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  TL note: Reference to the Japanese MMO M2. If you haven’t read the update to TL notes in the previous volumes, M2 is the MMO that the gang referenced when they mentioned an MMO suddenly deleting crucial data during a maintenance and thus caused the game to shut down for good. People later concluded that the management probably knowingly did it since the remaining playerbase couldn’t sustain the operation of the servers anymore.


  Are you familiar with the saying ‘One hour of gaming a day!’?


  Oh, you’re not?


  I see. Well, it’s a pretty old saying after all.


  It was a line said by a great person decades ago which basically mentions that you should only play games for an hour a day, and to do your studies and play outside too.


  Since a long time ago, adults have been opposed to the idea of gaming.


  TL note: The statement ‘One hour of gaming a day’ was uttered by Takahashi Meijin who was a well-known person during the heyday of the Family Computer. The actual statement was meant to deter children from playing too much and not really adults because they believe adults have the capacity to restrain themselves when it comes to those things.


  But you know, one hour a day just isn’t going to cut it.


  I mean, if you’re playing net games, then one hour a day is just too rough.


  ‘Actually, you can only play anything but net games in that one hour!’ is what most people belonging in this game world would say.


  However, once you get completely immersed in such a world, there’s no doubt that it would cause your family to get worried and be against it.


  They would say things like ‘You keep playing those games all the time but are your studies doing alright?’ or ‘I really think you should stop playing that already’.


  While it’s true that there are cases of grades falling because of online games— there are still cases where grades go up because of it, at least, that’s what I believe.


  Rusian: It’s the period before exams so my parents banned me from playing the computer… Ah, just kill me now…


  D: Your life sure doesn’t account for much does it lol. And heck, if they banned you from playing then why are you even here? lol


  Rusian: My parents are already asleep so right now is my Me-time.


  D: Hey Rusian’s mom! Your son’s playing his online games again!


  Rusian: Stop that lol. It’s actually more strange that they’d actually ban me from playing.


  I think this was around the midterms during the first semester.


  ‘I’ve had enough of studying so at least let me play some net games’ is what I complained to my friend in chat.


  And when I did, that friend of mine looked all arrogant as he said,


  D: But you know— as your senior in life, I would say that it’s better to study while you still can.


  Rusian: I don’t really want to hear a lecture that I’ve already heard somewhere else coming from you lol.


  I don’t really want to listen to those sound arguments, be it from my parents or my teachers.


  Don’t you think so too? At the very least, it’s what I think.


  But you know, there’s a difference. There’s a definite difference between someone lecturing you in-game and your parents lecturing you.


  D: But well, if you become a NEET like me then there’s no turning back lololol.


  Rusian: Eh.


  ‘You’re kidding right?’ is what I was thinking as I went to ask him a question.


  Rusian: …D-san, you’re a NEET?


  D: A geezer like me wouldn’t be able to play everyday like this if I weren’t a NEET now would I? lololol


  Rusian: Seriously…?


  So they actually exist. An actual NEET.


  That’s right. The person who is currently messing around with me is a real life NEET.


  D: But don’t just lump Mr. D here together with those other NEETs lol. During highschool, I was almost living like a NEET already. And when it was time for college, I was practically living as a full NEET. Because of that, I quit college and finally became a true NEET. I’m what you’d call a Pro NEET lololol.


  Rusian: D-senpai is nuts, nuts I tell you.


  D: Yeah I’m seriously nuts lololol. I also failed getting that part-time job at the convenience store too lololol. Even if I didn’t, I would’ve still turned it down anyway lololol.


  Rusian: Uwaa…


  D: I even backed out on the job my old man referred to me after the first day lololol. Lately he’s kept his mouth shut about it lololol.


  Rusian: Is that really okay?


  D: It’s already way past bad. At this point, I can only play net games until I die and when I can’t play anymore then guess I’ll die lol.


  Rusian: Wai— yo…


  Just listening to his story made me completely pale. You can’t just joke around with this stuff after all.


  He truly is my senior in life.


  What’s waiting for me at the end if I just play net games and abandon everything else? The answer was right there in front of me.


  D: And you know what’s even more crazy? Even though I’m a NEET there’s only the game world left to conquer but I can’t even do that so it only gets worse lol. I can’t concentrate on one thing after all so I can’t really do my best in-game lol.


  Rusian: :monkaS:


  TL note: For those of you unfamiliar with this, it’s a Twitch chat emote to signify nervousness which is now widespread in most things. The original was the Japanese equivalent of monkas in text form, which literally translated is (nervous), but it simply doesn’t make sense in English because no one reacts like that. And only (menacing) seems to be the widely used one as it’s a JoJo reference.


  D: If you want to become like me then abandoning your exams are fine, but this Senpai Route is extremely difficult so you better watch out lol.


  After laughing it off like that, D-senpai turned serious for a minute and said.


  D: But if I could turn back time and go back to my highschool days, I would definitely study. Exams only last for two or three days anyway, so just studying for them is definitely much easier lol.


  Rusian: Yeah, guess I’ll go study after all…


  This is a way different lecture than one that comes from someone who’s got their stuff together.


  That overflowing regret, and the huge feeling of resignation, was properly conveyed to me and it made me tremble.


  I dun wanna be like Senpai after all. Definitely.


  D: If you ever get tired of studying then drop by here again lol. I’ll tell you my Top 10 Ranking for the Most Hurtful Words My Parents Have Said To Me when you do lol.


  Rusian: I seriously don’t want to hear that at all.


  D: Number 10: ‘You don’t even do anything everyday but you still get hungry.’


  Rusian: I told you I’m good lol.


  D: ‘Do you know how hard I worked just to put that food on the table?’


  Rusian: And there’s even a continuation to that?!


  D: ‘I’m sure someone like you who hasn’t worked his ass off before wouldn’t have any idea what I’m talking about huh?’


  Rusian: I get it already! I’ll go study already so stop it!


  D: Do your best ♥ Do your best ♥


  Rusian: Shadduuuuuuuuuuup!


  And so, whenever I tried logging in for a breather, he would bombard me with his Top 10 Ranking so I reluctantly went back to studying. It was thanks to that however, that my first semester grades somehow made it.


  —Ah, D-san said this before he logged off though.


  D: Well, time for work then so I’m logging off lol


  Rusian: Haa?! Work?! So all that talk about you being a NEET is a lie then?!


  D: I was a NEET before, WAS lol. Good luck on your exams lol


  Rusian: Damn it! I’ll do my best!


  But that was quite unexpected. So you can still recover from it after all huh?


  The way it gives you support, cheers you on, lets you see what a bad example is like, and being a breather all in one— these many ways to boost your motivation are what net games can do.


  That’s why see, things like, ‘You won’t be able to study because of your games!’ or ‘You’re going to turn into a good-for-nothing!’ are all things my family say that I just can’t get behind.


  Ako: So what you’re trying to say is if I can get into the Senpai ♥ Route you’re talking about then everything is fine right?


  Rusian: All that was so you WOULDN’T go into the Senpai Route!


  I’m begging you. Let’s go up a year together and graduate together as well please!


  It’d be really troubling for me if you happened to repeat a year because of the game!


  Rusian: It’s because my grades are doing alright that my parents have approved of letting me play whenever I want you know? So Ako, do your best too so your parents can understand that, alright?


  Ako: But if they ban me from playing net games then that would make me stop coming to school you know?


  Rusian: Ako, sometimes you just really demand for things like a terrorist don’t you…


  What are you trying to pull here, a suicide terrorism? That’s scary you know.


  Rusian: So there you have it. We’re going to study. We’re going to start on the exercises on page 120 alright?


  Ako: Please wait! A break! Please let me take a rest for a little longer!


  Rusian: You say that even though you’ve already had plenty.


  Ako: I just want to go home already… #AllOfJapanJustWantsToGoHomeSociety


  TL note: Reference to this https://twitter.com/mou_kaeru. Simply put, it’s just tweets about wanting to stay at home.


  Rusian: This is our home though.


  We even went to the trouble of building a house for ourselves so what nonsense are you spouting now?


  Look over there, Mu-tan’s cheering you on from his little doghouse in the garden.


  Rusian: Just give it up. The end of term exams are tomorrow after all. For Maeda-sensei’s Math exam, it’s an easy test where he just changes up the numbers on the exercises in the textbook so you have to earn some points here.


  Ako: If you can solve all the problems in the textbook then you’re already a genius! That’s impossible for someone like me!


  Rusian: I’m telling you they were already solved once in class before…


  The season is winter.


  It was already halfway into December.


  Winter vacation. New Year’s Eve. The New Year— and of course, Christmas.


  But even though those heart pounding events are right in front of us, we’re now faced with a completely different obstacle.


  Chapter 1 - DESTINY?
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  TL note: Reference to the MMOFPS DESTINY.


  Part 1


  As warm air flowed out of the air conditioner, it began to make creaking sounds and then it came to a full stop.


  I wonder if it’s because there are a lot of students that have already arrived at class? The needlessly high specced air conditioning that our alma mater has seems to have noticed that the temperature in the classroom has risen.


  In summer, it’s at just about the right amount of heat, and in winter, it’s just about the right amount of cold. It seems that this is what the higher-ups of Maegasaki High thought about when deciding on the temperature setting of the air conditioning.


  Avid PC users may be used to cold rooms, but having the air conditioner stop working first thing in the morning just gets on my nerves.


  But the largest hurdle in the second semester, which is the end of term exam, has just finished so the classroom’s atmosphere was quite restless.


  It would be better if they would just chill out for a bit.


  “Man— I have my part time job to worry about ya know? So I couldn’t really make any plans and stuff—”


  “My father told me that Christmas is a time spent with your family so those kinds of things are out of the question.”


  “I mean, it’s definitely crowded during Christmas right? I’m not really good at places with a lot of people so…”


  Christmas.


  That’s right. When I realized it, there were only ten days remaining until Christmas.


  Yes, Christmas. That thing comes again this year even though no one invited it.


  Once I overcame the wall called ‘Exams’, the next upcoming event suddenly crawls its way into my field of view.


  It’s an event that no student would definitely miss.


  But there are a part of those students that would rather miss it though.


  That event is called Christmas.


  No matter how you avert your eyes from it, shouting ‘I don’t care about Christmas!’, it would definitely still come up in conversations.


  Do you not get it? You simply can’t run away from Christmas.


  “I really couldn’t care less about Christmas—”


  “So you say, but you actually have plans for it don’t you?”


  “Nah— See, we have that thing, you know?”


  Because you see, you still end up having to explain why you don’t care about it, right?


  After all, ending the conversation by saying ‘I’m just not interested’ is sure to turn the atmosphere sour.


  “It’s that, The Baseball Club’s All Male Party.”


  “Isn’t the Baseball Club getting along a bit too well?”


  “But isn’t the Basketball Club having a mixed party with theirs?”


  “Uwaa— That’s sounds real nice man—”


  “The Tennis Club is WAY better I tell you. The male to female ratio there is 3:7.”


  Well I guess this is fine. They’re talking about club compositions after all.


  You normies can just battle it out with that thing then. It doesn’t concern any of us.


  The problem here is completely irrelevant to that.


  In various communities, once participation for the most prioritized events are decided, the people setting up these things end up being included in those events and a lot of the leftovers appear.


  This is especially true for us first years since, well, we’re in our first year after all.


  Once you have a proper look, you can clearly see that’s it’s all unexpected people going solo.


  And for those students, they can’t help but make up excuses.


  There are a number of templates as to how they do this.


  “I can’t just take the day off ’cause it’s Christmas ya know? It’s the perfect time to earn some money after all—”


  A fairly popular one you’d see is this Part-Time Job Template right here.


  The ‘I’ve got work to do so it can’t be helped’ types. Working is a respectable thing to do after all, so no one would have any room for complaints.


  “But well, once the shop closes we’ll have a little party inside the shop you know? And it’s a family restaurant so there are a lot of girls working there too, see?”


  And oh, make sure not to forget the ‘There are members of the opposite sex there too’ appeal.


  “My mom said that she already made reservations at a restaurant. If we don’t go, there’s the cancellation fee to think about so it’s all just messed up ya know—”


  And from over there I hear another one of them. This too is one of the standards, the Family Template.


  It’s an excuse that says you got forced into spending it with your family. Though that may actually be what happened, so it can’t be helped.


  “Well, in the worst case, I can just stand them up—”


  ‘I already have plans, but I don’t mind if you still invite me you know?’ is probably the main point that it’s going for here.


  “I mean see— it’s probably going to be packed anyway so going out at a time like this is just going to end up being no fun at all right?”


  And finally, there’s the I’m Bad with Crowds Template.


  But there really are people who get sick when they’re mixed up in a huge crowd. In that case, it can’t be helped.


  “Isn’t it fine to just go when there’s not a lot of people anymore?”


  Though they didn’t really specify what they plan to do when they do go, they’re assuring the other party that they’ll go have fun at another date. It seems that this too is one of the safety measures that this template has.


  Hmm, indeed. That’s a wonderful display.


  As for other templates—


  “What about you Nishimura?”


  “Eh? Me?”


  Uwah, they just casually started talking about it and now they’re passing the baton to me.


  Err, as for me… What I have is…


  “…I don’t really have anything planned though.”


  “So you got no plans huh—”


  “Ah, if you’re free then do you want me to invite you to ours?”


  This too is another one of the templates. The Frank Template.


  It causes quite the significant damage to yourself, but since you don’t have to make any lame excuses, it isn’t all that bad.


  For an open otaku, this has to be the best choice. It’s easier to just come out clear with it.


  You shouldn’t just say things like ‘I can’t because there’s Comiket see?’, you know?


  Even though you have plans, saying that is much worse than having none at all.


  However, the situation now is unrelated with my position as the class’ open otaku.


  The truth to the whole thing is this.


  “Ah well, see, how do I put this… The end of term exams were just too much for Ako see? So we haven’t really talked about what we would be doing.”


  “Ah… So that’s what you mean when you had no plans.”


  Their gentle gazes suddenly transformed into looks of apathy.


  “‘Just haven’t planned yet’ huh? Yeah, yeah, of course it’s because you just haven’t planned anything yet.”


  “You have Tamaki-san after all— You bastard you—”


  “Ah well— Ha Ha Ha.”


  I didn’t even need to worry about making an excuse in the first place. This is truly what it means to belong in the upper caste.


  This is what it means to be a winner. Me, a member of the privileged class.


  “We really haven’t talked about it yet so I really have no idea—”


  Is what I said while showing them a calm expression.


  Man— I just can’t stop myself from grinning. I feel like this is the most smug face I’ve ever had in my whole life.


  Christmas is just the best. You’re looking at a winner at life here boys.


  “People with girlfriends are just the worst, aren’t they?”


  “Seriously. The captain cancelled on the Soccer Club’s Xmas Party because he’s going on a date with his girlfriend.”


  “That means no good looking girls would be attending it then huh?”


  Ha Ha Ha. Envious little fools, my wife in unbelievably cute you know?


  Though I didn’t really say that out loud and just proceeded to laugh out loud in my thoughts.


  This year is completely different from the previous one. I went with the excuse of ‘I’m busy with entrance exams you know?’ for last year after all.


  “Rusian, are you here?”


  As I turned my gaze towards the doorway, The figure of someone with jet black hair suddenly directed their look towards here.


  “Speak of the devil, it’s Tamaki-san…”


  “Hey husband, your wife’s calling for you.”


  “Don’t call me that.”


  As I signaled to her as if saying ‘I’m here’, she happily came prancing towards my side.


  The feeling of a wild animal that hasn’t warmed up to anyone else coming to approach me gives me such a wonderful feeling.


  “Good morning.”


  “So you came to school properly huh. Good girl—”


  “I dropped by to visit Rusian.”


  Ako was looking at me with all smiles.


  It was a sight that I was used to seeing, but the effect it has on everyone else that is scrambling right before Christmas really is different isn’t it!


  Having Ako by my side at a time like this really make me feel like the star.


  “…Thanks Ako.”


  “What for though?”


  “Just having you here Ako is enough to make me happy.”


  “Me too!”


  We firmly grasped each other’s hands.


  Aah, right now, we are at the center of everyone’s attention!


  “It’s so sweet, I feel like I’m going to start puking sugar rainbows.”


  “How about you make a cake with that then?”


  “I seriously don’t want to eat that…”


  Everyone was giving us a tepid gaze, yet I didn’t care.


  Normally I would, but I’m completely fine today!


  “Ah right, perfect timing. It’s about Christmas you see.”


  While I was somewhat excited, I tried asking her about it.


  “…Is there anything you want to do?”


  I was a bit scared so I tried going about it in a vague manner.


  Now if she ever answers ‘At the very least, I don’t want to spend it with you Rusian’, then I’m all set to jump out the window— is what I thought, but it seems that the chance of that happening is quite unlikely.


  “Ah, that’s right. We have to properly plan out for it, right?”


  Ako, without any question, followed on with the conversation and proceeded to play this game of catch with me.


  Thank ye, thank ye.


  “Christmas has to be spent with family after all, right?”


  Ako smiled as she said that.


  I could hear whispering and murmuring from all around us.


  “…Family? Then that means Nishimura’s out of the picture then huh?”


  “It’s just their usual game of house, no?”


  “…Tch.”


  “Booooriiiing…”


  Their envious glances make me feel nothing but pleasure right about now.


  As I was drowning in ecstasy, Ako gently called out to me again.


  “My dad said that he wanted to meet you too Rusian.”


  “—What… did you just say?”


  She seems to have mentioned words that I suddenly couldn’t understand there. I wonder what she’s talking about?


  “My dad, told me before, that he wanted to meet you at least once, Rusian.”


  “Sorry. I don’t really get how that’s connected with the conversation we were having before.”


  ‘Really?’, asked Ako as she tilted her head.


  “I said before that Christmas is a day that you spend with family, so let’s spend it with them okay?”


  “And by family there you mean…”


  “My dad, my mom, and you too, Rusian.”


  “…By dad you mean, yours right?”


  “Yes, but why ask?”


  “…You serious?”


  “Yes. The two of them are looking forward to it.”


  So you’ve already informed your parents of this and they’ve agreed to it?


  “Don’t tell me that it’s already decided?”


  “That’s what I intended so I already prepared for it.”


  Distressing News Flash:


  The boyfriend is being required by the girlfriend to meet the girl’s parents.
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  “You’re— kidding— me…”


  “Eeeh?! Is it not okay?!”


  “Christmas, has once again, failed to come this year…”


  If you look up the expression ‘eyes of a dead fish’ right now, I feel like my face is going to be posted there as a reference.


  As I am currently collapsed on my desk, mouth agape, you can see that this is certainly what a dead fish looks like.


  “Ru, Rusian?!”


  Aah, even though I thought it was really cold earlier, the chill enveloping my face as it lay on the desk now feels pleasant… I wish I could just freeze over and die like this…


  “In your faaaaaaaace!”


  “Ha Ha Ha Ha Ha! This is what you get for getting carried away even though you’re just Nishimura!”


  “Go over there and tell them ‘Please give your daughter to me!’.”


  “Damn it… Damn iiiiit…”


  Oh how the mighty have fallen.


  I was easily brought back down to the lowest caste.


  “This is harsh… I don’t even mean it as a joke anymore, I really wish Christmas doesn’t come…”


  “Ah, then how about coming to the Track Club’s Xmas Party?”


  “I’m not going to that so you can stop inviting me with that huge grin on your face, Takasaki.”


  I could feel the warm gazes of the whimpering loser group aimed at me.


  A meeting with her dad huh… Isn’t it normal for that sort of thing to happen much further down the line… Why are all these events related with Ako occurring bounds ahead of time…?


  “Hey, hey, Nishimura-kun. Nishimura-kun. Rusian-kun.”


  Just then, one of the girls was smiling as she approached me.


  It was Akiyama-san donning that cheeky grin of hers first thing in the morning.


  As I was plopped on my desk with Ako snuggling up towards me, she went ahead and asked something without a single shred of worry in her mind.


  “Christmas is coming you see, but what are Nishimura-kun and Ako-chan’s plans for that?”


  “……”


  A vein somewhere in my head just snapped— at least, that’s what it felt like.


  “What nonsense are you saying Akiyama-san?”


  I had put on what to me would be a quite convincing serious face.


  “This year’s Christmas is cancelled, isn’t it?”


  “…Eh?”


  ‘What is this guy saying?’ is the expression Akiyama-san had on her face as she remained speechless.


  “Ako-chan, Christmas…”


  “Sette-san.”


  Ako also donned a really serious face as she replied.


  “Christmas was cancelled, wasn’t it?”


  “EH.”


  Oh, Ako’s going along with my joke here too.


  After being told that by the two of us, even she seemed to be quite shaken up.


  And since no one would take a jab at the joke we just made, she looked at everyone around her in a fluster.


  “A, Akane! Hey, hey, Akane!”


  Segawa had arrived at the classroom at just the right moment when she began calling out to her.


  “It’s about this year’s Christmas you see… We’re celebrating it right?”


  She seemed to be gradually getting uneasy about it as her voice got lower.


  “Christmas?”


  Segawa tilted her head as she seemed honestly clueless about the current situation.


  “Didn’t we already celebrate that last year? Just bear with it for this year.”


  “N, no way?!”


  Even her most trusted friend, Segawa, has abandoned her. Having lost all hope, she then froze up on the spot.


  That expression of hers like an abandoned cat is pretty cute.


  “Christmas… Christmas is cancelled you say?! It’s still happening right?! It hasn’t disappeared right?!”


  As she desperately questioned the students around her, I dejectedly closed my eyes.


  Whatever you wish man…


  TL note: I actually just went the lazy way with this, but that last phrase is text that accompanies a copy-paste ASCII Art in situations where, well, you just want to say whatever you wish man. The ASCII Art looks like the one below:
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  †††　　　†††　　　†††　　　†††　　　†††　　　†††


  Part 2


  “You’re all so mean.”


  Akiyama-san sat with her arms folded up above the chair in the club room as she glared at us.


  Oh she mad. She doth be really mad.


  After classes ended, she went out of her way to chase us all the way into the club room. She mad.


  “That was a great shame for me… I can’t get married anymore…”


  “I don’t think it’s that serious though.”


  I think it’s fine you know.


  She took our ‘Christmas is cancelled’ joke seriously and the sight of her getting flustered and asking ‘Christmas isn’t cancelled right?!’ caused everyone to shower her with their looks of pity.


  It definitely caused their affection meters for her to rise.


  “But if someone tells it to you like that then you’d end up believing that Christmas is actually cancelled right?!”


  “No they won’t!”


  Segawa was gently laughing it off as Akiyama-san grasped at her own head.


  “If I had to go through some hellish event like meeting the parents, then I’d rather have no Christmas at all.”


  “Ah, yeah, I understand how you feel.”


  It seems like she somehow empathizes with me.


  “Do you really hate it that much…?”


  Ako’s expression froze up a little as she said that.


  She seemed baffled at the idea that I hated it more than she had expected.


  “Just imagine introducing yourself to my parents Ako. Then you’ll know what I mean.”


  “Please let your son have me!”


  “Sorry, you don’t really have to imagine it after all.”


  Of course right. Of course that’s what would happen.


  And actually, isn’t there something wrong with how she phrased that?


  “But this is depressing… I’ve met Ako’s mom so many times now, but for her father to suddenly join the fray is a bit…”


  “It’ll work out fine if you just talk to him normally you know?”


  “That might be true in your case.”


  But my circumstances are completely different. When your high school daughter brings home a guy who she flaunts as her husband, then the proceeding scene can’t be anything but a war zone right? At least, that’s what common sense would say.


  “Come to think of it, you don’t have any siblings at all, do you Ako?”


  “I’m an only child you know—”


  “Well I figured as much.”


  After Segawa nodded her head to that, she then began to tilt her head.


  “Speaking of families, don’t you have a little sister?”


  “Yeah, I do. Did you hear that from somewhere?”


  “Eh? Rusian, you have a little sister?”


  “I do. She’s one year younger than me.”


  She’s having her entrance exams this coming year so she’s working hard even now.


  “A sister-in-law… That’s an enemy right…”


  “Could you stop aggroing on my sister with just a mere mention of her? You’ve never even met her before.”


  I really could pass on you two fighting three seconds right after you meet.


  TL note: This is a reference to Deatte 5-Byou De Batoru (probably the web novel since the actual one wasn’t published yet at this time).


  “Rusian-kun, do you get along well with your little sister?”


  “I guess… we do get along… normally…”


  I don’t think it’s that bad, but it’s not particularly good either. Something like that.


  “What kind of girl is she?”


  “What kind you ask? I don’t know how to answer when you suddenly ask that… Hmm…”


  I gave it a little thought and I answered.


  “Nishimura Mizuki, a 15 year old student in her third year of middle school. Her height is 146 cm, weighs 42 kg, B-cup. Her favorite food is anything spicy, and she hates bitter stuff. Her favorite color is pink but blue suits her so much better. She’s more of a dog-person than a cat-person, but she loves bears the most—”


  “Stop, hold it right there. Just shut up for a minute you pervert.”


  “Could you stop treating me as a pervert without any logical reasoning behind it?”


  “You… Just try repeating the things you’ve said earlier to yourself!”


  On top of her verbal abuse, this cruel partner of mine is lashing out on me for no reason.


  “Which part of that even makes me a pervert?”


  Isn’t it just normal? There’s nothing strange about what I’ve said is there?


  “W, why do you even have information on your little sister’s body measurements?”


  Sette-san, please stop asking me that while you’re firmly grasping that cellphone in your hand.


  “She comes to report to me about her height when they do their physical examinations after all. Her target weight is basically posted in the bathroom too. And recently, I’ve heard her boasting ‘I’ve finally reached B Cup!’ around the house so…”


  “…Akane, you have an older brother right?”


  “No, no, no! I don’t report those sort of things to my brother!”


  You don’t? I mean, do little sisters in general don’t?


  I know mostly everything about my little sister you know?


  “My height is 152 cm… My weight is… my weight is…”


  Ako seemed to be suffering for some reason as she was saying all that out loud!


  “You don’t have to say it if you don’t want to!”


  “A week. Could you please give me a week? I’ll show you my real self after that!”


  “You don’t have to report your weight to me after going on a diet! It’s fine, really!”


  But I’m quite curious about your bust size. I’m curious, but I won’t ask. I won’t ask about it alright!


  “Forgive me for running late. I was caught up in a meeting you see.”


  Just then, the door opened and Master came in.


  With this, everyone’s finally here.


  “Now then gentlemen, good work on the end of term exams.”


  Master uttered her words of appreciation.


  “I’ve heard about it earlier from each of the teachers in charge of your subjects, and it seems that there are mostly no problems.”


  So your meeting was about that huh? It must be rough being the club president.


  “Well that’s good to hear.”


  “Did you do okay in yours too Ako-chan?”


  In response to Akiyama-san’s question, Ako smiled as she replied.


  “‘You somehow managed to make it this time’ is what three of my teachers told me so I think I’m okay.”


  “That’s a complete nokay isn’t it?”


  TL note: The term here in Japanese is supposed to be a shorter way to say ‘I’m/It’s not okay’ which is basically 大丈夫じゃない (daijoubu-janai) turned into だいじょばない (daijobanai). Basically net slang or whatever.


  You barely made it didn’t you?


  “Anyway, I made it through! A complete getaway! Now I can enjoy the year-end that’s chock full of events right!”


  “Right!”


  Akiyama-san happily nodded.


  “So then, so then, are you guys going to do anything for Christmas?”


  “Ah, she really asked it.”


  I don’t know if she’s doing this as payback for what happened earlier this morning, but she just nonchalantly stepped on a landmine there!


  Let’s just stop talking about that alright? That kind of thing should just be forgotten already…


  “Concerning that.”


  Suddenly, Master stood up as she said that.


  As I wondered what’s going on, she went and stood in front of the usual white board and turned around to face us.


  “Actually, I have an earnest request for all of you.”


  “Request…?”


  “Indeed. It may be terribly brazen for me to ask this from all of you but…”


  She solemnly said that as she straightened her back with both her hands firmly lined up with her sides.


  “In the upcoming December 24th, the day of Christmas Eve— please, give that day to me!”


  With a snap, Master bowed her head at a beautiful angle as she said that.


  “I wish for us, the Modern Electronic Communications Game Club, to celebrate our own Christmas Event!”


  “Alright, I’m game with that! Let’s do it!”


  As soon as she said that, I stood up and raised both my hands into the air, index fingers pointing up.


  “Eeeh?! But what about the meeting with my father Rusian?!”


  “It’s postponed! Postponed I tell you! Master even bowed her head down just to ask this from us!”


  “N, now that you say it like that I feel like I can’t refuse anymore.”


  When you think of just how much trouble we’ve caused for Master so far, it’s only logical to not refuse at this point right?


  It seems Ako understood that as she got on board with this idea.


  “Though if you already had plans then I don’t plan on forcing you to do this…”


  “It’s fine! We’ve got no plans! No plans at all!”


  Rather than camel through the needle that is a party with Ako’s parents at their house, I would rather enjoy myself having a party with everyone here.


  “Uuu… but I see. I guess it can’t be helped. There are other opportunities to have a party with our family after all right?”


  “Is it really… alright?”


  Master meekly tilted her head as she hesitantly asked that.


  This is really different from her usual self that would be at the forefront of things while yelling ‘Let’s do this!’.


  “Why are you being that timid? We just have to do it right? A party’s easy peasy.”


  “But you see, it’s different this time around. I have my own personal circumstances for doing this you see.”


  “Ms. President’s circumstances?”


  In response to Akiyama-san’s curious look, Master nodded and replied.


  “Let’s see. It would be easier if I were to talk about it however…”


  Master then slowly directed her gaze outside the window.


  “I believe I’ve mentioned it before, but my parents are quite strict you see.”


  “Yeah I think you said that.”


  “They’re the kind of parents that would say ‘We will choose your friends for you!’, right?”


  “That’s right. Fortunately, I have come to discover the truth through my experiences with the internet and the game.”


  Though there aren’t many successful cases where you can discover the truth from the net.


  Successful case…? Yeah, this is probably what you’d call a successful case… right…?


  “In the course of this whole year, I wasn’t simply doing as I pleased while keeping my family in the dark. I was able to make some time to talk it out with them, inform them of my own thoughts about the entire affair and in turn, I was able to understand where they came from as well.”


  “Good for you then—”


  Segawa haughtily said.


  “As a result, they’ve come to understand little by little where I’m coming from. That I’m currently enjoying the life I have right now with my friends. Both of my parents were thankful to the school for that.”


  ‘However’, Master continued as she shook her head.


  “Gaining their understanding was a good thing, but that had given rise for a new topic of their anxiety as a result.”


  “Anxiety?”


  “It suddenly came to my mother’s mind— that maybe, just maybe, her daughter has too few friends… That’s how it went.”


  “Ah.”


  As a result of them softening up on her, they’ve also realized things that they shouldn’t have.


  “‘We have done a terrible disservice to our daughter, have we not?’ is the expression that my mother had. In response to that, I couldn’t very well tell her the truth. This is why I inadvertently said that. That that wasn’t the case at all and that I’m planning on spending Christmas with those friends of mine— that’s everything that I said.”


  “Hmm, well… I understand how you felt that you had to say that.”


  Your parents asking ‘Don’t you have any friends?’ is definitely on the top list of questions you don’t want to hear from your parents right?


  Actually, the fact that they would go ask you that question means the current situation is already dire, isn’t it?


  “And so, I began thinking ‘Would it be alright to hold a Christmas Event?’ and ‘Even if I do, would anyone even participate in it?’…”


  Though Master was smiling, she was slightly trembling.


  “Leaving the house all dressed up, heading over to the park to kill time and then going back home with my parents asking ‘How was it? Was it fun?’… Or anything of the sort is just… way too much for me…”


  “Y, you don’t have to go that far!”


  “I don’t even want to imagine it…”


  Replied both the pale Ako and the dispirited Segawa.


  “Then let’s have a party and show your parents that you actually have friends.”


  “I guess that works. It’s not like I have plans anyway.”


  “Then we’ll be celebrating it with the usual members. Is that alright with you, everyone?”


  “Yeah! Let’s do it!”


  Akiyama-san cheerfully gave her approval as well.


  Wait, you’re coming too?


  “…Don’t you have plans with your other friends, Akiyama-san?”


  It’s not like I’m trying to leave her out or anything.


  If I had to say, our members here are actually on the side that’s being left out. So I was just worried that it would be messing with her other plans.


  “Double booking is just awful. I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”


  I’ve heard plenty of stories with people joining two statics at the time same time who get cut off from both groups right after.


  TL note: Statics, for those of you who don’t know, is an MMORPG term which means raid groups who are aiming to clear content with a set group. Thus, the name “Static”.


  I was sincerely worried about her, even if I do say so myself.


  “……Plans, with my friends?”


  “Aaah, you’ve done it now.”


  However, Akiyama-san suddenly got depressed.


  Why does she look so down I wonder? Don’t tell me she’s like me who ‘just gives up and goes to play the game since no one invited me, but logging in with my main is embarrassing so I’ll just make an alt!’?


  Actually, wouldn’t groups be in a scuffle on who gets to include her in their event?


  “D, don’t tell me… A guy shot you down?”


  “It’s not like that at all.”


  Still depressed, Akiyama-san turned her gaze towards me.


  Her unusually depressed expression is pretty cute.


  Having a strong character suddenly show weakness like this is bound to make your heart pound right?


  “Now see here Nishimura-kun. The class’ cliques have been all messed up lately you know?”


  “…Messed up?”


  Did something happen?


  “It’s because it’s right before Christmas you see. Everyone’s getting forced into being couples that before you know it, people in groups are suddenly all being separated. It’s just a huge mess you know.”


  She then gave a sigh and shook her head.


