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  Prologue


  I am currently experiencing a second youth. Chasing after a love unfulfilled, unable to give up. I was given a second chance to redo my youth. Breathing in the faint remaining heat from the fragrant olive, I put my right hand in my cardigan. I carried a small piece of candy in front of my face, quietly inspecting it. It was strawberry-flavored candy wrapped in white plastic. A long time ago, even before I traveled back in time, my mother told me about this.


  —Love tastes like strawberry candy.


  It may be as sweet as strawberry, but it definitely isn’t as soft and easy to chew as one. And at the same time, it takes far longer to get the taste of love out of your mouth. It’s true, my love has been lasting for more than ten years now. However, I have yet to fully taste it. I’m scared of removing the plastic and putting the candy into my mouth. What if it isn’t actually sweet at all? It might be harder than I thought.


  —What if it vanished the moment I put it into my mouth?


  That’s why I keep it close to me, in my own palm. Because I’m a coward. But, I’m tired of it. I want to taste this strawberry-flavored candy. I want to put it in my mouth, and enjoy it. This time, I’ll be together with him. For that very reason, I’ve traveled back in time.


  And once that moment comes, I’ll remove the wrapper of this candy and taste it. I’m sure it’ll be really sweet. But until then, I’ll keep it like this. While looking up at the cloudy sky, I put the candy back into my pocket.


  Chapter 1: Superior and Subordinate Hold A Meeting


  “So?”


  “Y-Yes…”


  “Don’t give me that. I’m asking for a detailed explanation, Shimono Nanaya-kun.”


  Kamijou Touka called out my name and gave me a cold, aggressive gaze. I’m fully used to that gaze since the days when she was my strict superior. However, right now, she’s just a high school student. Long gone are the days of her scolding me at work…Instead, she’s now my strict upperclassman. She’s not Section Chief Kamijou, but Kamjiou-senpai.


  …No matter how I may joke about it, her deadly smile would not vanish, and she was still the same section chief in the body of a high school student. It’s been around four months since we traveled back in time. We’re currently fresh into September. Now as I said before, we traveled back in time. A whole eleven years, even. That would bring up the question…why am I being scolded and forced to report on my mistake when we’re not even at the office? And where are we in the first place?


  —That’s easy, we’re at her home. I was sitting on a stylish sofa, located in the living room of Section Chief Kamijou’s home, forming fists on my lap. And at the same time, it wasn’t just me and the chief here…


  “Now now, Touka, don’t make such a scary face.”


  The main criminal behind this case, Kamijou Yuito, sat next to me.


  “Silence!” The younger sister roared at her older brother.


  Normally, the chief would calmly consider her choice of words during every argument, and yet she became so emotional…As expected of siblings. Also, I’m thoroughly enjoying the chief acting like a little sister—But, this isn’t the time to treat myself. The very fact of them being siblings is what led to this messy situation! All of the problems we encountered over the past summer break had been resolved in a clean way…except one. That is the fact that Kamijou Touka and Kamijou Yuito are siblings.


  Before I traveled back in time, there existed the Love Mentalist Yuito-sensei. Turns out that this very love mentalist is the very Yuito-san sitting next to me. Crazy enough, even in this time, he gave me advice once more after we happened to run into each other. And like destiny was making fun of us, he also revealed himself to be the chief’s older brother. At the same time, the chief is also calling Yuito-san Onii-chan.


  Ever since I learned of this cruel reality, I had been agonizing over it, but I kept it in the back of my head, focusing on something else. However, by acting like I didn’t see it, once the second term began, I was eventually called over here.


  “Why do the two of you know each other, and why did I not hear about this?”


  It seems like the chief didn’t know that Yuito-san and I met up from time to time. However, I was in the exact same situation. I had no idea that these two were related. Well, I can’t just ask ‘Why the hell are you siblings.’ Either way, the true criminal of this situation was Yuito-san after all. During the summer festival, he felt that the chief was in danger, and contacted me. That was when I found out the two are related. He knew the answer from the very start and chose not to tell me.


  I sent him a ‘Go tell her already’ gaze. He probably guessed what I was trying to convey, and showed a gentle smile.


  “We may be siblings, but I don’t see it as my duty to tell you about every small relationship to other people I have. You never introduced me to Shimono-kun either, right? This isn’t anything suspicious. He’s a shared acquaintance. What problem do you have with that?”


  As expected of Yuito-san, he brought up good logic. To be perfectly honest, I wanted to know why he was hiding the fact that the person I like is actually his little sister. That being said, since I have a younger sister myself, I can understand his actions. Talking about the romance of family members can be awfully embarrassing. Even more so if the siblings are members of the opposite sex.


  More than anything, I just asked him for advice, so I shouldn’t blame him. That leaves only the chief as the major problem. After all, how am I supposed to explain the fact that Yuito-san and I had been meeting up regularly? I can’t just say ‘I asked him for advice on how to win you over.’ Yeah, she’d be clearly grossed out. She’d reproach me.


  If we were at the office, she’d probably put her desk the furthest away from me. Luckily (?), we were in different classrooms to begin with. Since we’re not in the same room all day, I don’t have to be conscious of her gaze. Yet, that is also what makes me feel a bit lonely.


  Anyway, this is why I want Yuito-san to be the one who resolves things. It’s fine. He may be dealing with the chief, but he still is a mentalist, he should be able to figure out the perfect rebuttal. Now, how will the super-elite little sister respond?


  “Huuuh?”


  
    
      
        
      

    
  


  S-Scaryyy?! Wha, hold on, I’m terrified. It sounded like she was cursing him. This isn’t even a proper debate. She’s using peer pressure to win against any argument. I’ve never seen such an unreasonable act from the chief before. Is this her little sister mode? She’s treating her older brother like an insect. However, an older brother can deal with his little sister! Right, Big Bro Yuito?! I looked over at Yuito-san brimming with hope. He showed me another gentle smile and turned towards the chief without batting an eye.


  “I’m terribly sorry.”


  He apologized! Not to mention with a smile!


  “Also, I’ve been trying to get you two together during the bit of summer break we had left, and yet a certain someone always ran away, saying they had something important to do, no? Aren’t you contradicting yourself?”


  She latches on without hesitation! Not to mention with a logical argument for once!


  “Shimono-kun, I’m sorry. I can’t do this after all.”


  It’s too quick to give up!


  “Don’t look at me with such a defeated gaze!”


  “It’s over. We should just reveal everything to her, Shimono-kun.”


  “Hey hey hey, what are you saying?!”


  I didn’t expect things to go down this quickly. So what…am I supposed to just confess here, right now? No no no no. This isn’t just on the level of not being mentally ready. I can’t confess in such a situation. I can’t do that. I want to do that when I’m ready…in a situation I choose.


  “What do you mean by reveal everything? So you were hiding something from me, after all.”


  However, the situation wasn’t calming down anytime soon. It felt like she grasped my heart directly, not allowing me to deceive her.


  “C-Chief, that’s…”


  “Before that, Touka.”


  For a second, it felt as if the temperature inside the living room dropped drastically, as the tone of Yuito-san reached freezing levels.


  “W-What do you want now?”


  The chief seemingly felt something as well, as she showed clear bewilderment.


  “You were hiding something from me as well, no?”


  “Huh? Of course not—”


  “Is there no secret in the relationship between you and Shimono-kun that you aren’t telling me about?”


  “?!”


  Both the chief and I froze up simultaneously. Yuito-san’s usual smile was gone, nowhere to be found.


  “Are you saying that Shimono-kun and I are keeping a secret between us?”


  “If I knew, I wouldn’t be asking you like this. Just…”


  “Just…?”


  “Your relationship doesn’t feel like that of normal high school students at all. Almost as if you’re…”


  There’s no way that he could have seen through us. No way, right—


  “No, I guess that’s enough. But, what do you think? Even you have a thing or two you don’t want to tell others, let alone be asked about, no? It might not be anything groundbreaking, but people have things they don’t want people to touch. So stop with the scary face, and let’s all get along, mkay?”


  “O-Okay…”


  The chief glanced at me and gently nodded.


  “We have such a great weekend day, and with such pleasant weather, you two high school students should be going on a date and enjoying yourselves.”


  “A date?! Don’t be ridiculous, Onii-chan!”


  “Ahaha, my bad, my bad. Shimono-kun, I’m a bit scared of my precious little sister right now, so do you mind taking her out somewhere?” He said and showed me a skilled wink.


  “Hmph, you dummy! Ah, you’re so annoying! Let’s go, Shimono-kun.” The chief blushed and trotted out of the living room.


  “Ah, Chief!”


  I got up to chase after her when Yuito-san beckoned me over.


  “Guess that worked just fine, huh?”


  “Do you mean the whole talk about our secret and whatever?”


  “Yep. It’s from that scary late-night anime you recommended to me the other day. The one with the girl holding a hatchet. I figured that I might be able to use that famous scene here, so I tried my luck. I couldn’t bring about as much pressure as that girl, but I guess it was good enough.”


  “Hold on, so you didn’t catch on to anything?”


  “I just went with the flow. Even if you don’t have anything to hide, it happens quite a lot that you falter when someone assumes you do. The whole mentalism I’ve been studying lately played on that, and I was thinking of writing a research paper on that.” Yuito-san explained with a grin.


  “I thought I was going to die, seriously.”


  “Ahaha, I guess I should have discussed this with you beforehand. I won’t tell Touka about the advice I’m giving you, so rest assured. Come on, if you let Touka wait for too long, she’ll get angry. Off you go.”


  “Yes, thank you very much, Yuito-san.”


  I did as I was told, and followed after the chief. I was worried for a second, but I guess Yuito-san really is a good person.


  *


  “Hey, Nanaya-kun, what do you think that was about?”


  “Do you mean that whole secret talk?”


  “Yes. I wonder, did he find out that we traveled back in time…?”


  Right as we left her home, we headed for a restaurant to eat lunch. It was currently half past noon.


  “I don’t think that’s the case.”


  I munched on the fried meat and vegetable dish that I ordered. By the way, the chief went with the miso cooking. It was probably us students eating lunch here. All the other people around us were salarymen. But, I like how relaxed the atmosphere is.


  “I mean, I doubt he would believe the fact that such a thing happened, but Onii-chan can be oddly sharp at times.”


  Agreed. His ability to see through people is no joke. I wouldn’t be surprised if he actually caught on to something. That being said, I don’t think anybody would buy the fact that we traveled back in time.


  “If it didn’t happen to me, I definitely wouldn’t believe this to be possible.” I argued.


  “Yeah, that is true. I guess he was just making up stuff, and I totally fell for it.”


  “Ahaha…”


  I could only give a weak smile, carrying the food to my mouth to silence myself. I guess I should just be thankful that my relationship with Yuito-san wasn’t leaked.


  “Oh yeah, you really look like a high school student today, Nanaya-kun.” The chief commented as she sprayed a lot of spice on her food.


  What is with her and spice…


  “You think so?”


  I was wearing a gray hoodie with a college jacket on top, skinny jeans matching that. I’m actually trying to copy Yuito-san a bit.


  “Yep. Then again, I didn’t get to see much of your private wardrobe after we traveled back in time.”


  “Well, these are about the only clothes I had back in high school. I guess they are what a high school student would wear, but…do they look weird?”


  “Not at all! I didn’t mean it that way…I think it looks…c-cute?”


  “T-Thank you very much.”


  Cute…Cute, huh. I don’t know if I should feel happy about that. I’m pretty sure the majority of all boys would prefer to be called cool or handsome. I mean, I understand she’s trying to praise me. I really do, but I’m still not sure if I should really be happy. Especially when it comes from a woman older than yourself, being called cute doesn’t feel that good. Well, it’s almost my bad habit that I immediately take everything the negative way.


  Well, there’s also Maeshima-chan who was a newcomer like me, who said that ‘Shimono-san, your cheeks are so cute and soft~,’ playing with me only to then vanish into the night with the assistant manager. That’s the reason why I reacted in such a sensitive way towards the word ‘cute’. However, immediately taking everything in a negative way also isn’t good. It’s true that the chief sees me as a cute subordinate. That being said, it doesn’t mean that I have zero chance. After all…after all, the chief hugged me!


  I still can’t forget it. This warmth that I felt…The gentle scent enwrapping me. Her slender body…It’s a memory just between the two of us. Thinking about it rationally, I clearly have a chance, no? We must be feeling the same way! That would make sense why the chief has been acting so lovey-dovey since we traveled back in time! In other words, she wasn’t trying to tease me, and simply tried to seduce me. That’s the reason why my strict superior has been acting lovey-dovey with me after we returned to being high school students!


  …Or so I was getting excited, but we’re still talking about the chief, who’s uncaring and disinterested when it comes to love. And I’m a good-for-nothing subordinate. I can’t help but lose all my momentum as soon as that flashes back in my mind. I mean, that ‘cute’ of hers sure feels like it was used towards me as a subordinate. She wouldn’t use ‘cool’ for a subordinate, right?


  What about back during the fireworks? I think I earned myself some points by protecting my superior. And yet as soon as we entered the second term, she avoided me. I don’t get this anymore. Did she embrace me because I’m her subordinate? Or because she likes me? I want to know it clearly. If it’s the latter, then her words calling me ‘cute’ definitely are her genuine feelings. In other words, she was showing her honest feelings towards me. If so, I have to praise her as well.


  She wore a dark red high-neck knitted top with a checkered long skirt. It was a perfect hybrid combination of maturity and youthfulness. It’s not as if I’ve fallen for the chief simply because of her good looks. However, that doesn’t change the fact that she possessed an angelic beauty at this very moment. If I confessed my feelings right here, right now…I wonder how she would react? Those would be her honest feelings, her true feelings.


  “You look charming as well, Chief.”


  If I went overboard, it’d probably sound like I’m lying. So I chose a simple approach. Her hand moved.


  “Huh? Are you stupid?”


  Yep, exactly what I expected…Gosh darnit! I really am nothing more than an adorable subordinate in the end! No, with that cold reaction, I’m now not even so sure about her calling me cute! Am I just some stray cat she plays with from time to time? Sometimes she’d pat me on the head, sometimes she’d stay away if I got too close. What am I supposed to feel?! Damn it! Gaaaaaah!


  “More importantly, what should we do after this?” The chief said, munching on more of her food, littered with the seven spices mix.


  “Meaning?”


  “I mean, what’s our next stop? According to Onii-chan, this is supposed to be a d-date, after all.”


  “A date…”


  “Sometimes it’s nice to just have fun as the two of us, right?” She said with a somewhat bashful smile.


  It’s the kind of smile she never showed at the company, once again making me fall head over heels for her. Ahhh, what a devil she can be. I still don’t understand anything about her, but being led around the nose by her doesn’t feel so bad.


  *


  After we finished our dishes, we headed for a somewhat worn-down game center near the train station. The outside looked fairly old, but they had a lot of new machines inside, making it a popular spot for students like us. In the back of the game center stood a few photo booths, where the chief and I waited for the pictures to be printed.


  “I still can’t believe you would want to take pictures in such a photo booth, Chief.”


  “What’s the big deal? I never used this back in the day. If I’m given a second chance like this, I want to try it out at least once.”


  “Ahaha, that is true. Oh, they’re done now.”


  I picked up the photos we took and moved towards the chief.


  “Show me, show me!” The chief moved right next to my shoulder, as her soft body bumped into me.


  “I guess they got good technology even during this time. Look how good they turned out.”


  “Right. But your face looks so weird, Nanaya-kun. Your eyes are half-closed, ahaha.”


  “What about this, then? Look over here, Chief.”


  “Eeek! So ugly! Don’t look!”


  “Also, why did you write ‘Do your work properly’ on there? We’re high school students! This is what you call mixing of public and private affairs!”


  “Hehe, I’m always watching over you!”


  “Just let me rest in peace, Chief!”


  “Don’t call me chief.”


  —Ahhh, what is this? She’s so cute! What the hell is she?! She’s way too cute! I’m so happy right now! But that’s also what scares me! I’m living the ideal high school life right now! And stop rubbing your shoulder into me, Chief! You’ll kill me!


  “Oh, what’s that?”


  As I was feeling excited on my own, the chief spotted a crowd of people in the center of the floor. I heard faint cheers and screams from that group.


  “Ah, that’s a fighting game. The people around those machines are the audience, so to speak.”


  “You know a lot, huh, Nanaya-kun. Do you like fighting games?”


  “Quite a lot, yes. I also played online RPG games before, but they didn’t fit my taste, so I stopped in middle school. You don’t really play any games, do you, Chief.”


  “What are you talking about? I do enjoy playing games, and I’m pretty good at them.”


  “Huh?! Really?! That’s unexpected. What kind of games do you like?”


  “Minesweeper and Solitaire. Well, I’m better at Spider Solitaire.”


  Those are all pre-installed Windows games!


  “I’m also fairly good at Tetris.”


  God, she’s so cute!


  “I see you like puzzle games.”


  “Yup!”


  Yep, so adorable!


  “If so many people have gathered there, that means it must be somebody strong playing, right? Why not try and challenge them?”


  “Well, it’s been a while so I’d be down, but are you sure? You’d end up just watching.”


  “Of course! I’d love to watch you play!


  Ahhh, she’s so adorable, I’m feeling depressed at the fact that we won’t ever be a couple. We moved to the fighting game area when the newest challenger was defeated by the champion. Since nobody else dared to attempt the challenge, I put a 100 yen coin into the machine and sat down. I actually played this game a lot back in the day. Since the series continued for a long time, I played it even past my high school days, so I never had that much of a break from it.


  Since I wanted to show off to the chief, I chose my main character. Once we both selected our characters, the scene changed. As for the character the opponent went with…ah, it’s the super-heavy throwing type. Although I’m at a bit of a disadvantage with my own choice, it wasn’t anything grave.


  I grabbed the stick, took a deep breath, and the first round started. I kept a bit of distance between us, trying to filter out the opponent’s strength. Throwing characters usually rely on heavy throwing techniques that inflict massive damage if you act careless and get too close. That being said, I have no ranged attack, so I need to get closer or I won’t be able to fight. I spotted an opening in the opponent and closed the distance between us.


  My attack broke the guard of the opponent. I followed up with a combo attack, and since the heavy character has a lot of HP, they won’t go down immediately, but I can win this battle as long as I can replicate this attack. It didn’t take long for the opponent’s HP to be in the red. One more combo, and the fight should be over. I was a bit confused, seeing that my opponent’s movement resembled that of a beginner. They didn’t seem too strong when it came to guarding or throwing moves.


  However, on the top of the screen, it stated [13 WIN], which hints at the fact that they’ve been winning consecutively for thirteen matches. Thinking about this fact made me careless, as I was hit by the opponent for the first time by one of their throwing moves. Immediately after, my health depleted greatly.


  Not good, not good. I have to focus again—is what I thought, when the opponent quickly closed the distance between us. I tried my best to move away with a quick step, but the opponent followed with a dash, continuing with a strong throwing move that only worked on low HP. Before I realized it, the difference between our HP had practically vanished.


  I see…so they’re playing more on senses…There are a myriad of techniques you could use in a fighting game. No matter the knowledge or skills you may have, if you can’t read the technique, you’ll suffer severe damage. And the ability to read these techniques is what you would call game sense. In terms of movement, the other person is a clear beginner, but their senses are special. Especially when it comes to the usage of throwing moves, you need that sense a lot.


  You could also say that, as long as you can land your throwing techniques, you can win just fine without any strong skill. If I get hit by another throw, it’ll be my loss. I underestimated them because I thought they were beginners. I guess it’s over…


  “You can do it, Nanaya-kun!”


  Ah, that’s right. I can’t lose here. I have the goddess of victory by my side. And I can’t embarrass her! My left arm, grasping the stick, is burning strong with her passion! My right hand pressing the buttons is overflowing with her kindness, giving me courage! For Touka’s sake, I can’t falter here! Let’s go, Nanaya! I am filled with endless power! Raaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!


  —YOU LOSE—


  “I lost…”


  “Are you okay, Nanaya-kun? You look awfully pale.”


  “I’m sorry, Chief, I couldn’t win after all…Please scold this useless subordinate of yours…Urk…”


  “Is this really something to be crying over?!”


  We moved away from the machines, and I simply howled in the face of my inability. To think I would get decimated without winning a single round. The second round ended in my complete loss. It had to be the most pathetic pattern out of all. Why am I always like this, really.


  “Come on. Get up, Nanaya-kun. I had fun watching you.”


  “C-Chief…”


  What a kind person she is. O, my holy mother Maria.


  “Biwa’s gotten tired of this game now. You can keep playing Kazuki, I’ll go to the nearest Staba.”


  “Wha, hold on, Biwako! W-Wait! Ah, the next match is starting!”


  We heard voices from the opposite side of the machines. The champion who had defeated countless opponents now walked towards us—as her drilled twintails shook left and right.


  “Bi…Biwako-senpai?”


  “Oh, it’s Nananosuke! That’s so funny. Was Biwa fighting you just now? You were so weak!”


  Gaaaaah! It was heeer?! I lost against this gal?! And I could even see her having a good sense for this game, which hurts even more! Damn you, Sakonji Biwako!


  She’s another senior of mine, in the same year as Kamijou Touka, also one of the top beauties of Amakusa South High. With her charisma, she’s admired by everybody, and if we were eleven years in the future, she’d probably be one of the top influencers to exist. As always, she wore her oversized pink hoodie, her blonde hair shining brightly under the fluorescent light. The strong scent of perfume coming from her practically acted like a wall that blocked the average me off from stepping into her realm.


  “Um, Biwako-senpai, was that possibly…”


  “Hm? Yup, that was Biwa’s first time playing the game.”


  Tsk.


  “What are you doing here?” I asked.


  “Kazuki from Biwa’s class wanted to talk about something and called her over. But Biwa got bored and thought of getting something from Staba.”


  A wild guess would be that Kazuki invited her out on a date in order to confess. God, I feel bad for him. Hearing that Biwako-senpai is bored must be a huge shock. My pain goes out to him.


  “Oh my, if it isn’t Biwako. What a coincidence.”


  The chief spotted Biwako-senpai and called out to her. Since they’re both second years, they do know each other and are friends.


  “Wait, Touka?! Didn’t you say you had something important to do today?”


  “Well, yeah. That’s already been resolved…and personally, this is the real deal for me…”


  “Heeey, don’t tell Biwa that you and Nananosuke are out on a date now, heeey.”


  “D-Don’t be ridiculous, Biwako!”


  “Kyahaha! You’re panicking way too much, Touka!”


  “G-Geez! You’re the same as always!”


  “Ahhh, this is great. Nananosuke, got a minute?”


  “Yes?”


  Biwako-senpai beckoned me over.


  “Sorry, Touka, Biwa will borrow him for a second. We’ll be right back. Nananosuke, over here.”


  She walked through the crowd, and I rushed to follow after her. We reached an empty corner of the floor, equipped with several vending machines. Biwako-senpai stopped and then smiled at me.


  “Nananosuke, come over here.” She urged me to stand in front of the vending machine.


  “Um, Biwako-senpai…is something wrong?


  Wham!! Biwako-senpai’s foot grazed the back of my hand, as it slammed right into the vending machine. From the depths of the hoodie’s lower part, I could see her juicy thighs. I-Is this…a wall-slam leg version?


  “Hey, Nananosuke. Why are you getting in the way of Biwa and Touka?”


  She’s super pissed!


  “Biwa didn’t hear anything about you hanging out, though? This isn’t an actual date, is it?”


  “No, of course not. We just happened to stop by here to play some games..”


  
    
      
        
      

    
  


  I completely forgot that this charismatic girl’s got the absolute hots for Kamijou Touka!


  “Were you really just playing games?”


  “Y-Yes…”


  “Hm. Nananosuke, could you jump?”


  “Huh?”


  “Jump.”


  I did as I was told, and jumped up.


  “What’s that rustling sound about? Show me what you got in your pockets?”


  What kind of shakedown is this?! Also, hold on, in my pockets I have…


  “Nananosuke, hurry it up.”


  “Yes!”


  I took out the picture from the photo booth, offering it to my terrifying senior.


  “Hey. What the hell is this?”


  Scary, scary, scary, scary, scary! She’s threatening me with a straight smile, and it’s terrifying! Why are all the girls around me so scary?!


  “I’m sorry, I, Shimono Nanaya, took pictures with Kamijou Touka-san at the photo booth.”


  “Aren’t you enjoying yourself, Nanaya-chan?”


  The fact that she suddenly changed her way of calling me makes things even scarier.


  “Biwa will take pictures as well.”


  “Huh?”


  “Biwa is saying that she’ll take pictures with Touka as well!”


  “Yes! Let’s do that! I’ll make sure you get to take some great pictures with the chief!”


  “All right, then let’s go, Nananosuke!”


  “Understood!”


  As expected of a gal, she recovers quickly and swiftly puts things into motion.


  “Ah, you’re back. What was that about?”


  “It wasn’t anything important, really. Rather, there’s something Biwako-senpai would like to do. Go on, tell her.”


  “………”


  I looked at Biwako-senpai, who gave no response. She just had her hands stuffed into her pockets, sulking. This damn gal…We’ve been working together for quite some time, so I’m used to her attitude and personality. My money goes on her being too embarrassed to ask the chief about the pictures. Look at her, she’s kicking my leg. She’s urging me to say something first. God damn lazy girl.


  “It seems like Biwako-senpai would like to take pictures with you at the photo booth.”


  “Huh? Biwa’s already tired of that, so she doesn’t care much. Well, if you’re that desperate to take pictures together, Biwa wouldn’t mind joining you.”


  She’s still not gotten over her tsundere tendencies despite becoming friends with the chief?!


  “Huh?! Taking pictures?! Yeah, let’s go! Let’s take pictures together, Biwako!”


  And she’s awakened to the joy of photo booths! She’s like a little girl!


  “R-Really? Then let’s waste no time!”


  Look at her all excited, dang it.


  “Biwako-senpai, if we’re going to take pictures, why don’t we invite Kazuki-san as well.”


  He deserved at least that much.


  “Huh? Why?”


  “Show some sympathy! Don’t you feel bad for him?! Come on, invite him.”


  “Why do you sound like Biwa’s mom? So hilarious. Okay then~”


  Biwako-senpai reluctantly walked towards Kazuki-san. Don’t worry, Kazuki-san, I am your ally. As guys who can’t be popular, we have to work together. While sending off Biwako-senpai, the chief trotted towards me, poking at my shoulder. And then, she showed me a gentle smile.


  “Guess this is where our date ends, huh? What a shame.”


  Her smile made my heart beat louder than all the noise around us.


  
    
      
        
      

    
  


  Chapter 2: Do You Dislike Younger Girls?


  The following day, the average temperature of the area rose up to above 30°, creating an oppressing heat to the point you’d think summer restarted. Returning from the extracurricular classroom, I ran into my childhood friend Nakatsugawa Nao sitting in the corner of the classroom, her expression looking melted. And then with no warning whatsoever, she began taking off her thick, black tights.


  “So hooot~!” She threw them to the side like a finished can of juice.


  “You’re not at home right now! Don’t let me see you do that again!” I reprimanded her without remorse and picked up the tights she threw aside.


  
    
      
        
      

    
  


  “But it’s hot!”


  “That’s on you for not checking the weather report this morning.”


  She could have easily avoided wearing these thick tights otherwise, my word.


  “You sound like my mom, Nanaya. Stop with the lecture.”


  “Quiet. If you’re sweating that much, open up a window instead, won’t you?”


  I rolled up Nao’s tights and threw them back at their owner, continuing by opening up the nearest window.


  “Ah, it’s the chief.”


  From our class 1-7 classroom, I could see right through to the front entrance, spotting the chief wearing our school’s fixed jersey. I guess her next class should be P.E. then? She does look cute in her jersey, though. I spent a few moments admiring her through the opened window when she caught on to my gaze. She faintly waved her hand at me, to which I nodded politely. Ah, so cute. Cute, cute, cute! She is so adorable, she is.


  “What’s gotten into ya, Nanacchi. Only grinning to yourself.”


  My good friend Tadokoro Onikichi appeared next to me from nothingness, smirking as he looked at my face.


  “Woah, that surprised me.”


  “Indeed, ‘tis I, your good friend Oni-chan! Here we! Oh, Touka in her jersey, huh? Makes sense you’d be grinning like a fish waiting to be fed.”


  “I-I wasn’t grinning at all.”


  “Here we, here we~!”


  “Don’t use your nonsensical ‘Here we’ phrase to replace ‘Liar, liar, pants on fire,’ all right? That phrase is way too omnipotent already!”


  I see he’s as nonchalant as always. During my first time as a high school student, Onikichi only turned into this playboy of a guy in our second year, but some influence must have hit him after the chief and I traveled back in time, because he’s already that way. The same goes for Nao, who was fidgeting with her tights in the corner of the room. In my original memories, her breasts were supposed to be a bit smaller than they are right now. The chief and I judged that this might be related to the so-called Butterfly Effect, but boiled down, it means that even I have the chance to get the chief as my girlfriend…Maybe…perhaps?


  “It’s doable.” Onikichi tapped me on the shoulder.


  “Huh?! Did you read my mind?!”


  “Your face made it obvious. You were wondering if you could be a good match with Touka, right? I’m sure you can, you’re the greatest guy there is, Nanacchi.”


  “Onikichi, you’re…”


  “Nanacchi…”


  A pleasant breeze entered the classroom through the opened window, as Onikichi and I longingly stared at each other.


  “Those two are back at it again, huh.”


  The noisy Ms. Cow Tits threw a complaint at us, but I skillfully ignored her. We two men were enjoying our youth when the phone in my pocket vibrated.


  “Ah, a message?”


  I opened up my flip phone and checked the message. It was from an unfamiliar address. I was careful to not fall for any scam as I checked through my inbox.


  ‘This is Maron.’


  Seeing the title, something stimulated the deepest part of my memories, and I proceeded to read the whole message.


  *


  It’s been a while, Seven Knight-san.


  This is Maron.


  How are you doing?


  I probably could have contacted you with the free email address of yours that I knew.


  However, I was worried that maybe it could end up in your spam folder.


  That’s why I sent you a message directly like this.


  The leader told me this address, I’m sorry for not getting your permission first.


  Our leader proposed an offline meeting, and I wanted to invite you, which is why I contacted you.


  I would be happy if you participated.


  I will wait for your response.


  *


  Right after reading the intro, I remembered everything. Maron…is one of the people I formed a party with, in the online RPG game I played back in middle school. I call it a party, but I wasn’t that passionate about the game, and skipped two years of playing, too, so our relationship isn’t particularly deep. Not to mention that all our exchanges happened online. As a result of that, we brought up the talk of meeting offline, and if memory serves right, I remember participating eleven years ago.


