning to wonder what the point was of this whole exchange.


      “Can I get back this time trapped in a toilet?”


      He had not expected Yuuma—who wasn’t even here—to somehow resolve this predicament. Yuuma hadn’t even said a word or lifted a single finger.


      Everyone knew him and trusted him.


      “I really am going this time.”


      “If you tell anyone, I’ll swear you groped me in the men’s room.”


      “Fine, but if you do, I will grope the hell out of your ass.”


      It just wouldn’t be worth it otherwise.


      And his joke did get a big burst of laughter from her.


      Sakuta stumbled wearily out of the men’s room and headed for the science lab in search of solace.


      It had water, alcohol lamps, beakers, and instant coffee.


      He was in desperate need of some real rest. The back-and-forth with Minagi had taken more out of him than the Moving Ball Toss. He was bone-tired.


      He knocked first before opening the lab door, but their school was in the middle of the sports festival. There were next to no odds that anyone but Rio was here.


      Without waiting for a reply, he flung the door open and found Rio with her back to him. She was standing at the window and talking to Yuuma outside.


      When they saw him come in, both turned his way, like he’d nailed the timing.


      “Good! I thought you’d vanished on us,” Yuuma said.


      He moved across the room to join them at the window.


      “Is there another no-show?”


      “We still haven’t found Ootsu,” Yuuma admitted.


      Minagi was in the second-floor men’s room.


      Sakuta almost blurted that out but choked the words back down. If he blew her cover, he’d be forced to grope her ass. Thoroughly.


      “The Ball Toss is over. What’s the problem?”


      “She was in other events, too,” Rio said, clearly unconcerned. But she did give him a look of pity.


      “How many others?” Sakuta asked, his heart sinking.


      “The Scavenger Race, the Ball Roll, the Three-Legged Race, and the Relay Race at the end.”


      Now Sakuta wanted to hide in the men’s room, too.
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      Long thin clouds swam across the clear fall skies like sardines.


      A massive catch.


      There was a gentle breeze blowing with a classic autumnal chill.


      And beneath that sky, on the grounds of Minegahara High, the crowds were going wild for the third round of the Scavenger Race. Mostly boys from the baseball, soccer, and basketball teams—it was essentially a cross-team competition.


      Six players were in each round, two from each color team. Once they’d drawn slips of paper, the hunt was on. None of them had been able to locate the items they were supposed to find yet, eliciting cheers and jeers from the audience.


      It was a fun event, appropriate for a festival, and Sakuta was watching from the center of the grounds—at the back of the group waiting for the next round.


      A buzz-cut baseball boy with a yellow headband was first across the finish line. Dragging the school nurse after him. Had his piece of paper specified the school nurse, or had it just been “adult woman”?


      “The yellow team has now slipped past the red team and are in the lead! Blue team, hang in there!”


      The broadcast club’s announcement got the yellow team supporters on their feet. Blearily watching them, Sakuta muttered, “Why am I here?”


      “Someone who was signed up for the Scavenger Race was absent, and you’re our official alternate,” Rio reminded him. She was in line, right in front of him. Looking every bit as depressed as he was. She had to take part in the fourth round. Sakuta would be in the fifth and final round of the Scavenger Race. Whether he wanted to be or not.


      “Azusagawa, you do know the rules?”


      “When the starting pistol goes off, there’s a fifty-meter dash to the box where we draw lots. Then we’ve gotta find whatever’s written on our piece of paper, do a half lap of the track, and cross the finish line.”


      Quite a lot of running on top of the scavenger part.


      By this point, the last member of the third round made it in.


      “Time for round four!”


      Rio got up.


      “Knock ’em dead,” he said.


      She just sighed and moved to the start line.


      All six participants were soon in place. All girls. The one to beat was likely that towering basketball-team girl. But basically all of them looked faster than a nerd like Rio. Rio seemed acutely conscious of that fact, and her head was drooping.


      There was a bang, and they all ran off.


      First, the fifty-meter dash. One player after another shoved their hands in the box. Rio was the sixth to draw—already in last place.


      She unfolded the slip of paper and then, for some reason, turned around and came running back to the starting location. Right to where Sakuta was on standby.


      Before he could ask why, she grabbed his arm.


      “Come.”


      “Huh?”


      “Just come.”


      It seemed he’d been scavenged. Rio yanked, so he started running the required half lap of the track. Rio had been the first to locate her quarry, so she was in first place. But the basketball girl was coming up behind them with the principal in tow.


      She would definitely pass them.


      “They’re catching up fast,” Sakuta said.


      “So? Second place is good enough,” Rio scoffed.


      Then a voice called from the stands.


      “Futaba! Run!”


      It was Yuuma. The blue team was seated by the bend of the track, and he’d been at the front of the crowd.


      “Sakuta, don’t slack off !”


      These rude words were soon left in the dust.


      “Azusagawa, um…,” Rio began, out of breath. No more words came.


      “I gotcha. Let’s give it a shot.”


      Sakuta took Rio’s hand and sped up—as fast as he could without tripping them. Sakuta was hardly good at running, but he was still faster than Rio.


      “Wait! Too fast……,” she grumbled, desperately trying to keep up.


      “Five more meters!”


      He glanced back, and the basketball girl and principal were right on their heels.


      If the track had been five meters longer, they would’ve lost. But since it wasn’t, Sakuta and Rio crossed the finish line first.


      “Blue team takes first!”


      Now they just had to prove they’d done the scavenger part right.


      “Futaba…what…were you supposed to find?” he gasped, badly out of breath.


      “……This,” Rio said, shoulders heaving. She handed the paper over to the judge, too tired to make excuses.


      It said Friend.


      “What was the plan if someone with no friends drew it?” Sakuta felt like the staff in charge should think these things through. “You could have just grabbed Kunimi,” he added.


      “You were…clearly…closer…”


      Rio was always practical like that. But Sakuta was pretty sure she’d have come to him even if Yuuma had been closer.


      “I hate that it worked,” Rio said, laughing.


      That came out of nowhere, yet Sakuta knew what she meant. She was laughing at herself for trying harder just because Yuuma told her to. That wasn’t lingering affection—although she did have that in spades. But this was an emotion that couldn’t be categorized that easily and was probably best laughed off.


      “Good luck with yours, Azusagawa,” Rio said, catching her breath.


      He felt like he’d already done more than enough, but he had his own race to run next. He turned to the start line and found everyone else already in place.


      The girl at the end of the row was yelling at him.


      “Hurry up, Azusagawa!”


      She was waving him over, scowling—Saki Kamisato, wearing an admin committee armband.


      Being any later would attract unwanted attention, so without waiting to catch his breath, he hustled over.


      “Too slow!”


      He’d come pretty quick but still earned himself a glare. Then again, she’d never once smiled at him, so this was just her default behavior.


      “Complain to whoever wrote the ‘Friend’ one.”


      “That was me.”


      “……”


      The world was a much smaller place than Sakuta had ever imagined. He was still reeling from that realization when the fifth race started.


      Unlike the fourth race, this one was all boys. Sakuta had been forced to join the previous round, so he lagged behind and was last to draw.


      “Let the leftover be a good one,” he prayed, opening it up.


      The slip of paper said Something sparkly.


      “Way too vague.”


      Maybe it was meant to be funny, but he would’ve preferred a specific target.


      Annoyed, he scanned the stands.


      Then his eyes landed on someone that made him go, “Oh. She’s sparkly.”


      He made a beeline for the general audience seats, crossing the rope and yelling, “Toyohama, come with me!”


      “Hmm? Me?”


      “You’re my only hope!”


      Rattled, Nodoka took his hand, and he pulled her onto the track.


      “What for?!” she wailed, but she ran with him toward the goal. Her golden hair glittered with every step. No one would argue with this selection.


      Sakuta finished his half lap with confidence and was first across the finish line.


      And the scavenger race judge approved his choice.


      Nothing sparkles like an idol.


      6


      “My whole body’s gonna ache tomorrow…,” Sakuta muttered as he stood in a corner of the grounds. The Obstacle Race was underway, but he was too worn out to get off the concrete step he’d found.


      “It wasn’t that long a run, Sakuta. You’re really out of shape.”


      This brutal takedown came from Nodoka, who was standing next to him. She’d run as fast as he had yet seemed unfazed.


      “Unlike you, I haven’t gone through any grueling training.”


      “I never did anything like that.”


      “Then explain how you can sing and dance for ten songs straight.”


      Nodoka was a member of Sweet Bullet, an idol unit with choreography even an amateur could tell was pretty intense. They all wound up soaked in sweat. And yet they carried on dancing with huge smiles on their faces—which was clearly proof they’d endured Spartan training exercises.


      How had Nodoka packed that much energy into her slender frame?


      “Your eyes are so dead right now.”


      “This is a gaze of respect,” Sakuta said, too tired to even lift his head.


      “How are you this tired already? Get some exercise.”


      Nodoka shook her head, appalled.


      “I exercised today.”


      Earlier, he’d been in the Moving Ball Toss, and now he’d been forced to run the Scavenger Race twice.


      “I mean every day.”


      Sakuta had known that, obviously. That was why he’d played dumb. He had little interest in wearing himself out regularly.


      “The beach is close by. Go jogging.”


      “What do beaches have to do with jogging?”


      “Doesn’t it sound fun? Running along the coast?”


      “I run myself sick every year.”


      “Hmm?”


      “Our school does a marathon at the start of spring. On the beach below the school.”


      Probably instituted by someone who thought like Nodoka. There’s a beach right here; why not take a run on it?


      And fair, at the beginning of the race, the sea breeze and the sound of the surf were nice. But the fun lasted about a minute, tops. The Minegahara Marathon on Shichirigahama Beach quickly turned into hell on earth.


      Running on sand was way worse than asphalt. It offered little resistance and killed your legs in minutes, leaving them an aching mess. It was less a marathon than…a grueling training exercise. By the time the runners reached the finish line, their knees were chattering, and just getting home was a real feat.


      And then the muscle pains hit the day after. Insanely bad ones. It took a full week to recover. And that meant hell at work, which made him resent it all the more.


      “Nice. Wish I could join you.”


      “The beach belongs to everyone. You can go now!”


      “Not feeling it. Also, Sakuta.”


      “Mm?”


      He looked up and found Nodoka scanning her surroundings.


      “We’re getting a lot of looks.”


      “Everyone’s going, ‘That girl’s super hot. Which school is she from?’ ”


      “Are you making fun of me?” she snarled, glaring at him.


      “That was a compliment.”


      Students from other schools attending culture or sports festivals all looked at least 50 percent cooler or cuter, but even accounting for that, Nodoka was clearly on the good-looking side.


      Her self-evaluations were a little low because she was comparing herself with the exceptional.


      “My sister goes here.”


      “Yes, my Mai is a student here.”


      “She’s not yours! She’s mine!”


      “You have got to learn to let go.”


      Nodoka’s problem was that she was constantly comparing herself with Mai. Trading bodies had helped clear some of her baggage up, but years of inferiority were not so easily resolved. Sakuta knew she’d have to slowly work on it over time.


      “Point is, my sister goes here, so they’re not looking at me.”


      “Could be they just haven’t seen blond hair. We are in Japan.”


      “Plenty of girls dye theirs.”


      Maybe not as bright a blond as Nodoka’s, but there were plenty of boys and girls with lighter hair colors.


      So these looks were probably for several reasons. A cute girl from another school…was certainly part of it. So were the blond locks. A gaudy hairstyle, striking makeup—yet she was wearing the uniform of a famous Yokohama all-girls school. That was a surprising enough combination to attract attention.


      Of course, it was also notable that she was with Sakuta. Everyone in school knew the stories about the hospitalization incident, and lately his relationship with Mai had become public knowledge. She’d just given a whole press conference addressing that.


      People would naturally wonder what Nodoka was doing with him. What exactly was their relationship?


      What should he say if someone asked?


      Should he just say she was an idol who might become a pseudo sister-in-law one day? That would probably just confuse people…


      “Right, Toyohama.”


      “Mm?” she said absently. Her attention was on the antics of the Obstacle Race, which were drawing big laughs from the crowd.


      “Why are you here?”


      “Huh? Now?” She blinked, then gave him a baffled look.


      “Shouldn’t you be out there doing idol things?”


      “We just had a solo concert, so we’ve got a break from lessons this week. When I told my sister, she said she had a ticket to the sports festival…so I figured I might as well come see what you were up to.”


      “I’d rather Mai came.”


      If she was cheering for him, maybe he could have tried a bit harder.


      “She’s here.”


      “……Wait, really?”


      First he’d heard of it. She’d said last night she wouldn’t be taking part.


      “Where?”


      He got to his feet, looking around. A quick scan failed to locate her. He was sure he could pick her out of any crowd.


      “She made lunch, so she said to meet her in the empty classroom on the third floor.”


      “Tell me that first!”


      “You dragged me into the Scavenger Race before I could.”


      If Mai was here, he wasn’t about to hang out in the corner like this. The Obstacle Race was the last of the morning’s events; no one would complain if he ditched a little early.


      With that in mind, he started toward the school building.


      “Oh, wait, Sakuta,” Nodoka said, tugging his sleeve.


      “I want Mai to comfort me ASAP.”


      “That girl over there.”


      Nodoka was looking at the general admission section of the stands.


      “The one in the gray tracksuit.”


      The girl in question didn’t seem interested in the Obstacle Race. She was looking around, like she was trying to find someone.


      She seemed roughly their age. But the tracksuit was the wrong color, which stood out.


      “Why, do you know her?”


      “Not personally. But she plays beach volleyball.”


      “……A lot of that going around.”


      Was that the lucky sport of the day?


      “You don’t know her, Sakuta?”


      “I can guess. She’s a junior athlete like Ootsu?”


      This was new information to him, but he brought it up anyway. He didn’t know anything more than that, but it seemed like all he needed to know.


      “Exactly, she’s Minagi Ootsu’s partner. What was her name again?”


      Nodoka took out her phone and did a search.


      “Kaho Hamamatsu,” he said.


      He’d heard that name earlier today, from Minagi Ootsu herself.


      “Oh, right. See?”


      Nodoka showed him her screen. There was a photo on it, from the awards ceremony of some sporting event. Two girls stood on the highest platform, beaming. One of them was clearly Minagi, the girl he’d just met in the men’s room. And the girl with her looked a lot like the girl in the gray tracksuit Nodoka had pointed out.


      Kaho was here looking for somebody.


      Presumably Minagi.


      He could have told her where Minagi was, but if a total stranger rolled up and said, “Ootsu’s in the men’s room,” she’d likely freak out. And if she was here to find her, why not just call her phone? It wasn’t Sakuta’s problem.


      “Welp, I’m going to see Mai,” he said, and he headed for the school.


      “I’m coming with!” Nodoka yelped, chasing after him.
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      Sakuta got Nodoka some slippers at the guest entrance, then went around to the regular entrance to change into his own.


      He got them out of the locker and put his shoes in. At that point, he heard footsteps approaching from the interior. A light, poised gait he’d recognize anywhere.


      Just as he predicted, Mai came around the corner of the lockers.


      Her eyes met Sakuta’s.


      “You’re late,” she said, cross.


      “Were you counting every second you were away from me?”


      “You threw such a fit when I said I couldn’t be in the sports festival.”


      He’d been a snot, so she pinched his cheek.


      “Ow. Ow!”


      “You’re smiling.”


      “I’m just happy you’re here to fuss over me.”


      “Is that what this is?”


      As they bantered, he heard slippers approaching. Nodoka caught up.


      “Oh, Mai, you changed,” she said, the second she caught sight of her sister.


      “Being in uniform would stand out today.”


      Mai’s hand let go of Sakuta’s cheek. She was wearing the school tracksuit. Her hair was in two loose braids, and she had fake glasses on. It gave her an adorable baseball-team-manager vibe, which was novel.


      “My Mai is even cute in a tracksuit.”


      “You’ve seen it before.”


      “Not very often.”


      Mai probably changed into it for gym class, but they were in different years, and he didn’t have many chances to see her wearing this around school.


      “If I’d known you’d make tracksuits this cute, I’d have made more of an effort.”


      He was looking Mai all over, burning her into his retinas.


      “Don’t ogle my sister!”


      Nodoka’s foot shot out and tried to stomp on his foot. He hastily dodged.


      “Don’t dodge!”


      “Don’t try to step on me.”


      If Mai stepped on him, it was a reward, but if Nodoka did that, it was no fun at all.


      “Other students will be coming in once lunch starts, so I’m going on ahead.”


      Mai left, leaving Sakuta and Nodoka to their squabbles. Sakuta hurried after her. They climbed the stairs together. Nodoka caught up on the other side of Mai and wrapped her arm around Mai’s. She shot Sakuta a look like “Aren’t you jealous?”


      “So, Mai…”


      “You’re filthy, Sakuta. Don’t get clingy.”


      Mai didn’t even let him ask.


      “Don’t I get a reward for trying so hard?”


      “You said you were an alternate and didn’t have to be in anything.”


      “But someone’s absent, tragically.”


      And that someone had put herself in a bunch of events, so he still had more to do this afternoon.


      Maybe he shouldn’t have promised Minagi he wouldn’t tell anyone. Maybe he should just break that promise.


      “If you make me say ‘Ah,’ I can handle the afternoon trials.”


      “That’s not happening.” For some reason, it was Nodoka who responded.


      “I’m talking to Mai.”


      “I’m not doing that, either,” Mai said.


      “Aw, why not?”


      “It doesn’t work with sandwiches.”


      “We can figure something out!”


      They went back and forth on that until they reached the second floor. There, Sakuta spotted the sign for the men’s room and paused.


      “Sakuta?” Mai asked, turning back.


      “Uh, Mai, you go on up. I’m gonna stop by my classroom.”


      “Oh, okay.”


      Shortly after, Mai and Nodoka headed upstairs.


      Once they were out of sight, Sakuta ignored Class 2-1 and headed straight for the men’s room.


      He’d been reminded of Minagi’s situation.


      People got hungry, even if they weren’t participating in the events, even if they were just hiding in the bathroom.


      As he stepped inside, his eyes went to the stall in the back.


      That one door was still closed.


      She must have heard his footsteps, because that stifled silence filled the room once again.


      “It’s Azusagawa.”


      “……”


      She was too cautious to answer right away, but he felt her stir.


      “……You’re alone?” she asked after a beat.


      “I can go potty all on my own.”


      A tiny, relieved sigh echoed through the stall.


      “You got lunch with you, Ootsu?” Sakuta asked, getting right to the point.


      Minagi’s stomach growled before she could answer.


      “I’m starving…”


      Her stomach made another noise, agreeing with her.


      “If a croquette roll will help, I brought one.”


      He’d picked it up at the store on the way, and it was in his bag. He’d planned to have that for lunch, but since Mai had brought him a proper one, it was left over.


      “Really? Please!”


      “Mkay, I’ll fetch it.”


      Sakuta turned to leave but then remembered something else.


      “Oh, right—Ootsu.”


      “What?”


      “Your partner’s named Kaho Hamamatsu, right? She came to watch the sports festival.”


      She seemed like she’d been looking all over for someone—almost certainly Minagi.


      “……”


      Minagi didn’t respond. There was just the faint sound of cloth shifting.


      “……Ootsu?” he asked, puzzled.


      “……”


      Again, no answer.


      “Did you fall asleep?”


      It seemed a bit too fast for that.


      “Helloooo?”


      He knocked on the door but received no response. This was downright weird. Like there was no one in there at all…


      But that wasn’t possible. They’d been talking not ten seconds ago.


      “Ootsu? Can you hear me?”


      He kept calling, and she kept not answering.


      “……What’s going on?”


      Sakuta put his foot on the windowsill.


      “I’m gonna peer over the top, so if now’s not the time, say something.”


      With that, he put his hand on top of the door and pulled himself up. He got both hands on top and shifted his balance carefully, peering into the locked stall.


      “……”


      His worst suspicions had come true.


      “You’ve gotta be kidding.”


      There was no sign of Minagi in the stall. It was totally empty.


      All he saw was a school tracksuit left abandoned on the toilet lid.


      “Why a tracksuit…?”


      It made no sense. And so Sakuta pulled himself over the top of the door and landed inside the stall.


      He checked the door first—still latched. Even if she’d unlocked it, Sakuta had been right outside, so he’d have noticed if she left…


      Next, he reached for the tracksuit jacket. When he picked it up, something white and floppy fell out.


      A basic-looking sports bra. Still warm. The warmth of human skin. Like she’d just taken it off.


      Her gym shirt was neatly tucked inside the jacket, too.


      “……The bottoms, too?”


      Sakuta checked the tracksuit pants. He turned the elastic band back and found white underwear and gym shorts inside. Everything was layered perfectly.


      Her slippers were on the floor, with socks inside. All the way to the toes.


      What the hell?


      It was like the girl had vanished right out of her clothes.


      Maybe that was what had happened.


      Was Minagi an expert escape artist?


      That didn’t seem possible. Wishful thinking at best.


      Sakuta’s brain was feeding him a word he’d rather not think about. Too late.


      Strange phenomena. Urban legends.


      “Don’t tell me she’s got Adolescence Syndrome…”
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      When Sakuta finished explaining how Minagi Ootsu came to vanish from the bathroom stall, Rio said, “I see,” and took a sip from her mug.


      They were in the science lab. At the far end of the building, it was usually very quiet, but today the sports festival was going on outside the windows, and it was getting noisy. The last of the morning events was clearly going well.


      “So? What do you make of it?”


      “I’d say there’s no beating the allegations of you being an underwear thief.”


      Rio sounded exasperated; her eyes were fixed on the lab counter. More specifically, they were fixed on a neatly folded pile of clothes. Sakuta had brought them here—and folded them, too.


      The owner’s initials were embroidered on the left sleeve.


      “Not just underwear. There are gym clothes and a tracksuit, too.”


      The panties, bra, shorts, and gym shirt were all folded and stacked between the tracksuit top and bottom.


      “You’re such a rascal, Azusagawa.”


      He’d merely provided accurate information, yet Rio gave him a look of deep resignation. Probably because he’d barely denied the underwear-thief accusation.