  “You have this girl who got a boyfriend and made fun of everyone else for not having one, but then she tries to get back into the group saying ‘We already broke up’ and it just ruins the mood of the group. There’s also the case where someone introduced a boy to a girl without asking permission from the girl herself, so they got into a fight. There’s also problems happening with some of them letting guys join in without notice on what’s obviously a girls-only conversations… that it’s all… it’s just…”


  She firmly gripped her cellphone in one hand and howled,


  “It’s completely turned into Shattered Relationships Online!”


  “Shattered Relationships Online you say…”


  TL note: The original joke here is ギスギスオンライン. It’s basically what people call a game when a situation in-game causes human interactions to turn sour i.e. friendships getting destroyed over static raid runs. As another fun fact, this term was used for FFXIV during the Second Coil Savage and more recently, the Alexander 3 Savage Pepsiman.


  It’s pretty rare to see this person complaining about her interpersonal relationships.


  Since she’s complaining about it right now herself, she must’ve taken quite the damage from all of this.


  “There’s also talk about an incident where one of the girls is being followed by a stalker… Honestly, I don’t really want to get involved with them right now…”


  “That’s goes for me too— So, I just turned down all invitations to anything related to the class. Even just joining their group chats is already annoying.”


  “Uwah, scaaary…”


  Just what has been happening in the class’ group chats without me even knowing?


  “Ah, I see!”


  Ako nodded as well when she said that.


  “The people in class have been spouting nonsense like ‘I can introduce you to guy if you’d like’ that I thought it was a new form of bullying… It’s kind of like that right?”


  “What are they trying to do by introducing them to Ako…”


  “I know right.”


  Man, it’s exactly as Segawa says. Just what do they plan on doing by introducing guys to Ako?


  Ha Ha Ha. These fools sure are everywhere.


  “Hey Ako, I promise I won’t do anything, so could you give me the names of the ones who said that?”


  “R, Rusian? You’re being scary you know?”


  No, no, I’m not scary at all, see? I just want to talk to them for a bit.


  “It might be dangerous to go alone. If I go in with a party of me, Master, Sette-san, and Nekohime-san then I think I have a chance of winning.”


  It’s going to be a party consisting of the student council president, who’s also the director’s daughter at my side, along with a first year normie, a teacher, and the husband.


  With this, I think I have a shot of winning it. Even I should be able to beat some first year high school girl scrubs.


  “Rusian?! Just how do you plan on fighting my classmates?!”


  “It’s pretty rare to see Nishimura like this… Normally, it’s Ako doing this kind of thing right…”


  “W, well these kinds of problems occur in classes everywhere.”


  “I see… That means…”


  “Yeah.”


  Segawa nodded in agreement with me and then vigorously said,


  “Real life really is a shitty game after all. There should be a system that allows you to BAN annoying players like that.”


  “It’s really shitty isn’t it? They should at least give us a Block feature for that.”


  “Letting them send me messages without me being able to reject them is just unfair right?”


  No, no. It’s because they haven’t properly fixed settings for the Local chat in Real life Online.


  I’m looking forward to Real life Online: A Life Reborn.


  TL note: The Local chat is a reference to online games where you can chat in an area around you, shout to the whole server, send whispers, etc. The second part is a reference to FFXIV: A Realm Reborn where the whole game was deemed a failure and was closed and remade from the ground up.


  “And so, this is why I though of going with Nishimura-kun’s group where it seems peaceful.”


  “We’re confident about that in our group after all right?”


  Says Ako, the troublemaker of the group. Besides that, it’s pretty peaceful in our group.


  “Well, it’s more fun with more people anyway, so we’ll be glad if you’re coming along.”


  Though I’m still worried about the whole group being composed entirely of girls.


  I’m fine with it because it’s these guys… but normally, I would never go along with this composition.


  “Then the members are all OK right? So, what are we going to do Master?”


  As she was asked, Master gave a dignified response as she said,


  “I’m fine with anything as long as we’re able to hold the event.”


  “You’re less assertive than usual aren’t you Master?”


  “Master sure is great at doing her best for others, but she’s really bad at asking others to do their best for her sake huh?”


  But that part of her is what makes her pretty cute.


  “An Xmas party right— Whatcha gonna do?”


  As Akiyama-san looked like she began thinking of stuff after saying that, Ako chimed in.


  “Xmas… You mean an X marks the spot party?”


  “Why would we go digging crystals during Christmas?!”


  “You’ve gotten pretty skillful with your jabs huh?”


  I’m amazed that she understood that Ako referred to that time when we were single-mindedly digging up crystals for the Castle Siege. Atta girl. You’ve really done your homework.


  “Should I even be happy about that…”


  In response to me giving her a thumbs up, she made a distorted face that made it hard to tell whether she was happy or frustrated about it. What’s the big deal?


  “When I say Xmas party, it’s short for Christmas Party you know.”


  Well that goes without saying, but mentioning it like that just makes others want to counter what you just said no?


  “I mean, there’s no need to abbreviate it.”


  “They don’t shorten the words Christmas Events to Xmas events in net games after all.”


  “Why do these normies keep abbreviating words like that I wonder?”


  I don’t get the habit of normies abbreviating everything they see.


  Like whatevs or totes. Whenever they say things like that, I’d think they’re having an aneurysm.


  And when they begin combining it into a sentence like ‘I’m totes whatevs about it’, I completely mistake it as them chanting some magical spell.


  “I’m telling you guys, net slang is way harder to understand. Doesn’t JK have way too many things it could mean?”


  “Common sense would tell you that JK stands for Joshi Kousei no? You don’t have to joke around, your face is enough of a joke as is.”


  “Just how is that even common sense?!”


  You’d know from a glance what JK means, right?


  “I’m not quite informed about the abbreviation they use in relation to parties so I don’t understand much either.”


  “Hmm, then how about TakoParty and PizParty?”


  As Akiyama-san enumerated those things, Ako replied.


  “Ah, TakoParty right! I know that. It’s a party that goes to the Underwater Temple to only farm octopuses right?”


  “It means a Takoyaki Party!”


  ‘And see’, Segawa uttered as she continued from Ako’s answer.


  “PizParty is that thing right? Where you make a party made up completely of Spear Tanks so that you can safely finish that one difficult dungeon.”


  “It’s short for a Pizza Party!”


  Now, now. Don’t hit the table.


  TL note: If you found those jokes hard to understand, then let me explain a bit. I’m sure most of you understood from context that tako means octopus in the first one so let’s leave it at that. The second one might go a bit over your head if you’ve never played Ragnarok Online (actually, it might go over your head even if you did play it). What Segawa was trying to imply here was that Spear Tanks in Ragnarok Online have Spear Skills some of which have ‘PIERCE’ in the name. PIZ and PIERCE roughly sound the same in Japanese so go figure.


  “Ms. President is completely normal right? You look like you’re someone who comes to buffet parties often after all!”


  It seems like it’s the stereotype for wealthy people to come to these kinds of parties.


  However, it seems pretty likely for Master. A dress or something would suit her after all.


  “Recently, my mother has told me ‘We’re going to have a party as usual’ that I thought— Why does my mother want to form a party with me? And it kept me pondering about it for quite a while…”


  “These people are no good!”


  You’re just realizing that now? It’s too late to be figuring that out now.


  You should have realized that like half a year ago.


  “But speaking of parties, isn’t it kind of meaningless if we’re just going to do it normally?”


  Segawa sent the head that was leaning on the left side of her body off in the opposite direction as she said that.


  In response, Akiyama-san pulled at the twintails right beside her, as if to get back at the former.


  You two sure get along well don’t you?


  “So you mean it shouldn’t be normal— but something that fits us more as the Net Game Club, right?”


  “That’s right. If we’re going to be doing something as the Net Game Club then it’s fine to use the club room as well right?”


  “That might make Sensei have to come too so isn’t that no good?”


  As Ako worriedly said that, Segawa simply laughed and said,


  “Nekohime-sensei probably doesn’t have any plans for Christmas anyway.”


  “…It really feels that way but…”


  “It’s decided then, we’ll be celebrating it here in the club room.”


  “It’s much easier without having to worry about the venue after all right?”


  Without even knowing about it, the supervisor’s, Nekohime-san’s attendance has been decided.


  From somewhere far away, I feel like you could hear her cry out ‘That’s unreasomeowble!’.


  “Then let’s have everyone play the game in the club room!”


  “Why do we even have to log in the game during Christmas…”


  “Oh that’s right! Last year, it was only Schew-chan who didn’t log in to the game right?”


  “I was busy with the entrance exams!”


  “Didn’t you say something like ‘There’s no way that my bad self wouldn’t have any plans for that day ya know? lol’.”


  “Erase that from your memory!”


  “Yes ma’am.”


  I did. I already did.


  I already forgot about it so please stop giving me such a cold, blank stare. I’m begging you.


  “I participated in LA’s Christmas Event last year, and it was actually pretty fun.”


  “I guess so. LA is pretty serious about its Christmas Events after all.”


  That previous event had me doing it with all my might that it almost felt like I was able to break away from the sad reality of Christmas.


  Last year’s event was about gathering up points in order to get an item after all.


  “Event is it? Ah, I understand. That might be a great idea as well.”


  Master said that as she snapped her fingers.


  “Then let’s do LA’s Christmas Event shall we?”


  “…?”


  “We’re going to play the game?”


  “Incorrect.”


  Then what are you trying to say?


  In response to our stares, she boldly laughed and said,


  “We’ll be holding LA’s Christmas Event, as it is, in real life!”


  With a smug face.


  But even if you say that you’re going to do it in real life…


  “You can’t do the exact same thing in real life like in the game no?”


  What are you going to do if the event is about hunting for mobs?


  Are you going to search for wild animals then?


  “You simply can’t do it right? The game and reality are different after all.”


  “I haven’t heard that in a while.”


  Ako had a face that looked like it was saying ‘Oh right, something like that existed huh?’ as she said that.


  “That’s no good then. That’s the entire reason why this club was made after all so you can’t… Aah, I get it now.”


  After I realized what was going on, Segawa and Ako seemed to understand it as well.


  “Aah, I get it. Now that you mention it, this really feels like we’ve come back to our roots.”


  “It’s nostalgic, isn’t it?”


  The Ako Restoration Project huh?


  Our first goal was exactly that. But playing the game was just so much fun that we sort of forgot about it. That’s no good.


  It’s really no good at all. Net games are just so much fun that you end up completely forgetting about eating, sleeping, studying, the day of the exams, going to school, human relationships, deadlines, all of those stuff. That was close.


  “…? Didn’t you make this club so that everyone can have fun playing the game together?”


  “Didn’t we already explain this to you before, Akiyama-san?!”


  It’s because of YOU that Ako had her episode of ‘Betting It All In The Next Life’!


  “Well for now, isn’t this fine? It’s not like we have anything planned anyway so let’s give it a try.”


  “So you say, but we still have to check the event details first right?”


  If the event details mention something like dungeon crawling and then having to defeat a boss then that would be a bit tough.


  “Then how about we give it look then? It wouldn’t be strange for it to be posted already.”


  Today is maintenance after all. If you’re going to be checking for posts about new event details then this is the perfect timing for it.


  “Then I’ll go turn on the PC…”


  “…SSDs are so nice, aren’t they?”


  You’ll just have to suck it up with Bahamut until you save up enough money.


  TL note: For the unknowing, SSD is Solid State Drive. If your OS is still not on an SSD, you should really give it a try.


  As soon as I started up LA, the game hit me with the event notice.


  “Looks like the deets are already up.”


  “How is it? Is there an EXP Bonus Event? Are any of the event items strong?”


  “Are the event limited costumes cute?”


  These pragmatic bunch, you really should enjoy the event more.


  Though there might be strong limited edition Christmas healing items too right?


  “Christmas Event Part One, let’s see…”


  “‘Players will be paired into impromptu couples at the event area and will then participate in the Christmas event’… is what it says.”


  Ako looked baffled as she turn to look at me.


  I don’t know what they’re trying to say either you know?


  “‘The pairs will then be put together in a group with others as they head to this fun limited event’… Fumu.”


  “‘The members will be automatically registered in each other’s friend list so that you can fully enjoy a Legendary Age Christmas with your friends!’ it says.”


  In short, this means—


  After we all naturally turned to look at each other, we then turned our gazes at Akiyama-san.


  “So it’s a mass production of impromptu pairs, forcing them to become a couple, and registering people into your friend list without permission?”


  “Uchidaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa!!”


  Sette-san just lost it!


  But who the heck is Uchida?! Aren’t you mistaking him for someone else?!


  In the first place, this game’s producer is someone else isn’t it?!


  TL note: This is a reference to the FFXIV joke of people yelling Yoshidaaaaaaaaaaaa. I believe it started with the misheard Titan Theme sounding like someone was yelling ‘YOSHIDAAAAAAA’ after the initial ‘TITAAAAAAAAAAN’ yell. If you didn’t know, Naoki Yoshida is the director and producer for FFXIV. Reference video for the Titan Theme here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8JevOJeRzIk


  “Just what is this?! The people who made this game are all crazy aren’t they?!”


  “Now, now…”


  Though there really are cases in events where the stuff management does is uncalled for.


  Those fail events are usually something like this after all.


  “So what are the specific event details?”


  “Players who have gathered at the event area will be randomly paired together in a 2-man party. It looks like clearing the event with that partner is the first part of the event. The rewards are a Santa Hat and the ability to participate in the next part of the event.”


  “So we won’t get to participate in the next one if we don’t do this huh…”


  “It’s turned into something like a chain quest right?”


  Ako looked troubled as she said,


  “This event, it won’t force the paired people to marry or anything like that right?”


  “It’s not like it’s a marriage meeting or anything.”


  “But it seems you’ll be forced into each others friend list. There’s no harm in getting along well, is there?”


  “Uuu… Friend list…”


  Ako doesn’t seem to be fond of that idea either.


  You don’t have to go and be a loner in-game too you know?


  “Ah, but look at this.”


  After reading the details at the bottom, Segawa pointed to it and said,


  “‘Guild members and friends have a higher chance of being paired up together’ it says here.”


  “So they added that part it to make it not awkward huh?”


  In that case, then that’s quite reassuring.


  “But one of us is going to be left over right? There are five of us after all.”


  “That’s where you get to test your luck. Isn’t it exciting?”


  “Then I guess I’ll give it a try…”


  Sette-san said that as she let out a sigh.


  Well, this is much more viable to recreate in real life than something like say, a monster hunting event so it’s alright.


  For now, let’s just give it a try.


  †††　　　†††　　　†††　　　†††　　　†††　　　†††


  Part 3


   


  The event area was in the town of endless snow, Lootie.


   


  TL note: Reference to Ragnarok’s snow town, Lutie.


   


  In the center of town was a stage and surrounding it were tables filled with delicacies. And what’s more, you can even eat them. Doing so will fully restore all of your HP and MP.


  Apricot: If you set your save point here, you’ll be able to farm using Asura Strike.


   


  TL note: This is another reference to Ragnarok Online. Asura Strike is a monk skill that consumes all of your SP in return for a single devastating blow that can pretty much oneshot all normal mobs, even MVPs. Using the skill also prevents natural regen afterwards so the only way to recover SP is via consumables, or in LA in this case, via the event food.


   


  Schwein: Quit taking advantage of the event area, it’s a bother to those who actually want to do the event.


  Sette: So, where’s the event registration at?


  Suddenly, a huge character suddenly teleported onto the area near the podium.


  GM01 Nyack: Welcome everyone.


  Ako: Ah, it’s Nyack-tan.


  Long time no see, Nyack-tan.


  There have been reported sightings of him in-game though.


  Like stories where he forgot about turning his invisibility back on while walking around and suddenly disappearing into thin air saying ‘Woo O（＾ゝ ＾*）o Woo’ when people tried calling out to him.


  Apricot: He won’t suddenly say something like ‘My skin is so silky smooth’ would he?


  Let’s already forgive Destiny-san for that shall we?


   


  TL note: The ‘My skin is so silky smooth’ is a famous xsend done by GM Destiny in FF11. People believe that they were in the middle of talking to someone when suddenly that message was sent to Bahamut as a shout instead.


   


  But this means a GM would be the one manually organizing it huh… this event…


  Schwein: So it’s a manual event by the GMs huh… Is this really going to be alright?


  Rusian: Don’t worry too much about it. If it’s Nyack-tan, I’m sure it’ll be fine.


  I understand your misgivings about this. Events manually held by GMs can get pretty scary.


  There are cases where unsuspecting life skill players would suddenly be warped into a Raid vs Raid zone and would get the shit beat out of them. There’s also the case during a find the GM event where the server would crash once the GM was found. Players would pray that no one would find the GM, as if they were playing some kind of reverse hide and seek. Anyway, it’s just scary.


  GM01 Nyack: This event would only be held by a GM during the first time and would be done by automated announcements later on.


  He said that, as if sensing the unrest.


  Yeah, I too think that would be for the best.


  GM01 Nyack: Five minutes from now, the people in the event area would be randomly put into parties.


  Sette: This event is really overbearing, isn’t it?


  Sette-san said that as she frowned.


  I’m kind of against this as well.


  I’m not really great with being forcefully paired with someone I don’t like after all.


  Sette: It’s like a mixer right?


  Ako: Now that you mention it, it really feels like that, doesn’t it?


  Apricot: Isn’t that actually the case here?


  Master then continued.


  Apricot: For an online game’s management team, aiming is to increase the population of the currently active players while keeping the already existing players playing is a mindset that they always strive to maintain.


  Apricot: And regular updates, events, are ways to do just that— However, what do you think is the most important part of the game that keeps players on playing?


  Rusian: Hm, I wonder. In my case, it’s definitely Ako.


  Ako: It’s Rusian!


  Schwein: To be completely honest, there are times when I just come online for the daily banter lol


  Sette: Playing by yourself is no fun after all right?


  Apricot: That’s right.


  ‘Correct!’ is what Master seemed to say as a Circle Mark appeared over her head.


  Apricot: There are people waiting for you and that’s why you log in. It’s because you have those people in-game that you want to keep on playing. Even if it’s a bit forceful shoving others into people’s friend lists, if they can somewhat increase the number of couples in-game then it wouldn’t be a loss for the management team’s end.


  And well, I’m pretty sure the management is also very thankful to their core playerbase too.


  Sette: So it’s a mixer with the management team as the core huh?


  Ako: Now I kind of feel like going home…


  I know what you mean. It’s not really an event that’s suited for us after all.


  Even though it would be nice if everyone gets paired with someone they already know, someone would still end up being left out with our numbers.


  GM01 Nyack: Well then, I will now begin grouping everyone together in parties.


  GM01 Nyack: The parties will be formed after ‘5, 4, 3, 2, 1, Merry Christmas!’ so please say it along with me.


  Ako: Isn’t it a bit too early to be saying Merry Christmas?


  Rusian: It’s an event after all so they probably had no choice on the matter.


  There’s still over a week before that.


  There are shops that make us suffer by putting out Christmas trees right as December starts after all.


  GM01 Nyack: Now then, 5


  GM01 Nyack: Four?


  GM01 Nyack: 3


  GM01 Nyack: 2


  GM01 Nyack: 1


  ‘Merry Christmas!’


  Is what began flooding the chat logs.


  Ako: Didn’t it somewhat change in the middle there?


  Don’t mind it.


  And then, the notification sound rang out as a message appeared.


  [Shushu has joined the party]


  Rusian: It’s not Ako!


  Ako: It’s not Rusian!


  We didn’t get paired up even though we were married!


  Just what is the meaning of this?! Are they endorsing cheating for this event?!


  Sette: Ah, I got paired with Akane.


  Schwein: I know right? Just leave it all up to my bad self!


  “Just leave it all up to my bad self!”


  “Stop reading out what you just typed!”


  You two really get along well don’t you?


  Apricot: I guess my pair is Ako.


  Ako: It’s not Rusian…


  Apricot: …I feel like I’ve done her a disservice.


  It’s alright, you didn’t do anything wrong Master.


  But hmm, other than us, there’s only friends and guild members right? I’m the only one who got left out.


  Though I guess this is better than having the others go through this. Sette-san is unexpectedly meek in-game after all.


  Rusian: Nice to meet you.


  For now, let’s just greet the other person.


  Long lasting relationships may form from just a short meeting in an online game after all.


  You never know when these kinds of things happen so you at least have to properly greet the other person.


  Shushu: E, eh?


  My partner, Shushu, seemed to be quite surprised.


  I thought it was just the shock of being forced into a party by the event— however.


   


  Shushu: Oniichan?!
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  She suddenly blurted out something like that.


  There she goes calling me Oniichan huh… This person is quite intense, isn’t she?


  “Oniichan… huh…”


  “What’s going on?! Eh? Eeh?!”


  Ako eyes widened in surprise as she peeked at my screen from the side.


  “S, she called you Oniichan you know?! Is that your little sister?”


  “Of course not. There’s no way my little sister would even play a net game.”


  There was a time when I unreasonably made her go through the tutorial, but she didn’t seem to have fun with it at all and just gave up. There’s just no way that’s my real sister.


  “It’s probably one of those RPers.”


  “…RP?”


  “Yeah. How do I put it? It’s people who create their own setting for their character and they really get into it.”


  They do things like calling male characters they’ve met for the first time ‘Oniichan’, calling other female characters ‘Oneechan’, or even name themselves a princess, or refer to themselves as ‘my bad self’.


  Those people really into their roleplay go at it at full throttle.


  There are quite a lot of these people in net games.


  “To make it easier to understand, it’s Schwein.”


  I mean, there’s no actual person like that right? Someone who would willingly refer to themselves as something like ‘my bad self’.


  “I see!”


  “I’m just acting out my own ideal. Don’t go forcing any of those weird descriptions on me.”


  That’s exactly with being into your roleplay means.


  “You might not have seen any since you play as a female character, Ako. But if you play as a male character then you’ll sometimes see them. I’m sure Segawa and Master have both have experienced it, right?”


  “I guess.”


  Segawa frowned while looking as if she remembered something.


  “I’ve had an experience where a character I met for the first time called me ‘Papa’, or that time someone called me ‘Bro’. There’re different types to them.”


  “Different types you say…”


  “Indeed. And it’s not particularly rare. I myself have been the subject of such a mysterious situation when someone suddenly asked me ‘Is it okay if I become your little sister?’.”


  “Online games are really scary aren’t they?”


  Akiyama-san’s smile was slightly reeling back in shock.


  This topic might be a bit too shocking for someone who’s not used to playing net games.


  Rusian: Err…


  Shushu: Ah, I don’t really understand why, but is it bad for me to call you Oniichan?


  Rusian: Normally people don’t call me that but hmm… Well, I guess it’s fine though…


  It seems she noticed that I was slightly weirded out so Shushu panicked for a bit.


  Thank goodness. They seem like a proper person.


  “Rusian, what are you going to do about this person?”


  “I won’t do anything. It’s fine if I just talk to them normally.”


  They’re only doing their roleplaying. It’s not like the person is a complete weirdo or anything.


  And since it’s a person who seems to be able to take a hint, then there’s no problem.


  Rusian: But I wonder why we got paired up into a party together. Friend list maybe?


  Shushu: I added Oniichan in my friend list but…


  Rusian: Eh, seriously? Sorry, you weren’t registered on mine.


  I don’t recall having played with a character named Shushu at all before.


  Even though they added me to their friend list on their own, we still had a connection so that’s why we got paired into a party huh.


  Rusian: Have we played together before?


  Shushu: We haven’t, but the one who taught me a lot of things about the game when I was starting out was you, Oniichan.


  Rusian: Seriously?


  Uwah, it’s the same type as Ako.


  There have been a lot of times where I called out to beginners who looked like they were having trouble and me helping them after all.


  This means that if the person remembered who I was, then they probably got quite attached to me.


  I guess it’s sort of like the imprinting phenomenon where the first person that they properly talked to in the game was me.


  “So that’s the reason for the Oniichan there huh? I get it now.”


  “Is it really fine to just go along with it…?”


  “I can’t do anything about them being attached to me after all.”


  I would feel pretty bad if I act too cold towards them.


  Rusian: Well, since we have the chance, we might as well do our best at the event right?


  Shushu: Yup, Oniichan.


  …So you’re still going to call me that huh?


  Shushu: Also Oniichan, why are you online at this time? Are you playing the game from somewhere?


  It feels like they’re asking questions like my real little sister would.


  I guess it’s alright to play along if they’re that into it. Let’s see…


  Rusian: Err, how do I put this? I’m playing from a PC at school, I guess?


  Shushu: At school?!


  Ah, that surprised them.


  I wonder if it would’ve been better not to tell them the truth.


  Shushu: Schools these days are really amazing aren’t they…


  Rusian: I think ours is a special case though. How about you Shushu? Where are you playing from?


  Shushu: I’m using the PC at the living room.


  That sounds normal.


  As I nodded to myself, Shushu walked up beside me.


  Their character was a female Monk. None of my friends play Monk-type characters so this is quite refreshing.


  Also, it’s pretty rare for characters other than Ako to actually go out of their way to stand beside me.


  But then again, I wonder why? Even though I’m with Shushu like this, it doesn’t feel strange at all.


  GM01 Nyack: Everyone should be in a party now.


  GM01 Nyack: For those of you who accidentally disbanded your party, I’m sorry to inform you, but you won’t be able to proceed with the event so please wait for the next one.


  Nyack-tan’s announcement rang out.


  Sette: It looks like this event happens numerous times in a day.


  Rusian: Making the event happen only once per day would make it way too difficult right?


  And the space outside the event area is already filled up with other characters too.


  I sure hope the server doesn’t crash.


  GM01 Nyack: Now then, please find your pairs and line up.


  Ako and the others were close by so we naturally all gathered together.


  I wonder why, but it felt like Ako was glaring at Shushu when she came to approach me.


  “I’m supposed to be the one at Rusian’s side…”


  Scary! That glare of hers in particular is really scary!


  “It’s that kind of event after all so it can’t be helped!”


  “Uuu, is it little sisters after all?! Do you prefer little sister characters after all?! Do you want me to call you Oniichan too, Rusian?!”


  “Ako, please don’t go adding on any more attributes to yourself like this.”


  That would be too much to handle, even for me.


  Shushu: Oniichan, do you always go to these kinds of events?


  Suddenly, Shushu typed out something in chat.


  Rusian: I’m usually in it for the quest rewards. The event this time is something like a chain quest after all. How about you Shushu?


  Shushu: I don’t do them at all you know? But it was written there ‘Let’s enjoy Christmas!’ and that irritated me so I comes to look at it. I’m usually just alone.


  Rusian: You’re not in any guild are you Shushu?


  There wasn’t any guild emblem on top of Shushu’s head. She looks like a solo player.


  There are people who never join any guilds, statics, or even add anyone else as friends that they end up playing solo before they even realize it.


  Shushu: I normally only type like a few characters so it’s been a really long time since I typed a lot in chat like this. Sorry if my chat is a bit slow.


  Rusian: It’s fine, it’s fine. I’m not that fast either.


  Shushu: It might have actually been a really long time since I’ve typed anything other than good luck have fun and good game.


  Rusian: That GLHF/GG Online is a painful game to play!


  Playing an online game where you have no friends at all might be really depressing, but there are a lot of people in this game world that you can still enjoy playing the game by treating every encounter as a once-in-a-lifetime meeting. That’s why there are a lot of people who foster that idea and continue to remain playing solo like this.


  Now that I think about it, I’m kind of doubting this kind of forceful event.


  Rusian: I’ll hang out with you to chat or do some quests when I’m free so feel free to call out anytime.


  Shushu: A, ahaha… I don’t think I really need you for that Oniichan…


  Rusian: Isn’t it a bit mean for you to say that after all that?


  Just as I was trying to start up a conversation with Shushu again, Nyack-tan said something in chat again.


  GM01 Nyack: Now then, each of the teams will now be warped into the event map. Please line up and enter the warp gates up front.


  “Lining up even at times like this feels very Japanese doesn’t it?”


  “It won’t help you get in being self serving after all.”


  “And as a result of that mentality, there are videos all over the world making fun of Japanese players lining up at a quest monster spawn…”


  If everyone there just formed a party and defeated the monster then it would be over in an instant but for some reason, everyone just decides to remain solo and line up instead.


   


  TL note: The Japanese lining up for their turn at a quest monster actually happens in MMOs. It’s pretty different from other cultures since the general idea is just to get the kill count so you can finish it yourself right away. That’s not to say that they don’t have their own douchebags either though. Also, warp gates are a reference to warp portals in Ragnarok Online that you can cast on a single cell and people who enter it get warped to wherever the caster set it to and it disappears after X amount of time or after X amount of people entered it.


   


  There were a numbered of warp gates prepared and after waiting for a while, our turn came right away.


  Rusian: Alright, let’s go in—


  Shushu: Yuuuup.


  We were then suddenly warped to— a not so spacious room.


  What is this place I wonder? It’s got chairs and a long table in the center that it looks like a dining room.


  There are a lot of Christmas decorations and the table is overflowing with a ton of food. It gives off the feeling of a Christmas party.


  The ones that were in the room were me, Ako, Schew, Master, Sette-san, and finally, Shushu.


  Almost everyone here is from Alley Cats huh.


  Rusian: Everyone here is from our guild besides Shushu huh. Let’s all get along well.


  Shushu: Nice to meet you everyone. Thank you for always having Oniichan in your care.


  Ako: No, no, not at all. I should thank you too for looking out for MY Rusian as well…


  Shushu: U, uhm, he’s my Oniichan though…


  Ako: He’s MY husband!


  Shushu: Husband…?


  Rusian: What’s with that senseless bickering?


  Stop that. Fellow RPers shouldn’t be fighting amongst themselves.


  For now, we’ve finished with our greetings and introductions so we couldn’t do anything but wait for what we will be doing next.


  Sette: Nothing’s happening huh?


  Schwein: No monsters are spawning either.


  Rusian: I really don’t want to fight in a narrow space like this.


  I’m still in party with Shushu after all so Ako won’t be able to tell what my HP is at.


  Tanking with your healer not knowing how much HP you have left is just scary.


  GM01 Nyack: Everyone should be in their rooms now.


  And just in time, a message came out from the GM.


  The event is finally starting huh?


  GM01 Nyack: In this room, everyone would be


  Schwein: duking it out with everyone!


  Rusian: Don’t go typing something misleading like that in chat lol


  Apricot; It’s a Bloody Christmas isn’t it?


  Sette: I don’t want a bloodbath event like that—


   


  TL note: This is a reference to the Bloody Valentine event that happened in Master of Epic before where Play-for-Fun types of players banded up and crafted chocolates and headed to the PVP server with their weapons unequipped to teach the PVP-centric players there about ‘Love’. Shortly after arriving, the play for fun players got massacred by the PVP players and it all turned into a one-sided bloodbath (thus the event earning the name Bloody Valentine).


   


  While we were veering off the idea of a Battle Royale, the explanation continued.


  GM01 Nyack: trying to solve the mystery behind it.


  GM01 Nyack: Now then, please do your best.


  The messages suddenly stopped.


  …Eh? That’s all?


  Rusian: No hints at all huh?


  Apricot: I presume that all the needed clues are already laid out in the room beforehand but…


  So that’s what we have to uncover huh? That sure is a huge pain to deal with.


  “Now that it’s come down to this, it can’t be helped. In order to solve the mystery…”


  I typed away at my keyboard.


  Err, LA, Christmas Event, Mystery, Answer…


  Ako: You’re not going to try to solve it Rusian?


  Ako typed that out in chat as she looked around.


  Rusian: No, no, I am.


  ‘How rude’, is what I replied to her.


  I’m properly looking it up right now.


  It would be nice to find the solution first and tell everyone right!


  Rusian: Then let’s go to the general.


  If I go to the general thread then I should be able to eventually find the answer right? That’s definitely it.


  Ako: That’s cheating!


  Rusian: Is it really? Aren’t most problems in online games a matter of testing out how good your searching skills are?


  Ako: Since we’re already here, let’s try to solve it okay? I want to solve the mystery with you Rusian.


  Kuh! Ako sure is learning on how to handle me.


  People who play online games usually resort to this method but I’m pretty weak to being told ‘I want to play with you’.


  “I guess it can’t be helped. Then…”


  Shushu: That’s right Oniichan! You’re always like that.


  Suddenly, Shushu jumped into the conversation.


  Rusian: What do you mean always lol


  Shushu: Like when you’re watching game shows and it says ‘The correct answer will be revealed after the commercials!’, you looks up the answer during those commercials and then you starts grinning all by yourself!


  Rusian: What are you psychic?!


  Though it’s true that I do that! I’ve really done those things before!


  I can’t help but tremble with fear at the unexpected deductive reasoning skills that my self-proclaimed little sister is blessed with.


  “Well, one can tell by looking at you that you’d do just that.”


  “And he looks like someone who wouldn’t tell you the answer too right?”


  “I, I’ll tell you if you ask!”


  You’re all so rude!


  It’s better to just keep quiet than go around telling people ‘Hey I know spoilers for that, you wanna know?’ right?! If they want to figure it out themselves then I just have to keep quiet and watch over them and then I’ll answer them when they ask!


  Shushu: Seriously… It’s fine Ako-san, just go and enjoy the event okay?


  I saw Shushu said that in my screen as she went to move between Ako and me.


  Shushu: I’ll go look after Oniichan here.


  Ako: Eeeh?! Wait, why are you!


  Ako rushed to my other side too and let out the sweatdrop emote.


  Ako: Please stop that! I’M the one who’s going to be looked after by Rusian!


  Rusian: Why are you typing that in the passive voice…


  Shushu: You really don’t have to mind the two of us at all you know?


  Ako: Why are you treating me like an outsider?!


  “What is with this person?!”


  “I, I wonder too.”


  As Ako was shaking my body back and forth while looking like she was about to cry, I couldn’t help but break into a cold sweat as well.