  I had fun, of course…I think? My memories are a bit vague, but I don’t have any bad memories, at least. The problem wasn’t with the meeting in itself, but rather…


  “Shimono, the chime rang already, so quickly take a seat.”


  Our Japanese homeroom teacher Hayashi-sensei walked into the room, reprimanding me. Only then did I realize that I was the only one still standing.


  “I’m sorry!” I apologized and quickly went to my seat.


  “Hehe, clumsy Nanaya!”


  “You’re not one to talk, Natsukagawa. Button up your shirt properly.”


  “But it’s so hot!”


  “…I don’t disagree with you there, but at least one more button, you hear me?”


  “Okaaay.”


  “I prepared a brief test today. I need everyone to focus!”


  And thus, the class began. As much as it pains me to admit it, my head was filled with the message I had gotten, I was unable to focus on the classes. I most likely flunked the test, too.


  *


  I ordered the same usual sanuki udon at the cafeteria. Carrying the tray in my hands, I reminisced about the past. The first time I met Maron-san offline was at the offline meeting she invited me to. I felt awkward since I quit the game a while before that, but everyone treated me kindly. Naturally, Maron-san was no exception. Right now, she should be a year younger than me, the third year in middle school. I still remember her pleasant voice, reminding me of a voice actress. Because of her long bangs, I couldn’t properly see her face, but I remember that my heart skipped a beat since she gave me a cute impression. And now, Maron-san invited me yet again.


  Since this is my second time living through these high school days, I could have expected this message to reach me eventually, but with everything else up to this point, it completely slipped my mind. Or rather, I tried my best not to remember it. After all, eleven years ago, I rejected this girl. Roughly two weeks after the offline meeting, I was invited for the first date in my life. The person who asked me out was Maron-san, taking me to the Tokyo Tower. I remember it vividly.


  Fast forward another two weeks. At the cultural festival held at our school, she confessed to me. It was a true miracle. In all my 27 years of living up to this point, it was the single confession Shimono Nanaya received from a woman. And I did the unthinkable of rejecting her. When I told my university buddies about this, their reactions were about what they expected.


  “This is why you’re not popular,” or “If you started dating her and learned a bit more about women, your life may have been different, you know? And yet you wasted your one and only chance,” and so on. They were relentlessly voices of complaints and rage. I know that okay! The reason I’m not popular is that I don’t understand how a woman feels! I also know that I didn’t even deserve Maron-san’s confession! Truth be told, I probably would have learned a lot if I decided to date Maron-san back then. I may not have been the lifelong virgin that I am right now. And so what?! I still like the chief! I fell in love with Kamijou Touka! But when I told my friends about that fact…


  “You’re not cool chasing after a one-sided love, you’re just a stalker,” or “You read too much manga. Also, you just like older women, right?” were all comments thrown at me. Now that I think about it, were they ever really my friends…? But because of all these comments, I decided to forget about this event. For a virgin like me, who ruined the positive feelings of a girl for me, this was too much to carry.


  I carried my udon to an empty seat, took out my smartphone, and checked my phone once more. If I agree to this invitation, I’ll end up hurting her again. If I say no now, she most likely won’t develop any feelings for me anymore. If anything, it doesn’t make sense that a middle school student like her would develop any feelings for me. All right, time to send her my response—Or so I decided, when the phone in my hands suddenly started floating upwards. Slender fingers with long nails acted like a crane and stole my precious phone of my own.


  “Why are you glaring at your phone like that?”


  I hadn’t even realized that Biwako-senpai sat down next to me. Or rather, since she apparently had progressed with her lunch quite a ways, I seemingly sat down at her table without knowing. She had her body turned towards me, her legs opened broadly. Her skirt was dangerously short, I was awfully close to spotting something I shouldn’t be seeing past her black stockings. It’s hard to tell beyond the stockings, but…purple? Wait, purple?!


  “What…?”


  Having stolen my phone from me, Biwako-senpai now threw me a cold glare.


  “Nothing at all! I was just thinking that you actually made your choice with the upcoming weather in mind!”


  “Huh? What are you on about?”


  “About your stockings, to be precise!”


  “Moron!”


  WHAPOW, she kicked my shin with all her might.


  “I’m sorry! Also, give me back my phone already!”


  “Huh? Don’t wanna. Let Biwa see…the invitation to an offline meeting…Nananosuke, wazzat?”


  “It’s a gathering for people that got to know each other online.”


  I have…an awful feeling about this.


  “Nananosuke…you’re using dating websites? Funny!”


  “None of that sort! This is an offline group meeting!”


  CLANK!


  From the seat across ours came the heavy thud of metal hitting the ground. Looking over, I saw the chief staring at us with no emotion in her eyes, as a spoon rolled along the floor.


  “Nanaya-kun…you use dating websites?”


  “Chief?! Since when have you been there?!”


  “Ever since you started talking about Biwako’s stockings!”


  “Touka and Biwa have been eating here way before you joined us, Nananosuke. Hilarious.”


  Wha…?! Are you kidding?! How much was I spacing out, seriously?


  
    
      
        
      

    
  


  “More importantly, how dare you rely on such dating websites! I won’t allow that!”


  “That’s right! Nananosuke, Biwa won’t let you do something lewd like that!”


  “Again, I never once agreed to those outrageous accusations! I keep saying it’s just an offline meeting! You should know what that means, right Chief?!”


  “Either way, it’s probably something lewd to do with famous YouTubers or their fans, I know it!”


  That’s offline banging, not an offline meeting! How does she even know the idea of that? Apologize to all YouTubers out there!


  “But what about that Akahito person that uploaded a video which blew up?”


  “That was a staged video! No YouTuber out there would upload a genuine offline banging video, ya hear me! Also, I’m shocked you even know enough about internet culture to understand that!”


  “Hilarious. Biwa’s been out of the loop for a hot minute here. So what’s an offline meeting?”


  I just explained it, yet you still don’t get it? Fine, then. I guess I should bring about a more extensive explanation, then…


  “Back in middle school, there’s this online game I played, and the people I played with all said we should meet up in person.”


  “So it’s like a mixer?”


  “You really don’t bother listening to me, huh!”


  Get me out of here. See, the chief is already back to glaring at me.


  “Seems fun. Biwa’s gonna come with you, then.”


  “What?”


  “You’re coming as well, right Touka?”


  “Now hold on a second, what?”


  Terrified, I looked at the chief.


  “……..”


  Why are you actually considering it so earnestly?!


  “This isn’t something you should be considering, Chief. And please stop joking around, Biwako-senpai, give me back my phone.”


  I worked my hardest to steal back the phone from the girl, when the chief opened her mouth, seemingly filled with determination.


  “I’m going.”


  “What?”


  “Let’s go to this offline meeting!”


  Now hol’ up. Wat? That’s not how a damn offline meeting works!!


  *


  The weekend has arrived. It was currently 1 pm on this Saturday afternoon. After roughly an hour on the train, I arrived at the station in question and made sure to check for the location again in the message I received. Just as eleven years ago, it happened at a karaoke box near the train station. I don’t remember the minor details of its location, I checked the details given to me and looked for the place.


  “Oh man…”


  In the end, I was forced to participate. In other words, I’ll have to meet Maron-san again.


  “Nananosuke, why are you sighing like that? This is supposed to be a party, so cheer up.”


  “Biwako, I’m only questioning us now, but are we actually allowed to participate in this meeting?”


  The only difference to the previous history is that I have the top two beauties of Amakusa South High with me.


  “Totally fine. We got permission from their party leader or whoever.”


  The leader she mentioned was the organizer of this meeting and the person getting everyone together. A few days ago, Biwako-senpai showed a bit of common sense at least, asking me to get the leader’s permission for them to participate. With some crazy communication skills, during a phone call on the spot, she got along with the leader and got permission to join us. Sakonji Biwako-senpai’s a monster, ya hear me.


  We reached the karaoke box in question roughly five minutes after we started walking from the train station. We entered the box and told the employee at the reception of our business. The other members seemingly arrived beforehand, and all we had to do was board the elevator and go up to the room in question.


  “This is Biwa’s first time at a mixer, this is going to be exciting.”


  “Again, this isn’t a mixer. Also, you never participated in one, Biwako-senpai?”


  “Well, people from university invited Biwa here and there, but she’s not really into older guys, you know?”


  “How would I know that? First time you ever mentioned something like that.”


  And as expected, she gets regular invitations. Popular girls really are stronger than the military.


  “But this time around, they’re your friends, and this party leader guy seems nice, too.”


  “Really now. Just make sure not to invite the chief to any future mixers. She isn’t particularly fond of them, see.”


  Not to mention that they’d completely steal the show if they attended a mixer. I can see all the guys being excited and going full offense. I can’t forgive that no matter what.


  “Huh? Are you trying to show off how well you know Touka or something? Biwa already knew that.”


  “Good, then.”


  “I don’t dislike mixers. Rather, I actively participate in them.”


  ““What?!””


  “I’ve loved singing ever since I was young, right. And mixers are when you go to choir competitions, no?”


  ““………””


  “Ahaha, just kidding! Did I get you?”


  “…Don’t scare Biwa like that. So annoying. You’re not good at pulling pranks at that, so never do that again.”


  “Huh, really?! But you can do it at karaoke as well, right? And we’re at a karaoke box, so this could be another mixer!”


  “Your joke isn’t landing, Chief. Leave that to Nao or Biwako-senpai.”


  “Nothing but complaints today! I just wanted to show off some jokes of my own!”


  “Jokes for Ms. Earnest mix as well as water and oil, Touka.”


  “You don’t have to be so harsh, Biwako!”


  “Ah, we’ve arrived. Just forget about that already, Chief, and have fun.”


  “Hey, why are you being so kind all of a sudden?! Was it that bad?!”


  The door of the elevator opened, with Biwako-senpai and me pulling the chief outside.


  “Um, room number 404, right.”


  “Hilarious. That’s just a weird number. Well, we had something even more sinister already.”


  “You can say that again.” I agreed to Biwako-senpai’s tease.


  “You two are horrible!” The chief howled.


  The inside of the establishment was quite large, offering four separate floors, so it took us a moment to find room 404. It was a room specifically designed for larger gatherings. Slowly but surely, my memories from eleven years are coming back. I’m pretty sure it happened in the same place last time. Feeling a bit tense, I carefully opened the door leading to my encounter with the girl. Looking at the center of the room, I spotted two boys who glanced at us. It’s the party leader and…I think our oldest member is Hechima-san.


  “Hello~”


  I called out to everyone, when another person, a rather small-statured girl trotted towards me.


  “N-Nice to meet you, Seven Knight-san! I’m Maron!” The girl showed a bashful smile with reddened cheeks.


  Hm? Who? I mean, I know it’s Maron-san, I remember her vividly since she confessed to me and everything. However, she’s different from the Maron-san in my memories…Something feels off, and I immediately realized what that was. Her hair’s a lot shorter now. Or rather, she’s keeping her previously long bangs in proper check, only reaching to the tip of her eyebrows. She showed off a clean and proper bob cut, probably cut in shape by a professional. Just that simple change of hairstyle completely changed the impression she gave me. I guess hair really is a crucial part of a person’s image.


  Since we had Nao and her size-up in a cup and Onikichi who had his playboy debut a year earlier, the change in hairstyle itself isn’t that shocking of a revelation, but it also changed my impression of hers the most. Is this also a result of the butterfly effect? I couldn’t help but think of her as cute for a moment. However, the person inside still seemed to be the Maron-san I knew, healing my exhausted heart just by looking at her. Said Maron-san continued as she looked at me.


  “U-U-Um, I was really looking forward to meeting you Seven Knight-san, so…”


  Speaking that far, Maron-san’s gaze wandered towards the two girls behind me.


  “W-Who might these two be…?”


  Well, this is supposed to be a meeting for our party members only, so it makes sense she’d be confused at two other girls entering the room. In fact, her eyes were wide open in shock.


  “Heyo, name’s Biwa! Nice to meet you.”


  Maron-san staggered backward. Yeah, I knew she’d be bad with this type of person. I was the same, really. And at that moment, the party leader got up from the sofa.


  “Biwako-san, glad you made it. I actually didn’t mention it to the others, but Seven Knight-san’s friends will be participating in this meeting. She’s really fun to have around, and we’re getting along quite well.”


  “Sup, sup, that’s it.”


  Leader, you didn’t tell the other two about this?


  “U-Um…My name is Kamijou Touka. Would it be okay if I participated as well?”


  The chief probably realized that this was now or never, and showed herself from the shadow behind Biwako-senpai with an apologetic expression.


  “Of course! I already heard about you from Biwako-san,” said the Leader.


  Is it really okay to just decide on all of that? Maron-san’s face is as pale as a cloud, even.


  “I-I didn’t hear about this, Leader! I thought it was just people from our party! Isn’t that how an offline meeting works?! This is already our first meeting, so…”


  Yeah, I really get it. It’s like you invited a friend only for them to bring along someone else. This kind of normie mentality is tough for us.


  “It’s fine, no? This is a first-time meeting for all of us, so it doesn’t matter how many people we are as long as we’re having fun.”


  Yep, that’s the kind of person the Leader was. I remember it now. Zero sympathy but not on purpose, and he’s more of an outgoing person than the rest of us. What does Hechima-san think about this? I think his personality is closer to Maron-san’s…


  “Wait…that’s Kamijou-san and Sakonji-san from Amakusa, no? Holy smokes, I can brag to the people from my university game club with this.”


  Hey, what is he muttering about there? Or rather, we can all hear it.


  “Good job, Leader!”


  He’s not even trying to hide it, just throwing the Leader a thumbs-up. He’s clearly happy. Also, the chief and Biwako-senpai are famous even with universities outside our district? I can’t help but admire that. I guess Amakusa is something of a paradise in that sense. Maybe that’s why Leader agreed for them to participate in the first place? Maron-san still seemed bewildered but found herself resigning at the mercy of everyone else, sitting down on the sofa. I got a really bad feeling about this. And with nothing but apologetic feelings filling me, Shimono Nanaya’s second offline meeting began.


  *


  “Cheers!”


  After all the drinks we ordered arrived, the Leader hit the party off with a toast. Surrounding the table, we separated into two sofas. The one to the right started with me, Leader, and Hechima-san. To the left it was Maron-san across from me, then Biwako-senpai, and finished by the chief. The girls sat at the entrance. To think the chief and I would sit on opposite ends, we urged her to basically do all the ordering just now. I want to switch seats with her and provide a written apology.


  “Let’s all introduce ourselves first.”


  “And we’ll be able to switch seats after this, right Leader?”


  “Of course, Hechima-san. But for now, introduce yourself. Doesn’t matter what.”


  This turned into an actual mixer now! We split up between boys and girls, too! And why is Hechima-san dry-heaving like that! You should be older than the Leader, right? I held my head in despair when I felt a cold aura tickling my spine. I knew immediately who this aura belonged to. I looked at the diagonal end of the other sofa, spotting the chief who glared at me with the gaze of a cold-hearted killer.


  I can hear it. Hear the roaring sound of the chief’s inner voice. So this is a mixer after all? Is this what you were aiming for from the very beginning? That’s what she’s saying. I just know it. She may have been joking about this stuff before, but now she’s back to proper strict superior mode. You’re wrong, okay? I didn’t wish for this to happen and this wasn’t how things were supposed to go. Eleven years ago, we peacefully disbanded after two hours of casual talking and fun. And yet…you and Biwako-senpai messed it all up!


  “So then, could you start with self-introductions, Hechima-san?”


  “Yes, of course! I’m known as Hechima online, but my real name is Nishi Hikaru. I’m a second-year in university, currently 19 years old. People always tell me that my name is wasted on me, but I am proud to be an otaku! I-If you’re interested in manga and the like, feel free to ask me!” He said and kept on glancing at Biwako-senpai.


  So he’s fallen for her at first glance, huh? Hechima-san is wearing glasses, looking somewhat of a rich kid, oddly slim on the waist. He does look like a classic otaku with his shirt and long pants, but he’s confident in himself, which I really respect. I figured he’d be annoyed at the arrival of a gal like Biwako-senpai…but I guess I’m a bad judge of character, after all.


  Also, could you make your intentions any more obvious? Not to mention that I didn’t even get to hear his name the last time, which shows how serious he is. After him, the Leader got up. Just like Hechima-san, he was wearing glasses, but modern round glasses. He was wearing stylish clothes, fitting his slim stature. He crossed his arms and introduced himself.


  “Everybody here calls me Leader, but my real name is Yashiki Takahiro. I’m a second-year in high school. You can keep calling me Leader if you’d like, of course. My hobbies are playing games, of course, and reading. Lately, I’ve been getting into self-improvement books.” Leader said with a confident grin.


  His gaze was glued to the chief. So she’s his type, aye? Well, the person in question was sipping her oolong tea with a gloomy face as ever, so I doubt she’s even catching on to his gaze. I guess this whole self-improvement stick most likely was meant to impress her. Well, the chief likes people who improve upon themselves, so it’s not wasted by any means. Leader sat down again, and since my turn up, I stood up.


  “In-game I was Seven Knight, and my real name is Shimono Nanaya. I’m a first-year at Amakusa South High. My interests are…”


  “Older women, right?” Biwako-senpai interrupted me.


  “Wha?! How would that be an interest I’d follow?! Don’t make me sound like some womanizer!”


  “Biwa heard about it from Naopon. And Onikichi said the same thing.”


  These guys again…


  “Well, I do like older women, that’s a fact, but my hobbies are playing fighting games! As well as being a weekend carpenter.”


  In order to hide my embarrassment, I just blurted out the next best thing.


  “Weekend carpenter? You’re not some old guy, Nananosuke. Hilarious.”


  Shut it. If I acted cool and called it DIY, everybody else would just make fun of me. Also, I’d get outed as an old man. Anyway, the boys finished introducing themselves, and now it was the girls’ turn. And since we went with the same order as the boys, it was the chief’s turn first. Don’t tell me, will I get to finally hear about the chief’s hobbies? Before, she talked about doing hot yoga at the gym and whatever, but that’s gotta be her hobby before the time leap. In other words, this might be the best possible chance for me to listen in on her hobbies. Ohhh, offline meetings are the best! Mixers banzai!


  “Touka, it’s your turn. What’re you spacing out for?”


  “Ah, oh, me, yeah?”


  “Lol.”


  The chief seemed to have been lost in thought, only pulled back to reality thanks to Biwako-senpai.


  “Once again, nice to meet you all, my name is Kamijou Touka. I’m a student at Amakusa South High like Shimono Nanaya-kun but in my second year. I’m sorry for suddenly barging in on this party despite not being a member of your party. I hope we get along.”


  Such a stiff greeting! Also, what’s your hobby, oi?!


  “Touka~! What about your hobbies? Read the mood, oi!”


  Yeah, tell her, Biwako-senpai! Great second-years we got here! So reliable! Off you go, Chief! Just tell me your hobby, I’ll join you tomorrow!


  “Err…do I really have to say that? So embarrassing…”


  Okay, cute. A bashful chief is too much for my heart. But that doesn’t mean you’re forgiven for every small sin of yours. So hurry up and tell us about your hobby, Kamijou Touka!


  “Why’re you so embarrassed about your hobby? Out with it!”


  Yeah, yeah!


  “Ehm…Well…I like putting together my favorite love songs in a playlist? Getting that perfect mix together that symphonizes with my heart really gets me excited.”


  “Yuck, gross.”


  “Excuse me?! After urging me on, you have the nerve to act so disgustedly?!”


  “Anyway, Biwa’s next! Sakonji Biwako here, second year in high school. Hobbies are karaoke, or playing futsal.”


  “Don’t ignore me, Biwako!”


  Good choice, Biwako-senpai. Even I was unsure how to react to that. I’ll just give up on talking about her hobby, yep. Well, hearing about Biwako-senpai playing futsal is so normie that it scared me, too. Either way, both their self-introductions are done now, meaning we’re moving on to Maron-san.


  “I was called Maron in-game, playing as a healer. My name is Ushiki Oguri, I’m a…ehm…third-year in middle school. My hobby is…drawing manga.”


  Maron-san, or Ushiki-chan as I’ll call her, stood up and introduced herself. Naturally, I remember her real name, and I’ve been calling her Oguri-chan back then. I didn’t know she was drawing manga, but she did mention that she was a skilled artist eleven years ago. Oguri-chan let out a sigh and sat back down again. Since all of our introductions were done, Leader spoke up.


  “Then let’s play the king’s game.”


  ““Again, this isn’t a mixer!””


  Oguri-chan and I shot up at the same time, slamming our hands on the table. And even if this was a mixer, you still wouldn’t move on to playing a round of king’s game right after introductions…right?


  “Biwa’s in! She always wanted to play the king’s game!”


  “And who are you, again?!”


  Oguri-chan glared at Biwako-senpai with a stern face. I don’t ever remember her being this aggressive. Then again, this kind of development sure is something abnormal.


  “Biwa’s just Biwa. Just introduced herself, no? Lol.”


  And Biwako-senpai was as much of a gal as always. The chief watched over this, raised one eyebrow, and spoke up.


  “Playing such an obscene game is something children shouldn’t be doing.”


  She spoke with the tone of a legal guardian, to which Biwako-senpai calmed down instantly.


  “Huh? Biwa doesn’t agree to any lewd stuff either, you know!”


  The king’s game is basically the pinnacle of a boy’s ulterior motive, and yet Biwako-senpai never even thought about that. The more I observe her, the more it becomes apparent how pure she actually is. At the same time, Oguri-chan showed an awfully complicated expression. She probably is annoyed at Biwako-senpai jumping ships at every given second. Either way, right as basically everybody showed clear disinterest in the king’s game, Leader spoke up.


  “We won’t do anything extreme like that. Aiming for somebody in particular or using actual names is not part of the rules. This is our first time meeting, so if we keep these rules in mind, we’ll get to know each other better. For example, you could ask about a person’s preferred type of the opposite sex.”


  ““Preferred type?!””


  The chief and Oguri-chan responded at the exact same time. Not to mention them screaming.


  “Oh really? Biwa’s totally A-okay with that. Let’s do it~”


  Will you shut up already, woman? With nobody else against the king’s game, it was too late. I mean, I am more than curious about the chief’s preferred type, but there’s no guarantee the king’s game will end up this mild. Especially since Leader was clearly gunning for this. I took my chance to seek allies.


  “Oguri-chan, telling these people about our preferred type is way too embarrassing, right? Especially when it’s our first meeting.”


  “I can ask for Shimono-senpai’s favorite type…I can ask for Shimono-senpai’s favorite type…”


  “Hm? Oguri-chan, what are you mumbling about?”


  She was whispering to herself, which made it impossible for me to hear what she was saying. She was probably complaining about this situation as much as I am. Yeah, I don’t wanna play this damn king’s game either.


  “I want to play the king’s game, after all!”


  “Oguri-chan?!”


  Why?! What caused this abrupt change of motion?! My crucial ally betrayed me…However, I still have the chief at my disposal.


  “No no no, we’ve come to a karaoke box, so we should be singing, right? Don’t you agree, Chief?”


  “…You’re right.”


  “That’s what I was expecting.”


  “If everyone is so adamant on it, then let’s play the king’s game!”


  “Chieeef?!”


  I guess I have to accept it now. This isn’t an offline meeting…it’s a mixer, after all.


  *


  “““Who’s the king~?”””


  “Ohhh! It’s me!”


  Hechima-san shot up, seeming delighted from the bottom of his heart. Restrain yourself, you dang university student. Standing still, he put one hand on his chin, looking up at the ceiling. If my memory serves me right, he always had plenty of common sense, so he wouldn’t order us, high school students, to do anything weird. I can be relieved with him, at least.


  “Then, I’d like to have number 3 sing Shinryaku no Susume!”


  Is it still related to karaoke? I can’t tell if that’s a choice reflecting common sense or not! Also, what kind of choice is that? The two from Amakusa won’t know what song that is!


  “I’m number 3, but…I’m sorry, I don’t know that song.”


  The chief showed a complicated expression. See, just as I suspected!


  “I-I know it.”


  Oguri-chan spoke up. She was grinning at the same time as she was embarrassed. Is there any reason for her to act so arrogant?


  “A-Also, all of our party members should know that song. Right, Shimono-senpai?”


  Meee?!


  “Well, our party members surely are checking the recent anime, that’s for sure…”


  “That’s right! Because we share the same interests!”


  I guess Oguri-chan really is annoyed that the offline meeting got ruined, huh? This is supposed to be a gathering of people with similar interests. Hechima-san’s choice of song wasn’t weird.


  “Then…I guess I can have Maron-san sing it.” Hechima-san said, sounding slightly disappointed.


  Oi! What about the real meaning of the king’s game?


  “Yes, of course. I am regularly watching anime, after all. Naturally, I can sing it.” Oguri-chan kept her arrogant smirk as she exclaimed.


  Do you even understand how the king’s game works?


  “Are you sure, Ushiki-san? Sorry that you have to take over.” The chief seemed genuinely apologetic as she looked at Oguri-chan.


  Am I the only one who thinks that things don’t match up in the slightest? Amidst this scene, Biwako-senpai joined the conversation with more than just a bit of excitement.


  “Ohhh, great zeal you got there, Smallie! Then Biwa will sing with you!”


  “Biwako-senpai, you don’t have to act cool, you clearly don’t know this song.”


  “Huh? Biwa knows it, though.”


  “No no, I don’t buy that for one second.”


  “It’s from IkaMusume, right? Biwa’s gonna slaughter you, Nananosuke.”


  “No need to get so violent there…Wait, the heck did you just say?!”


  “Biwa’s gonna use her connections to get all second and third-years in the district to get you beaten up, Nananosuke.”


  “That’s not what I meant! Please don’t tell me the detailed procedure of your murder plan! It sounds totally doable, which is terrifying me!”


  “Did you forget that Biwa is older than you?”


  “Ah, yes, I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to be rude!”


  “All right. Smallie, let’s sing the IkaMusume opening together!”


  “But hold on, how do you know about that anime, Biwako-senpai?!”


  Why would she, of all people, watch anime?


  “Leader told Biwa that all members participating are into anime, so she asked for recent recommendations.”


  There it is! She’s such a nice person if she really wants to be! Biwako-senpai put on the song and grabbed a microphone. The intro played, and she immediately responded at the perfect moment. Oguri-chan struggled to follow up but managed to join in in time. In the end, they both got into it, whereas the chief simply stared at one point in the corner of the room, muttering something to herself.


  “Biwako can sing along just fine, and yet here I am…”


  It seems like her pride’s hurt. She may be strict at her work, but the same goes for herself. There’s clearly nothing to be hurt about, and yet this is the personality she has. After we finished the first song with the invasion of a certain octopus girl, we moved to the next round.


  “““Who’s the king?”””


  I looked at the stick I pulled—Number 1. I’m a bit scared to think when Leader becomes the king, but who is it this time…


  “Wooo! Biwa’s the king! Sorry ‘bout this, everyone!”


  So this time, it’s Biwako-senpai, huh? Well, she dislikes anything lewd, so she probably won’t ask for anything too crazy.


  “Number 1 will…”


  Tsk…had to be me, of course. Now I’m worried. Please don’t make it anything weird.


  “…will slap number 4 on the wrist!”


  Ohhh! A typical command! It’s not too far, not too boring. As expected of normie Biwako-senpai! But that brings up the question, who do I have to slap?


  “Ah, that’s me.” The chief raised one hand.


  All my relief was blown away in an instant, with all my blood freezing. No way…I forgot that this pattern was possible. I’m supposed to slap that white and slim wrist of hers? No way, no way. This may be an order during the king’s game, but I can’t do something so disrespectful to my superior. However, the rules of the King are absolute.


  “Hey, who’s number 1? Come on out.”


  “…I-It’s me.”


  “Nananosuke~?”


  Naturally, there won’t be any miracle of the game being canceled. The chief probably read the mood of the room, offering her arm to me while cramping up her shirt, pushing her body over the table.


  “Here, Nanaya-kun.”


  Her slender and beautiful arm was right in front of me. Everybody looked at me. What is this mood? Delaying it will still result in the inevitable. Seeing no other option, I made up my resolve and grabbed her arm. The moment I did, her body twitched ever so slightly. Her silky smooth skin felt comfortably chilly, much more slim and fragile than I could have imagined. Slowly but steadily, I readied my hand and prepared it for the slap, index and middle fingers ready.


  “Nanaya-kun…please be gentle.”


  “…!”


  W-What is this…sensation? An unfamiliar sense of guilt and arousal filled my body. Unable to hold myself back, I looked at the King Biwako-senpai. She was glaring at me. I guess she’s jealous of me holding the chief’s arm like this. You gave me this order, don’t hold any grudges now. Hm…No, she’s not angry at me. Her eyes are reddened, and so are her cheeks. There’s no mistaking it. She’s between guilt and arousal. In other words, just like me, she’s…excited!


  Ahh, what a sinful person she is. And these emotions can’t be stopped anymore. Biwako-senpai nodded, signaling me to start.


  ‘Do it.’


  Heh…what a bad person, truly.


  “Chief, here I come!”


  SLAP! I used my full momentum. I did it as strongly as I could.


  “Eeep!”


  She let out a faint but distinct shriek. I could see a small red space on her wrist. Ah, I gave in to the devil’s temptation. Curse this king’s game. I looked at Biwako-senpai, and she seemingly barely managed to hold herself back by biting her lip. I got my breathing under control and called out to the chief while hiding my excitement.


  “I’m sorry, Chief, are you okay?”


  “That hurt. I told you to be gentle…” The chief showed a sulking attitude.


  Not good. Any more than this, and I’ll open a door that should forever stay closed. To regain my composure, I urged Leader to continue.


  “Okay, next round. Everyone pull your sticks.”


  Leader listened to my suggestions, offered the lottery sticks to us, and we all pulled one. It should really be my turn to be the king soon. And then, I’ll ask for another slap…Wait no! Don’t give in to temptation, me!


  “““Who’s the king?!”””


  The pulling of the lottery ended, and our new king was crowned.


  “That’s me, all right.” Leader said while grinning.


  I figured we’d reach this result eventually, but to think it happened now…I don’t think I’m ready yet. Didn’t help that Hechima-san seemed to be begging the Leader for something.


  “Counting on you, Leader.”


  Leader responded in grace, flashing a grin.


  “Then let’s have the girls tell us about their favorite type ‘a guy.”


  Immediately after becoming king, Leader broke the laws he created.


  “Hey now, Leader-san, that’s against the rules, no?”


  “Not quite, Kamijou-san. I said that we can’t order individual people, but not towards an entire group.”


  “Wha…that’s messed up logic.” The chief argued, and I couldn’t agree more.