      On that subject, Sakuta felt like the situation hadn’t left him a lot of room to maneuver. Even if he’d simply collected them, any dude walking with his arms full of a girl’s underwear was either a thief, a pervert, or a perverted thief. One of the three. He could claim he’d just found them lying around, but who would believe him? Sakuta didn’t want to get arrested for a crime he hadn’t committed, so he would have never picked these up had the situation been any less dire.


      “One thing before I get to the point,” Rio said, shutting off the alcohol lamp and moving it aside.


      “What?”


      “Why do your cheeks look like that?”


      Of all the things…


      “Are they still red?” he asked.


      “They are,” Rio said, putting her phone in selfie mode and showing it to him. Sakuta was on-screen. Red marks on both cheeks, shaped vaguely like handprints.


      “Well, I am loved.”


      “Sakurajima caught you stealing panties and slapped you twice?” Rio said, rolling her eyes.


      “Basically,” Sakuta said, avoiding specifics.


      “Absolutely not.” A hand came in from next to him and pinched his cheek.


      These long, slender, beautiful fingers belonged to Mai—who’d been silent up to now.


      “Tell her the truth,” she added, glaring at him.


      Sakuta’s coffee was always served in a beaker, but somehow Mai had been provided with a proper mug. Since when had there been a spare? He’d have loved to grill Rio about it sometime, but he swallowed his displeasure for now.


      Mai was steadily pinching harder as time went on, so he’d probably better do what she said.


      It had all gone down not fifteen minutes earlier…


      After Minagi Ootsu’s sudden disappearance from the men’s room, Sakuta had collected the shed tracksuit and folded it. The underwear and gym clothes, too. He’d taken them—and her slippers and socks—with him out into the hall.


      He felt it would be a bad idea to leave a set of women’s clothes—with her name on them—in the men’s room. She’d be less than pleased if that led to baseless rumors. Since he was already involved, he couldn’t simply ignore that. Sakuta didn’t want to take the blame for those consequences.


      Preoccupied with those problems, Sakuta left the bathroom and found Mai coming down the stairs from the third floor.


      “You’re late!” she said. And as she got closer, her gaze fell to the bundle in his hands. “……”


      The smile vanished from her face, and she appeared to be giving the matter serious thought.


      In Sakuta’s right hand were Minagi Ootsu’s slippers. His left hand was turned up, like he was holding a tray, and on it were stacked—from bottom to top—gym clothes, a tracksuit, and girls’ underwear. A white sports bra and panties were the toppers.


      Mai took a good look at the underwear, then slowly raised her gaze. She flashed her famously adorable smile.


      “Gosh, Mai, can’t wait to try your homemade sand—Urp!”


      Before he could even finish the sentence, his face was trapped between her hands. The pressure on his cheeks made his lips go full octopus.


      “Anything to say for yourself ?”


      Mai was enunciating very clearly, and there was nothing but kindness on her face. Even her eyes were smiling. It was a sight to behold. But there was a piercing look behind those eyes. It was an unspoken warning that if he tried joking again, he’d pay the price. This was far more terrifying than any voiced threat.


      “So, um…”


      He looked Mai right in the eye, attempting to demonstrate his sincerity. But she was still cupping his cheeks; he could see his reflection in her eyes, and he was still making octopus lips, which rather ruined the effect.


      Mai did not appear to be finding the humor in that. Which meant he couldn’t afford to laugh at himself, either. If he so much as grinned, she’d stomp on his foot, hard.


      “Mai, you know a second-year girl named Ootsu?”


      “The beach volleyball player?” she asked, right away.


      “You’ve heard of her.”


      That struck him as odd. Mai hadn’t really been that invested in any other students. She was the one they cared about. Or until last spring, paid no attention to.


      “Well, she’s famous,” Mai said.


      Coming from her, that word felt wrong. Mai herself was more famous than anyone. And in this school, famous was synonymous with Mai Sakurajima.


      “Not as famous as you,” he said.


      “True.”


      She acknowledged the fact. It was very Mai not to engage in false modesty.


      “So what about this Ootsu?”


      “She was hiding in the men’s room to avoid being in the sports festival.”


      “……”


      Mai’s brows twitched. Maybe because of the unexpected phrase men’s room. But she did not voice this doubt; perhaps she’d found an explanation inside herself.


      “And I happened to notice Ootsu hiding when I stopped by earlier.”


      “How’d you do that?”


      “Kunimi had told me ahead of time she was missing.”


      “That’s not a reason.”


      “And the men’s room smelled like a girl.”


      “……”


      Mai said nothing but looked appalled. Like she was seriously considering backing away.


      Sakuta had just been answering her question, so he’d like some appreciation. And of course, Mai smelled amazing. He had enough sense to keep that thought to himself for the moment and not make things worse.


      “So you called out to the stall, and it really was Ootsu?”


      “Yep. And since she’d been hiding there all morning, I stopped by just now to ask about her lunch plans.”


      “And she was already gone?”


      “No. She was there at first. We spoke through the door—I didn’t see her face. But at one point she stopped responding or making any noises, and I grew concerned and peered over the top of the door—and she was gone. Leaving only the tracksuit behind.”


      Still warm. Freshly shed.


      “……”


      When he was done, Mai said nothing else. She was just staring at Minagi Ootsu’s tracksuit.


      A solid ten seconds later, she said, “Okay then.” And her eyes met his once more.


      “Oh? You believe my story?”


      Anyone with sense would assume he must be making it up. Or pulling her leg. It sounded like a bad joke.


      “Why, are you lying?”


      “It’s all true.”


      “Then why are you shocked?”


      “It’s hardly a believable story.”


      “That’s why.”


      “Mm?”


      “If you were actually trying to deceive me, you’d come up with a better story.”


      Mai’s declaration implied that Sakuta would happily lie if the need arose, but he pretended not to notice.


      “You sure know me well, Mai. Thanks!” he said.


      “That is why everyone thinks you’re a liar.”


      She upped the force on his cheeks. But it was just her palms, so it didn’t hurt. Actually kind of pleasant; he could really feel the warmth of her skin. His lips started curling into a smirk. That was when Mai pulled her hands away, realizing his punishment had become a reward.


      “But since when are you and Ootsu friends?” she asked.


      “Just met her today.”


      “I thought I’d never heard you mention her.”


      As she spoke, Mai reached for the underthings on top and moved them beneath the tracksuit.


      Then she looked up—and in a rare moment, snorted.


      “What?” Sakuta asked, unsure why.


      “Your face,” she said, laughing.


      “My face?”


      Puzzled, he checked his reflection in the window and found red marks on both his cheeks.


      “I would’ve preferred a hickey.”


      The color had faded quite a bit, but even twenty minutes later, Mai’s handprints were still on Sakuta’s face.


      “Don’t play the fool when Futaba’s around,” Mai said, pinching him again.


      “So I have permission when it’s just us?”


      Mai ignored Sakuta’s efforts to prolong the subject.


      “But if she vanished that suddenly…,” she said. Her eyes were on the lab table. She looked like she was taking a trip down memory lane.


      Likely thinking about what happened last spring, when no one could see or perceive Mai.


      That was an unforgettable part of Sakuta’s own memories; it was how they’d first met.


      “What do you make of it, Futaba?” Sakuta asked, turning to her…


      …just as a phone vibrated.


      “Sorry, that’s me. It’s Nodoka.”


      With that, Mai stood up and answered. He heard her going “Mm-hmm” on the way to the door. Then, “Okay, I’ll be right there.”


      She hung up and turned back.


      “I’ve left her waiting, so I’m heading back to the third-floor classroom. Join us when you’re done here.”


      “Got it. Leave some sandwiches for me.”


      “I made plenty. Don’t worry.”


      With a little wave, Mai left the lab. Sakuta waited for the door to close before looking at Rio again.


      “Who are you, Azusagawa?”


      “Mm?”


      “The Sakurajima made you lunch.”


      “That makes me a very happy man.”


      “If you want to stay that way, better resolve this underwear theft fast.”


      The whole reason he and Mai had come to the science lab was to ask about the cause of it.


      After pouring herself a new cup of coffee, Rio took a sip before saying more.


      “As far as Minagi Ootsu’s disappearance goes, the fact that you and I both remember her suggests this is an entirely different type of Adolescence Syndrome from what affected Sakurajima.”


      That much was true. The word disappearance was all they had in common. Everything else was different—not just the memory thing, but also the shed clothing. Mai’s clothing had gone with her; even carrots in her hands became invisible. She hadn’t vanished—she’d become impossible to perceive.


      “Assuming this is unrelated to Mai—how does one pull off a trick like vanishing from a toilet stall?”


      “I’ve explained this before.”


      “How to become invisible?”


      “Quantum teleportation.”


      “Oh.”


      A theory based on a mystifying quantum property—no matter how far apart two linked quanta were, they shared information instantaneously. In the world of physics, that was called quantum entanglement.


      Applying the principle of quantum entanglement, teleportation might be theoretically possible. Rio had told him this before. She may have also said this applied only to the world of the micro and was not possible on a macro scale. At least, he was pretty sure she had.


      If teleportation was actually possible, it would explain how Minagi Ootsu had vanished from the locked bathroom stall.


      But that raised another question.


      “If Ootsu did teleport…where to?”


      Inquiring minds had to know.


      “How should I know?” Rio said, draining her coffee.


      “Fair enough.”


      “My chief concern…,” Rio said, putting the mug down. Her eyes were on Minagi Ootsu’s tracksuit. That alone told him what her concern was.


      “Wherever she’s teleported to, Ootsu’s butt naked.”


      She’d left her tracksuit, gym clothes, underwear, and slippers behind.


      “Most likely.” Rio nodded. Then she shot him a look.


      “If I’m gonna picture anyone naked, it’ll be Mai.”


      He had the cutest girlfriend in the world, so there was no need to look elsewhere.


      Rio’s glare was still locked on him, but he paid it no further attention.


      “Where you going?”


      “Obviously, to find Ootsu. Gotta return these to their proper owner.”


      He picked up the pile of clothes.


      “Objectively speaking, you’re still an underwear thief. Do you even have a lead?”


      “If she teleported nearby, then she’ll probably head back to the bathroom to get her clothes.”


      If someone had unexpectedly teleported and found themselves naked, the logical first step would be to secure something to wear. If the range of this teleportation was limited to the school grounds, she’d probably aim for her own clothes.


      “That, or her uniform in class,” Rio suggested.


      For gym class, they’d used the locker rooms, but for the sports festival, the entire student body had to change and the locker rooms just weren’t big enough. For that reason, odd-numbered classrooms were designated changing rooms for the boys, and even-numbered classrooms were for the girls.


      “I’ll check the classroom,” Rio said, getting up before he said another word.
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      Rio and Sakuta moved to the second floor, listening to an announcement from outside.


      “It is now time for lunch. Afternoon events will begin at one ten.”


      “I’ll check the classroom,” Rio said, and she headed off without waiting for an answer.


      “Regroup here,” he called after her.


      She raised a hand without looking back, so he knew she’d heard him. Sakuta set off for the men’s room.


      Lunch had just begun, but he had no time to waste. Many a student would be pouring back into the building to eat.


      If Rio was right and Minagi was naked, they’d better find her fast. If anyone else found her naked, it would be a whole thing. Especially since Sakuta was hauling around her tracksuit, gym uniform, and underwear. It would be impossible to defend himself.


      Men do love girls’ underwear.


      And that fact would give everyone the wrong idea.


      What Sakuta liked was Mai acting mildly embarrassed because he’d seen her underwear. Not just any old bra and panties. They had to be part of the blushing-Mai package. If they didn’t belong to her, they were merely scraps of cloth. He’d die on that hill.


      But since this was not likely to be well received, he figured the best thing to do would be to get these garments back to their rightful owner before he got arrested.


      The bathroom was still very quiet. No one had come to take a leak. From what he could see, it was totally empty.


      But the stall at the back was occupied.


      Someone was here.


      Sakuta walked up to the silent door and knocked twice.


      “……”


      A cautious silence seemed to emanate from inside.


      “It’s Azusagawa,” he said.


      If someone else was in that stall, this would, at worst, start new unwelcome rumors. Sakuta had yet to encounter anyone else weird enough to go around knocking on stall doors and introducing themselves.


      But he figured he had little to be worried about. That was definitely Minagi behind that door. He could tell.


      “……”


      The latch silently slid back, and she cracked the door. He could tell she was scoping him out. Her eyes were locked on his hands—on the neatly folded pile of clothes he was holding.


      “Underwear thief.”


      “I’m working for the lost and found. Put these on!”


      He held out the pile of clothes, moving around the back of the door so he wouldn’t catch an eyeful. The last thing he needed was to be called an underwear thief and a peeping tom.


      “Thanks,” she whispered before she snatched the pile from him. Her hand was soon back inside, the stall door closed, and the latch slid home.


      The next thing he heard was paper tearing. Toilet paper? He was wondering what for when he heard cloth rustling.


      Not wanting to stand there straining his ears, he asked, “What happened?”


      “……”


      Minagi didn’t answer right away. It seemed like she was unsure if she should. And her hesitation came out in a sigh.


      “……You wouldn’t believe me.”


      He heard a zipper as she spoke. Sounded like she was done.


      “You suddenly found yourself somewhere else, naked?”


      “……”


      Another silence, but this one didn’t last long. Before he spoke again, the door slowly swung open. Inside he found Minagi with her tracksuit on, but no expression on her face.


      “How’d you know?”


      She was looking at Sakuta like he’d grown another head. Apprehension shimmered in her eyes.


      “Ootsu, you vanished into thin air while we were talking. From a locked stall.”


      Rather than meet her eye, he was intently watching the hall. Students leaving the schoolyard would be here any minute.


      “That’s all?”


      She seemed more rattled by Sakuta’s attitude than the strange situation she had found herself in.


      “I did consider the possibility that you were a magician specializing in escape tricks, but you don’t have a rep for that. Makes more sense to assume you actually vanished.”


      “……Is it?”


      The more Sakuta shrugged it off, the more bewildered Minagi’s expression became. The way Sakuta didn’t even question that she had vanished into thin air was more unbelievable than teleportation itself.


      “So where’d you teleport to?” he asked, figuring they should just move along.


      “The ladies’ restroom next door.”


      So not very far at all. Only a single concrete wall separated them. Maybe three or four yards, tops. A few steps away.


      “It happened so suddenly I freaked. Also, toilets are hella cold.”


      She’d been seated on the toilet here with a tracksuit on but suddenly found herself naked on the toilet in the ladies’ room. It was October; sitting bare-assed on a toilet seat was always a nasty chill.


      “Even if the ladies’ room is right next door, you made it back here with nothing on? That takes courage.”


      Beach volleyball might not be her only forte. She had the makings of an excellent exhibitionist.


      “I wrapped toilet paper around my boobs and ass.”


      “Like a sexy King Tut.”


      “I was a mummy girl!”


      That didn’t really matter. Part of him would have liked to see her in that, but they had bigger fish to fry.


      Why did Minagi have Adolescence Syndrome? Unless they resolved that, she might surprise teleport again. And without her clothes…


      She had her tracksuit back on now, so no matter where Minagi went, it wasn’t really Sakuta’s problem. But he had other motivations for getting her out of this bathroom. At this rate, he’d be forced to take over her afternoon events, too.


      The Ball Roll, the Three-Legged Race, and the Relay Race. Worst-case scenario, he could suffer through the first two, but the Relay Race could well decide the festival standings. And it was the last event, so everyone would be watching.


      “Why are you skipping the festival, Ootsu?”


      Odds were good the same thing was causing her toilet-stall hiding act and her Adolescence Syndrome teleportation.


      From what Yuuma and Tomoe told him, she was a born athlete. Based on how she talked to Sakuta—a total stranger—she’d probably enjoy the sports festival energy.


      And there were no indications she’d been fighting with any classmates; everyone had been searching for her, eager to see her compete. They needed her.


      So whatever the reason was, it was something Sakuta couldn’t easily come up with.


      “Azusagawa, I didn’t take you for someone who’d stick their nose in.”


      “I’m not.”


      “Then why did you ask?”


      “I figure that’s the reason you’re teleporting in the nude.”


      “Huh?”


      “Ever heard of Adolescence Syndrome?”


      “I have.”


      Stories about mysterious phenomena spread online. Mind reading, glimpses of the future—all hard to believe. Most dismissed them as urban legends.


      “But that’s just a bunch of occult mumbo jumbo.”


      “You still think that after teleporting?”


      “……”


      Minagi pursed her lips, mulling over his question. Her silence was all the answer he needed.


      “You believe in that stuff, Azusagawa?” she asked after a minute.


      Apparently, she was feeling out how much of this he actually meant. She clearly couldn’t fully commit to the idea even after experiencing it firsthand.


      Perhaps she wanted Sakuta to deny everything. Insist nothing like this could ever happen. Her rational mind was getting in the way.


      Everyone was like that at first. I’m imagining things. I just had a weird dream. But then that supposed dream wouldn’t end, and they gradually grew increasingly scared. Confidence slipped away as time wore them down. The look on Minagi’s face told him where on that curve she was.


      “Whether I believe or not, Ootsu, it’s a fact you vanished before my very eyes. I’ve gotta assume truth is stranger than fiction.”


      Seeing a pile of clothes left behind was alarming, and not easily dismissed. Sakuta was a firm believer in trusting what his own eyes showed him.


      “Okay. Well, maybe it is.”


      She wasn’t totally convinced, but this was far better than her rejecting it out of hand. Minagi still had her wits about her, and she had a good grasp on the current situation. She was making an effort to see things clearly.


      “So back to my question—why are you bailing on the festival?”


      “You really think it’s relevant?”


      “I dunno.”


      Nothing was certain, so no use hiding that.


      “You dunno?”


      “But your impulse to run away from the festival—isn’t that probably what triggered the teleport?”


      Rio hadn’t actually said that, but it sure felt right to him.


      “I-I’m not…running away…”


      Minagi shifted uncomfortably as her gaze dropped to the floor. Normally, nothing fazed her, so this was obviously something serious. Her emotions recoiled at the word run. Sakuta felt like he’d finally caught a glimpse of the real Minagi.


      “If you’re not running, then what are you doing?”


      “Well…,” she began, then clammed up.


      “Well what?” Sakuta prompted, heedless.


      She was silent for a long moment.


      “……I’m…not good at sports,” Minagi said with a fake smile.


      “Suuure you aren’t.”


      “Ugh, you don’t believe me.”


      “ ’Cause it’s not true.”


      He didn’t know how good junior beach volleyball players were supposed to be, but at the very least, she had to be one of the fittest Japanese high school girls.


      “It’s true! My dad’s just a coach at the beach volleyball club, so I’ve been playing since I was little.”


      “Huh.”


      “I’m not fast on my feet. I can handle balls okay, but anything else—yikes.”


      Sakuta was not buying any of this, and she was getting desperate. But the more she did, the less true any of it sounded.


      “You entered the Ball Toss, the Scavenger Race, the Ball Roll, the Three-Legged Race, and the Relay Race.”


      “How do you know that, Azusagawa?!”


      “Since you skedaddled, I’ve had to fill in for you.”


      He was her ringer.


      If he’d known Minagi was in more than one event when he first found her in the bathroom, he never would’ve agreed to keep it secret. He should have ratted her out to Yuuma and had her dragged out to the field.


      “We picked events in homeroom…while I was asleep. They signed me up.”


      She stuck out her tongue, trying to act silly.


      “So unserious.”


      “Were you awake, Azusagawa?”


      “By the time I woke up, everyone had already gone home.”


      “Someone woke me up.”


      Minagi puffed herself up, boasting. Those curves called attention to themselves even with the tracksuit on.


      “So I get that you’re no athlete.”


      “Oh? Really? You believe me?”


      She brightened, relieved. But this didn’t last long. His next words put the frown right back on.


      “But that’s not why you’re hiding in the bathroom.”


      “……”


      “……”


      “You’re something else, Azusagawa,” she said, like she just had to laugh.


      “Not as much as you, Ootsu.”


      A beach volleyball player hiding in the men’s room, roaming the halls in a bra and panties made of toilet paper…


      “Most people don’t call out liars so directly,” Minagi said, looking very grim.


      That was likely true. By high school, many people learn not to speak their minds all the time. That instinct only grows as kids grow up. Holding your tongue often prevents unnecessary friction.


      Sakuta knew that’s what Minagi meant. He still said “Yeah?” anyway.


      “You know what I mean. You’re so annoying!”


      He didn’t really think she was any better.


      Minagi spent a moment with an awkward smile plastered on her face, but after a minute she gave up and sighed. It felt like she’d finally come to a decision.


      “……”


      But her reason never turned into words; she was still hovering at the edge of the pool. Her mouth opening, then closing, then opening, then pursing.


      She must really not want to say this out loud.


      What could make her feel that way?


      Thinking about it didn’t seem like it would do him any good, so Sakuta shut up and waited. Then they heard voices in the hall, coming their way.


      “Shit! Azusagawa, hide!” Minagi hissed, and she pushed him into the next stall. “Get the door, quick!”


      Sakuta did as he was told, closing the door—and a moment later, he heard the latch click on the stall next to his. Minagi had hidden herself. There were three stalls; Sakuta was in the middle one, and Minagi in the one at the back.


      They heard male voices coming in.


      “Girls from other schools all look so good.”


      “Yeah, it’s unreal.”


      They sounded excited.


      “That blond from the Scavenger Race—you think she knows Azusagawa?”


      “Nah, man. Ain’t no way.”


      They stopped outside the stall. They were just hitting the urinals.


      “A rich-girl uniform with that hair? They don’t match at all! But in a good way. Wish I had a girlfriend like that…”


      They were almost certainly talking about Nodoka. He’d have to tell her he’d heard boys waxing romantic about her. He figured she wouldn’t be at all pleased, though.


      “I feel like I’ve seen her somewhere…”


      “Oh, legit? Where?”


      “Argh, I can’t remember. Wanna go chat her up after lunch?”


      “You gonna ask her number for me? You’re a lifesaver!”


      “Sorry, got ahead of myself. Can’t be done.”


      “I figured… Argh. Also, damn, you take forever.”


      One of them had finished up and moved away.


      “Asshole, I’ve got a shy bladder. Can’t go while someone’s talking to me.”