  That girl sure is a strange person.


  She’s really gotten into the role of acting as my little sister, that little Miss Understanding.


  “This is rare. Usually, people like Miss Understanding here would be interested in Ako and not me.”


  “True, you may be right there.”


  The probability of weirdos flocking to Ako is pretty high.


  A strange person getting a hold of her and us bringing her back is the usual awful pattern that happens, but generally, Ako is the victim there.


  “While it’s true that Ako-kun has been made the target of internet hookup trolls numerous times…”


  Master had a somewhat troubled expression as she turned to face me.


  What is it? Why are you making that kind of face towards me?


  “I believe Rusian too has his fair share of strange females that have taken a liking to him as well.”


  “Me? Why would you say that?”


  Dostedt? Why did you even come to that conclusion?


  “That’s not true at—”


  At all— is what I was going to say when I turned to look at Ako.


  The very same Ako who I was very considerate to when she was a beginner which caused her to get attached to me.


  A slightly weird girl who I tamed without me realizing.


  “E, err… That’s not… true at…”


  I turned to look at Segawa, then Master, and finally Sette-san, all in order.


  There’s only strange girls here, I feel like…


  “Yeah, I have no recollections about any of that happening at all.”


  “And you say that completely monotone huh?”


  “That’s not it at all.”


  “Nishimura-kun, your eyes are shifting.”


  As I avert my gaze from them, they concentrated theirs on me.


  You gots it wrong. You gots it wrong I tells ya.


  “Y, you’re mistaken. It’s not like I only get along with weird people. I just can’t stand people speaking ill of them simply because they’re a bit unique.”


  When it comes to people with quite a strong character, I sometimes back them up a bit so we begin getting along and then register each other as friends.


  It’s a shame to just let slip a person who you might have fun playing with, right?


  That’s the only reason for it.


  “Yeah. That’s right. It’s just because of that…”


  “You’re repeating that to yourself like some kind of self-induced hypnosis.”


  I pretended not to hear Master’s voice.


  “Uuu, Rusian you cheater…”


  What slander. I’m completely devoted to you, you know?


  “Isn’t it fine? It’s the opposite of usual so if you look at it in another way, it could be a good learning experience for Ako right?”


  Just then, Segawa patted Ako on the back.


  “…Opposite?”


  In response to the dumbfounded Ako, Segawa grinned and laughed as she said,


  “Ako’s always the one getting involved with strange hookup trolls so Nishimura is the one suffering behind the scenes. So, making her sometimes experience just how much Nishimura does his best is fine too right?”


  Hey, don’t go running your mouth.


  I haven’t really talked about that with Ako after all.


  “Rusian, are you always getting attacked by people like this?!”


  “I’m not getting attacked, it’s just getting involved with them.”


  And it’s not like it always happens, but there are times when I do get involved when it’s someone pining for Ako.


  Stuff like ‘Break up!’, ‘Ako-chan loves ME!’, or ‘Ako is my destined partner!’ are what they usually say to me in those cases.


  It still baffles me that there are people who tell me these and yet haven’t told it to the person herself.


  “I’ll properly tell it to Shushu so don’t you worry. If I just tell her straight out that acting like my little sister is causing us problems then…”


  “Please wait! I’ll do it!”


  Ako interrupted my sentence midway and extended her hand towards me, as if she was about to jump me.


  “Do it you say… do what exactly?”


  “I’ll battle her!”


  Ako made a pose with a clenched fist as she eagerly said,


  “Since Rusian is usually the one protecting me, then I’ll be the one protecting Rusian this time!”


  I can really feel her enthusiasm coming through but that flimsy build doing a pose with a clenched fist doesn’t really scream anything dependable.


  “Are you sure you’re going to be alright? I really think you should quit before you…”


  “Just let her do it. It’s not like she’s going to be bickering with some hookup troll.”


  Segawa seemed to be enjoying this as she pulled on my arm and forcefully sat me down.


  Eh? Really? You’re going to let her do it?


  “Ako’s saying that she wants to win for your sake you know? Isn’t that cute?”


  “It’s cute, and to be honest I’m overjoyed but…”


  I’m extremely happy about this, but I wonder.


  I just can’t imagine any outcome with Ako winning.


  “Fight!”


  Sette-san signaled the start of the match.


  I feel like I heard a gong go off somewhere.


  Ako: Listen here!


  It’s Ako’s preemptive strike!


  Ako: Me and Rusian have always been going on our adventures with just the two of us!


  Ako did the heartmark emote as she vigorously typed out in chat.


  Ako: So please don’t force yourself in between us after that fact!


  An evaluation about the phrase she just spoke out was given from the sides.


  “Still pretty weak huh—”


  It’s Sette-san’s harsh critique.


  She’s still pretty weak, I guess. Is UNICORN going to be playing sometime after then?


   


  TL note: This is a reference to the UNICORN theme in MSG Unicorn where someone made a video of a Loris slowly raising their hand which turned out to look like a victory pose. The joke goes by saying, ‘He’s still weak’, but then the theme song starts rolling in. It’s a pretty cool theme all in all that plays when the tide of the battle turns. See the actual clip HERE. Also, this is what Ako was posing earlier.


   


  Shushu: After what fact?! You’re the one who wedged yourself in between me and Oniichan, Ako-san!


  It’s not very effective.


  It really wasn’t effective at all seeing as how Shushu, little Miss Understanding, barely took any damage from that.


   


  TL note: It’s Pokemon. This TL note is not very effective. Also, keep in mind the Pokemon references as you continue reading.


   


  Shushu: You don’t know even know ANYTHING about Oniichan so don’t you talk big like that!


  Ako: Any… And just what do YOU know about Rusian?!


  Shushu: I knows all about Oniichan’s height, weight, favorite food, hated food, favorite animal, and hated animal!


  “The heck you do! What are you a stalker?!”


  “That sounds pretty much the same as information you had on your actual little sister from before.”


  “I know right—”


  Certainly even I can’t come up with her hated animal on the spur of moment you know?


  Ako: That’s definitely a lie! Why are you lying?!


  Shushu: It’s not a lie at all! It’s because Ako-san doesn’t know anything about Oniichan that’s why you say things like that!


  Ako: I, I do know! His height is… I don’t know, and weight is… I haven’t asked about it… His favorite food is… he basically just says everything is delicious…


  Shushu: See!


  Ako: Uuuuuuuu!


  “Hey now, your wife is already losing.”


  “My wife is pretty much going to lose no matter who she’s up against.”


  No matter what type you compare her to, the chart is going to always say that she’s weak to it.


  And even if it was a battle between the same type, I’d say the odds are 7:3 against Ako.


  Rusian: Could you stop bullying Ako?


  I instinctively butted in.


  She looks so pitiful after all. I’m talking about Ako who’s about to cry while typing after being beaten by Miss Understanding.


  Ako: Rusian!


  Shushu: See! I knew this would happen!


  However, Shushu pouted as she let out the angry emote.


  Shushu: Oniichan is a strange person who can’t settle down unless they help someone in need that’s why Ako-san’s misunderstanding now led up to this!


  “This person really seems to understand you.”


  “Just how exactly? No she doesn’t. It’s going to bother me if you keep saying things based on your assumptions.”


  “R, really?”


  Really. Being treated like a good person even though I’m just helping out beginners in need since it’s the duty of regular players is really troublesome. What I want to say is, it’s terribly unwelcome.


  “Oh yeah I remember Nishimura-kun looking like he was really used to teaching me about the controls back then but… Do you do that often?”


  “Just sometimes. Every now and then.”


  “Sometimes… huh…”


  While we were talking, the two’s showdown continued.


  Ako: Anyway, please stop being so clingy around Rusian!


  Shushu: I’m nots being clingy!


  As they were glaring at each other while keep the distance between them fixed, a chat that wasn’t particularly typed out quick came flying out.


  Shushu: In the first place, what’s wrong with me playing with my Oniichan?


  Ako: What do you mean Oniichan? Rusian is my husband!


  Shushu: …Husband?


  Shushu, after chatting endlessly without faltering, suddenly came to a stop.


  Ako, feeling that this might be the deciding blow, continued.


  Ako: We’re husband and wife! We’re actually married!


  Shushu: E, eeh?! Is that true Oniichan?


  Since she asked, it’s fine to answer right?


  Rusian: Ako here is my wife.


  Shushu: Eeeeh?


  That took Shushu by surprise as she stood there flustered.


  Shushu: That’s just weird isn’t it?


  Ako: What’s so weird about it?!


  Shushu: But marriage is something that two peoples that loves each others do right? Isn’t it weird for people to do that in the game?


  Ako: It’s because we love each other that we got married.


  Shushu: Love each other you say… But, this is just the game right? It’s weirds for someone to fall in love with someone else just by chatting when you don’t even knows their face!


  Ooh, that’s a normal view on it.


  It might sound strange coming from someone like me who also proposed to another person in-game, but this kind of opinion is pretty widespread.


  From a normal person’s perspective it’s really weird isn’t it? Falling in love by simply chatting with their person and seeing how they act in the game, that is.


  However, those feelings actually exist. They’re real.


  Ako: Not at all! Looks didn’t even matter, we just started to fall in love with each other. Ours is a much purer form of love than all of these normies around us!


  Shushu: That’s not love! You’re just mistaking it for your own delusions!


  Ako: Wha…!


  Ako’s eyes widened with her mouth agape.


  “Delusion… mistaking…”


  It’s super effective!


  “They got strong huh.”


  You don’t have to add Believe It to that, Sette-san.


   


  TL note: A continuation of the earlier gag, though in this case, the other side got stronger, not Ako.


   


  “She precisely hit Ako at her weak spots huh.”


  “Is she going to throw in the towel soon?”


  “You shouldn’t spoil her too much you know?”


  “But if I stop pampering Ako then my whole reason for existence is going to disappear.”


  Those times when Ako cuddles up to me and I pamper her are the times that I really feel alive after all.


  It really gives me a huge sense of satisfaction after all.


  “…Now look here you…”


  I turned away from Segawa who was looking at me in disgust and turned my attention to the two who were still glaring at each other.


  Rusian: I don’t know why it turned out like this, but for now, just quit it.


  Shushu: But Oniichan…


  Shushu still doesn’t seem to be satisfied with this.


  Rusian: I’ve been playing the game with Ako since long ago. We got along well together after all.


  I’ve been playing with her together for years now.


  That relationship of ours has lasted much longer than our current ones with her as my clumsy classmate and real life friend.


  Rusian: It can’t be helped that you’d think of it as a misunderstanding. Heck, I don’t blame you for not understanding it either. But even so, we really do get along well. I really wish you would stop denying other people of their own feelings.


  It’s not as if you can do something about it, nor can you refute it. It’s just going to end up making you more miserable.


  Shushu: Uuu, but Oniichan…


  Rusian: Come on now, listen to what your big brother is telling you.


  And just when I thought of saying something big brother-like, Shushu gave it some thought and afterwards said,


  Shushu: Oniichan, do you love Ako-san…?


  Rusian: I really do, you know?


  “Rusian!”


  I then went to pat the head of Ako who clung herself to me in real life.


  The sensation of Ako’s body touching me is so soft and warm.


  “There, there.”


  “…You really do look lively when you’re pampering Ako like that aren’t you?”


  I know right? This is my life’s work.


  Shushu: But the game and reality are separate… I guess it’s okay if it’s just in the game…


  After murmuring those words, Shushu sank into silence.


  “That statement of hers sounds familiar doesn’t it?”


  “I feel like I can get along well with Shushu too.”


  “Rusian?!”


  Apricot: All’s well that ends well I suppose.


  Suddenly, Master frowned as she stared at the screen.


  Apricot: Now then, how do we go forward with this?


  Rusian: Oh right, we’re locked in!


  That Wife Vs Sister-in-Law Battle really took me for a ride that I completely forgot about it!


  Ako: If I’m here together with Rusian then I don’t mind being stuck here forever you know?


  Shushu: Please stop that! I don’t want to see any love scenes with my Oniichan in it.


  Ako: No way! We’re husband and wife so it’s fine.


  I told you to get along didn’t I?


  Rusian: But now that I look at it, there’s really nothing in this room is there?


  Apricot: That’s not entirely correct. There are a couple of places you can inspect in the room.


  Sette: Ah, you’re right—


  There are places where some text appears if you hover your mouse over it.


  But the only things they mention are the names on things like Knife and Apple.


  Hmm, I wonder… They don’t do anything even if you click on them.


  Shushu: Ah, this is?


  Shushu said that as she stood in front of a large painting in a corner of the room.


  Shushu: Oniichan, Oniichan, there’s something written here.


  Shushu: It says ‘To those who are proper, this door opens ykfhylpatgfp ΗÀΗÀΗÀΗÀΗÀΗÀΗÀΗÀ’


  “Why is she going out of her way to tell it only to Rusian!”


  “Don’t ask me.”


  That aside, let’s just solve the puzzle and get out of here.


  Rusian: I wonder what this hahahahahahahaha about?


  Schwein: Isn’t it supposed to be a laugh?


  Why do they have to put in laughter there then?


  Is it trying to say ‘Whatcha getting all serious at this game for lol’?


  Ako: Do you understand it Rusian?


  Rusian: Hmm. So we have to solve the mystery with this garbled text huh…


  “…Hm?”


  Just then, Master, who was in deep thought, suddenly raised her head up.


  “Garbled text… Aah, garbled, corrupted text is it? So that’s how it is.”


  She then struck her palm with a fist on the other hand as she displayed a look of enlightenment.


  Apricot: I get it now. We’ve been caught up in quite the unthinkable misunderstanding about this puzzle.


  Sette: Did you solve it?


  Apricot: More like I feel quite ashamed for not getting it right away after I’ve given it some thought.


  As expected of the brains of our guild.


  Master’s eyes then sparkled as she said,


  Apricot: Listen well. Pay attention to this ‘ykfhylpatgfp ΗÀΗÀΗÀΗÀΗÀΗÀΗÀΗÀ’ phrase. This is the corrupted text. The ΗÀΗÀΗÀΗÀΗÀΗÀΗÀΗÀ exemplifies that.


  Sette: Which means?


  “…I get it.”


  “You already get it?!”


  “I finally understood it now that she mentioned the unicode text…”


  It’s that layout huh…


  Apricot: First of all, there’s the meaningless string of characters that is ΗÀΗÀΗÀΗÀΗÀΗÀΗÀΗÀ. That’s just noise so we can remove it.


  Schwein: Are you sure it’s okay to just ignore it like that?


  Apricot: It’s fine. There’s that knife over there no? The one above the table.


  Ako: It’s there—


  A huge knife was placed right on the table in front of Ako.


  Apricot: Now hover your mouse cursor over it and wait for the pop-up to appear— What does it say?


  Schwein: It’s only the item name that appears man. Ekutf… Ekutf?


  “What’s a ekutf?”


  Segawa in real life was stumped.


  You’re one of those players who started late after all, so there’s no way you’d know about it.


  Sette: It’s supposed to be knife right?


  Apricot: That’s correct. It is indeed a knife. For some reason, knife has turned into ekutf. In other words, its name became corrupted.


  Rusian: Rather than calling it corrupted… These are remnants of the mysterious language from back during the Beta Testing days aren’t they…


  Apricot: It might be nostalgic for an old player like you Rusian.


  Taking after its name, Legendary Age, it’s a legendary language of buggy proportions in-game.


  It’s a bug where a lot of the item names were mixed up, item descriptions were messed up, and even the item sprites were all jumbled up. This game had a lot of bugs during Beta Testing. This is one of those legendary languages.


  In other words, you’re just going to be torturing yourself trying to solve this one… They really hit the mark with this one.


  Apricot: Look at all the other items that stand out.


  Shushu: This carrot’s name is written as cappyg.


  Ako: The javelin became navfiuk.


  Sette: The apple became a;;if lol. Wut’s a a;;if lol.


  A a;;if is a a;;if. It’s nothing else but that.


  Rusian: There were stuff like the ambfpkugf rhfii and jfiiyw dfmrgykf too. Ah, it’s so nostalgic.


  Ako: Is that in Japanese…?


  You could say it’s written in a Legendary Language.


   


  TL note: Are you ready for a lengthy explanation? Because I sure have a lot to say about this reference. First off, the reference to the legendary bug is from Ragnarok Online itself. It’s a bug in jRO during beta testing where item names got all messed up. This is due to the half-width input method that exists for typing Japanese characters. Now I’m not quite sure if this is actually what happened, but the messed up item names were probably due to use of a wrong input mode. The most famous ones were the Ambernite’s Shell drop and Yellow Gemstone being transformed into words beyond explanation. There’s no particular equivalent for this in the English version of RO so I did my own take on the riddle. Most of you may not know, but other keyboard layouts exist beside QWERTY for the Latin alphabet. As such, I went for that appeal using QWERTY to Colemak conversion since some of these other keyboard layouts also have unicode characters printed on them. If you figured that out before reading this part, then I say kudos to you.


   


  Apricot: The rest is simple. To those who are proper— in other words, you need only to set them back to their original words in the proper keyboard layout.


  So simply put, just change these Colemak characters for their QWERTY equivalent.


  When you do that, you’ll end up with—


  Shushu: onehourafter… One hour after! It’s one hour after Oniichan!


  Ako: It’s one hour after Rusian!


  Rusian: Yeah… that’s right.


  The mood here is really hard on me so please just end it already.


  Apricot: Indeed. In other words, the door… opens one hour after!


  W, what did you say…


  —.


  “What did you say?!”


  “It’s way too late for that reaction don’t you think?”


  “But it says it won’t open after one hour right?! We’re going to be staying like this until club ends!”


  “I figured it was strange. Even though you’re supposed to solve a puzzle, there’s nowhere to input any answer and nothing reacts even when clicked. I figured the trigger might lay elsewhere.”


  It’s good that Master seems satisfied after solving the mystery but what are we going to do about this? There’s nothing to do…


  Shushu: What should we do to pass the time?


  Shushu moved beside me again.


  Even if you ask me that sort of thing, I have nothing to answer since we can’t do— Ah, I see.


  I see, I get it now.


  That was the main purpose of this event after all.


  Rusian: Ah I get it… Everyone is supposed to kill time by getting to know each other better, I guess…?


  Ako: Then let’s chat together Rusian! The two of us! For the whole hour!


  Rusian: You know that’s not what they intended right? It’s probably…


  Shushu: I told you to stop bothering Oniichan!


  Ako: I’m not!


  I wonder if these two can get along…
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  And so, about ykf hylp atgfp— I mean, one hour after.


  Ako: —Then, I died so many times after that that I got so worn out. And just when I was thinking about dropping out, Rusian said it. He said ‘Let’s give it one last try’.


  Shushu: Oniichan did?


  Ako: Yes. ‘If we leave it like this, Ako’s first challenge into this thing is going to end up as a bad memory for her. I’d like to at least see you all trying your best. I know you’re all good at this game so please follow up after her as best as you can’ is what he sternly said! And then after that he continued saying ‘I’ll be taking the lead so follow after me’!


  Shushu: So Oniichan did those things huh…


  Rusian: Stop iiiiiiiiiiiit!


  They somehow got along!


  They somehow got along by telling embarrassing stories from my past!


  Rusian: You got it wrong! You’re just saying it like that to make me look cool aren’t you! It’s just that those veteran players were just ignoring a beginner like Ako and didn’t even try to give advice even after she already apologized for dying because it’s her first time trying it out! It just felt like they were ignoring her because they probably thought she was dying on purpose!


  Those who don’t know the strategy for that fight can’t help but die. It’s a pretty strong boss after all.


  If I was only able to type out advice like ‘You can avoid the enemy attack during this’ or ‘When this message appears, it means it’s going to do an AOE’ then I think Ako would’ve been able to deal with it much better even though it’s her first time challenging that content.


  However, it’s pretty hard to type out in chat while you’re tanking, you see.


  Rusian: I’m just really pissed at these players who glare at beginners like they’re saying ‘People who don’t look up the fight are trash’ and then proceed to abandon when beginners die because they think they’re doing it on purpose! If everyone just did their best to follow up after them then everyone could be having fun playing together and we might even be able to beat the boss! There’s nothing but positive things you can get by doing so!


  Ako: See, see, isn’t he cool?!


  Rusian: It’s not cool at all!


  The tank is moodsetter for the entire party after all!


  If the tank snaps then the party is done for.


  No matter what happens, I always mild-mannerly thank the healers and DPS for joining. I’m alright with beginners too. However, my psyche deals with Ako by spamming ‘I need healing’ every time.


  Ako: Okay next is Memories of Love Chapter 12.


  Rusian: You still have more of those? Give me a break already…


  Shushu: I was thinking after listening to all that


  Shushu typed her thoughts bit by bit in chat.


  Shushu: And Ako-san, everything you’ve told me are all stories about you causing problems for Oniichan but… What have YOU done for Oniichan, Ako-san?


  I heard the sound of something creaking as Ako in real life seemed to be petrified.


  Ako: I’m uhm, see, I… give him healing…


  Shushu: What do you mean by that, specifically?


  Ako: I hate the word ‘specifically’! It’s a word people use to corner other people!


  Rusian: It really soothes me just having Ako by my side so there’s really no problems with that statement.


  Human relationships are not about what you can gain and lose from them after all.


  And by the way, contrary to three of us who were chatting in-game, the other three were…


  “Look, look at this! It’s an app that would sometimes cause a cat to appear from the side of your screen! Isn’t it cute? Isn’t it?”


  “That kind of thing is interesting at first but then when you forget about it and it suddenly appears, you’ll get surprised which would cause you to drop your phone no?”


  “Even though it’s simply a visual app, it’s asking for permission to access location services…”


  “Eh? No way?!”


  The three of them aren’t even looking at their screens anymore.


  They’re sitting in front of their PC but they’re playing around with their cellphones. What use are those PCs then?


  We were all doing those things when before we knew it, an hour had passed.


  The painting that had ‘ykfhylpatgfp ΗÀΗÀΗÀΗÀΗÀΗÀΗÀΗÀ’ on it started to shake and then it fell on its back.


  Right past it was a shimmering warp gate.


  Rusian: So we can finally move on huh—


  Shushu: One hour has passed after all.


  Time flew by us while we were chatting, but even so, an hour was still pretty long.


  If the next map is going to tell us that we need to wait for one hour again, then we’ll have no choice but to just warp back to town.


  So, you three there who are just chattering around in the club room, it’s over already—


  “We can move to the next part already— Go take a look at your screens—”


  “Oh? Is the event already over?”


  “We can finally move on to the next one.”


  I dragged the previously AFK members with me to the warp gate and as soon as we warped in, the next area was filled with a lot of people wearing Santa hats.


  I guess this is the event reward?


  “Cute—!”


  “So this is this year’s Santa hat distribution event huh?”


  “It barely has any effects on it…”


  The only effect it grants is +1 Luck. It’s going to be hard to find a practical use for this.


   


  TL note: This is a reference to Ragnarok Online’s actual Santa Hat, which gives +1 MDEF and +1 LUK


   


  Equipment in the headgear slot are generally exceptional with their effects so something like this which you’d only use for fashion is going to end up as storage fodder.


  And by the way, even though I refer to it as storage fodder, it’s not like it’s going to help raise something in the future. These gears are just going to end up getting outdated.


  “Isn’t it so cute~?”


  “It really is—”


  Ako and Sette-san happily wore their Santa hats.


  I guess they like this sort of thing.


  “It looks like the female members are happy about it.”


  “Could you not treat the two of us like were not girls too…”


  That’s not what I meant at all YU-NO?


  And from there, we warped to the next map and we were brought back to the original event area.


  I guess that’s the end of the event then.


  “They’re really cutting corners huh?”


  “I’m telling you, the management team doesn’t have the spare resources to do any sort of elaborate events.”


  “If you were to ask me, I’d say they did a good job on this one.”


  Master seems pleased with herself about being able to solve that puzzle.


  I’m basically fine with anything, but since the event ended after just one hour then I guess that’s alright.


  In the general thread, ‘Bring a lot of crafting materials’ is the template that most advice posts went with.


  GM01 Nyack: Everyone, did you all have a wonderful time?


  A message came out from Nyack-tan.


  GM01 Nyack: Wouldn’t it be interesting to spend Christmas


  GM01 Nyack: with the friends you have made today?


  GM01 Nyack: Now then, today’s Christmas Event Part One


  GM01 Nyack: The First Great Escape Party is now over,


  GM01 Nyack: Merry Christmas!


  ‘Merry Christmas!’ is what the players in the event area also chanted out.


  Everyone was wearing the Santa hat that we got from the event earlier that the event area really looks like it’s actually Christmas. It was quite a wonderful view.


  “That marks the end of the first part of this event then. I’m glad we got to participate in the event with Nyack-tan in it.”


  “It’s not over yet though. Everyone seems to be thinking that grouping we had in the middle of it all earlier was just an announcement of sorts for what’s to come.”


  “Uuu, I definitely won’t lose to Shushu next time!”


  Ako, stop antagonizing someone you’ve just met.


  I feel like I could get along with that person after all, Shushu I mean.


  As if sensing the thought I had on that matter, NOT, a message suddenly came from Shushu.


  Shushu: Oniichan, the event is over so what are you going to do now?


  Rusian: I was thinking of heading home for now, I guess.


  Shushu: I see. I got it.


  Ako: What are you planning to do by asking that? This is where we part ways you know?


  Rusian: Why are you so aggressive about this…


  I won’t tell you to get along with her, but you don’t have to go out of your way to actively aggro her right?


  Shushu: Ah, Ako-san. Can I ask you stuff about Oniichan again? If you have LINE then could you tell me yours?


  Ako: I don’t.


  “You d…”


  ‘But you have one don’t you!’ is what I was about to naturally take a jab at there.


  Wicked! This girl is too wicked!


  She’s about as wicked as one of those girls who would blatantly say ‘I don’t have a phone’ while tinkering with their phone in front of someone who asked them for their cellphone number.


  “So you can lie with a straight face like that, can’t you Ako…”


  “Yes?”


  In response to my mumbling, Ako looked away from her screen and reluctantly said,


  “That’s not true at all! I rarely ever lie to Rusian!”


  “So you’re admitting to lying when you think the person in front of you is an enemy huh?!”


  And what’s with that ‘rarely’?! I don’t want you lying to me even sometimes!


  Shushu: Uu—, I get it. It’s only stuff about the game after all so I dun cares about it at all.


  Ako: Then fare thee well! Me and Rusian will be staying together like this from here on!


  Shushu glared at Ako, who was flaunting her seeming victory over her, and then said,


  Shushu: Ako-san, you really should stop causing only trouble for Oniichan. Everyone around him has always been causing him so much trouble that I feels sorry for him.


  Ako: I don’t trouble Rusian that much.


  After she said that, a bit of time passed and she continued murmuring.


  Ako: …P, probably…


  Shushu: …Huh.


  “Uuuuuuu…”


  “No, no, you’re not bothering me at all. It’s fine I tell you.”


  Ah geez, you just had to go and type out a sigh like that so now Ako is all teary-eyed.


  Shushu: Then Oniichan, see you later.


  After she said that, Shushu got covered in the logout effects and disappeared.


  “She was really like a sister-in-law.”


  “Don’t you direct that aggro towards my real sister, you hear?”


  There are good players in-game, but it can’t be helped that there are strange players in-game too.


  But I don’t really hate them, these players who play the game with their own character settings, that is.


  Though I could really do without them butting in like that. Well, I guess that’s what a net game is about after all.


  “…That person just now… was Nishimura-kun’s little sister… or not, right?”


  Sette-san had a complex expression on her face as she said that.


  No way. She’s not interested in games at all. And what’s more, she’s in the middle of studying for her entrance exams right now.


  There’s no way a coincidence like meeting in an online game would happen.


  “No way, no way. Not even possible. If you want, how about I call her up so you can go ask her yourself?”


  “It’s okay. You don’t have to go that far. It’s just that Shushu-chan is like…”


  What is it? Please don’t stare intently at me like that. You’re going to make me fall for you.


  “She has this same air about her as Nishimura-kun…”


  “Eeh? There’s no way that’s true right—”


  “Rusian is completely different from that person!”


  “Do you really think so…”


  Akiyama-san doesn’t seem to be convinced at all, but she just brushed it aside and yielded to what we said.


  “So with this, everyone can participate in the next event right?”


  “Indeed. It looks as if the couples formed today would have no effect on it going forward so we can just ignore it. At least, that’s how it seems.”


  “It’s a pain to be dragged around by them after all that right?”


  Segawa glanced a bit at Akiyama-san as she let out a small laugh.


  “Yours is a yuri couple after all.”


  “I’m fine with me and Akane being paired though.”


  “Eh.”


  As Akiyama-san said that, she let out what could only be described as a serious smile.


   


  
    [image: ]
  


  


   


  “That’s a smile particular to only lesbians…”


  “It’s a crazy psycho lesbian Rusian…”


  “This is the first time in my life that I’ve been subjected to such slander…”


   


  TL note: Crazy psycho lesbian is a trope that you might’ve seen in some anime. I believe the most well known one is the table rapist from Code Geass.


   


  Her smile morphed into one of a wry smile.


  However, I believe that being able to take all of that and ending with just a wry smile is one of Akiyama-san’s outstanding talents.


  “What’s the next event?”


  “The announcement for that is next week. We’ll just have to bear with it until then.”


  I guess it’s one of those events where they do an announcement for each part.


  But can they really release three more announcements right before Christmas?


  “…So, let’s get back to the matter from before.”


  After looking through all our lifeless expressions, Segawa shrugged as she continued.


  “If we’re going to include the first part that we just did in our Xmas Party, what’s it going to become?”


  If you convert this event into something in real life then it’s going to be…


  “An escape game, I guess?”


  “But as a result of that, all we did was talk for one whole hour right?”


  “It was just a mixer event huh?”


  “Then… a mixer?”


  You’re going to hold a mixer? With these members?


  Can you actually do a mixer with this male to female ratio?


  “I’m the only guy here.”


  “Isn’t that just fine? Actually, if it was a real mixer, then I won’t participate anymore you know?”


  “I wouldn’t want any boys to be there right…”


  I wholeheartedly agree.


  I can’t help but see a bleak future if some guy goes off to hit on Ako.


  “Hmm… And well, everyone here probably can’t do a proper mixer anyways…”


  “How rude. I only said that I won’t do it but that doesn’t mean I can’t actually do it.”


  Schew voiced her protest in response to Sette-san’s sympathetic words.


  “Something like a mixer is easy peasy. If you want, I’ll show you that I’m better at it than anyone else here.”


  “Uwah, you’re going to declare that?”


  “Is that so… Well then.”


  Master continued as her eyes sparkled.


  “Come Christmas Eve, we’re going to hold a mixer here! —though, is that alright with you all?”


  Well, that’s how it went.
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  I threw my slightly ruffled muffler over my shoulders and straightened my back.


  “But you know, I’m really relieved… That I don’t have to go through the horror that is meeting with your father on Christmas…”


  On our way home.


  In response to my complete sense of relief, Ako looked a bit glum as she said,


  “Do you hate the idea of spending a Christmas party with my family that much?”


  “Well of course, I’m not going to say that it’s a welcome thought.”


  The thought of it still terrifies me now even though it’s cancelled after all. I can only force out a laugh as it is.


  “Just try imagining it. You, Ako, would be going to my place and coming to meet my parents— you wouldn’t want that to happen right? …Ah, though that might not actually be the case huh.”


  That’s right. This kind of reasoning just won’t get through this girl— is what I thought, but Ako suddenly turned serious and nodded to what I just said.


  “That’s true! I wouldn’t want that to happen! I don’t want to go!”


  “What’s with the sudden change of heart?”


  “I mean, if that kind of little sister is there, it’s scary isn’t it?!”


  “My little sister isn’t like that Shushu person at all!”


  She’s a more understanding type of person you see.


  She’s a really understanding girl that’s somehow able to get along with an unpopular otaku brother like me.


  “Actually, we just decided to spend Christmas with everyone, but is that going to be alright for you? Weren’t you planning on spending it with your family? If you want to skip out, then that’s fine with us.”


  “No, no. I was supposed to spend Christmas at home this year so being able to play with everyone is very welcome. And also, I don’t want to leave Master alone.”


  “I really don’t want to see the sight of Master killing time in the park alone…”


  “All the couples passing by would be whispering and gossiping about her while staring at her right…”


  Knock it off!


   


  TL note: This is actually supposed to be a reference to Bell’s line in the Pokemon B&W opening part (Bianca in the English version) where she tells the Plasma Brigade to stop harassing the Pokemon in an unconventional way which made her look cute. I just left it as it is in English.


   


  “In the first place, there’s no point if Rusian isn’t there. Actually, if Rusian is with me then even if it’s this or that, then I’m fine with coming anywhere.”


  Just what do you mean by coming to ‘this’ and ‘that’…


  Completely ignoring me glaring at her, Ako continued on as her face morphed to show complete ecstasy.


  “Actually, I’d rather drag Rusian around with me and we can do those at that place… And then, we’ll climb the stairway to adulthood…”


  “Heeey Ako—”


  “Aah Rusian! It’s embarassing… but, if it’s you Rusian then I, I…!”


  “I’m begging you, come back to your senses!”


  My wife right now is making a face that shouldn’t be shown to other people.


  Also, what are you trying to do squirming around and moving both of your hands like that?


  Just what are you doing to me in your imagination?


  “—Ah. I’m sorry. I was just imagining things play out until our morning after together.”


  “The heck you did! You’ve been stealing glances my way this whole time, haven’t you?”


  You’re not really that good at acting so don’t force yourself.


  “But the ‘Sex Hours of the Holey Night’, the period from 9PM of the 24th of December to 3AM the next day is the number one day in the year where a lot of people have sex you know?”


  “Don’t look so proud while saying that!”