  However, I had no intention of supporting her in this case. After all, I still have much to gain from joining Leader in his quest. After all, I get to hear about the chief’s preferred type of guy through this. Last summer break, it sure seemed like she and Onikichi got along quite well, so the doubt of her having a thing for flashy guys has yet to fully clear up. I’d really like to get things straight here. Leader, I’m both thankful and disgusted.


  “Now now, Touka, it’s fine. Your preferred type isn’t that big of a deal. Once we get the King, we can just ask them instead.”


  “A-Ask them instead…! You’re right, I guess it’s not that big of a deal, after all.”


  Through Biwako-senpai’s skillful persuasion, the chief’s reaction changed, and the grande revelation began.


  “First up is Biwa, then! Biwa likes men who are interesting. And definitely not older than her, acting all respectful sounds like a pain!”


  Stop lying. You never act respectfully towards anybody. That being said, this really sounds like Biwako-senpai. However, to find someone who she considers interesting and fun is one hell of a hurdle. Also, look at Hechima-san, all shocked because she’s not into older guys. He got rejected without even having been given a chance. Poor guy.


  “Next up is Touka!”


  “Wait, me?”


  “Yap, yap! On with it!”


  All right, here it is. What’s it gonna be? Flashy guys? Or another type?


  “I don’t have a preferred type. I’m not interested in this sort of thing.”


  Yep, I expected as much. It’s the same pattern as always. Honestly, I expected as much, and I can’t help but feel relieved at that for some reason. I guess her liking flashy guys was just my misunderstanding. She really has no interest in love. Looking at Leader…yep, he’s out cold. Hehe, this is what you get. Unlike you, I genuinely admire her, you damn amateur.


  “Hilarious. Just last summer, you talked about some prince…”


  Biwako-senpai was about to mention something when she hurriedly stopped herself. She looks frozen stiff for some reason. The chief sat next to her, smiling at Biwako-senpai with a cold gaze. She probably stepped on a landmine or something. I’m very curious, but I’m also too scared to ask. Anyway, the chief’s turn ended (with her answer being debatably devoid of anything), and we moved on to Oguri-chan. Up to this point, she showed no reaction at all, only to suddenly form a fist with her hand.


  However, I had hopes that this wouldn’t blow up too much. We’re talking about Oguri-chan, after all. There’s no way she could declare her type in front of everyone like this. I’m starting to feel a bit bad for her. I have a great share of responsibility after letting things escalate to such a degree. I should tell her to not force herself. However, right as I opened my mouth to do so, Oguri-chan pushed her body forward and began.


  “My preferred type of boy…No, my ideal partner…is a person like Shimono-senpai!”


  It all happened so quickly. All of us froze up in perfect unison. The chief, and even Biwako-senpai, stared at Oguri-chan with their mouths open in shock. I stared at the wildly blushing girl in shock, as I felt my heart racing loudly. And then, she kept her gaze glued to me, speaking up once more.


  “—Do you dislike younger girls?”


  
    
      
        
      

    
  


  Chapter 3: Kamijou Touka’s Mediation


  This happened in the latter half of August. Only a few days had passed since we returned from Biwako’s family. I, Kamijou Touka, used the rest of my summer break to go hiking in the mountains. The scent of the earth, the wood, and grass…Engrossed in nature, I aimed for the summit. On the way, I spotted mushrooms, called Lycoperdon perlatum. I found a small branch on the side of the road, poking at it.


  “Ohh.”


  This is pretty fun. But of course, I didn’t come to the mountains to play. I continued to move my legs, climbing the mountain in silence. After around three hours, I reached the summit. A pleasant breeze reigned there. After looking around a moment, it became apparent that I was the only one.


  “Now then…”


  I placed a handkerchief down on top of the gravel, sat down on it, and crossed my legs. I slowly closed my eyes and started meditating. In this space isolated from the human world, I have to work hard to correct my errors. That’s why I came here. The breeze tickled my hair. And yet, I was entirely focused on one thing.


  
    
      
        
      

    
  


  On that summer day—I was jealous. This jealousy revealed my inexperience, and I almost lost something very crucial. I’m supposed to be an adult, yet I embarrassed myself. I need to think this is true once more. Just what is jealousy? Envy. Wanting to experience the same. I don’t want to admit to feeling this. These feelings have the potential to grow into convenient resentment. At the same time, it can lead to an eventual acceptance of the other person. You forget your envy and jealousy, and only resentment remains. It’s the act of a child.


  And it seems as if I’m far more of a child than I had anticipated. The question now is…how do I deal with this jealousy in the future? A rough guess would be that Biwako isn’t the person Nanaya-kun admired back in our original high school days. So if this person were to appear in front of me in the near future…would I be able to stay free of jealousy? Could I become such a strong person? And what would be necessary for me to achieve that…


  “You shall obtain enlightenment.”


  I heard a voice next to me, to which I opened my eyes. I spotted a middle-aged man sitting next to me. With his clean-shaven head, it was probably a monk.


  “You must be troubled by something, no?” The man gently smiled.


  “How did you know?”


  “I can see the aura of other people, and yours was screaming in uncertainty.”


  “Aura…?”


  He’s…amazing! If it’s him, he should be able to give me good advice on my problem! All right, I’ll hear him out.


  “Um, what should I do in order to not fall victim to jealousy?”


  “Jealousy…are you being restrained by envy at this moment?”


  “I was troubled by it before…And I’m worried I might fall victim to it again if the occasion arises.”


  “That is because you are controlled by lust.”


  “Lust…?”


  “Indeed. Man has obtained knowledge, as well as attained enlightenment in regards to their own lust. Animals seek to preserve their species and lives, living according to their lust. They are the embodiment of honesty to nature, living in unison. What about humans, however? We’ve become conscious of our lust, attempting to control it with the use of reason. Thus, they control it.”


  “If we can control it, aren’t we the ones governing our lust instead of being at its mercy?”


  “This is the arrogance of man after we’ve acquired knowledge. Even the people who assume they have control over their lust are at the mercy of it. You have to discipline yourself, and not fall victim to this train of thought. The more you try to control your lust, like chains tying you up, you are controlled by it. Don’t you agree?”


  It was a dangerously complicated topic to talk about, but I could vaguely follow him. He must be a devoted follower of religion. Since I’m not familiar with religion, I can’t argue much. Maybe he studies philosophy as well.


  “Then what should I do in order to free myself from this lust?”


  “Reach enlightenment, my lady. Look at this sheer endless sight of nature in front of you. The skies in their purest form, the clouds floating across the world, the trees being shaken in the wind, just as they are not governed by anybody, you have to approach them the same way. Discard your own desires. Wanting to be accepted, to be praised and revered, to be loved, you have to make your heart empty because all these desires give birth to jealousy.”


  “So I should also give up on my feelings for the other person that evokes my jealousy?”


  “Not necessarily. You have to discard the you who is able to feel jealousy. The remaining love is in its purest shape, and true enlightenment.”


  As I thought, this really is complicated. Throwing away only one’s own jealousy is harder than expected. Or rather, an unreachable territory? Either way, it’s not about simply facing this jealousy, it’s about completely cutting it out. My desire to gain strength that won’t lose against my jealousy…had been foolish from the start, I see.


  “That is enlightenment…”


  “Indeed. This is how I cast aside all my desires and reached a unification with nature. I pray you will find the same success.”


  “Thank you very much.”


  “Then, if you could excuse me.” The man stood up, bowing politely.


  I raised my hips and answered. The man proceeded to descend the mountain, when it happened.


  “Ah, there he is! Stop right there!”


  An elderly lady wearing an apron ran toward me. Simultaneously, the man dashed down the mountain.


  “What? Huh?” I was utterly confused.


  “Young lady, stop this man! He ran away without paying for his food!”


  “What?!”


  I could hear the man speeding up in the distance. I was still lost and confused as to what was even happening, but since the man was wearing typical monk’s stole, he couldn’t run so fast. I caught up in a matter of seconds.


  “Hey, is it true that you pulled some dine and dash nonsense?!”

“My lady, money is the symbol of man’s greed. It should not limit one of man’s fundamental desires, such as meals and drinks. It should be cast aside, like jealousy.”


  “How does that make any sense?! You’re the most lustful guy here!”


  I wrapped one hand around the man’s shoulder, using the self-protection skill I learned from Biwako’s grandfather, slamming the man to the ground. It’s an ability that can be used by even a weak woman, as it uses the weight of the other person.


  “Urk…Let me go, please.”


  I feel embarrassed to even give this man any of my precious time. I’m not listening to another of his words. Shortly after, the elderly woman caught up with two men. The two men grabbed the monk and carried him away.


  “Thank you very much, Miss.”


  “It’s fine…so, he ran away without paying?”


  “You know that there are cable cars all over that get you to the mountain close-by, right?


  “Yes. You can even reach the beginning of that with a car, yes?”


  “Indeed. And right before that is a soba restaurant that we own. That man finished eating and immediately boarded the cable car. He must have thought that he was safe and took his sweet time up here, but I’m glad we caught him.”


  “Ahaha, what an awful monk he is.”


  “Oh, that? That’s just cosplay. My young one has been seeing that man walk around wearing all sorts of clothes. He seems to be fairly famous in the town down this mountain. I didn’t expect him to go as far as to dine and dash, though.”


  Oh man, this is even more embarrassing now. What’s that about enlightenment? Conquering one’s lust? You’re the exact opposite of all of that! And I’m even worse for listening to every single word he said! Just what am I doing here?


  “I have to admit, you’re quite strong, lady. You really helped us out there. But what brings you all the way up here? You’re still a student, no?”


  “Yes, I’m in high school.”


  I’ve gotten used to introducing myself as one.


  “A high school student?! You must really like hiking if you came here all alone during your summer break.”


  The elderly lady stared at me in disbelief. I’m feeling even more embarrassed now.


  “I was dealing with some personal trouble, so I thought of taking in some nature in an attempt to find a solution…”


  “Personal trouble? What could a youngling like you be worrying about?”


  “There’s someone I have feelings for, but whenever I see him getting along with another girl, I’m filled with jealousy. That just makes me despise myself…”


  On a whim, I told that elderly lady about my concerns.


  “Ahahaha! That’s why you’ve been showing such a grim face? What a needless thing to worry about! Well, it’s very childish and cute, in a way.” The lady slapped me on the back and laughed blissfully unaware of my feelings.


  “I-I’m being serious…” I started sulking and kicked a small stone.


  Even so, the woman didn’t stop.


  “Right, right. Ah, I’m getting a call. Must be from the restaurant, so I have to get back now. I’m taking the cable car down the mountain, how about you join me?”


  “No thank you, I’ll walk down this mountain.”


  “Now that’s the energy I’d expect from a youngling like you! Anyway, thanks again for helping out.”


  “You’re welcome.”


  I waved my hand at her, beginning to descend the mountain. Not shortly after, she called out to me one last time.


  “Lady! Being jealous when it comes to love is perfectly normal. That just shows how serious you are, no? I’m cheering for you!” Her shoulders jolted up and down as she let out another roaring laughter.


  Serious, huh? I guess there was worth to be found in climbing this mountain today.


  *


  Shortly after, the second term began. Another seed of jealousy had been planted inside of me. Nanaya-kun mentioned an offline meeting with online friends from his middle school days. Thinking about it, there was a good chance that the older woman he always admired might be participating in that meeting. I only learned about this woman after we’ve both started working. He told me during a get-together at a bar. Before that, I had no idea such a woman existed. Why did I never spot any such existence despite always following after Nanaya-kun?


  It’s simple. It’s because I’ve never encountered her at our school. In other words, if a girl who’s older than Nanaya-kun participates in that offline meeting, she must be the person he has lingering feelings for. In other words, I can obstruct and stop their meeting—Or so I made up initial plans like the witch I am, but there’s no way I’d actually go that far. Plus, I want to confirm something.


  I want to see what I’m up against. I need to be prepared. And with that, the day of the offline meeting arrived. We reached the karaoke box in question and met the other participants. Two boys with one adorable girl greeted us. If what Nanaya-kun told me is true, then there shouldn’t be any more people joining us. In other words, the young girl who came trotting towards Nanaya-kun with a bright smile on her face is the biggest candidate to be suspicious of. I think she’s also the one who initially reached out to him…Nanaya-kun called her Maron-san.


  However, judging from her looks alone, she should either be the same age as me or even younger. A clear image of innocence was left in her impression. No, with girls our age, it’s hard to really pin down another person’s age. There’s a good chance she might just be older than me, and simply don’t look the part. I can’t let down my guard just yet. Either way, since all the members had gathered, the offline meeting began.


  My seat ended up next to the room’s phone, so I was tasked with ordering drinks for everyone. I’m feeling a bit tense. I guess I’m just nervous.


  “I’ll head to the toilet for a moment before the drinks get here,” I told Biwako and headed for the women’s toilet.


  I’m such a wicked woman. Oh yeah, I never even heard about Nanaya-kun having friends like this whenever we went drinking. I mean, Nanaya-kun has his own secrets…and there’s no way he would reveal everything to me, but I still can’t help feeling lonely.


  I mean, it makes sense, I’m just his superior, not his girlfriend. If anything, asking for any kind of information from him would make me seem like a stalker. I have to be more careful. I arrived at the women’s toilet and washed my hands to calm down my feelings.


  “Kamijou Touka-san…was it?”


  I looked into the mirror to see Maron-san standing next to me.


  “You know me?” I was a bit surprised but tried to respond calmly.


  Did we meet before? I think this should be our first meeting, at least.


  “Um, erm…you’re a famous person, after all. You’re from Amakusa South High, yes? I’m from the same district.”


  “I see, that explains things.”


  “Oh, no need to be overly polite. I’m still in middle school, so I’m the younger person.”


  Middle school?! She’s a lot younger than I thought! So that means…she can’t be the person Nanaya-kun admires?


  “I see. Which middle school?”


  “Nishi Middle School. Do you know that?”


  “Of course. It really is close, yes.”


  “Yes…and what a coincidence it is. Are you friends with Seven Knight-san?”


  Friends…Well, that’d be the most common question to ask.


  “Yes, we may be in different years, but we are friends.”


  “Since when?”


  “Erm…a few months now, I think?”


  If we’re going on the basis of our real age, we’ve known each other for more than five years now, but in terms of after the time leap, it’s barely been a few months at best. I guess I’ve been doing some good work after all?


  “I…”


  “Hm?”


  “I’ve been…Seven Knight-san’s friend for ages.”


  Oh yeah, I think Nanaya-kun started playing this online game back in middle school. That would mean they’ve known each other for at least two to three years.


  “I see, thanks for taking care of him.”


  As his superior, I’m glad that my clumsy subordinate has found himself such an adorable friend.


  “…You’re welcome. We, um, should head back, the others must be waiting for us.”


  “You’re right, let’s.”


  I wiped my hands with a handkerchief and returned back to the room with Maron-san.


  *


  Upon returning, we moved on with self-introductions. I sat at the same seat as before, crossing my arms as I was lost in thought. If Maron-san is younger than even Nanaya-kun, then I have no idea who his admired person could be. I glanced at his face and started thinking. I have absolutely no idea. Maybe it’s Biwako after all…? But looking at their relationship, I can’t see any romantic feelings. Are there any other candidates…?


  Oi, Nanaya, spit it out. Tell me any candidates. Tell me right now. Don’t look at me in shock and despair, and give me names. The names, Mason! What are they?! Damn it, you think you can get away from me with that cute face of yours? Well, I do like that about you, okay! Also, you talk about this person you deeply admire, yet you do something like that to me during the fireworks festival…Wait a second?


  Isn’t there…a small chance that I might be this person? No, no no no. Wait. But, that would make sense! We hugged each other, right?! And then we watched the fireworks together! So in other words…wouldn’t this mean we feel the same way? But hold on, his reaction on the first day of the new term was far too weak…it seemed like he didn’t feel anything at all. Or was that just…him trying to hide his embarrassment?


  Hey, what is it, Nanaya? I’m asking if you were embarrassed, you bastard! Man, I suddenly feel so angry. Normally I excel at work and everything else, but I’m utterly clueless when it comes to this. Maybe I should ask Biwako? Do we feel the same way, or am I just getting ahead of me? I can’t, I’m way too embarrassed to ask that.


  But still, coming this far, I think it’d be fair to say that I’m one of the candidates for this mysterious person…Then again, it’s Shimono Nanaya. I remember the days we were working together. He was terrified of me. He probably respected me and the position I had, but he was equally terrified of me as his superior. Would he really see me as a target of romantic interest?


  I don’t know. Since I never felt this way toward anybody but Nanaya-kun. That’s why I have no way of sampling for anybody else. I was completely lost on this problem when Biwako rammed her elbow into my side.


  “Touka, it’s your turn. What’re you spacing out for?”


  “Ah, oh, me, yeah?”


  “Lol.”


  We reached my turn without me even realizing it. Oh, Nanaya-kun’s turn already finished then? That was my chance to hear about his hobby…Well, whatever.


  “Once again, nice to meet you all, my name is Kamijou Touka. I’m a student at Amakusa South High like Shimono Nanaya-kun, but in my second year. I’m sorry for suddenly barging in on this party despite not being a member of your party. I hope we get along.”


  All right, all done. Let me continue thinking about this problem at hand.


  “Touka~! What about your hobbies? Read the mood, oi!”


  Huh? What’s that about, Biwako? I’m busy.


  “Err…do I really have to say that? So embarrassing…”


  “Why’re you embarrassed about your hobby? Out with it!”


  Curse this gal.


  “Ehm…Well…I like putting together my favorite love songs in a playlist? Getting that perfect mix together that symphonizes with my heart really gets me excited.”


  “Yuck, gross.”


  “Excuse me?! After urging me on, you have the nerve to act so disgustedly?!”


  “Anyway, Biwa’s next! Sakoji Biwako here, second year in high school. Hobbies are karaoke, or playing futsal.”


  “Don’t ignore me, Biwako!”


  So embarrassing! Damn it…Whatever. Clearing my quiz is a lot more important. But before that, I wanted to wash some oolong tea down my throat. Oh yeah, Maron-san ordered apple juice. Even her choice is cute. It’s so feminine. I looked over at her, and she seemed nervous that her turn was coming up. She held the cup with both her hands, sucking up the juice from her straw. Yeah, she’s so feminine.


  I found myself entranced, when Biwako’s turn ended, with Maron-san standing up. I stopped my thinking game for a moment, focussing on her self-introduction.


  “I was called Maron in-game, playing as a healer. My name is Ushiki Oguri.”


  Ushiki Oguri-san, huh? Even her name is cute. So adorable and feminine. I hope I can be friends with her. When I was still working, I was feared by all the new employees, and never had any proper friendships in my private life. When it comes to younger people, I’m absolutely hopeless, basically. However, I’ve grown. I’m not just the same old and strict superior Kamijou Touka as before. I finally got myself a cute junior with Nao-chan. I’m sure Ushiki-san and I will get along just fine.


  *


  “My preferred type of boy…No, my ideal partner…is a person like Shimono-senpai!”


  Hm? Huuuuuuuuh?! What?! The king’s game started, and us girls were forced to tell our favored type of guy. We were in the midst of that when this craziness happened. She’s supposed to be younger than Nanaya-kun, so she can’t be…But even so, there’s nothing unnatural about Ushiki-san having feelings for Nanaya-kun. There’s also no guarantee that Nanaya-kun won’t reciprocate those feelings. After all, actions influence feelings.


  In the end, I was thrown into even deeper confusion than when the day had begun.


  Chapter 4: Sweet Date Between the Superior, Subordinate, and Senior


  After the shocking bombshell of Oguri-chan at that offline meeting, I was completely lost on how to even respond, simply staring at her in disbelief, my mouth wide open like a fish waiting to be fed. Can you blame me? Something like this never happened during the previous offline meeting eleven years ago. Usually, you’d use your knowledge of your time before the time leap to your advantage, but how am I supposed to deal with an event that didn’t happen before? I feel like I’m on my NG+ playthrough but somebody else played my first one.


  However, thanks to my new ally Biwako-senpai, with a skilled ‘Oh wow, Nananosuke’s so popular! You’re the mixer master!’ comment, she managed to defuse the stiff atmosphere and situation. In the end, we concluded the king’s game there, had fun with some karaoke, and eventually disbanded. The offline meeting ended safely, but my heart was racing the entire time.


  I was terrified of what was about to come. Will I be able to avoid Oguri-chan’s confession this time around? Eventually, the new week arrived, and preparations for the cultural festival began at our Amakusa South High. As in every other class, we from 1-7 were staying after classes, working hard in our classroom.


  “Nanaya~! Chief’s class is doing a haunted house!”


  “Pretty meta, all right. Well, she’d probably say something like ‘What’s wrong with meta?’, so I take it.”


  But of course, I knew about it before. Her class did the same thing eleven years ago. And, I heard rumors that she’d be dressing up as a witch, so I went there without hesitation. However, another senior ended up dressed as a witch, and I was never allowed to see the chief cosplay. I guess I missed the timing. My fault was that I didn’t have the exact shifts of her class down.


  “I’ll get my revenge this year! I’m not letting this go to waste!”


  “What are you blabbering about, Nanaya? Get to work.” Nao complained, handing me a hammer.


  On a side note, our class is doing a maid cafe. We’re doing plenty of cliché events, so I’m really not one to talk. During this time, maid cafes are super popular in anime, so that makes sense. Three classes are doing maid cafes just among the first years. How are we supposed to sell something? Right now, Nao and I are working on the billboard in front of the class.


  “Are you still working part-time at that cafe, Nao?”


  “Yep. Salary’s great, after all. But that place is pretty chill, so I always wanted to experience a genuine maid cafe like this.” She showed me a peace sign.


  Just as she said, that place seemed rather frequented by adults, on the complete opposite of the spectrum in comparison to a cultural festival maid cafe.


  “Oh yeah, we have this huge tree in front of our main entrance at school, right?”


  “Yeah?”


  “There’s a legend that, if you confess there on the day of the cultural festival at 5 pm, the couple will stay together forever, remember?”


  “W-Well…I heard about it, I think.”


  Of course I know about it. After all, I was confessed to by Oguri-chan beneath that tree at the very cultural festival eleven years ago.


  “Why don’t you confess to the chief, Nanaya?”


  “Are you stupid? We’d be getting an endless amount of onlookers.”


  I’m speaking as someone who’s experienced this before.


  “Well, it doesn’t seem like many people will be confessing that day.”


  “Well, duh.”


  It takes a lot of courage to confess.


  “Nanaya, I’m feeling a bit tired, how about we get some juice?”


  “Hm? Yeah, sure?”


  She just handed me the hammer and now she wants to immediately take a rest? What a free person she is. We both left the classroom, heading over to the front entrance. Since the vending machines were located outside, we had to change into our outdoor shoes, which is a bit of a pain. After we got there, I put in a 100 yen coin.


  “Try the mystery zone.”


  “Hell no, I don’t want some gross drink being thrown at me.”


  “But Chief scored the mixed juice before, right?”


  “She’s different. She’s born under a special star.”


  “Haha, now that you mention it.”


  The chance of getting the mixed juice is like a thousand to one. Yet the chief scored it after one try. I think she’s got some cheats from the Goddess watching her. She’s definitely not born equal. While cursing my own misfortune, I clicked the button on the black coffee.


  “Coffee again? You’ve changed into some old man lately, Nanaya.”


  “O-Oh shut up. Boys become men in high school, that’s just how it is.”


  “Girls grow up too, you know.” Nao said and pushed up her giant two melons.


  Since she had several buttons of her shirt wide open, her cleavage was visible clear as day.


  “Stop that! You’re making me stare!”


  “Totally on purpose! Are you getting horny because of your childhood friend’s boobs?”


  “Like hell I would!”


  Or so I said, but I couldn’t pull my eyes away. Get it together, my conscience.


  “For crying out loud, when did you grow up so much?”


  “I worked hard to make these babies grow so much.”


  “Is that really something you work towards?”


  “Of course~ Well, Mom’s about just as big, so it’s probably in our DMM.”


  “You mean DNA!”


  “Oh yeah, DMM sells lewd games.”


  “FANZA took over for that!”


  “Really? You’re awfully knowledgeable, Nanaya. Closet pervert.”


  “Zip it! I’m not some closet pervert!”


  Also, FANZA isn’t a thing yet! Nao was totally right and I’m a closet pervert!


  “Hm? Hold on a second.”


  “What is it now? I’m exhausted.”


  “I knew it!”


  Nao ignored my words and suddenly ran towards the school gate. I sighed in disbelief at my hyperactive childhood friend, and opened the can of coffee. Shortly after, I heard Nao’s stuff reaching all the way to where I was standing.


  “It’s OguOgu! Been a while, what brings you here?”


  Man, she’s got some crazy volume in her voice. She’s at least ten meters away, and yet her voice is crystal clear. I wonder, is somebody hiding next to the school gate? When Nao stretched out her hand, a white arm appeared, followed by a girl with a bob cut. While pulling this girl along, Nao jogged back to me. In doing so, I could clearly figure out who the other girl was. At the same time, my heart started racing. By the time they stopped in front of the vending machine, my heart was about to explode, and a heavy amount of sweat built on my forehead. With a bright grin, Nao talked to the girl.


  “OguOgu, let me buy you some juice! There’s so much here.”


  “Y-You don’t have to, Nao-senpai.”


  “No need to be polite. Man, you’re so cute as always.”


  “B-But…” The girl said and glanced at me. “Eeep! Sh-Shimono-senpai?!”


  Her eyes opened wide in shock, her face beet red. Why…why are you here—Ushiki Oguri.


  *


  “Huh? You two know each other?”


  We sat on the concrete stairs continuing from the school building to the schoolyard, sipping on the juice we three bought. Next to me sat Nao, with Oguri-chan beside her. I have just two questions. First, why in the world is Ushiki Oguri-chan here? Second, I want to throw the exact same question back at Nao—These two know each other?


  I don’t remember that being the case eleven years ago…Is this also the butterfly effect at work? No, I may have just not known about it. I may have just not been around while these two met each other, and finding out the truth now is also impossible. Either way, what kind of common point do these two have?


  “Shimono-senpai and I played the same online game, so that’s why…”


  As I was lost in thought, Oguri-chan went ahead to answer Nao’s question.


  “Oh yeah, you talked about this game back in middle school.”


  “I was playing the game solo when Shimono-senpai invited me to his party. He taught me everything I needed to know with such kindness, I really started enjoying playing the game.”


  “Such a gentleman, Nanaya!” Nao grinned at me.


  “Yeah, yeah, sorry that I could only be a gentleman online.”


  “Th-That’s not true! Both online and offline, you’re very nice and cool!”


  “T-Thanks…”


  Since Oguri-chan praised me with such zeal, I found myself blushing. Whether it was the offline meeting before, or now…compared to eleven years ago, she’s a lot more assertive.


  “By the way, why did you come here, OguOgu?”


  “Ah, about that. Um…” Oguri-chan embraced her knees, fidgeting.


  I felt a severe case of deja-vu and immediately understood why. This is about my life’s first date. Namely, when Oguri-chan invited me to the Tokyo Tower, she also came to my school and asked me in the same fashion. Last time, she asked me out on the date two weeks after the offline meeting, but if she’s more assertive this time around, it wouldn’t be weird for her to ask me now. However, if I agreed to this date, there’s absolutely no doubt that Oguri-chan would confess to me at some point, namely during the school festival.


  What to do about this? I thought this was still further in the future, I didn’t come up with any good reason to reject her.


  “Um, Shimono-senpai, if you’re okay with it, could we go to the Tokyo Tower…”


  The words I dreaded came out of Oguri-chan’s mouth, right as I heard the sound of a motorbike revving up. We all looked towards the source of the voice when we spotted a gal with large twintails on a scooter. Oh yeah, she said she’s traveling to school with that.


  “Oh, it’s Biwako-chan! Heeey!” Nao waved her hand as she called out to the girl.


  Hey now, my dear childhood friend, could you not? If Biwako-senpai joins us here, everything will go off the rails so quickly. But as expected, Biwako-senpai spotted us, drove towards us with her bike, and stopped.


  “Oiii, Naopon!”


  “Yaaay, Biwako-chan!”


  They shared a fist bump. What are you, some rapper?


  “Oiii, Nananosuke!”


  Huh?! Me too?! Hell no!


  “Heeey, Nananosuke!”


  She’s not giving up until I join in, huh. So persistent.


  “O-Oiii~”


  I saw no other option and gave her a fist bump.


  “Oiii…Wait, who are you? Oh yeah, the shortie! What was your name, again?”


  Biwako-senpai went with the flow and tried to greet Oguri-chan, but staggered. Oguri-chan was just as baffled at Biwako-senpai’s appearance.


  “That’s OguOgu, Biwako-chan.”


  “Oh, OguOgu!”


  No, she most definitely is not OguOgu.


  “You also know her, Biwako-chan? Wooow!” Nao rubbed Oguri-chan’s head.


  “N-Nao-senpai, this is embarrassing.”


  “You’re so adorbs, OguOgu!”


  Nao showed a teasing grin, ruffling up Oguri-chan’s beautiful bob cut.


  “Anyway, what are you three doing here anyway?”


  “Err, I think OguOgu wanted something from Nanaya. Something about the Tokyo Tower?”


  “N-Nao-senpai, you don’t have to repeat that!”


  Hearing this, Biwako-senpai started grinning.


  “Ahhh, so that’s it! OguOgu, you must have wanted to invite Nananosuke on a Tokyo Tower date, right?”


  She managed to hit the nail on the head. As expected of Biwako-senpai, she’s so sharp at times.


  “That’s…um…!”


  “Oh yeah, you said that Nananosuke was your type, Biwa remembers!”


  “Wait, seriously?! What would you even like about that guy, OguOgu?!”


  Hey, now you’re really overstepping your boundaries!


  “You’re wrong! Well, not really, but…Urk…”


  This time, Oguri-chan looked close to breaking out in tears. A high school student shouldn’t be bullying a junior! Or so I’d like to say, but I can’t find any room to break between them.


  “You say that because you’re childhood friends, but Biwa likes him. He’s a good guy.”


  Hold on, Biwako-senpai felt that way? Oh man, that’s a bit embarrassing.


  “Wait, seriously?”


  Don’t act so shocked. At least agree with her. You’re really hurting me.


  “However, OguOgu, it’s a bit too early to invite him to a Tokyo Tower date. He may be your type, but there’s no guarantee that he’d be the best possible boyfriend, my dear middle school student. Time flies! Your middle school and high school days end faster than you could imagine! It’s a waste to push all your time towards a single and weird guy.”


  “Didn’t you just call me a good guy, Biwako-senpai? Now you refer to me as weird. Or is that just my imagination?”


  “Us girls are talking right now, so could you be quiet, Nananosuke?”