      “Oh, Ootsu’s partner was here, too. Kaho Hamamatsu.”


      Ignoring the “can’t go” part, the dude at the door kept yammering.


      “Yeah, I saw her. In the gray tracksuit, right? Which one you like better?”


      “Kaho Hamamatsu by a mile. She’s so badass. I bet you’re an Ootsu man.”


      “How’d you know?”


      “Tits.”


      “Am I that obvious?”


      Blissfully unaware that Minagi was right here, they were being far too candid.


      “If you don’t hurry up and piss, I’m headed back to class.”


      “I can’t piss with you here, so scram.”


      At last, the conversation died down. The remaining student—the Minagi fan—was still here. Sakuta could hear him.


      “Ah, finally…”


      How nice of him to keep them informed. Sakuta could do without the live commentary, but it did actually help him keep tabs on the boys. He could just flush and step out like he belonged here…


      But he waited a minute, and the remaining boy headed out, whistling.


      When it was silent again, Sakuta quietly opened the door.


      No one else here. The stall next to him was still occupied.


      He looked to the hall but saw and heard no one.


      “Coast is clear,” he said.


      They couldn’t be too careful. There were a lot more students back in the building.


      Best to get this over with. That way, he could leave and go enjoy his lunch.


      “……”


      “Ootsu?”


      The silence from the other stall was starting to worry him, so he knocked.


      “……”


      No answer.


      His heart was sinking.


      “You’re kidding…”


      He put his foot on the sill again, kicking off the floor to propel himself up. He got his hands on the top of the stall door and leaned over to get a better look.


      “……Gimme a break.”


      It was exactly what he’d feared. No Minagi. Once again, her tracksuit was left behind, like a shed skin.


      Sakuta emerged from the men’s room to find Rio and Mai waiting at the wall by the stairs.


      “Mm? Why are you here, Mai?”


      She was supposed to be in the third-floor classroom.


      “You never showed, so I thought I’d bring your lunch to the science lab. I found Futaba waiting here.”


      Mai held up a little paper bag.


      “So you came to see me?”


      “Futaba filled me in.”


      She’d completely ignored his words.


      “Was Ootsu there?”


      “She was. Then she vanished again,” he said, glaring back at the men’s room.


      “Azusagawa, the tracksuit?” Rio asked, looking at his hands.


      He’d been carrying Minagi Ootsu’s tracksuit when last they met, but now his hands were empty.


      “She called me an underwear thief, so I left it in the stall.”


      In hindsight, carrying a girl’s underwear around was way too risky.


      He’d left the stall locked, so her clothing wouldn’t be found anytime soon.


      Minagi could come and fetch it herself. She’d made it back there once all on her own. Still, during lunch, she was way more likely to run into someone. She’d likely be pinned down until that ended. Minagi might be a free soul, but he doubted she had the gumption to roam the crowded school halls dressed as a sexy mummy.


      “Futaba, can you check that bathroom just in case?” he asked, indicating the room next to the men’s room he’d just come out of.


      “Why?”


      “That’s where Ootsu teleported the first time.”


      “Got it.”


      Rio ducked into the ladies’ room but was back out inside ten seconds. She looked right at Sakuta and shook her head. No sign of Minagi.


      “She must have teleported somewhere else this time.”


      “Logically, yes.”


      But where? He couldn’t begin to guess. If only he’d managed to get the real reason she was hiding in the bathroom out of her—but she’d jumped away before that happened.


      “Guess we’ll have to search the school,” Mai said like this was the obvious choice. “Come on, Sakuta.” She turned toward the stairs.


      “What about our romantic lunchtime?”


      “We can’t leave a naked girl out there on her own,” Mai said, shooting him an appalled look. “Futaba, will you wait here? If Ootsu comes back to fetch her tracksuit, text me.”


      “I can do that.”


      Sakuta was giving her puppy-dog eyes, but Mai ignored him, moving things right along. Rio didn’t offer any help. No one was on his side.


      “Do I get to eat?”


      “It’s bad manners, but you can eat your sandwiches while we walk around.”


      She pushed the paper bag into his hands and headed to the stairs alone. Her light steps quickly took her to the third floor.


      “Guess I’ll just have to call this a date.”


      Sakuta took a bite of the first sandwich and followed after Mai. He felt Rio’s glare on his back, but it didn’t seem like turning back would lead to anything good—so he didn’t.
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      “Not here.”


      On the third floor, they started with the restrooms.


      “Not here, either.”


      They tried the music room next. Then their search took them beneath the podiums and inside lockers, anywhere someone could hide. Next up was the art room, then the social studies data room. Clubrooms were locked up, so Sakuta just yelled, “You in here, Ootsu?” between bites of his sandwich. They received no reply from anyone.


      Next stop was an empty classroom.


      “Oh yeah, Mai.”


      “Mm?”


      Mai was busy checking the cleaning locker in the back, so she didn’t turn around.


      “Where’s Toyohama?”


      “She said she wanted to explore the school. Raced off right after she finished eating.”


      He could see why she’d feel that way. There were limited opportunities to be in a school besides your own, so if you got the chance, you’d want an adventure. And for Nodoka, this was the school her beloved sister went to.


      They finished the third floor and went back to the second. Once again, they checked any classes that were unoccupied.


      After finding no signs of Minagi, their feet took them to the first floor. Another fruitless search—this girl was nowhere to be found.


      “Last stop.”


      Mai opened the door to the home economics room. Not a place Sakuta usually visited. In fact, this was his first time ever.


      It was fairly large. They looked around but found no Minagi. Not behind the counters or under them.


      Mai knelt down by the windows, calling “Ootsu, are you here?” as she opened a waist-high locker.


      Having checked them all, she stood back up.


      “No sign of her,” she said, turning to Sakuta.


      She seemed way more invested in finding Minagi than he was. Highly motivated, even. He’d sensed as much on the way to the third floor. Mai seemed slightly more worked up than usual.


      “Did something good happen, Mai?”


      “Meaning?”


      “You’re in a cheery mood.”


      He had simply spoken his mind, but Mai seemed slightly taken aback, then she smiled evasively. She’d only realized when he said something—not something that happened often.


      “I feel bad for Ootsu, but perhaps I am a little giddy.”


      “Because you’re with me?”


      “This little game of hide-and-seek is what I get instead of the sports festival.”


      “And because you’re with me, right?”


      “Sure.”


      He stuck to his guns, and she acknowledged it with a smile. One that made his heart skip a beat.


      The look on his face must have pleased her, because her grin turned impish. That was the greatest reward he could ask for—win or lose, he came out ahead. Sakuta always did.


      “We’ve looked everywhere inside… That just leaves the gym and storage sheds.”


      They could see the gym through the windows. It was open today, functioning as a rest area. Loads of students would be in there, with their lunches on their laps.


      “If she’s not on school grounds, there’s not much we can do.”


      The first teleport hadn’t taken her far, but that didn’t mean the second wouldn’t. If she was whisked far away, this was out of their hands.


      As Sakuta pondered their next step, he heard voices in the hall. A boy and a girl were coming their way.


      “Sakuta, in here,” Mai whispered, pulling his hand.


      “What’s up?”


      “Shh! Just hide!”


      Mai opened the locker full of cleaning supplies.


      “Er, why?”


      “If I’m seen with you, they’ll ask questions. What were we up to in a deserted room like this?”


      Even as she whispered, she hustled Sakuta into the locker. Before he could complain, she stepped into the locker as well. It was a small space, so they were pressed right up against each other, face-to-face.


      Reflexively, he made a wheezy noise like air escaping.


      “No weird sounds.”


      Sakuta wished she wouldn’t ask for the impossible. This locker wasn’t built for two. Or for people at all.


      And that left prominent bodily features pressed together. Their chests were in very close contact, and he could feel them even through two tracksuits. No one alive could ignore that unmistakable sensation.


      “Stop grinning and shut the door.”


      He did as he was told, pulling it closed behind them.


      A few moments later, the classroom door opened, and two sets of footsteps came in.


      “So? What did you want to talk about?”


      The moment they stopped, the boy spoke. Sakuta recognized the voice—it was Yuuma.


      “S-sorry, Senpai. This must be out of the blue…”


      The girl sounded tense. He didn’t know her—if she was calling Yuuma “Senpai,” then she must be a first-year.


      “……”


      “……”


      Neither said a word.


      “……”


      “……”


      Sakuta and Mai were both stifling their breathing. Pressed so close together he could feel her heartbeat. It was too dark to make out her face—only a tiny bit of light was filtering through the slits in the door. As his eyes adjusted to that, he could tell she looked a bit uncomfortable. Her face was so close to his that he could have counted her eyelashes.


      The urge to forget about the world outside and do something to her rose up like a cobra’s head, but before he could make his move, she pinched his nose. Mai’s other hand had a finger to her lips, shushing him.


      Perhaps his ragged breathing had given him away.


      But not doing anything now? Torture!


      “Um, I!”


      While he was being cowed into inaction, things started moving outside.


      “Mm-hmm.”


      “I’m in love with you, Senpai!”


      The girl put her feelings into words.


      “……”


      There was a silence, but not a long one.


      “Sorry, I’m already seeing someone,” Yuuma said.


      “I know. Kamisato, right?”


      “Yeah.”


      “I knew I had no shot.” There was a trace of tears in her voice, but she pushed on. “I felt like I’d never be able to move on if I didn’t make this clear, so…sorry I put you through this!”


      Her voice brightened up at the end.


      “No, thank you,” Yuuma said, still somewhat rattled.


      “Then I’d better head back! Go, blue team!”


      One set of footsteps fled the home ec room.


      When they were out of earshot, Yuuma let out a long breath. Less a sigh than an exhalation. He breathed slowly in and out. Somehow, he sounded wistful. He hadn’t done anything wrong, but a love he could not reciprocate still weighed on him.


      After a moment, he muttered, “Guess we’d better win this thing,” and started moving toward the door.


      At that precise moment, a cell phone vibrated…inside the locker. It only happened once, but the vibrations were right against Sakuta’s belly and made him jump.


      The phone was in Mai’s tracksuit jacket pocket. Someone must have sent her a text.


      “Mm?” Yuuma had clearly heard the noise. He’d stopped in his tracks.


      Sakuta couldn’t see him, but he could feel Yuuma’s suspicious gaze on the locker.


      But Yuuma didn’t do anything else—because his own phone rang.


      “Kamisato, what’s up? Mm, oh, sorry. I’ll be right back,” he said, leaving the home ec room behind. His footsteps vanished down the hall.


      “……”


      “……”


      Sakuta and Mai held their silence a solid ten seconds longer.


      “Sakuta, the coast should be clear.”


      “We’d better stay hidden a while longer.”


      “Only better for you. You just want to stay this close.”


      Mai opened the door and slipped out. The joyful sensation went away. A crying shame.


      “Who was the text of terror from?”


      “Futaba.”


      Mai turned her phone his way. The text read: Reporting in. Minagi Ootsu has not shown up.


      Succinct and to the point. Very Rio.


      Mai was writing back; he assumed she was saying they’d searched the school and come up empty.


      “We’d better check the gym and external storerooms,” Mai said, once she’d pressed send.


      She moved to the hall, and Sakuta soon caught up with her.


      Together, they walked down the empty hall to the exit. There was a vending machine next to it, and Sakuta stopped there.


      “Hang on, Mai.”


      He pulled a few coins from his pocket and dropped them in the slot. Those sandwiches had made him pretty thirsty.


      He pressed a glowing green button, and a bottle dropped with thunk. He pulled it from the drawer. His choice was a peach soda, the same one Mai had done a commercial for.


      The cap came off, and he gulped it down. The distinctive ripened sweetness of peaches mingled with the pleasant buzz of the carbonation. The fruit puree added a nice accent.


      “Whew.”


      Perfect for a body worn out from the morning’s exercise.


      He put the cap back on and felt Mai’s gaze on him. Her eyes were narrowed, giving him a withering look.


      “Don’t expect any praise,” she said, snatching the bottle from his hand.


      She took a sip, then put it back in his hand, sulking…or maybe blushing. This sure felt like praise. A clear reward.


      “We’ve gotta find Ootsu,” she said, attempting to change the subject.


      But Sakuta was not the first to respond.


      “?!”


      A surprised gasp behind them. Barely a sound at all, but they both turned around.


      “Um, did you…say Ootsu?”


      They found a girl in a gray tracksuit who was about the same age as them. She was tall—around Mai’s height. She carried herself with confidence, and her mature features made her seem older. Sakuta recognized her.


      This was Kaho Hamamatsu, Minagi Ootsu’s partner.


      “Can we help you?” Mai asked.


      Kaho took one look at her face, gasped again, and failed to speak. She had just realized she was talking to the Mai Sakurajima.


      “Er, um, sorry, never mind. Pardon me!”


      Every word was clear and sharp. Apparently, athletes had their manners drilled into them. Kaho turned on her heel and almost ran back outside. They didn’t even get a chance to stop her.


      “That was Kaho Hamamatsu, right?” Mai said.


      “Apparently so,” Sakuta said. His answer was a bit evasive, but he’d only found out that she existed today.


      “What was that about?”


      “Mai, you scared her so much she ran away.”


      “Sakuta, are you sure you didn’t do anything to her, too?”


      Who was that too referring to? He hadn’t done anything to anybody.


      “I only want to do things with you, Mai.”


      As he admitted his deepest desire, there was a microphone howl outside as the broadcast club began their latest announcements.


      “The afternoon events will begin in ten minutes! Students, please be on the grounds by then.”


      Mai checked her phone. It was 1:01.


      “Let’s split up to look for Ootsu. Moving together in public will attract attention. Sakuta, you take the gym. I’ll take the storeroom by the tennis courts.”


      She wasn’t wasting any time.


      “Aww,” he said, once she finally stopped talking.


      “Take this seriously.”


      “Mai, you’re right in front of me. That matters more than some random naked girl!”


      “Ugh…”


      That earned him a very exasperated sigh. But then she had an idea, and broke into a smile.


      “Then it’s a race.”


      “A race?”


      “Yes, just like a sports festival. You against me. It’s a competition to see who can find Ootsu first.”


      “So if I win, we can take a bath together? Got it—it’s a deal!”


      Without waiting for an answer, he turned and ran off.


      “Ack, hey! There are limits!” she wailed, but he wasn’t about to answer.
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      There was a lot of foot traffic at the gym entrance. Friends were hanging out, and students from different years were bonding. Laughter filled the air. Most of these students had probably eaten lunch here, with family or friends. They all looked well fed and content. No one was in a rush to get back to the grounds.


      Sakuta was moving against the flow into the gym itself.


      First, he checked the bathrooms. The men’s room, at least. He opened all the stall doors, but no Minagi.


      Outside, he looked at the door to the ladies’ room.


      He wasn’t about to just stomp on in, but with Mai’s reward in the cards, he was gonna give it his best shot.


      “Ootsu? Are you in there?” he yelled from the doorway.


      “……”


      Sadly, no answer. But despite the silence, the door did swing open.


      And a petite student emerged. Tomoe.


      “Senpai, why are you hanging around the ladies’ room?” she asked, on guard.


      “Trying to find Ootsu so I don’t have to be in the afternoon events.”


      “Oh, fair. I’m your partner in the Ball Roll, so show up ready to play.”


      “Were you not listening?”


      “It seemed like the others really didn’t want to be paired with you, so I was forced to volunteer.”


      “Well, thanks. You were in the Ball Toss, but also the Ball Roll?”


      “……You’re thinking something weird, I can tell.”


      Tomoe took a half step away from him, hackles raised.


      He didn’t say a word, but she was already mounting a passionate defense.


      “I, uh, just avoided sprints and marathons. You know, all the events I had no shot at winning. The last thing I want to do is drag the team down. So it was just a big coincidence…”


      “…That you wound up with bunches of balls.”


      “Gross, Senpai.”


      Sakuta thought he was being clever, but clearly it didn’t jibe with the sensibilities of the modern schoolgirl.


      “So, Koga.”


      “What?”


      “Was Ootsu in that bathroom?”


      “No. Just me.”


      Shame he hadn’t found her, but Tomoe had at least crossed one place off his list.


      With that, an announcement played.


      “Three minutes till afternoon events. Gather on the school grounds.”


      “Oh, crap. Gotta go!”


      Tomoe dashed off.


      Nana Yoneyama was waiting for her at the door.


      Tomoe turned back, yelled, “Get a move on, Senpai!” and then they were gone. He heard them talking and laughing as they left. It was nice she’d found a real friend.


      “Okay, where else should I check?”


      There was no one else left inside the gym. He looked around, and his eyes lit on the storeroom at the back.


      He slid the heavy metal doors open. A distinctive dusty odor wafted out. There was a cart full of basketballs and volleyballs right inside, and a stack of mats by the eight-tier vaulting box. There was also a scoreboard, and a bunch of stuff he couldn’t even identify by the wall.


      No Minagi.


      No one here at all.


      Or so Sakuta thought.


      “Azusagawa,” a soft voice called.


      “……?”


      “In here!”


      The voice guided him to the eight-layer vaulting box. There were fingers poked out from the slit between the first and second layers, waggling away. “Here I am!” they cried.


      Sakuta moved closer and peered inside. His eyes met Minagi’s. It was too dark to see more than that, but it did not seem like she’d found clothes.


      “What are you doing?”


      “I just wound up here!” she wailed. “Where’s my tracksuit?”


      “I left it in the men’s room.”


      “What for?!”


      There was disbelief in her tone.


      “Didn’t want to be an underwear thief.”


      “Then why did you even come here?!”


      “So I can get a reward from Mai.”


      He’d found Minagi first, so victory was his. She probably wouldn’t join him in the bath, but negotiations would likely get him something nice.


      “Then loan me your tracksuit.”


      “Hell no.”


      “Why not?!”


      “I look goofy in shorts.”


      Then again, he couldn’t exactly make Minagi leave here naked. He started to unzip his jacket but stopped halfway.


      “Hah? What are you doing here, Azusagawa?” a new voice said.


      He turned back to find exactly who he expected to show up—Saki Kamisato. She looked cross.


      “Kamisato, did you not hear the announcement for the afternoon events?”


      “I’m on the admin committee! We need the vaulting box.”


      Saki moved into the storeroom, pushing a flatbed cart. She stopped next to the vaulting box and reached for the top layer, ready to lift it up.


      “Wait!”


      Sakuta slapped the top down to stop her.


      “Don’t get in my way,” she snarled, looking ready to go for the throat.


      “It’ll save time if we lift the whole stack on at once.”


      “I can’t do that alone.”


      “I’m offering to help.”


      “Why?”


      Because Minagi was naked inside. If they took the box apart, she’d be exposed. And that would get Sakuta in trouble. He’d be known as the freak who trapped a naked girl inside a vaulting box. A kink so advanced even Sakuta would think twice.


      But for the same reason, he couldn’t share the real reason.


      “Kunimi’s upset about the way we always fight.”


      This wasn’t true, but playing the Yuuma card seemed his best shot. This was the right move; Saki let go of the top layer.


      “Fine, grab your end.”


      They each took a side of the box, their fingers under the bottom—eighth—layer.


      “On two…go!”


      As one, they lifted the vaulting box. They only had to get it as high as the cart, so this was maybe a foot off the ground. But that was enough of a gap that Sakuta saw something he shouldn’t.


      As Minagi moved with the vaulting box, her butt was fully exposed. He could clearly make out the tan line at her waist. And that only made the pale skin of her butt all the more striking.


      “Geh,” he said, despite himself.


      “Huh? What?” Saki said, peering dubiously around the box.


      “Just heavier than I thought. Let’s set it down.”


      They’d made it to the cart and put the box where it belonged. Things had gotten a bit spicy, but they’d successfully loaded the box without Saki spotting Minagi.


      “I guess I should thank you.”


      Saki still didn’t smile. Other events needed equipment as well, so she moved to the wall and started gathering Hula-Hoops.


      “Where should I take the vaulting box? It’ll be hard to bring out at once, so I’ll carry this.”


      He said that in a rush, not letting her ask questions. With all-natural Minagi inside, he couldn’t afford to relinquish control of the cart.


      “The admin tent on the field,” Saki said curtly.


      She clearly didn’t quite trust him to handle it by himself.


      “I’ll drop these off and come right back,” she said with an almost accusing look in her eyes. Then she snorted and left.


      “……Looks like we’re in the clear for now,” he said, quickly taking off his tracksuit. He lifted the top layer a hair and passed it to Minagi.


      “Azusagawa…you saw, didn’t you?”


      “You mean your juicy fresh-peeled-onion butt?”


      “……”


      A horrified silence followed.


      “Was that the wrong answer?”


      “Most people would insist they hadn’t seen a thing.”


      “I’ll take it as a payment for my silence. Come out once you’re dressed.”


      How long was he gonna be stuck talking to a vaulting box?


      “Wheel me back to the school building. That way no one will see me.”


      “Hell no.”


      “It’s a short stop on your way to the grounds!”


      “Then you’ve gotta tell me why you need to stay hidden.”


      “……”


      Sakuta tried to smoothly broach the topic only for Minagi to go silent again.


      Waiting was boring, so he started pushing the cart along. Once he got past the storeroom doors, he headed down a ramp that led outside.


      The fall breeze was a bit cold to be wearing shorts.


      Rather than go straight for the tent, he wheeled around toward the school. The path sloped down a bit, and as he took that, he thought he heard Minagi say something.


      “Mm?”


      “Yesterday…was all I said.”


      He hadn’t imagined it.


      “So what about yesterday?”


      “Yesterday.”


      “Uh-huh.”


      “About yesterday…”


      This was getting them nowhere.


      “I have the yesterday part down.”


      “Mm.”


      Minagi was still stuck on that.


      “Yesterday, we had club practice.”


      By club…she must have meant beach volleyball.


      “And?”


      “We had club practice.”


      “And?”


      Did this count as déjà vu?


      “We had club practice, but…”


      “You must think I’m stupid.”


      Sakuta had gotten it the first time. He didn’t need it in triplicate. It wasn’t that hard to follow.


      “And after practice…”


      “What happened?”


      He tried giving her a push to avoid another loop.


      “We went to the shower room for a shower.”