  And don’t go around blurting the word ‘sex’ out loud! You’re a girl after all!


  “Just give everything up and let’s go take on this challenge together!”


  “Don’t go saying that while you slowly make your way towards me!”


  “Nyau!”


  As I lightly tapped her on the head after that retort, Ako finally seemed to calm down.


  “It’s Christmas you know? Isn’t a little bit of that just fine?”


  “I would have been fine with that you know? But you just had to go tell me something like meeting your parents.”


  “EH.”


  I heard the sound of Ako falling to her knees, who seemed to remain frozen in place.


  As I looked back, I could see the despair on her face as she shivered.


  “W, what’s the matter?”


  “Uhm, if I had just asked for us to go on a normal date, would it have led to the morning after?”


  “I can’t guarantee you that much, but I’m still a healthy high school boy you know? So I also have dreams about getting carried away with the mood during Christmas and doing stuff like that after all.”


  And then, you went and wrecked all that.


  My level is simply not high enough to be able to get a good mood going in front of Ako’s parents.


  “I, it’s not too late yet! Let’s ask Master to go the Park Route!”


  “You’re late! It’s way too late for that!”


  Didn’t you see how overjoyed Master looked? Do you think I can just suddenly say ‘Oh sorry, we’re cancelling after all’?!


  “The Christmas event for couples is cancelled. Cancelled I tell you. They do this EVERY SINGLE YEAR so it’s about time they got tired of it already.”


  “Uuu, it can’t be helped then…”


  Contrary to her words of acceptance, Ako looked depressed as she continued walking.


  “Speaking of Christmas being cancelled, I always thought that was weird.”


  Suddenly, Ako approached me closely and asked,


  “There are a lot of people who play online games that are okay with Christmas getting cancelled right?”


  “Right you are.”


  I have no objections about that statement.


  We get mad at those people who don’t login during Christmas after all.


  “Then why do they participate in the Christmas events? Isn’t it better to just not participate?”


  “…Ah …About that, you see…”


  There’s a reasoning behind that. A much proper reason than simply saying that they do the events because there’s nothing else better to do during Christmas.


  As I clenched my fist as I looked back to the painful memories of the past.


  “The reason for that is due to a story from a long time ago. You see, there was this Christmas Event in a game that you may not have heard of before, Ako.”


  “Is it an event like the one in LA?”


  ‘That’s right’, I nodded to her and continued.


  “That event divided the players into two factions and pit them against each other. It was the Pro-Christmas faction versus the Anti-Christmas faction.”


  “So it’s a showdown?!”


  “That’s right. Though with that said, it was only a battle of who earns more points.”


  You can choose which side to take, and the team who gets more points by the end of the event wins.


  The item given to the winners are also distributed to everyone else, so no matter which side you take, there’s no downsides to it at all.


  “If the Pro-Christmas faction wins, then there would be a wonderful Christmas while if the Anti-Christmas faction wins, Christmas gets cancelled. That’s the theme that they went with.”


  “Which one won?”


  “It goes without saying. It was an overwhelming victory for the Anti-Christmas faction.”


  “Of course right!”


  I don’t know about getting happy about that fact though.


  It looks like she might suddenly start supporting the Anti-Christmas faction if it were to suddenly appeared in real life.


  “There was a really huge gap. You could see the huge gap in the polls on the VIP board. As a result, all the towns had Christmas decorations put up during the whole event period but suddenly— when the actual day of Christmas came, all of those decorations disappeared.”


  “It all did?”


  “Yeah. It all went poof. The lighting, the tree, and heck, even Santa disappeared too. Everything just reverted back to the usual look of the town. It really felt as if Christmas was cancelled. We did it, we won. It was supposed to be a complete victory. However, we all wondered why. During that time, we all felt really— REALLY, empty.”


  Feelings of loss welled up in my chest.


  It’s that sense of defeat that’s hard to put into words.


  As you avert your eyes to it, you end up getting crushed by the reality of it all that it’s suffocating.


  “…So Rusian, you were a part of the Anti-Christmas faction right?”


  That’s not the important point to be taken here.


  “And so, even when that same event came by again after that, the Pro-Christmas faction always won. Even though we keep yelling out for Christmas to be cancelled, in the end, we’re still interested in it. It would be sad for it to just disappear after all.”


  “Huh, I see—”


  Shouting out ‘Christmas is such a pain!’ is only possible in net games after all.


  “I’m also on the Pro-Christmas faction this year but last year was…”


  “Yeah, the same goes for me too…”


  We both let out a sigh.


  Our snowy white breaths seemed to mix in the air before disappearing into the evening sky.


  This year’s winter is pretty cold. Just where did global warming go? I’d really rather not have a self-serving global warming that only arrives during the heat of summer.


  “Hey Ako, I’ve been curious about this for a while but…”


  I spoke out as I remembered something.


  “Yes?”


  Ako turned to face me. In that instant, I gazed around her complete figure and asked,


  “Aren’t you cold? Wearing that skirt I mean.”


  “It’s cold.”


  That was a perfect display of an immediate reply.


  “…I guess it really is huh.”


  Of course right? It doesn’t look like it helps with the cold at all after all.


  “Honestly, it feels like I’m taking damage just by taking a single step.”


  “O, of course right—”


  “I want to be like the me in those games that go to snowy mountains while wearing a swimsuit…”


  “That’s what I thought during summer too…”


  I see. I guess it’s really as cold as it looks.


  “I always thought it was unreasonable for them to call an outfit like that showing your bare legs and calling it a uniform, making you all wear it everyday.”


  “Stockings and tights are banned by the school for some reason after all. It would be easier on me if I wore the school’s jersey underneath but…”


  “Don’t go wearing your jersey underneath your school uniform now. I can guarantee you that it would be a negative effect to your charm points.”


  It would have an equivalent effect like when a hardcore player starts spatting our reckless remarks to beginners who look up to them.


  In the worst case scenario, you might even become the topic in the boys’ threads.


  “That’s what I thought too— so I didn’t wear them.”


  Ako let out a laugh as she said that.


  “You’re laughing it off, but that means that you’re enduring this cold torture because of me right?”


  “I don’t want to be told that I really let myself go just because I got married after all!”


  Why are you only working that hard when it comes to stuff like these?


  Normally, you make me spoil you to no end, but why won’t you simply say here something like ‘We’re husband and wife, so you should love me for who I am’?


  “See, it’s so cold that it’s like I’m getting goosebumps. It’s always like this.”


  “Uwah, really?”


  “Touch it a bit and see for yourself.”


  In response to Ako’s suggestion, I extended my hand towards her legs.


  As I touched Ako’s legs, specifically the area between her skirt and her knees, her usually smooth skin felt somewhat prickly, like the sensation in my palm was caught up in something.


  “See? My hair on my skin is standing on their ends right?”


  “I see…”


  “But Rusian’s hand is so warm.”


  True, I did think Ako’s legs were considerably cold.


  As I began to put in a bit of force in my hand, her soft plump thighs reacted as if pushing it back. This sensation is amazing.


  As I was touching her thighs, my hand began to slowly make its way toward her inner legs which caused the hem of her skirt to sway.


  “…Fuah!”


  Ako looked like she suppressed her voice from leaking out.


  Why did you suddenly let out a moan like that? Stop it, you’re making me excited too. I only wanted to touch your leg to see how it feels. I didn’t plan on doing anywhooooooooooooaaaaaaa?!


  “U, uwah! Sorry!”


  “Yes?”


  I desperately pulled myself away from Ako, but she came prancing towards me again.


  “What’s the matter?”


  “Why am I, in the middle of the roadside, touching my classmate’s legs?!”


  “I don’t mind it at all though?”


  “You should at least mind it a bit! If we were unlucky, that could’ve been much worse.”


  There could rise an issue over someone seeing a female highschooler’s thighs being caressed in the middle of the streets.


  The perpetrator is of a medium build male wearing a school uniform— though I guess that’s too broad of a description.


  “It’s cold so please caress it to warm me up.”


  
    [image: ]
  


  


  “It’s impossible for me.”


  Sorry, I have Thief on my subjob right now.


   


  TL note: This joke is a reference to FF11, where the idea for a tank is to have a subjob that has some sort of provoke or a method to get aggro. Thief subjob is usually used when you’re solo to get higher money drops, so when you get called into a party and forget to change back to your tank subjob, you end up saying, ‘Sorry, I’m on Thief subjob’. It’s a joke that just tells someone is unprepared for the thing they’re about to do.


   


  Saying something like ‘I’m happy that you decided to put up with the cold just to not disappoint me, so in exchange, I’ll rub it with my hands to warm it up for you’ is just impossible for me.


  “Ah, I know.”


  I unraveled the muffler that I threw behind my back earlier, and I wrapped only the edge of it around my neck.


  As I looked at the leftover length of the muffler, I decided in my head that this much is probably good enough.


  “Ako, scoot over here a bit.”


  “Yes?”


  I signaled Ako to come closer, and come closer she did.


  Aren’t you being too obedient? I really hope she doesn’t get kidnapped by strangers luring her in with candy.


  “I do this… And this for Ako too…”


  I wrapped the excess length of the muffler around Ako, who was standing next to me.


  And as I finished wrapping a single muffler around the two of us, we began slowly walking again.


  “What is this! It’s so normielike!”


  “But it’s a bit short I guess.”


  “It’s really getting stretched out right?”


  Ako’s warmth far exceeds the insulation provided by the muffler so it’s incredibly warm but… It’s really lacking in length.


  “I guess it was just too much for this one. Sorry.”


  I guess there’s really something more suited for doing stuff like that right?


  “I guess it’s only natural for a non-normie like me to fail doing that based on just hearsay. This is why you should properly look up endgame content before challenging it huh?”


  “But won’t you get demotivated while doing that?”


  “I guess you do end up like that when you look up videos online right?”


  I don’t even know if we’re talking about the muffler or endgame content anymore.


  Though, I was talking about the normie vid ‘Lovey-Dovey Clip with Hubby ☆’ here.


  “But then again, it’s okay right?”


  Ako wasn’t just snuggling up to me anymore, she was firmly pressing her face against me as she fixed how the muffler was wrapped around us.


  “If I do this, then it can properly wrap both of us.”


  “Wai—, close, too close!”


  “Ehehe—”


  Clinging on to my arm and pressing her face close, she leaned on to me as if entrusting her whole body.


  “It’s so warm…”


  We were so close together that I could feel a gentle smile forming on her face even without me seeing it.


  As we stayed together like that, I couldn’t figure out anymore whether the icy breath coming out from the muffler was mine or Ako’s.


  That breath however, which lingered in the air for quite sometime, was borne from our warm and passionate sighs.


   


  †††　　　†††　　　†††　　　†††　　　†††　　　†††


  Part 6


   


  After going on a little bit of a detour on my way back home, the surroundings have completely turned dark.


  ‘It’s really freezing’ is what I thought to myself as I rubbed both my hands together and opened the front door.


  “I’m home—”


  “Welcome back, Oniichan.”


  I heard a reply come from the living room.


  Getting a response like that even though I wasn’t expecting it made me a bit happy.


  Normally I would just simply head back up into my room, but today I felt like taking a peek into the living room.


  “You’re home late Oniichan—”


  Sitting on the sofa with the family-use laptop was my little sister, who said that without even looking my way.


  “Oh Mizuki, you’re home already? That’s fast.”


  “You just take too long to get home Oniichan. Lately, you’ve been going home much laters than me.”


  “I have club activities after all—”


  “By club activities, you mean online games right?”


  “You’re right but…”


  “Jeez—, don’t you already do that all the time?”


  She looked somewhat displeased as she grumbled about that.


  Well of course right? When you see your brother just playing around and you’re studying all day everyday, you can’t help but get mad right?


  Now that I think about it, I’ve been busy with matters with Ako, the club, and the game recently that I barely spent any time with my sister.


  I thought that being approached by an aloof big brother who has been freed from these chain of exams would be nothing but a bother for her.


  Though, it’s not as if I believe she’s sulking about that fact, but I thought I might as well talk to her now so I nonchalantly approached her.


  “What were you doing? It’s pretty rare to see you tinkering around with the computer, Mizuki.”


  “It was just for a bit of a breather.”


  After doing a huge stretch and then lying back on the sofa, Mizuki turned to face me.


  Her short hair had her bangs parted diagonally so you could clearly see the slight displeasure overflowing from her huge eyes.


  “Ah, that’s right Oniichan. I want to ask you something.”


  “Hm?”


  “Oniichan, your height is around 170cm right?”


  “Well, it’s around that much I guess?”


  But extending your body as much as you can before getting measured for height is a pretty popular event with the guys during measurement day, so I might have recorded a higher value than that there.


  “And your weight is about 55 kilos right?”


  “That’s right.”


  “Your favorite food is spicy stuff and you hate sour stuff right?”


  “Yeah, I sure love spicy stuff.”


  “Your favorite animal are rabbits and the ones you hate are hippos.”


  “I do like rabbits yeah but… Did I ever mention that I hate hippos?”


  “You said before that the way they yawns when they opens their mouth is scary.”


  Why did you go and remember something like that?


  Though it’s true that I like rabbits. After hearing about how they’re in heat all year round, you can’t help but be interested in them right?


  “Those are all correct right?”


  “They are but… what’s the matter?”


  “See! I got them all correct!”


  She kind of huffed as she said that.


  “I gots it all correct… I’m nots lying at all…”


  “What are you murmuring about, Mizuki?”


  I guess she’s really exhausted after all.


  Well of course right? Even I was like this when I was studying for my entrance exams.


  Alright! If that’s the case, then I’ll give her this!


  “Now look here Oniichan, just because it’s a game you shouldn’t—”


  “Here.”


  “—Fwee?”


  Mizuki stopped mid sentence in response to the bag I thrust in front of her.


  “What’s this?”


  “Eclairs. You like them right?”


  “…I do like them but…”


  I bought those on the way back.


  And it’s not just your standard convenience store stuff. I splurged and bought one from an actual confectionery.


  “It must be rough on you having to study hard everyday right? It was hell for me last year too you see.”


  I handed the bag to the dumbfounded Mizuki and then I tried talking to her like a big brother would.


  “Pressuring yourself to study for an exam that’s in the far future is tough after all. I’m relieved that you’re actually setting time for yourself to unwind as well. It’s better to keep your mind off the exams during the times when you’re not studying after all.”


  “O, okay…”


  A smiled a bit at Mizuki, who was hugging the bag close to her, and then I tapped her shoulder.


  “I can’t really help you out when you’re studying, but I can at least hang out with you during your breaks. If you ever want to play just give me a call, alright?”


  “I won’t ask you for something like that Oniichan—”


  Even though she said that, her glum expression her finally loosened up and she’s now smiling.


  There we go. Older brothers are happy just by seeing their little sisters having fun.


  “Later then—”


  “Yup.”


  As I was about to leave the living room to get back to my room, I heard a small voice call out to me.


  “Thanks, Oniichan.”


  —See? Isn’t my little sister such an angel?


  She’s completely different from that little sister character who you would pick a fight with, Ako.


  Now then, it’s time to play net games until dinnertime.


  Part 7


   


  Ako: Rusian, Rusian, there’s a flashing letter icon on my screen right now you know?


  That night, Ako mentioned something like that.


  That flashing letter icon means that she received a mail right?


  Rusian: Isn’t that an IM then? You know, that in-game mail that you can send to anyone as long as you know their character name.


  In-game mail, that is, the instant messaging functionality.


  Through it, you can communicate even with someone who isn’t online. It’s quite the handy tool to have.


  When you receive mail, a letter icon would begin flashing in the upper part of your screen. It seems that that’s what is on Ako’s screen right now.


  Rusian: So who’s it from?


  Ako: Uuu, it says it’s from Shushu…


  Rusian: Uwah…


  So she got a mail from that little sister character huh? And by that, I mean Little Miss Understanding.


  If she causes any more damage to Ako right now then even I would have to get mad.


  Rusian: What does it say?


  I nervously asked her about it.


  Ako: Uhm, ‘I went too far with what I said today, I’m sorry. I hope you’ll continue getting along with Oniichan from now on too.’ —is what is says.


  Rusian: …What’s with her sudden change of mood?


  Ako: W, Who knows…?


  I don’t get it.


  I don’t get anything at all.


  Ako: Maybe she’s actually a good person…?


  Rusian: Who knows…


  I thought that maybe if I see her around next time, I’ll invite her into a party or something.


  And the night passed, just like that.


  Chapter 2 - LEFT 4 IMOUTO
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  TL note: Reference to LEFT 4 DEAD.


   


  Part 1


   


  Rusian: I’ll go on ahead and grab aggro from the mobs so just make sure to follow me until I come to a full stop.


  To put it simply, just keep running like that.


  Today, instead of the usual Field Dungeon, were doing an ID— that is, an Instanced Dungeon.


  In this ID that’s for the special use of the party members only, the mobs don’t respawn unlike the normal Field Dungeons. The goal is simply to get to the deepest part of the dungeon so bringing along party members is preferable since it makes it go so much faster.


  I ran across the points in dungeon where groups of mobs are concentrated and proceeded to place myself at the top of the enmity table as I went along.


  I mobbed them up as much as I possibly can and then faced my back to the wall while holding my shield up.


  Rusian: Go burn the mobs ← Going to tank them over here


  I fired off my macro as I received the blunt of the enemy’s attacks.


  I then used my instant cast defensive skill and followed it up with an evasion skill that has a bit of delay. Along with these, I also used my counter skill, which I could only fire off on individual targets one at a time. I did all this trying to keep my downtime for skill usage as low as possible while still maintaining Reflect Damage up to manage aggro.


  I feel that times like this when I can just go full autopilot while taking care of mobs is the most enjoyable part of the game.


  ‘I’ve really gotten good haven’t I? Hehehe’, I think to myself as I let out a snicker.


   


  TL note: This is most likely a reference to speedrunning dungeons in FFXIV considering the time this volume was released, but it could also apply to any game with instanced dungeons. In FFXIV, you basically pull everything up until the minibosses of each section and proceed to do a dance of death, evading AOEs, making sure to face the group of enemies to proc parry and whatnot until the DPS burns all the mobs you just pulled. If you’re a seasoned tank, this pretty much becomes second nature and you can pretty much manage going autopilot as mentioned. The instacast damage reduction, evasion, and counter are also all references to skills/cross-class skills a Paladin could use in FFXIV.


   


  Ako: Rusian, could you pull a bit less?


  Rusian: Oh? But you’re keeping up with this much aren’t you?


  Sure it might be a bit risky, but we’re moving along well with no problems.


  It makes me happy that Ako has improved quite a bit too.


  Ako: But if we keep rushing through the mobs like this then we won’t have any time to chat~


  Rusian: So that’s why…


  Ako: Just what purpose is there even coming to a dungeon if I’m not able to chat with Rusian?! Monsters are just there to add some spice to the conversation so it’s much better if they don’t bother us that much or if they just lessen their spawn!


  What’s with that? That’s like saying that you’d hate it even if a single one of them appears right?


  Ako: GIVE ME Peaceful Dungeons! NO MORE Dangerous Dungeons!


  Rusian: I’m telling you, there’s no sense in making dungeons like that at all.


  Shushu: Ako-san, I don’t see you trying that hard though?


  Shushu is with us today as well.


  Since then, we would call out to her to play with us whenever we saw her from time to time.


  It was only sometimes though. Seriously, it wasn’t that often.


  This time, it’s me, Ako, and Shushu in a 3-man party. It’s pretty rare seeing a Monk go DPS, but the class in itself is still pretty decent with farming. They have decent AOEs after all, those Monks I mean. Even though they only hit things with their fists.


   


  TL note: The Monk class here is more of a reference to Ragnarok Online instead of FFXIV because Monk Tanks are the staple in RO. FFXIV actually considers Monk as a DPS class.


   


  Rusian: We’re already at the boss so pull yourself together.


  Ako: Kaaay.


  Shushu: Kaaay.


  When you look at them at times like this, you’d really think they get along well, these two.


  Rusian: Do you know the boss’ patterns? It goes from a frontal AOE, 360 AOE then a frontal cone shaped AOE with no markers and loops like that. Watch the timings, dodge, and please heal me when you can.


  Ako: I understand!


  And so, after explaining, we started with the boss fight.


  Rusian: Ako, you’re way too close! You’re going to eat the AOE if you stand there!


  Ako: I’m going to protect Rusian while standing by his side too!


  Rusian: Don’t! That’s not something you can do with this boss! Aaaargh!


  We wiped a total of three times.


   


  Rusian: You better reflect on what you did just now, Ako.


  Ako: Kayyy.


  You shouldn’t put your allies in danger because of your roleplaying.


  That is a definite rule you must follow.


  Rusian: It’s already this late huh… Time really flew by.


  Defeating the boss took quite a while, so the day had already changed.


  And to match the current time of day, the town’s scenery had also shifted to night so you could see the illuminations all over being lit up.


  Ako: Since tomorrow is a rest day, I can still keep at it for a bit more.


  The weekend is really great isn’t it? You can keep playing online games until late after all.


  And there’s plenty of people online in-game too, so it’s easy to find people to do pretty much anything.


  Shushu: That sounds nice… I still have my entrance exams so…


  Rusian: Good luck with that, but make sure you don’t stress yourself out—


  Shushu: Thanks, Oniichan.


  As I was wondering what Master and the others were up to while we were having that conversation…


  Apricot: Fuhahahaha! Did you really think you had a chance of victory against my 8-Dogpower Sleigh!


  Schwein: Did you seriously go all out and swipe for just this pointless minigame? You idiot!


  Sette: The Siberian Huskies are soooo cuuteeee—


  It looks like they’re enjoying themselves with the Dog Sled Racing Christmas Event.


  It’s a mysterious event where you pit the speed of your dog-pulled sleigh against other players.


  Win or lose, you basically don’t get anything.


  Rusian: There sure are a lot of weird events in net games huh…


  Shushu: Come to think of it Oniichan, the announcement for the next event is already out you know?


  Rusian: Eh? Seriously?


  When I took a look at the official site, the update was already posted.


  There’s only 5 days left until Christmas.


  The Christmas Event Part Two. The announcement is exactly the details about that event.


  Shushu: The Great Exchange Gift Party, it says.


  Exchange Gift, huh?


  As for the details, let’s see… Once you designate a username and register a present, you’ll be able to exchange gifts with that person. Furthermore, you’ll also get an additional gift as a bonus, it says.


  Ako: If we’re getting a bonus item, does that mean it’s better to send gifts to a lot more people?


  Rusian: If your goal is the bonus item, then yeah, it probably is.


  Shushu: Ah, there are a lot of people speaking out in chat.


  Oh wow you’re right. Our chat logs and party recruitment logs are starting to get filled about this new event.


  [R>Exchange Gift Partner]


  [LF>Same Worth Item Exchange Partner]


  [Want to exchange gifts using the same item? PM me please]


  Ako: It’s a tough world out there isn’t it? In online games I mean.


  Rusian: Though I guess it’s a good thing that it made the chat more lively again.


  I’m saying this even though our chat logs are getting flooded like this.


  Ako: Are you going to send me a present Rusian?


  You don’t even have to ask.


  Did you really think I was the kind of person to not give you a present, Ako?


  Rusian: Of course.


  Ako: Then I’ll register you as an exchange partner okay!


  This is my first time ever that I had to think about giving someone a Christmas present.


  I wonder what would be a good Christmas present to give Ako…


  Rusian: Come to think of it, wasn’t there a heavy shield that came out recently that even clerics can use?


  Ako: I think something practical is a bit too…! That’s right! Love! It needs more love put into it!


  Rusian: I was just kidding. What would be good I wonder? Hmm—


  Ako: I’d like a ‘I’ll do anything you want’ voucher please.


  Rusian: We’re not talking about a grade schooler’s present for someone here you know?


  Ako: It’s okay. I’ll ask for something that an elementary student won’t be able to do anyway.


  Rusian: I’ll just get this out here now, but kids these days are way more experienced than we currently are you know?


  Ako: I don’t want to hear that—!


  Well that’s enough joking for now.


  I think it’s in poor taste to gift something practical so I better stave off of those.


  However, I’d like to give her something that would make a bit happy and something that she would be able to use from time to time.


  Ako: I’ll have to give Rusian a present t


  Ako: …Ah.


  Ah?


  Along with her mysterious message, she sent out a shocked expression.


  And going along with that, she did a gesture where she collapsed to the floor in shock.


  Rusian: What’s the matter?


  Ako: O, oh no uhm, it’s nothinf!


  That really doesn’t feel like it’s nothing at all!


  There’s definitely something up, isn’t there?!


  Ako: I’ll log off for today! Good game!


  With a whirr and a bit of light effects, Ako logged out.


  Even though she said she could still go at it because tomorrow is a weekend, she just suddenly logs off like that.


  Rusian: She just cut her sentence off and logged out like that… I wonder what’s happened with Ako?


  Shushu: It really makes you wonder doesn’t it?


  I dun get it.


  But hmm, a present for Ako huh… Ah, that’s right.


  Let’s go with a player crafted Apron Dress. She wanted one before but said she didn’t have enough money to buy one. I’m sure she would be happy wearing an apron while we’re just lazing around and chatting inside the house.


  I handed my present to the NPC and put in Ako’s name.


  Rusian: So you can add a message too huh…


  Putting something like ‘Merry Christmas!’ is way too cliche.


  Shushu: Why don’t you try writing in love-filled letter? I’m sure she would be happy with that.


  A love-filled, something like… Uwah! Sappy! Way too sappy!


  But not writing anything here just seems tactless… Gah.


  ‘Merry Christmas. Let’s spend the next one together too.’— there we go.


  Rusian: My face is beet red despite myself.


  Shushu: Oniichan, won’t you send me a present with a love-filled letter too?


  Rusian: I’ll settle for a same worth present please.


  Shushu: Jeez—!


  Alright. With this, Ako’s present should be done.


  No matter how often she blurts out the fact that were married in-game, there’s barely any chances to hand each presents so it really makes me nervous after all.


  If I’m getting this anxious over giving her a present in-game, then how much more would I be when I do give her one in real life— Ah.


  Rusian: Ah.


  “Aaaaaaaaaaaaaah!”


  I forgot! Actually, I didn’t even think about it!


  You dumbass! You still have to give the real Ako a present!


  Whether it’s for being boyfriend and girlfriend or husband and wife, that doesn’t even matter! I have to get Ako a present at all costs!


  Shushu: Even I could hear that screaming but… What’s the matter, Oniichan?


  So she heard the crying of my soul huh?


  Well of course right? My character let out a shocked emote and even collapsed to the floor after all.


  Rusian: Ah no it’s nothing so don’t mind it I’m fain.


  Shushu: That doesn’t sound at all like you’re fine though…?


  Well that’s actually what I meant there.


  B, but that’s right. How about I consult her for a little bit?


  If it’s Shushu, then she must be able to give me some good advice.


  Rusian: So err you see, I was thinking about what present I should give her you see.


  Shushu: Didn’t you already register it though?


  Rusian: No no, I mean for my girlfriend in real life.


  Shushu: Eeeeeh?! Oniichan, you have a girlfriend?!


  There’s no need to be that surprised is there? Do I really look that much of a loser who isn’t able to have a girlfriend?


  Ah right, yeah. I do look like that right. I get it. Just kill me now.


  Shushu: Are you two dating…?


  Rusian: In a broad sense of the term, you could say we’re dating, yeah.


  Whether we’re husband and wife or boyfriend and girlfriend doesn’t change the fact that we’re dating after all!


  Shushu: N, no way… Is that really true?


  Rusian: It all seems so unreal right? That’s why it slipped my mind all this time until now…


  Even though there’s barely any time remaining until Christmas, that thing about the present had been in a corner of my mind up until now.


  If even I start to forget about things in real life then I can’t very well laugh about Ako’s situation now can I?


  Rusian: I wonder what would be a good thing to give as a present that would make a girl happy?


  Shushu: U, uhm… Clothes? Accessories? Foodstuffs? Like ones of mascot characters.


  Ah, come to think of it, there was a Poaring stuffed toy in Ako’s room. That might be a good idea.


  Rusian: But that seems so standard that it feels like it doesn’t have any thought put into it… I wonder if there’s something better…


  Shushu: Hmmmnnn….


  Should I just ask the person herself? But if I do that, she’ll definitely ask for a ring right?


  Or if not that, then she’ll ask for the ‘I’ll do anything you want’ voucher.


  That’s the scariest thing I could ever give to Ako.


  And if I happen to get the same thing from Ako, receiving it would be equally scary.


  Rusian: If it were you Shushu, what would you want?


  Shushu: If you’re going to ask me what I’d like to get from Oniichan then… I guess it has to be something I can wear after all.


  Something you can wear huh?


  But I don’t really know about Ako’s fashion sense.


  Though I have this image of her in my head that she’s someone who wears a wide variety of clothes.


  I feel that she would just happily wear whatever I give her so this makes it all the more important that I give the choice a lot of consideration.


  Shushu: And well, I said something I could wear, but I would also prefer something that I don’t always have to put on, I guess?


  I understand. If it’s something she can casually decide to put on or not, then I wouldn’t have to worry that much and she would still be happy as well.


  I was just thinking about something like that earlier too.


  I see. So it’s not that different from the game huh?


  Rusian: Something she could use from time to time… But it should also be something she would want to wear…


  Suddenly, an image came into my mind.


  It was the sight of Ako looking up towards me.


  Usually, I should be able to see her beautiful face with her moist eyes, but all that is hidden by her long black hair.


  Before I even realized it, it was already like that.


  Rusian: …I just came up with an idea.


  Shushu: Did you think of something good to give her?


  Rusian: I finally thought of something that makes me want to say ‘I really want to give this to her’. Thanks.


  Time is of the essence so I should go and buy it right away tomorrow. It’s our day off from school after all.


  But since it’s a present for Ako, I’ll probably have to go into a shop for girls. And if I do that, all the customers would probably be girls too, and even the clerk would be a female as well. I’m probably going to die the moment I set foot into it.


  Going into a shop like that alone is just terrifying right?


  I wonder if there’s anyone I could ask to accompany me? Someone who would accompany me if I asked… Segawa would probably go with me if I knelt and prayed in front of her, but I don’t want to go that far. Master would probably be overjoyed if I did ask her so it just makes it harder to nonchalantly request her to do that.


  If I’m going to ask anyone out, it has to be Ako after all, I guess.


  Rusian: I guess I have no choice but to ask her out right away tomorrow huh…


  Shushu: With who? Your girlfriend? Where are you planning on going?


  Rusian: I’m planning on going to that recently built shopping mall— no wait, outlet mall was it? It’s that mall that was shown on the morning news. I was thinking of going there to look.


  That kind of place would be a perfect spot for a date… right? It is, right?


  That said, it’s okay to ask Ako out to go to that kind of place right?


  I seriously have no idea about dating spots though.


  Why is it that even when there are already no choices, there are still no indicators on the MAP of where to go? Isn’t real life too beginner unfriendly?


  Shushu: Hmm… I see.


  After seeing my response in chat, Shushu nodded without much of a reaction.


  Rusian: But well, if Ako turns me down then I’ll just go alone.


  Shushu: If you’re going alone then I could…


  For some reason, Shushu stopped mid-sentence as a question mark appeared above her head.


  Shushu: Ako…san? Eh? By Ako-san, you mean you also know her in real life?


  Rusian: Know her you ask? The person I want to give the present to is Ako though.


  Shushu: You’re dating Ako-san?! No way! That’s just in the game right?


  Rusian: Well you see, she the type of person that clings to me and believes were also married in real life because we did that in the game.


  Shushu: …You’re married in real life because you married in-game?


  Rusian: Yeah, just like that.


  Shushu: I, isn’t that weird?!


  Rusian: I’m happy that you think about it like that…


  Seriously, it’s really weird.


  I do think that the game and real life are different after all.


  Rusian: It’s a strange idea, but she herself insists on it and just doesn’t want to fold. She always blurts that stuff out so I’ve just gotten used to it. It really feels like she’s removed one of the obstacles towards her main objective…


  Shushu: That’s what you call a stalker! That’s no good Oniichan! You shouldn’t let yourself be fooled by a stalker! Even if you’re good at taking care of others, there has to be a limit to it!


  Rusian: Nah, I wouldn’t go so far to call her a stalker…


  Shushu: The fact that you can’t go back on everything means that it’s already too late you know?! Jeez! I’ll go tell her off in your place Oniichan!


  She just said something really scary!


  Do what in my place?! Just what do you plan on do to Ako?!


  Rusian: No, no, it’s fine, I don’t need any help. You can just leave me be.


  Shushu: It’s because I left you alone that it’s turned out like this! It’s fine so just leave it to me!


  After declaring that, Shushu disappeared from my screen.


  Rusian: Wai, hey! Uwah! She’s disappeared!


  She already logged off!


  What do you mean leave it up to you?! Just what are you planning on doing?!


  Just when I thought that she’d finally turned into a decent person, she’s still full of misunderstandings after all.


  “Though it’s not like a little sister character in-game can actually do anything…”


  I’ll just tell Ako to ignore her.


  I’ll also send a message to her asking her to go out with me tomorrow— Oh.


  When I checked my phone, it seems a message came from Master.


  [From: Master To: Everyone. Regarding the Modern Electronic Communications Game Club’s Christmas Event, we will be carrying out an exchange gift party similar to the game. Make sure to prepare the appropriate item for the event.]


  Hmm, coming up with two different types of gifts to give to girls is pretty tough.


  I wonder what I could give them as a present that would make them happy? …though as I was thinking that, another message came.


  [From: Schwein-sama Additional Instructions. The cost of the item must only be worth up to 3000 yen.]


  [Why?! I was planning on preparing one of those HMD sets that just recently came out!]


  [We all don’t have the budget to prepare something as expensive as that!]


  [I want it~!]


  [Stop coaxing her to do it!]