  “…Sorry.”


  So unreasonable!


  “Shimono-senpai isn’t a weird guy!”


  Oguri-chan is so nice!


  “Yeah, yeah. But still, OguOgu, you only met him in person the other day, right?”


  “T-That’s! …That may be true, but we’ve been chatting much longer than that.”


  “What if Nananosuke turned out to be a girl acting as a guy online?”


  “……”


  “Right? People talk with each other, spend time with each other, go oi oi, and then a true heart & soul.”


  What does heart & soul even mean? I don’t even know what that means, but the fact that I understand what she means annoys me even more. As I thought, she’s as good a talker as the chief. She brings the conversation in her direction.


  “That…that doesn’t have anything to do with Sakonji-senpai.”


  “Hey now, don’t go tsundere on Biwa, OguOgu. Biwa thought we were closer than that, oiii!”


  Hey now, you had your first meeting with Oguri-chan last time as well. And you even forgot her name.


  “What are you trying to say, Sakonji-senpai? I don’t understand what you’re trying to do here.”


  Exactly! I’m just as lost. But at the very least, I could avoid the whole Tokyo Tower date dilemma, so although I feel bad for Oguri-chan, this is the best possible outcome for me. Sorry, Oguri-chan. And do your best, Biwako-senpai.


  “If anything, what’s so fun about going to someplace that’s high up? So boring. Doesn’t feel like a place youngsters would head to.”


  “Wha?! I-I’m still plenty young, I’ll have you know! Also, what other place would you recommend then, Sakonji-senpai?!”


  “The amusement park, of course!”


  “A-Amusement park…?”


  “Exactly! And for starters, forget about going just as the two of you! Let’s all go together instead! Then you’ll see if Nananosuke’s a worthy guy for you!”


  Well, I’d rather us be in a big group than just the two of us, that’s for sure. And it feels more natural too…But doesn’t she just want to go to the amusement park herself?


  “B-But…” Oguri-chan was clearly hesitant.


  “The amusement park does sound nice, OguOgu! I’d be worried if I let you go on a date with just Nanaya!”


  Making it sound like I’m some registered sex offender…I’m the one being invited here, remember?


  “…If you say so, Nao-senpai…”


  Before I could even say anything however, Biwako-senpai immediately stole the show from me.


  “All right! Then let’s make plans immediately! I can’t wait!”


  Yep, she just wanted to go herself, I knew it.


  *


  That week’s Saturday, we gathered in front of the train station so we could all head over to the amusement park. As you’d expect from Biwako-senpai, her ability to put a plan together was astonishing, to say the least. We may have gathered in front of the train station, but rather than using a train, we went by car instead. This very car was a silver minivan, stopping in front of us. The driver is also our guardian for the day, Yuito-san, and the chief sitting next to him.


  “Sorry for the wait.” The chief opened the window and greeted us.


  The people waiting were Biwako-senpai, Nao, Oguri-chan, and I. Oguri-chan seemed more than bothered at the chief’s arrival, pouting.


  “Why are you here too, Kamijou-senpai?”


  Yeah, the chief might be somewhat of a stranger in the eyes of Oguri-chan. Especially in comparison to me, Mr. Average. However, since Biwako-senpai was the person behind the entire planning, I expected the chief to be here from the very start. Knowing this gal and her fancy of Kamijou Touka, there’s no way she wouldn’t invite her to this event.


  “I’m sorry, Ushiki-san…First the offline meeting, now this.” The chief gave Oguri-chan an apologetic gaze.


  Interlocking gazes with such beauty like the chief, Oguri-chan must have felt bashful and immediately looked away, whispering with a faint voice.


  “No, um, I’m sorry. It’s not that I didn’t want you to be here. I’m sorry if I sounded rude.”


  As I thought, Oguri-chan and I really are from the same social standing. The instantaneous decision to apologize for anything that may sound rude…Yeah, I bet Oguri-chan would be a great employee.


  “Don’t be so selfish and let’s go, OguOgu. The same goes for the other two, oiii!”


  I’m shocked Biwako-senpai can be so nonchalant towards all the problems she creates. However, complaining about it now won’t do us any good, so we simply boarded the car as Biwako-senpai ordered. We were heading to a famous theme park here in this prefecture. After we made it to the highway, I called out to Yuito-san from behind him.


  “Is this your car, Yuito-san?”


  “Yep, bought it recently.”


  “Oh wow, that explains why it smells like a new car.”


  If anything, it’s amazing a university student could afford this. That’s Yuito-san for you.


  “Once I get my driver’s license, I’ll be using it as well.” The chief said next to Yuito-san.


  “Ahaha. I don’t mind, but don’t ruin it, okay?”


  “Huuuh? I’m a good driver, okay?”


  “You talk like you’ve driven a car before. No driving without a license, okay?”


  “Ah, I mean, I was talking in a game, okay!”


  She forgot that she’s a high school student again. This is why Yuito-san will get on your tracks eventually.


  “Also, also, Touka? Your older brother’s such a hottie. I can totally see you two being related.”


  Biwako-senpai, who sat next to me, placed her hand on my shoulder, participating in the conversation together with Nao.


  “Oh yeah, I bet you must be popular.”


  “Just Yuito is fine. And thanks for the compliment, ladies.”


  Yuito-san showed a wink through the mirror above his head. Man, I wish I was as skilled as him.


  “Just what would you like about this guy?” Ms. Little Sister threw in a harsh comment.


  “Lol. Well, he may be handsome, but I’m not into older guys, so don’t you worry, Touka.”


  “Oh really? You know, I’d be totally fine with someone like Yuito-kun.”


  “Nao-chan, don’t give him any weird ideas!”


  Out of everybody in the car, Oguri-chan, who was sitting next to Nao, was the only one with her face down, her face looking awfully pale.


  “Are you okay, Oguri-chan? Are you feeling sick?” I called out to her, to which she immediately raised her head.


  “Ah, no! I’m totally fine…I was just admiring how communicative everyone here is…I found myself a bit depressed that I couldn’t participate at all.”


  Hearing this, Nao rubbed her cheeks against Oguri-chan’s.


  “Come on, OguOgu, no need to be so depressed about it! You’re like our adorable mascot!”


  “Um, Nao-senpai, you’re tickling me.” Oguri-chan twisted and turned her body in agony at Nao’s assault.


  Biwako-senpai saw this and burst out laughing, whereas the chief showed a concerned look. Despite all the circumstances going on, it was an enjoyable drive. After around two hours on the highway, we reached the amusement park at roughly 10 am. The car stopped at the parking lot, and we headed for the entrance. Reaching the gate, Biwako-senpai handed out the one-day passes she bought previously.


  “To make sure you’re not losing them, Biwa went ahead and got some pass holders too, so use that~,” She said, handing us the holders that hang down from our necks.


  Once again, that’s very much like Biwako-senpai.


  “Chief, when was the last time you went to an amusement park? I haven’t been since university.”


  While we passed through the gate, I whispered toward the chief who stood behind me.


  “Hmm, I did go once when I was in grade school.”


  “Wha, seriously?!”


  “Shhh! Don’t scream like that, Nanaya-kun.”


  I guess an amusement park is too childish for someone like the chief? Then again, she seemed to have a lot of fun when we went to the water park last summer.


  “Ah…”


  “What?” The chief asked.


  I remember now.


  “Chief, you’re bad with rollercoasters and stuff like that, right?”


  “Huuuh?”


  “Nevermind! Forget I said anything!”


  However, most of the attractions here are of that sort. I mean, some are more of the calm type like shopping and the like, but most people come here for the rollercoasters. As soon as we made it through the gate, we heard the rattling sound of a coaster near us, followed by screams of joy. Biwako-senpai saw this, brimming with excitement.


  “Biwa wants to ride that first!” She said and jumped.


  Of course, everybody else agreed, and we lined up at the entrance of the roller coaster. It’s about what I expected. Looking at the board at the beginning of the line, it said ‘Japan’s highest coaster!’, which certainly didn’t help. We walked up the hilly road, reaching the end of the line. Since it was still quite a ways away from the coaster, it’ll probably take a long time. Will the chief be okay? I was worried and turned around. Her face was pale as could be.


  “Chief?!”


  “W-What?”


  “Are you okay?!”


  “I-I-I’m totally fine. I won’t be killed by some rollercoaster!”


  The second she connects death to a rollercoaster, she’s clearly terrified! The others were clearly looking forward to this, and she reminded me of a young girl terrified during a school trip. Maybe we should just quit here? Then again, there were already several other people lining up behind us, so getting back to the end of the line would prove difficult. Well, she got what she wanted, I guess. This is what happens when you try to act tough. Sometimes even the chief contradicts herself…but if I say anything, I’ll eat shit for it.


  And while thinking about this and that, the line moved forward until it was finally our turn.


  “Let’s ride together, Yuito-kun!” Nao pushed Yuito-san’s back, heading for the roller coaster.


  She sure is acting clingy towards Yuito-san all of a sudden. Just to let you know, but he’s mine, okay! I won’t hand him over to some big-breasted girl! As I was feeling jealous, glaring at Nao, Oguri-chan appeared next to me.


  “U-Um…Shimono-senpai, if you’d like, could we…”


  “Oiii, OguOgu! Let’s ride together!”


  “Ah, hey! Sakonji-senpai, I want to ride with…Ahhh!”


  Before Oguri-chan could even finish her words, Biwako-senpai dragged her along. I’m sorry, Oguri-chan, it seems like she’s really interested in you. I just pray you don’t turn into a girl by her influence. Anyway, that just leaves the chief and me.


  “All right, let’s hop on, Chief.”


  “Don’t wanna.”


  “Excuse me?”


  “Don’t wanna, don’t wanna, don’t wanna! I don’t wanna ride this! I’m scared!”


  “You play tough, yet now you’re breaking down!”


  “I didn’t think it’d be this high up! No! I’m scared! Let me go!”


  “I told you before that this is Japan’s highest rollercoaster!”


  “No idea! I don’t remember that!”


  “You really are just…”


  With the roller coaster in front of her, she only now realizes how scared she is. It’s rare to see the chief being selfish after always showing rationality. However, the other visitors already started boarding the coaster. If we take our time here, the employees will warn us. Seeing no other option, I pulled the chief towards the rollercoaster, and we both sat down.


  “Waaah! Power harassment! Sexual harassment! Rollercoaster harassment!”


  “Since when was rollercoaster harassment a thing?! Anyway, down with the machine belt! If you’re not careful, you’ll fall off!”


  “Nooo, I’m scared!” The chief cried genuine tears as she pushed down the machine belt.


  Immediately after, Biwako-senpai turned around towards us and started grinning.


  “You that scared, Touka? You’re such a kiddie!”


  Of course, she had to fan the chief on even more. Read the mood, won’t you?!


  “Huuuh?! I’m not scared at all!”


  She’s still trying to act strong?! What can you even gain from that?!


  ‘The ride will now begin.’


  As we were causing a ruckus, the safety belts were all put on us, and the employee commented. CLUNK, CLUNK, CLUNK. The wagon started moving forward, with the roller coaster going up the hill. Out of the blue, the chief tightly grasped my hand. My heart skipped and I looked at the chief. She showed me a calming smile and said the following…


  “Nanaya-kun…it was nice knowing you.”


  “This isn’t the final scene before the climax of a romance movie, so don’t talk like some tragic heroine!”


  And thus, the rollercoaster descended.


  *


  “That was the best, ever! Right, Nananosuke?”


  “It was amazing! The double-loop was hella fun! Right, Oguri-chan?”


  “Exactly! I might get addicted to this rollercoaster! What do you think, Nao-senpai?!”


  “It was great! My boobs flew all over the place!”


  “Yep, Biwa could see that from behind you, Naopon!”


  “You’re so lewd, Biwako-chan!”


  “Hahahaha!”


  The rollercoaster ride ended and we finally returned to solid ground.


  “Now I’m looking forward to the other attractions around here, Shimono-senpai! Especially the one where your legs dangle!”


  “Ah, Biwa was interested in that as well.”


  “Biwako-senpai, according to my research, that attraction is considered Japan’s scariest.”


  “Oiii, Nananosuke! Are you underestimating me? Biwa’s scared of nothin’!” She said, punching my shoulder.


  Behind us walked Yuito-san, watching over us as he carried his little sister on his back.


  “Hey, hey, Chief, you okay?” Nao seemed worried as she took a peek at the chief’s face.


  “Touka’s always been bad with roller coasters and other related adrenaline stuff. She could have just waited for us, but you know…” Yuito-san delivered an explanation, when…


  “I’m not bad with it…I’m not forcing myself…” The chief said with a voice about to vanish.


  Even playing strong now, I once again have to praise her.


  “Anyway, where should we go next?” Yuito-san must be used to this kind of manner and wholeheartedly ignored his little sister’s voice.


  I definitely can’t force her through another rollercoaster ride, that’s for sure. An attraction that would allow everybody to have fun would be…


  “Why not a haunted house? The one here is famous, too.” I said while looking through the pamphlet.


  “Oh yeah, I saw that on TV. They apparently have some great variety.”


  Yuito-san agreed to my proposition. Looking at the chief on his back, her expression lightened up a lot more. She’s probably a lot better with scares than roller coasters.


  “Guess it’s decided, then.”


  “O-Oh, Nananosuke, you’re such a child if you want to go to a haunted house. B-Biwa’s an adult, so she’s totes fine!”


  Biwako-senpai said out of the blue. I was surprised and looked at her expression when I saw her…snow white! I’m having such a deja-vu right now! Don’t tell me…


  “W-Well, Biwa’s not scared at all! So if you’re all so adamant on it…Biwa doesn’t mind tagging you along. Not like Biwa would rather go somewhere else?”


  This time it’s you?! The hell is going on?! First my beautiful superior is scared of rollercoasters, then the charismatic gal everyone admires is bad with horror? You two are like sisters! What kind of gap certain-kill attack is that! And I hate myself for thinking of that as cute!


  “What should we do? If you’re scared of going through a haunted house, we can just go elsewhere.”

“Huuuh? Biwa isn’t scared of some haunted house. She just said she was fine tagging along. You have a death wish, Nananosuke?”


  She’s…she’s just as thick-headed as the chief!


  “If you’re okay with it, then I don’t mind. But are you really sure? You don’t want to end up the same way as the chief, right?”


  “Leave me out of this!”


  Even if you shake your legs up and down, Chief, your words have absolutely no credibility behind them.


  “See, Biwako-senpai? You don’t want to end up like her, do you?”


  “Shut up. So persistent. Annoying. Let’s go. Biwa’s fine. Not scared at all!” She kicked my shin with her thick boots over and over at every single word.


  She’s incorrigible.


  “Okay, I get it already!”


  For crying out loud, these two seniors are nothing but trouble. And with that out of the way, our next destination was decided to be the ‘Bizarre Terror Horror House.’


  *


  The ‘Bizarre Terror Horror House’ used a regular hospital as its stage and main atmosphere. It’s a type of interactive horror where you have to clear various missions and aim for the goal. It’s basically a horror house combined with an escape room idea, and the number of people clearing it runs at about 30%. They had several emergency exits on the way, which allowed even people who are bad with horror to experience it.


  This attraction is the second most popular after the rollercoaster, so after lining up for about 40 minutes, we finally reached the beginning.


  “Biwako, if you get too scared, you can always leave mid-way, you know?”


  “Biwa ain’t scared at all! There’s no way she’d quit mid-way.”


  Her voice is shaking like crazy. And she’s been clinging to the chief’s arm for a hot minute now. After the group before us set out, the employee came to us and gave us a brief explanation. Apparently, you have to move in groups of two to three people, as this was the best number for the riddles.


  In front of the main entrance, I looked up at the building. It perfectly replicated a hospital ward of the near future. As the setting, a treatment AI went rampant, turning patients into experiments and creating grotesque lifeforms. And you are tasked to find out what is going on inside the hospital—that’s the premise of what we were told. We’re pretty much investigators.


  In terms of concept, it’s less of a Japanese-themed horror house, rather a Western-styled monster house. There’s bound to be zombies inside there, I’m sure. Who in their right mind would investigate that? At least give us a knife for beginner’s equipment.


  “How do we handle the groups?” Yuito-san asked after the employee finished the explanations.


  “Rock, paper, scissors?”


  “Sounds good.”


  And the results were as follows. The first group consisted of the chief, Oguri-chan, and I. The second group was composed of Yuito-san, Nao, and Biwako-senpai. In terms of boy-girl ratio, that’s a nice split.


  “N-Naopon, you can walk ahead of Biwa just this once.”


  “Leave it to me! I’ll protect you with my boob barrier!”


  What the heck is a boob barrier? Your breasts are sounding more omnipotent by the day. Well, they got Yuito-san with them, so it should be fine. As for the group I’m in…this is one hell of a complicated match-up, for sure. One of them is the girl I’d like to show off how reliable I can be…


  “An escape room…We’ll clear this at high-speed,” said the chief, showing no signs of being scared.


  At the same time, the other is the girl that blindly relies on me…


  “Sh-Shimono-senpai, please don’t leave me behind…” said Oguri-chan, evidently scared.


  If I disregarded her now, casting her aside, she’d definitely fall out of love and never confess to me, but I can’t bring myself to act this cruel.


  “Yeah, don’t worry. We’ll take our time, Oguri-chan.”


  “Okay…! Thank you very much. I always knew you were a kind person.”


  Please don’t look at me with such puppy eyes…


  “Ah!”


  I felt a sharp killing intent behind me and turned around. Why is she chief glaring at me?! And then she kicked some small pebble on the ground.


  “Nanaya-kun, Touka is scared, too…”


  “Weren’t you brimming with motivation not even a minute ago?”


  WHAM! She now proceeded to kick my leg instead of the pebble.


  “Ouch! That hurt!”


  “Hmph! You’re not going to say something like ‘I’m with you, everything will be okay’?!”


  “Do not worry, as I am currently with you.” I spoke in a monotonous tone.


  Of course, she kicked me again. Can you blame me? She’s not scared at all, so saying that is more embarrassing than anything! While we were having this banter, the employee signaled us that we could head inside.


  “Wah, this is a lot darker than I thought. Best be careful where you step.”


  “Yes, thank you very much, Kamijou-senpai.”


  See how reliable she is. What do you mean you’re scared? We moved through the darkness when we reached the operating room in front of us. I guess this is the first place the event is going to happen. The entrance was illuminated with an eerie green color, giving even someone like me, who’s accustomed to horror, some chills.


  “Seems like we have to solve a riddle here.” The chief didn’t hesitate much and just slammed the door open.


  At the same time, Oguri-chan twitched in shock at the sound of that. We followed the chief, entering the room. The inside was equipped with one big operating table. The second Oguri-chan closed the door, loud sirens started blaring together with red lights blinking.


  “Eeep!”


  Oguri-chan tried to open the door again, but it was locked. Immediately after, a zombie came crawling toward us from the corner of the room.


  “Gaaah!” “Kyaaaaaaaaaaaaaa!”


  Both me and Oguri-chan screamed at the same time. This is a lot more terrifying than I thought!


  “Must have been set up to automatically lock. Ah, there’s a puzzle on the display. This is easy.” The chief started fidgeting with the display like it was some phone game.


  Ten seconds later, a ringing sound reached us. GACHAN!


  “Waaah!” “Nooooo!”


  Me and Oguri-chan screamed once more.


  “It opened. Let’s go.”


  That was the sound of the lock undoing?! Also, how in the hell can she remain this calm? But the chief showed no signs of stopping for us, opening the door, and left the room. We were left behind, running away from the zombie that was closing in on us. After leaving the room, we ran into a blue-lit room.


  “Ugh…I’m scared…Shimono-senpai…”


  Oguri-chan moved in closer to me, letting out a quivering voice.


  “S-Sorry, Oguri-chan, I think I’m pretty scared, too…”


  Contrary to us, the chief’s back was straight as she walked on head. My, what a beautiful posture she has. Chief realized that she was leaving us behind, twirled on the spot, and returned to us with the blue light at her back. Hold on, she’s not supposed to be scaring us, right?!


  “Nanaya-kun.”


  “Y-Yes…!”


  “Touka is scared too, so…let’s go together?”


  She has the nerve to say that after stomping ahead of us?! But the way she said ‘Let’s go together’ really rustled up my jimmies. If anything, I’m the one who wants to go together. If I have someone as reliable as the chief with me, there’s nothing I’m scared of.


  
    
      
        
      

    
  


  “Um, Chief, it pains me to say this as the man in this scenario, but please stay close to me, okay?”


  “Huh?! Y-Yeah, I won’t!”


  Thank god. As I thought, a mature older sister-type is the best. I feel so at peace. However, will my heart be able to handle the next three areas?


  *


  “Finally done~!”


  We passed through the goal, reaching the outside world after several minutes. My weakened heart was filled with light. Ahh, serotonin is the best.


  “The sun smiles upon me…” Oguri-chan looked up at the sky with vacant eyes.


  Her bangs were glued to her forehead because of her sweat.


  “Since all of the riddles were just simple puzzles, we managed to get out quicker than expected!”


  Only the chief seemed to be perfectly fine after this entire ordeal. It’s almost like she did a solo tour while showing us around. After waiting for a while, we heard screams from the exit.


  “Gyaaaah! No more! Wait for Biwa, Naopon!”


  “Ahaha, don’t pull on my clothes, Biwako-chan! Oh, the exit’s there! We did it!”


  “Seriously?! Heck yeah! Let’s hurry on out!”


  Biwako-senpai and Nao were clinging to each other’s arms as they appeared from the exit. Yuito-san followed them, seeming semi-exhausted, semi in disbelief. Spotting this group, Touka jogged toward them.


  “You managed to clear it without retiring? Well done, Biwako!”


  “Biwa was so scared, Touka~!”


  It seems like Biwako-senpai reached her limit of acting tough. She jumped right into the chief’s arms, rubbing her head against her chest. I’m so jealous of that sigh. I want to be spoiled by the chief.


  “Chieeef! I was scared, too!”


  “There, there, it’s all good now, Nao-chan.”


  Nao also joined in. Let me say this again, I’m so friggin ‘jealous. Also, what about the boob barrier? And the second you stepped out of that haunted house, you were totally fine, no? I took a sneak peek at Nao’s face and found her grinning. She’s lying so that she gets spoiled by the chief.


  “Since it’s noon already, how about we have lunch?” Yuito-san commented as he looked at his wristwatch.


  Already this late, huh? We went through two popular attractions already, so I guess we deserve a break. We all gathered together, checking out the restaurants in the pamphlet.


  “Biwa wants to eat something sweet.”


  “Indeed, I’d like to supplement myself with some sugar…” Oguri-chan commented.


  “Ohh, you’re agreeing with Biwa, OguOgu?”


  “N-Not for your sake.”


  “Why’re you so flustered now? Lol.”


  “I’m not flustered.”


  As these two were happy-go-lucky interlocking arms, we other members spotted the food corner, moving there.


  *


  The food corner was a lot larger than I had anticipated. With many tables to offer, it was even built on two floors. We each ordered something we wanted to eat, gathering at a large table. I went with this park’s special and popular big burger set. Wrapped between two buns, the meaty hamburger looked mouth-watering. The chief went with the same menu as me. Nao and Yuito-san chose ramen, whereas Biwako-senpai and Oguri-chan ordered pancakes.


  “Nanaya-kun, can you grab me the spice mix?” The chief said, sitting next to me.


  “Even on your hamburger?!”


  “They have it here, so why not?”


  I mean, I can see the seven spices mix inside the basket for spices, but that’s for soba or udon, I bet.


  “Also, I’m not putting it on. I’m inserting it.” She said, removing the top bun, and directly sprinkling it on the hamburger.


  “That…isn’t the problem here.”


  The teriyaki sauce of the burger slowly turned red. But actually, this might still be pretty delicious.


  “Um…Chief, could I also try it?”


  “Hm? Did I hear you right? You’d like to try the spice mix?”


  Why are you grinning like that…You can see that I’m just waiting for it.


  “…Yes, please.”


  “You spoiled child.” The chief whispered into my ear as she put the mix onto my own teriyaki sauce.


  Why does this feel so lewd?! When did she learn such an indecent move? Then again, this is still seven spices, so it’s nothing of that sort.


  “So what should we do in the afternoon? If Touka can’t handle screamers like rollercoasters, we’re pretty much limited on where we can go.” Biwako-senpai said, sitting across from me.


  “I’m not bad with it or anything? I just feel like that one ride was more than enough. You guys don’t have to worry about me, though.”


  “Yes, yes, you’re just acting tough.”


  “A-Am not! But, we also have to avoid any horror stuff, otherwise you might just collapse again, Biwako! You were crying like a little puppy, yeah?”


  “Huuuh? Biwa’s not scared at all! She absolutely slaughtered that zombie that came crawling at her! Right, Naopon?”


  Don’t kill poor Staff-san, okay. Also, isn’t the idea of a zombie that you can’t kill them?


  “Yep! Biwako-chan obliterated it with her grenade launcher!”


  What an awful way to play along. Don’t use a grenade launcher in such an enclosed space. Anyway, I should probably give my own comment.


  “I’d like to check the souvenir corner, so could you come with me later, Chief?”


  “Huh?!”


  “We were talking about Japan’s craziest roller coaster, and you definitely can’t deal with that, right?”


  “W-What’s that supposed to mean? W-Well, I also wanted to check the souvenirs, so I don’t mind going with you.”


  “Yes, yes, I’d be happy if you would.”


  If she were to ride that, she’d definitely pass out. Yuito-san must have guessed what I was trying to do, speaking up by himself.


  “Then me and the others will check out the rollercoaster.


  “Wooo! I can’t wait! Let’s go, OguOgu!” Nao grabbed Oguri-chan, who showed how flustered she was.


  “Um, I also want to check out the souvenirs…”


  “Hey now, OguOgu, let’s have a contest on who screams less!”


  “No, I’d like to go with them to the souvenirs…”


  “Good idea, Biwako-chan! I’m in on that! The loser has to buy the winners some ice cream!”


  “Actually, I want to…”


  “Biwa’s not going to lose against you two!”


  “Excuse me…”


  “Now you said it! Let’s go right away, Yuito-san! You too, OguOgu!”


  “Gaaaaaaah!”


  The young girl was dragged away by the group of normies. Yuito-san chased after them while giving me a wink.


  “Shimono-kun, let’s meet again later. Take care of Touka, aight?”


  And only then did I realize that the chief and I were alone now. I feel like my heart is going to suffer some more in the afternoon.


  *


  “Look, look, Nanaya-kun. Isn’t this adorable?” The chief grabbed a t-shirt in the souvenir shop located near the entrance of the park.


  It had the illustration of a zombie imprinted on it.


  “These must be goods from the haunted house, right? I’m sorry, I don’t see how you could think a zombie is cute.”


  “Whyyy? It’s so adorable, no?”


  “If it was drawn in a cute way, but this is an awfully realistic drawing, no? How is that cute?”


  “Like the pose?”


  The pose?! How does that make any sense?! He looks ready to attack!


  “Let’s look somewhere else.”


  The inside of the shop was quite spacious, offering countless souvenirs on sale. The chief looked through the various goods, which had special prefectural goods to collaborative sweets and so on.


  “Who are you buying souvenirs for, Nanaya-kun?”


  As I looked through some of these, the chief called out to me.


  “Probably Onikichi and my family. Kofuyu won’t shut up if I don’t buy her anything.”


  “She could have just joined us.”


  “She couldn’t make time with her club. Also, since she’s so bad with strangers, there’s no way she would have agreed to come with us when Biwako-senpai and Oguri-chan are here.”


  “Ah, that makes sense. Well, it was Ushiki-san’s idea to begin with, I feel really bad we’re just tagging along.”


  “Without you around, there’d be nobody to stop Biwako-senpai or Nao. I alone am powerless.”


  “Haha, that makes sense.” The chief showed a bashful smile.


  Since we just reached the sweets corner, I grabbed a sample.


  “Do you think Onikichi would like this?”


  “Oh yeah, why didn’t he come with us?”


  “Today is his appointment at the tanning salon.”


  “Tanning salon…So he’s got a proper date down? I guess I should buy something for him as well.”


  “Then let’s both put our money together and buy something big?”


  “Great idea, let’s do that.”


  I returned the sweets to where I grabbed them from, instead setting my eyes on expensive chocolate. The chief joined in, looking through the sweets. I passed by the sweets corner, looking around the store once more. After looking around once, the chief stopped in her tracks, spotting a key chain.


  “Oh yeah, during one of our business trips, you bought some weird keychain, right, Nanaya-kun?”


  “It wasn’t weird at all. It was an alpaca keychain. I wanted something to add to my home’s key, so I bought it on a whim.”


  “Oh yeah, where did we even go back then?”


  “Nasu, right? Getting touchy with the animals, and we looked at the tick art.”


  “Ah, I remember now! That was pretty fun.”


  “I’d like to go there again.”


  “If you join Geotam Business Affairs, you will be able to.”


  “You don’t know that! There might be some influence that changes our destination in this timeline.”


  “Ahaha, that’d be the most insignificant change to date.” The chief put her hand on her stomach as she laughed her heart out.


  “It matters a lot. I actually liked that keychain quite a lot.”


  “Why not search for something else, then? There’s a lot of keychains right in front of you. How about something like this?” She said, showing me a keychain with a character and mountain as its motif.


  Must be the mascot of this park.


  “It seems a bit…eerie, no?”


  “Really? I think it’s cute. They call it Yamade-kun.”


  As I thought, I still don’t understand the sense the chief has. Well, I prefer Yamade-kun over some zombies.


  “Well, I might as well.”


  “S-Say, Nanaya-kun.”


  “Yes?”


  I grabbed one of the keychains when the chief called out my name.


  “How about…we buy matching ones?”


  “Matching ones?!”


  “It’s fine if you don’t want to!”


  “No! Please, let’s do that!”


  Matching keychains…would mean having the same pair. Having the same object, and shared memory. No matter what intention the chief may have had, I’m not stupid enough to pass up on this chance. I guess the distance between us has been shrinking.


  “There’s a lot of poses for Yamade-kun, so how about pick one for the other?”


  “Sounds nice. That way, we can check what kind of preferences we each have?”


  “Hehe, I’ll choose one that’ll fit you well, Nanaya-kun.”


  “I won’t disappoint you either, Chief.”


  Ohhh, we’re like a couple now! This is so much fun!


  “But before that, I need to head to the toilet. You can go ahead and choose.”


  “No, I’ll wait here. We can choose together.”


  “Ahaha, then let’s do that. Sorry.”


  “Don’t worry about it.”