      “You took a shower…?”


      The gentle encouragement seemed to be working.


      “With Kaho.”


      “I’d love to take one with Mai.”


      The next event had started on the grounds. A cheer went up.


      “We washed each other’s hair.”


      “Another thing I’d like to do with Mai.”


      “And bodies.”


      “Down for that with Mai.”


      “And while we were rinsing off…I couldn’t hold it in.”


      “Your pee?”


      Had she had an accident? Was that what this was about? That would be awkward. He could understand why she’d go and hide from Kaho. It made sense.


      But what Minagi said next was totally different.


      “I kissed her.”


      “……”


      That was the last thing Sakuta had expected. He forgot to respond. His hands on the cart went limp, and his feet slowed to a stop.


      Minagi’s words had caught him completely by surprise.


      “On the lips?”


      If it was the cheek or the forehead, that would make all the difference. But Sakuta had a feeling this was a pointless question. If she had just been goofing around or just showing some friendly affection, Minagi would not be this reluctant. She’d have shared it openly.


      And what really stuck with him was her tone.


      [image: image]“I kissed her.”


      Her voice had gone all breathy, with a heat of passion behind it.


      “Yeah. Right on the kisser.”


      “That is where kisses go.”


      And why the lips had earned that name.


      Sakuta’s joke got a hollow laugh from her. She didn’t think it was funny, but she would have liked to be able to laugh about this.


      “……Since when?” he asked, after a moment of thought.


      “I dunno.”


      That sounded like her honest answer.


      It could be awfully hard to pinpoint exactly when you knew. It was easy enough to go “Maybe that’s what did it” after the fact, but Minagi hadn’t done so.


      And he figured she hadn’t come to terms with her own feelings yet. She’d likely never wanted to make them clear. For herself, and for Kaho—she’d chosen to leave things unsaid. Until that shower-room kiss.


      “I met Kaho at the start of junior high.”


      “Mm-hmm.”


      “We were partnered up not long after she joined the club.”


      This didn’t feel like the distant past. These were vivid memories.


      “At first, we were partners only because my dad…the coach told me to. I didn’t even know Kaho. She was more serious about practice than anyone and improving really fast, but she didn’t talk much and almost never smiled. I could never tell what was on her mind—even during a match.”


      She certainly hadn’t seemed nearly as expressive as Minagi. Less the quiet type and more deliberately reserved, it seemed.


      “And we didn’t win a single match at that summer tournament. It sucked. After our match was over, on the way home, I asked her. ‘Kaho, is beach volleyball fun?’ ”


      “What’d she say?”


      “She smiled and said, ‘It’s a lot of fun.’ ”


      Minagi’s voice was dancing, like it must have in the moment.


      “She said, ‘Minagi, playing with you is a lot of fun—but losing is the worst. Next time, I want us to win. Together.’ ”


      Her voice was getting muffled. She was sitting in the box with her knees up and had likely buried her face in them. Like she was trying to keep the past from slipping through her fingers.


      “I dunno why, but I ended up crying, and even as the tears streaked down my face, I swore we had to win the next one. Me and Kaho together.”


      “……”


      “The next day, we went to the coach and asked him to add to our training program. Kaho and I started talking all the time, and not just about beach volleyball. The next year’s tournament—we won everything.”


      “Sounds like overkill,” Sakuta chuckled.


      Did she live in a manga?


      “Kaho and I were both in a growth spurt, so that helped.”


      It sounded to Sakuta like they’d both had the potential but they just hadn’t been on the same page.


      “And before I knew it, Kaho mattered more than anyone.”


      “……”


      “I was thinking about her whether I was awake or not. Even now,” she said with a laugh.


      “It finally clicked after I started high school. More people were talking about who they’d date or wouldn’t, and a friend asked if I had anyone in mind.”


      “It’s better to know,” Sakuta said.


      “I sure didn’t think so,” Minagi sighed. “And I still don’t. It feels wrong. She wouldn’t want this.”


      “Is that why you said yes to every dude who asked? Trying to get over her?”


      “Yeah. And they all dumped me before we even went on a single date.”


      Minagi let out an especially hollow laugh. The futility was palpable.


      “Heartbreaker,” Sakuta said.


      Anyone would throw in the towel after being kept waiting a whole month. None of these dudes had ever been all that serious in the first place. They were probably still bragging about how they’d once dated the beach volleyball superstar Minagi Ootsu.


      “Not one of them ever did it for you?”


      “……”


      Minagi’s silence ran deep.


      It felt like she was looking for the right words, so Sakuta held his silence. Cheers echoed from the grounds. Sounded like the afternoon events were pleasing the crowds.


      After a solid thirty seconds, Minagi inhaled. She was finally ready to speak.


      “I don’t think I can’t fall for guys. I can, probably.”


      The words she’d found came out haltingly.


      “And there are boys who I think are pretty cool.”


      She was speaking carefully, sorting through her own feelings.


      “I’m not sure I’m into girls, either. I’ve only ever felt this way about Kaho.”


      Sounded messy.


      “So I guess I just don’t really know myself.”


      “Can’t say I do, either. Maybe in another sixty years.”


      “Azusagawa, you’re just saying that. You clearly don’t care,” Minagi protested with a laugh, like she was enjoying this part. “That might be fine for you, but I need to figure shit out today. What do I do?!”


      “I haven’t the foggiest.”


      “You’re what?”


      “It means clueless. It’s some new schoolgirl slang.”


      “Gotcha.”


      Minagi was so out of it she believed him.


      “Sorry, I made that up.”


      Feeling guilty, he tried to fix it.


      “That you dunno what to do?”


      “That slang thing. The solution to your problem is obvious.”


      “Then what should I do?”


      Minagi probably knew better. She just couldn’t bring herself to take that step. That was all this was about.


      “Get out of that box.”


      “And?”


      “Go see Hamamatsu.”


      Sakuta didn’t mince words, and Minagi didn’t seem the least bit surprised. He knew she’d known all along. Once she saw Kaho, she’d get a response. And that was what scared her.


      She didn’t want to make it weird.


      She didn’t want to make things awkward.


      But most of all, she was scared she’d ruin a relationship she loved.


      “But…,” Minagi began.


      Her voice was so feeble and it sounded like she was about to launch into an excuse, so Sakuta spoke firmly.


      “You can’t just go back to the way you were. Give it up.”


      Once they knew love was in the air, neither could pretend otherwise. It was impossible to act like nothing happened. Knowing made them conscious of it. They’d be actively trying to pretend everything was normal.


      Maybe after a few years, this would be something they could laugh about, but neither Sakuta nor Minagi was old enough for that now.


      “……”


      Minagi’s lips were zipped again. The silence proved she understood and was processing what he’d said. She’d gone quiet so she could sort out her feelings.


      But thirty seconds came and went, and she still said nothing. Thirty seconds became a minute.


      Then the silence was broken by someone else entirely.


      “Um…”


      A hesitant voice.


      Sakuta turned around to find Kaho Hamamatsu not five yards away.


      “Sorry for earlier. I kinda turned tail and ran.”


      “Don’t worry about it.”


      “I shouldn’t have done that to Mai Sakurajima.”


      “I’m pretty sure she didn’t mind.”


      Mai had been mega-famous since she was a child star; there wasn’t much that could catch her by surprise anymore.


      “Something you need?” Sakuta asked.


      Inside the vaulting box, he heard Minagi gulp.


      Kaho herself seemed super tense. She had her fingers tied up in knots, restlessly moving them around. Her legs were trembling. But her eyes were locked right on Sakuta.


      “Do you know where Minagi is?” she asked.


      “You mean Minagi Ootsu?”


      “Yes. I’m her beach volleyball partner.”


      “Kaho Hamamatsu, right? I know that much.”


      “Thanks.” She bobbed her head awkwardly. It was obvious she wasn’t used to strangers knowing her name. “You were talking about Minagi earlier, right?”


      She was clearly referring to his conversation with Mai at the vending machine.


      “We were. But that doesn’t mean I know where she is.”


      “Oh…”


      She looked crestfallen. Dejected. So clearly disappointed it made Sakuta feel guilty for lying to her. A proper pang of conscience.


      “Have you called her?”


      “I have. Texts, emails, calls…no answers.”


      Come to think of it, when he’d collected Minagi’s clothes, there’d been no phone in the pile. Maybe she’d left it with her things in her classroom.


      “Sorry I can’t be more help.”


      “No…thanks anyway.”


      He’d been useless, but Kaho bowed her head anyway. That made him feel even worse. He knew exactly where Minagi was.


      “If I see Ootsu, I’ll tell her you’re looking for her.”


      She was right here in the vaulting box, so he essentially already had.


      “Thanks a lot. Oh, but…”


      “But?”


      “……”


      He could hazard a guess why she was hesitating.


      Minagi was clearly avoiding her.


      She must have worked that out…and it was making her nervous. Nevertheless, she said, “Please do.”


      Kaho’s head came up. There was a sad look in her eyes that she tried to hide behind a forced smile.


      “Okay. Will do,” Sakuta promised.


      She seemed slightly taken aback by his serious reply, but she bobbed her head one more time and darted off toward the field.


      As he watched her go, Sakuta said, “Yo, Ootsu.”


      Minagi didn’t answer, but he kept talking anyway.


      “Hamamatsu’s legs were quivering. She’s just as scared as you are. But she found the courage to come and talk to you. You gonna leave it all up to her?”


      Minagi said nothing.


      “Ootsu?”


      He tapped the vaulting box but got nothing. No sounds at all.


      “You’re kidding…”


      Knowing what he was likely in for, Sakuta said a prayer and lifted the top layer.


      “……”


      As he’d feared, Minagi was no longer inside. The tracksuit he’d loaned her had been left behind.


      “And I made that nice little speech, too.”


      How long had he been talking to himself ? Wondering would only make him feel worse. He went ahead and put his tracksuit back on.


      Where had she teleported to this time? There wasn’t a discernible pattern, as far as Sakuta could tell, so his only option was to walk all over the place again. Weirdly, he was fairly confident Minagi was still on school grounds. The first two jumps had been, and even if she was running from Kaho, Minagi clearly felt like she had to resolve this mess today. She had basically said as much herself.


      He should probably start by finding Mai and Rio and sharing what he knew. But as that thought crossed his mind…


      “Azusagawa, why are you over here? I said the tent on the field!”


      He heard Saki yelling at him. She was marching his way, looking like a demon. And Yuuma and Tomoe were scrambling after her.


      “Sakuta, there you are! The Ball Roll!”


      “Move it, Senpai! It’s about to start!”


      They were both waving furiously.


      He had some choice words he would’ve liked to say about all this but he didn’t want to get chewed out any more than he already had. He hustled toward the field, pushing the cart ahead of him.


      “Run, Sakuta, run!”


      “I am!”
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      “Ugh, I’m bushed…”


      Sakuta had played his part in the Ball Roll, but the event wasn’t over. For the moment, he was crouching to the side of the track.


      “I can’t…move…a muscle…,” Tomoe gasped, sitting next to him. Her shoulders heaved with every breath. But there was a smile on her face.


      Tomoe was quite pleased with their results.


      They’d received the giant ball while in second place and worked together to get around the obstacles on their half of the course. They hadn’t managed to overtake the yellow team, but they were fast enough that the red team couldn’t catch up with them.


      Sakuta and Tomoe’s turn had ended safely without them doing anything noteworthy—good or bad. That was exactly the way Tomoe liked it. She was relieved.


      “Oh, Kunimi took the lead!” she shouted.


      Sakuta looked up. Yuuma was paired up with a first-year girl, and they’d passed the yellow team right before the finish line, claiming first place. They were already exchanging high fives.


      “He is so annoying,” Sakuta grumbled as he rose to his feet. He was still a little out of breath, but he’d caught something glittering out of the corner of his eye.


      Nodoka was waving to him from the school building. She must need him for something.


      “Gonna hit the can,” he told Tomoe.


      Then he headed in Nodoka’s direction. When he got there, she snapped, “You could’ve run.”


      “So?” he asked.


      “Here,” Nodoka said, handing him her phone. The screen showed an incoming call from Sis. That could only mean Mai.


      “What’s up, Mai?”


      “I should be asking you. Where have you been?”


      She sounded less than pleased.


      “I was moving a vaulting box around, then rolling a ball.”


      “You’re supposed to be looking for Ootsu.”


      “But I did find her. Looking forward to that bath with you.”


      “Is she with you now?”


      “Nope, she vanished again.”


      “Then it doesn’t count. Ootsu’s with me now, so I win.”


      “But I found her first!”


      “Go get her tracksuit and meet us at the third-floor girls’ changing room.”


      “Ah, wait, Mai…!”


      He tried to dig in, but she’d already hung up. No interest in his protests.


      “What’d she say?” Nodoka asked when he handed the phone back.


      “She wants me to hit the can.”


      He hadn’t lied to Tomoe after all.


      “What?!” Nodoka clearly didn’t get it, but he left her there, heading back to school alone.


      Inside the entrance, Sakuta hastily made for the second floor. Every step on the staircase hurt his tired legs.


      A quick scan of the long second-story hallway revealed no one was around. Rio had originally been posted on bathroom watch duty, but she was no longer here; it had been over an hour, so she must not have stuck around. Mai had probably let her know when she’d found Minagi.


      Sakuta slipped into the deserted men’s room, scrambled over the stall in the back, and retrieved Minagi’s pile of clothes. This was hard work for his exhausted body, but he brought everything with him to the third floor.


      Two people were waiting outside the girls’ changing room. Mai and Rio.


      Mai had been in touch with Rio.


      Sakuta’s attention was all on Mai, though. She was dressed different. Shorts and a short-sleeved gym shirt. Mai’s figure was far too impressive, and those shorts revealed her beautiful legs up to the top of her knees. A shame he couldn’t see the thighs as well, but any glimpse of her bare legs was a gift.


      “Gimme those,” Mai said, snatching Minagi’s clothes from him. She knocked on the changing room door, said, “Coming in,” and vanished inside.


      A minute later, she came out alone.


      She was back in her tracksuit. Bare-leg time had ended as soon as it began.


      After another three minutes, the door to the changing room opened again. This time only a crack a few inches wide. Minagi was peering through it.


      Her eyes met Sakuta’s, and she beckoned to him.


      “You need help changing?” he joked, closing in. The crack doubled in size.


      “Sakurajima’s tracksuit smelled really good!”


      Of all the things to say. She’d mentioned being unsure if she was into girls, but he thought this basically settled that question.


      “Mai’s mine. You can’t have her.”


      “So you are actually dating.”


      Minagi’s voice went back to normal. It was public knowledge around school, but that didn’t mean it felt real. Probably lot of students felt that way. Dating the Mai Sakurajima just didn’t sound believable. She was someone from TV.


      “Is that all?” he asked, and her smile flickered. There was hesitation in her eyes.


      “About Kaho…,” she murmured, still wavering. “She came here for me. I’ve gotta meet her halfway.”


      “So?”


      “But every time I try…I wind up somewhere else.”


      Minagi knew she shouldn’t run from this. Her rational mind did, at least. But some part of her was ruled by a fear of how this would turn out. And that emotion was far stronger than she realized. Its roots ran deep. She was so scared Kaho would reject her that she couldn’t stop running—or teleporting.


      “Gotcha. Gimme a sec.”


      Sakuta turned toward Rio.


      “So, Futaba.”


      “What?”


      “Any way to prevent Ootsu from teleporting?”


      “Let me first ask this,” Rio said, eyes over his shoulder—on Minagi, peering through the crack in the door.


      “What?”


      “Azusagawa, have you seen her vanish?”


      The first time she’d vanished from inside a stall in the men’s room.


      Same for the second.


      The third time she’d been inside the vaulting box.


      Three teleports, and he hadn’t seen any of them happen.


      “……No, I haven’t.”


      He’d simply found the empty tracksuit afterward.


      “Then that might be a condition.”


      Sakuta had no idea what she was driving at.


      “Meaning?” he asked.


      Rio’s answer came in her usual flat voice.


      “Preventing teleportation might be surprisingly simple.”


      Approximately twenty minutes later, Sakuta was standing in the middle of the school grounds. He was in line for the Three-Legged Race.


      Minagi was next to him. Their ankles were tied together with a headband.


      “Why is this happening?”


      Sakuta knew the reason. This was Rio’s “surprisingly simple” solution. The logic went something like this…


      “I believe she’ll be unable to teleport if someone keeps their eyes on her. As long as she’s under observation, she’ll stay at her fixed location.”


      “Then should we just watch her constantly? Without blinking?”


      “Azusagawa, do you know what day it is?”


      “Sunday. The sports festival day.”


      “So if you and me and Sakurajima get her to the school grounds without losing sight of her, then the entire student body will keep her in place.”


      “But what if all three of us accidentally blink at once?”


      “Then she might teleport.”


      “We just have to avoid blinking until we’re outside. I always go a minute or two without blinking during shoots; that’s no big deal.”


      Thanks to the famous actress Mai Sakurajima’s unexpected talent, they’d successfully escorted Minagi outside.


      It would have been nice to immediately start her showdown with Kaho, but the blue team found Minagi first.


      When people asked where she’d been, Sakuta just said, “She was worn out from beach volleyball practice and fell asleep.”


      That earned her some concern, but Minagi hurriedly explained, “I ate lunch and felt way better!” with a big smile.


      She had been signed up for the Three-Legged Race, so she had to participate. And Sakuta got roped into it, too because someone else had gotten injured… This was just not his day.


      Rio suggested that joining an event would increase the eyes on Minagi, but he really didn’t think it was necessary for him to be paired with her.


      “Ugh…”


      How could he not sigh?


      “Your happiness is getting away,” Minagi said as she finished tying the knot.


      “Don’t worry. Mai will just bring it back.”


      “Nice. Keep her close!”


      Minagi cackled, but her face were still pretty tense. She wasn’t worrying about the Three-Legged Race. She kept her head down and eyes on the ground because she knew someone must be looking at her.


      “Is Kaho watching?”


      “Not sure.”


      Sakuta did a quick scan of the crowd but failed to locate Kaho. The school had a thousand students to begin with, and loads of family and friends were visiting as well. There were too many people in too many places.


      The only face he picked out immediately was Nodoka’s. Mai was next to her. She was doing her braids-and-glasses combo, so no one around had recognized her. Nodoka was attracting all the attention like a lightning rod.


      Mai saw Sakuta looking and flashed him a quick smile.


      “Ootsu, which would you prefer?”


      “Huh?”


      “Do you want her watching or not?”


      “I want her watching.”


      Minagi didn’t hesitate. She might not have raised her head yet, but there was an intensity behind her words—and a soft note on top, reserved for Kaho.


      “Then she’s watching.”


      “What if I said I didn’t want her watching?”


      “She’d also be watching.”


      That was how these things worked.


      Before they could say anything else, the starting pistol went off.


      Two pairs from each color—so six pairs in all—set off around the track. A half lap—the next pair was waiting for the baton around the bend.


      “The Three-Legged Race is a relay race?”


      “Apparently.”


      Worryingly, Minagi was in the same boat he was. She really had slept through the event-selection homeroom.


      “Well, we’re at the end of the line, so let’s assume we’re the anchors. We just gotta get the baton and hit the finish line.”


      Minagi was shrugging this off, but the Three-Legged Race was near the end of the sports festival—the crowd was way more worked up than Sakuta had expected. This was not an event that depended solely on running skills, so it was hard to predict who’d win—that helped keep it exciting.


      The second pair was handing the baton to the third.


      That left only the fourth—the anchors. Sakuta and Minagi.


      Minagi put her arm round Sakuta’s waist. The sudden grab made him grunt.


      “Grab my shoulders,” she said, so he put an arm around hers. Two tight grips, very stable. He could really tell how strong her core was.


      “Start with the tied leg, moving one, two, one, two.”


      No time to argue. The baton was approaching fast.


      “Got it.”


      Minagi kept going “One, two, one two” as they moved into the baton pass zone.


      The pair coming toward them was Saki and a first-year boy…who was rather red in the face. He must’ve been incredibly embarrassed. They were in fourth place. The pairs behind them had fumbled the baton pass on the second or third round, so they were a solid half lap behind.


      “Here!” Saki grumpily handed the baton over, and they caught it.


      “And one, two.” They set off. Minagi kept that rhythm going. “One, two, one, two.”


      Their pace was much faster than Sakuta had expected. He nearly stumbled. But if he complained or tried to change speeds, they’d immediately tumble to the ground—all he could do was force his feet to stay on beat.


      Ahead of them were two red pairs and a yellow one. Halfway around the bend, they passed the third-place yellow pair. They caught up with the second-place pair at the end of the bend and blew by.


      Only the first-place pair left.


      But even at a low estimate, they had a solid ten-yard lead.


      The finish line was right there. Their half lap was almost over. No way to catch up—


      Or so he thought, but the lead team crossed the finish line and kept on going, not slowing down at all. As he wondered why, the broadcast-club commentary answered for him.


      “The anchor teams get a full lap! This battle’s not over yet!”


      But his legs were dead. He’d gone all out on the assumption they only had to run a half lap.


      “You got this, Sakuta!” Yuuma yelled from the blue seats. Unnecessary.


      “Senpai, move those feet!”


      Was that Tomoe?


      She didn’t need to tell him. He was moving his feet. Moving them like his life depended on it. That was the only way he could keep up with Minagi.


      The crowd was really going wild now. Cheers were coming from all directions, trying to overwhelm him.


      They were through the back straight and on the curve again. Then—


      “Minagi! Gooooo!” someone yelled.


      He felt Minagi jump. She kept chanting “One, two, one, two,” but her eyes were on the stands at the curve.


      On a girl in a gray tracksuit. Kaho Hamamatsu.


      Minagi didn’t say a word.


      But her arm tightened around his waist.


      He had an idea what she wanted. He knew, but he argued, “My legs are dead.”


      Despite that, Minagi just snorted. Derisively. Her lips curled gleefully, and she upped the pace of her “One, two, one, two.”


      And when Sakuta started to drag behind, her firm grip on his waist pulled him right along.


      Three yards to the lead pair. Ten to the goalposts.