  …I’ll just leave them alone.


  If it’s only up to 3000 yen, then I should be able to buy it tomorrow with what I’m planning to purchase too.


  “Mizuki— Stop messing around with the PC. What about your studies?”


  “I get it!”


  I could hear the sound of Mizuki being scolded in the living room. That’s unusual.


  I could hear the sounds of my family talking and my little sister walking back to her room as I laid down on the bed.


  I suppose I’ll sleep early tonight to prepare for tomorrow.


  Part 2


   


  As I rode on the train, I shudder that I could already see the signage for shopping mall that’s stations away from where I got on, but that place is the reason why I got on this train anyway.


  Pairs of men and women which could easily be assumed as a couple during this time of year are scattered about.


  You’d think all of the world’s happiness is concentrated in this happy space.


  Conversely, does this mean that an equal amount of unhappiness is being distributed to all other areas around the globe? Normally, I would be on that side.


  “T, this really feels like an awful away game right!”


  “Yeah, we should also be already used to this kind of thing by now but…”


  Though the matter about being boyfriend and girlfriend or husband and wife is still up in the air but… Anyway, we should be a couple that suits the mood of this place. But even so, why does it feel so off?


  “Sorry for suddenly asking you out like this. Not to mention bringing you to somewhere like this of all places…”


  “Oh no, it’s no bother at all!”


  Contacting someone the day before the date should’ve been completely out of the question for proper date etiquette, but Ako happily came with me anyway.


  “It’s actually more of a hassle for me that we’re busy with tests and end of term exams that we barely have enough time to spend together as husband and wife! I’ll wither away real fast if you don’t look after me-kupo!”


  “Go get yourself some water!”


  You’re already wasting away right in front of me!


  Go get yourself some water before you wither away-kupo!


   


  TL note: Reference to the line by the Moogle attending to plants in FF11. I don’t know the actual English text for this so if you do know, please let me know so I can correct it.


   


  “And I also planned on buying something too so I’ve already steeled myself to go out.”


  “That so? Well I’m glad to hear that.”


  Do you really need to steel yourself to go out though? Well, there’s no point in asking that now.


  “If you need someone to carry your stuff then I’ll carry as much as you want.”


  “I won’t be buying that much stuff that you wouldn’t be able to carry it you know~”


  “So you’re like the type who would go home as soon as they’ve bought what they needed huh?”


  “Yup, yup.”


  She’s looks like the kind of person who would hate window shopping after all, that Ako.


  But man, if I’m going to go buy Ako’s present, I’ll have to do it in secret.


  Isn’t trying to buy something without the other person knowing AFTER the fact that you went together to go shopping pretty much impossible?


  “…For now, how about we just go walk around?”


  “Kaay.”


  After saying that, neither me or Ako moved an inch.


  “……”


  “………”


  ‘Where are we going?’ is what both of our faces seemed to ask as we gazed at each other.


  “I, I’m the one who asked you out after all, so how about we go to where you want to go first, Ako?”


  “No, no, Rusian has his business to do after all so why don’t we go there first!”


  “……”


  “………”


  —Just where do you want to go Ako?


  —That goes the same for you Rusian, where do YOU want to go?


  As we both remained silent like that, we began making slight movements while trying to sound each other out.


  What’s with this mood? How did it turn out like this? Just how did it turn out like this?!


  “…For now, let’s go walk around shall we?”


  “R, right~”


  ‘Ahahahaha’, I tried laughing it off as we started walking side by side together.


  With a glance, it’s easy to see that the first floor of the mall was mostly shops catered for women.


  And even though it’s winter, they have spring wear for sale too.


  “Why are they selling spring clothing even though it’s the dead of winter?”


  “I know what you mean. You won’t be able to wear them even if you do buy them now right?”


  Ako also tilted her head in wonder.


  “Those times when you go out to buy clothes because you don’t have to wear anything for tomorrow are really bothersome right? I wish they would focus on selling clothes that I can wear right away and go home with~”


  “It feels like they’re just selling gear that’s not suited for your level range huh?”


  “I really think that they won’t be able to sell anything if they don’t sell usable gear though.”


  I nodded to her in response.


  “Ah, but.”


  Along with blurting out ‘I’ve got it!’, Ako pulled on my sleeve.


  “Even though you can’t use them, there are times when you buy a lot of gear in advance so that you can work hard leveling to wear them right? Isn’t this like those times?”


  “Ah, that could work!”


  “Right! That’s why I think they sell spring clothes in advance so that you’ll feel like making it through the winter in order to wear them!”


  “Even in real life, motivation is still important huh—”


  “Yup~”


  …The conversation ended there.


  “Err, hey…”


  I turned my gaze away from Ako and said in a low voice,


  “Not having anyone play the straight man during times like this is really strange isn’t it?”


  “R, right—”


  With two of us playing the comic, neither me or Ako would know when the skit ends and we would just be left confused.


  Though it’s pretty much like this whenever we’re walking on the way home from school. It’s just that the surroundings this time are different that I’m not quite used to it yet.


  Since the mall is currently plastered with both opening sales and Christmas sales during this time, the whole place gets filled as soon as it opens.


  Of course, this would cause the both of us to be slightly uneasy too.


  In the depths of my mind, I was really thankful that I didn’t come here alone.


  “…I wonder how we look to everyone else around us?”


  Just then, Ako said something like that in a hushed voice.


  “Well of course… they’d see us as a normal boyfriend and girlfriend, right?”


  Is what I replied, throwing my own wish fulfillment into the mix.


  “Don’t you think they see us as husband and wife?”


  I could hear a somewhat melancholic voice.


  Saying that was Ako, with her head drooping.


  “…Some of them do, I guess?”


  I’m telling you, that’s not it at all. It’s just that I said that to console her.


  “But you know, you’ll need a lot more time to pass before making everyone think that we look like a married couple.”


  “Then how about a mother and a father?”


  “I didn’t go that far you know.”


  “Won’t three years just suddenly pass if someone adds a ‘3 years later…’ comment with the right timing during one of those fade to black transitions?”


  “That’s just a troll commenting there!”


  I really wish people would stop putting ‘Fin’ at the right moments for videos too. It’s going to end up making me laugh.


   


  TL note: If you’re not aware, users are allowed to put comments in videos in NicoNicoDouga along with placement at times.


   


  And so, while we walking along talking about those things, a shop clerk from the nearby specialty store that was aimed at women called out to us.


  “You there Mr. Boyfriend! How about treating your girlfriend to these~?”


  “!”


  That shop clerk saw Ako twitch just now.


  Ah, this is bad.


  Ako’s going to blurt out ‘We’re husband and wife!’ and this person is going to give her that kind of look again!


  Kuh, I guess it can’t be helped. I’ll just try to laugh it off so we can be on our merry way— is what I planned on doing but.


  “…Ahaha, p, please excuse us—”


  The one who laughed her off was Ako.


  Wait a minute, what’s with her reaction?


  It’s like someone who’d just gotten into a relationship and is slightly embarrassed because of it.


  It’s normal. Her reaction is completely normal. It’s the typical reaction that anyone would have.


  Don’t tell me, this is—!


  “D, don’t tell me Ako, is your sickness actually getting better?!”


  “I don’t remember having any sickness you should be worried about though?!”


  That’s not it at all! It’s actually getting better!


  This is so much better than those times where she would just indiscriminately blurt out ‘We’re husband and wife!’ to anyone she sees!


  “So our year long efforts have finally started to pay off…”


  “I feel like you’re getting too happy over a misunderstanding—!”


  Saying that, Ako looked back at the shop clerk from before.


  Though she’s already started talking to a completely different person now.


  “……”


  “Are you curious about that person just now?”


  “That’s not it at all. I’m just basically really bad with shop clerks.”


  “Is that so?”


  ‘It is so!’, Ako replied as she vehemently nodded.


  “Even when you just plan on quietly shopping when you enter the shop, they suddenly approach you with their big smiles asking ‘Are you looking for something?’ right?! ‘At the very least, I’m not looking for YOU!’ is what you’d end up thinking right?”


  “Well, they all seem to have their reasons for doing that. It’s not just about their quota, it’s also a precaution against would-be shoplifters.”


  “N, no way… You don’t mean to tell me that they were cautious of me because I was voted 4th who looks the most likely to shoplift in our yearbook back in middle school right…”


  “Just what was your middle school thinking for even doing a survey on that?”


  They should just put better things in the yearbook for crying out loud.


  And actually, the only reason you probably got into that ranking was because they couldn’t think of anyone else to write down there.


  “But I’m still thankful to that one clerk who did stop me when I participated in the ‘Try to buy Chlorine and Oxygen Bleach together and see if the female clerk will stop you Game’.”


  “Don’t you ever play that game again. You hear me? Never do it.”


  The people behind you in line would go pale if they saw that too.


   


  TL note: If you didn’t know, mixing Chlorine and Oxygen Bleach in large amounts can produce some pretty fatal fumes and can possibly cause explosions too. This doesn’t mean you should mix them in small amounts either though. Seriously, don’t do it.


   


  “I properly use them separately anyway so it’s fine you know?”


  “It’s that way of thinking that’s not fine at all!”


  My wife is seriously ill in the head.


  It’s too much that sometimes it scares me.


  “Actually Rusian, are you curious about that lady from earlier?”


  “No, no, I’m not really interested in them.”


  “Don’t tell me— did she try to seduce you?!”


  Why are you suddenly jumping to conclusions?!


  “That’s MY Rusian you know… That filthy woman…”


  “Could you please stop being so hostile to anyone and everyone?!”


  Just what kind of aggressive monster are you?!


  This is no good. She’s still not cured after all!


  “That’s enough of that already. Come on, let’s go… This is so tiring…”


  “We just arrived here you know?”


  The fatigue I’m feeling right now is as if I’ve been grinding for half the day.


  I just want to buy whatever we came here for and get it over with.


  “…Ah.”


  Suddenly, Ako fixed her gaze on one of the shops.


  It was a shop selling a lot of small articles of clothing that was gaudy enough to draw your attention.


  My, my, I’m quite curious about this shop as well! How very interesting!


  …Sorry, that was all just a front.


  I mean, see? It’s that shop that’s a bit hard for males to get into which happens to sell things that you wear under your actual clothes.


  “I have business to do here, but would you like to come with me Rusian?”


  “If I do decide to go with you then what are you planning to do?”


  “I’ll try them on for you.”


  “Sorry, I’ll just go wait outside… Ah, no, actually, I’ll go do my own shopping as well.”


  As I said that, Ako clearly had a look of relief on her face as she said,


  “I understand. I think I’ll be done in around thirty minutes.”


  “OK. I’ll come back after that time.”


  ‘See you later then’, said Ako, waving her hand as she went into the shop.


  Hm, I get it now.


  “…So that was her ‘lying to me sometimes’ huh?”


  ‘I’m going to buy underwear so let’s go shopping separately for now’— is obviously a huge lie.


  Just how many times do you think I’ve seen Ako in her underwear?


  I have never seen that girl wear anything that comes from a high class store such as that one.


  That part about her having something to do there was definitely a lie! No doubt about it!


  —My deductive reasoning sure is on the lowest levels of scum, even if I do say so myself.


  Just what is with this trash? And heck, how much longer are you going to keep staring at the lingerie store, me?


  And if, for some reason, that she was really going to buy underwear, I believe it’ll be to prepare her sexy underwear for Christmas…


  “There’s just no way right? Don’t think about it, don’t think about it…”


  There’s no time to be doing this and I still have my own business I have to deal with.


  As I looked over the mixed gender groups and bands of females flooding the mall, I braced myself as I began my dungeon crawl into this labyrinth.


   


  “Thanks for waiting~”


  As Ako came back with her face beaming, I welcomed her back with a smile of my own.


  “…Yeah.”


  “What happened Rusian?! Your eyes look dead!”


  “I’m fine, I’m fine… I’m perfectly fine see?”


  “You don’t look perfectly fine at all! Just what have you been doing?!”


  “I just launched a bit of a Zombie Attack back there.”


  “Zombie Attack?!”


   


  TL note: Zombie Attack in this case means the strategy of throwing bodies at something until it dies. It’s used in cases where the damage dealt to something is retained even after dying and that death is not going to cause any permanent loss (mostly prevalent in RTS and MMO field monsters)


   


  As a question mark appeared over Ako’s head, I gently smiled at her and said,


  “And you know Ako, I’ll tell you what I’ve learned after this endeavor.”


  “Y, yes?”


  “Shop clerks are much kinder than I had ever imagined.”


  “Just what did you do—?!”


  I just thought of checking out a general store aimed at women for a bit but then I got showered with gazes upon entering that my heart gave out so I went out again. Once I recovered, I went in again but then my heart would give out and I’d retreat again. I repeated this multiple times. It’s somewhat like a zombie attack.


  In the end, once I approached a female clerk and said ‘Err, I want to buy a present for my girlfriend!’ to ask for advice, she recommended me a bunch of stuff. If that person wasn’t with me, I would have died long before I got to pick something.


  “I finally accomplished it Ako…”


  “I don’t really know what you mean, but you did you best, right Rusian?”


  In response to my needless boasting, Ako patted my head.


  Somehow, I could feel the people around smiling at our spectacle.


  Ooh, this is so much different from the stares I got earlier that seemed to be saying ‘What’s with this guy? Why is he here? A pervert? Should I call security?’…


  “So, what do we do now? Do you want to look around for a bit more? Or do you want to go get something to eat?”


  “Ah— …Uhm, it might be a bit early, but if it’s okay with you, I was thinking maybe we could go home already…”


  “So we’re going home already huh?”


  “I have something to do you see…”


  I figure Ako would’ve wanted for us to be together for a bit longer like this. Having her say that is quite strange.


  When she said she wanted to go home, I thought she meant that she’d want for us to just laze around at her home instead of simply ‘going home’.


  “If you have something to do then I guess it can’t be helped. Let’s go home then.”


  “I’m so sorry.”


  “I was the one who suddenly asked you out anyway so you don’t need to apologize.”


  It’s just that she’s acting quite strange that I’m a bit curious.


  Like her reaction when that clerk called out to us, or her going out of her way to lie about buying something, and even saying that she has something to do that’s why she wants to go home already.


  I feel like she’s hiding something from me.


  It’s not like I want to expose whatever it is that she’s hiding but… I’m just a bit worried.


  I don’t really know all of Ako’s buttons so I might end up stepping on a landmine sometime somewhere.


  “Well, let’s go home then.”


  “Kaaay.”


  She said that as she tightly clutched on to my arm.


  Darn it, this was so much softer during the summer. Darn this thick coat of hers.


  It was a bit tough walking with Ako attached to me, but we continued to walk out of the mall like that.


  At that moment, I felt a strange gaze on me.


  “…?”


  But when I looked back, of course, no one was there.


  What was that just now?


  “Rusian?”


  “Ah no, it’s nothing. I just felt like someone was staring at me.”


  And so, I dropped that subject there and faced forward again.


  “—Is what I tried saying out loud, but that was really embarrassing. I had no idea that getting the feeling that you’re being watched and THEN actually saying it out loud was this embarrassing.”


  “You don’t get many chances to say that line after all right? The ‘I feel like someone is watching me’ line I mean.”


  “You said it.”


  In the first place, there shouldn’t be any reason for you to be able to sense such a thing.


  Really, ‘I felt like someone was watching me’? What am I, in middle school? That stuff is way too embarrassing.


  “Didn’t you feel anything Ako?”


  “People normally glare at me already so I’m quite used to it.”


  “Darn it. It’s really something you shouldn’t get used to, but I’ve gotten accustomed to that as well.”


  I’ve gotten used to it as someone who kept trying to go in a specialty store that was aimed towards women.


  I feel like I’m gaining proficiency in that skill even though it’s in real life.


  However, I don’t feel any signs of that skill raising its level anytime soon.


   


  TL note: In some old games (notably Shenmue, Mabinogi, FlyFF), you had to ‘train’ skills before leveling them up by using them. Once you got enough proficiency, they either leveled on their own or allowed you to rank them up.


   


  When we finally got out of the mall, a slightly strong gust was blowing.


  “Ah, Rusian, your muffler—”


  As my muffler unraveled, one of its ends danced under the winter sky.


  “Here you go.”


  Ako grabbed the end that was fraying in the wind and wound it back around me with her arm, as if to cover my whole face.


  And then with a soft voice, her thoughts leaked out as she said,


  “I’m really looking forward to it, Christmas I mean.”


  “…Yeah, me too.”


  The present I had bought for Ako swung back and forth in my hands as we slowly walked back home.


   


  Such a wonderful Christmas should have been waiting for me.


  No, for all of us.


  However, the next morning, a message indicating an emergency had arrived.


   


  From: Ako


  Subject: Please help me ><


   


  It was an extremely simple message. That is why I didn’t feel that this SOS flare was any sort of joke.


   


  TL note: SOS Flares as in those in Monster Hunter. I’m not really sure if they’re called as such in earlier games so if there was another term for it, please do let me know.


   


  †††　　　†††　　　†††　　　†††　　　†††　　　†††


  Part 3


   


  A loud knocking came banging on the door.


  I pressed my back against it and uttered in a low voice,


  “What’s the password? The Goddess of Light orders you?”


  “Ultimate Remedium!”


  She just skipped everything else in the middle there.


  But well, that’s fine. I can tell who she is from her voice anyway.


   


  TL note: This is an inside joke which was posted on a board for a group of people who played Elancia Online before. As I’ve never played it, I’m not really sure about the context of usage, but it goes like this:


  Spirits of the Light, The Goddess of Light orders you!


  Become the light that heals all ailments!


  Become the light that leads us away from the darkness!


  Ultimate Remedium!


  By the way, Remedium is a spell from that game that basically acts as a heal. This is akin to the Perfect Blizzard joke that also spawned from the same kind of threads in the manner that they’re both pretty chuuni.


   


  “Is Ako okay?!”


  As soon as I unlocked the door, the person who barged in was Segawa.


  The others are already here too. The reason she was the last to arrive was probably because of how far away her house was.


  You can tell from simply looking at her that she came here in a huge hurry. I can easily see that her twintails didn’t have the usual amount of effort put into tying them up.


  “I’m sorry for making you come all this way at this hour.”


  The person who called us here herself, Ako, bowed her head in apology, but instead, Segawa looked quite pleased.


  “This is much better than you just suddenly cooping up in your home without even saying anything.”


  Upon seeing that message of hers, we all thought it was definitely something serious so we have gathered here.


  “…So then, what just happened?”


  And so as our representative— well, not really— Master asked that.


  Having to explain it more than once would be time consuming so we waited for everyone to arrive before having Ako do so.


  “…That’s uhm, you see…”


  Ako pulled out a white piece of envelope from her bag and laid it out on the table.


  It’s a white envelope used for letters which doesn’t particularly seem strange.


  “This was in our mailbox earlier.”


  “…A letter?”


  “Looks like it.”


  At the back, it was shut with a heart shaped seal.


  The letter says ‘To: Ako’ but there were no indications of a postmark anywhere.


  So the person delivered it to their mailbox in person huh? That’s a bit scary.


  “…Don’t tell me… that’s a love letter?”


  “If you’re going to continue this story by saying you called us here because some boy confessed to you then I’m really going to beat your ass.”


  Segawa said that looking quite miffed that Ako shook her head in panic and said,


  “N, no, please take a look inside.”


  It was cut open so cleanly that I think it may have been opened with a letter opener.


  And when I think about her dark past, Ako having that kind of thing is actually pretty scary.


  “Hmm, let’s see.”


  Inside was a single piece of folded stationery paper.


  We laid it out on the table and began reading it together.


   


  [To the insignificant insect buzzing around my Oniichan, Ako-san


   


  With Christmas Eve close at hand, me being able to finally discern your true nature was a blessing in disguise.


  Letting such a Miss Understanding stalk my Oniichan was a huge mistake on my part.


  Did you really think that Oniichan would find love and happiness in those misunderstandings and delusions of yours?


  Oniichan and I have been together since the day we were born. We were bound together by fate.


  There’s no space for an outsider like you to worm your way in. Not even a single micrometer.


  I’ll be the one to protect Oniichan. As long as I’m here, you won’t be able to lay a single finger on— (redacted)]


   


  “…Me and Ako are BFFs…”


  “I can’t take dis anymore…”


  “Sweets…”


  “Please get a hold of yourselves—!”


   


  TL note: These are references to a variety of things. The first one is a line from a parody of Dazai Osamu’s ‘Run Melos’ which suddenly included the word BFF. The second one is something you should be familiar with from another reference used back in chapter 3. The last one is something I’m not familiar with, but all in all, they’re pretty much jokes uttered in despair.


   


  After just a few lines from that letter, we are now more dead than we are alive.


  Reading that until the end is just too much for us! What’s with this message that reads like a declaration of war?
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  “Little sister… Don’t tell me… Is this Shushu…?”


  “I thought maybe that was the case…”


  You just can’t underestimate little Miss Understanding.


  It wasn’t only in the game, but now she’s invading our real lives as well. Just what kind of horror game is this?


  “Reading that for a bit just made me cringe… Isn’t this girl actually your sister…”


  “My little sister can’t possibly be like that right… The only one having misunderstandings is the person who wrote this letter here…”


  “…If this was delivered to their mailbox in person, then that means…”


  Master had a serious look on her face as she said that.


  “In other words, it’s Rusian’s stalker right?”


  “Eh?”


  I looked at the letter.


  I looked at everyone’s faces.


  I looked at the letter again.


  “MY stalker?!”


  Seriously?! Shushu is stalking me?! In real life?!


  “That’s right. The enchantment surrounding the letter was so strong that I was worried for Rusian.”


  “I know what you mean. If someone sent me something like this then I think I would have lost it too.”


  “I’ve already lost it.”


  After hearing her say that, I went to take a better look at Ako. Is she not sleeping? I could see bags under her eyes.


  Well of course, she isn’t energetic. I mean who would be? If someone sends you some nonsensical letter like this.


  “That reminds me, I did say yesterday that I felt like someone was watching me.”


  “Yup. I got curious because Rusian said that…”


  A stalker huh… You don’t mean that she’s been stalking us on our date yesterday right? There’s no way right?


  Don’t tell me she also saw me there? And when I was THERE too?


  Even though I’ve led quite the embarrassing life so far, just thinking about that just fills me up with even more shame.


  “Ako having a stalker would be one thing, but I didn’t expect someone to be stalking Nishimura of all things.”


  “When I think that my own husband is popular enough to get a stalker, I just can’t help but feel proud right!”


  “That’s not something you should be celebrating about!”


  This is not the time for that! You should be more aware of the danger this presents, THE DANGER!


  “The problem is this letter here right? What is she trying to say? Isn’t she taking this misunderstanding too far?”


  “Seriously!”


  Ako angrily replied in her rare fit of rage.


  “Saying stuff like they were together the moment they were born or that she’s his little sister— She just runs her mouth like that while fantasizing about it all!”


  “Y, yup.”


  “Pushing herself onto another as their little sister and causing problems for them like that!”


  “Yeah…”


  “Please stop bothering us with your misunderstandings!”


  It’s all coming back to her. All of those boomerangs she threw are coming right back to hit her straight in the face!


  “…Let’s end the ‘You’re the last person I’d like to hear that from’ thread here shall we?”


  “Stop it. Just, don’t say anything.”


  I chided her in a low voice.


  If Ako catches wind of that, it’s going to be even more of a bother so please just let it slide for now.


  “…Saying all of that felt like it hurt for some reason but… I wonder why?”


  “It’s probably better not to think too much about it. Yep.”


  Ako had a curious, but also complicated look on her face as she stared at the letter.


  “Putting the contents of the letter aside, her harassing Ako is a problem.”


  At least confront me directly. Don’t go redirecting that stuff to Ako.


  Did you really think I would be kinder to Shushu if I break up with Ako? Geez.


  “A net stalker turned into a real one… It’s really scary, isn’t it…”


  “But, I wonder why she knows it’s me?”


  Ako wondered as she tilted her head.


  True. She shouldn’t have any methods to specifically single Ako out.


  Even if you say their names are the same, there are a lot of kids in Japan whose first names are Ako.


  “If there was any way to do that it would be— Ah, don’t tell me… Is it from singling out our school?”


  “…That seems likely. It would be no wonder for them to know about our school after seeing the emblem we had on the flags in our castle before.”


  Master had an awful expression of regret on her face as she said that.


  “But can they really figure it out from just that? Just how many students do you think are in our school?”


  “It’s not impossible. I was wondering about that part as well, but once I looked things over again…”


  Master turned the monitor of the PC towards us, displaying a solitary homepage.


  “Maegasaki High, Event Information— Cultural Festival”


  “It’s at the bottom of this page. The Modern Electronic Communications Game Club’s picture is right there.”


  “This is… me and Ako, huh?”


  It’s that picture that got taken by someone who dropped by during our break right?


  Beside my somewhat happy yet miserable face was the sight of Ako with her back turned.


  “So this is how she found Nishimura huh?”


  “She has her back turned here but… she might be able to tell from the hair that it’s Ako, or not.”


  “To be frank, I believe this is enough of a lead. This was a mistake on my part. I was too complacent. Forgive me, Ako.”


  Master bowed her head.


  “There’s no need for that. I mean, no one could have seen that putting out our school emblem for a single day would have led to this right?”


  “Rather than clumsily getting your real name out there, it’s much easier to single out someone who has revealed the name of the school they go to. Am I wrong?”


  “That’s…”


  We should have already known about the dangers of the internet more or less at that point.


  I can’t really reassure her with empty words at this point saying, ‘That’s not it at all’ or ‘It’s fine’.


  “Taking the internet lightly even though were online gamers… That really was a mistake.”


  “Now things have gone a wrong turn…”


  “Shushu-san even went to search for Rusian in a school’s homepage like this. She really loves her Oniichan doesn’t she? I didn’t even know this was here.”


  “Is this really the time for that kind of empathy?”


  Don’t just go saving that image.


  You’re the one that Shushu has her sights on you know?


  “Alright, let’s go to the police. If we can identify the fingerprints on the letter then…”


  “Yeah. We should be able to catch the culprit like that.”


  Segawa nodded in agreement with me, however—


  “Now, now, there’s no need to rush. We shouldn’t jump to conclusions just yet.”


  Master was extremely calm as she said this.


  “She already has this house identified. If you carelessly stir up the hornet’s nest, you’re only going to make it more dangerous for Ako.”


  “That’s true but… that’s why we’re going to the police right?”


  “‘Please help. A man is being stalked by a woman. The woman might assault someone’— do you think the police would act given that situation?”


  “Ugh, that’s true.”


  If I went to the police and told them ‘I’m being stalked! Please do something about it!’, I feel like I would be the one getting reprimanded instead.


  “And she’s a fellow Rusian-lover too, so I feel kind of sorry turning her in to the police.”


  Just what are we going to do if you get all sympathetic over that single thing, Ako?


  “But then, what do we do? Do we go look for evidence and catch her?”


  “Evidence— that means there needs to be an actual casualty. So are we just going to wait until one of them gets assaulted?”


  “No way!”


  “Then what are we gonna do?”


  Segawa exclaimed as she furiously hit her palm with her fist.


  In order to make it easier to hear for everyone, Master began speaking slowly.


  “‘Don’t lose sight of your priorities’, is what I’m trying to say here.”


  Master looked not just at me, but at also at everyone else at the room and then continued.


  “For people who are so deeply involved with the online world, myself included, we have a severe inclination to look for a clear objective and identifiable enemy. Capture the culprit, carry out the appropriate punishment and then justice will have been served. ‘With this, the problem will be solved’ or so we would think.”


  ‘However’, Master continued as she placed her clenched fist on her chest.


  “In order to achieve those steps, is letting one of our friends be the victim of a crime really the right choice? They’ll end up experiencing something frightening and may even develop a trauma because of it, so is this really what we want to do for someone who is fearing the retaliation of the culprit? —Nay, that is definitely not the case. Don’t you think so as well?”


  “Well of course.”


  ‘Yeah’, I nodded in agreement.


  “Then the most important thing we should think about is her safety no? We’ll protect her so that no harm may come to her and place her out of the sights of the culprit. We will use everything at our disposal to make sure it doesn’t escalate further than this. That is the task that we should be doing. As a result, we will be able to end all of this without the person who sent this letter being able to do anything.”


  Ending it without anything happening is the ideal huh…


  “I get it, so it’s like a survive quest where we just have to run out the timer to win huh?”


  “So were doing that instead of a subjugation quest right?”


  After agreeing to that idea, Segawa finally relaxed the clenched fist she had been making but then suddenly tilted her head.


  “But what are we going to do exactly?”


  “Let’s see. The simplest option would be—”


  Master directed her gaze towards Ako and said,


  “For these two to quit LA.”


  “…Eh?”


  She uttered quite the shocking statement.


  Master then continued as Ako remained frozen stiff.


  “The closing ceremony for this term is two days from now. After that, you can stay indoors until the next term starts. From here on out, you shouldn’t log into LA for a while, don’t even go out and if someone sends a letter again, just don’t respond or react to it. Even this girl should grow tired of it eventually no? To that end, severing your first contact, that is, your connection in LA, would be the most effective option.”


  She has a point there.


  If she doesn’t log in to the game and doesn’t even go out of the house, then there would be no way for the culprit to contact her.


  The stalker eventually disappearing when the new semester starts doesn’t seem too far fetched.


  “That’s a possible option too…”


  As a solution, it’s quite reasonable.


  Me and Ako would just run away from it together.


  “…Ako. For your own safety, you should consider temporarily quitting.”


  “N, no way!”


  However, Ako’s reply was that of a complete rejection.


  And this is not her simply not liking the idea of it.


  This isn’t like when she was explaining the things that happened when that strange letter arrived.


  Her expression right now is as serious as someone on the brink of death. She’s rejecting that proposal with all of her soul.


  “This is where me, Rusian, Schew-chan, and Master all met. It’s because this world exists that I felt like it was okay for me to actually be here. Not logging in, or rather, not being able to log in is definitely out of the question!”


  “But Ako, that’s much better than coming face to face with the stalker right?”


  “That’s not it!”


  Ako had her eyes overflowing with tears as she desperately shook her head.


  “The REAL me is in this world! I will never quit!”


  “…Do you hate it that much?”


  “I do! I’m begging you, please stop saying things like quit the game!”


  “……”


  “……”


  For a brief moment, we all signaled at each other with our gazes and proceeded to nod.


  “If you’re going to go that far then I guess it can’t be helped.”


  “Well, you could say it’s also a lead to the true identity of the culprit in a way.”


  “If the culprit focuses more on the game then you could say the risk of something happening in real life could get lower as a result.”


  “…Is it really okay?”


  “That’s not even the problem here anymore. You hate it right?”


  “Rusian…”


  If taking the game away from Ako causes her to breakdown then it would be the exact opposite of what we were aiming for.


  That’s how much consideration Ako desperately put into it.


  ‘The real me is in this world’— It felt like that was really how she thought of it.


  “We’re dealing with a girl here right? Then that means it shouldn’t be that dangerous.”


  “I’m already used to girls bullying me after all.”


  “Don’t go getting used to that. Even if you are, just forget about all of it.”


  You don’t need those kinds of painful memories after all.


  “Letting your guard down poses a risk in itself. The other person could have another guy tag along.”


  “Help! Somebody call a guy!”


  Don’t. Just stop it.


   


  TL note: This is a reference I don’t really understand. The thing here is that when someone says that line, they automatically resort to ‘call for a guy’. Original line is 男の人呼んでぇ


   


  “Let’s start with what we can do first. Until the term ends, I’ll accompany you commuting to and from school.”


  “Oh no. But won’t that be a bother for you Rusian?”


  “I’ll still accompany you even if you say no, so just give it up. I’ll be waiting for you in the morning no matter what you say, got it?”


  This way, if the real Shushu appears then I’ll give her a piece of my mind.


  If she has something to say then she better say it to me directly.


  “I won’t let you be alone as long as you’re outside the house.”


  “Make sure to lock up extra good at night you hear? Just because you’re inside the house doesn’t mean you’re safe after all.”


  “Do you have shutters for your window? If not, then I’ll go arrange for a purchase of safety glass right away.”


  “You all…”


  The tears overflowing from Ako’s eyes broke into a stream flowing down her face.


  “Y, you all… all of this… for someone like me…”


  While Ako was crying her heart out, she showed us the biggest smile she’s ever had.


  And then, her mouth began to open.


   


  “I’m really sorry that all of this happened because my husband is just so cool!”


   


  “Welp, let’s go to class then. On the way back let’s all go play EXCEPT for Ako—”


  “Indeed. There’s still the Christmas Event we have to prepare for. We’ll be holding the Exchange Gift Party in real life as well. Make sure to prepare for it.”


  “Oh that’s right, let’s all THREE OF US prepare for that together.”


  “I’m sorry! I was just joking! Please help meeeeeeeeeeeeeeee!”


  “Okay, okay, let’s all go shopping and go back home together today…”


  This girl, seriously… Maybe it would have been better if she had a little bit of a sour experience…
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  Part 4


   


  The next day, I got on the train first thing in the morning and headed over to Ako’s house.


  The road leading to her place was somewhat familiar to me, but as I scouted the surroundings for any signs of the stalker as I went along, it felt like a completely different path.


  Though sadly, I wasn’t able to find any signs of such suspicious persons up and about. Actually, the most suspicious person here would be me.


  I safely arrived at the Tamaki residence so I went and rang their doorbell.


  ‘Pingpong’, went the doorbell chime.


  “Yeeees?”


  “It’s Nishimura, ma’am. I’ve come to fetch Ako.”


  As for Ako’s parents, Ako herself asked me to say that I came to fetch her so that she won’t skip the last two days of school.


  It seems her intention was to not worry both of her parents.


  I don’t really agree to doing that, but for now, let’s go with it.