  With these words, the chief headed to the toilet. I think she’s having fun, at least. Maybe the fact that she went to the amusement park again after years is pushing her mood. At the very least, I get to see her smile a lot, so I’m happy. I guess I might as well check through the key chains while waiting for her…or so I decided when a familiar voice called out to me.


  “Shimono-senpai!”


  Turning around, I was greeted by Oguri-chan.


  “Oh, Oguri-chan? What about the rollercoaster?”


  “I decided against it and came back.”


  “I see, I see.”


  She was slightly heaving for air, so she must have been running over here.


  “Did you also come here to buy souvenirs?”


  “No, um…I wanted to ride something with you, so I came here to ask.” Oguri-chan said so, looking directly at me contrary to eleven years ago.


  “Something you’d like to ride?”


  “Yes, the…um, Ferris wheel.”


  “The Ferris wheel…”


  I waited and hesitated. I get what she’s trying to do here. She probably rushed over here to invite me. However, my heart can’t be shaken. Oguri-chan is a charming girl, and she deserves a good guy, but my heart belongs to someone else. And nothing will change that. If so, I should be the man in this situation and reject her quickly and painlessly. Giving her needless hope will only hurt in the long run. I know I might sound arrogant, but I want her to give up on me and avoid her confession.


  However, rejecting her now would make me feel bad all the same. But before I could make up my mind, the chief came back. Oh, perfect timing.


  “Ah, Ushiki-san, you came over. Are you out to go shopping for souvenirs as well?”


  “Not quite, I wanted to ride the Ferris Wheel with Shimono-senpai, so I invited him,” Oguri-chan answered without a moment’s hesitation.


  “I see. We can all go there once we’re done shopping for souvenirs, how does that sound?”


  The chief acted like a polite older sister, smiling at Oguri-chan.


  “Yeah, let’s do that,” I responded, however…


  “No, I’d like to ride it with just Shimono-senpai, so could we move separately?” She exclaimed with strong conviction in her voice.


  I’ve never seen her like that, not even eleven years ago.


  “I-I see, okay…” The chief responded with a weak and fragile voice.


  “But Chief, what about the key chains?”


  “It’s fine, it’s fine, it’s the request of a cute junior, so go with her.”


  “Chief…”


  Now that she said so, I had no means of saying no either. Met with Oguri-chan’s strong feelings and the chief’s reluctant attitude, I could only go along. And as pathetic as I was, I couldn’t even see what kind of expression Kamijou Touka just had on her face.


  *


  Together with a consistent rattling sound, our gondola reached higher and higher. As there were mountains and trees all around the park, the scenery from the window wasn’t all too awe-inspiring.


  “Sorry to be so forceful, Shimono-senpai.”


  Oguri-chan sat across from me, showing a defeated expression.


  “It’s fine, don’t worry about it.” I responded calmly.


  She must have felt relieved at that since she slowly raised her head. She’s awfully close. I had no idea the inside of the gondola was this tight. Well, I never rode a Ferris wheel before, so how would I know? If I even reached out a tad bit, our hands would end up touching. I don’t know if it’s because of the gondola shaking, or my own brain shaking, but I felt a lot more tense than I normally would. We didn’t speak any words, as the gondola was reaching its zenith. You’re the older person, Nanaya, so man up.


  “That reminds me…” “U-Um…!”


  “Ah, my bad.” “I’m sorry!”


  Damn it, what awful timing is. I can’t tell if we’re on the same level or not.


  “Yeah, what’s up?”


  “No, you can start.”


  “Yeah? Then, how did you and Nao get to know each other?”


  I really know I shouldn’t be asking that, but I couldn’t come up with anything else to talk about. I was curious about it, so it should be fine.


  “Well…we live in the same district, so it just sort of happened…”


  “Oh yeah, you were from Nishi Middle School, right?”


  “Yes…Wait, did I ever tell you about that, Senpai?”


  “Ah, well!”


  That’s right, she told me about that before we traveled back in time.


  “Ah…did Kamijou-senpai tell you by any chance?”


  “Hm? Yep, yep! Chief told me!”


  That was close! When did these two talk about that? Well, it saved my bum!


  “Oh yeah, you keep calling Kamijou-senpai with Chief, right?”


  “Yeah, it’s something of a nickname. Nao also does that.”


  “Now that you mention it. It’s an interesting nickname.”


  “Ahaha…”


  I guess it must sound weird for me to call a high school girl chief.


  “Sakonji-senpai, Nao-senpai, and Kamijou-senpai…they’re all beautiful.”


  “Nao’s my childhood friend, so it’s hard to comment on that, but the other two are famous at our school. Maybe you heard rumors at your school?”


  “I didn’t know about Sakonji-senpai, but Kamijou-senpai sure is. A lot of boys are hoping to enroll at Amakusa High so that they can shoot their shot.” Oguri-chan said and looked outside the window, staying silent.


  “…I mean, you’re plenty cute yourself, Oguri-chan.”


  “Really?! I-I’m glad.”


  I couldn’t bear the silence and ran my mouth again. But don’t blame me, I couldn’t bear Oguri-chan looking so defeated as she glanced outside the window. Not to mention that what I said is true. I want her to be more confident.


  “By the way, what were you trying to say just now, Oguri-chan?”


  “Ah, well…it’s about Kamijou-senpai.”


  “Yeah?”


  “How…how do you feel about her…?”


  The gondola shook. It seems like we’re going down now.


  “What…do you mean?” I understood the intention behind her question, but played innocent.


  “I understand that you are close with Sakonji-senpai and Nao-senpai, but the way you look at her feels different from that…Are you dating by any chance?”


  “No way! We’re not dating.”


  “Really?! Thank god…” Oguri-chan smiled.


  Is it…really that easy to see from an outsider’s perspective? But the fact that I like the chief doesn’t change no matter what. So if I tell Oguri-chan about this, she’s bound to give up on me, right? Maybe if I ask her for advice in that regard, I can make her give up. All right, I’ll go with that.


  I glanced outside of the window. We’re getting close to finishing our round. I made up my mind and looked at Oguri-chan. Her beautiful eyes were directed at me. She looked close to breaking out in tears, yet equally determined. And then she spoke up again.


  “What I said at the offline meeting before is how I truly feel.” Her shoulders were quivering ever so slightly.


  I couldn’t look away from her, as the gondola approached the ground. Right as the employee put his hand on the door, Oguri-chan added another final line.


  “I would be happy if you gave it some serious consideration, Shimono-senpai.”


  
    
      
        
      

    
  


  Her face was beet red, as she stepped out of the gondola. I frantically chased after her and found myself thinking. Crap—that actually made me waver a moment.


  *


  After getting off the Ferris wheel, we reunited with everyone else, and took a break at the ice cream restaurant. We all sat at one table, when we looked up at the sky slowly going dark.


  “Ah, it started.”


  The nighttime fireworks shot into the sky, being another famous attraction of this park. At the same time, the night parade began making its way through the park.


  “What kind of costume is that? It’s so gross.” Biwako-senpai munched on her ice cream as she pointed at the mascot walking in the center of the parade.


  “That’s Yamade-kun. He’s so adorable, right?”


  “Yuck, your idea of adorable is messed up, Touka.”


  “Why?! He’s cute and I know it!” The chief complained with a stern gaze.


  By the way, she’s eating wasabi ice cream. She really needs a lot of spice in her life, huh? Pun intended. As these two were having their usual verbal banter, Nao sat next to Yuito-san, tapping him on the shoulder as she laughed.


  “Look, Yuito-san, Yamade-kun is about to trip! Wahaha!”


  Nao’s art of interacting with people transcends the barrier of age. I can’t help but respect her for that. Having finished the ice cream before everyone else, I stood up on my own, heading over to the trash bin to throw away the plastic wrapper. When I did so, I heard a loud bang from above me, as the fireworks exploded. I remembered what happened last summer, simply staring up at the sky.


  “It’s fun watching the fireworks with everyone, huh?”


  The chief appeared next to me out of nowhere, showing me a warm smile.


  “Oh, Chief? What about your ice cream.”


  “Ate it already.” She showed me the plastic wrapper in her hand, throwing it away as I did a moment ago.


  Didn’t she have at least half of it left when I got up? Well, I admit it was delicious.


  “It’s been a while since things were this chaotic, huh?” I said.


  “Tell me about it. Once you’re fully employed, you get fewer chances to enjoy an amusement park, after all.”


  “But you’ll have more opportunities to enjoy hot springs.”


  “Hehe. You sound like an old man. You’re still in your twenties, not to mention eleven years younger now.”


  “Um…I’m sorry about just now. I didn’t mean to leave you behind like that.”


  “You don’t have to worry about that. I ran into Biwako right after I finished buying all the souvenirs.”


  “But you’re bad with screamers, right?”


  “Not at all! Well, I have to say, I’ve grown tired of them, but Onii-chan seems fine.”


  Was it that scary? I guess I was saved by Oguri-chan inviting me.


  “That’s a relief, then,” I sighed.


  “What about you? Was riding the Ferris wheel fun?”


  “Yes, well, I was savoring it since I probably won’t get the chance to ride it again soon.”


  “Hmmm, I see.” The chief turned her back towards me.


  “Are you…angry?”


  “Not at all?”


  “She’s in middle school, I didn’t do anything weird, okay?”


  “Of course?!” The chief turned back toward me and glared.


  She’s pouting. Wait, is she jealous? If only I could just ask that. Oguri-chan is trying so hard, being assertive and open with her feelings, and yet here’s me…I’m always acting in a half-baked way. Just what do I even want to do?


  “It’s gotten a bit cold. I left my jacket at my seat, so let’s go back.” I used the cold breeze as an excuse to run away and started walking.


  The chief joined in. Walking next to each other reminded me of when I was freshly employed. Roughly half a year after they accepted me, we often walked around outside like this. I wonder, did our relationship change compared to that time?


  “I would have loved to ride the Ferris wheel, too…” The chief muttered.


  I looked up at the sky. The beautiful fireworks that previously filled the sky were now hidden by clouds. And once again, I couldn’t bring myself to look at the chief’s face.


  *


  I can’t sleep. We returned from the amusement park, and I headed to bed at roughly 1 am. My body should be seeking out rest after the amount of energy I used today, and yet…My brain was hazy and gloomy, not allowing me to sleep. Oguri-chan’s face, the chief’s face, they created a mush in my head that left me restless.


  “This is too much.”


  I pushed up my body and grabbed my portable video player. At times like these, I would listen to late-night radio shows. I put in my earphones, laying back down on my bed again. It was about time for a show from my favorite comedy duo to start. I matched the channel and waited for the advertisement to end. When the clock pointed at 1 am, the show started.


  *


  ‘Good evening, this is Inaba from Potato & Rice.’


  ‘And I’m Sakabe from Potato & Rice.’


  ‘With this, this week’s Potato & Rice Saturday Dinner Night has begun. As we do every week, we’ve been accepting themes to talk about from our audience, and this week we particularly focused on fall. So everyone, please send us your topics regarding fall. What a boring topic though, man.’


  ‘Hey now, we just started the show, don’t go complaining now.’


  ‘Also, talking about fall is way too average.’


  ‘Well, you’re not wrong.’


  ‘The writers for our radio broadcast immediately skip out on work, you know?’


  ‘Okay, I think you can stop now! I’m sorry, everyone. Our dear Inaba is getting ahead of himself.’


  ‘I’m not getting ahead of anybody. Don’t decide that stuff for me.’


  ‘No need to latch on to that! Anyway, we’ve got emails coming in. Their radio name is Hakata’s Miso: Inaba-san, Sakabe-san, good evening. I would like your advice on something regarding fall love. I’m currently in my second year of university, and a senior in my circle confessed to me the other day. We are now dating. She does look a bit plain but she’s very kind, but on the first day of us dating, I asked how often we should talk on the phone, to which she responded that she’d prefer it every day. However, doing it every day would be a bit too much for me, and I’d rather keep it to two times a week. Honestly speaking, I don’t think we’re that good of a fit if I have to adjust to her like that. Also, there’s a junior in my circle that I keep tracing with my eyes, which makes me wonder. Rather than being chased, maybe I should instead work towards chasing after my own love? I’d like to hear your opinion about this…it says.’


  ‘I hate this guy!’


  ‘And you still shouldn’t say that when we’re live!’


  ‘Cut me some slack. Daily phone calls are too tough? That girl just answered your question. Not to mention, why do you act so arrogant despite her respecting your desires. You’re not doing anything. You’re the one just expecting stuff from others!’


  ‘And here we go…’


  ‘Also, what do you mean she’s plain but kind? That makes it sound like being plain is a bad thing!’


  ‘Oh yeah, you really are into plain girls, right?’


  ‘Not to mention!’


  ‘You’re not done yet with the lecture?!’


  ‘Chase after your own love? There’s nothing wrong with the idea of that, but at least take the person chasing you seriously. If you understand how she feels, you would understand how much courage it takes to confess like that. You have no right to look down on your girlfriend, let me tell you. So for starters, maybe take your girl seriously! That’s all!’


  ‘Okay, back to regular scheduling. This has been Inaba-san for you. Well, I agree with the last part.’


  ‘Huh? What do you understand about all of this, oi?’


  ‘Don’t point your arrow at me?! Anyway, onwards to the next email. Let’s see…’


  *


  It’s the same toxic yet familiar banter that hasn’t changed at all. Normally I’d be holding my stomach in laughter, but…tonight, I couldn’t. I removed my earphones and simply stared up at the dark ceiling. It felt like I was the one being lectured. I looked down at the person chasing after me. I didn’t mean to, but I may have just been the one who sent this email. Up to this point, I’ve tried to avoid Oguri-chan’s confession. Using the excuse that I didn’t want to hurt her.


  What did she feel, what courage did she muster up…as she approached me, I didn’t even try to understand. Eleven years ago, when she confessed to me, watched by such a crowd of people…or when she invited me out on a date by coming all the way to our high school…even what she said in front of the chief at the amusement park, or what she told me in the Ferris wheel. Just how much courage did that need? I simply ran away from her feelings.


  That is truly insulting to Oguri-chan’s feelings. I still like the chief. I’m chasing after her. That’s why I have to understand how Oguri-chan feels. I have to properly face Ushiki Oguri, as well as Kamijou Touka. Not just run away, and instead come up with an answer. And at that moment, I received an email of my own.


  ‘I’ll be seeing you at Amakusa South High’s cultural festival, Shimono-senpai.’


  I responded to it without any hesitation. Still, who would have thought that some people I’ve never met would give me such valuable advice? There’s a lot to learn in life, even during late-night radio shows.


  
    
      
        
      

    
  


  Chapter 5: Fall’s Replica and the Youngsters’ Cultural Festival


  We’ve reached the first half of October. Tomorrow was the fateful day of Amakusa South High’s cultural festival, so even after classes ended, the majority of people stayed around at school. The greater number of people in class 1-7 also remained in the classroom, although we’ve finished most of our preparations beforehand. Both Nao and I, as well as the others, tasked with creating a billboard at the entrance of the classroom, finished it already, now carrying the garbage piled up to the garbage disposal.


  “Lucky, nobody’s here~” Nao said, looking at the garbage spot.


  When we’re busy with preparations for events, there tends to be a long line of people who come here to dispose of their garbage. However, the final day before the festival is probably out of the usual procedure, which is why the area was now empty.


  “That’s a mountain and a half.”


  I looked at the side of the disposal site, specifically at all the lumber. I feel bad for the guy who has to get rid of this stuff. We placed our garbage on top of the lumber.


  “Oh yeah, Nanaya? During the afternoon at the amusement park, you and OguOgu were all lovey-dovey, right? The chief was fuming!”


  “W-We weren’t lovey-dovey.”


  At least I don’t think we were.


  “Hmmm. I know OguOgu’s a cutie, but don’t let it get to your head.”


  “Were you even listening to me?”


  She loves to turn me into the bad guy at any given moment. We finished moving our garbage and returned to the classroom. Immediately after, the class rep pushed an A4-sized paper towards me.


  “Here you go, Shimono, this is your shift for tomorrow. Take care of the kitchen.”


  “Huh? I thought I did my part with the billboard, so I thought I didn’t have to work tomorrow?”


  “The maid cafe of class 3 was a lot better than we initially assumed. We’re not gonna lose against them, which is why Nao will have to work as a maid tomorrow.”


  “I’m totally fine with that~! It’s my usual job, anyway.”


  Or so Nao said, but I’m not okay with this.


  “I get you wanna reel in customers with Nao as a maid. She’s popular with the guys, after all.”


  “Nyaha, you’re making me blush! Must be because of my boobs! Boys are so simple, nyahahaha.”


  “Sure, yeah. But, what does that have to do with me?” I offered an objection to this unfair decision.


  “What are you talking about? You’re telling me that Nao’s gotta work more than what we initially agreed, while you get to slack off?”


  “But that’s not…”


  “It’d be cruel, no?”


  Well, yeah. If we worked on the billboard together, then we’d have to work tomorrow as well. I’d feel bad if I just fooled around somewhere else…


  “No, wait a second. Nao has no reason to help, you’re just forcing it onto her. I don’t wanna hear anything about me being the bad guy.”


  “So Shimono, you don’t mind if we lose against class 3? You don’t care about our class at all, huh?”


  Seriously, she’s playing that card now? But before I could come up with a return, the class rep already closed in on me.


  “Nao works hard for the sake of the class, for everyone, and yet you wanna chicken out, Shimono? Where’s your one-for-all mentality? Listen to this, everyone! Shimono doesn’t want to work tomorrow!”


  “Okay, okay, I get it! I’ll work! Please let me work!”


  “All right, I’m counting on you!” Class rep hummed to herself with a bright grin as she returned to her original work.


  Why do I have to work my days off even now that I’ve returned to being a high school student? God damn it.


  “No need to be so grumpy, Nanaya. You get to look at your favorite booby maids from up close.”


  “The hell is a booby maid…”


  The reason I offered to work on the heavy and pain of a billboard is that I wanted to have the original day of the festival open. This time, unlike eleven years ago, I really wanted to see the chief’s cosplay. Last time, I worked in the kitchen on the day of the festival, which overlapped my shift with the chief. I tried my best to avoid making the same mistake as last time, and yet it all repeated itself. It seems like my plans never work out despite having the knowledge of eleven years in the future.


  *


  It was getting close to 7 pm. Most of the other members of class 1-7 had finished their work, just relaxing in the classroom while talking. All of them seemed desperate to experience as much of this event as possible, as nobody attempted to head home. A chance like this rarely arises, after all. As the others were indulging in cheerful conversation, our homeroom teacher Hayashi-sensei showed up from the door to the hallway.


  “Shimono…and Tadokoro. Come with me for a sec.”


  Onikichi and I looked at each other, stepping out onto the hallway.


  “Oi, oi, did you do anything to make him angry now?” Onikichi wrapped his arm around my shoulder.


  “He’s calling for you as well, you know?”


  “Ahaha, your retorts really hit the spot!”


  “You two couldn’t be any closer…” Hayashi-sensei said as he looked at us in disgust. “There’s just something I wanted your help for, so relax.” He said, taking us to the staff office.


  We arrived at his desk, and he showed us two cardboard boxes next to his chair.


  “This is it…”


  “What exactly am I looking at?” I asked, taking a peek inside the cardboard box.


  “Ah, this is…” Hayashi-sensei said at the exact same moment as a white body appeared.


  “Woah! A-An arm?!


  It was covered in junk, showing a large hand peeking out from the box, with only its elbow left.


  “Nanacchi, what are you screaming about now? Woah, hello there.” Onikichi reached for the cardboard box, pulling up the white arm.


  “Eeek!”


  “Ahaha! You’re such a scaredy-cat, Nanacchi! Look!” He carried the arm towards me.


  Turns out it was just a fake arm.


  “J-Jesus, that gave me the spooks…”


  Hayashi-sensei got a good laugh and explained.


  “The class I was responsible for last year held a haunted house. These are tools we used, so I figured we could leave them for future years and haunted houses. As expected, class 2-2 is doing one and asked me to bring this over. Could you do me a favor and take care of that?”


  “Oh, I see. But, couldn’t you have called over a student to do that for you?”


  “Well, true, but…class 2-2 is Kamijou’s class, remember?”


  Ah, I see. Now that he mentioned it.


  “And what’s the problem with that?”


  “After what happened during the first term, I have had this feeling that Kamijou can’t stand my guts. But you two are pretty close, right?”


  So in short, he’s scared of the chief? I’d give him an earful about that, but I don’t exactly blame him either. Fine, we’ll do it.


  “Understood.”


  “Hey, hey, we gotta help each other in a time of need!”


  “Ohhh, thank you, Shimono, Tadokoro! That’s a huge help!”


  “You owe us a favor, Sensei.”


  “Haha, I’ll treat you to some juice when the chance arises.”


  Since we had a limited amount of pocket money as students, that sounds pretty great. Both Onikichi and I carried a box each, leaving the staff office. We walked down the hallway heading for class 2-2. Seeing so many students left behind at school even this late gave me an oddly nostalgic feeling, together with the familiar scent of youth. It’s different from when I was doing overtime at work.


  “That reminds me, Nanacchi. How did your amusement park date with Touka go?”


  We walked up the stairs to the second-year classrooms when Onikichi suddenly asked me that.


  “Hm? Ah, well, we went in a group, so you can’t really call it a date.”


  “Hey now, you’re not telling me that you didn’t go on the offensive? That was your ultimate chance.”


  “Huh? Should have been aggressive despite that?”


  “Of course? That would have shown that you are serious about your feelings, nah?”


  Serious about my feelings…So since Oguri-chan tried to be alone with me despite the circumstances shows how serious she is?


  “I guess so…”


  What about me, then? Am I fine missing out on my chance once more?


  “Can I still…make it in time, Onikichi?”


  “There’s no early or late in love. Do or die, Nanacchi.”


  “…Onikichi, could I ask you a favor?”


  I stopped in front of the classroom of 2-2, turning towards him.


  “That’ll be a can of juice later, aye?”


  “Yeah, of course!”


  I placed the cardboard box at my feet, rushing towards a certain location. Any regrets I had left are supposed to be resolved after traveling back in time, how could I forget that.


  *


  I think an hour passed after that. I stood on the empty rooftop, surrounded by darkness, as I wiped the sweat off my forehead.


  “Well, this should do it.”


  I could see lights on inside the school building, together with the cheerful noises from the students. After I started working at the company, I’ve been doing some light DIY in my free time. The reason was that I wanted to make a bookshelf. Light novels, manga, western comics, blu-rays, I wanted a shelf that can hold all of that so I looked it up online, but I couldn’t find anything. I thought of making it myself, which is why I started this whole DIY thing.


  I actually had a blast while doing it, working on smaller shelves, desks, and chairs to place in my own home, and that experience helped a lot when making the billboard. And to think I would use my hobby for another method like this. All that’s left…is to wait for her. Until that time arrived, I opted to watch the city lights. Thanks to my elevated position, I could thoroughly enjoy this night scenery. Makes sense why date spots are the better the higher up they are…Well, not like I ever went on such a mature date before. Well, some people are better with stuff than others.


  KER-CHUNK, I heard the old iron door behind me open. I turned around.


  “Good work today, Chief.”


  “We’re not at the company, so don’t say that.”


  “I’m sorry.” I scratched my head as I walked toward her.


  “Onikichi-kun told me to come here, but what’s this about? You need to talk about something?” The chief seemed bewildered as she looked at me.


  “About that…”


  “Worried about your future? Wait, don’t tell me you found something else you wanted in life and are about to tell me that you won’t be applying for Geotam anymore?! Or that you’re knee-deep in debt and need my help?!”


  “C-Calm down! How would a 16-year-old build up that much debt? And although it pains me to admit it, I still haven’t found my dream so I’M the same Shimono Nanaya as eleven years ago.”


  “Well…you called me up here on the rooftop, so I figured it must be something severe…”


  “Err, am I making that sort of expression?”


  “Yeah.”


  Well…I guess me being nervous must be visible to her.


  “It’s fine, it’s nothing that dark. But you’re very kind for worrying about me.”


  “H-Huuuh? Are you stupid? It’s my job to look after my subordinates. Nothing more, nothing less.”


  “Ahaha, as expected. Actually, there’s something I wanted to show you. Over here.” I beckoned her over, taking her to the back of the rooftop.


  Upon arriving there, she spotted what I had been working on for the past hour.


  “Woah, this is huge. What is that?!” The chief squinted with her eyes to see better in the darkness.


  And then, she continued with a faint voice.


  “Is that…a gondola?”


  “Yes. You said you would have loved to ride on the Ferris Wheel, right?”


  “Huh…? You made this?!”


  “Well, I just made some low-budget seats with the lumber leftover at the garbage disposal.”


  “Amazing! I never knew you had this kind of talent!”


  The outline was made with lumber, the outer walls held together by plywood. Since it’s dark outside, it must look a lot more impressive than it actually is. Like a clean copy always looks better compared to the rough version. Maybe not to that extent, but I’m glad she’s happy.


  “The seats I made with cardboard boxes and chairs inside, so you can actually sit on them. How about it, would you like to join me?”


  “Why not, I’ll join a ride on this special Ferris wheel.”


  I entered the robust structure, placing a handkerchief on the chief’s seat.


  “Here you go.”


  “Thanks. Hehe, this is a bit embarrassing.”


  “You’re not wrong.”


  The chief sat down before me. Since this is just a cheap copy of a gondola, we’re not covered by the breeze hitting the rooftop, but it’s helping to create the mood. That being said, we may be sitting a bit too close. I had to go off memory when building this, so it couldn’t be helped.


  “How long did this take you to make?”


  “One hour, I think. I didn’t bother with the size of the pillars and all that, just putting it together like a puzzle, so it wasn’t that long of a task.”


  “Ah, so that’s what you had to prepare. You’re pretty skilled, unexpectedly.”


  “That last part was unnecessary, Chief.”


  “Ehehe.” The chief giggled while sticking out her tongue.


  “Oh yeah, you’re doing a haunted house this year, yeah?”


  “Yep. I’m one of the actors.”


  She’s a witch, I know it. However, would anybody even be scared if she jumped at them? I’d probably die from the cuteness.


  “Then I guess I should head over there. When will you be working?” I asked without any hesitation.


  There’s a good chance that our shifts might not actually overlap.


  “Whaaaaa? You’ll come visit? That’s so embarrassing.”


  “Your personality goes against the entire idea of being embarrassed.”


  “Huh? You say something?”


  “Nothing. Nothing at all.”


  That face is a lot more like a witch’s, you know?


  “I have from noon until 3 pm.”


  Yeah, as I thought. Our shifts overlapped. If anything, I’m working 30 minutes longer. It’s all over now.


  “I really wanted to see you dressed up as a witch.”


  “Huh?!”


  “Ah, forget I said anything!”


  “How do you know that I’m playing the witch?”


  Oh crap. If I said that I remembered from eleven years ago, it’d make me sound like a crazy stalker. I need to find an excuse.


  “Th-The birds told me.”


  “…Oh really?”


  I feel like she’s a bit suspicious of me, but she’s got no way of knowing just how I found out about it either.


  “Either way, I’m working during that time myself, so I sadly can’t come over.”


  “Really now.” She looked away like she was sulking.


  All she does is so adorable, I swear.


  “Well, I’m sick and tired of haunted houses, to be honest.”


  “You were spooked to death when we went to the amusement park, after all.”


  “You were just far too calm.”


  “I-I was scared, okay!”


  Yeah, no. You don’t need to lie about it now, Kamijou-san.


  “Still, this really feels like we’re on a Ferris wheel, I’m impressed.”


  “So if a man were to invite you out, it’d have to be in a high-class restaurant with a great view, after all?”


  “Hmmm…I actually went there before after the contact from a customer invited me…”


  “Huh?!”


  Oh man, I really didn’t want to hear that! I dug my own grave!


  “But, I didn’t have that much fun. I had to always be mindful of my attitude considering the person I was with, I didn’t have much time to even look at the scenery, and I had never eaten any high-class French dinner so I couldn’t tell if it was even good or not. Eating ramen with everyone else was a lot more enjoyable.”


  “R-Right! Ramen after the shift is the best!”


  Phew…thank god. So it was just related to her job and not a date. Hopefully, that is.


  “Not to mention, watching the scenery like this…is a lot more fun.” The chief said as she dropped her gaze.


  She looked at her knees that were bumping into mine. The only two things separating us were her black tights and my gray jeans.


  “I’m happy you feel that way. It seems like there was worth in building this.”


  “…Were you that concerned about me saying that I wanted to try out the Ferris wheel?”


  “Well…Yes.”


  “Thank you.”


  “Y-You’re welcome.”


  Since the rooftop was as dark as it could get, I had trouble identifying the chief’s current expression. However, the way her glittering eyes were directed at me was breathtaking.


  “Um, Nanaya-kun. Do you know why I said I wanted to ride the Ferris wheel?”


  “Err…that’s…”


  That’s…because she was jealous of me and Oguri-chan riding the Ferris wheel as just the two of us? Because she’s interested in me? I found myself getting my hopes up that this may have been her reason.


  “Ah, sorry, that was a strange thing to ask. I must have sounded like some stubborn superior, huh? Haha.” She put her hair over her ear as she panicked a bit. “When I was a child, I always loved riding on Ferris wheels. I was just grumbling about that back then, but you were nice enough to prepare this surprise for me, right? You’re such a caring subordinate, hehe.”


  “You’re wrong.”


  “Huh?”


  “I prepared this for a different reason. I regretted that I couldn’t ride the Ferris wheel with you back at the amusement park, which is why I wanted to undo my mistake.”


  “…W-Why would you want to ride on a Ferris wheel with me?”


  “Well, that’s because I—”


  BZZZZT, my phone vibrated in my pocket. That sound alone made me almost jump, so I panicked and picked up the call.


  ‘Nanaya? Where are you right now? Hayashi-sensei said he’d be treating everyone to juice, so get back to the classroom!’


  It was Nao.


  “Yeah, yeah, I got it. I’ll be right there.”


  ‘Aye. Also, we gotta go home after we’re done drinking the juice.’


  “Gotcha, will do.” I hung up the call when I immediately got another email.


  ‘Soz ‘bout this, Nanacchi! You must have been in a good mood with Touka, but I couldn’t stop Nao!’


  He really doesn’t have to apologize for that. Also, is Hayashi-sensei going to treat all of us to juice? Well, I pushed half the work on Onikichi, so I shouldn’t be complaining.


  “Are you going back to your classroom?”


  “Ah, yes! I’m sorry, Chief!”


  “It’s okay, I should head back to my own classroom or I’ll get a scolding.”


  “Right. I’ll be removing this gondola tomorrow morning, so let’s head back.” I said and stood up, when the chief suddenly grabbed my right hand with hers.


  “W-Wait.”


  “Yes…?”