      At this point, his mind went blank. He couldn’t breathe. His legs felt like lead. The grip on his waist allowed no escape; he was joined to Minagi at the hip.


      All he could think about was not falling, and that kept both legs pumping.


      They were almost at the finish line.


      They were neck and neck with the other pair now. He could almost feel their looks of surprise on his skin. And then they took their last steps.


      The finish tape hit Sakuta’s and Minagi’s hips, and they soared across the line, running for a solid twenty yards past it.


      They gradually slowed down until finally coming to a halt straight off the track—they hadn’t taken the curve.


      The moment they stopped, Sakuta collapsed. He’d never been more out of breath. He’d have liked to grumble but was in no state to speak. His body demanded oxygen.


      Meanwhile, Minagi only needed a couple of deep breaths. She had her hands on her hips, standing straight and tall. Here was a true athlete. Kinda cool. Downright badass, even.


      Ever since she’d stopped, Minagi’s eyes had been on one thing. On the far corner, where Kaho had been.


      The crowds were still buzzing from Sakuta and Minagi’s come-from-behind victory; students were on their feet and jumping around. Sakuta couldn’t find Kaho in the chaos.


      But Minagi must have—her eyes were locked on a single point and not budging. Sakuta followed her gaze, and after a minute, Kaho emerged from the Minegahara crowd. She ran toward them, but pulled up short a good ten yards out.


      Kaho seemed nervous.


      Sakuta wordlessly untied the knot on their feet.


      “Kaho,” Minagi said, running over to her. He thought that would be it, but she stopped halfway, turning back to Sakuta. “Thanks, Azusagawa.”


      “You’re welcome.”


      “Will you take payment in boobs or butt?”


      “Got my fill of both during this race,” he said, getting up. “Go on, get,” he said, waving her toward Kaho. The rest was their problem.


      “Thanks,” Minagi said again, and then she ran the rest of the way to Kaho, light on her feet.


      Sakuta’s feet were deadweights, but he dragged them back toward the school. He was going to rest in class until the sports festival was done and over, no matter what.
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      He had no idea what Minagi and Kaho said to each other, or what resolution they reached. That was for the two of them to know.


      What mattered to Sakuta was that Minagi showed up for the Relay Race, as planned.


      She was the third runner and got the baton in last place—she passed the red and yellow teams and handed the baton to the anchor in first. They kept the lead she’d made, and the blue team finished first.


      That put their total score ahead of the red and yellow teams, and they won the entire sports festival.


      It wasn’t every day that a sports festival was so close that the outcome of the final event could settle everything, so it had been well worth watching. The students were so wound up they were reluctant to head home; there were still tons of them hanging around school even after the closing ceremony.


      Sakuta had been the first person back in the classroom, and he wasted no time changing and getting ready to leave. Oblivious to the lingering excitement around him, he headed right for the shoe lockers.


      Mai and Nodoka had left ahead of him, so he was on his own.


      She’d made lunch for him, and they’d searched for Minagi together… It might not have been a traditional sports festival experience, but he was glad to have spent that time with Mai.


      With that thought on his mind, he opened his shoe locker and found a note inside.


      “What’s this?” he wondered, unfolding it.


      [image: image]Have fun with the Three-Legged Race?


      It was in Mai’s neat handwriting.


      He stuffed it in the pocket of his uniform.


      “I wish I could do a Three-Legged Race with Mai.”


      Dreaming about that, he headed home ahead of the rest of the school.


      Naturally, he spent the next day racked with muscle pains.
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      He’d long felt like he was forgetting something vital.


      Something he remembered in his dreams that slipped away come morning.


      He’d wake up emotional, for reasons he couldn’t figure out.


      But it felt important.


      He knew this mattered.


      Even if he didn’t know what it was.


      He hoped he’d figure it out someday, and life went on.


      And once more—Christmas came around.
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      That morning, Sakuta Azusagawa was woken by her kiss.


      He’d felt her crawl into his bed, and he’d known it must be morning. But his eyes failed to open. She wriggled into the loose sweatshirt he slept in, moved up his stomach to his chest and then out the neck—and finally licked his cheek.


      “Five more minutes…,” he muttered, half asleep.


      Her answer was another kiss. Well, more of a slurp.


      That was impossible to sleep through.


      Sakuta gave up and forced his heavy eyelids open.


      Before his eyes was the head of a tricolored cat, sticking out of his sweatshirt.


      “Meow,” she said, in a rather low voice for a lady cat. Her name was Nasuno.


      “Morning, Nasuno.”


      “Mew.”


      Sakuta turned his eyes toward his alarm clock. It was 6:59 AM…and then it flipped to seven. The alarm started blaring, but he stopped it instantly. The arm that had slipped outside his covers was freezing already.


      It was winter. December 24. Christmas Eve.


      He was feeling very ready for winter vacation, but sadly, they still had school today. The last day of the second term, which was the day of the end-of-term ceremony.


      It would hardly be a big deal if he skipped that. It’d be awfully nice to sleep in, tucked in his warm bed. The ultimate winter luxury.


      But not today.


      “Better get up.”


      Sakuta won the battle quick, despite the chilly room.


      “Too cold…”


      It was extra nippy this morning.


      “I guess they were predicting snow…”


      He’d half watched the weather report last night, and there’d been a big cold front moving in. They’d been expecting accumulation in the flat and coastal areas of Kanto. “I’m sure a lot of people will be venturing out for Christmas Eve, but please do watch your step,” the weather lady said.


      Last year, Sakuta had no such plans and would have resented the implication, but this year, he was nodding along. I will watch my step, he’d thought. This year, he had plenty of plans.


      He pulled Nasuno out of his clothes.


      “Mrow,” she said, clearly hungry. He followed her into the living room.


      First, he put some kibble in her bowl.


      The sound of her crunching away filled the quiet room.


      This morning, only Nasuno and Sakuta were home.


      Their dad had picked Kaede up just after noon yesterday, and she was spending the night at their grandparents’. They were probably doting on her right that second. It had been a solid two years since they’d seen her…


      She wouldn’t be home until the day after tomorrow, the twenty-sixth.


      “Stay as long as you like,” he’d told her when she was leaving.


      “I’ll be back the twenty-sixth,” Kaede insisted.


      She was dead set on that, her glare making it clear he couldn’t change her mind.


      He could guess why.


      Kaede had things to do when she got back.


      Sakuta put a slice of bread in the toaster and fried an egg in the meantime.


      Once both were done, he scarfed them down.


      He washed the pan and was putting it away when the phone rang.


      The number on-screen was his dad’s cell.


      He dried his hands, picked up the receiver, and said, “Hello?”


      “Oh, Sakuta?” Far too cute a voice to be his dad.


      Clearly, this was not his dad but his sister, Kaede.


      “What?”


      “What do you mean, what?”


      He’d just asked, but she got mad at him for it.


      “You called me.”


      “I didn’t call when I arrived yesterday, so I am now.”


      She must have been talking about their grandparents’ house.


      “Are Grandma and Grandpa doing okay?”


      “They’re good. They wish you came along.”


      “I’ll go over eventually. Now go get spoiled enough for both of us.”


      “Then I get your Christmas presents and New Year’s money, right?”


      How greedy.


      “I’ve got Mai, so I can let you have that much.”


      Mai had agreed to a date today. They’d be meeting up at six, after she got off work. Given how packed her schedule was, getting to spend Christmas together was a real blessing.


      That promise was the only thing that convinced him to get out of bed that morning and go to school instead of sleeping in.


      “Mai doesn’t like it when you’re rude.”


      It was Christmas. Sakuta would love to do quite a few “rude” things with Mai. As much as he could get away with, no matter what it took to get him there. But telling his sister this would hardly be appropriate, so he held his tongue.


      “Actually, Mai thought you’d be here. She suggested we all have cake together.”


      “I would be such a third wheel. That’s why I’m here.”


      “My Mai would never think that.”


      “But you totally would,” Kaede huffed. She didn’t even bother hiding how put out she was.


      “Don’t sweat it. Toyohama swears she’s coming right back home after her Christmas concert, so you’d be more of a fourth wheel.”


      The third wheel would have dazzling blond hair.


      “I’m gonna tell Nodoka you said that.”


      “No need, I’ll tell her myself.”


      He needed to get that siscon idol to back off a bit.


      “……You’re one weird dude,” Kaede muttered.


      “I gotta get ready for school. Hanging up.”


      “Oh, sorry, wait!”


      “Mm? What?”


      “Um, er…” Kaede’s voice dwindled away.


      “……”


      Sakuta said nothing, waiting for her to finish.


      “So, uh…”


      Even over the phone, he could tell she had something on her mind. It must’ve been really hard for her to say. And that gave Sakuta a good idea what it must be.


      “Um, once I get back…”


      She’d started big, but her voice dropped to a whisper.


      “You need help practicing the walk to school?”


      “Why’d you say it for me?!”


      He figured she looked as peeved as she sounded. He bet she was pouting so hard her lips stuck out.


      “ ’Cause it’s time for me to go.”


      He actually had a few minutes to spare, but these types of family discussions made him uncomfortable. Like an itch he couldn’t scratch.


      “……Thanks, Sakuta.”


      “Hanging up now.”


      “Mm, okay.”


      She seemed ready to drag this discomfort out, so he wrapped things up.


      Nasuno had finished eating and let out a satisfied meow. She began washing her face and scratching the back of her neck with her hind legs.


      Looking up from the cat, Sakuta realized Kaede had left her bedroom door open. Her junior high uniform was on a hanger by the closet. She must have gotten it ready before she left yesterday. So the moment she got home, she could put it on and walk to school. So she could go to school every day.


      Nasuno meowed again.


      It was high time Sakuta got changed and left.
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      Leaving Nasuno to guard the fort, Sakuta left just before eight.


      Outside the front door, the cold air pricked his skin. Just inhaling sent a chill up his nose; his breath was more visible than any day so far this season.


      If he asked Rio why he could see his breath, she’d likely give him a scientific explanation. He’d have to bring it up if he saw her today. But by then, he’d have clean forgotten his question.


      With that, he set off for Fujisawa Station.


      After ten minutes on foot, he saw it up ahead. The station looked like it always did. Even on December 24, the morning rush was just another weekday. Men in suits and ties poured through the gates. College students yawned. Quite a few younger students were in their uniforms.


      Sakuta was but one of many.


      He cut across the station interior from the north to the south exit. The Odakyu Department Store loomed up ahead, and he moved to the Enoden Fujisawa Station platform beside it and boarded a waiting train.


      It slowly pulled out, the green-and-cream retro carriage rocking for a good fifteen minutes, running along the coast to Shichirigahama Station.


      Everyone in Minegahara uniforms got out here, forming a line where the ticket machine stood at attention since this station had no gate with turnstiles.


      Sakuta tapped his card and stepped outside. The school was right up ahead.


      He heard the girls in front of him talking.


      “It’s too cold today.”


      “Super cold.”


      “Crazy cold.”


      They were laughing happily. There might be snow coming, but their skirts were still above their knees, bare legs beneath. Just looking at them made Sakuta cold, so he turned his eyes to the sky.


      Thin clouds covered it in a dull gray.


      He could just about locate the sun’s position, but not much light was making it through. A very wintry sky. Even if he hadn’t seen the weather report, his skin told him snow was coming. The air already smelled like it. Maybe farther from the coast, it was already coming down.


      But if it was gonna snow, let it snow.


      Sakuta would prefer if it didn’t come down bad enough to stop the trains, but he was wasn’t about to cancel a Christmas date with Mai over a few flakes. The cold just gave him more chances to cuddle. He’d take any excuse he could get. His excitement was steadily rising.


      “It’s too cold today.”


      “Super cold.”


      “Crazy cold.”


      The exact same exchange he’d just heard, but this time, it was behind him. Sakuta hurried on to the school entrance, dreaming of today’s date.


      The end-of-term ceremony wrapped up way faster than expected. It was primarily because the principal kept his remarks brief, citing the cold. Sakuta vaguely remembered him saying something like “As the temperatures dip below freezing, third-years with exams looming must take care not to catch a cold and stay the course.”


      In the homeroom that followed, report cards were handed out; his grades were not bad. They were quite decent, actually. A solid rank higher than his first-term results. He gave all the credit to Mai’s tutoring.


      There was a chance this could help him score a delightful reward on their date. His excitement rose again—he was on the verge of humming.


      The class was still buzzing when he left, floating on wings of anticipation.


      He made it all the way to the shoe lockers without speaking to anyone, changed shoes, and stepped outside.


      He went through the school gates and over the Enoden crossing. He took a moment to appreciate the view of the Shichirigahama waters, then he turned right and headed to the station.


      Most students were still lingering in the classroom. Sakuta had ditched the moment homeroom ended, so the platform was still mostly empty.


      Maybe four or five other students.


      A distinctive hush had fallen over the station.


      As he was waiting for the train at the end of the platform, someone called out, “Ah, Senpai!”


      He turned his head and found a petite high schooler with a scarf wrapped around her. The tip of her nose was red, her breath white. It was Tomoe Koga, a student one year below him.


      “On your own today?” he asked.


      When he ran into her at the station after school, she was usually with her friend Nana Yoneyama.


      “Nana’s on cleaning duty,” she said, joining him. “And I’ve got a shift today. You’re working, too, right? So I’m not being a loner.”


      She was speaking very fast, like he’d accused her of something.


      “You’re on your own, Senpai?”


      “Well, I’m with you now, Koga.”


      “I meant not with Sakurajima.”


      She shot him a dirty look. It said, “I know you knew that; why you gotta be that way?”


      “Mai’s working, so she wasn’t at school today.”


      She had a shoot at the TV studio this morning.


      “Aha,” Tomoe said, looking relieved. She’d had one eye on their surroundings, worried that she might be interrupting his rendezvous with Mai.


      “Don’t worry, we’ve got a date planned after my shift.”


      “I wasn’t worried! Don’t boast about it! You’re terribad!”


      “You?”


      “Puh-leez, I don’t have any wonderful boyfriends to spend Christmas with.”


      Tomoe snorted, making a show of turning her back on him. She even crossed her arms to better fume.


      “No plans with friends?”


      “At the moment, just dinner with family and a cake,” she reluctantly admitted.


      “Aha.”


      “And tomorrow I’m going out for pancakes with Nana and some friends.”


      Her lips were still jutting out.


      “Well, sounds like you’ve got a great Christmas planned.”


      “Do I?”


      “You’re spending it with your wonderful family and friends.”


      Sakuta didn’t think time spent with them was in any way inferior. He hadn’t made time for family since he started living away from his parents. It may have simply been a standard annual celebration for Tomoe, but Sakuta thought having a tradition like that was arguably the definition of happiness. It was just too normal for her to realize how lucky she was.


      “Well, just don’t overeat and regret it later.”


      “I’ll be dieting the rest of winter break, so I’ll break even.”


      Tomoe flashed him a triumphant smile.


      But what she’d said was not remotely reassuring.


      “I hope that diet works out this time.”


      “What’s that supposed to mean?”


      “I feel like this is the fifth or sixth time you’ve told me you’re going on a diet.”


      “And they mostly work out!”


      “Do they?”


      From how she acted, it really didn’t seem like they had. Not that she was particularly overweight to begin with…


      “I usually aim to lose six pounds, and manage to lose four!”


      Those numbers weren’t exactly awe-inspiring.


      “Aren’t you gaining like two pounds with each diet? After repeating that five or six times…”


      “Augh! I have not gained ten pounds! There’s no way!”


      Tomoe had gone bright red, vehemently denying it. She waved her hands around as she insisted, “I haven’t!”


      “Koga, you don’t really need to force yourself to lose weight.”


      “Why not?”


      “You don’t look fat.”


      He’d thought that for a while now and had said as much on more than one occasion, but Tomoe never seemed to listen. She didn’t get it. Men and women seemed to have different definitions of overweight, and he’d found no way to bridge that gap.


      “You wouldn’t know. You’ve never seen me,” Tomoe said with a baleful glare. She was rubbing her tummy.


      “I’ve seen you at the beach.”


      “In a swimsuit! Also, forget that ever happened.”


      “How can I forget your butt bulwark?”


      They’d made sandcastles at the edge of the surf, competing to see which could last against the waves the longest. Sakuta lost. Tomoe’s castle had been protected by a deep, wide moat in the shape of a butt, sapping the strength of the incoming waves. Three matches had ended in three losses. Total defeat.


      “Augh, why did I ever go to the beach with you?” Tomoe crouched down, clutching her head. “I could never put a swimsuit on with you around! I must have been out of my mind.”


      She was muttering away, lamenting her life choices.


      “You two headed home?” a voice jumped in. “You seem like you’re having fun.”


      It was Yuuma Kunimi, Sakuta’s friend and a coworker at the same restaurant.


      “Well, Koga—,” Sakuta began.


      “Augh! Augh!” Tomoe was back on her feet, cutting him off. She got up in his face, yelling every time he tried to say anything, jumping up and down. “Why would you ever tell him?! I can’t trust you farther than I can throw you!”


      “Kunimi asked.”


      “Don’t blame him!”


      “No secrets between friends.”


      “Don’t blab people’s secrets!”


      “……?”


      Yuuma had no idea what this was about and looked baffled.


      “Look, the train’s coming!” Tomoe said, forcing them off topic. “You’ve got a shift today, Kunimi?”


      “Looks like we all do.”


      They boarded the train, chatting about nothing.


      By the time they got to Fujisawa, the conversation had drifted to how old they were when they stopped believing in Santa.


      “I’d just started grade school.”


      “Same. Sakuta?”


      “I still believe. I’m planning on becoming Santa Claus someday.”


      “If you only work on Christmas, you would just be Sakurajima’s kept man.”


      Tomoe and Yuuma both gave him a look of deep pity. What for?
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      “It’s snowing pretty hard,” Yuuma said as he came through the back door of the restaurant. He’d been taking the trash out.


      “I can see that.”


      There were several flakes on Yuuma’s head and the shoulders of his waiter uniform.


      “I bet it actually sticks.”


      “Yep.”


      This exchange happened just past two, right as the lunch rush was dying down.


      The snow kept falling, and by the time Sakuta got off at five, the roads around Fujisawa Station were turning white.


      “Thanks. I’m outta here,” he told the manager, then was out the door.


      Nightfall had made it even colder, and he shriveled up against the wind. The cars in the lot had snow on their hoods.


      “I hope Mai’s okay.”


      Traffic was still flowing smoothly according to Tomoe, who’d checked her phone in the break room as they got ready to leave. But if it kept coming down like this, there was no telling. The area around the restaurant was still seeing a lot of cars and foot traffic, but the snow was starting to pile up in earnest.


      In a city that didn’t get much snow, that could shut everything down.


      “Well, if Mai’s late, I’ll just get her to do something to make up for it.”


      This could turn into a very good Christmas for Sakuta. With that in mind, he opened the plastic umbrella he’d borrowed from the restaurant and set off.


      He had a full hour until they’d agreed to meet, so he planned to stop by home first. He’d gone straight from school to work and was still in uniform, and Nasuno would be getting hungry.


      Back at the station proper, he took the stairs to the overpass. Work and his apartment building were on opposite sides of the station.


      The overpass had quite a bit of snow on it. He could still see the tiles where foot traffic was heavy, but the edges were white.


      Minding his step through the station, he nearly bumped into someone coming out of the Bic Camera. He’d been too focused on the wet footing to watch where he was going.


      “Oh, sorry,” he said, glancing up at a girl carrying a bag from the Junkudo Bookstore.


      She seemed familiar, but for a moment, he couldn’t place her. She made a face and averted her eyes. That gesture was all he needed to know it was Rio.


      She was so different he hadn’t recognized her right away. Her hair and clothes were a big departure from what Rio was usually like.


      She was wearing a pretty nice dress under a coat with a fur-like trim. The skirts went to her knees, spreading out like the letter A. Black tights and glossy shoes with a bit of a heel rounded out her outfit.


      She had her hair up and a bit to one side.


      It was a much more grown-up look, a touch of elegance.


      Was it a special occasion? She seemed like she was headed to the kind of restaurant that served food in courses.


      “……”


      Sakuta shot her a look, demanding an explanation, but Rio said nothing. So he started with a simple question.


      “Shopping?”


      His gaze dropped to the bag in her hand. More incomprehensible physics tomes? Highly likely. The seventh and eighth floors of the Bic Camera building were a massive bookstore that could rival any library. They had a good selection of specialized texts.


      “I thought you had a date, Azusagawa,” she said, shifting the subject.


      “We’re going to the aquarium.”


      They were meeting up just outside the gates of Katase-Enoshima Station.


      “I didn’t ask.”


      Rio was still refusing to meet his eye. She seemed highly uncomfortable. She was probably hoping with all her heart for him to just go away.


      Sakuta was fully aware of that and didn’t let it get him down; he was too busy taking in Rio’s unusual outfit. At length, she let out a very long sigh.


      “I’m going out for dinner with my parents in Minato Mirai,” she said, answering his unspoken question. She seemed very reluctant—not to go out with her parents, but to have to explain this to Sakuta.


      “You’ve mentioned before they’re super busy.”


      “They both had a sudden cancellation today. When I got home from school, they were both there. It’s been years since they had a moment like this, so before I knew it, we made plans to go out.”


      Rio had told him her dad worked at a big college hospital and spent a lot of his time caught up in office politics.


      Her mother worked in fashion and spent half the year abroad on business.


      As a result, they almost never ate together.


      Her hesitance was likely a by-product of that.


      “My mom picked these clothes, and the hair… She booked an appointment at a beauty salon, and they did this to me.”


      “Well, you look great.”


      She looked all grown-up. Not in a “suddenly sexy” way, but in a mature, sophisticated way. But there was still a trace of a teen trying to act grown-up—he could tell her mom really understood Rio’s appeal.


      Previously, Rio had insisted her parents just weren’t interested in her, but maybe they were seeing what mattered.


      “Not by choice,” she said, extra emphatic.


      Clearly, this was the main point she wanted Sakuta to take away. She’d given him the full version of her night’s plans just to drive that home.


      It was very Rio to give a step-by-step briefing just for that.


      “Futaba.”


      “What?” she asked, guarded.


      “Can I borrow your phone?”


      “No.”


      “Why not?”