  After a short while, the front door opened and Ako’s mother came out bearing a huge smile on her face.


  “Oh I’m sorry, but that girl is still fast asleep you see?”


  “……Is that so?”


  At this rate, it seems like she won’t even have time to eat breakfast, but is that really okay, Ako’s mom?


  I’m sure it’s fine. She’s her mom after all.


  “Since you’re already here, how about you go wake her up? She’ll be so happy you know—”


  “Okay…”


  After having excused myself and I was in the middle of taking off my shoes, the door leading to the living room slightly opened up a bit.


  From there, a man wearing a suit came out and walked towards me.


  A middle-aged man. A man who I haven’t met before.


  Middle-aged… man…?


  “—Ah.”


  “Oh.”


  For some reason, this dandy middle-aged man’s refined expression softened up when he took a glance at me.


  So classy! So cool! Though it feels like his eyes look a lot like Ako’s!


  “By chance, might you be Rusian-kun?”


  Hiiiiiiiii!


  I only came here as a countermeasure for the stalker, but I didn’t expect to encounter her dad here!


  And here I thought I was home free with the whole Christmas thing!


  “Ah, no, err, uhm, you’re right but you also have it wrong.”


  “His name is Hideki. Didn’t I already tell you that before?”


  Ako’s mom said that as she laughed going ‘Ara ara, ufufufu’.


  “Ah, but of course. Ako’s always going Rusian-kun this and Rusian-kun that, you see.”


  That girl! Just what is she saying about me in front of her father?!


  And the father in question just gave a hearty laugh as he walked up right next to me.


  “Sorry. It’s a shame, but I have to head out to work now.”


  “Y, yes.”


  Seeing the sight of him briskly putting on his shoes, I felt to me like this person has really got everything together.


  He feels much more cooler than my old man could ever be.


  “Ah, that’s right. Hideki-kun.”


  As Ako’s father tapped me on the shoulder as a way of seeing me off, he whispered to me in a quiet yet very heavy tone.


  “Someday, once the opportunity presents itself, I would love to have a long chat with you, man to man.”


  “Hiii?!”
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  As my whole body shivered in surprise, he smiled at me and said,


  “I mean, being married at such a young age is rather… you know? You understand what I’m trying to say right?”


  You can sense quite the intimidation along that huge smile of his, at least, that’s what I think.


  However, that’s not what was important to me here.


  As soon as I heard what he said, I proceeded to firmly grasp Ako’s father’s hand with all of my might.


  “I know right?!”


  Just by hearing that one statement, my body felt like it just got cleansed of a Petrify debuff.


  Of course, of course right!


  “Thank goodness. That’s right! It’s strange, isn’t it! That’s the normal way to go about it!”


  Alright! This person is a proper human being! A completely normal person!


  I’ve finally found a comrade in the Tamaki household!


  “Seriously, please tell her that too! That she should be in a much more normal relationship fitting of a typical high schooler!”


  “A, ah… Is… that, really so?”


  “That’s right. In order for me to have a purer relationship with Ako-san— Actually, our relationship is already something you could say that’s much purer than anything there is so you can rest easy on that end!”


  “…Ah no, how should I put this…”


  In response to what I just said, Ako’s father had an expression as if he was drowning in nostalgia.


  “This seems like the start of our long relationship.”


  “Huh?”


  “I look forward to the day that we can finally drink together.”


  Leaving only those parting words, he took his large suitcase and finally left.


  …’This seems like the start of our long relationship’, I feel like he said that line with a lot of confidence.


  “How did it even turn out like that…”


  “That person is really grateful that Ako seems to be enjoying everyday now thanks to you, you know?”


  “That in itself is pretty heavy to take in.”


  With everything that’s happened, I can’t really back out now.


  But in the Tamaki household that’s been only full of enemies so far, I’m really grateful for any ally I can get.


  Now I really want to have a thorough conversation with him at least once, asking why their daughter has turned out like that.


  I feel like even if I accepted the invitation to the Christmas party before, chatting with this person might be unexpectedly fun.


  No, no. If I did that, then it would really be a checkmate for me.


  “Ah that’s right Hideki. If you’re coming tomorrow as well, then how about I just give you the house key?”


  “I’m fine, thank you.”


  “What a shame.”


  “Well for now, there’s really no time left so I’ll just go wake her up.”


  “I’m counting on you—”


  It seems like the mother has no intention of tagging along with me.


  Oh, that’s right. If it’s Ako’s room, then I have the key to that as well, right?


  Wait, isn’t this what you’d already call a checkmate…


   


  I lightly knocked on the door and called out her name.


  “Ako— I came to fetch you—”


  “…Rusian—?”


  “It’s me—”


  The reason I didn’t just barge in was because I couldn’t even begin to imagine what state she’s sleeping in right now.


  There’s a part of me that does want to see that, but I feel like sneaking a peek at someone’s face while waking up is cheating.


  “Ehehe, Rusian—”


  “If you’re already awake then hurry up and get ready—”


  Contrary to my troubled state, I could hear Ako’s voice being carefree.


  “Please just let me sleep for one more day—”


  “So you don’t even ask for an extra five or ten minutes, you just normally skip for the day huh…”


  Taking the whole stalker thing into consideration, I’d really want her to skip school too.


  However, deplorable as it might be, she doesn’t have that leeway in her attendance. She seriously doesn’t.


  And what’s more, if you just carelessly let her skip like that right before the closing ceremony, she’ll be branded as that one lazy student and might even affect her grades in the third term. For Ako’s future, we decided to protect her and let her go to school.


  “You only have to go today and tomorrow, so do your best okay?”


  “If Rusian gives me a big hug then I feel like I can do it—”


  …Hug you, you say.


  I just have to do that right? Well bring it on then.


  When I gripped the doorknob I saw that it was already unlocked. It was just left open.


  The insides of her room are, as I expected, a mess. Her stuff toys have fallen down, a book was just left there open, and I could see some sort of spool of thread scattered about.


  But it still feels like the room is covered in Ako’s scent that I couldn’t stop my heart from racing.


  Girl’s rooms are just so unfair, it always has this nice scent to it.


  They should just make an air freshener based off of that.


  “Mm—, Rusian—”


  Ako stretched herself out on top of the bed as she let out a moan.


  She was rolling around on her bed in that thin pajama of hers.


  It’s a good thing that the air conditioning is turned on. If you get too careless, you’re going to catch a cold.


  “Come on now, wake up—”


  I tried shaking her awake, being careful not to touch any weird places.


  As I did, Ako took hold of my hand.


  “Nyuu—”


  “Whooa, uwah!”


  I’m getting dragged in!


  And what’s more, she flipped over to drag me in so now Ako’s on top of me!


  “Squeeze—, squee…”


  “Ako stop! Stay! Heel! This is bad! I’m getting squashed between them!”


  Ako’s ASSETS are on my face! It’s suffocating! Yet so relaxing!


  I just said earlier we were in a pure relationship! Now we’re doing impure things like this!


  “Heck, wake up already you blockhead! We’re seriously going to be late!”


  As soon as I finished saying the word ‘late’, Ako’s eyes flung wide open.


  “I, I don’t want to be late!”


  “…So you hate being late more than being absent huh?”


  That would garner you a lot of attention after all, arriving to school late I mean.


  “…Oh huh, Rusian?”
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  “Yeah, it’s me.”


  I’ve no idea if she’s still half asleep or is just in a trance or something.


  After Ako took a look at me, blinking several times in the process, she suddenly screamed.


  “…Don’t tell me! That thing about us starting to live together was not just a dream?!”


  “Sorry, but that was just a dream.”


  “Auu…”


  “Don’t get so depressed. Actually, could you please stop hugging my head already? I’m just about at my limit for holding myself back here.”


  Your boobs! Argh those boobs! My head and your boobs are! My SAN points are dropping!


   


  TL note: SAN points are a reference to a Cthulhu board game where SAN points (sanity points) are pretty much your HP as sanity is basically one of the things keeping you alive. Other board games since then have also adopted sanity as some form of HP.


   


  “Holding back is bad for your body!”


  “If I stop doing that then both of our lives are going to end here together!”


  Just who do you think I’m holding back for huh?! This girl!


  “Fuwaa… I understand, I’ll get up…”


  As she distanced herself a bit from my head, Ako lightly swayed her head to shake off her drowsiness.


  Since she was only wearing thin clothing, it can’t be helped that a pair of other things were also shaking in front of me that I inadvertently looked away.


  Ako then took a quick glance over the room and suddenly froze up.


  “…Rusian, did you see?”


  “No, I didn’t. You were holding me too close that I couldn’t see.”


  You were really pressing my head into them after all!


  “I’m not talking about that. I’m talking about my room. Did you see?”


  “…Was there something that would have been terrible for you if I saw it?”


  I always come over anyway, so I pretty much know all the weird stuff you have here you know?


  “At the very least, the first thing that grabbed my attention was your sleeping face so I didn’t really check out the room.”


  “T, that’s fine then!”


  Ako went to hug me again and started pulling me as she got up.


  Err, wait, this sweet and painful sensation is going to snap my neck!


  “Wai, eeeeeeeeeh?!”


  She began dragging me around just like that.


  “I’ll get ready in a minute!”


  I was then kicked out of the room.


  Wasn’t her treatment of me there rather cruel?


  Actually, maybe it wasn’t. It was more a fluffy feeling than anything.


  “…If I’m going to consider if this is a good or bad thing, then it’s a good thing I guess?”


  As I collapsed on the floor, pressing my now hurting behind on it, I felt a little glad.


  “……?”


  Suddenly, I felt someone staring at me.


  Thinking ‘Don’t tell me the stalker got in here for some inexplicable reason?!’, I shifted my gaze towards the staircase.


  “Ufufufufu.”


  Ako’s mom was smiling as she looked at my direction.


  “Do your best, young man.”


  “…Roger.”


   


  “It’s really cold isn’t it—”


  “It’s early in the morning after all.”


  “Look, my hands are shaking~”


  Her hands might be shaking due to fear of the stalker… Or not. Since it doesn’t look that way, I’m a bit relieved.


  But I can see that the eyebags around Ako’s eyes have gotten worse than yesterday.


  I wonder if she’s getting enough sleep.


  Yesterday, we weren’t doing anything in LA either and we were just sitting around at our in-game house for the most part.


  “How’s your body holding up?”


  “I’m doing alright. There’s only four days left so I’ll do my best and hang in there.”


  “You mean only two days left… You’re not really fine at all are you?”


  “Ehehe…”


  Today is the 20th of December.


  Today is the last day of classes and then tomorrow is the closing ceremony.


  If she can just power through those then she can coop up at home all she wants afterward.


  “But Ako, don’t you wear any gloves?”


  “Even if I do bring them, I just end up forgetting them somewhere before I even realize it.”


  “Why are you talking about it like some Cotton Gloves that somebody lazily dropped on the roadside…”


  “Yup, yup! It’s like that.”


  You shouldn’t be treating your gloves are something so disposable.


   


  TL note: This is a reference to people just dropping Cotton Shirts on the roadside in Ragnarok Online.


   


  “I wonder if the other items I felt I was supposed to bring along but wasn’t there when I checked were also dropped like that…”


  “You just have to properly sort out your inventory. Maybe it’s on one of your alts.”


  “There are also stuff that you just end up forgetting about after lending them out too right?”


  “You should at least keep notes about the items you lend out to people…”


  There are a lot of scammers in online games that borrow stuff and run away with it, so you really ought to be careful.


  “Haa…”


  Ako exhaled her frosty white breath onto both of her hands.


  Those hands of hers looked really cold that I instinctively placed mine on top of them.


  “Rusian?”


  “Come on, let’s hold hands.”


  Our fingers intertwined as we firmly held each other’s hand.


  But being seen holding hands is kind of embarrassing— Ah, that’s right. We can hide it.


  I slipped our hands into my coat pocket while still not letting go.


  My cramp pocket was now filled with my and Ako’s hand, fingers still interlocked. This is much warmer than I’d imagined.


  “Wah, it’s so warm.”


  “And what’s more there’s also this normie-like feeling to it.”


  “It really feels like something only high leveled players can do right?”


  I guess she really is sleepy, given her lethargic state right now, but that smile of hers is something that never changes.


   


  †††　　　†††　　　†††　　　†††　　　†††　　　†††


  Part 5


   


  “So nothing happened to you today right?”


  “It was just that letter huh.”


  It’s currently lunch break. We borrowed the student council’s room and are now undergoing a meeting.


  Just where are the current members of the student council at during this time I wonder? But well, I do remember a vote of confidence for them way back.


  …Though I guess if the only person in the student council room during lunch break was Master who had a scowl on her face, then it explains why none of the other members would come in.


  “Hmm, I thought for sure they’d be doing something more sinister to Ako.”


  “Just like that doujin?”


  “Just like that doujin!”


  “It would be terrible if something happened to her like in those doujins right!”


  Don’t just go riding along with that joke of hers!


  Both Segawa and Ako just don’t understand how severe this issue is!


  “Indeed, the plot thinnens.”


  Don’t go saying that like you’re getting excited about it.


   


  TL note: Doujin here is basically a hentai doujin. Master’s line is said like that because hentai doujins, unlike actual manga, are thinner because most of it doesn’t really have much story and just get straight to the sex.


   


  “Maybe they already gave up?”


  “There’s no way they would give up just like that after having gone all the way to research where you actually lived right?”


  “T, that’s true!”


  ‘Ahaha’, Ako laughed as she looked somewhat troubled while saying that.


  “At first, we were quarreling over Rusian but once we started going on quests and dungeon diving together, she felt like a worthy rival that I couldn’t really think badly of her.”


  “I get what you kind of mean there.”


  It’s not like we’ve been on bad terms with her so far.


  I wonder what change in mental state she underwent that she went ahead and wrote a malicious and threatening letter like that.


  “Dealing with a stalker was never something that could be settled in an instant. Letting your guard down is forbidden. …However, the period now is just before Christmas. This is just my speculation, but I think that it is not their intention to go for a direct attack.”


  “I have to at least attack Ako’s life points directly by today!”


  “Please stop that! I’m going to die!”


  Ako shook her head while in tears.


  Though I feel like her life points were already at zero long ago.


   


  TL note: This is yet another reference to the Yugi vs Weevil duel on the train.


   


  But I really wonder what it was that built her aggro meter up so much that she went and harassed Ako with such a letter.


  “If I had to guess, it’s probably because of the stories that me and Ako get along well together in real life.”


  “So you’re saying she’s aiming for the real you? So she fell in love with you at first sight?”


  “No way.”


  Just which ikemen are you talking about?


  That kind of stuff is just impossible for someone like me.


  “I don’t really know how an internet hookup troll thinks you know—?”


  “Ah I see, so I’m being targetted by a hookup troll huh…”


  Even though I’m a guy… I’m a guy you know.


  “So there are female versions of those trolls too. I thought they were all just males.”


  “What’s this Rusian? That is exactly what it means to be complacent you know?”


  ‘Fufufu’, Master let out a detestable laugh as she said,


  “A woman who’s past her thirties, with no marriage partner, managing to entrap a younger male, who only spends all their time playing games and knows nothing of women, into marriage— those are the new internet hookup stories you’d find these days.”


  “Seriously?!”


  Really?! That kind of story happened?!


  Actually, am I being targeted by someone THAT much older than me?!


  “That means… The little sister character Shushu-san is actually a woman over thirty years old.”


  Ako said as she turned to look at me, looking all pale.


  “So she singled out Nishimura using our school’s emblem and the information on the school’s website in order to approach him and…”


  Segawa looked like she was having fun with this as she looked towards me.


  “Then she threatened Ako-kun, causing them to break up, and when he’s still heartbroken, she’ll go for the kill and…”


  Master said that while grinning and laughing.


  And then, all of them said in unison,


  “Perform a direct attack on Rusian!”


  “Please stop that! I’m already dead!”


  I could feel the sensation of my head hitting the table repeatedly.


  This is bad. I now truly understand how fearsome the internet is now that I’ve actually experienced becoming the victim for the first time.


  “What a fiend! For a person to meet someone in-game and make them marry them in real life! Her methods are underhanded!”


  Ako protested as she shook with anger.


  She looked furious enough that if this were the game, she would’ve already let out an angry emote by now.


  But that statement just now is too fitting of a boomerang for someone like Ako…


  “This girl really knows how to throw a mean boomerang right back to herself doesn’t she…”


  “Stop it, don’t say another word more.”


  “……For some reason, I felt my chest hurting after I said that.”


  “Don’t go looking like that, don’t get depressed!”


  I told you not to think about senseless things!


  “But I kind of understand it. This person, she probably has 0 yen annual income so if she gets married then she can just aim to be a housewife with her hobby playing online games. That’s the feeling I’m getting about this person. No doubt about it.”


  “That’s no good Rusian! You’re going to suffer if you marry someone like that!”


  You seemed to be eager about doing just that though, Ako.


  “Isn’t that description pretty much Ako?”


  “Ah, so you figured it out?”


  ‘Ehehe, oops’, is how Segawa went, sticking her tongue out. While that happened, Ako’s expression suddenly transformed into that of a smile as she said,


  “That’s right Rusian! You should go marry that kind of person!”


  “Your logic’s all messed up right now isn’t it?”


  “You sure are good at changing horses midstream aren’t you—”


  I’m sure those horses are all stressed out from all the back and forth so far.


  “We may be talking about this lightheartedly, but remember not to let your guard down too, Rusian.”


  “Eh? I’m properly looking after Ako you know?”


  I’m really worried about this girl you see?


  That’s exactly why I’m going to be fetching her to go to school together and seeing her home safely afterwards.


  “That’s not what I meant. She may have threatened Ako-kun at the start, but the possibility of her doing a direct attack on you, Rusian, is still quite high. Make sure to be watchful of your own personal safety.”


  “I, I see. So I’m at risk too huh…”


  An attack by Shushu (35 years old, self-proclaimed little sister) aimed towards me… That’s scary! That’s frightening as heck!


  “Noooo! I don’t want an older woman—!”


  “Isn’t an older woman your preference?”


  “I didn’t mean it like that, but a person who’s twice my age is just impossible for me!”


  “I see. So one year older is still within your acceptable range.”


  Please don’t suddenly get overjoyed over such strange things.


  While we were talking about all these things, lunch break ended.


   


  At Maegasaki High, the schedule is still packed to the brim with subjects even up until before the closing ceremony of the term.


  This is why even if you went home right after classes, it would already be pretty dark outside.


  In other words, if you had someone stalking you, then it would be pretty scary to head on back home.


  You’d be caught up in the pedestrian traffic too after all, so it would be hard to keep track of your surroundings as you make your way home.


  “…Alright, I got a message from Segawa. The front gate seems to be clear. Let’s go home.”


  “Thank you very much.”


  “Go tell the two of them that personally, alright?”


  Since it’s too frightening to make Ako wait at the school gates, the two of them went on ahead of us to check for any suspicious persons. And because of that, we’re finally able to depart.


  But, even though Segawa went so far as to check the station, she couldn’t possibly accompany us any further at that point.


  And well, the inside of the train was pretty scary too. We both stood in a corner watching our surroundings as we waited for the train to arrive at our destination. Our suffering continued on after this point.


  By the time we got off the train, it was already completely dark outside.


  Ako’s neighborhood was pretty much a residential area so there were a lot of personal lighting from these houses to serve as illumination.


  You could see Christmas decorations and lights shining everywhere. It was a really lovely spectacle.


  I couldn’t say the same for the current mood, however.


  “It’s so pretty, but it’s also feels kind of scary right?”


  “You can’t help but wonder if someone would be lying in wait past those lights after all.”


  It would be scary to lose focus right now.


  It’s scary enough that there are places here possible for someone to hide in.


  I feel like that marriage-seeking stalker might be lying in wait there.


  It’s not like I’m playing a horror game you know?


  “Come to think of it, I forgot to mention it, but I got an IM from Shushu-san again.”


  Hm? Shushu contacted you again?


  “What did she say?”


  “‘Oniichan is being backed into a corner because of you. The moment you made a troubled face and I took a look at him, he—’ something like that.”


  “The reason why I feel cornered is all because of YOUUUUUUUUUUUUUUU!”


  That person just doesn’t get it at all. This is why Miss Understandings are frightening.


  And what’s more, she was watching me from somewhere huh?


  Uwaaaa, I wonder if she’s watching me from somewhere right now too?


  “I wonder if the day we could happily play together would come again…”


  “Just who could have fun playing in this kind of situation?”


  “New thread. Let’s all have fun together. Everyone be nice okay?”


  “There’s no need to force yourself to make a joke out of this.”


  All we did was have fun together.


  All we did was be nice to each other.


  But then I went and got Ako involved. And now she’s completely mixed up in this mess because of me.


   


  TL note: The new thread joke here is an ASCII art used to make a new thread (or as a reaction) to stop the fighting in previous (or current) threads. Basically water under the bridge stuff. http://dokoaa.com/mnkyk.html


   


  If this were the game, I would’ve been able to take this situation much better.


  I have my gear there, the levels on my back, and my player skill isn’t too shabby. Plus, I have friends I could rely on.


  But in real life, I have nothing. I only cause trouble for everyone else.


  The game and reality are separate. They’re separate, and that’s exactly why the real me is a sorry piece of work.


  “Sorry Ako. Because of me, you had to go through all this.”


  “That’s not it at all. It’s because I didn’t win against that person that things turned out this way!”


  “It’s not as if your loss there had that much of an effect though.”


  Just what kind of chain quest do you think this is?


  They really ought to stop with chain quests that affect the latter parts based on the outcome of the earlier ones.


  “If only I got her to understand how much I love Rusian, then none of this would’ve probably happened!”


  “But you know, that little Miss Understanding seems to be pretty serious about her assumptions so I think that would be quite the hurdle.”


  “Assumptions…”


  Ako went quiet all of a sudden.


  “What’s the matter?”


  “Uhm, no, it’s nothing.”


  She said that in a soft voice while she closed her eyes and tilted her head.


  “If we stop running and confront her directly then I think we would be able to prove our love though.”


  “You said it. If she had something to say, she might as well put it out there too.”


  Though if we did confront her directly, she could counter our arguments just as much.


  Confront her directly— I see.


  Directly, huh?


   


  I saw Ako home already so I went back home.


  Though we didn’t really have club today, that was such a long detour that I probably should’ve at least drank some tea at Ako’s.


  But with all that said, I still pretty much got home the same time I always had.


  “I’m home—”


  “Ah, Oniichan.”


  As I entered the living room, I saw Mizuki, who I’ve been seeing pretty often, sitting in front of the laptop looking at me all worried.


  “You look tired, but are you okay?”


  “I’m pretty sure I’m no more exhausted than you are, Mizuki.”


  I’m only tired because of all the stress that my stalker, Miss Understanding (35 years old, self-proclaimed little sister), is causing me.


  I try to laugh it off and ask her if her studies are going well, but Mizuki doesn’t budge from her concerned look one bit.


  I can’t go around making her worry needlessly like that now, can I?


  “…No, wait a minute.”


  “What’s the matter Oniichan?”


  I had a run in with a stalker, and they even sent Ako a threatening letter.


  Then doesn’t that mean that my family would be next…?!


  “H, hey Mizuki, did you notice any suspicious persons around lately?”


  “Suspicious person? Besides you Oniichan?”


  “Oniichan is very happy that you’ve grown into such a vigilant girl, but that’s not what I meant.”


  Please don’t say that kind of thing with such a straight face.


  I coughed to clear my throat and continued.


  “Actually… It seems I got into a run in with a stalker you see…”


  “Yup, I knew about that.”


  “You may not believe me, but I’m telling you, it’s real.”


  “I told you I already knows about it!”


  “…Eh?”


  Eh? Did I tell her that already?


  “You’re being stalked by some Miss Understanding right? The one you met in the online game.”


  “Yeah, that’s right. Oh, so you already knew huh?”


  Then that makes this much easier.


  ‘That’s why see’, I continued with a serious expression.


  “I don’t think anything would happen, but in the unlikely event that something does, it would be terrible if you got involved too. Be sure to tell me as soon as anything happens.”


  “Yup, I got it.”


  “Sorry for getting you all mixed up in this.”


  Mizuki earnestly nodded to what I just said. She really is a good girl, yep.


  As her older brother, I should be doing ANYTHING BUT causing her trouble.


  I have to get this matter resolved no matter what, is what I firmly told myself.


  “But it’s okay Oniichan.”


  Unrelated to that firm resolve of mine, Mizuki energetically raised up both of her arms as she said,


  “I’ll do something about it! Just leave it to me!”


  “Why you?!”


  How did the conversation end up going this direction?!


  What am I to do with my awakened instincts as a big brother then?!


  “This is my problem problem you know, so I’ll go do something about it!”


  “But Oniichan, can you really tell someone off if the person you’re dealing with is a girl? Won’t you just end up going with the flow if they go a little sweet on you?”


  “…T, that won’t happen at all!”


  “When you make that kind of face, Oniichan, I can pretty much tell that you’re lying…”


  “Could you please stop reading me just by my expression and not even taking into account my mannerisms or the way I said it?!”


  I can’t keep hiding my face from you the whole time you know.


  This is why little sisters are such a handful.


  “In the first place, I was worried about you that’s why I talked to you about it so do you really think I’ll just go ahead and leave it up to you? What am I going to do if something happens to you?”


  “…Were you that worried about me?”


  “Of course I am. You’re my only little sister after all.”


  Though in the game, I have a self proclaimed little sister (35 years old, single).


  “And you know, I wasn’t lying about having it settled real soon. I’m going to be with Ako during Christmas after all.”


  “…With Ako-san?”


  “Yeah. That’s why I’m properly going to put an end to it all.”


  I don’t want to spend a fun-filled Christmas worrying the whole time about Shushu after all.


  To that end, I plan on explaining everything to her clearly so that we would be able to have that party without any worries.


  “I see, so during Christmas you’ll…”


  Mizuki gave a nod and smiled at me.


  “I understand. I’ll believe that and leave it all up to you, Oniichan.”


  “Yeah, I’ll make sure to get it all resolved.”


  “But… I see, so you won’t be spending Christmas at home, huh Oniichan?”


  “Your big brother has matured quite a bit after entering high school you know?”


  “Eh—…”


  Mizuki laughed about it, but contrary to her reaction, I could see her brows furrowing.


  “I’m still worried about it after all… Maybe I should go with you too…”


  “Don’t be silly now.”


  ‘Later then’, I signaled to her as I left the living room.


  …Wait, come to think of it…


  I realized it after I was done walking through the cold corridor and have started going back to my room.


  Did I ever talk to Mizuki about Ako?


  I feel like I probably haven’t but… it’s not like I was trying to hide it, so it’s not that strange that she knew about it.


  My parents know about me not bringing a bento anymore so she probably figured it out from that.


  While I was pondering about it, I went up the stairs and fired up the PC in my room.


  I then fired up LA, which doubled as my survival report, and selected the character I was used to playing.


  “I’m going to end this once and for all. Yeah, I’m going to confront her directly.”


  It came to my mind when Ako talked about it.


  It should work out if I tell Shushu herself directly.


  Just like the time she sent Ako that IM, I’ll go ahead and protest against her via IM.


  I’ll tell her just how serious Ako and I are in our relationship together— no wait, saying that presents a lot of holes in logic by itself. Anyway, that’s not really something that my self-proclaimed little sister Miss Understanding (35 years old, single) can raise her objections to.


  And I’m really sorry, but somebody more than twice my age is just impossible for me.


  “Alright, I’ll just look for her in my friend list so I can finally send that… huh?”


  As I was checking my friend list to send out that IM— she was there!


  The character that I was basically forced to register as a friend in that one event, Shushu, was online.


  This is just perfect. I have no choice but to tell her that now.


  I’m going to tell her to stop bothering us anymore. I have to protect Ako!


  I’m going for the direct confrontation!


  Rusian: Shushu, you there?


  As soon as I sent her a PM, she immediately replied.


  Shushu: Ah, Oniichan.


  She’s really into her character as always.


  When she talks like this, you’d think she was just an innocent little Miss Understanding— but for her to actually be a stalker in her thirties is just unthinkable.


  I’ve already decided on what I have to say.


  Rusian: Listen, it’s about Ako.


  I took a deep breath, all fired-up, as I typed on the keyboard.


  Shushu: Yup, I won’t do anything to Ako-san anymore.


  Rusian: If you try to do anything more than this…


  Wait what?


  I haven’t told you about that yet you know?


  Why are you suddenly acting like you already know about it?


  Rusian: …You won’t do anything to Ako anymore?


  Shushu: I told you I wun’t.


  Rusian: By the way, you’re not going to do anything to me either right?


  Shushu: I told you it’s okay already. Jeez, you don’t really trust me at all do you?


  H, huh?


  Why? Why did the conversation move forward again without me even saying anything?


  What am I to do with my awakened instincts as a husband then?!


  Shushu: But if you start looking miserable again, Oniichan, then I won’t back down anymore!


  Rusian: No I’m fine, thank you!


  Shushu: Jeez—


  I couldn’t feel anything but good vibes from the person on the other end of the chat.


  Shushu: Make sure you do your best, Oniichan.


  Rusian: Y, yeah.


  [Shushu has logged out]


  “E, eeeh…”


  I dun get it. That girl, I just dun get it.


  Why is it that everything suddenly resolves itself right when I finally decided to confront her and just ends smoothly like that?


  I didn’t really do anything right? I didn’t actually confront Shushu or anything right?


  The same thing happened before too didn’t it? What’s going on?


  Ako: I’m holcome back—


  Suddenly, Ako sent a message in the guild chat.


  Ah, Ako being easy to read is such a relief.


  It would be better if a lot more girls were like this…


  Rusian: Welcome back. …But what’s with that strange greeting?


  Ako: I mixed I’m home and welcome back together.


  Rusian: Why would you even think of mixing those two together?


  Ako: Because then I wouldn’t be depressed if no one answered back right?


  Rusian: You don’t have to say both of those things yourself! I’ll welcome you back!


  That’s just way too sad!


  Ako: I’m glad you made it back home safely too Rusian. Welcome home.


  Rusian: I’m home. Safely… Yeah, I guess you could say that.


  Ako: Did something happen?


  You could say that, but you could also say nothing really happened.


  Or rather, you could pretty much disregard everything now.


  Rusian: Shushu was online earlier so I talked to her for a bit.


  Ako: Eh? What did you tell her?


  Rusian: I told her to stop harassing you and to stop messing with me too already.


  Ako: Eeeeeh?! And she accepted it just like that?! Why?!


  Rusian: I don’t get it either…


  I just don’t understand anyone who lives in their own special world.


  Maybe she found a new Oniichan or something.


  Ako: As expected of Rusian! You can easily do what I couldn’t!


  Ako went and did a bunch of poses enough for three people’s worth.


  Rusian: Stop trying to make jokes from your memory if you can’t really remember them that well.


  Ako: It’s from so long ago that I couldn’t really remember it well…


  But that kind of stuff does happen sometimes huh. You can’t really remember the joke but you still force yourself to use them.


  But I’m glad. With this, we can finally have a peaceful Christmas.


  I’ve even prepared a present already after all.


  Ako: That means all that’s left is to make sure I do my best to make it in time right…


  Is what Ako suddenly said.


  Rusian: Are you going leveling?


  Ako: If I had to say, it would be more of a quest.


  Rusian: Do you need help then?


  Ako: Nope, I’ll do my best alone! Please look forward to it!


  Just what are you working hard for?


  For Ako to reject my offer to help and to be that excited in doing something alone, just what is she doing?


  Maybe she’s leveling her life skills. For some reason, it’s the only thing that Ako grinds and doesn’t even bother telling me.


  Sette: Yahoho—


  Rusian: Ah, Sette-san. Good evening.


  Sette: Rusian-kun, yahoho—


  She raised one of her hands as she energetically said that.


  Rusian: That greeting won’t catch on so stop trying to make it popular.


  Ako: Yahoho—


  Rusian: Having one other person do it doesn’t count!


  Sette: It’s not like I was trying to do that though… What’s up? You both seem to be in a good mood.


  Rusian: Well, something good just happened.


  As I was telling her that, the sound effect for a new message rang out.


  It seems the official site has been updated. The patch notes about the newest part of the event are up.


  Sette: Huh, they updated it already? That’s fast.


  Rusian: It’s already nearing Christmas so maybe that’s why they rushed it. What’s the new event about?


  The final event is— I see.


  Legendary Age’s Final Christmas Event.


  Ako: The Great Christmas Confession Convention…


  Chapter 3 - Mizuki Story
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  Part 1


   


  Today, the electronic devices that were usually dubbed as the star of this club room are now currently driven off into a corner of the room.


  And as if to fill their place, lined up on top of the table were snacks, drinks, and foodstuffs that would be fine to eat even if they got a little cold.


  There is even a small tree decorated with just enough Christmas lights that it doesn’t hurt the eyes.


  And the white board that was normally used for communication and for meetings currently has the words ‘Modern Electronic Communications Game Club Christmas Party!’ written on it using a myriad of colors.


  “…This… Just when did you prepare all this Master?”


  “I did it all by myself. I managed to finish it all up by yesterday.”


  “Just what are you doing preparing all this when we finally have a day off from school…”


  “It pains my heart just imagining Master getting excited and preparing for all this alone.”


  Though I suppose it was a good thing no one dropped by that they might’ve messed with the preparations huh?


  It was the 24th of December.


  The Modern Electronic Communications Game Club’s first Christmas Party safely launched without any problems.


  “There were so many issues right before it that… the thought that we may not be able to hold it anymore has left me… has left me…”


  “This isn’t that big of a deal to cry about right? Come on, it’s fine now. No need to cry.”


  We haven’t even started yet, but Master was already teary-eyed.


  Well, there was that issue with the dreadful marriage hunting stalker after all.