  “Let’s take a picture together while we’re here. It’d be a waste to let you destroy this tomorrow with no memory of it.”


  “Oh, right. I might as well take one myself, then.”


  “Yep, let’s do that!”


  I sat back down again, opening up my flip phone.


  “You got it easy with that smartphone of yours, Chief. Could you maybe take one for me and send it later?”


  “Sure. You should just change to a newer model, you know?”


  “I’m more into Android, so I’ll wait a bit longer for them to bring out some significant changes. The types in this day and age are a bit too heavy-handed for me.”


  “Ah, makes sense. Anyway, time for the picture. Come a bit closer, will you.”


  “Yes.”


  I moved closer toward the chief, reaching a distance where her hair tickled my cheek.


  “Here we go. Say cheese.”


  CLICK, the sound of the shutter filled the otherwise void air around us.


  “Ahaha, Chief, isn’t cheese a bit old?”


  “Huh? Then what else would you say?!”


  “Hmm…Something simple like ‘Smile for the likes’, maybe?”


  “Please don’t ever say that again. It makes you sound like an old man trying to get hip with the youngsters. Also, there’s no way children of today would take pictures like that.”


  “So cold! Also, we’ve traveled back to the past, so that kind of stuff is plenty popular nowadays!”


  “You think so?”


  “I do think so!”


  Our usual superior-subordinate banter again. Despite everything, I really enjoy this kind of time.


  “So, Nanaya-kun. There’s something I’d like to give you.” The chief said.


  “What is it?”


  Amidst the surrounding darkness, the chief stuffed her hand in her skirt pocket.


  “…This.” She offered me a small key chain.


  “Ah, that’s Yamade-kun.”


  “I went ahead and bought one after Ushiki-san took you with her. Would you take it?”


  “Chief…Actually, I also bought one.” I pushed my hand into the pocket of my blazer, taking out another Yamade-kun keychain.


  “Wait, Nanaya-kun?! This is…”


  “Yes. After my ride on the Ferris wheel was over, I told Oguri-chan I wanted to buy something and went back to the souvenir shop. I didn’t have the time to give it to you before this, so I wanted to take this chance now.”


  “Haha…Ahaha, the heck is this. Always so considerate and caring.”


  “Right back at you, Chief. Hehe.”


  We handed each other the respective key chains we bought.


  “Also, we chose the exact same pose?”


  “Oh, you’re right!”


  Both our Yamade-kuns showed a polite bow. It’s a choice befitting a company employee.


  “Ahhh, this is great. Anyway, let’s head back, shall we?” Chief got off the gondola.


  She crossed her arms behind her back, skipping away as she turned towards me.


  “Thanks a lot, Nanaya-kun.”


  Her smile, illuminated by the moonlight, shone brighter than any stars in the sky and looked more beautiful than anything I had ever seen. That smile gave me the strength to clear up my feelings. Tomorrow, during the cultural festival, I will be bringing an end to this. I’ll properly deal with Oguri-chan, as well as the chief. And then I’ll face my own problems properly. With this newfound answer, I’ll tell each of them how I feel. That’s what I’ve decided. Tomorrow’s festival will be the day I, Shimono Nanaya, bring about my conclusion.


  *


  The following Saturday morning I got up a lot earlier than usual and put on my sneakers in order to head for school, when Kofuyu showed up as she trotted down the stairs, still wearing her pajamas. Naturally, her middle school didn’t have any classes today.


  “Good morning, Onii-chan.”


  “Morning.”


  “Kofuyu will head over to your cultural festival later. Together with Master.”


  Who the heck is this master? No idea. Don’t use nicknames when talking to people that have no idea what they mean, it’ll just ruin every proper conversation. If I warned her about this, however, she’d come to hate me, so I stayed quiet.


  “Aye. Just don’t go broke, okay?” I said and left the house.


  It’s hard being a caring brother. The closer I got to the school, the more people I encountered. I rushed up to the rooftop to clean up the gondola I had left behind since last night. But before that, I placed my belongings in my classroom. In doing so, I ran into several other girls, who were panicking about something. One of the girls turned out to be Nao.


  “Ah, Nanaya’s here!”


  “What’s up?”


  Another girl answered my question.


  “Shimono! When I put the case with the costumes into the classroom, I bumped into it, and…” She said, guiding my gaze towards the center.


  I took a closer look, seeing a part of the billboard broken apart like it had been scraped by a car.


  “Sorry!” The girl lowered her head, which made me panic.


  “Relax, it’s not that big of a deal. This is an easy fix.”


  “Really?!”


  “Yep. Nao, where was the tools box again?”


  “I’ll go grab it!” Nao stormed inside the classroom.


  The girl still seemed a bit awkward, but I wasn’t trying to cheer her up or anything like that, it was a simple fact that it wouldn’t need much repair to fix that. Well, that’ll leave me with less time to go up to the rooftop to clean up the gondola, but I doubt anybody would lose their way up there anyway. I can just clean it up once the entrance ceremony is done.


  After a brief silence, Nao came over to hand me the toolbox, and I immediately started working on the repairs. This entire cultural festival feels like some giant DIY at this point. Ironically enough, the innocent me from that time had no idea what awaited me as I later headed to the entrance ceremony.


  *


  The ceremony ended, with the various classes and sports clubs beginning their regular work. I split through the crowd of people and headed up the stairs to the rooftop. The higher I got, the greater a certain sense of discomfort filled me. There’s…a lot of people here. The higher floors of the main building only have the library room, the audiovisual room, and other stuff you wouldn’t exactly frequent.


  There are some clubs using the rooms up here, the main places are split between the first and third floor. Usually, the higher you get the fewer people you should encounter, and yet…it feels like they’re growing in number? I just rushed up the stairs further, opening the door…


  “Ack, what the heck is this?”


  A large crowd of people had gathered on the rooftop. Apart from students from here, I spotted quite a few visitors. Lots of them seemed like couples, too. And from the crowd, I heard conversations such as…


  “They say that couples who sit in the gondola and take a picture together will end up getting married!”


  “What’s up with that? Let’s take a picture ourselves.”


  Excuse me?! I ran around the entrance to the building and looked at the backside of the rooftop. A long line had built up near the gondola I had built yesterday. Some were couples, others were just pairs of women. This generation has yet to see the birth of Instagram, but this already turned into a dang hotspot for selfies.


  Not to mention that the previous rumor related to love and marriage had now moved towards this gondola. There’s no way I could clean that up now…No, there’s no real need to clean it up now, I guess? It turned into as good an attraction as the other classes offered, and with this much popularity, I’d be a killjoy to remove it. I’ll make sure to clean it up properly once the festival’s over, but I can surely leave it on hold for now. Still, if you take a picture together…so the one we took yesterday also…?


  “Ah, Onii-chan. What are you grinning for?”


  “Woah?! Who?! Why?! Kofuyu?!”


  Kofuyu in her casual clothes appeared in front of me out of nowhere. Oh yeah, she said she’d come during the day. But…why is she here? She shouldn’t have anybody to take a picture with…right? Right?


  “Kofuyu wanted to check out the Ferris wheel.”


  She does?!


  “W-Who is it?! I didn’t hear about you having somebody like that!”


  “It’s Master.”


  There it is! So this master guy is her boyfriend?! Also, who is that?!


  “Heeey, Master!” Kofuyu said, pulling on the person who had been hiding around the corner.


  “H-Hey, Kofuyu-chan, could you stop calling me Master already?”


  Hmmm?


  “Oguri-chan?!”


  Another girl appeared, roughly about the same height as Kofuyu. She wore a navy blue one-piece together with a white hunting cap, which looked great on her.


  “G-Good day, Shimono-senpai.”


  “Why are you here?!”


  “I told you I’d be coming to your cultural festival, no? You even responded to me.”


  I mean, I know, but that’s not what I meant. Last year, she should have come roughly before 5pm and confessed to me. Meaning only after it turned to dusk. I don’t remember her coming this early. Not to mention…


  “Oguri-chan, you and Kofuyu are friends?”


  “R-Rather than friends…”


  Kofuyu interrupted Oguri-chan mid-sentence.


  “Master and Kofuyu aren’t friends, she’s Kofuyu’s master!”


  You were talking about Oguri-chan?!


  “Hehehe! Master and Kofuyu are going to ride the Ferris wheel! And then we’ll take a picture together!”


  I’ve only seen Kofuyu as the aggressive sadistic type, and yet now she’s leaning against Oguri-chan with a molten smile. She’s being spoiled like crazy. Well, in the history I knew of, she was always like this. I’m getting a bit emotional, even.


  “Kofuyu-chan, that’s something only couples are supposed to ride.”


  “But Master and Kofuyu are like a couple!”


  “Ehrm…” Oguri-chan clearly doesn’t feel the same way.


  “After taking those pictures, Master and Kofuyu are going to get married!”


  Holy smokes, Kofuyu got the absolute hots for Oguri-chan!


  “Let’s go, Master! And we’ll check out your class later, Onii-chan! Kofuyu will give you harsh punishment if you get too close to those pigs!”


  And she’s back to normal Kofuyu! She pulled on Oguri-chan’s arm and dragged her towards the gondola. If I remember correctly, these two should be from different middle schools, as well as different years. Why are they friends? How did this meeting even happen?


  I sent those two off and since I had nothing else to do up on the rooftop, I entered the building and descended the stairs. However, since Oguri-chan’s here already, I have to really mentally prepare myself.


  *


  “Welcome back, dear master!”


  The afternoon arrived and the festival was in full bloom. Class 1-7 was the same in that regard, with a single girl at its center.


  “Yes, yes, stop staring at my boobs, you guys! It’s totally obvious~!”


  To nobody’s surprise, it was Nakatsugawa Nao.


  “Hey, hey, Nao’s racking in that popularity!”


  Onikichi and I looked through the curtains separating the kitchen and cafe, checking in on the others.


  “As you’d expected from a booby maid.”


  She’s using her disposal to the best of its ability.


  “But class 1-3 was doing pretty well when I checked during the morning.” Onikichi commented.


  “Yeah. The handsome guys were doing butler work. It’s important that boys and girls get to enjoy a cafe.”


  Well, I don’t really care who comes out on top in this sales competition, really. But some people in my class are very obsessed with that.


  “Gaaaah! We’re going to lose against class 3 at this rate!”


  Talk about the devil.


  “Class rep, why are you so desperate not to lose against them?”


  Does she have some rival in that class or something?


  “If I’m not first in everything, I won’t be able to sleep peacefully at night!”


  So she just hates losing?!


  “Aiming for the top is a necessity for all humanity, here we!”


  “Exactly, Tadokoro! You’re a man that gets it!”


  “Not as much, yeah!”


  Why are those two in perfect synchrony? What’s that yeah about? Another vocabulary? And if that wasn’t enough, now Nao showed her face from the curtains.


  “Nanaya~! Kofuyu-chan’s here. And OguOgu.”


  “Yup, but I got my work here.”


  “No worries, I’ll handle things here, Nanacchi.”


  “Really? Thanks a bunch,” I said and stepped away from the kitchen.


  “Ah, Onii-chan! Kofuyu wants orange juice!” Kofuyu pulled Oguri-chan’s hand, dragging her to an open seat.


  “The maids are going to take your order, so calm down there, Cowboy. Do you understand the idea of a maid cafe?”


  “But there’s only grannies around here! Is it mandatory to have grannies around?”


  All the maids in the classroom glared at Kofuyu. Sorry about this, everyone. My little sister is a bit of a queen as of late.


  “K-Kofuyu-chan, you shouldn’t call them that…”


  “Isn’t it the truth, Master? A young and healthy maiden like you is a far better catch for a maid!” Kofuyu said, rubbing her cheek against Oguri-chan’s arm.


  How much does she like her, seriously? I’m actually a bit scared of Oguri-chan, considering she managed to tame Kofuyu of all people.


  “That’s iiit!” The class rep suddenly screamed.


  What is it now?


  “I knew we were missing something, but that’s it! I found the one way to win against class 3! Namely, lolis!”


  Let me say that again. What the hell is it now?


  “You middle school girls! Won’t you work here as maids?!”


  “Huuuh?!” Oguri-chan let out a shocked voice I had never heard from her.


  “So you will?! Awesome! Big help! I got some maid clothes in the back, so come with me!”


  “No no no, wait! Kofuyu never agreed to this!”


  “I-I’m not really sure about this either!”


  Naturally, Oguri-chan voiced her discomfort.


  “Yep, yep! You’ll start to like it eventually! Over here!”


  Class rep is amazing! She’s not letting anybody discourage her! However, all the customers around us were the same.


  “Ohhh…”


  They all started clapping. And instead of it calming down, it only grew stronger. Since the other maids were still pissed at being called grannies, they completely ignored what the class rep was doing. So what, I’m the one who has to stop her?


  “Class rep, letting outsiders work isn’t the best idea…”


  “She’s your little sister, right?”


  “She indeed is, but…”


  “Then it’s no problem!”


  “It very much is! Where did you get the greenlight from?!”


  I tried to protest myself, when Nao tapped me on the shoulder.


  “This is for the sake of the class, Nanaya. Sacrifices are necessary to win the battle.” She said with a calm voice.


  “Even you…Wait, you just want to see them dressed up as maids, right?!”


  “Not at all~”


  “You’re drooling!”


  “Am not! I just wanna see them in a maid dress, slurp.”


  “You just said ‘slurp’! You said it in proper words! Wait, where did those two go?!”


  As I was dealing with Nao, the class rep even disappeared.


  “Crap!”


  I ran towards the small space in the black of the classroom meant for changing, trying to force my way through the curtains, but…


  “Hey now, Nanaya, peeking in on two middle school girls changing? Are you already tired of your childhood friend’s boobs?”


  “I never got to enjoy them either, so zip it!”


  I could hear shrieks from beyond the curtains. It seems like the girls had already begun changing.


  “And I’m the one getting all the blame from Kofuyu later…”


  The class rep poked her head out from the curtains a few moments later.


  “Hehehe, you guys, you better prepare tissues! We’ve just secured our victory against class 3!”


  Seriously, how did a girl like her become the class rep? It’s beyond me.


  “Tada!” The class rep opened up the curtains, revealing Oguri-chan and Kofuyu in their maid outfits, fidgeting awkwardly.


  Kofuyu had her hair tied up in a ponytail, wearing white tights. Oguri-chan kept her bob cut with knee socks that made her thighs shine even more brightly.


  “T-This is quite the sight…” I felt severe pain in my chest.


  The other guys present equally screamed in excitement.


  “Woooooo! Soooo cuuute!”


  What popularity they got. All of you lolicon bastards! I get how you feel, though! The class rep gently tapped the two girls on their shoulders.


  “Come on you two, do as I told you.”


  She’s sounding like an evil producer from the entertainment industry! Kofuyu and Oguri-chan looked at each other while blushing and opened their mouths.


  ““W-Welcome back, dear master~””


  “Woooooooooooooooooooooooo!!”


  “I’m so glad I was born!”


  “This is the beeest!”


  Passion and screams reached even out onto the hallway.


  “Hey, Grandma, you better buy us that brand shirt you promised!”


  “Of course, Kofuyu-chan.”


  She bribed them?!


  
    
      
        
      

    
  


  “I’ll buy you anything you want, Oguri-chan, so just tell me the price, we’ll use sales money for that.”


  She’s so evil! Like the Joker! And don’t use the money we earned for your bribes!


  “I-I’m fine without.”


  And Oguri-chan is so pure! Nao seemed satisfied at the sight of that, nodding to herself. She’s like a different type of producer. A lot of other students came up to watch the loli combo. Right as the ruckus felt like it ended, more boys started talking outside the classroom.


  “Hey, what the hell is going on here?”


  “My brain cells are being melted.”


  My eyes focused on a single person. A girl arrived at the reception, asking to enter.


  “One adult…Wait no, one student.” The boy at the reception even fumbled over his own words, entranced by the visitor.


  “Ah, Chief! Welcome!”


  The first one to react was Nao, greeting the new customer.


  “Hey there, Nao-chan.”


  “What are you wearing? That’s so adorable!”


  “It’s the costume for my class’ attraction. I couldn’t be bothered to change.”


  It’s a witch. The most beautiful witch I have ever seen! The Great Witch Kamijou Touka has arrived at our maid cafe! I somehow managed to keep my composure and called out to the chief.


  “Welcome.”


  “Ah, Nanaya-kun. Hello there.”


  “Um, Chief, your clothes are quite the surprise.” I told her, to which she blushed ever so slightly and whispered into my ear.


  “Yesterday you said you wanted to see me wearing this so…J-Just for today, okay?”


  Waaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah! Lord in the heavens above, I humbly thank you! This is why I wanted to travel back in time! She wore a triangular hat with a navy blue robe. Rather than a witch, she looked more like a witch apprentice at a witch school, but that was cute in itself. Since her head is a bit smaller than the average person’s, the triangular hat was a bit too large for her, which was just as cute! And now, she clung to my arm to the point it hurt. She’s like a vengeful ghost out to kill me.


  “Hey, Nanaya-kun, that’s K-Kofuyu-chan, right?!”


  “Yes, yes, she’s helping us here…C-Chief, you’re hurting me.”


  “Cute! So cute! Hey, buy her some cake and juice!”


  This ain’t no host club! We don’t have this kind of service here.


  “What about pictures?! We can take pictures, right?!”


  That is a typical service at a maid cafe, but we don’t do that either. Kofuyu finally caught on to the chief’s arrival and looked over at us.


  “Shut up! You’re the same usual grandma! Uh…the one everyone calls Chief!”


  “Nanaya-kun! Did you hear that?! She called me Chief! Chief!”


  When did she get so absorbed with Kofuyu? Well, I’ve seen the change starting last summer.


  “What a gross Grandma you are! Get away from Onii-chan, you disgusting pig!”


  “Awaaaaah!”


  She’s starting to sound like Kofuyu’s friends, no?


  “Go tell her, Master!”


  “Kofuyu-chan, you can’t be so disrespectful towards people older than you…” Oguri-chan was visibly feeling awkward at this whole situation.


  Also, there’s no way Oguri-chan would act like a sadistic Queen. She probably doesn’t even know that kind of genre.


  “As expected of Master. So compassionate.”


  What kind of machine translation did she go through to reach the word compassionate?


  “Oh my, if it isn’t Ushiki-san.”


  The chief apparently only now realized that Oguri-chan was with us.


  “Good day to you, Kamijou-senpai.”


  “Hey there. Hm…You’re not half bad.”


  The chief inspected Oguri-chan, who pulled down her skirt while fidgeting, and grinned to herself. Well, a flustered Oguri-chan is cute, indeed.


  “Hey, you perverted pig chief! Don’t you dare touch Master with your filthy hands! Kofuyu’s feet are enough for you! Lick them, you pervert!” Kofuyu pushed her toes towards the chief.


  “Drop it already, Kofuyu!”


  “It’s okay, Nanaya-kun. This is her charm.”


  “Chief, your character is slowly breaking apart.”


  “It seems like it…I guess I’m weak when it comes to younger girls. Probably a counter-reaction after everything.”


  “Don’t analyze your own character, please.”


  “More importantly, we can take pictures, right?”


  “So persistent!”


  However, she apparently wasn’t the only one who felt this way.


  “I wanna take a picture, too!”


  “Sounds great.”


  “A maid cafe like yours must have this kind of service, no?”


  The boys all chimed in. I have the vague feeling that we’ll have to provide this service. I glanced over at the class rep.


  “Hehehe.”


  Not quite, we’ll put a price tag on it, for sure.


  “Great idea! Let’s do it!”


  I’m way too on-point today…and always when I want to be off.


  “Class rep, we don’t have a camera ready for that.”


  “Ah, now that you mention it.”


  “You’re an idiot at the weirdest times, Class rep.”


  “Who’s an idiot, Shimono?! We can just use our phone cameras for that, no?!”


  “That won’t…actually, I guess it does work.”


  I heard that some idol meetings offer bonuses to take pictures or videos with the talents, so I guess she’s not an idiot, she has a business mind.


  “Okay, okay, okay! Please tell us who of you want to take a picture, with what, and how many! One picture costs a thousand yen!”


  A thousand?! That’s getting close to a scam!


  “That’s pretty cheap!”


  “I can totally do that.”


  “I’m definitely taking one.”


  They’re out and about?! Seriously? I don’t understand this market.


  “Since this loli middle school student combi is an ultra rare chance, one will cost you 1500 yen! If you want two people with you, it’ll be a steal for 2000!”


  This time it’s a scam for sure! Right, everyone?!”


  “So cheap!”


  “I’ll go with the premium version!”


  “Another thousand and I can take a picture with both of them?! Oh, what should I do…”


  Are you kidding me?! This is some easy business, all right! I’m starting to feel like a maid cafe in the middle of Akihabara! I held my head in despair, when the chief looked through her wallet. Don’t tell me…


  “Chief, are you seriously going to take a picture with Kofuyu? That’s 1500 yen. You can buy several bowls of gyudon with that.”


  “You’re right, let me see how much I have on me…”


  “She’s not listening at all!”


  “Ah, good. I have a 10,000 yen bill with me. So, a picture with Kofuyu-chan, a picture with Ushiki-san, a picture with both of them, and one with Nao-chan…6000 yen? Good, I have enough.”


  “Don’t give me that! You’re wasting your money!”


  “Ah, there’s already a line building! Catch you later, Nanaya-kun.”


  Go wild, girl. She sprinted off to the end of the line like there was no tomorrow. A witch is lining up to take pictures with maids…What even? But that allows me to enjoy her appearance a lot longer, so I’m not complaining. But before that…the chief temporarily returned to me.


  “Nanaya-kun…do you have time after this?”


  “Meaning?”


  “There’s something I wanted to talk about with you…Can you come to the tree at the front entrance at close to 5 pm later?”


  “…Sure can.”


  With that, the chief walked away without ever looking into my eyes. 5 pm…to the tree at the front entrance…Don’t tell me? I was thinking about it for a moment, but that didn’t last long since somebody else came to take over my shift.


  *


  I sat on the stone stairs leading to the courtyard, watching the people from the soccer club try their luck at the target sharpshooting. The one challenging it right now was a tall and sporty second-year. I think he was the ace of the basketball club. There was also a second-year manager of the basketball club, cheering him on. Are those two going out? With every success, they shared a high-five. I looked at the two and remembered Oguri-chan’s face—


  Wait, why did I first think of Oguri-chan instead of the chief? Oh, yeah. It’s because the manager of the club is also a first-year like me. In the eyes of that second year, she’s a junior. That’s why I probably saw her as Oguri-chan. Eleven years ago, she confessed to me under the maidenhair tree. That history probably won’t change. But even so, I decided not to run away from my feelings. I need to properly face them. And the same goes for the chief…


  “Ah.”


  I forgot. This is like a double booking. I don’t know what the chief is going to tell me, but we’re still meeting up at 5 pm. Oguri-chan also invited me there, at the exact same time. Strictly speaking, Oguri-chan hasn’t invited me yet, and the rumor of the tree somehow moved away from the tree to the gondola I built. If that’s the case, I wonder how Oguri-chan is going to act? I’m feeling anxious because of this unfamiliar future.


  “Sup, Nanacchi!”


  I picked up the distinct scent of sauce from behind me, when Onikichi appeared.


  “Yo, is your shift over?”


  “Yessir! Want a bite?” Onikichi sat down while offering me a pack of takoyaki.


  “Oh, thanks a bunch.”


  “No biggie at all! Eat lots and grow big, my boy!”


  “Don’t mind if I do.”


  I grabbed one round ball of takoyaki out of the eight, stuffing it into my cheeks. Yep, delicious.


  “Why’re you loitering around all alone? Did something happen? Anything troublesome coming up?”


  “I was just busy getting my feelings under control.”


  “Oh right, you’re gonna confess to Touka with the power of the cultural festival at your side, right? Not bad, here we!”


  “Hm, I think I’m at the step before that. There’s something else that’s bugging me before I can get to my feelings about the chief.”


  “Ohh? You sound so determined…Usually, you’d be a lot more…Tsunderecchi?”


  That has to be one of the most cursed nicknames I’ve ever heard.


  “Well, you’re not wrong. I was planning on dropping that act once and for all. I still don’t think I’m a guy worthy of being with the chief, but I should at least tell her my feelings.”


  “Here we go! Max heart catcher, Nanacchi!”


  Come again? Did he just recite some Precure spell?


  “However, as much as it pains me to admit it, the situation I’m in doesn’t allow me to go all out and confess my feelings to her.”


  In order to do that, I have to clear up my regrets and complicated feelings in regards to Oguri-chan. Why am I so hung up on her? I know why, of course. It’s because she’s the first person who has ever confessed her feelings to me. And when I heard how serious she was back during our Ferris wheel ride, I felt my determination shaken. There’s no way I can tell the chief I love her while feeling this conflicted?


  “Did you find someone else you’re interested in?” Onikichi asked.


  Sometimes he’s a bit too sharp for my tastes.


  “Not exactly. I still have only feelings for the chief. But there’s someone else who likes me, and if I hadn’t run into the chief first, I may very well have gotten together with her. That’s why, by properly evaluating and dealing with that other person, I want to see if my feelings for the chief are genuine or not.”


  “Hey now, that’s the first time I heard about that! Oni-chan’s sad that you’re living a double life without me knowing!” Onikichi acted like he was crying, although I saw that there were absolutely no tears.


  “It all just blew up recently, so I didn’t have any time to rationalize it myself.”


  “So Nanacchi, you’re considering going out with that girl if things come down to it?”


  “Hey, were you even listening to me?”


  “That’s what I think it means to confirm your feelings for Touka. You at least see her as charming enough to question yourself, no?”


  “Wait, really? I mean…I do think she’s a charming person, but I think that’s mostly because she confessed her feelings to me. It’s like a natural reaction that I’d be interested in her. But isn’t that just rude to keep the other person on hold in case I want her after all?”


  Onikichi placed his hand on my shoulder, while waving his other index finger at me.


  “Tsk, tsk, tsk, Nanatsk.”


  “What kind of game is this supposed to be?!”


  “So tell me, Nanacchi. What’s so bad about being interested in someone after they confess to you? I see that as something completely normal for a human being. There’s countless couples in this world who began from one-sided feelings. Are you saying that their love isn’t legit?”


  “That…is true.”


  Why does Onikichi sound so convincing? I always find myself agreeing.


  “Hehe, I got you now. Because you’re interested in that girl, you can’t pick either.”


  “Can’t pick either?”


  “It’s not that you can’t come to like that girl because you got feelings for Touka, but you instead feel like a bad guy at the possibility of accepting the girl simply because she likes you. And if that’s the case, I don’t think you’ll ever get that 100% conviction with your feelings for Touka. After all, she’ll always stay in the back of your mind.” He stuffed some takoyaki in his mouth and gulped it down. “For starters, forget about Touka. And then, disregard the idea that being interested in the person who confessed to you is a bad thing. Additionally, accept her feelings. Listen carefully, Nanacchi. Think about this girl, and then think about your feelings for her. Nothing more, nothing less. If you’re happy that she likes you, then you like her back. That’s all this is. You’re being restrained because you keep chasing Touka. But you have to first look at the girl chasing after you. If you choose that girl in the end, nobody will blame you.” Onikichi looked at me with a serious expression.


  Do I like Oguri-chan? The Oguri-chan who likes me? Just think about it in the simplest terms…


  “Onikichi. I think I had the wrong idea about things. If I put a conclusion on things the way I had planned, I would have carried this regret with me.”


  “You have the habit of thinking about everything far too complicated than it has to be. You’re oddly mature about that.”


  “Ahaha, I guess so. To me, you look a lot more mature, Onikichi.”


  “Guess we feel the same way, then. In the end, we’re both high school students, so sometimes we have to be childish.”


  “Amen.”


  A breeze blew past us. Following that, the scent of fragrant olive drifted towards us. At the same time, the ace from the basketball club succeeded on the kicking test, to which his manager smiled with a bright grin.


  “But if you still love Touka after that, then that’s your answer. It might be a rough road ahead to chase after her, but there’s still something you can gain from that. Just be serious about both of them. Then they’ll treat you seriously.”


  “So it’s something I’ve decided on…Onikichi, you sound like the chief for some reason.”


  “I’m like Touka? Then let’s go out, Nanacchi. I’ll make you happy, here we!”


  “Hey, stop snuggling up to me!”


  “Shimono-senpai!”


  As we two guys shared some quality time together, I could hear a girl’s voice calling out my name.


  “…Oguri-chan. How’s it going with the maid cafe?”


  “Erm…I would say fine, but I just waited for an opening to change and run away.”


  “I figured as much. Well…sorry about all of that.”


  “It’s fine, I know it’s not your fault, Shimono-senpai.”


  Onikichi looked at Oguri-chan and stood up.


  “Oh, it’s Ogucchi! Yay, yay, been a hay!”


  “Urk…Not Tadokoro-senpai!”


  Now hold on, these two also know each other?


  “Onikichi, you know her?”


  “She was my junior in middle school! We were besties, right Ogucchi?”


  “Not in the slightest. You reek of perfume, Tadokoro-senpai. Please go away.”


  Oh yeah, he’s from the same middle school as her. Though it seems like Onikichi really is being hated.


  “So that middle school student who was with Kofuyu-chan was you? I couldn’t clearly tell because of how cramped it was. So, how did you get to know Ogucchi? You’re from different middle schools, right?”


  “Err…yeah.” I didn’t know how to respond when Onikichi gave me a good look.


  “Ahh, I see. That’s what’s going on here.”


  He apparently figured out everything. Although this was right after our conversation, I still have to admire his sharp wits.


  “Anyway, I’m off to taste the yakisoba of class 5, so catch you two folks later, here we!” He said, giving me a wink.


  Following that, he only moved his lips and walked towards the school building. Left behind, Oguri-chan and I didn’t dare look at each other, just staying silent for a while. Finally, after a faint breath left her lips, Oguri-chan opened her mouth.


  “Shimono-senpai, I’d like to talk with you about something.”


  So it’s finally time, huh?


  *


  Nobody stood on the stairs of the passage between the courtyard and the school building besides Oguri-chan and me. The ambient noise to the left and right felt so distant. It’s like we were in a space between reality and hallucination. I looked at the clock hanging on the wall. It’s currently half past 4 pm. History changed, and it must have been because of the Ferris wheel replica I built. Or maybe the very idea of the chief and I traveling back in time switched things up. I have no way of knowing, but it doesn’t matter. Crucial right now isn’t the ‘when’ and ‘where’, but ‘who’ and ‘why’. That in itself hasn’t changed. A long time ago, I told Tatsu something when he confessed to Nao.


  ‘It’s because you are serious about her!’