      “Knowing you, you’ll take a picture of me and send it to Kunimi.”


      “Am I that obvious?”


      She had him dead to rights. It was nice to have friends who understood you.


      It was anyone’s guess how long it’d be before he got another chance to see her in formal wear; he’d have loved to preserve it for posterity, but not if she was that against it.


      “Wish I hadn’t taken this detour. I could’ve avoided you entirely.”


      “Well, I got a feast for the eyes.”


      “Azusagawa, you know you only have eyes for Sakurajima.”


      “I bet Mai would look amazing all dressed up.”


      “You’ll get to see her all dressed up in white someday. If she doesn’t throw you out first, that is.”


      “I plan to see that from the best seat in the house.”


      Rio obviously meant a wedding dress. When he tried to picture Mai in a wedding gown…a wave of powerful emotion washed over him.


      “……?”


      For a second, he saw a woman in a wedding dress. From her height alone, he knew it wasn’t Mai, but that was the only thing he knew for certain. Her face was a blur, her outline hazy. He felt like her lips had moved, but he couldn’t make out the words. Couldn’t hear her voice. And when he tried to focus on her, the image melted away.


      The emotions that bubbled up kept roiling inside him.


      It felt like he’d forgotten something vital.


      Like he was trying to remember and failing.


      But accompanied by a strange sort of warmth.


      Led by that emotion, he found his hand on his chest.


      “……”


      “Azusagawa? What’s wrong?”


      Sakuta’s sudden silence left Rio peering at his face, concerned.


      “Uh…nothing,” he said, as if trying to convince himself. He lowered his hand. This was hardly the first time he’d felt something like this; it had happened several times before. Especially since they moved to Fujisawa.


      But no matter how many times it happened, he couldn’t work out what it meant. And still hadn’t.


      “Oh? Well, fine.”


      Rio pulled her phone out of her purse. It must have buzzed. She checked the screen and sent a reply. Probably one of her parents. Maybe they were here to pick her up.


      “Oh, Azusagawa…”


      “Mm?”


      “Sakurajima’s voicing the announcements inside.”


      Rio jerked her thumb at the entrance to Bic Camera. Even at this distance, they could just make out her voice.


      “I know. Already gave them a listen.”


      “You would.”


      “And I’m gonna hear plenty more face-to-face later on.”


      “You really are a rascal, Azusagawa.”


      With that, Rio put her phone away.


      “My dad’s car is here. Gotta run.”


      She glanced at the road at the bottom of the stairs. A car had pulled up, hazard lights flashing. It was German. Even Sakuta knew that brand. The passenger window opened, and a woman in sunglasses leaned out. She waved at Rio.


      “Go have fun,” he said.


      Rio hesitated a second, her gaze dropping. But she soon looked up.


      “Try not to do anything too crazy, Azusagawa.”


      Her smile looked like she’d ironed out some things and left her worries behind.


      Her watched her go down the stairs and slide into the back seat of the car. The door closed, and the car pulled away. Watching the taillights fade into the distance, he muttered, “Futaba really is a rich girl,” as if it had only just sunk in.
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      After Rio left, Sakuta hurried home through the flurries. He’d worked till five and had to be at the date spot by six. Since he’d stopped to chat with Rio, he had very little time to spare.


      He reached home at 5:25.


      “Mrow!”


      Nasuno met him at the door, and the first thing he did was pour some food in her bowl.


      Then he moved to his room and cast off his uniform. For a moment, he was wearing nothing but his socks. He put on some new underwear, pants, and a T-shirt, then a sweater over that. Finally, he put on his coat and said “Mind the fort, Nasuno” on his way back out.


      Nasuno was too busy crunching to answer, so he left the house without farewells.


      He traced his path back to Fujisawa Station. The snow wasn’t going anywhere; if anything, it was coming down harder.


      The wind was picking up, and snow was streaming by. It was hard to block it all with a single umbrella, and flakes were catching on him from the waist down. If he didn’t brush them off from time to time, his pants would have turned white.


      In these conditions, it took him longer to reach the station than he’d expected.


      He’d still be there on time, but Mai was famous; best not to leave her waiting. He’d wanted to be there ahead of time.


      Sakuta stepped onto the Odakyu Enoshima Line platform and found the 5:41 to Katase-Enoshima sounding the warning bell.


      “Let me on!”


      He jumped onto the train. The last car.


      The doors slammed shut behind him, and the train sped off. Near Fujisawa Station there were office buildings and towering apartments, but that soon gave way to a quiet residential area. The roofs along the tracks were all covered in white, turning the familiar view into a winter wonderland.


      Sakuta took in those sights out of the corner of his eye as he moved down the train. Katase-Enoshima Station was the end of the line, and the gates were at the head of the train.


      The snow did not affect the train’s progress. It stopped at Hon-Kugenuma and Kugenuma Beach before reaching Katase-Enoshima at 5:48, as scheduled.


      He waited for the doors to open and disembarked. Umbrella flowers bloomed all around him, and only then did he realize how many other passengers were on the train. Maybe half of them were couples. Lots of girls slipped under their boyfriend’s umbrella.


      The weather couldn’t ruin a date night. Everyone seemed to be enjoying the snow. Especially today. Christmas Eve plus snow equaled fun date. The whole station seemed positively giddy.


      That vibe continued beyond the gates as well.


      The clearing outside the station was now a spot for couples to meet up. At a glance, there were thirty or forty milling about. All young men and women around twenty, give or take a few years; all waiting for their partners to arrive.


      Some were waiting and smiling at the crowd streaming from the gates, even running up to each other and sliding in the snow.


      Others were stuck to their phones, waiting for the next train.


      Assuming he’d have to join the waiting crowd, Sakuta opened his umbrella and took a step away from the Dragon Palace–styled station.


      Would Mai be on the next train? Only one other train would arrive before six, so it seemed likely. Hard to imagine her ever being late.


      That was a solid seven-minute wait. He’d planned to just stare into space, but those plans were soon dashed—because he saw the person he’d been waiting for.


      “Ah,” he squeaked.


      Mai was in the crowd just outside the gates, umbrella overhead.


      She was wearing a slim-cut down coat and a baggy sweater. Below that she wore skinny slacks and boots—for safety in the snow. To avoid anyone recognizing Mai Sakurajima, she had a newsboy cap pulled down low and a pair of fake glasses with stylish round frames. Her hair was loosely braided, and she had a scarf wrapped fairly high, but in a natural way.


      The whole ensemble screamed college girl.


      It was a departure from how she usually looked in movies, TV shows, or fashion magazines; no one had recognized her. No one was even giving her a second glance. Everyone was focused on their texts with the person they were here to meet.


      As Sakuta stared at Mai, her eyes flicked his way.


      They met.


      But Mai looked away as if nothing had happened. She pulled a phone out of her coat pocket and fiddled with it. The bunny-eared cover was the same one Mai used.


      Sakuta stepped over to her and said “What’s the big idea, Mai?” in a soft voice.


      She stopped fiddling with the phone and looked back at him, like he’d spoiled the fun.


      “I thought it would take you longer to spot me,” she grumbled, sighing. “Nobody else noticed the whole way here.”


      She then showed off her disguise proudly. “Well?”


      “It’s a date, but you’re not in a skirt. Disappointing.”


      That was his honest opinion.


      “You’d rather your cute girlfriend be cold?” Mai said, even more put out.


      “I’d warm y—”


      Before he could finish, Mai’s boot found his foot.


      “Anything else to say for yourself ?”


      “I love you.”


      “Not that.”


      “I really love you.”


      “……”


      Mai narrowed her eyes.


      “My Mai is the cutest girl around.”


      “But you’re unhappy about the skirt.”


      “You’ve convinced me to wait until spring. I know you’ll reward my patience.”


      “Yes, fine, I’ll wear a skirt to a date once it warms up.”


      “Bare legs?”


      “Never. I don’t want to tan.”


      “I’ll put the sunscreen on you.”


      “That’s even worse.”


      “Aww.”


      “Why did you think I’d go for that?”


      It would save Mai from the dreaded tan. Sakuta would get to see and feel her bare legs. That was the definition of a win-win.


      “All right, come on.”


      Mai cut the conversation off, closing her umbrella and slipping under Sakuta’s. She wrapped her arm around his. Since she was tall, that put her face right next to his.


      “……”


      “What?”


      She shot him a look, daring him to grumble.


      “If only you were wearing less.”


      They were both wearing winter coats. With all that padding, he couldn’t feel anything pressing up against his arm.


      “Don’t be stupid. We’re going to the aquarium.”


      Mai nudged him, and they set off through the snow. The road leading south from the station was full of couples headed to the beach or coming back from it.


      “Tell me, Sakuta.”


      “Tell you what?”


      “How’d you know it was me?”


      Mai must have been very confident in that disguise. She wasn’t letting it go. Perhaps she’d planned to make fun of him all night for not spotting her and was put out that her plans had been dashed.


      “I guess it’s just because you’re always on my mind.”


      He couldn’t think of anything else.


      “You have better things to think about.”


      “For instance?”


      “Say…your future?” Mai suggested, after a moment’s thought.


      “When we get married, I’d like you to call me ‘darling.’ ”


      That was the first “future” that sprang to mind.


      “I’m not marrying a professional Santa Claus.”


      “Aww.”


      That was a wonderful job. It gave children happy dreams.


      Still, he’d said that off-the-cuff, and he was surprised she’d remembered it.


      “I could be a reindeer?”


      “You would like getting whipped, Sakuta.”


      “Only if it’s you giving me some tough love, Mai.”


      “In that case, I’ll give you more studying assignments tomorrow. You have to get into the same college as me, don’t you?”


      Mai smirked at him. Clearly, he’d gotten carried away and said too much. Best to get the subject back on track before she made him commit to anything.


      “Would you rather I hadn’t figured it out?”


      “Mm?”


      “Your disguise.”


      They got caught at a red light on Route 134. The coastal highway was full of speeding cars.


      Sakuta had nothing better to do while they waited for the walk light, so he looked at Mai instead. She was looking at him.


      “I was glad you did. Of course,” she admitted. She turned her head down, burying half her face in the scarf. She seemed pleased, embarrassed—and tickled. It all mingled into one happy expression.


      And getting to see that up close made Sakuta just as happy. A jolt of joy shot through him.


      “Um, Mai.”


      “Wh-what?”


      “Can I hug you?”


      “Once we’re home.”


      “Oh? Really?”


      He’d assumed she’d say no.


      “But no more than a hug.”


      His joy was cut short.


      “But I even changed my underwear.”


      “All the more reason not to, then,” Mai said with a withering look.


      “Can’t we get swept up in the moment and kiss?”


      “Nodoka said she’d be coming right back after her concert, so…restrain yourself today.”


      “I hope the snow keeps coming and the trains stop running.”


      Nodoka’s Christmas concert was at a venue in the city, so she’d be stuck there overnight.


      If that happened, once they got back from their date, Sakuta would have all Mai’s cooking to himself. And Mai to himself.


      “She swore she’d make it back, so she will make it back.” Mai chuckled, clearly remembering Nodoka’s ferocity.


      “Toyohama really needs to learn to let go.”


      The light turned green.


      The crowd on the corner was on the move.


      Sakuta and Mai matched pace with the couple in front of them.


      A second crowd was approaching from the opposite side of the intersection. The two streams passed each other in the center of the street. Sakuta spotted a red umbrella in the oncoming flow, carried by a young girl—judging from her clothing, she was in junior high. The umbrella hid her face, but she was laughing happily, talking to her parents.


      At first, she just caught his eye.


      But as they hit the far sidewalk, his body turned on its own, doing an about-face.


      The red umbrella was already lost in the crowd.


      “Something wrong?” Mai asked.


      “There was a girl with a red umbrella…”


      That was all he managed. When he tried to explain why he cared, he couldn’t find a reason.


      “You know her?”


      “Well, not exactly…,” he said vaguely.


      “Did your first love carry a red umbrella?” Mai asked, teasing him.


      “I think I’d remember that.”


      But what else could it be? Pondering that, they moved on. They could see the new Enoshima Aquarium up ahead.


      He was still thinking about red umbrellas when he felt a pinch on his cheek.


      It was Mai.


      He didn’t have to ask why. She was rebuking him for letting his mind wander on their date.


      “Jealous, Mai?”


      “Yes.”


      Mouthing off earned him a harder pinch.


      “Owww.”


      “That was the wrong answer.”


      “I’m sorry!”


      Best to concede this one. Mai let go of his cheek. Then she put her arms around Sakuta’s again—tighter this time. Like she wasn’t letting him go.


      “I’m blessed to have you as my girlfriend.”


      He was beaming at her.


      “Don’t be dramatic.”


      “You’re making me.”


      “Do you want me to let go?”


      “I want to stay like this forever.”


      He’d made his intentions clear, but Mai let go of him the moment they reached the aquarium. She got in line for the counter and came back with two tickets.


      “Did you not hear what I said, Mai?”


      “If it’s still snowing on the way home, I’ll get under your umbrella again.”


      “In that case, we could rain check the aquarium and keep walking around.”


      “I already bought the tickets.”


      Mai headed for the doors, almost skipping. She was obviously having a good time.


      “You really like aquariums?” Sakuta asked, catching up.


      “I do. Especially if you’re with me.” She took his hand.


      If she put it that way, he had no choice but to tour the aquarium with her.


      His head was full of Mai again, so for now, he focused on their time together.
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      As they followed the route through the aquarium, they turned a corner and found themselves in another world.


      The entrance staircase leading to the second floor had fantastical images of swimming sea turtles projected onto it, and the visitors were letting out squeals of delight.


      It felt like walking through the ocean.


      And not far past the top of the stairs, they began seeing living sea creatures. The exhibit started with a display about cultivating whitebait, and while they were reading that, a giant ray swam by overhead. The ray tank formed the ceiling of this corridor. From below, they could clearly see the smiling face on the ray’s underside. Lots of couples were aiming their phones its way.


      The passage sloped gently downward. Back on the first floor, the view opened up before a massive tank. This was full of fish that lived in the Sagami Bay. At the center of it, a school of several thousand sardines were dancing in sync.


      Once more, every couple brandished their phones. No shutter sounds. They must have been taking videos. A little boy here with his family was pointing excitedly and yelling, “Sharks! There’s a shark!”


      Beyond the big tank were deep-sea creatures—the kind you see on TV a lot—and a display of colorful tropical fish.


      Every section was packed with couples gazing happily at the marine life and taking photos.


      The most popular exhibit by far was the jellyfish.


      The whole area was lit by a blue-and-purple glow, and the jellyfish themselves caught the light like a holiday illumination. But their unpredictable bobbing had a very different appeal than the steadier lights outside.


      Until Sakuta actually saw them, he’d been going, “Who goes to look at jellyfish on Christmas?” but he now felt that these creatures were perfect for the season.


      The jellyfish probably didn’t give a fig about the holiday, but lit up like this, they were very festive indeed.


      Now he understood why the aquarium ads on the Enoden had been hyping up this exhibit.


      Mai was taking pictures of the jellyfish, looking thoroughly pleased.


      The route took them back up to the second floor, where they watched penguins waddling about and seals doing laps in the pool.


      Two of the otters were chasing each other around in the hammock, while two others were doing the same thing in a cage. Everyone watching thought they were adorable.


      The crowds were growing, so Sakuta and Mai ceded their spot to a new couple and moved to the next area.


      There, they found a dazed-looking capybara.


      “He reminds me of you, Sakuta.”


      “Does he?”


      “But his eyes are far more alive.”


      “……”


      The capybara was munching on some grass and never once took the slightest interest in Sakuta. Sakuta returned that exact same gaze.


      And with that, they left the aquarium.


      Everyone had been so focused on their own dates they never realized Mai Sakurajima was there with them. Perhaps that was why Mai grumbled, “Seriously, how did you know?” on the way out the door.


      Obviously, no one would expect to see the Mai Sakurajima out on a date in public. He felt like anyone who knew she’d be here would have spotted her just fine.


      “What time is it, Mai?”


      “Almost seven thirty,” she said, checking her phone.


      “What should we do next?”


      She had plans to cook for him once they got home, but he had an urge to linger.


      For now, he put the umbrella up, and they slowly made their way toward the station. Mai got under his umbrella like she belonged there.


      The sidewalk along Route 134 was like a parade of couples leaving the aquarium. And that flow split in two at the walk light up ahead.


      Half of them turned to cross the street and return to the station.


      The other half was going straight on to Enoshima.


      Enoshima had a fancy illumination in the winter and was all lit up; they had a good view of it on the path back from the aquarium.


      The Sea Candle rose up like a lighthouse and was shifting from blue to purple. In the snow, that was an especially mystical sight.


      “Wanna hit up Enoshima?”


      “Maybe next year. I’ll have no time to cook if we do.”


      “Then maybe after the New Year’s shrine visit.”


      The illumination ran until early February.


      “I meant next Christmas.”


      He’d been well aware, and Mai knew he was. That’s why she was rolling her eyes at him. They were enjoying their usual banter.


      When they reached the light, it had just turned green.


      He made to turn toward the station, but Mai tugged his sleeve. “This way, Sakuta,” she said, and they kept going down Route 134. This way led to Enoshima.


      “I thought we were saving it for next year.”


      They passed the Fujisawa Tourism Center. There were posters for a movie starring Mai outside.


      “I thought we’d take the long way around. Just for you, Sakuta. We can take the Enoden back.”


      The closest station was Katase-Enoshima Station, on the Odakyu Enoshima Line. But if they walked a little farther, they’d reach the Enoden Enoshima Station—like Mai said, the long way home. But since they’d spend that much more time sharing an umbrella, Sakuta wholeheartedly approved.


      They crossed the bridge over the Sakai River together, right where it flowed into the ocean. The wind was cold, and Mai moved even closer to him. Sakuta acted as a shield.


      Halfway across the bridge, they saw a light that wasn’t a part of the illumination. It was the red spinning lights of a cop car, stopped just at the end of the bridge, across the street from them.


      “Something happen?”


      “Maybe.”


      They drew closer and could soon see four or five uniformed officers at the end of the Benten Bridge to Enoshima. Next to the cop car was a minivan with the front smashed in, loaded onto a flatbed tow truck.


      “Looks like an accident.”


      “Yep.”


      One of the cops was talking to a man in his late twenties. He kept bowing his head. Odds were this was the owner of the car being towed. He was likely telling the cop what had happened. But he seemed to be taking it in stride; presumably no one got hurt.


      As Sakuta reached that conclusion, Mai said, “Looks like a solo crash.” She had her phone in her hand. “Seems like it happened at six. See?”


      She showed him her phone. On-screen was a photo of the minivan slipping in the snow and striking the traffic sign. A passerby had grabbed the shot and posted it online. The post clearly said they hadn’t hit anyone.


      When he saw the picture, Sakuta was seized by the oddest sensation. By the time he realized anything was amiss, he was already spinning out. It felt like every emotion was firing at once, kicking up massive waves in his heart. Unable to rein in his emotions, he couldn’t breathe and his chest was pounding.


      A moment later he was hit by a terrible sense of loss. The agony was unbearable. When that passed, a wave of grief took its place, and it was all he could do to not to scream. He ground his teeth, enduring—and felt as if he heard a voice calling his name.
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      But he didn’t know who. The voice echoed in his mind, but not his ears, and it soon faded.


      “Sakuta?”


      He looked up and saw Mai’s face through blurry vision. She seemed concerned. Mai was here. Mai was with him. Once he was sure of it, relief flooded him and his eyes started to sting. He tried to stop himself, but it was too late.


      Without knowing why, he started shedding tears.


      “Seriously, what’s gotten into you?”


      She spoke in a gentle, soft voice. He could tell Mai was here, with him, and that made his tears feel warm.


      The sudden flood of emotion vanished as abruptly as it had arrived. The pain, the sadness—all ebbed away and did not return.


      All that was left was a feeling as warm as his tears. The desire to treasure the one he loved.


      “Mai.”


      The umbrella fell from his hand. Before it landed upside down on the ground, Sakuta said her name again and put his arms around her.


      Just being able to say her name was a joyous thing.


      Having Mai in his arms was a blessing.


      This simple fact filled his heart to the brim.


      “Ack, Sakuta, don’t!”


      “……”


      “I said wait until we get home.”


      She was rebuking him, but her voice was soothing. She’d put her hands on his chest to resist, but without much force behind them. She was still concerned about his still unexplained waterworks.


      He tried to speak, but no words came.


      “……”


      “……”


      A brief silence.


      “Sakuta?” She called his name. Just like she always did. But he knew this time it was checking to see if he was okay.


      “……I’m fine.”


      “Really?”


      “I’m fine as long as I’m like this.”


      He wasn’t sad. He wasn’t suffering. The tears had stopped, and his voice wasn’t quivering. His body was filling with warmth like sunlight. And that warmth came from Mai, wrapped in his arms.


      “Well, fine, just this once.”


      That reassurance made him tighten his grip.


      Mai let him, giving herself over to his embrace.


      After a while, he began to feel her pulse. He was sure she could feel his heartbeat, too. She’d let out a breath that tickled.


      He wasn’t sure how long they stayed like that.


      But when he next looked up, the cop car had left the intersection. The tow truck had hauled the crashed minivan away.


      “Sakuta, pick up that umbrella. We’re getting snow on our heads.”


      “I’m fine with that.”


      “Don’t blame me if you catch a cold.”


      “I can’t wait to have you look after me.”


      “I’ll only be cooking for Kaede.”


      “Can you feed me some canned tangerines?”


      “If you can joke, then you must be all better.”


      “Not yet!”


      But even as he argued the point, there was a vibration at their hips. The steady rhythm was coming from Mai’s phone, in the pocket of her down coat. Someone was calling and not giving up.


      “I bet that’s Nodoka.”


      The death knell for their Christmas Eve.


      “You don’t have to answer.”


      “Nodoka would blow her top.”


      But Mai didn’t reach for her phone. The ringing stopped after a while.


      And soon started again. Very consistent, very insistent.


      “See, Sakuta. Let go.”


      The nagging vibrations finally peeled him off her.


      Mai took out her phone, looked at the screen, and nodded.


      “Mai, let me take it.”