  “…Did something happen to meow all?”


  “Nope, nothing at all happened, so please don’t pay it any mind, Sensei.”


  We all agreed to keep it a secret from Nekohime-san.


  It only lasted for a mere two or three days after all.


  It would be much more terrible if our club activities were to be suspended because of that.


  Since that day, nothing has happened to Ako.


  School’s out anyway so I think she probably just cooped up inside her home though.


  Though, still putting safety first in mind today, it seems Master came to fetch her from her house with a car.


  “Hey Ako, was Master’s car a limousine?”


  Segawa asked in her excitement.


  Even I think it would be pretty hard to go around in Japan riding a limousine you know?


  “Uhm, it had a really tasty sounding name but it looked like a normal car.”


  Ako answered with seemingly no particular special impressions about it.


  “Tasty sounding…?”


  “Something like Roast Slice, I think?”


  “Ah, yeah…”


  Roll right? And then Sroyce right?


  I see. That’s easy to understand.


   


  TL note: The car model Ako was talking about here is Rolls-Royce.


   


  “It’s that car whose retail price is enough to buy a house with right… That’s not something anyone can just ride here in Japan…”


  “Why would you refer to it by its retail price? How rude. It’s just an average product you see? Anyone would be able to buy it.”


  “No they won’t. Heck, if you’re going to say that then give me one.”


  If I sell that off then Ako and I would be able to live off of it without any worries.


  “If I had a boyfriend who had an imported car like that then I won’t be spending this day here with meow all…”


  “You can get married in-game!”


  “Why does it have to be limeowted to the game?!”


  It seemed that Nekohime-san actually showed up because she really had no plans for today.


  And by the way, when Sensei arrived at the club room today, she was a bit teary-eyed and said,


  “Because my students are holding a Christmas party at school that means I have to come too! It’s really tough being a teacher you know! …Is all just an excuse. To be honest, this was really convenient for mew…”


  Is everything she said, looking all vexed.


  It seems that the adult world has its fair share of hardships as well.


  “Is everyone here—? Merry Christmas!”


  The last to arrive was Akiyama-san.


  The moment Ako heard her, she began to pout but I won’t tell Akiyama-san that. Her casual attire is really cute isn’t it?


  I don’t know what you call it, but she has this long coat on but you can see a bit of her skirt at the end of it. I feel like the bit of the skirt that you can see is the main focus of the attire here. Probably.


  “…?”


  Feeling my gaze on her, Akiyama-san spun around to check on her own outfit.


  And as if to give herself a passing mark, she nodded to herself.


  “Thanks.”


  “…I didn’t say anything you know?”


  This person is really getting used to the mutual understanding phenomenon that often happens in-game.


  Then, just like that, she approached me from my side and began to whisper,


  “Rusian-kun, I heard from Akane that you had a run in with a stalker and that Ako-chan was being threatened.”


  “Yeah, but that’s all settled now so it’s fine.”


  “…Why didn’t you ask for my help though?”


  Even if you look at me like that all bitter, I have no idea how to say this.


  The reason for it was, well, very simple.


  “…Neither me or Ako knew how to contact you.”


  “Ako-chaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaan! What’s your LINE? Add me uppppppppppppppp!”


  On the verge of tears, she ran towards Ako.


  “I don’t have LINE.”


  “Why do you lie like that?!”


  This girl really is wicked… I knew it…


  After sobbing and wiping away her tears, she finally regained her cool and brought out a box with a bearded man drawn on it.


  “I brought this over to share with everyone— It’s Kentokki Fried Chicken! I went ahead and lined up just so I could buy it—”


  “……”


  “……”


  In response to the gleefully smiling Sette-san, we all looked at each other silently and then pointed to a corner of the table afterwards.


  “Please place all the Kentokkis over there.”


  “Eh?”


  You can see there were already two of the Kentokki Party Barrels placed over there.


  “Other people already brought it?!”


  It’s one of the harmful effects of not being used to Christmas.


  ‘For starters, we have to go buy KFC right?’, is what you’d end up thinking.


  You end up openly accepting that fact because of all the commercials.


   


  TL note: If you didn’t know already, eating KFC during Christmas is sort of like a tradition for the Japanese at this point.


   


  I wonder if we can actually finish this mountain load of chicken.


  “Now then, this means that everyone is now present.”


  “So we’re starting off the party now huh?”


  Are we going to do a toast or something?


  It’s my first time being in a Xmas party with girls in it so this is really getting my heart racing.


  As I was thinking all that, Master approached me and pushed a white paper bag onto me.


  “Well then, it’s time to change.”


  “…Change?”


  “Indeed.”


  I wonder what’s going on? I tried looking to the others to confirm it, but all I got were gazes going ‘Of course we have to do this’, while agreeing with Master.


  “…I’ll be off then.”


  “We’ll call you when we’re done okay—”


  I was chased off right as the party started.


  The corridor is cold. Oh so very cold.


  And, as I opened the paper bag, I found the butler uniform that I’ve worn before, inside.


  This is that thing from back during the cultural festival right? The thing that Master brought even though it wasn’t going to be used.


  So they still kept it huh, this thing…


  “For now, I guess I’ll go get changed.”


  We’re probably the only ones at school right now anyway, so I hurried up and changed here while shivering from the cold.


  I looked up on my phone how to properly tie up a necktie and just when I was about to finish up with everything, I heard a voice come from inside the club room.


  “Rusian! We’re all done! Come on in~”


  “Gotcha—”


  Well then, ‘please excuse me’, is what I thought to myself as I went and opened the door, curious what spectacle lies before me.


  “Merry Christmas!”


  Pop! Pop! Crack! Pop! Pop! All these party poppers fired one after the other.


  That surprised me! I’m begging you, could you please not surprise me with sounds like that when I was completely focused on thinking what I would be seeing?!


  “I, I thought my heart stopped for a moment there…”


  “Really? Was it too cute for you? Hohoho—”


  Segawa said that looking all proud of herself.


  Yeah that’s right. I wanted to see what you were all wearing.


  When I began to take a look at everyone in the room, what lied in wait for me was— Santa Claus.


  “So everyone’s wearing a Santa outfit huh…”


  “We had a rule that we would do the same event as the game after all. And since the Santa Costume was quite popular in-game, we dressed up like this as well.”


  Master said that while wearing a Santa outfit which looked like a dress from the back.


  “Lookie, lookie, Nishimura-kun! Ako-chan is so lewd!”


  Sette-san, with her fluttering skirt being extended using a pannier, pushed Ako right in front of me.


  “D, does it look cute?”


  For some reason, Ako’s santa outfit has the chest area completely open.


  I could see white fur attached to it here and there, but it pales in comparison to Ako’s brilliantly white skin.


  “I, it’s cute. Yep, very.”


  “Ehehehehe.”


  “Yeah, yeah, go explode, go explode.”


  Segawa, who I think somewhat matches with the color red, is wearing a Santa outfit with quite a short skirt.


  “It’s way too stimulating so I can’t really recommeownd wearing that…”


  Nekohime-san is… well, wearing cat ears after all.


  But I have to say, this is really quite the view.


  Five Santa girls, and the one getting a present from them will be me.


  Ooh… This is wonderful. This is wonderful work indeed…


  “So Christmas was here all along…!”


  I unintentionally let out words of my admiration.


  “It’s been there the whole time you know?”


  “That trait of yours where you just honestly show how happy you are really is your charm isn’t it?”


  “I have a present for Rusian who’s been a very good boy~”


  “The exchange gift is due for later. First comes the mixer.”


  As Master said that, she went and pulled out a single sheet of paper.


  It read, ‘Seating Order’.


  “Err, so on the boys side we have me, Segawa and Master…”


  “And on the girls side we have Ako, Nanako, and Sensei…?”


  “I’ve made it so that it matches up with how we did it in-game.”


  Master said that, looking all smug.


  “It was fine in-game since there were male characters, but in real life it’s pretty much all girls isn’t it…”


  “Hi there, it’s me, the lone guy of the group.”


  This has truly turned in what you’d call a harem party.


  “Now then, get to your seats everyone. The party is about to begin!”


  “You know, this is my first time attending an Xmas party and a mixer.”


  “Me too!”


  I tried putting that out there while everyone was getting all fired up.


  What do we do now? Everyone’s getting pretty excited.


  “What do we do? Do we still introduce ourselves first?”


  I don’t know if she’s used to this or if she’s just calm, but all this seems to come naturally to Sette-san.


  “T, then I’ll start!”


  I didn’t expect Ako to nominate herself as the lead off.


  This feels really different from her usual self!


  “My name is Tamaki Ako. I came here today with my husband. Nice to meet you.”


  A declaration of being a married woman right from the start?!


  “Isn’t that against the standard etiquette of mixers?!”


  “Awkward. If this were a real mixer, things would be getting real awkward right now.”


  “But the person who said that seems awfully satisfied with herself though…”


  “Alright, then I guess I’m up next.”


  Thinking that it would be better to finish this up while the damage done is still not that bad, I, who sat directly across Ako, said that out loud.


  “How do you do? My name is Nishimura Hideki. The girl I’m aiming for is Ako, who’s right in front of me. I decided on it the moment I saw her.”


  “Kyaaa— Me too!”


  “That’s something you should be saying when you’re planning for the mixer with the other guys!”


  “That’s right. Discussing these things in the toilet is one of the rules of mixers remember?”


  But I’m the only who can get in the boy’s toilet aren’t I?


  “Now then, next up would be me.”


  Master suddenly raised her hand.


  “My name is Goshouin Kyou. I’m someone who people would refer to as a Sugar Mommy, even if I do say so myself. By all means, feel free to aim for me.”


  “What’s with that? Are you going for a direct approach?! Or are you just a masochist?!”


  Master is getting laughs for this painful display!


  “I’m Saitou Yui! Today’s party is full of youngsters that I’m a bit nervous but I hope you’ll treat mew well!”


  And Sensei just blew her off by cutting her introduction short like that!


  “You’re doing a cat pose too?!”


  “Though you have to give her props for pulling off that embarrassing thing looking all smug while still sitting down.”


  In the midst of it all, Segawa, who was seated right beside me, gallantly stood up.


  “The name’s Segawa Akane. I’ve had invitations from other people today besides you all, but I went out of my way to actually come here so you’d better be thankful, you hear?”


  She then went and flicked her twintails. This girl is really killing it!


  “Nice mewsage of your character!”


  “Using the fact that she turned down other invitations just to come here is a pretty great selling point!”


  As expected of Christmas. No one here is just going to give this battle up!


  And then finally, all of our gazes turned to the one remaining person, Sette-san.


  “E, err…”


  Sette-san seems to be baffled at these unexpected turn of events, but as expected of a normie, she immediately pulled herself together.


  “I’m Akiyama Nanako, first year high school. I’m in the go-home club right now, but I was a part of the tennis club back in middle school. I’ve recently started getting into online games so I might be turning into a bit of an otaku. And even though it’s Christmas, I don’t really have a boyfriend so I plan on enjoying today to the fullest, up to the very end! Nice to meet you!”


  In addition to her crisp, clear voice, she held a really nice looking smile.


  “……”


  “………”


  “Eh?”


  In response to the completely silent surroundings, she sheepishly looked at everyone around her.


  “Eh? Why did everyone suddenly go quiet?! This is the part where you all go ‘Yaaay!’ right?!”


  “…I mean…”


  “Right?”


  “What did I do wrong?!”


  The completely shocked Akiyama-san protested.


  “I went for the appeal of having both indoor and outdoor hobbies so it would be easy to talk with me about anything! I even put it out there that I don’t have a boyfriend and that I wouldn’t ruin the mood even if someone left partway into the party saying that I would stay until the end so what did I do wrong?!”


  No, no, it’s not about that.


  We didn’t want you to show us a textbook example of an introduction you see.


  “There wasn’t anything to take a jab at.”


  “There’s no sense of surprise you know?”


  “It was not the least bit amusing.”


  “It doesn’t show meowr character at all.”


  “Wh, wh, wha…”


  After giving the frozen Sette-san a sidelong glance, we then quickly grabbed the glasses of juice we each had.


  “Now then, let’s get the party started!”


  “Merry Christmas!”


  “That’s not how a mixer works!”


  The normie, and her heartfelt screams, coincided with the sound of the toast that rang out.


   


  “This is weird. This kind of a mixer is simply no good.”


  “Does it really matter? This feels more like our style after all.”


  “Muu—”


  After she kept talking so much about starting over, Sette-san gulped down her juice, looked over all of us and said,


  “Then, for now let’s all have a chat!”


  “……”


  “……A chat?”


  “You were all having so much fun talking just now, but why did you all suddenly clam up?!”


  It’s hard to explain it you see.


  “The moment someone tells you they want to have a chat, you can’t help suddenly going all quiet right?”


  “I mean, they’re trying to force you to talk after all.”


  Talk freely? Huh?


  Forcing us to talk and then calling it that is NOT what you’d call talking freely!


  Is what you’d end up thinking right? This is normal right?!


  “You’re all just contrarians!”


  Sette-san is pouting.


  And we’re all confused.


  “In the first place, we don’t really have any topics to talk about at a mixer right?”


  Segawa said as she shrugged.


  “You don’t have to worry about that sort of thing!”


  Sette-san said that, proudly grinning as she waved her index finger.


  “Finding a person who you can freely talk to about anything without having to think too much about it is the important thing in a mixer you know? You want to date a person like that too, don’t you Akane?”


  “Well I’m not going to deny that but…”


  Segawa looked over the whole narrow party area as she said,


  “From the very start, there isn’t anyone here that I couldn’t really do that with.”


  “I know right?”


  Being told to start talking amongst ourselves is kind of bothersome, but the members here are people who we could normally talk to about anything anyway.


  Though, as if she realized something, Sette-san had a troubled look on her face as she held her tongue.


  “U, uhm…”


  While looking at Ako, Sette-san had this complex look on her face that seemed as if she was pondering on whether or not it would be alright to say what was on her mind.


  “So you’re not going to deny it… Ah, yup… that’s fine then I guess…”


  “I like how Rusian and Schew-chan are a bit dense.”


  “You making fun of me?”


  “Then let’s go ahead and decide on the topic for our chat okay!”


  As if to cover up what just happened, Sette-san said that and went to show us the screen of her phone.


  “It’s an app that gives you a topic to talk about when you press this button!”


  “Hee, so that’s what they use at mixers these days?”


  “Sensei— your age is showing—”


  “Stop telling mew that!”


  I guess she’s gotten quite used to this person’s meow meowing too huh.


  But yeah, with this kind of app, you won’t have to be troubled thinking of something to talk about. Those normies’ inventions are quite amazing.


  “Then let’s start!”


  As soon as the button was pressed, dozens of topics began to turn.


  And the one that it stopped on was…


  “Stories about your family! In short?”


  No, no, you don’t have to shorten it. It’s already short enough as it is.


  “Stories about your family… Family huh?”


  “Is it fine if I talk about Rusian?”


  “I feel like this is going to turn into a topic of whether you two are actually a family or not so stop that.”


  “Kaaay.”


  Then as if to follow up on that, Ako raised her hand.


  “Please listen to this! My dad and my mom are so mean!”


  “Lies.”


  “Please don’t go doubting me before I even say anything!”


  But you know, I just can’t imagine THOSE parents of yours actually doing anything mean to you.


  “Uhm, you see, originally, our family planned to have Christmas at home. But since we had this event, I told them that I wouldn’t need dinner for Christmas.”


  “It’s the same as mine.”


  Said Master as she nodded.


  “And when I said that, mom looked all happy as she said ‘Then how about we go book a reservation at a restaurant for Christmas then!'”


  ……Eh?


  “Reservation… you mean for only both of your parents?”


  “That’s right—!”


  Are they leaving her out? Did her family just leave her out for their Christmas plans?


  “‘You’re probably going to be with Rusian-kun anyway right? I’ll go and eat out with your dad on Christmas Eve and spend the night somewhere nearby, so you can go and do that too if you want’— is what she naturally told me!”


  “Your mother sure is amazing isn’t she?”


  “I, indeed.”


  “But dad was all smiles too when he agreed to it! I think there’s something wrong about how they’re treating their only daughter! If everybody suddenly cancels then what am I supposed to do?! If I’m left all alone at the house during Christmas Eve then I’ll just be playing online games by myself you know?!”


  “What you just said, is that really a bad thing?”


  Segawa looked at Ako in wonder as she asked that.


  “…It’s not that horrible isn’t it?”


  That sort of thing happens quite often.


  Actually, that might be the standard yearly way to go about it.


  “I don’t think there’s anything strange about your parents, Ako.”


  “You have to take into consideration that it’s Ako-kun’s parents that were talking about here after all.”


  “Why doo yoo say that—?!”


  Ako cried out loud as she stuttered getting her next set of words out.


  “But dad too is too lovey dovey with mom! If you just look at them, you’d think that my mom is lopsidedly head over heels for my dad, but if you take a closer look at them, you’d see that’s it’s actually my dad who’s being too sweet and…”


  “…I happen to know one other married couple who’s exactly like that.”


  “Mew too.”


  People voiced their opinions looking all dejected.


  But huh, so there are a few of those kinds of married couples huh?


  That’s great, it must be nice being like that.


  “Come to think of it, speaking of families, is your little sister alright?”


  Segawa suddenly asked me that question.


  “By little sister, you mean the 35 year old one?”


  “I’m talking about the 15 year old one! I couldn’t care less about that other one!”


  Of course right? That surprised me.


  Though even if you ask me how she is, it’s not like anything happened to her.


  “She’s just doing fine at home I think. She has her studies to worry about after all, so she wouldn’t have the leeway to go out. …Ah, but she told me some strange thing like she’ll come and fetch me if it gets too late and I’m not home yet.”


  “…Isn’t the relationship between you two siblings kind of odd?”


  “I’m telling you, it’s normal.”


  “Sister-in-law… She’s your sister-in-law you know…”


  “THIS IS WHY! I’VE BEEN TELLING YOU! Don’t go suddenly resenting my sister!”


  I told you she’s a good girl!


  “…Ah, it’s not about a little sister but…”


  Just then, Sette-san went and changed the topic.


  “I have a little brother you see. But lately, he’s at his rebellious phase.”


  “Ho? So you have a little brother, do you Sette?”


  “She gives off this feeling of a big sister character after all right?”


  “Big sister character?”


  ‘Do you really think so?’, she said as she continued while rubbing her own cheeks.


  “And well you see, when he was still in elementary school, he would always call me Oneechan and follow behind me, but when he got to middle school, he stopped letting me do his hair or letting me choose his clothes for him. And when I tried putting make up on him, he goes and runs away from me—”


  “A brocon huh?”


  “This place is filled with nothing but degenerates isn’t it?”


  “That’s not it! This is just how it is to have a brother and sister relationship!”


  “…Is he really your little brother?”


  Ako looked a little puzzled as she let that out.


  “It kind of feels like that Seiyuu-san on those blogs and radioshows that keep insisting that it’s just her little brother when the stories are clearly talking about someone she’s seeing… I just have that kind of hunch so…”


  “You shouldn’t say that out loud even if you do notice it.”


  There are simply people who love their little brothers so much that as a result, they can’t help but drag them on to the stage as well so please believe them.


   


  TL note: The bit about a brocon seiyuu seems to be about Uchida Maaya based from a friend. If you want a video of said VA gushing about her brother, see here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nqRoq6Sp1wQ.


   


  “Now that the conversation has gotten all fired up, don’t you think it’s about time we served the main dish?”


  Master said that as she got up.


  “Main dish?”


  “I meant the Christmas Cake.”


  Aah, I see. When you speak of Christmas, that means there has to be cake right?


  Come to think of it, cakes are one of the most efficient healing items in-game so we use a lot of it, but how does that actually work? Do our characters just stuff their faces trying to eat it as fast as they can like in a speed eating contest?


   


  TL note: This is a reference to Piece of Cake from Ragnarok Online. It was the item of choice for some back then seeing as how they were easier to procure than your standard White Potions.


   


  “It’s quite large.”


  Master opened the refrigerator and, just as she said, brought out a large box holding a cake inside.


  …Refrigerator?


  “Why do we have a ref here?!”


  “I had it delivered today.”


  “You went ahead and bought that just for this?!”


  It’s scary how this room is becoming more and more complete by the day.


  At this point, it may actually be more comfortable to stay here than in my own room.


  “It’s really huge, but can six people really finish something like this?”


  “If it’s about half of it, then I can eat it!”


  “If you’re saying that you really can’t eat it, then I can go ahead and eat it all by myself.”


  ‘Right?’, said the Akiyama-Segawa pair as they looked at one another.


  “Eating it all mew-ight be impossible for mew…”


  “Oh myyy, what’s this Nekohime-sensei—? Is your age finally catching up to you?”


  “If you round off our ages then meow’re all just the same age as me!”


  I feel like I’ve gotten used to the sight of Segawa provoking Nekohime-san as well.


  “T, this is!”


  Sette-san, who was looking at the cake’s box, suddenly had that kind of reaction.


  “I feel like I’ve seen the name of the shop written on the box somewhere before!”


  It looks like her sensors have picked up something.


  “I had a reputable store prepare it.”


  Since Master said that it was for the store’s promotion or something, it’s probably from quite a well-known store.


  It had the long name ‘Something something Paris’, but I don’t really know about it at all.


  “I can’t read American…”


  It seems Ako has completely no idea what it is as well.


  “Ako-chan, this is French you know?”


  “Actually Sensei, aren’t you going to take a crack at the ‘I can’t read American’ part instead?”


  I feel like Sensei has completely given up on her! You got it wrong! She’s just playing dumb you know!


  “So? Is this shop really that amazing?”


  “It should be!”


  Sette-san proactively replied to that.


  “How should I put it so that you’ll understand… It’s that kind of shop that always has a huge line in front of it, and if you don’t preorder your Christmas cakes at least a year in advance, then you won’t be able to buy any from them.”


  “It has the same quality as those cakes made by top ranker chefs in-game that only use the highest quality materials and even finishing it off with a Great Success on the craft.”


  “Amazing! Now I really want a bite!”


  “Let’s eat it before a boss fight!”


  It’s sure to raise our stats by a crap ton right!


  We might even be able to survive after taking a single large hitting attack from the boss!


  “…Is that kind of explanation really okay for you?”


  “What’s important here is not the box, but what’s inside. And moreover, the taste. It would be better to eat it and see for ourselves.”


  Master then opened the box.


  And after checking the contents… Yeah, this is pretty amazing… Though, I still don’t quite get it.


  “This can’t be anything but delicious!”


  “I know right!”


  “It’ll be something you’ll never forget.”


  Saying that, Master winked at Ako.


  And after receiving that signal, Ako went and pulled me saying,


  “Over here, over here.”


  She pulled me over right in front of the cake.


  And then I was handed a large cake knife.


  “You won’t be able to cut something this big with a normal knife after all huh.”


  It’s a good thing they had this prepared.


  And then, while I was holding the knife over the cake, wondering whether it would be alright to start cutting it now,


  “…Rusian, I’ll be in your care.”


  Ako softly placed both of her hands over mine.


  “Eh?”


  “Now then, it’s time for the cake-cutting ceremony.”


  “Just wait a minuteeeeeeeeee!”


  Jan, jan ja-ja—n.


  “Something’s playing! What’s this wedding ceremony-like BGM?!”


  “The title of the song is Wedding March.”


  I wasn’t asking for the name of the song!


  “Everymeow, it’s the couple’s first activity together. You mey take pictures now if meow wish.”


  Nekohime-san has assumed her position as the master of ceremonies!


  No, no, no. If it’s just joint activities then Ako and I have a lot of those from before!


  “Congratulations Ako-chan! Congratulations!”


  “Good for you, Ako.”


  These two are acting out the part of the bridesmaids?!


  I can’t actually do anything rash right now, seeing as how I’m currently holding a bladed tool. And I can’t exactly just shake off Ako either with how she’s currently entrusted complete control of the knife to me.


  While I’m being urged by the people around me, the knife slowly made its way into the cake.


  And no, it’s not like I let all this happen just because I was entranced by the view of Ako’s completely visible breasts from directly above her.


  “Congratulations!”


  “Merry Christmas!”


  “What’s that clapping for?!”


  It felt as if we were getting showered with blessings while I got dragged into this situation.


  “This was such a joyous Christmas…”


  “So you drag me into this and end up being satisfied all by yourself…”


  “But it was a good rehearsal wasn’t it?”


  “I’m sure we’ll forget it before the actual thing even happens.”


  Why is simply cutting a cake this tiring?


  “Look, look, Rusian! The cake is so tasty!”


  “The sponge cake part of it is so soft! Mmm!”


  The girls faction all seem to be enjoying it.


  Well, everybody’s enjoying anyway, so what the heck.


  “I wanted to eat this with a boypurriend…”


  Ah, but Nekohime-san is the only one crying about it.


  She’s sad, but the cake is so delicious that she can’t help but smile. That’s the kind of crying smiling face she has on right now.


  “Sensei, do you want to use the monitor? We can put a picture of an actor on display there as well.”


  “I don’t want to go arranging cake in purront of mew screeeeeeeeeeen!”


   


  TL note: This is a pretty common thing otaku do when celebrating stuff with their 2D waifu. Not sure how it applies to 3DPD though.


   


  Now that’s all said and done, the cake got eaten at more than twice the speed that everyone else touched the KFC.


  Sette-san’s KFC party barrel still hasn’t been opened yet though.


  If it’s too much, she should just take it home.


  “Uwa— I sure ate a lot.”


  “You’re going to get fat you know?”


  “Normies don’t get fat. Didn’t you know?”


  “Wha, normies had that kind of unfair rule?!”


  “…You’re pretty unfair youself Ako, with how you have that kind of figure even with your self-indulgent lifestyle.”


  The same goes for you, you know.


  “Ah, that’s right. How about we play a game?”


  Just when everyone was settling down, Sette-san said that.


  I can really feel our difference in interpersonal skills with how she easily suggested something new to prevent anyone from getting the least bit bored.


  “If we’re going to do to that then should we bring the PCs over?”


  “…Now look here…”


  Sette-san seemed disappointed at me as I asked that question.


  “Games aren’t something that you solely play on devices you know! There are a lot of games other than those!”


  You may be right Sette, but this ‘eres the Net Game Club y’know? I thought ye were talking about them online games.


  “I just thought it might be a good idea to do a Soiya tournament or something.”


  “But you’ll end up just staring at the screen that way. We have to face each other so let’s think of something more analog okay?”


  “Then what are we to do? Do you mean for us to play poker with playing cards?”


  “Why would you play something serious like that at a mixer…”


  Akiyama-san has been playing the role of straight man for too long that it’s tiring her out.


  It’s no good if you don’t let yourself loose a little more you know?


  “Look, how about we play something exciting that would get everyone’s heart racing?”


  “Like what for example? A Pocky Game?”


  “Is that the game where you eat a Pocky from both ends?”


  And then the one who breaks off first loses right? That kind game that seems to cater to normies.


  I’m fine with that, but isn’t the winner for this already obvious?


  “I’m sure to win this one you know.”


  “There’s no downsides for him after all, so I guess Nishimura-kun would really just win this on his own.”


  “I won’t back down even with Rusian as my opponent!”


  “You don’t have to be that competitive about this kind of thing!”


  “Rusian’s precious first kiss is going to be taken by Master!”


  No it won’t.


  Also Master, stop making that kind of happy face.


  “What about Jenga or the Game of Life?”


  “For some reason, I always end up with the worst situations pushed on to me so I’m not really good with Jenga…”


  “If life was as easy to go through as in the Game of Life then we wouldn’t be suffering huh?”


  “You all…”


  “For all of you who just seems to complain about everything, I propose this game!”


  Saying that, Sette-san took out six disposable chopsticks.


  At their ends, you could see a crown and some numbers written on them.


  “The King’s Game! Yaaay!”


  “Hoho—”


  “Master, for starters, could you please stop reacting every time you hear the word ‘king’?”


  “In other words, it’s a Pocky Game right!”


  Just what do you plan on making me do?


  “To put it simply, the person who draws the one with the crown mark is the king, and they can order anyone to do anything by calling out their numbers. The king’s orders are absolute.”


  She began shaking the chopsticks around while giving that explanation.


  “Yes, I understand how it works.”


  “I’ve never done it before, but I know how the rules go.”


  “I’ve never been in one either after all.”


  “You all… How sad…”


  Oh shut up. Everyone always has to experience something for the first time right! That’s fine then! We can just set this as my first time!


  “Then without further ado!”


  She presented the ends without marks towards us.


  Everyone is then going to take a stick each— Ah, while you’re doing this, you’d all end up getting real close to each other. As expected of normie games, they sure don’t miss out on these minute details!


  “Who’s the King!”


  We all drew.


  The thing written on my chopstick was— Kuh, 2 huh?


  I’m not the king, let alone even number 1, but I’m just a half-assed number 2. Thinking about it, this really suits me that I’m a bit pissed.


  “Meow!”


  The first one to react after the drawing was Nekohime-san’s cat ears.


  Wait, are those the kind that reacts to your brain waves?


  “I’m the meownarch!”


  Her cat ears flapped and then stood on end.


  “So a boss right from the very start?”


  “So this is that type of dungeon which starts off with the boss huh…”


  “Could you stop treating mew like a villain?!”


  Nekohime-san stood up and look over all of us.


  “Neow here’s my order! Numbers 1 to 5!”


  She’s choosing all of us?!


  While we were shivering in fear of what may happen, Sensei sternly declared,


  “Do your winter vacation’s homework starting with Modern Japanese!”


  “That’s not how King’s Game works!”


  That’s more of a Homeroom Teacher’s Game!


  “It’s fine if you use a light novel for your book report okay?”


  “That’s not the problem here!”


  “And actually, giving orders by choosing everyone like that is forbidden!”


  Sette-san, who is acting as the game’s rule keeper, calls a foul.


  “Meow… I guess nyat’s nyat then…”


  I guess even Sensei understands that that’s no good, as she began pondering a little after saying that.


  “Then number 2!”


  I wasn’t expecting to be called so I was a bit surprised.


  Just, just what is she planning to make me do?!


  “In front of everymeow, tell the worst page from the book of meowr dark past!”


  “O, ok…”


  Commotion started to stir up in response to her frank order.


  “This is tough…”


  “So you’re going all out from the start, aren’t you, Ms Saitou…!”


  “We do have a lot of those pages from our history after all.”


  “So? Who’s number 2?”


  In response to her question, I raised my hand.


  “Number 2 is me!”


  And for some reason, cheering can be heard from my sides.


  Now this is starting to feel kind of fun.


  “So Rusian-kun, your worst page from your dark past is?”


  “I… I, actually, in the past, I…”


  As if I was trying to push out my voice from behind, I boldy declared,


  “I’ve proposed to Saitou-sensei before!”


  “Nyaaaaaaaaaaaa?!”


  The first one who got suprised by this statement was Nekohime-san.


  “Eeeeeh?!”


  And, the second place goes to Sette-san.


  “A student-teacher relationship?! And there’s cheating too?! An illicit affair?!”


  “M, meow got it wroooooooooooooooong! He’s talking about what happened in the gameeeeeeow!”


  “And what’s more, she said she was a G.I.R.L (Guy In Real Life) and rejected me!”


  “Ohneoooooooooooow!”


  “And in the end that was all actually just a lie! That’s how dark of a past it was!”


  “Please forgive meeeeeeeeoooow!”


  While I was grasping my head, Sensei was also doing the same.


  How do you like that? I even brought down the king giving orders down with me with this suicide attack.


  “Stop it with the C4 Suicide Bomber attacks.”


   


  TL note: This is a reference to Battlefield C4 Suicide Bombing where you basically attach C4 explosives to a vehicle and drive it into enemy lines. You can then choose to alight the vehicle or just blow up with it as is. See example here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pPkdYqHPVIE
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  Suicide attacks are strong.


  “Whenever I remember that Rusian’s first proposal was already taken, I always think to myself that maybe it’s still not too late to do something about it.”


  “Wait, Ako, what are you doing?!”


  Put down the cake knife! That thing’s way too long you know! It’s dangerous so put it down!


  “What are you going to do if you end up stabbing Sensei?”


  “If it’s just once then maybe I can pass it off as unintentional friendly fire.”


  “Nekohime-san has 0 lives left you meow?! I can’t continue after that anymeowre!”


  “Who would’ve thought there would be a catfight in a place like this!”


  Don’t just watch them in wonder, taking pictures and stop them, please!


  “#Catfight #ATM, there we go.”


  Sette-san’s twitter is trending!


  Why is it that all this happened right from the very start of the game?!


   


  “Here comes the second round!”


  After we had securely isolated the cake knife, the battle of the king for the second round begins!


  And on the stick I drew was— a crown mark!


  “I’m the king!”


  “Oooh!”


  What the heck is up with all that excitement.


  Just what are you expecting from me?


  “I’ll tell you right now, but my orders are going to be pretty tough.”


  “Uwah— I wonder what kind of perverted order Nishimura is going to give. So scary—”


  “It’s much worse than what you’re thinking with that monotone statement of yours.”


  Just how harmless does Segawa think I am in that head of hers?


  I can at least give a lewd order or two you know.


  “So then, what would you like me to do?”


  The fire in Ako’s eyes blazed brightly as she looked like she was really looking forward to this.


  You just want me to order you around, don’t you?


  “Come at me anytime.”


  You too, Master?


  “Now then— I wonder just what this order is going to be about—?”


  Sette-san said that with a grin.


  Just you all wait! I’ll be sure to turn that grin of yours upside down!


  “Err, number 2!”


  The one who reacted in surprise was Sette-san.


  “Tch!”


  Hey Ako, why did you click your tongue there?


  It seems she felt that I noticed her surprised reaction, so Sette-san clenched both of her fists are she said,


  “Bring it on then! But please don’t tell me to do anything that might make Ako-chan angry!”