  Even if history repeats itself, cracks start to show. His feelings for Nao were even stronger, but he simply hadn’t realized it. That’s why I had to tell him. And yet here I am, not even understanding just how serious Oguri-chan was. I just ran away from properly looking at it. Reflect on your mistakes and improve upon them. You have to properly listen to her feelings…the feelings that hadn’t changed even after traveling back in time. So that I find my own answer. Adult and child don’t matter, I have to be a man.


  “Shimono-senpai.”


  “Yes.”


  The clouds in the sky floated along with the blue up in the air, as Oguri-chan stared into my eyes. Eleven years ago, she had her eyes always directed towards the ground, and yet she now showed determination as she called out my name.


  “I was very happy when you first called out to me in-game.”


  “Yep.”


  “You treated me with nothing but kindness, and I’ve always wanted to meet you since then.”


  “I see.”


  “Meeting you in person, I once again realized how charming of a person you are. Very kind, admirable, a bit clumsy at times, but very cute.”


  “Mhm.”


  “These feelings of mine won’t lose against anybody. I swear it.”


  “Mmm.”


  “I’ve always…always…”


  “Yeah.”


  “I’ve always loved you! Please go out with me!”


  I’ve never felt this way. Eleven years ago, I didn’t understand any of this. What it means to be liked by someone. Being met with such passionate feelings. That you could be this happy because of it. I think I’ve only realized this after graduating from high school, finding a full-time job, and engaging with countless other people. There were many people who treated me nicely at my job, as well as those I couldn’t stand. Life isn’t always easy, after all.


  That is why her genuine and honest feelings hurt a lot more. And right now, my heart was once again swaying, even to the point I was shocked. It felt like I could finally accept Ushiki Oguri’s confession…after eleven years. I see, so this is my answer…and my honest feelings.


  “Thank you, Oguri-chan. I—”


  
    
      
        
      

    
  


  Chapter 6: The Superior’s True Feelings


  “And this is what happened! What do you think, Nao-chan?!”


  “Ah, can I have another baby star, Lady?”


  We were inside a small room that was filled with the scent of grilled food and sauce. In the center of that was an iron plate, with Nao-chan munching on monjayaki as she gave the lady from the stall another order.


  “Nao-chan, are you listening to me?”


  “Of course I am. But chief, the one with lots of baby stars is even better!”


  I heard about a sweets shop on the way to school about eleven years ago, but it’s actually my first time coming here. The person who took me here was, of course, Nao-chan. At that point, I’m already more than thankful. However, I really want her to listen to what I’m trying to say.


  “I am listening! You were on a date with Nanaya at that sweets shop when OguOgu stole him from you, right?”


  The cultural festival was a week away from the view of this average afternoon. I reported what had happened during the visit to the amusement park the other day.


  “Yes! Exactly! OguOgu! That small and adorable Ushiki Oguri!”


  “Yep, yep, OguOgu’s so cute. I can guess why Nanaya would be interested and infatuated with her.”


  “That’s right…she’s so adorable. But Nanaya-kun is into older women, right?”


  The lady from the sweets shop carried another bag of food over to us, which was accepted by Nao-chan and opened to show the monjayaki. It looks delicious, at least.


  “That’s right~ He’s always got the hots for older women. He fell in love with his teacher in kindergarten, and he was after the university girl living in the area when we were in grade school.”


  “A university student?! Isn’t the age gap a bit too wide?!”


  “Exactly. He’s always been chasing after the type of love that’ll never come true. Oh yeah, he was bawling his eyes out when he found out she had a boyfriend. He even wore a suit, so there was no chance for him. But thanks to that, he’s been living with this weird complex that before falling in love with someone, he had to become a man able to support the girl, something like that. Here, have some, Chief.” Nao-chan said, splitting the monjayaki in half to give me some.


  “So seeing his childhood love being taken by a man much more mature than him inflicted severe childhood trauma, huh? What a sad love that must have been.”


  “I mean, having feelings for someone almost ten years older than you at that point in time doesn’t exactly fall under the idea of love. I guess boys always find themselves attracted to mature women at some point. Though I’m sure it shaped Nanaya quite a bit, as well as his feelings for mature women.”


  “But if that’s the case, it wouldn’t make much sense why he’s so infatuated by Ushiki-san, who’s younger than him.”


  I mean, I expect him to be. I know that Ushiki-san is trying to appeal to him, but since they rode on the Ferris Wheel together, there’s no way nothing had happened.


  “OguOgu’s so cute, right?”


  “That’s all you’ve been saying this entire time! And you’re absolutely right, but still!”


  She’s genuine, pure, cute, small, young, and overall adorable.


  “But I still don’t think she’s his type, you know.”


  “Y-You…agree, right?”


  “Yep!”


  If Nao-chan, his childhood friend, says so, then it must be true. The person Nanaya-kun had always admired should be older than him. I heard that from him, so that’s a reliable source. So even if Ushiki-san likes Nanaya-kun, there’s no guarantee that he feels the same way. And yet…why do I feel so restless?


  “But Chief, if you relax now and take your time, he’ll be stolen from you. After all…”


  “Ushiki-san is…”


  “OguOgu is…”


  ““So adorable!””


  With how cute Ushiki-san is, there’s no way Nanaya-kun would be able to restrain himself for much longer, even if he’s into older women. It wouldn’t be weird if his feelings already started to change. The future is never written in stone, after all.


  “In fact, when somebody says they’re clearly interested in you, you’d normally look at them a lot closer, right? OguOgu said that Nanaya’s her type, right?”


  “Sure did.”


  “She’s going full speed ahead with no breaks on the love train! At the same time, how are you handling this situation, Ms. Tsundere?”


  “Very badly…If anything, I don’t have these kinds of skills to be overly assertive.”


  “What are you talking about, Chief? We girls are equipped with these skills from the very moment we’re born! If I say ‘Wanna fondle my boobs?’, all boys fall victim immediately.”


  “You’re right. And I’ll do my best to fix your mentality until I graduate, so you can take my word for it.”


  “Eeek, the chief’s so scary! Don’t be like that and just fondle my boobs, okay?”


  “You dummy!”


  However, I could agree that every boy in this world would easily fall for Nao-chan if she did that. Even with the uniform, she’s wearing right now, their size is quite admirable, to say the least.


  “Since I’m on good terms with OguOgu myself, I’d love to support you both, but there’s only one Nanaya out there. Also, it’s pissing me off that Nanaya’s so popular now. Stealing the hearts of two cuties like that. Just slice him in two so you can both have him.”


  She’s a lot more violent than I thought.


  “But Chief, OguOgu’s got the advantage right now. If you don’t pick up the pace, you’ll be left behind.”


  “Left behind…”


  “Yep! Nanaya’s a dense guy, so if you don’t use your words, you’ll never get through to him. Or rather, if you’re not the one saying it, he won’t ever believe it.”


  If I’m not the one saying it…Yeah, I feel like I’ve been rather assertive after traveling back in time, but they were all detours, so to speak. I did change a lot compared to back at the company, but my work seems pointless in comparison to what Ushiki-san has been doing. I really should be making up my mind now.


  “I guess…I have to try harder myself.” I muttered to myself, munching on the monjayaki.


  After doing so, Nao started grinning at me.


  “W-What’s wrong, Nao-chan?”


  “You’re just as cute as OguOgu.”


  “Geez…don’t tease me now.”


  I may be perfect at my work, but I still can’t win against my adorable junior.


  *


  The night before the festival, class 2-2 was doing the final preparations for the haunted house we’d open tomorrow. I tried on the costume the girls prepared for me, currently doing the final check.


  “Hmmm, you look more charming than scary, to be honest.”


  “Huh?! It’s my problem, to begin with?!”


  “Maybe the whole magic student thing was too much? Like with that popular series.”


  “Yeah, that popular movie series is gonna end soon.”


  “But no time to fix it now, so let’s just go with it.”


  Excuse me, but what about me testing these clothes? Did we forget the meaning behind that? I took off the clothes with a bit of help when a boy handed me the schedule for the following day.


  “Kamijou-san, any complaints regarding your shift tomorrow?”


  “Let me see…Actually, I think we might need another person at noon. Knowing the scope of the festival, it’ll be the busiest time at noon, and since no other classes are doing a haunted house, all the popularity falls on us.”


  “As expected, Kamijou-san. I’ll get to fixing it.” The boy said when the girl from sound design came over.


  “Kamijou-san, could you do a final check of the BGM mix?”


  “Sure…Hmm, yep, sounds good. It’s perfect.”


  “Thanks! I really appreciate it!”


  Next came the boy from the tools and props department.


  “Kamijou, how about this blood-drenched wall over there? I think it should be fine.”


  “Yep, the placement isn’t bad, but I’m worried it could fall over if left alone. Better secure it.”


  “Got it.”


  “Also, where are the extra props from Hayashi-sensei?”


  “I thought he’d bring them in today, but he sure is late.”


  “He may have forgotten, so maybe send someone if it takes too long.”


  “I will once he’s running late, thanks.”


  The boy returned to his own work.


  “Kamijou-san!”


  “Kamijou, could you take a look at this?”


  “Touka, what do you think about this?”


  More and more requests came in, asking me for my opinion. Only after everything was done was I allowed getting out of my witch costume.


  “I’ll go take a break.”


  “Go ahead~!”


  Since the girl taking care of the costumes finally came back, I decided to slip away before somebody else needed my help. I changed into my outdoor slippers at the front entrance and bought a can of coffee from the vending machine.


  “Phew…I’m tired.”


  Out of practically nowhere, I basically turned into the leader of our project. Then again, I’m just keeping the people together, but I don’t particularly dislike it. If I can be of help in any way, I’d like to do whatever I can. That being said, with everyone relying on me, and praising me, it pains me a bit since I’m really clumsy deep down. I don’t really know how to deal with praise. And to think there would come a day when I would worry about such a thing.


  I glanced at the maidenhair tree a bit away from the front entrance and opened up my can of coffee. Thinking about it, there’s this rumor about that maidenhair tree, right? That if you confess to the person you like under the maidenhair tree on the day of the culture festival, you’ll always stay together…Honestly, I knew about that rumor even before we traveled back to the past. I’m sure it existed forever, but as the student council president, I was simply too busy with the culture festival preparations to bother with that.


  Actually, that’s probably an excuse. I was simply indifferent towards that entire ordeal. I may have had feelings for Nanaya-kun, but the best I could do back then was watching him from the shadows. I may have known about that rumor, but I certainly didn’t have the confidence to ask him out. That hasn’t changed now. Nao-chan kept on lecturing me, making me feel like I’d like to try and confess to him under that tree, but whenever I look at it from a distance…I just freeze up. Deciding on something, but being strong enough to go through with it is something else entirely.


  “Phew…I never change, huh.”


  “Hey, hey, whatcha sighing about, Touka!”


  A playful boy with brightly colored hair and an energetic voice appeared in front of me.


  “Oh, Onikichi-kun. What’s up?”


  “We brought some tools to your classroom when I heard you’d be staying here!”


  “Oh, so the tools finally came? Thanks for helping us, Onikichi-kun.”


  “You’re welcome, here we!”


  As always, Onikichi language is far too complicated for some old lady like me.


  “So Touka, spill the tea. What got you so down on this beautiful day?”


  “Onikichi-kun…would you mind hearing me out?”


  “Nah, can’t be bothered.”


  “Despite coming up to talk to me like this?!”


  “The only person I’ll lend an ear to in a time of trouble is my Nanacchi!”


  I knew these two were special, after all. Thinking about it, Nanaya-kun told me that Onikichi-kun wasn’t this much of a playboy in their first year of high school. Even though this fact changed, his relationship with Nanaya-kun stayed the same throughout. They get along even in different timelines, not to mention to such a degree. I wonder how they do it.


  “You two have been friends since you enrolled here, right?”


  “Hm? Yep, dazz right! We went to different middle schools!”


  “How did you two end up on such good terms?”


  “Our seats were next to each other right after enrollin’, here we!”


  “That’s all?!”


  “Yep, yep, here we go!”


  “Wasn’t there…I don’t know, some special event that led to it?”


  “Not at all, here we here we go!”


  “Then how come you’re so close?”


  “Touka, do ya need a reason to be friends with someone?”


  “That…I guess not…”


  “Nanacchi and I just get along. Nothing more, nothing less.” Onikichi-kun said with no hesitation whatsoever.


  I could understand where he was coming from. You don’t need a special reason. Just being with each other is fun. It’s their companionship that you enjoy and treasure. Truly, I can only see it as something wonderful.


  “I’m so jealous…”


  “Heh, so you were thinkin’ about Nanacchi, huh?”


  “I-I wasn’t!”


  “I may not be willing to hear out your troubles, but there’s the perfect guy who’d cheer you up any day of the week.”


  “And who is that supposed to be?”


  “Nanachi. Said to send you up to the rooftop.”


  “Wha…Nanaya-kun did?!”


  “But! He’s gotta prepare some shizzles, so it’d probably be best if you headed up there in an hour tops.”


  “O-Oh…Okay.”


  I wonder what this is about? What if he says something like ‘Oguri-chan and I started dating’…?! No, there’s no way he’d report that to me, even if.


  “Anyway, that’s all I came here to say.”


  “Okay, thanks Onikichi-kun.”


  “No probs! Here we go!” Onikichi-kun waved his hand at me and returned to the building.


  Oh yeah, I didn’t even take a sip from the can of coffee? Guess I can only gulp it down in one go. Deciding on that, I took a sip.


  “So sweet…the heck is this?”


  ‘Cold Chocolate’


  “Wao…”


  Doing anything with negative thoughts never ends well, huh? For me, this chocolate is just too sweet.


  *


  After checking that around an hour had passed, I left my classroom once more and headed up to the rooftop. Since the time of day had progressed quite a bit, not too many students were left wandering the hallways, and most people stayed in their classrooms to work on their individual projects. Since our school doesn’t have any festival before the big one, it’s common for students to instead hold smaller parties with their classes.


  Once I got up to the fourth floor, I stopped hearing voices altogether, with barely any lights turned on. Making my way further up, the only thing I could hear was my slippers squeaking on the newly-waxed floor. It felt like I could hear my own heart beating, which only made me feel more nervous. Once I reached the fifth floor, the light from the outside shone inside the building. Reaching the door that leads to the rooftop, I temporarily stopped and took a deep breath.


  “…Okay.”


  Once I was done preparing, I slowly opened the door. I immediately spotted Nanaya-kun, who gazed up at the starry sky. He must’ve heard me open the door, as he turned around to look at me.


  “Good work today, Chief.”


  “We’re not at the company, so don’t say that.”


  Really, he makes me feel like I’m some middle-aged woman.


  “I’m sorry.” He apologized awkwardly.


  Maybe he’s also worried about something? Thinking about it, since he called me all the way up here with nobody else around, it must be something serious. As I said before, I don’t dislike being relied on. And to my subordinate Nanaya-kun, I’ve been his chief for years now. If he asks something of me, I should reply accordingly. This wishy-washy Kamijou Touka from before can take a rest for now. In front of Nanaya-kun, I want to stay as the admirable Touka he knows.


  I know this is just me being stubborn. But at the very least, I want the person I like to see me as reliable and dependable. So, I called out to him. We talked for a moment, but it seemed like this wasn’t what I was expecting. Apparently, this wasn’t anything urgent at all. Then don’t act like that, Jesus. You’ll make me worry about you. And yet he doesn’t even know how I feel, simply acting a bit flustered as he continued.


  “Actually, there’s something I wanted to show you.” He said, taking me behind the machine room.


  At first, I wasn’t sure what I was looking at. It seemed like a gondola made of wooden planks. And Nanaya-kun confirmed that.


  “You said you would’ve loved to ride on the Ferris Wheel, right?” He blurted out with no hesitation.


  Ah, I see how it is. I finally realized. This is why I love him so much.


  I’ve grown so used to being relied on. And yet, deep down, I’m not good enough at all, just stubborn and thickheaded. It’s a personality only I should know about. And yet, only he was always looking at me. He tried to learn about the real Kamijou Touka. Just like eleven years ago, he’d help me immediately. During the summer festival, he came running in an instant. And even at this very moment, he’s trying to cheer me up. He really is the only person who truly knows me.


  That’s why I like him. That’s why I am in love with Shimono Nanaya.


  “Thank you.”


  I’ve decided. I’ll call him to the maidenhair tree tomorrow. And then I’ll tell him all about my feelings…That’s right, Kamijou Touka will confess to Shimono Nanaya!


  *


  “Wohoooo, is this heaven?!”


  The day of the cultural festival was upon us. After coming to the maid café of class 1-7, I now had two middle-school maids standing on both my sides, hugging their shoulders. I was using my chance to take as many pictures with them as possible. Since I just came from my own class, I was still wearing my witch’s robe, making this feel like a cosplay session, but it should be fine. I accomplished my goal of showing off to Nanaya-kun, so the rest is for my own entertainment.


  “Kamijou-san, how do I take a picture with this?”


  The class rep of class 1-7 held my smartphone in her hands, seemingly struggling with the camera.


  “Ah, I’m sorry. Right here.” I booted up the camera app for her.


  “Oh, cool! Smartphones are nice.”


  “It won’t take long before it’ll go mainstream. For now, you just have to tap on the screen here.”


  “Okay, good.”


  I got back into position, wrapping my shoulders around the two cuties waiting for me.


  “Hey, you old hag. You’re too close!”


  “Kofuyu-chan, this is just another type of job. You need to work harder if you want to become the number one.”


  “Kofuyu is not interested in becoming the number one maid!”


  During that exchange, the class rep finished setting up my phone and was ready.


  “I’m taking the picture!”


  “Come on, you two, smile~”


  “Say cheese!”


  SNAP! went the phone, so I checked the picture.


  “Did this work?”


  “Yup, perfectly! It’s so cute! And the two of them are smiling while being flustered, it’s the best!”


  “Dear customer, would you like to take another picture with our number one favorite Nao-chan?”


  “Of course!”


  “Nao-chan, you got a reservation!”


  “Okaaaay!”


  What kind of heaven is this? I’ve entered my own Shangri-La. Climbing a mountain to clear my mind? Pah. The entrance to another world was here on earth all this time!


  “The hell are you doing, Touka…?”


  A sharp gaze coming from the hallway directly pierced my chest. I immediately turned my face to the right, spotting the all-too charismatic gal as she looked at me in contempt.


  “B-Biwako?!”


  “……”


  She looks so disgusted!


  “You’re wrong! This is…it’s just my Shangri-La!”


  Ah, what am I even saying? I’m only digging my grave with this, but my brain can’t keep up. Biwako raised one eyebrow and closely inspected me while stomping inside the classroom.


  “Who’s responsible for this?”


  “That would be me, Sakonji-senpai.”


  The class rep didn’t hesitate to step up in front of Biwako. I guess it makes sense that Biwako’s name would be known throughout the school.


  “B-Biwa doesn’t think this kind of place is appropriate for a cultural festival!”


  What a pure exclamation! So Biwako thinks of a maid café as inappropriate? If anything, you wouldn’t be able to hold such a photo session in any normal maid café.


  “Oh, Sakonji-senpai…Don’t you know the rules of a maid cafe?”


  The class rep started grinning. Ah…I have a vague idea of what’s going on.


  “H-Huh? Rules don’t matter!”


  “Letting customers take pictures with their maids is standard business for maid cafes. Mistaking that for something inappropriate…isn’t that just because you see them that way?”


  “Biwa was never thinking about anything lewd like that!”


  “Oh, apologies. So you were nothing but a sheltered child, Sakonji-senpai?”


  “H-Huuuuh?! W-What do maid café rules have to do with sexual knowledge and maturity?!” Biwako screamed with a beet-red face, but the class rep kept on grinning.


  Her teasing skill is no joke.


  “That’s right, we are talking about the rules of the maid café! And since a photoshoot is perfectly normal for maid cafés, there’s absolutely no problem whatsoever!”


  “T-That…might be true. And Biwa just didn’t know, that’s all there is to it!”


  “Even if you apologize, you still need to be punished, otherwise we wouldn’t need the police! This is a genuine business obstruction, Ms. Sakonji!”


  “B-Business obstruction?! B-Biwa didn’t mean to…”


  Hey now, why is Biwako, who’s supposed to be a top student, being pushed back by this argument? She’s completely lost her pace.


  “And another rule of a maid café is for the people who obstructed business to repay the café by temporarily working as maids.”


  “Like hell that’s the case!”


  Oh, she finally caught on that she’s being played.


  “Sakonji-senpai, are you once again deciding the rules of the maid café for yourself?!”


  “Um, that’s…”


  Biwako, please.


  “All you do is call me wrong, never believing me!”


  “Um…”


  Biwako-san, are you okay?


  “Ahhh, it hurts! You don’t even know how maid cafés work? That’s just sad.”


  “Sorry…”


  And she apologized! She actually apologized?! Also, what do maid café rules even mean?!


  “You’ll…work as a maid for us, right?”


  “…Um, that’s…”


  “You will, right?”


  “…Yes.”


  Now I’m worried that she’ll fall for some kind of scam in the future…


  “Thank you very much, Sakonji-senpai.” The class rep said and embraced Biwako.


  What Biwako couldn’t see however was the class rep’s devious grin. Also, she just flashed a coin sign with her fingers! She’s terrifying! This takes me back to when we were working in the company. Specifically those of management, they were all about money. And with the addition of the charismatic gal as a maid, the maid café of class 1-7 blew up even more.


  Amidst this chaos, Ushiki-san had changed back from her maid clothes and passed by me. I see, she’s planning on running away. I haven’t taken a picture with Ushiki-san, yet! Well, I can imagine she was forced into this as much as Biwako, so I guess I can let this slide—Or so I thought when Ushiki-san suddenly stopped and turned towards me. With a strong determination burning in her eyes, she spoke up.


  “I won’t lose.”


  I was baffled as I watched her walk off. Her back looked like a different person’s.


  *


  There were five minutes left until 5 pm. I rested my back against the maidenhair tree near the front entrance, waiting for that person to arrive. In the end, the maid café blew up thanks to Biwako’s participation. It got so crazy it was hard to see who was an employee and who was a visitor. I enjoyed the sight for another twenty minutes and then snuck out. Realizing that it was almost 5 pm, I changed out of my witch’s clothes, only reaching the tree a few minutes ago.


  Maybe I played around a bit too much, after all. Well, I rarely get to see Biwako all flustered, so as long as I made it in time, I don’t mind. Still, there are barely any people left near the entrance, huh? I only see a few people heading over to the garden. To me, it’s a lot better if fewer people are around, but now I’m feeling anxious that the rumor actually existed.


  Every year, I see at least two to three people confessing here. Let alone that it drew attention, creating a huge crowd of onlookers. And yet, I was only surrounded by painful silence. I was feeling anxious, like the location of the live concert changed and I didn’t know about it. I mean, my goal is to confess so it doesn’t matter too much, but I’d at least like the rumors to be true as it’d boost my confidence. Not good, I shouldn’t get this emotional. I already used up all of my luck with this time travel, so I shouldn’t push anything.


  Calm down. Just wait for him. And like that, one minute passed. Another passed. Each time, my heart rate spiked. So far, I don’t see him anywhere. Nanaya-kun would always get here five minutes early. Maybe something happened. It’s not 5 pm yet, so I shouldn’t panic. Just wait for him to get here. Finally, the chime to signal the arrival of 5 pm resounded—But he didn’t come. I mean, he might just be late. I’ll just wait a bit longer…


  “Shimono-senpai won’t be coming.”


  A familiar voice pierced the silence. I slowly turned toward the source of that voice.


  “What is that supposed to mean…Ushiki-san.”


  Standing there wasn’t Shimono Nanaya-kun, but Ushiki Oguri-san.


  “I told you, right? That I would not lose against you.”


  That she did. I know that she likes Nanaya-kun. And she most likely realized that I’m interested in Nanaya-kun. However, I can’t think of the reason why Nanaya-kun hasn’t come here yet.


  “Could you explain yourself?” I tried to hide my surprise and asked Ushiki-san.


  “You’re surprisingly dense, Kamijou-senpai. Isn’t there anything that has changed over the past few months? Around you…or rather, around Shimono-senpai.”


  “Around Nanaya-kun…?”


  Over the past few months is such a broad statement. This is probably after we traveled back in time. Even after thinking about it, I don’t understand what Ushiki-san is trying to say.


  “I see…so you never really thought about it. It’s important to think about these things, Kamijou-senpai. Maybe this naivety led to your downfall this time around. If you’d caught on to the consistencies in their behaviors, you may have been able to act in time.”


  “Again, what are you even talking about, Ushiki-san? I can’t follow.”


  What is happening right now? Why isn’t Nanaya-kun coming? And why is Ushiki-san telling me? My head isn’t keeping up.


  “Not like it matters right now. There’s only one more thing to tell you.” Ushiki-san approached me.


  She flashed a confident and determined smile I never would’ve imagined coming from her.


  “Ushiki-san…?”


  She put her right hand into the pocket of her cardigan.


  “This is my win, Kamijou-senpai. No—Section Chief Kamijou.”


  She took out a small wrapper of candy, unwrapped it, and put the pink candy into her mouth.


  Chapter 7: Another Story


  “Ushiki-kun! Where are the stapler tacks?”


  It was currently just noon. As the other employees were enjoying their lunch break in the office, the assistant manager called out my name. I took out the stapler tacks from the shelf for business goods and handed them to the assistant manager.


  “Sorry about this. Could you also clean up this cup for me?”


  “I understand.”


  I grabbed the cup and carried it to the wash sink. After washing the cup, I put it inside the dish drainer, when I realized it was already ten minutes past 12.


  “Geez…”


  Guess I’ll buy some lunch from the convenience store, then. My name is Ushiki Oguri, and I’m 25 years old. I’m your average company employee doing business affairs at a large management company. I have the qualifications for a real estate broker and also management affairs, even allowing me to work as an administrator. However, I didn’t have the energy to keep working with other people, so since last year, I was damned to be sent around in the business affairs bureau.


  However, even business work is important to keep the company sustained. I’m not working for the sake of my superior. Keeping me from getting my well-deserved lunch break must be against labor laws, I just know it. And I should be compensated for me missing out on my break.


  But of course, I don’t have the courage to do something like this. It feels like I live in a different world where fighting against harassment is not an option. If I don’t do something myself, nothing will change. That’s how the modern age works. I hopped on the elevator, riding down to the first floor. This building had many different companies’ offices, so even leaving and going outside could take a hot minute. Ahh, my precious lunch break.


  Right when I reached the front entrance, the automatic door in front of me opened. Right after, a world-class beauty appeared. She possessed long black hair, almond eyes, and a small, well-built nose. Her figure was practically breathtaking, tall enough to be a model, followed by a pleasant fragrance. Of course, this building might have a lot of companies, but everybody knew her. She’s Section Chief Kamijou, working with the Closed Cooperation Geotam Commercial Affairs.


  I’ve known her forever. That being said, we may have been from the same area, but she most likely doesn’t know me. Roughly eleven years ago, there was a rumor going around. Kamijou Touka’s a beauty from Amakusa South High. And even ten years later, the rumors are still burning strong. She just turned from a beautiful girl to a beautiful woman. If she wore the uniform from Amakusa right now, she’d probably look perfect in it. The sound of her high heels was heard along the floor, as she entered the building. And there was a person chasing after her.


  “Chief, wait for me!”


  I immediately looked down. I bet he didn’t even remember my face, so there was no reason to hide. This hasn’t changed since ten years ago. I simply stormed outside the door to forget. While passing him, it felt like he glanced at me, but that must’ve been my imagination.


  “Really…why did Shimono-senpai have to work in the same building?” I kept my head down as I walked outside.


  Every single time I happen to run into Shimono-senpai, I get tired of myself. I know I’m being far too self-conscious, but it’s my personality, I can’t help it. I’m a coward, pitiful, and with no backbone. Urgh, I’m saying too much. I mean, I did try once. Eleven years ago, actually. I confessed to Shimono-senpai, and I was rejected immediately. I still regret it now. Not that I confessed or anything, I regretted the way I went at it.


  There’s no way a boy would come to like a girl with long hair who seems boring and down all the time. We only went on a date once, and we could barely even hold a proper conversation up on the Tokyo Tower. I gotta admire my guts that I managed to confess in that situation. In a way, since I’ve grown up, I could’ve done better now. Who would’ve thought I’d be hung up on him for ten years and more. Seriously, I want to go back to that time. Suddenly, the petals of a cherry blossom flew against my nose.


  “Oh, it’s this season already?”


  I raised my head and realized I had stepped into an unknown alley. It was right in front of an old shrine.


  “Wha…I was too lost in thought. Lunch break is going to end!”


  I gotta hurry and buy my lunch so that I can finish it in time. That’s what I told myself, but even so…


  “Did we have this shrine so close to the company?”


  I found myself curious about it for some reason. I knew I didn’t have the time, and yet the flowers blooming around the shrine were so beautiful, that they completely stole my attention.


  “I guess watching the flowers here for a bit wouldn’t hurt.”


  I gave my excuses to the void and walked up the stone-paved stairs. The fluttering cherry blossom petals looked like they were welcoming me. If it’s such a divine place here, it might just grant one of my wishes. I reached up to the main shrine, throwing small change into the offerings box.


  “I wish that Shimono-senpai and I could start dating I wish Shimono-senpai and I could start dating I wish that Shimono-senpai and I could start dating I wish that Shimono-senpai and I could start dating I wish that Shimono-senpai and I could start dating I wish that Shimono-senpai and I could start dating I wish that Shimono-senpai and I could start dating I wish that Shimono-senpai and I could start dating I wish that Shimono-senpai and I could start dating I wish that Shimono-senpai and I could start dating! Oraaaa! It’s the wish of a lifetime!”


  No response came. It still looked like a worn-down shrine. Of course, I didn’t expect anything. I’m just too stressed out, is all. I just need to eat lunch and then I’ll be back to normal. But before that, I should throw a complaint at the god of this shrine, who made me waste my time.


  “Then at least bring me back to my middle school days, you dummy!”


  The second I uttered those words, I realized I was standing in front of a mirror. It was the bathroom mirror of my family’s home, and yet I could barely see myself in said mirror because of my long bangs. If anybody saw me looking like this, I would definitely die of embarrassment. It took me only a second to fully grasp what was going on.


  I see, I really went back in time!


  *


  “La la la~”


  After I got my haircut at the salon, I took a stroll through the town whilst feeling great. Up to this point, I was just a nerd that’d stay at home to read manga. Even my looks were horrendous. I can’t believe I let my bangs grow that much, I could barely see ahead of me.


  “This length really feels the best. With this, I can show myself in public, at least.” I looked at myself in the mirror of a nearby cafe window, which made me mutter in shock.