      Sakuta held out his hand, so Mai put her phone in it. Nodoka was on the incoming-call screen.


      He accepted the call.


      “The number you have called is not in service,” Sakuta said.


      “Why are you answering?” she asked, clearly furious already. “Put my sister on!”


      “Can’t.”


      “Why not?”


      “Mai’s busy brushing the snow off my head.”


      When she was done with that, she moved on to his shoulders.


      “Hah? Why are you making her do that? Why was there snow on you at all? Where are you, and what are you doing?”


      “We’re having a delightful date.”


      He picked up the umbrella and shook off the snow. He held it up and looked at Mai—but she’d already opened her own umbrella.


      “I’ll be home soon, so your date’s over,” Nodoka said.


      “Go have a post-show party with the girls.”


      “The trains could stop at any moment, so we’re not sticking around.”


      He heard a station announcement over the phone. She was waiting for a train that very second.


      “I was hoping they’d have stopped already.”


      “Then I’d take a cab.”


      She was getting home tonight, come hell or high water.


      “Well, be careful on your way home.”


      “Huh? What’s that for?”


      “Message from Mai,” he lied.


      “Your date’s done, so get on home, Sakuta.”


      “Don’t rush me. They’ve still got half-priced cakes left.”


      “Who cares about that!”


      “So you don’t want any?”


      “I’ll take cake if you’ve got it, but—Augh, that’s my train. I’ll be home by nine!”


      “Got it. I’ll flirt with Mai till then.”


      “Don’t you dare!”


      With that, she hung up.


      He handed the silent phone back to Mai.


      “What did Nodoka say?”


      “I’m supposed to flirt with you until nine.”


      “Don’t lie.”


      She smiled and pocketed her phone.


      “Let’s grab a cake and head on home.”


      Her hand touched his, fingers locking with his—then she pulled him along.


      He walked with her.


      “Mai,” Sakuta said, calling the name of the girl he loved.


      “Mm?” She gave him a curious look.


      “……”


      He searched for the words but didn’t have a name for the warmth living inside him. So like a total fool, he just called her name again.


      “Mai.”


      “Yes, what?” She giggled.


      And that smile made him feel even warmer.


      There was lots he didn’t understand, and he was still convinced he’d forgotten something vital. But he was sure that was okay for now.


      He was so close to Mai’s smile.


      He could feel her warmth through their clasped hands.


      It was an ordinary day, spent with the one who mattered most to him.


      And as long as he knew that, he’d be okay.


      As long as he remembered that, he could find this warmth again.


      And one day, he’d get where he was meant to go.
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      Sakuta Azusagawa had never sighed more dramatically in his life.


      He was in the main lecture hall of a Yokohama university. The sizzling sun was insistently calling attention to itself in the blue summer sky outside.


      It was 1 PM.


      Smack-dab in the middle of lunchtime, and the temperature was peaking.


      It was only mid-July, but this was the fifth straight scorcher.


      If the heat kept rising like this, by August they’d roast or melt. A depressing prospect either way.


      But the summer hotness was not the cause of Sakuta’s sigh.


      “Ugh…”


      He let out another one, making a show of it. The classroom was air-conditioned, so this sigh was entirely for Mai, who was eating with him.


      “What are you sighing about?”


      She’d already finished the lunch she’d packed and was on her phone—something she rarely did in Sakuta’s company. Even now her eyes were on the screen and not on him. She was tapping away with those beautiful fingers.


      “It’s summer.”


      “And?”


      Mai didn’t look up from her phone.


      “Almost summer vacation.”


      “Yes, and?”


      This time she did glance up through her lashes. His roundabout approach was evidently getting on her nerves.


      “I’d sure like to hit the beach. Maybe a swimming pool.”


      This was the root cause of Sakuta’s sighs.


      Ordinary student couples could go to either without a second thought and have a good time. They could flirt without a care. Flirt to their hearts’ content.


      But for Sakuta and Mai, that was easier said than done. The cause was, of course, Mai. Mai Sakurajima was a famous actress, popular nationwide, and if she showed up at a pool or a beach, it would be pandemonium. And that wasn’t much of an exaggeration; it would be hell on earth.


      For that reason, dating Mai meant resigning yourself to a lack of such excursions. Sakuta knew that. And knowing that but bringing it up anyway for a little light banter was Sakuta’s only way to cope.


      And if he made his feelings clear with this calculated protest, Mai would likely do something nice to make up for it.


      “This is the first summer break of our new college life,” he persisted.


      “Oh? Well, you’ve got good timing,” Mai said.


      “How so?” Sakuta asked, unsure what she meant.


      Mai’s smile grew mischievous.


      “I just made a reservation.”


      “For what?”


      “A vacation rental with a pool.”


      Still grinning, she showed him her screen. On it was a villa with big windows and a lovely lawn. Like she said, there was a pool in the middle.


      “We’ll be staying the night once summer vacation begins.”


      A pool. A villa. Staying the night? That was an appealing string of words, and Sakuta almost said, “Whoo-hoo!” But he caught himself at the last second. A thought had crossed his mind that made this less of a whoo-hoo moment.


      “……”


      His initial response was silence.


      “What, are you not happy for some reason?”


      She certainly wasn’t pleased with his lack of reaction. She’d clearly expected him to jump for joy. And was put out that he hadn’t.


      “This is you, Mai. You’ll go the whole time without putting on a swimsuit, insisting you don’t want to tan.”


      That made it hard to rejoice.


      “True, my next picture’s set in a winter wonderland.”


      “See?”


      “But I did buy a swimsuit.”


      “Really?”


      “If you don’t want to go, I can always cancel.”


      She was definitely testing him now.


      But Sakuta’s answer was preordained. Even with no swimsuits involved, they’d be staying the night. It was a net positive. He had no reason to refuse.


      “I guess I’d better buy some new swim trunks myself.”


      At this point, the bell rang. That was the five-minute warning—afternoon classes would be starting soon.


      “Then it’s settled,” Mai said, beaming.


      She got up to put her lunch box away.


      Mai had a different major, so they split up outside the empty classroom. On his own, Sakuta headed for his core math class. It was already half full. He saw a familiar head on a desk and silently sat down next to it.


      “Azusagawa, what did you have for lunch?” Takumi Fukuyama asked. They’d gotten to know each other at college. His voice sounded bleary; it was just after lunch, so perhaps he was just sleepy.


      “Mai made lunch for us both.”


      “While I was slurping udon in the cafeteria all by my lonesome?!”


      Takumi’s head popped up.


      “The cafeteria udon is good.”


      “It is, but still!”


      “Fukuyama.”


      “What, not done bragging?”


      Arguably true. Definitely true. He’d just made beautiful plans with Mai.


      “You free after class?”


      “I am, but why?”


      “Come shopping with me.”


      “Shopping for what?”


      “Swim trunks.”


      “Whose?”


      “Mine.”


      “Then hell no.”


      “Help me choose.”


      “I just said no. Am I being punished for something?!”


      At that point, the white-haired professor came in. The students all took their seats, and chatter died away. Sakuta and Takumi’s banter died with it.
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      Sakuta had no further classes after third-period core math ended, so he and Takumi left campus together. They got on the Keikyu Line from the nearest station, Kanazawa-hakkei, and spent twenty minutes rocking on the train. They switched to the JR Line at Yokohama Station and rode that to Sakuragicho.


      Outside the bustling gates, they spied the slow-spinning Ferris wheel and headed down the boardwalk along the waterfront.


      “You come here often, Azusagawa?” Takumi asked, his head swiveling.


      “I am from Yokohama. I know the way, at least.”


      “You’re one of them Hama kids!”


      “Where I lived, there was no beach, no port, and no Ferris wheel.”


      As they yammered, they reached a shopping complex called World Porters, geared toward the young and fashion conscious.


      Inside, he checked the signs to see where swimsuits were sold.


      “Third floor.”


      They found an escalator and headed up.


      “It’s pretty crowded,” Takumi said. A very literal observation.


      It was maybe 30 percent high school kids in uniform. Another 30 percent college couples and groups around Sakuta and Takumi’s age. The rest were families or groups of moms.


      This time of year, everyone had one foot in summer-vacation mode, and the general mood was upbeat.


      “Yo, Azusagawa.”


      “Mm?”


      “What do high school girls usually do around here?”


      “Something fun, I bet.”


      “Even Hama kids don’t know?”


      Not the deepest discussion, but it brought them to the third floor.


      Sakuta soon spotted the swimsuit section. Many were brightly colored, so even from a distance, he could tell.


      Right as he was about to plunge in, he heard Takumi go “Oh” behind him.


      “What, spy a cute girl?” he asked, eyes already on the racks.


      “Mitou’s here.”


      “Mitou who?” Sakuta asked, turning to find Takumi staring at the back of the shop. He seemed disinclined to stop, so Sakuta followed his gaze.


      That was the women’s swimsuit section; two college girls were there, holding different pieces of clothing up to themselves and giggling.


      “You know her?”


      Sakuta didn’t recognize either girl.


      “Azusagawa, how do you not know Mitou?”


      “I dunno. I just don’t.”


      “She’s famously cute.”


      “Didn’t know that.”


      “Cute, but doesn’t have a boyfriend.”


      “What do you think of this?” Sakuta asked, holding a pair of swim trunks up to his waist.


      “Wonder if Mitou’s going to the beach this summer. Wish I could go with.”


      Sadly, Takumi was obsessed with this “Mitou” and was not paying attention.


      “Then go chat her up,” Sakuta said. A rather proactive suggestion.


      “What would you make of a dude who tried to chat you up in the swimsuit section?”


      “Marginally better than a dude drooling over me from across the shop.”


      “……Both seem pretty creepy.”


      This objective assessment left him dejected.


      “So? Do you like this one?” Sakuta got him back on track, but Takumi just looked annoyed.


      “It’s fine.”


      “What about this one?”


      Sakuta held a different pair of trunks to his waist.


      “Also fine.”


      “And what about this?”


      A third pair.


      “Still fine.”


      “Which one should I get?”


      “I’d rather have this talk with a girl,” Takumi sighed. His soul was in the throes of despair.


      “You don’t have a girlfriend, so you’ll have to make do with me.”


      “I’ve gotta get one before next summer…”


      His vow was as sincere as it was desperate.


      “Which do you like best, though?”


      “The last one?” Takumi said, resignedly pointing to it.


      “I like the first one.”


      “If your mind’s already made up, don’t ask.”


      Sakuta turned his back on Takumi’s muttering and took the swim trunks in question to the register. He noticed a familiar face at the back of the line.


      “Gah, Senpai?!”


      A schoolgirl in uniform was giving him a wide-eyed look. She went to Minegahara High, the same place he had last year, but a year behind him—Tomoe Koga.


      She was with her friend Nana Yoneyama. Each had a pastel-colored swimsuit in a shopping basket.


      Tomoe saw him looking and hid the entire basket behind her. A moment later, Nana quietly did the same.


      “Find one you like?” Sakuta asked, putting his eyes back on Tomoe’s face.


      “None of your business, Senpai.”


      She jutted her lips at him, trying to shoo him away. But Sakuta was here to buy swim trunks, so he couldn’t leave without reaching the register. He was no shoplifter.


      “Next! I can take you over here.”


      The lady at the register was waving, and Tomoe jumped and put the basket with her swimsuit on the counter.


      “Yoneyama, you going to the beach with Koga?”


      “Um, yeah. A little break from cramming for exams.”


      That sounded like a feeble excuse, but such was the lot of the busy exam student.


      “Watch out for pickup artists.”


      “You think Tomoe will have trouble with them?”


      “You might, too.”


      “As if.”


      Nana smiled evasively, taking it for a joke or flattery. She might not have realized it herself, but she’d become noticeably brighter and more attractive than when he’d first met her. Tomoe was doing her best to be a fashionable, popular schoolgirl, and the influence must have been rubbing off on Nana. She’d really bloomed.


      “Next.”


      Nana moved up to the register, not forgetting to bob her head to him first.


      Tomoe took her place, done with her purchase.


      “You didn’t say anything weird to her, did you?” she asked, looking very suspicious.


      “I just told her to look out for pickup artists.”


      “Huh.”


      “I don’t think she took the hint.”


      “Boys in class have been talking to her more lately, and she doesn’t get why.”


      Tomoe must have bounced off that exact same wall of perception.


      “The Koga effect.”


      “Don’t blame me for it,” she said with a snort.


      “I’m giving you credit for it.”


      “You’ve got an answer for everything, Senpai.”


      “It’s your last high school summer. Make the most of it at the beach.”


      “I’m gonna have the best summer ever no matter what you say.”


      “I’m gonna have a better one.”


      “You’re incorrigible! Terribad! I hope Sakurajima works the whole summer and you never see her!”


      At this point, Nana came back. Both girls had shopping bags dangling from their hands.


      “Bye, Senpai.”


      They sailed out as if they had no more business here.


      “Take care,” he called, then made his purchase and went back to Takumi.


      “Azusagawa, you know high school girls?” Takumi asked, as if a massive gulf had opened up between them.


      “As thanks for tagging along, lemme buy you some fresh-baked Harbour at the Hammerhead.”


      With that, Sakuta set off.


      Those mystery words left Takumi going, “What at a what?”
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      Outside World Porters, Sakuta swung by Hammerhead—which housed boat docks, hotels, and another mall. As advertised, he bought some famous Yokohama treats—Ariake Harbour—for Takumi.


      They split up at Yokohama Station, and Sakuta took the Tokaido Line back home to Fujisawa.


      It was just past six when he hit the platform.


      Being summer, it was still light out.


      Outside the station, he headed for the cram school where he worked and saw a familiar figure up ahead.


      A friend of his from high school, who taught at the same school—Rio Futaba.


      “Futaba,” he called, catching up.


      She shot him a glance, unsurprised. Then she looked at his hands. He was carrying a one-shoulder drawstring bag with a store logo on it; his latest purchase was inside. It wasn’t the sort of thing Sakuta usually carried, so she’d noticed right away.


      “This year’s swim trunks,” he said.


      “I didn’t ask.”


      He was answering her look, but she got all dismissive.


      “Mai rented a house with a pool, and we’re going there together.”


      “Again, I didn’t ask.”


      “Hear me out.”


      “……”


      Now she was ignoring him entirely.


      “You’re not hitting the beach or a pool this summer?”


      “Or any summer.”


      “I bet you’d steal all the eyes at either.”


      “……”


      That earned him a silent glare. Probably for the best to change the subject.


      “Any other plans, Futaba?”


      “Working here.”


      “Other than that.”


      He would be working most of the summer himself, and Rio knew that.


      “Nothing in particular,” she said, exasperated.


      “Kunimi’s busy with firefighter training, so we can’t all go see the fireworks.”


      “Right.”


      “Maybe next year.”


      At this point, they reached the building that housed the cram school. He hit the button for the elevator.


      As they waited, Rio hesitantly said, “I don’t want you worrying about nothing, which is the only reason I’m saying anything.”


      “Mm?”


      “A friend from college has a place of her own, and she invited me over to spend the night.”


      “What sort of friend is this?”


      “The kind of girl who comes over when she sees you reading a book about the Poincaré conjecture.”


      “Never had that kind of curry.”


      “It’s a math problem. One that was solved a while ago.”


      “……Is that a good conversation starter?”


      Sakuta had never heard the phrase in his life. Odds were he’d never hear it again. It was hard to imagine the discussion having legs.


      “We moved on to the Yang–Mills existence and mass gap problem, the Navier–Stokes existence and smoothness problem, and the Birch–Swinnerton-Dyer conjecture.”


      He had no idea what Rio was talking about. She’d said things that went over his head before, but rarely this high.


      The elevator arrived, so they got on.


      “We’ve been eating lunch together most days.”


      “You don’t share classes?”


      “She’s majoring in mathematics.”


      “……So she’s a math Futaba, then.”


      He pressed the 5, and the elevator started rising.


      “She’s nothing like me.”


      “What’s different?”


      “She invites friends over.”


      “Maybe she just hadn’t talked about the Poincaré conjecture enough.”


      “She said she just had to share a hot pot with a friend.”


      “In summer?”


      “In summer.


      After all those complicated math terms, it felt like there must be a deeper meaning to this summer hot pot. But if he took Rio at her word, the girl was just having a new friend over for dinner. Maybe she just wanted to hang with Rio so much she forgot what time of year it was. They shared a world most people would never enter…


      “Maybe I’ll make a hot pot tomorrow.”


      That might give him some insight. Probably not.


      “Well, let me know how it goes after the sleepover.”


      “I’m not telling you.”


      “Why not?”


      “Because Kunimi will find out.”


      The elevator hit the fifth floor.


      Rio got off first, and Sakuta called, “No secrets between friends!”


      Sadly, she ignored this completely, and he couldn’t press the point further. Before he could say anything else, the cram school principal stopped him.


      “Azusagawa, a moment?”


      “Yes? What is it?”


      “There’s a student I’d like you to take on for the summer term. He’s a first-year from Minegahara. Will that work for you?”


      “Absolutely.”


      The principal handed him a file with Kento Yamada written on the top.
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      First-term classes wrapped up in late July, and the first summer vacation of college began without a distinct boundary line. Where high schools always held end-of-term ceremonies, college had nothing. Students shuffled off to vacation whenever the last class of their curriculum wrapped up. That timing differed even among students who shared a major.


      Sakuta spent the first day unable to shake a strange sense of restlessness.…Was he allowed to be in holiday mode? He honestly wasn’t sure.


      But the day after that, he had plans with Mai, and his brain finally caught up.


      On the day in question, as the appointed time approached, Sakuta went to his room to change. He’d packed his rucksack the night before—just his swimsuit and an extra set of clothes. It hadn’t taken long.


      “Sakuta, Mai’s waiting downstairs,” Kaede called from outside the door.


      He shouldered the rucksack and emerged.


      Kaede was waiting in the living room, in a sundress with sunflowers on it and a straw hat. She had a very full tote bag in her hand. Clearly dressed for a vacation.


      “……I knew you’d be tagging along.”


      “Mai’s waiting. Let’s go!”


      Kaede checked her texts from Mai, then put the phone away and marched off to the entrance.


      Sakuta gave up and followed after.


      “Does this mean Toyohama’s coming, too?” he asked.


      “Of course she is.”


      Like there’d ever been any doubt.


      “Who brings little sisters on a date? That’s just ain’t right,” he grumbled as he put his shoes on.


      Kaede paid this no attention.


      “Nasuno, Mom will come by later, so wait here until then,” she said. Their cat had come to see them out.


      Nasuno responded with a meow.


      Kaede waved to the cat and followed Sakuta out the door. He locked up, and they took the elevator down.


      The bell rang, and the doors opened.


      “C’mon, Sakuta,” Kaede said, dashing off.


      Sakuta followed at his usual speed, and they were soon outside the apartment building.


      “Move your butt, Sakuta!” someone yelled.


      It came from the back seat of the minivan parked at the curb. A blond girl in a T-shirt was leaning out the window. Nodoka—but there was another girl leaning over her shoulder, beckoning him over.


      “Over here, Sakuta!”


      This was Uzuki, another member of the same idol group as Nodoka. She attended the same college they did and was in the same major as Sakuta.


      “You’re coming, too, Zukki? And this is your van…”


      He’d seen this minivan before. Even ridden in it.


      And he knew the woman in the driver’s seat. She appeared to be in her late twenties at first glance, but she was Uzuki’s mom. Which meant she was at least a decade older than she looked.


      “Sakuta, Kaede, it’s been a while.”


      “Nice to see you again.”


      “She’s driving us today,” Mai said, putting her things in the trunk. She had on a white blouse and baggy slacks. This was the stereotypical outfit of an actress on vacation.


      “Thank you,” he said, bowing his head to Uzuki’s mom. “It’s a huge help.”


      “Well, come on then,” she said, grinning.


      Uzuki and Nodoka moved to the third row, and Mai and Kaede took the second. That left only the passenger seat, so Sakuta sat down there.


      “Then it’s off to the great yonder!” Uzuki cried.


      “Also known as Lake Kawaguchi in Yamanashi Prefecture,” her mom said, and the car pulled away.
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      The vehicle left Fujisawa, got on the Ken-O Expressway at the nearest interchange, then switched to the Chuo Expressway, zipping right along.


      Before they even got on the highway, Uzuki had them playing shiritori, old maid, and the Game of Saying “Huh?!” The hour-and-a-half drive was over before they knew it.


      Once they were back on local roads, Sakuta began seeing signs with Lake Kawaguchi on them.


      “Next, let’s play the No Katakana game!” Uzuki cried. If they tried to keep up with her, everyone would be wiped before they arrived.


      “First, let’s have a late lunch,” her mom called back.


      The car turned in to a big parking lot. The sign there said TABI NO EKI—Travel Station.


      The restaurant was generous with the local meat and produce; this was a market specializing in homegrown products. It even had a hotel and a winery attached—but the group just enjoyed a nice long lunch.


      Everything they ate was delicious, and all were thoroughly satisfied. It even came with dessert. The only one left with a hankering was Uzuki’s mom; since she was driving, she’d missed out on the wine.


      After lunch, they moved to the market, picking up provisions for dinner and breakfast tomorrow. They’d just learned firsthand how good the local groceries were, so they bought way too much and struggled to get it all in the van.


      By the time they were on the road again, it was half past two.


      The rental house was a twenty-minute drive from there.


      The van came to a stop on the broad driveway.


      Sakuta took off his seatbelt and got out, eyes on the expansive property.


      The main building was a sprawling ranch house; the parking area bordered a large lawn behind the building. On the far side of it was a second building almost as big as the main one, and between the two buildings was the gleaming surface of the pool. Mount Fuji was close by, and they had a great view of it.


      The real thing was even better than the photos Mai had shown him.


      “This place is amazing,” Uzuki’s mom said, getting out.


      Truer words were seldom spoken.


      You could fit five or six ordinary houses on this property. It might have been even bigger than that.


      “Sakuta, come help me unload,” Uzuki’s mom said, so he nodded and moved to the trunk.


      As he reached for the groceries, someone yelled, “Pool time!”


      “Ack, wait! Uzuki!”