  Ah, I met eyes with a person inside the café. So embarrassing! I averted my gaze, pulled my head down, and walked away. No, I can’t do this. I shouldn’t be looking down immediately, It’s a bad habit of mine. I was given the chance to redo my mistakes, so I have to look ahead of me, instead. I have to work on myself, that’s why I cut my hair, too.


  I went back in time from April in my 25th year on this earth to thirteen years in the past. It’s still the same April, but an entirely different generation. I’m now 12 years old, and in my first year of middle school. Traveling back in time is a miracle hard to believe, but there’s only one thing for me to do…This time, I can finally try my luck and date Shimono-senpai! I got back right to the time when I got to know Shimono-senpai online, and the god of that shrine must’ve done this for my sake. I can learn from my mistakes and come up with a new plan.


  So for starters, I need to do some preemptive reconnaissance. In two and a half years, I will confess to Shimono-senpai at the cultural festival of Amakusa South High. And last time, Shimono-senpai said the following.


  “There’s someone else I like.”


  For now, I have to find out just who this person is. If I can make that clear, I can come up with countermeasures. At the same time, if I follow a different strategy, the same history won’t repeat itself. So, how do I find out about who he likes? When I confessed to Shimono-senpai at that cultural festival, I came to know one person. Namely, Shimono-senpai’s younger sister Kofuyu. She’s a very cute and adorable girl. She might know about the person Shimono-senpai likes.


  Of course, I have absolutely no connection to Kofuyu-chan at this very moment, so I have to get closer to her. Um…since I’m currently a first-year in middle school, she should still be a grade school student. No way I can just stop by her school, nor do I know which one it is, but since Shimono-senpai is from South Middle, a bit of research in the area should help me narrow it down. Then I’ll be able to track down Kofuyu-chan. I still have two and a half years left until the cultural festival, there’s no need to rush anything.


  *


  “Hm, can’t I make it a bit bolder here?”


  I sat in my room on a weekend day, facing my study desk as I ran my pen across the paper. Of course, it wasn’t just your average pen, but rather a lead pencil to draw manga. Even after traveling back in time, this is the best I can do, and I’m doing the exact same thing as when I was in middle school for the first time. However, thanks to my experience over the years, my quality and speed have gone up drastically, I can produce something, unlike anything your average middle school student can do. My otaku friends are great fans of mine, too.


  I might just send that to a magazine and hope to make it big. But what I’m drawing is mature stuff, so I don’t know about sending that in. If I wanted to sell it, it’d be Comiket. Hm…once I enroll at university, I’ll be joining a circle anyway, so if I work alone now it’ll make things more annoying later. I guess it’s perfect to just get excited about it with my nerd friends. Though I really am a perfectionist for putting so much effort into my hobby.


  While these thoughts raced through my mind, I received a message on my phone. It came from Kofuyu-chan. After I found myself in this time, I formed contacts with Kofuyu-chan, which brought us to half a year later. It took a lot, but we’ve become close enough to exchange emails like this. The plan is making good progress. And reading the email showed me an even better piece of information.


  ‘Nobody’s home right now, so you can come over to play.’


  I was invited over to the Shimono Household. This might be my chance. If I come to visit her, I have a natural reason to ask about Shimono-senpai. Maybe even question if Shimono-senpai has someone he likes. Best of all is that he shouldn’t be home. Right now, we’re interacting as Maron and Seven Knight, so he does know about me, but not my IRL persona or looks. With Kofuyu-chan alone, I don’t have to worry about that either. I responded immediately, packed my bag, and left my home. Yep, things are going great!


  *


  “The person Onii-chan likes?”


  “Yep, that!”


  The Shimono Household was a lot more charming than I had expected. I was invited up to the second floor which had Kofuyu-chan’s room. After we talked about this and that for a while, I saw the perfect chance to ask.


  “Why would you want to know about that?” Kofuyu-chan looked at me with pure confusion in her eyes.


  “Um…I’m currently working on a romance manga, so I was curious about the feelings and thoughts of a boy. I don’t have any male friends, or siblings, remember?”


  “You draw manga, Oguri-chan?! Show Kofuyu, right now!”


  “A-Ahaha, if I get the chance to. But it’s a more mature type of romance manga, so it’s a bit too early for you.”


  I can’t show such a manga to an innocent girl. It might be a romance manga, but not that kind.


  “Really? Kofuyu still wants to see it!”


  “A-Anyway, what about my question? Does your older brother have someone he likes?”


  “Hm…No clue if he’s got feelings for her, but there’s Nao-oneechan. They’ve always been on good terms since they were both young.”


  “Nao-oneechan?”


  “Yep! They’re the same age, and our parents have always been getting along, so they often played together. Kofuyu stopped tagging along a while ago, but they’re doing just fine!”


  “I see…Do you know her full name?”


  “Nakatsugawa Nao.”


  “Nakatsugawa Nao-san, huh? Thanks, Kofuyu-chan.”


  “Kofuyu’s happy as long as she could help.”


  Her innocent smile was too much for me. It gave me a feeling as if I’d done something horrible. But that’s not quite it, this is all for the sake of my plan. It’ll dirty my reputation without a doubt, but I’m fine becoming a witch if I can get Shimono-senpai after all that! As I was lost in my fantasies, constantly fawning over romance dramas, I heard the city-wide sound system outside of the house play a familiar melody. Looking at the time, it was currently 5 pm. Shimono-senpai should be coming home soon.


  “Kofuyu-chan, I think I should be leaving now.”


  “Whaaaa! Just stay a bit longer, Oguri-chan!”


  “If I stay out for too long, my parents will get angry at me.”


  “Urk…Okay.”


  God, she’s so earnest and cute. We talked for a few more minutes when I finally left the house. Once I safely made it out of Kofuyu-chan’s sight, I couldn’t help but push a fist high into the air. Nakatsugawa Nao-san…She’s Shimono-senpai’s childhood friend. I know it has to be her. She’s a childhood friend, there’s no stronger opposition to me. However, it’s also her duty to lose in the end! Against the main heroine, which naturally will be me!


  Since I traveled back in time, it’s gotta be me. In other words, if I can get between Nakatsugawa-san and Shimono-senpai, I have plenty of chances for my confession. To think I would make such smooth progress? I can do this…I might actually be able to pull it off! Am I a spy?! Will the CIA scout me?! Naturally, I had completely forgotten that I was previously employed at some average management company, and that wasn’t the only thing that slipped my mind.


  “Ah, my bag.”


  I was wondering why my back felt so eerily light, but that’s because I left it in Kofuyu-chan’s room. It has my wallet, my hand mirror, lip balm, the manuscript of my manga I showed to a friend, and my porch…Wait, the manuscript?! O-Oh shoot, I kept the manuscript for my new work in there…!


  “This is bad!”


  I immediately rushed back to the Shimono Household. I hammered the doorbell, but no response. I had a really bad itch, so I put my hand on the door handle…which opened right away. I’d rather not trespass like this, but the situation demands it! I ran up the stairs and swung open the door of Kofuyu-chan’s room.


  “Kofuyu-chan!”


  “Ah, Oguri-chan?”


  She sat at her studying desk, turning towards me. In her hands, she held my manuscript.


  “D-Did you read that?”


  “Yep! You’re so good at drawing, Oguri-chan!”


  Oh.


  “How much did you read?”


  “Everything!”


  Oh ma god!!


  
    
      
        
      

    
  


  “Hey, Oguri-chan, why is that woman hitting the man with a whip?”


  “Um…”


  “And why is that man so happy at being whipped and kicked?”


  “That’s because…”


  “Why is that woman calling the man a pig?”


  “Ahaha…I wonder why.”


  “Why does he call her his queen?”


  “Stop! I beg you, I’ll die from the embarrassment!”


  That’s right! The manga—the doujin I’m drawing is hardcore S&M stuff! Naturally, I’m not a sadist. If anything, this top and bottom relationship, as well as the cute gap, are actually what really gets me excited, and…Agh, that still doesn’t change me from being a pervert, does it?! But, every person has their own preferences, right?! That doesn’t make me a bad person!


  And enjoying that in my privacy is perfectly fine, but showing that to a grade school girl isn’t!


  “Kofuyu thinks this queen is really cool!”


  “…What?!”


  “Whipping that man must be fun! And the way he gets all happy is cute, too!”


  “W-What are you saying, Kofuyu-chan? This isn’t good for you.”


  “Hey, is it normal for a queen to be naked?”


  “Waaaaaaaaaaaaaa! Don’t touch on thaaaaaaaaaaaat!”


  Normally, the queen would be wearing anything bondage. However, the queens appearing in my work are all butt-naked. My work is pretty popular with my friends too…Wait, this isn’t the time to be bragging.


  “Kofuyu will do her best to become a queen like her!”


  “You really don’t have to work hard!”


  “You’re amazing, Koguri-chan. You’re like Kofuyu’s teacher!”


  Oh lord, I feel like I just created an alteration in the timeline that’ll come to bite Shimono-senpai later. I’m so sorry, Shimono-senpai.


  *


  My plan moved to the second stage. I moved to check up on Shimono-senpai at his school. And there, I confirmed the existence of a Nakatsugawa Nao-san. I watched over the two for the past two months, affirming their relationship. What stuck out the most was the fact that Shimono-senpai treated Nakatsugawa Nao-san like a male friend. He had no restraint in her presence, even throwing sharp words at her from time to time. Of course, she must’ve known about these being jokes since she smiled back at him each time. This clearly showed the trust they have in each other as childhood friends.


  However, what if he continues to do that behind her back? That’ll change it to badmouthing. So I started thinking. If I make up something and get into Nakatsugawa Nao-san’s head that Shimono-senpai is talking badly behind her back, it should make things awkward. I’m ready to become a bad person as long as I can start dating Shimono-senpai. Please forgive me, god…


  And amidst this melodramatic situation I found myself in, I was now sitting in a burger shop near the train station. At the table next to me sat Nakatsugawa Nao-san, munching on some fries. After trailing her for two months, I finally figured out where she’d go on her own. I can’t let this chance go to waste. Normally, I’d be bad at having proper conversations with people, but over the past few years at the company, I’ve gotten a lot better. All right, you can do it, Oguri.


  “U-Um, you are Nakatsugawa Nao-san…right?” I turned my head to the side.


  “Yup, that’s me!”


  Holy smokes! She answered right off the bat! And with no hesitation!


  “M-My name is Ushiki Oguri.”


  Wait, why am I introducing myself? There’s no need for that. If anything, if she remembers my existence, it’ll come to hurt me in the long run.


  “Then you’re OguOgu. Nice to meet you!”


  I can’t keep up with this normie pace! She’s already given me a nickname, too! This isn’t the time to worry about my name, she’ll completely wrap me up in her pace if I’m not careful.


  “You’re from West Middle, right?”


  “Uh, how did you know?”


  “Your uniform.”


  “Ah, right.”


  “Ahaha, you’re such an airhead. What year are you in?”


  “A first-year.”


  “So you’re one below me.”


  “Yes…”


  Why is she leading the conversation even though I talked to her first?!


  “So what’s up? Want something from me?”


  All right! Nice assist, Nakatsugawa Nao-san! Even though I’d rather not let you!


  “Um, Nakatsugawa Nao-san, do you…”


  “Wahaha! Way too long! Nao’s fine!”


  “Ah, then…Nao-senpai. You’re good friends with this boy, right? The one who has short hair and the look of a prairie dog.”


  “You mean Nanaya?”


  “Yes! I think that’s him. Yes!”


  All right, I managed to bring the conversation to Shimono-senpai.


  “What about Nanaya?”


  “I heard he’s calling you a man-woman behind your back. I know it might be a joke if it’s upfront, but insulting you in secret is pretty disgusting, right?”


  I’m sorry, Shimono-senpai. I don’t feel that way at all. And you never said anything like that to begin with.


  “Whaaaaa?! Nanaya’s such a cheeky brat!”


  “That’s right! I’d be best if you didn’t stay friends with such a person…”


  “That bastard, I’ll definitely pay him back. What do you think I’m lacking in the femininity department, OguOgu?”


  “Huh? Um…You’re cute, cheerful, so I don’t think you’re lacking anything.”


  “Ahhhh, you’re so adorable, OguOgu! I might just fall in love with you!”


  So fast! We barely met!


  “Wait, no, you’re not at fault, Nao-senpai. It’s all because of him, and I think you should keep your distance from him.”


  “Hmmm…It’s bound to be my breasts.”


  “Excuse me…?”


  “Compared to Mom, my boobs feel a bit smaller. I guess I need two sizes bigger to catch up.” Nao-senpai commented as she pushed up her own chest with both her hands.


  Um…needing both hands as a middle school student is plenty respectable, if you ask me…


  “All right, I’ll raise these two babies and show that Nanaya! And then I’ll use them to earn me some side money!”


  “Whaaaaa?!”


  “One grope will cost him 500 yen!”


  “So cheap!”


  “Then groping will be 5000?”


  “The price isn’t the problem here!”


  Ah…Not good, I’m once again being played by her. But…what the heck is this direction even?


  “I’ll look into methods to increase bust size. If you do it with me, I’m sure you’ll get some rockin’ melons in a second.”


  “Huuuuh?! Me too?!”


  “Of course! Let’s both get into gravure modeling together!”


  “I-I’d rather not!”


  I simply ran away from that place. First with Kofuyu-chan, and now this. What is going on!


  *


  Half a year passed since, and I moved up to my second year in middle school. Even now, I’m heading over to South Middle to check up on Shimono-senpai and Nao-senpai, but…So far, their relationship hasn’t gotten worse at all. However, Nao-senpai has changed quite a lot since then. Seriously, her breasts have grown quite a lot. If she keeps going like this, she’ll actually be a model by the time she moves up to middle school. Nakatsugawa Nao is one fearful woman.


  But more importantly, I have to look at the facts. Namely, that my plan isn’t making much progress. What am I supposed to do about this? And since I had no hope in my current plan, I held my head as I walked down the hallway of my school. Midway, a large shadow appeared, and I didn’t make it in time to dodge so I pumped right into him.


  “Oh, my bad. You okay?”


  The other person didn’t even seem to be bothered, just bending their body to look down at my face.


  “No, I’m okay. I’m sorry, I didn’t look ahead of me.”


  “As long as you’re okay, we’re fine.” The person said and walked down the hallway.


  It was a tall boy with black hair. The color on his slippers was yellow, meaning that he’s a third-year.


  “I feel like I’ve seen him before somewhere.”


  I scratched my cheek while watching the boy walk off. I don’t have any friends in the third year…The only person older than me that I know is Shimono-senpai…Ah, he’s in the same year as Shimono-senpai! Tadokoro Onikichi! That’s gotta be him. He’s Tadokoro-senpai from Amakusa South High. I’ve tried to invite Shimono-senpai on a date multiple times, but this person always clung to him like a moth to light. Even for our date on the Tokyo Tower, he was obstinate enough to say he’d tag along. Thankfully I managed to stop him.


  Since they were super close with each other, I figured they’d be from the same middle school, but that apparently isn’t the case. But that means they became such good buddies in such a short time? They must be really getting along…Hold on a second. So he’s also partially to blame that I couldn’t go on the offensive with Shimono-senpai? Did I get rejected because of him?


  Even if Shimono-senpai has feelings for someone, that doesn’t mean I don’t have any chance. Well, I have no way of proving that hypothesis, nor can I afford to bet on that. However, after coming back to this time, there’s one thing that’ll definitely connect to my success. Namely, to constantly approach Shimono-senpai and try to win him over. That’s what I should prioritize during this second chance of mine. And for that, I should remove any obstacles in the way. That decides my next course of action. I’ll change the future where Tadokoro-senpai and Shimono-senpai become friends!


  *


  My plan of action was simple. I know that Tadokoro-senpai turns into somewhat of a cheesy playboy in his second year of high school. This is a narrow district, the people standing out at the schools are famous in the other schools, too. And, I know that Shimono-senpai is bad with flashy guys and excessive party-goers. Since I’m the same as him, I understand it all too well. I don’t like those guys either! The only reason those two were still friends despite that is that they were already getting along before Tadokoro-senpai turned into that kinda flashy guy.


  …So what if he was already like that before he and Shimono-senpai met? A brown-haired playboy guy who keeps fooling around with everyone right on the first day they met…This is doable! They definitely won’t get along! And that’ll leave Shiono-senpai’s schedule wide open! I can invite him as much as I want! We’re a guaranteed couple!


  “He he he. I’m almost terrified at how much of a genius I am.”


  I immediately looked for Tadokoro-senpai’s name on the shoe lockers. Checking through the third-year shoe lockers, I found his name.


  “Found it!”


  And then I put a magazine in there. It had a blonde, tan, and muscular guy on the cover. Before I traveled back in time, this magazine already went defunct, but right now it’s putting a lot of focus on the popular hotties. If he already had these kinds of tendencies, this should accelerate the progress. He’ll read this magazine, think of those playboys as cool, and immediately work on changing himself. He he he, I can’t wait.


  After that, I regularly put men’s fashion magazines into Tadokoro-senpai’s shoe lockers. This continued for roughly five months. This cost me the majority of my allowance, of course. Finally, I believed that I’d be able to see some results now, so I put another magazine in his shoe locker.


  “Phew, you’re getting some heartfelt men’s magazine today, Tadokoro-senpai. You better look forward to it.”


  “Sure am, yay~!” Tadokoro-senpai put his hand into the locker and took out the magazine.


  “Ah, you’ll read it immediately, then……Wait, Tadokoro-senpai?!”


  “So you’re the one always putting those magazines in my locker? Oni-chan’s super-duper thankful!


  A brown-haired boy, Tadokoro Onikichi, stood in front of me.


  “Wait, you actually turned into a playboy?!”


  “Sure did! Oni-chan has awakened to become a playboy!”


  Great! Just as I planned……Wait, this isn’t the time to be happy! He found out I’m the one who put the magazines in here!


  “Err…Ushiki Oguri, right?”


  “Why do you know my name?!”


  “It says your name on the student bag, remember?”


  “Ah!”


  That’s right. I was such a diligent girl, I kept my name on everything I owned.


  “So, why are you giving me random magazines, Ogucchi?”


  “Ogucchi?!”


  “Dazz right! You taught me how to be a playboy guy, so we’re like friends!”


  You’re not Luffy! To think he’d see me as a friend…the person who’ll get in my way later…For now, I should just give him a random comment.


  “E-Erm…I was just thinking that you might like this sort of stuff?”


  “Holy smokes! You’re like a prophet! I’m liking you even more now, here we!”


  If you’re going with “Here we” then finish it with “Go,” okay? Also, now I have another connection to the people around Shimono-senpai…!


  “B-But, I’ve run out of allowance, so I’ll stop starting today. I’m sorry for doing this!”


  “Ah, Ogucchi? Ogucchi! Where are you going?”


  Why do I keep messing up?! Just like with Nao-senpai, I simply ran away without facing my problems.


  *


  Before I realized it, two years had passed since I traveled back to this time. This year, this September actually, there will be our offline meeting, with the cultural festival at Amakusa South High in October. I did everything I could up to this point. I asked Kofuyu-chan about the person Shimono-senpai likes. I drove a wedge between Nao-senpai and Shimono-senpai, too. Not to mention that Tadokoro-senpai will turn into a playboy that won’t get along with Shimono-senpai.


  And yet…When I went to the high school to check out the status, I saw Nao-senpai and Shimono-senpai still getting along. Same goes for Tadokoro-senpai and Shimono-senpai. The only difference is that Kofuyu-chan’s totally into S&M stuff now, Nao-senpai’s boobs grew two sizes, and Tadokoro-senpai turned into a playboy a year earlier. I’ve been getting along with them just fine, too. However, when it comes to Shimono-senpai, I didn’t manage to achieve any groundbreaking change.


  Damn it! I thought I was making good progress with my plan. These weak results make me question what I was even doing. Before, I spent my time drawing manga or playing online games, but what was I doing after the time leap? And time won’t wait, the seasons keep on changing. The promised second term arrived, and today is the day of the offline meet-up. We’d meet up at a karaoke box, and I looked at the time while I sat in wait. I can’t continue with just this.


  I grasped the strawberry-flavored candy in my pocket, making up my mind. This is where the real battle starts. I’m not the same as I was before. My hair is perfect and I’ve improved my bad habit of only looking down. Now that I’ve come this far, I just have to keep on pushing. There’s only five minutes left until we’re meeting up, and Shimono-senpai is the only person who has yet to arrive.


  The first impression is of utmost importance. Once he gets here, I have to immediately greet him as cheerfully as possible. I named it—the Tehe Kyaha Ultra Start Dash Operation. KER-CHUNK, the door opened.


  “Hello~”


  He’s here! Time to start this thing!


  “N-Nice to meet you, Seven Knight-san! I’m Maron!” I smiled and greeted him.


  It’s really Shimono-senpai, the one I’ve been only watching from the shadows, and he’s so close in front of me…So nostalgic.


  “U-U-Um, I was really looking forward to meeting you, Seven Knight-san, so…”


  I spoke that far, when I saw two shadows appearing from behind Shimono-senpai. He’s with someone?!


  “Wh-Who might these two be…?”


  Hold on, what’s going on? I can’t follow at all. Why are random strangers here?


  “Heyho, name’s Biwa! Nice to meet you.”


  Again, who?!


  “Biwako-san, glad you made it. I actually didn’t mention it to the others, but Seven Knight-san’s friends will be participating in this meeting. She’s really fun to have around, and we’re getting along quite well.” So said Leader.


  “Sup, sup, that’s it.”


  Huuuuuuh?! The heck is this?! This is supposed to be an offline meeting, right?! Why are there outsiders here?! Is he stupid?! Is he a moron?! Is he gonna die?! As I fell right into a panic, another woman showed up behind Shimono-senpai.


  “U-Um…My name is Kamijou Touka. Would it be okay if I participated as well?”


  Time stopped. It’s…Section Chief Kamijou! Why is Section Chief Kamijou From Geotam Commercial Affairs here…?! No, hold on. I think she also graduated from Amakusa South High. So that means she knew Shimono-senpai? However, I don’t remember that. She and this random gal I don’t even remember from last time. I’m honestly terrified.


  “I-I didn’t hear about this, Leader! I thought it was just people from our party! Isn’t that how an offline meeting works?! This is already our first meeting, so…”


  I was utterly confused and in shambles, I immediately protested.


  “It’s fine, no? This is a first-time meeting for all of us, so it doesn’t matter how many people we are as long as we’re having fun.”


  Oh, right. He’s a boy. A boy with no delicacy! No way I can stop this now. I should calm down and think this through. Returning to my seat, I held my head in despair. Shimono-senpai seemingly caught on to that, sending me an apologetic gaze. That’s right, Shimono-senpai. I’ve been doing unfair business since the moment I traveled back in time. But of course, there’s no way he would understand that. For now, I need to deal with this sudden change of plans. Thinking is my strong suit.


  “Mixers are pretty fun, huh!” The gal sat down next to me.


  “R-Right…”


  Shut up! I’m trying to think, right now! You’re the biggest mystery to me, anyway! This isn’t a mixer, it’s an offline meeting! Seriously, who is she? Looking at Hechikoma-san’s reaction, she seemingly is pretty famous, but unlike Chief Kamijou, I haven’t ever heard about her. Well, maybe I was just shutting her out since I don’t like gals. Speaking of gals, there’s also Tadokoro-senpai…Maybe his becoming a playboy led to there being more gals and playboys around Shimono-senpai? The normie community keeps on expanding, huh…


  Is this what they call the Butterfly Effect, I wonder? No, is it really? The Butterfly Effect picks smaller incidents to create huge repercussions and change. It’s often used in any kind of fictional work that contains time travel, but would my intentional changing of the timeline have such effects in such a short amount of time? Can I really call it a Butterfly Effect if I aggressively worked to change the future? And what if these changes have even greater repercussions in the future?


  “We should order the drinks. I’ll take care of the ordering, so feel free and tell me what you would like.” Chief Kamijou said.


  Shimono-senpai responded.


  “It’s okay, Chief. I’ll handle that.”


  “You’re sitting the furthest away from the phone. I’ll do it, don’t worry.”


  “I-I’m sorry.”


  Everybody voiced their preferences, and Chief Kamijou finished ordering. They sounded like your average junior and senior…but there is one thing that caught my attention during that conversation.


  —Chief? Right now, Shimono-senpai called Chief Kamijou “Chief,” right? Is that just a coincidence? These two got to know each other this early in this new timeline, and he just so happens to call her like that? What are the chances of that? Its probability is almost ridiculous…However, all of that could be explained if Shimono-senpai also traveled back in time. And the same goes for her, who accepted the title of ‘Chief’ this nonchalantly.


  There’s a good chance that Kamijou Touka has time leaped to the past.


  *


  The hypothesis I came up with is nothing but a possibility. For example, even if these two traveled back in time, they probably wouldn’t have caught on to the changes I created. Kofuyu-chan, Nao-senpai, and Tadokoro-senpai all are quite different from their previous versions. Also, I’ve cut my hair, too. They most likely wouldn’t take these changes as something suspicious. If they had taken notice, they would’ve known about me prior to this. That being said, time-traveling in general as a phenomenon is such a strange and unfamiliar territory for me, it might be a waste to try and explain everything. What’s most important is that I shouldn’t come to conclusions as of right now, while I’m lacking crucial information.


  Or so I’d like to say, but I’m awfully confident in this possibility and depending on what the truth is, I’d be forced to greatly change my approach from now on. After all, if the both of them traveled back in time, there is a good chance that one of the two could have feelings for the other. The reason I traveled back in time is that I have unrequited feelings, after all. I’ve been watching Nao-senpai this entire time, but there are no signs of Shimono-senpai harboring any feelings for her. But if the person he liked turned out to the Chief Kamijou…that would explain a lot.


  Of course, there’s also a good chance that Chief Kamijou is the one who’s after Shimono-senpai. And the most terrifying possibility would be…that they both share the same feelings. Either way, I need to look into this possibility. And I was given an immediate chance, when Chief Kamijou stood up to head to the toilet. Looking into them individually is a lot better for me, so I went after her. Arriving in the toilet, I spotted Chief Kamijou who was currently washing her hands. Even from behind, her appearance was entrancing.


  “Kamijou Touka-san…was it?” I called out to her.


  “You know me?” She responded.


  Of course, you’re famous now, and will be in eleven years. While keeping the conversation going, I approached the nucleus of my intentions.


  “Are you friends with Seven Knight-san?”


  “Yes, we may be in different years, but we are friends.”


  That shouldn’t have been the case, considering the past timeline.


  “Since when?”


  “Erm… a few months now, I think?”


  A few months…if she also leaped back in time, it’d have to be sometime during the past year. So nearly not as long as I have. I’ve been back to this time a lot longer than her, working on my plan. And yet she’ll get in the way of my plan…


  “I…”


  “Hm?”


  “I’ve been…Seven Knight-san’s friend for ages.”


  That’s right, I’ve been chasing after Shimono-senpai far longer than she may have. And I’m not losing my advantage. Not gonna lose against her, no matter what!


  *


  “And, well…that’s when I realized that there was a 90% chance you traveled back in time,” I told Chief Kamijou, who stood beneath the maidenhair tree.


  For the first time, I enjoyed the taste of the strawberry candy. Her eyes were open in shock, her expression distorted in terror.


  “But looking at your face right now, I’m 100% sure.”


  She definitely likes Shimono-senpai.


  “You also…?”


  “That’s right. But I came back to this time much longer before you. More accurately, two and a half years ago. There’s no way I wouldn’t lose against some pseudo-leaper!”


  “What the hell is a pseudo-leaper?!”


  “That you’re a fake time leaper, compared to me! Also, I still don’t understand who this Sakonji-senpai person is! What’s her problem?! She terrifies me! Because of her, we couldn’t go to the Tokyo Tower! Hey, Chief Kamiijou, who is she?!”


  “Um…Biwako is a…charismatic girl?”


  “That’s right! Why is such a gal on good terms with Shimono-senpai?! She disrupted my plans so many times! Wait, is she the person Shimono-senpai likes? I’ve been thinking about that for ages, and…Ack! COUGH COUGH I swallowed my candy…! Blegh!”


  “…Um, are you okay?”


  “Anyway!” I glared at my rival. “I will not let things go your way, Chief Kamijou!”


  I’ll definitely get in the way of you two!


  
    
      
        
      

    
  


  *


  “Hm…that’s weird. Oguri-chan told me to come here cause the chief asked for it, but…nobody’s around.”


  Right after Oguri-chan confessed to me, I immediately made my way up here. Despite all the previous chaos up on the rooftop, it was now quiet and peaceful with no soul around, which honestly made me feel lonely. I looked around the back to find the gondola completely gone. I guess someone from the committee must’ve done my work for me.


  …I wonder what the chief wanted to talk about. I took out the Yamade-kun keychain she gave me and started thinking. Even though I should’ve gone through this cultural festival before, way too many unfamiliar events happened. There is only one thing I’m certain of—


  —And that is, Ushiki Oguri traveled back in time just like the chief and I did.


  Afterword


  Hello everyone, this is Tokuyama Ginjirou speaking. Reaching the 3rd volume, I’ve somewhat grown accustomed to this, but the biggest problem of writing for me is the question of “How were things eleven years ago?” I mean, I know we’re dealing with fiction here, and there’s a good chance someone might be reading this novel in ten years’ time, which is why a part of me just wants to move on with that, but as long as I’m writing something that is at least somewhat based on reality, I’d like to keep it realistic. You might be thinking “What is this guy on about?” but I am trying my best.


  Thinking back to what was going on eleven years ago, I think about where I was living at the time, what I liked back then, what was popular…and so on. I’d also look up works that were released around the time, checking when apps came out, and which hit songs were popular at karaoke. And then I find myself going “What?! This came out ten years ago?!” like the old man that I am. Well, it is pretty fun in its own right, I have to say. When I think that someone might be reading this novel ten years down the line, I find myself motivated to leave behind something worthwhile.


  As for this third volume, we’ve encountered yet another new character. I happen to have the habit of adding new characters, it seems…But to get back on track, whenever a new character appears, it means that the illustrator is tasked with bringing up a new design, and I start to feel guilty that I gave them more work. Especially since I look forward to these designs each time.


  Our new character this time around is Ushiki Oguri, who indeed is quite adorable…maybe a bit too much. Yom-sensei! I can’t work if I keep staring at her illustrations! That being the case, I’m terribly thankful to them for making time during their busy day to provide these wonderful illustrations.


  I also have eternal gratitude to my editor Satou-sama, who greatly assists me with the plot progression and writing. And of course, I have nothing but thankfulness to everyone helping me in releasing this novel, as well as all my dear readers. I hope you continue to support me from now on as well.


  Tokuyama Ginjirou
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