      Nodoka’s protest was in vain. Sakuta looked around the back of the van to see sandals flying. Uzuki was running barefoot across the lawn. And she grabbed the hem of her T-shirt, tossed it aside, and somehow dropped her skirt without breaking stride. That left her wearing a bright red bikini.


      “Tallyho!” she yelled, saluting Mount Fuji as she dived directly into the pool.


      There was a huge splash.


      Uzuki was completely below the surface for a full five seconds, then she surfaced like a whale breaching.


      “The water’s great!” she yelled, floating face up. “Nodoka, Kaede, get in here!”


      She righted herself, waving them over.


      “You’ve gotta do your stretches first!” Nodoka said, collecting Uzuki’s T-shirt and miniskirt. Kaede handled the sandals.


      “Zukki would wear her swimsuit the whole way here.”


      Sakuta remembered doing the same thing when they had swimming classes in grade school, but it had never occurred to him to do that today.


      “Let’s hope she remembered her underwear.”


      A common mistake among overeager grade school swimmers.


      “She probably didn’t, so give this to her later,” Uzuki’s mom said, hanging a knapsack around Sakuta’s head.


      Based on her statement, it contained underwear. Yet it seemed to weigh rather a lot.


      “There’s a full set of extra clothes in there. I expect she’ll need them,” she explained, reading his mind.


      “Gotcha!” Uzuki’s voice echoed from the pool.


      “Augh! Kaede and I haven’t changed yet!”


      Nodoka and Kaede had moved to the water’s edge, and Uzuki started splashing them. They fled, but even at this distance he could tell they were already soaked and dripping water everywhere.


      “Nodoka, Kaede, feel free to use the pool,” Mai called. “Sakuta and I will take care of the groceries.”


      “Er, but…,” Kaede stammered.


      “Come change, Kaede!” Nodoka said, taking her hand and leading her away.


      Kaede kept stealing glances at Sakuta, but she disappeared before actually saying anything.


      “Is that all your luggage?” Uzuki’s mom asked.


      “Yep,” he said, closing the trunk.


      “Then I’ll come pick you up at ten thirty tomorrow.”


      “Oh? You’re not staying the night?”


      “Did you want to see me in a swimsuit?”


      “I am curious.”


      This earned him a wordless cheek pinch. From Mai, of course. She waited for him to look, then said, “Don’t be stupid.”


      Uzuki’s mom laughed out loud at their antics, then said, “Look after Uzuki for me,” and got back in the van.


      “Sure thing.”


      “Thank you for driving us,” Mai said formally.


      “No prob,” Uzuki’s mom said with a casual wave. Shortly after, she drove away.


      They watched until she was out of sight, then took the luggage inside.


      They headed for the kitchen to put the meat in the fridge.


      “I think it’s down this hall,” Mai said, leading the way.


      They hit a wall and turned right, and another five yards down they emerged in a high-ceilinged living/dining space. Half the wall was taken up by a giant window, and the light streaming through it made the whole room feel so inviting.


      The kitchen and fridge were also huge, too. They almost seemed industrial.


      “We can leave the veggies out, right?”


      “Maybe not the leafy ones.”


      “Okay then.”


      Mai unpacked the bags, and Sakuta put them away.


      “It’s like we’re newlyweds,” Mai said.


      “Is that a proposal?”


      “No. Now put these away.”


      The last things out were the cobs of corn, and he left those on the table. All provisions sorted.


      They both turned toward the living/dining space.


      “It’d be nice to have a kitchen like this at home.”


      There was even a grill for barbecues, and the oven was way bigger than anything he’d seen in a house before. The counters were spacious, it was well lit, and you could see the whole living room from here. Pure luxury.


      The dining table could easily seat ten. The living room had several couches for relaxing. There was even a fireplace—not that they’d use it this time of year.


      The place had all the furniture they could want yet was spaced far enough that the robot vacuum could trundle around.


      “Want to see the other rooms?”


      “Were those bedrooms off that hallway?”


      They went back the way they’d come.


      Opening doors from the dining room down, they found a toilet, another toilet, a bath, a shower room, and a powder room.


      There were three more doors around the bend. He opened the one closest to the living room and found a massive bed perched in the center.


      “My guess is that’s the biggest one.”


      “Sure looks that way.”


      He tried the next one over.


      This had two bunk beds. Like a dorm room.


      “Sakuta, have you ever slept in a bunk bed?”


      “Kaede and I had one when we were little. I’m assuming you haven’t?”


      Nodoka was technically her sister, but their family situation was a little complicated.


      “I’ve filmed on sets that had them but never actually slept in one.”


      They checked out the third room.


      This was the smallest of the three, which he found reassuring.


      If a family lived here, this would likely be the children’s room.


      As Sakuta thought about that, Mai said, “Why are you smirking?” and poked his cheek.


      “It just feels like we’re touring a home we might move into.”


      “Oh? You’re gonna put me up in a house like this?”


      “Guess I’d better buy a lottery ticket.”


      How much would this take? Even lowballing it, it would have to be a few hundred mill.


      He slowly closed the door again—and they heard a peal of laughter from outside, echoing down the hall.


      “Nodoka and Kaede must have finished changing and hit the pool. Feel like joining them, Sakuta?”


      “Will you be, Mai?”


      “Later on.”


      “Then don’t mind if I do.”


      He took off his T-shirt.


      “Do that in a room, not the hallway.”


      “Mai, you’ve seen me shirtless before.”


      “You do love wandering around your bedroom in your underwear.” Mai shrugged, not the least bit embarrassed.


      “I feel like you deliberately come over when I’m not wearing anything else.”


      He took off his trousers, and she opened the door to the third bedroom. Sakuta gave in to her demands and stepped inside before taking off his underwear. As he did, he heard her yell, “Close the door first!”
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      When Sakuta came outside with his swim trunks on, there was a shark staring at him in the pool. Also a giant banana. Both inflatable rafts.


      Uzuki was astride the shark in her red bikini, while Nodoka was on the banana in a frilly off-the-shoulder suit.


      Both were carrying foam swords meant for sports chambara.


      Their eyes locked on each other.


      “Let’s fight, Nodoka!”


      “Kaede, give the signal!”


      Both seemed fired up.


      “Uh, sure. Begin!”


      Looking nervous on the side of the pool, Kaede dropped her hand.


      As a greeting, they bumped the tips of their swords. Then both swung wildly, trying to knock their opponent into the water.


      “Hyah!”


      Nodoka ducked down to dodge Uzuki’s big swing, then used that momentum to launch a thrust.


      “Feeble!” Uzuki cried, batting it away.


      “I’ve seen fights like these on old TV shows,” Sakuta said, moving over to Kaede.


      “Celebrity pool parties?” Kaede asked, glancing up at him.


      “Exactly.”


      “Well, they are both idols.”


      “Maybe we’ll get a wardrobe malfunction.”


      Old TV shows often broadcast things you could never do in modern times.


      “Don’t be gross, Sakuta.”


      Kaede gave him a look like she’d never seen anything filthier in her life.


      “I’m kidding, of course. Mai’s here, after all.”


      Sakuta’s excuse was drowned out by a splash.


      Uzuki’s furious combo had at last unbalanced Nodoka, and she’d slipped off the banana.


      “Victory!” Uzuki cried, raising her foam sword high.


      A moment later, Nodoka surfaced.


      “Argh, I was so close!” she wailed, clearly frustrated.


      Sakuta was unsure how close that had been, but it had been a decent battle.


      Nodoka swam to the side.


      “Kaede, avenge me!” she said, handing over her sword.


      “M-me?” Kaede stammered, taking the sword on pure reflex.


      “You’re on, Kaede!” Uzuki yelled, nimbly paddling the shark around.


      Before she knew it, Kaede was in the pool, bobbing through the water to the banana boat.


      Nodoka held it steady for her, and she managed to scramble aboard. But her balance was very unstable.


      “The rules are simple! Whoever knocks their opponent off wins!” Uzuki cried.


      “Also, no hands on the boat,” Nodoka added.


      “Huh? If I let go, I’ll fall,” Kaede said, keeping a tight grip. Very unsure of herself.


      Uzuki was now dual-wielding foam swords.


      “Then you can hold on with one hand,” Nodoka said, casually changing the rules.


      “O-okay, I think I can manage that.”


      Holding on to the raft with her right hand, Kaede raised the sword in her left.


      “Sakuta, the signal!”


      “Sure. Begin!”


      Sakuta dropped his hand like Kaede had.


      “Hyah!”


      Naturally, Uzuki attacked first.


      Her foam sword smacked Kaede right in the head.


      “Huh? Augh?!”


      Kaede belatedly tried to defend herself, flailing wildly with the sword. But that pushed her center of gravity way back—and the banana boat flipped, dunking her. Kaede was gone.


      “Gasp!”


      She surfaced, looking bewildered. She wiped her face and looked around, trying to figure out what had happened. She soon spotted the upside-down banana, which made it obvious.


      “Kaede, that was just sad.”


      “Then you try it, Sakuta.”


      She swam over to him and held out the sword, sulking.


      “You want me to disgrace myself ?”


      “It’s super hard! I dunno how Uzuki and Nodoka are fighting on those things.”


      “Let’s find out.”


      Could it be that hard? He took the sword and got in the pool.


      Nodoka held the banana boat for him, and he got on board.


      “……Okay, this is tricky.”


      If he let go, he could barely move at all.


      “Do you need the handicap?” Uzuki asked, winding him up on her shark.


      “Who do you think I am? Of course I do.”


      “That’s the face you make when you don’t!” she cackled.


      “Then same rules as Kaede,” Nodoka said. “One hand on the boat.”


      “I’m ready.”


      His left hand on the boat, his right hand holding the sword.


      “Ready? Begin!”


      Nodoka gave the sign, clearly enjoying herself.


      “Take this, Zukki!” Sakuta went for a sideswipe, making use of his longer arms.


      “Weak sauce!” Uzuki said, knocking it away with her left blade.


      “Augh!”


      The impact sent the foam sword flying out of Sakuta’s hand. It landed in the pool, out of reach.


      “Sakuta equals sadness,” Nodoka scoffed.


      He’d lost his vital weapon in the blink of an eye, but he hadn’t actually lost. He was still aboard the raft—and the rules said you had to fall off.


      “Then how’s this?!”


      Unarmed, he reached down and sent water flying at Uzuki.


      The idea was to make waves, unbalancing the rodeo shark rider and knocking her into the pool.


      But Uzuki paid that no attention, attacking with her foam swords. A merciless dual-wielded flurry.


      “Ow, ouch! That smarts, Zukki!”


      The foam weapons had absorbed a lot of water and were making wet slapping noises against his sides and cheeks. He recoiled from the pain, went, “Ack,” and toppled over backward off the banana.


      He’d fallen headfirst into the water, so for a moment, he lost track of which way was up. He soon found the foam sword floating nearby and surfaced.


      “You’re useless, Sakuta.”


      “More like Zukki’s way too good.”


      All that dancing had made her core rock-solid. She had mastered the art of shark riding.


      “Argh, I’m tired now.”


      He moved to the side of the pool and leaned on the edge. Kaede was sitting there with her feet in the water.


      “Come to think of it, Kaede…”


      “Wh-what?”


      “You had a swimsuit?”


      “Hah? You just noticed?” Nodoka gaped at him, joining Kaede.


      “I asked Nodoka, and she went shopping with me,” Kaede said, looking put out.


      “Well?” Nodoka said, looking smug. “Kaede’s super cute, right?”


      She had her hands on Kaede’s shoulders.


      “It’s normal enough,” Sakuta said.


      Kaede was wearing an orange-and-white two-piece suit. The bottom half was cut like boxer briefs, hiding butt and front. The top was a sporty design that kept exposure to a minimum.


      “She looks cute!”


      Nodoka clearly didn’t care for Sakuta’s opinion, but Kaede had both arms over her bare midriff, looking deeply mortified.


      But she did whisper, “Normal is good,” her voice barely audible.


      “Eww! Make him say cute!” Nodoka cried.


      “You’re cute, Doka.”


      “Not to me!”


      “You’re cute, too, Zukki.”


      “Really? Thanks!” Uzuki cried, delighted.


      Someone smacked Sakuta on the head.


      “Why are you flirting with other girls?”


      The voice told him who. But there was only one other person at this rental home.


      “Mai, I’m just being po…,” he said, turning around. What he saw made him trail off into silence.


      Namely, Mai’s outfit.


      Befitting the pool setting, she was wearing a rash guard top and matching bottoms. The bottoms were short, showing a lot of beautiful bare leg. From the collar of her zip-up hoodie he could see the pastel straps of a swimsuit top. Her hair was in a ponytail fixed with a scrunchie.


      “Po…?”


      “…lite,” he managed, far too late.


      His reaction must have been satisfactory; she was smiling.


      “You’re gorgeous, Mai,” Kaede said.


      “Thanks, Kaede. That’s a cute swimsuit.”


      “Th-thank you.”


      “I thought you liked normal?” Sakuta said.


      “It matters who it comes from,” she said, sulking.


      “Let’s play pool volleyball!” Uzuki said, interrupting the conversation. They didn’t have a net, so they just put the banana in the middle of the pool, dividing it neatly in two.


      “Two on two,” Nodoka said, taking control.


      “I’ll be the ref,” Mai said, sitting on a chair beneath a parasol.


      “W-wait, I have to play?” Kaede said, realizing how the numbers played out.


      Nodoka was already starting a game of rock-paper-scissors to determine teams.


      “Only rock or paper—go!”


      Sakuta threw rock, Kaede paper, Nodoka paper, and Uzuki rock.


      “We’re a team, Sakuta!”


      “Let’s win this thing, Zukki!”


      “Nodoka, I am so gonna hold you back.”


      “It’ll be fine, Kaede.”


      They split up on either side of the banana boat. Sakuta and Uzuki. Nodoka and Kaede.


      “You can serve first,” he said. Nodoka already had the ball, and it couldn’t hurt to give them an advantage.


      “Whoever loses makes dinner!” she snapped back.


      “Then no point in us winning.”


      “Hah? What’s that supposed to mean?”


      “Toyohama, letting you cook is an insult to the ingredients. We’ll all suffer.”


      “I can handle a barbecue!”


      She put her fury behind that serve.


      It was a bit sudden, but it came right to him, so Sakuta managed to receive it.


      The ball went way up.


      “Zukki, it’s all yours!”


      “I’ve got this!”


      Uzuki leaped high out of the water.


      “Hyah!”


      Her arm swung, slapping the ball hard.


      A powerful spike.


      Kaede and Nodoka couldn’t move. Didn’t move. Didn’t have to move. The ball went way out of bounds and rolled across the lawn.


      “Out. One point to Nodoka and Kaede,” Mai said, making it official.


      Uzuki kept serving up home runs, and she and Sakuta lost without scoring a single point.


      “Even Zukki has her weaknesses.”


      “Don’t let it get you down, Sakuta!”


      “We won, Kaede! Woo-hoo!”


      Nodoka went for the high five, and Kaede cringed but smiled as she returned it.
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      After the pool volleyball game, they did some normal races, then had a shoot-out with water guns, ran around the yard a bit, then played pool volleyball again. It was a blast.


      “We’d better start dinner,” Mai said, just after six.


      The skies were still bright, so it hadn’t felt like that much time had passed.


      But once the facts were presented to them, he realized how much all that fun had worn him out. That post-pool lethargy caught up with him.


      Sakuta and Mai did most of the meal prep, cutting up the meat and vegetables while Kaede, Nodoka, and Uzuki loaded the skewers. Nodoka kept chanting “Onion, meat, green pepper, meat, onion, meat,” preventing Uzuki from skipping all the veggies.


      Once that was ready, they moved to the barbecue area next to the pool. They lit the grill, and Sakuta put the skewers on the flames.


      “Kaede, you getting used to waiting tables?”


      “Yeah, I can handle the floor on my own now.”


      “Sweet!” Uzuki said, with her mouth full.


      “You, Sakuta? How’s the tutoring gig going?”


      “I’m getting another student for the summer term.”


      “Are you even a good teacher?” Nodoka asked, taking a huge bite of meat.


      “Nobody’s complained about me yet.”


      “Huh.”


      “What about you, Toyohama?”


      “What about me?”


      “You’ve been on a bunch of game shows with Zukki. Seems like it’s going well.”


      Everyone in Sweet Bullet was getting other gigs. Sports shows, variety programs, tokusatsu shows, or modeling.


      “It’s going well enough.”


      “Yeah, Sweet Bullet has never been better!”


      “Your last concert was amazing.”


      “Thank you, Kaede!”


      Uzuki was sitting next to Kaede, so she threw her arms around her.


      “Look out! Put the skewer down first!”


      Nodoka swiped the weapon from Uzuki’s hand and stowed it safely on a plate.


      Dinnertime was whiled away, everyone catching up. Once they’d eaten everything they’d made, it was getting pretty dark out. There were stars twinkling in the skies above.


      After cleaning up from the barbecue, it was bath time. There were no difficult discussions; the girls went first, and Sakuta took a soak in the poolside Jacuzzi while he waited his turn.


      The water didn’t exactly hit hot spring temperatures, but they could make it as warm as a regular bath; plus it was outdoors. More than enjoyable enough.


      He stretched out his legs, then his entire body, resting his head on the rim. Gazing up at the stars—so many of them it hardly felt real.


      There were no houses or roads around, no distracting sounds—a moment of quiet luxury.


      So he heard those sandals coming toward him right away.


      Before he sat up, he heard a voice say, “Having fun?”


      Mai was standing in the dim light by the poolside.


      She’d taken off the rash guard and was wearing a swimsuit of a subdued, mature color. The top was cut like a cropped camisole, and the bottom like short culottes. In her hands she had a pump-action water gun.


      “I am. Care to join me?”


      “I’m good. I’m gonna take a dip in the pool.”


      True to her word, she slowly lowered herself into the water. She treaded water over to the center, then filled the water gun, pumping air into it.


      And the moment she was ready, she aimed it at Sakuta and fired.


      A jet of water hit him right in the face.


      “Hey! Mai!”


      Sakuta tried to dodge, but Mai just cackled, firing over and over again.


      “You’ve been desperate to play like this!”


      “You’re having more fun than I am, Mai!”


      “That’s the idea!”


      When she stopped shooting, Sakuta got out of the Jacuzzi and joined her in the pool.
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      “Is being in the pool with your girlfriend everything you’d hoped for?”


      “It’s the best thing ever.”


      As he spoke, Mai shot the water gun again.


      Water went in his mouth, and he spluttered.


      “That thing is way too powerful!”


      “That’s the way you like it, Sakuta.”


      They heard a voice from the house.


      “Ah, Sakuta’s in the pool with Mai! No fair!”


      Uzuki had emerged from the bath. Kaede and Nodoka were behind her. They were all in summer loungewear—the kind that doubled as pajamas.


      “Let’s join them!”


      Without a second’s pause, Uzuki grabbed the other girls’ arms.


      “Huh?” Kaede squealed.


      “Wait, Uzuki!”


      Nodoka’s protests went in one ear and out the other.


      Uzuki dragged them one, two, three steps to the pool, and they fell in—with a huge splash.


      “This pool’s the best!” Uzuki crowed, surfacing first.


      “Argh, what are we supposed to wear now?!” Nodoka wailed, looking at her soaked clothes.


      “……”


      Kaede was just standing in the water, fully dressed, stunned. It didn’t even seem like she’d grasped what had happened to her.


      “See, you’ve startled Kaede!”


      “Zukki’s mom left her an extra change of clothes.”


      Probably for just this eventuality. Good parenting. She knew Uzuki better than anyone.


      “Anything for me or Kaede?”


      “Nope.”


      Sakuta delivered the cold, hard truth.


      “No biggie, Nodoka!”


      “Kaede, you tell her.”


      Kaede blinked, then let out a little laugh. Her shoulders quivered, like she was trying to hold in a much bigger laugh.


      “Kaede?” Nodoka asked, leaning in.


      “I-I’m fine. It’s just so weird being in the pool with my clothes on… It’s kinda fun,” she said with a giggle.


      “See?!” Uzuki yelped, pleased to have someone on her side.


      “You need to repent!” Nodoka yelled, but she was grinning, too. “And quit staring at us, Sakuta!”


      Those clothes were clinging to them.


      “I only have eyes for Mai.”


      “Don’t leer at my sister!”


      It would be a while before this poolside got quiet again.


      The summer had just begun.

    
  


  
    
      Afterword


      Stories are completed when they reach their endings.


      I spent ten years working on the Rascal series, which is a long time to spend on anything, but that idea was in my head from the earliest planning stages.


      Whatever the ending may be, at some point you have to draw the line. That’s something anyone tackling a book about adolescence or coming-of-age should bear in mind.


      And that feeling only grew stronger as the story progressed.


      As I watched Sakuta and Mai grow.


      As I watched Tomoe, Rio, and Nodoka start to look ahead.


      As I watched the two Kaedes take those first faltering steps.


      As I remembered the two Shoukos’ messages.


      Since the college arc began, I’ve been building toward that moment, carefully piling up the words that would get us there.


      A whole new side of Uzuki.


      The tale of Ikumi’s regrets.


      A hint of Sara’s secrets.


      The answer Nene found.


      And the truth behind Miori and Touko.


      All of that led us to the final volume of the series: Rascal Does Not Dream of a Dear Friend.


      To everyone involved in the Rascal series, thank you for everything you did on the long road to completion. And an even bigger thank-you to the readers who accompanied me on this journey. This has been a happy story that is blessed with wonderful people.


      But the anime is still ongoing. Please enjoy it.


      Hajime Kamoshida

    
  


  
    
      Thank you for buying this ebook, published by Yen On.


      To get news about the latest manga, graphic novels, and light novels from Yen Press, along with special offers and exclusive content, sign up for the Yen Press newsletter.


      Sign Up


      Or visit us at yenpress.com/newsletter-signup
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famous Minegahara student (after Mai
Sakurajima). She’s the same age as
SakutaTyet unpredictablo enough that it
rattles even him—and this time, she’s the
one who gets Adolescence Syndrome.

- .

Minagi's equally famous beach
volleyball partner. She attends
a high school one train station
away from Minegahara.
Supposedly a bit standoffish,
but she and Minagi get along
quite well.
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