  I don’t want that happening either so you don’t have to worry about it.


  “If it’s an order to take something off then I can deal with that at least three more times!”


  “Socks don’t count, Nanako.”


  “Are you telling me to take my panties off first?!”


  “Heck, it’s not like I’m going to order you to strip.”


  I won’t order you to do something like that. I won’t, but what’s to follow is still going to be scary.


  “Now then, prepare yourself!”


  I firmly pointed towards her as I said,


  “You will! At this instant!”


  I saw Sette-san’s fair-skinned throat move, as if it gulped down something.


  And the moment after that, I gave my order.


  “Eat one of Kentokki’s Chickens!”


  ——.


  A brief moment of silence.


  And then, Sette-san murmured,


  “…But it’s already gone cold.”


  “The king’s orders are absolute!”


  “Okaaay…”


  I splendidly turned that smile upside down. Now she looks dejected as she’s reaching out for the now stale chicken.


  “…This order, is really hard isn’t it?”


  That’s why I told you it would be a tough one.


  And actually, there’s a whole lot more leftover so you guys go eat some too.


   


  “Third round, here we go—”


  As soon as she was done wiping off her greasy hands, Sette-san brought out the sticks again.


  “Who’s the king?”


  Right after that, she stood up as if to say ‘Now it’s Sette-san’s turn at last!’.


   


  TL note: This is a reference to Gym Ghingham’s line from Turn A Gundam.


   


  “It’s me!”


  She didn’t have to be that overjoyed about it, but she went ahead and did a pose anyway.


  “It all starts here! From here on out, I’ll finally get this King’s Game back on the right track!”


  “You’re saying that as if everything up to now wasn’t being done right.”


  “But it was fun right?”


  “I don’t want any more chicken!”


  You’re the one who bought that though.


  “Now he—re comes my order!”


  Sette-san raised the stick with the crown mark on it and said in a very clear voice.


  “Number 1, 2, 3, 4, 5!”


  “Everyone huh…”


  “Just what is she planning?”


  As we were all looking at her, anxiously waiting for her next words, Sette-san decisively said,


  “My order is— from now on, you will refer to the king using her first name!”


  What’s with that order?!


  Eh, wai, do the rules even allow that?


  “Don’t I already call you all the time by your name?”


  “Ah, Akane is all good then.”


  That’s unfair!


  Heck, isn’t this all strange?!


  “Didn’t you say earlier that ordering everyone is forbidden?!”


  “I don’t neow about asking something like that using a King’s Game…”


  “But, but! You’ve all been treating me like a stranger all this time!”


  That’s not it at all. You’re our friend.


  “When I call you guys by your first names and you talk to me by still using my surname, that really hurts you know? Look, it’s just like how it is with Ako-chan.”


  “It’s embarrassing for me to call another girl by her first name…”


  “But aren’t you a girl too Ako-chan?!”


  There she goes uttering something like a shy boy would.


  “Come on now! Say it with me! Na-na-ko! There! Your turn!”


  “…Na, nana…”


  After taking a deep breath, she,


  “Nana— Anon-san!”


  “Which person on what board are you talking to?!”


  Of course she would be able to say it if it’s that huh.


  Figures, she probably uses it all the time.


   


  TL note: The shift from Nanako to Anon here is pretty much a reference to imageboards. Default user for posters are Anonymous unless you’re a tripfag or something. The original was Nanako to Nanashin which is pretty much the same thing.


   


  “Nanako-san@HopesAndDreams…”


  “Nanako’s Adventure…”


  “Waaaaaaaaaaaaah!”


  Now look what you’ve all done. You all made fun of her so now she’s crying.


  “But this is Ako we’re talking about, so it’s going to be tough you know?”


  “Then let’s set a temporary goalpost. Do your best not to call her Sette in front of the other teachers okay?”


  “Kaay.”


  Next, Sette-san turned her gaze towards Master.


  “You too Prez!”


  “I believe that there’s somewhat of a discrepancy here, seeing as how you don’t refer to me with my first name either.”


  “Kyou-senpai!”


  “What is it Nanako-kun!”


  Easy!


  This has to be the easiest girl I’ve seen in my entire life! This Master!


  “Senpai… Senpai… What a delightful ring to it…”


  “Are you fine with that…? You really okay with that…”


  “In the end, it’s simply how I would address her in front of others. Normally, I would still refer to her as Sette.”


  “Of course right—”


  Giving a wry smile, she pointed towards Sensei as her next target.


  “You too Sensei!”


  “Well, you’re a kid from my class anyway, so I suppose I don’t mind calling you Nanako-chan…”


  “Yay—! Yui-sensei!”


  In response to her huge smile, Sensei also gave one of hers as she replied,


  “Make sure you refer to your teachers with their surnames, okay?”


  “…Yes.”


  How pitiful.


  And so the last one is… me?


  “What was your name again, Nishimura-kun?”


  “You mean my first name? It’s Hideki.”


  “Hm, okay. Then let’s go with Hide-kun.”


  “Stop! Halt! Stop it right there!”


  You’re not just going to call me by my first name, but you’re giving me a nickname using that as well?!


  I was so surprised that I almost spilled my drink you know?!


  “You can call me Nanako too okay! That’s what most of the guys call me anyway!”


  “I don’t even call Segawa or Master by their first names, so calling you by your first name, Akiyama-san, is a bit…”


  While I was protesting against, she scowled at me.


  “That! That’s what I’m talking about! That doesn’t feel good at all!”


  “W, which one?”


  While she was puffing her cheeks, seemingly going for the ‘Now I’m angry’ appeal, she went ahead and said,


  “I mean, the way you talk to me, it’s like I can feel you’re trying to place me at a lower rank than Akane! It really feels rude you know!”


  “Ah— …You have a point there.”


  “That’s a bad habit of otaku you know, trying to put a ranking on everything. It’s like those ‘This Season’s Waifu Ranking List’. This is why you end up with phrases like ‘Unscalable Wall’.”


  “Ah, that happens quite often doesn’t it?”


  Intense words come flying from Ako’s mouth.


  “That’s no good! You can’t just measure human relationships using numbers! Affixing rankings on things is pretty much the same as putting scores on them.”


  She may have a point that it’s extremely disrespectful.


  I see, then I suppose I shouldn’t think too deeply about it and just—


  “Just wait a minute.”


  For some reason, a somewhat frustrated Segawa spoke up and said,


  “If you’re going to call Nanako by her first name but still call me by my surname, then that just doesn’t sit right with me!”


  She looks pretty mad!


  “Wai, Akane?! You hate putting things on rankings too right?!”


  “It’s not like I have a grudge against you Nanako! But somehow, me placing lower than you in the ranking in this guy’s head is just something I don’t like! That’s just messed up!”


  “Then it’s fine he just calls you by your first name too, right Akane?!”


  “Haa?! No way!”


  The things she’s saying are all out of whack!


  “So this is what it means for two females to fight each other…”


  “If you leave them alone, then a cat fight is not far off.”


  “It’s scary isn’t it?”


  Why are you just calmly commentating there?!


  Please just help stop this senseless fighting!


  “Actually, why do you look so relaxed Ako?”


  “Eh?”


  The puzzled Ako showed me a smile brimming full with her wifely aura as she said,


  “That’s because Rusian calls only ME by their first name right?”


  “…I see.”


  I get it now. You’re absolutely right.


  Alright, I’ve decided. Let’s go with that.


  “So there you have it!”


  I drew the two’s attention with my loud voice and said,


  “Ako’s the only one I’ll call by her first name! I won’t entertain any objections!”


  “…Uuu, I guess it can’t be helped.”


  Akiyama-san moaned.


  “That’s much better!”


  And Segawa seems to agree with it.


  “So this is that huh? Yup, I think I kind of get it now.”


  She seems a bit vexed.


  “So this is what they mean when people with girlfriends are more popular huh?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Oh nothing~”


  She gave off a laugh and sat back down.


  “I was just thinking that ‘Ah, I’m kind of jealous of Ako-chan’~”


   


  †††　　　†††　　　†††　　　†††　　　†††　　　†††


  Part 2


   


  “Now that we’ve fully enjoyed ourselves, let’s move on to the next event.”


  Saying that, Master brought out a huge package.


  “It’s time for the second event, that is, the Exchange Gift!”


  Ah right, right, there was that kind of event too.


  I even went ahead and bought a present for this occasion.


  After all, it was that thing I bought during the zombie attack that I did!


  “Did everyone prepare something?”


  “I did but… Master, isn’t yours way too big? Are you sure that’s within the budget we set?”


  Preparing something that would be too expensive would be a problem, so the Modern Electronic Communications Game Club has decided that the maximum budget for each present during the Exchange Gift would be worth 3000 yen or below. Whoever goes beyond that will be met with a severe penalty. Furthermore, the details of the penalty have yet to be decided.


  “Actually, isn’t your present the one that’s too small, Akane?”


  “Rather than small isn’t it more like… thin?”


  “It’s fine isn’t it? It has its worth.”


  It was about as large as a single sheet of paper.


  I wonder if its a ticket of some kind.


  “Now then, let’s pass around our presents to our side matching the beat of the music. When the music stops, the present you are holding will be the one you’ll receive.”


  “Kaay.”


  “Meowsic start—”


  The BGM started playing.


  Ooh, this classical piece of music sounds incredibly familiar to me!


  They’re playing the same thing they just played at the cake cutting earlier!


  “Stop it with the Wedding March please!”


  “This is the only meowsic we have so just give it up.”


  “Why didn’t you prepare anything else?!”


  “It’s fine already, just keep passing the presents around.”


  After I passed my present to the somewhat mellow-looking Ako, I received another one from Segawa.


  The presents went round and round.


  “Now let’s shuffle!”


  “Eeeeeeeeh?!”


  Due to Sette-san’s arbitrary decision of ‘shuffling’ that was heavily biased, I have no idea who has which present anymore.


  And then, the music was perfectly stopped just when it started getting lively at the ‘ja,ja,ja,ja—n!’ part.


  “Now then, it’s time for the unboxing of the presents. Who should we start with?”


  “Mine’s so big so can I start opening it now?”


  “Very well then, let’s start with Schwein.”


  Segawa, who ended up with Master’s huge present, hummed as she began opening the package.


  There’s no way Master’s present could be a dud right?— is what I expected, but on the contrary—


  “…What is this?”


  Inside the package were snacks. A boatload of snacks.


  To be more specific, it was a few hundred pieces of cylindrical shaped snacks!


  “It’s 300 pieces of Umeibo! Congratulations Schwein!”


  “Congratulations!”


  “It looks so yummy!”


  “Just wait a minute here!”


  Segawa called for a timeout.


   


  TL note: This is a reference to Umaibo, whose SRP is 10 yen (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Umaib%C5%8D)


   


  “What the heck is this?! Why Umeibo?! Isn’t that weird?!”


  “That’s not it at all. This is simply a message from me to you.”


  Master seemed really happy from the bottom of her heart as she said,


  “Whenever I fire off my Meteor, go ahead and eat one of these. This is the source of my power.”


  “So it’s worth the same as those consumable damage boosting items huh…”


  ‘Just how am I going to take these home…?’, is what Segawa murmured as she tidied up the truckload of Umeibo.


  “Now then, let’s continue by going with the person whose present was last opened. I’m going to open the present that I received.”


  Master, who got a present that fits in the palm of her hand, started opening the packaging and what it bare after was a single volume of a book.


  “Ah, that’s my present for meow. It’s a collection of essays come up during exameows. If you read it thoroughly, it will definitely be of some use to meow.”


  “Please stop it with the study aids!”


  “B, but it’s still interesting even as reading meowterial! I highly recommeownd it!”


  “This is definitely educational. Thank you for the nice present, Ms. Saitou.”


  “Meow.”


  Y, yeah. I’m glad that it went to someone who could appreciate the gift.


  “Then next I’m going to open meowine. This is… a plushie? No… A knitted plushie?”


  “That’s from me—”


  Ako raised her hand as if to say, ‘Me, that’s from me!’


  What was on Nekohime’s hand was a plushie which seemed to be knitted from yarn.


  It was blue and had an elliptical shape with black eyes attached to it.


  “It’s a plushie of the Popopoaring. Please take care of it.”


   


  TL note: This is reference to the Marin enemy in Ragnarok Online. The naming sense is probably a play on the Poring > Poporing > Popoporing stuff too (https://ratemyserver.net/index.php?page=mob_db&mob_id=1242)


   


  “Meow cute!”


  “…T, that looks awfully well-made… Did you make it yourself?”


  Segawa let that out while staring at the plushie.


  “Yup, I knitted it myself.”


  “…For someone who’s so clumsy, you’re pretty good at these kinds of things aren’t you?”


  “Didn’t I say before that I raised my Tailoring skill?”


  “In real life?!”


  So it wasn’t just in the game but in real life as well? That was quite unexpected.


  “I mean, when it comes to housewives, knitting is a must have skill right?”


  “So you don’t cut any corners when it comes to things you need to become a housewife huh…”


  “But this is very easy you know? Its shape is pretty simple too so you can probably make this in about one hour.”


  Going by what she said, she really seems to be an expert with this.


  You really just can’t make light of my wife when it comes to certain aspects.


  “Then I’ll go open what I got. Uhm… what’s this? Candle?”


  “Candle!”


  The one who exclaimed that was Sette-san.


  “It’s a scented candle you see. The scent of orange and honey! It’s really soothing you know?”


  “…The phrase ‘scented candle’ reeks of normie that I feel like it just ruins it…”


  “At least be happy about it!”


  “Ahaha, thank you very much.”


  I guess even Ako wouldn’t go that far, is what I thought as she bowed her head towards Sette-san.


  “Then mine is… uhm, what is this? It looks cute though.”


  “Ah, that’s from me. It’s a smartphone stand.”


  That’s the one I bought.


  It’s a smartphone stand that has an animal motif to it. Now that I see it together with Sette-san, the design on it kind of looks like Mu-tan.


  The one who’ll be receiving my present is sure to be a girl, so I went and looked for something cute while being at the same time, practical.


  “You can place your phone on it and you can even use it when taking pictures since you can tilt the stand.”


  “Ah, I get it! Then let’s go and take a picture of everyone!”


  Sette-san attached her phone on Mu-tan’s back and faced the camera this way.


  Everyone then gathered up and faced the camera.


  “Wait! You guys! You’re all too close!”


  “We can’t take a picture if we don’t huddle up you know?”


  That’s true! I understand that we have to be close together for this but! Doing that while you’re in those Santa outfits is bad!


  “Three—, two—, one— say cheese!”


  With a click and a flash of the camera, a nonsensical photo with a butler stuck in the middle of all these Santa girls was taken.


  But it’s kind of nice, the silly feel that this has to it.


  It’s definitely a memory that I’ll fondly look back to someday.


  “I’m going to send out the pic so everyone, tell me your LINE okay? That goes for you too, Ako-chan and Nishimura-kun, okay?”


  “That’s cheating!”


  So you still haven’t given up on that have you?!


  “Err, the pic aside, I’ll go open the present I got now. It’s the last one after all.”


  “Oh, my present huh?”


  The only one who hasn’t had theirs opened yet was Segawa after all.


  And so, when I went to open the present that looked like it had a piece of paper in it…


  “…’I’ll do anything you ask voucher— by Schwein-sama'”


  “It’s amazing isn’t it! It’s definitely worth around 3000 yen!”


  Segawa looked all proud as she stuck out her chest.


  After doing so, she slowly hung her head as she murmured,


  “…Sorry, I’m still in the middle of saving up money for the PC so…”


  You can’t really do anything about what you don’t have. It’s not like I’m bothered about it one bit. And this is a lot more interesting than getting something that’s supposed to be a gift for another girl.


  It’s just that, I feel like her way of thinking is on the same level as Ako’s.


  “But this is a problem. I did think it would be bad for Nishimura to get it, but for it to actually end up in his hands… Don’t tell me, you’re planning to use that ticket to do those nasty things to me, aren’t you?!”


  “Just like that doujin!”


  “Just like that doujin!”


  Ako and Master are getting carried away again!


  “I feel like I’ve seen a story like that recently!”


  “You can do it, you can do it!”


   


  TL note: If the ‘You can do it’ phrase here seems off to you, it’s probably because the reference itself is kind of a vague. It’s supposed to reference the cheer which females do for their love interest but at the same time, it also somehow ended up as a tag for illustrations where the female does just that, but while also doing something sexual. If you’re curious and have a Pixiv account, then here you are: https://www.pixiv.net/en/tags/%E3%81%8C%E3%82%93%E3%81%B0%E3%82%8C%E2%99%A5%E3%81%8C%E3%82%93%E3%81%B0%E3%82%8C%E2%99%A5/artworks?s_mode=s_tag


   


  Sette-san, I think you’re thinking of a different doujin there! And didn’t we already do all of this before?!


  “And heck, just who are you saying is going to ask Segawa to do perverted stuff huh?”


  “Huuuh? What? You trying to pick a fight?”


  You said it yourself so why are you getting mad that I’m refuting that?


  But that’s wrong. What I’m thinking is probably different from what Segawa has on her mind right now.


  “You got it wrong. You see, I’m just going to be honest here.”


  I seriously looked at Segawa in the eye and spoke from the bottom of my heart.


  “Segawa, you’re an important comrade of mine, and my trustworthy partner. Of course, I trust you too in real life, and I think you’re a cute girl. A really charming one at that.”


  “…Eh, ah, t, thanks?”


  “……”


  While Segawa was confused, Ako went to fetch the cake knife. Wait, someone stop Ako!


  That’s not the main topic I’m getting at. It all starts from here.


  “But, however!”


  Putting my back into it, I uttered the following words full of resolve.


  “I have never, not even once, had any dirty thoughts while I was looking at you so it’s completely fine!”


  “I got it, you want a deathmatch right? You or me? Let’s see who’s going to survive this and who’s going to die.”


  Why are you mad?!


  And now Segawa went and grabbed me while keeping that smile on?!


  “Calm down Akane! You can’t just kill him!”


  Stuff other than killing is also no good!


  “Y, you don’t have to be so mad about that right?! I mean, you don’t want me to have dirty thoughts about you right?”


  “I don’t but! Saying that you have never, not even once, thought about it just pisses me off!”


  She banged on the table in rage.


  “Just what is it? Breasts?! Is it so bad that they’re small?! Is that why I’m ranked lower than Nanako?!”


  You’re bringing up that topic again?!


  “It’s not like you know that for certain yet! It all starts from here! They might still get even bigger you know!”


  “But I heard that a female’s development in the chest area happens mainly only up until they are 15 years old.”


  “Goshouin-san?! Meow should know better than to say that right neow, right?!”


  “So you’re planning to take even my future away from meeeeeeeeeeee!”


  “Calm down, calm down Schew-chan!”


  “Don’t you go showing off being big-hearted(breasted) when someone is being angry Ako! I’m going to beat you down!”


  “What’s with the undue resentment?!”


  “I get it! It was all my fault! I’m going to use this ticket so please calm down!”


  “Using it for a stupid thing like this just pisses me off even more!”


  What kind of logic is that?!


   


  “That was horrible…”


  “It was my fault for losing to the darkness in my heart…”


  The Exchange Gift filled with grief is now finally over.


  It’s gotten pretty late. I suppose it’s about time for the final event.


  “Well then, shall we get on with the final event? The final event, if I recall, is— the ‘Great Confession Convention’.”


  “What do we do there, specifically?”


  “I have not the slightest clue. The event should be in underway in LA as we speak.”


  “Let’s go take a look then.”


  Ako turned on the power on one of the PCs that was driven off in the corner of the club room.


  After some startup noises, the monitor turned on.


  After Ako logged on to her character, at the stage in Lutie where the first event took place, the words ‘Great Confession Convention’ were written.


   


  D: Sorry, I told you I was a NEET but


  D: The truth is, I’m just your average working member of society!


  Kabotan: Y, you! Didn’t you tell me yourself you were a NEET?!


  D: I lied… Sorry.


  D: Besides, there’s no way I would actually be a NEET right lololol you tards lololol


  Kabotan: You traitor! You’ve betrayed my truuuuuuuuuuuuuust!


  D: Heck, it was your fault for jumping to conclusions in the first place lololol


   


  TL note: The actual word used there was バカス which is supposedly a portmanteau of Baka(idiot) and Kasu(scum). I believe retard suffices for this part


   


  “…It’s a grief filled confession event isn’t it.”


  I don’t know, it looks kind of fun.


  The people who can do those kinds of things are definitely ones who really get along well.


  “In other words, it could be a confession of love or a confession of a wrongdoing. In any case, it’s an event where you confess anything that you couldn’t say before.”


  “LA’s events this time are really focusing on the community huh?”


  “It would be a good idea to lessen the number of people playing solo after all.”


  I nodded to myself.


  “So are we going to confess to each other what we have done too?”


  “Confess what we’ve done you say… it’s not like we’re guilty of something here.”


  “……”


  While we were all talking, Ako kept on staring at the computer’s screen.


  She stared at it, without batting her eyelids.


  “Ako, what’s the matter?”


  “Ah, no…”


  When I took a peek at her screen, I could an IM window open.


  It was an IM from Shushu to her. It’s instant mail that you personally send to another player.


  It’s not really a new one, so I think it’s probably a log of one she sent before.


  “Is it from Shushu?”


  “Yes. It’s a message from before.”


  “So you even kept something like that in your inbox huh? If you don’t want to remember it, then I think it’s better if you just delete you know?”


  “It’s alright.”


  Saying that, Ako turned off the monitor.


  But just like that, she sat still while looking as if she was thinking about something.


  “…Was it really… just, a misunderstanding…?”


  “What’s the matter?”


  “It’s nothing.”


  Ako then stood up and went back to her original seat.


  But this time, she sat down while being mindful of her distance from me, at least, that’s what it felt like to me.


  “Anyone got any confessions to make? Those who want to confess raise your hand—”


  “He—re… there’s no way anyone would do that you know?”


  Sette-san laughed, but Segawa took a peek at Ako as she said,


  “You think so? But I think there just might be someone here who is always bursting with the drive to confess their feelings to someone. Right, Ako?”


  As she went to ask her that, Ako’s eyes widened in wonder.


  “Eh… did you mean me?”


  “Don’t you have anything you’d like to confess?”


  “No, uhm, not really…”


  “…Eh, that so?”


  ‘How strange’, Segawa murmured as she tilted her head in wonder.


  But I know what you mean. Normally Ako would jump at the chance to talk about her feelings of love like this but— heck, if even I’m thinking about it like that then I must really be getting full of myself.


  Actually, I should be the one who ought to…


  “Then what do we do? Do we just skip the Confession Convention?”


  “Nay, I shall participate in it.”


  Master stood up and walked up to the front of the white board.


  “Do you have something you want to confess?”


  “Indeed.”


  Master, saying that with a serious expression, made even us quite nervous too.


  She’s not suddenly going to blurt out, ‘We’re disbanded as of today!’ or something like that right?


  “Neow then, it’s confession time!”


  “Please stop playing the Wedding March!”


  That BGM is banned.


  After purring out her distress, Nekohime-san stopped the BGM but,


  “Now then, the target for my confession will be Ms. Saitou.”


  “Nyau?!”


  She got surprised and went stiff as soon as Master called out her name.


  She had a look that seemed like it was saying ‘What neow? What neow?’ as she silently awaited Master’s next line.


  “I had always wanted to tell you this for a very long time.”


  “…What may that be?”


  Sensei timidly took off her cat ears as she asked that.


  And in response, Master firmly bowed her head as she said,


  “—I sincerely apologize for everything.”


  “Huh?”


  Sensei was confused.


  “It’s for everything I have done since I’ve requested you to become our club adviser. For our sakes, Sensei, not only did you go out of your way to make time for us, but you also lent us your aid in a myriad of ways. And you did so without even considering your current position as a teacher. I truly apologize for that.”


  “Aah… Well, it’s true that I was forced into being your adviser at first.”


  She seemed to be reminiscing about it as she let her gaze wander into empty space.


  It’s already been over half a year since then.


  “I’m truly sorry for the inconvenience this has caused you then and for whatever happens from now on.”


  “…Were you worried about that sort of thing?”


  Sensei shrugged her shoulders and placed her hand on Master’s head.


  “It’s just natural for a child to cause trouble for adults, so you shouldn’t worry about that kind of thing.”


  Just like that, she gently patted Master’s head.


  “Actually, this much is still not enough for me. Go ahead and bother me as much as you want! You should do so while you’re still young.”


  ‘And you see’, Sensei continued.


  “Even though I don’t look like it, Sensei is also having a blast you meow?”


  “…Thank you very much.”


  I couldn’t quite see her face, but I could hear Master sobbing a bit.


  “This must be what they mean by a teacher and pupil relationship right…”


  “Actually, it’s because Sensei is usually always like that that’s why the numbers of her devotees keep increasing.”


  “Nyaaaaaaaaaaaaa?!”


  This person is fundamentally an ikemen at her core after all.


  That’s why there are a lot of female characters even in the Elite Guard.


  “A, are there any others who are interested in publicly humiliating themselves?!”


  Master already went ahead and started looking for more victims.


  There’s no one who would actually answer that call right?


  “Uuu… M, me!”


  There’s actually one!


  I didn’t expect Segawa to volunteer herself!


  “Eh?! Who are you going to confess to Akane?”


  As Akiyama-san excitedly asked her about it, Segawa went to face her and said,


  “You, Nanako.”


  “Eh… me?!”


  Akiyama-san froze up with her overreaction, mouth agape, as soon as she heard that.


  “Here comes the unexpected crazy psycho lesbian.”


  “A twintail unique to those of lesbians…”


  “Lez gonna be the twintail!”


  “Stop it with the twintail slander!”


   


  TL note: As you already know from before, the crazy psycho lesbian is pretty much a general reference, but the other two are pretty specific. The first ‘A twintail unique to those of a lesbian’ is a reference to the ‘aura unique to that of a lesbian’ which the character Kohinata Miku is said to exude in Symphogear. The second reference is simply a reference to Ore, Twintail ni Narimasu (Gonna be the Twintail) which also hints at some lesbian relationship among characters (albeit one is pretty much gender bender).


   


  After clearing her throat, Segawa faced Akiyama-san again.


  “So you see, well, I’ve wanted to say this quite a while back.”


  “Yup?”


  Just what is this feeling of excitement? It feels like I’m about to witness a confession right before my very eyes.


  No wait, it actually IS one.


  “Uhm… thanks.”


  “…? For what?”


  In response to her confused look, Segawa, in an attempt to gloss over her confession, lightly scratched at her own cheek as she said,


  “Even though you found out that all I do is keep playing this game and that I’m even doing that whole ‘my bad self’ thing in-game, you didn’t even make fun of me at all… You also didn’t tell it to anyone else… And you even went and played with me.”


  ‘Ahaha’, she gave a carefree laugh and continued,


  “When you found me out before, Nanako, I thought I was done for.”


  Saying that, she lowered her head.


  “That’s why I’m really grateful. Thank you.”


  “A, Akane!”


  Akiyama-san then went ahead and gave her head a tight hug as is and said,


  “Of course I would do that! We’re best friends after all!”


  “Nanako…”


  What a nice turn of events.


  And Segawa, switch places with me a bit will you?— is the thought I had on my mind, but I’ll keep that one a secret.


  “What a display of friendship.”


  “The springtime of meyouth…”


  “And that friendship eventually paves the path for romance.”


  “That’s about enough of that already!”


  “I’m sorry.”


  It was kind of embarrassing to watch so I just tried making a little bit of banter.


  It feels somewhat nice though, seeing this upfront clash of everyone’s emotions.


  It’s a bit cheesy, a bit cool, and the while makes me very envious of it all.


  And then, when the two of them finally separated from their embrace,


  “Rusian and Ako, don’t you have any?”


  Suddenly, Segawa asked us that.


  “I…”


  I hesitate with my words and look towards Ako.


  She looked like she was pondering for a bit with her eyes closed when she then shook her head.


  “I… don’t really… have anything to hide from Rusian.”


  “…Really?”


  ‘Sure you don’t, you liar!’ is what I really want to say right now with the face she’s making.


  I’ve seen this expression on her multiple times already.


  Like when she was in a chat with that hacking scumbag, or that time when she got that letter from the stalker. That day we went on our date, she said everything was fine while having this kind of expression on her face the whole time.


  “—I have one.”


  That’s why I said that in her place.


  “You do?!”


  “Oh— What? What is it?”


  “Secret!”


  Was the immediate reply I gave.


  Don’t even think for a moment that I’ll just let loose and talk about everything! You fools! Fuhahaha!


  “…Look here you…”


  “I’m sorry.”


  I was an idiot. I’ll apologize so please stop looking at me with that killer smile of yours.


  “I’ll say it to Ako when we’re on our way home, alone, together.”


  “That’s unfair!”


  “No it’s not!”


  “Learn to read the mood, you two.”


  “Kyou-senpai is actually telling them to read the mood!”


  “Why are you so shocked about that?!”


  After we’ve laughed our fill, Master then said,


  “It’s almost time for my pick-up ride to arrive. The trains are also about to run their last trip, are they not? The party is now over. Let’s go ahead and clean up.”


  After leaving just a little bit of a lingering sensation from all the activities, the party simply ended like that.


  …What are we going to do with all the leftover chicken?
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  Part 3


   


  “My pick-up ride has arrived. Is there anyone who wants to ride home with me?”


  “That’s… an actual Rolls…”


  “It really makes you feel that she’s a rich girl doesn’t it!”


  Ah, but I kind of understand what Ako said about it earlier.


  If you look at it from a distance, it feels just like any other car there is. I don’t really know much about it though.


  “Though I say it’s my pick-up ride, I’m pretty sure that they just came here because they had doubts on whether or not I was really meeting with my friends.”


  “Sensei here and the others will go introduce ourselves then.”


  “Please and thank you.”


  It seems the current situation was brought about by something so depressing.


  “If that’s the case, then could you also see us home? If not, just being able to catch a ride to the station is good enough too.”


  “Oh me me! I wanna ride too!”


  “Sensei came here by car so I’ll just introduce myself and go home. Make sure you take care on the way back too, everyone.”


  “Kaaay. Then everyone, until next year… I mean, until later then.”


  “Later then.”


  “We still have to go leveling right—”


  I said my goodbyes to everyone and tapped Ako, who was beside me, on the shoulder.


  Just by me touching her, Ako got so surprised and suddenly distanced herself.


  “Ako, let’s go home.”


  “…Yes, that’s right.”


  The cars went and left.


  After seeing them off together, we began walking side by side.


  But though we’re walking home together on the night of Christmas Eve, Ako didn’t seem too excited about it.


  Even the space between us seems to be a lot bigger than usual.


  She’s far enough that even the tips of my muffler aren’t touching her.


  We continued walking along.


  Walking along a familiar road can feel really short, so if I’m not careful, our walk home might just end without me realizing it.


  “Hey Ako.”


  “Yes?”


  That’s why I pointed towards the park that was along our way and asked her,


  “I know it’s late, but would you mind going with me on a little detour?”


  It was a place where I once crashed and burned. Yep, it was that park.


   


  “Hee— It looks a lot more beautiful than I imagined.”


  “That’s right.”


  As part of the city’s project, this park’s trees were decorated with Christmas lights.


  It seems that they plan on keeping these lights on the whole night of Christmas Eve.


  Each tree shone brightly as if they were individual Christmas trees, lighting our path.


  “It’s beautiful isn’t it—”


  “That’s right.”


  “This mood is really great too. Seriously.”


  “Right.”


  “I’m glad I was able to see this with you, Ako.”


  “That’s right.”


  “……”


  You can give a better reaction than that, you know?


  Even with this great ambiance at a place like this, with a scenery that can’t be topped, Ako’s eyes are downcast and she seems to be somewhat depressed. Seriously, this isn’t like her.


  Just then, we’ve finally arrived at the place I had in mind.


  “Hey Ako, do you remember this place? This is where I confessed to you before.”


  “…Confess?”


  With that monotone statement, it seems Ako is finally back to her senses.


  Then Ako, after trembling a bit, looked up to me and said,


  “Ah, that time when Rusian asked me if we could go back to being just boyfriend and girlfriend, that dreadful place right…”


  “You say it like that, but to me, that was an expression of my affection you know?”


  Laughing it off like that, I continued.


  “But well, since it’s that kind of a traumatic place for you, then I figured I should cancel that out quickly.”


  “Cancel it out?”


  I took out a small package from my bag.


  A confession— though I’m not actually sure if that’s what you call it, but if I don’t do this, then today will never end.


  “Ako, put out your hands.”


  “Y, yes.”


  While Ako was wondering what was happening, I placed the package on her palm.


  “Merry Christmas.”


  I got goosebumps just by hearing myself say that.


  Yep, that’s just impossible for me! That’s way too smug for someone like me!


  “…Uhm, Rusian, why do you look like you’re in pain?”


  “It just felt like I added another page to my dark history… Don’t mind it…”


  Forget it. Just forget about it all.


  “And so there you have it. It’s my Christmas present to you.”


  “Is it really okay for me to have this?”


  “I think I might just cry if you don’t.”


  “Please don’t cry, I’m really happy about it!”


  I see. So you’re happy about it huh?


  I’m really glad my zombie attacks weren’t a waste.


  “May I open it now?”


  As soon as I answered, ‘Go ahead, go ahead’, Ako carefully unwrapped the packaging.


  And when she opened the box inside it, she found a pair of pink pins.


  “Is this… a hairpin?”


  “Yup. Your face is always covered by those bangs of yours after all.”


  ‘That’s why I decided to give you these’, I said while pointing towards the hairpins.


  “Its design makes it look like a Poaring right?”


  In other words, it was simply an oval-shaped pink hairpin.


  Look, it’s cute so it doesn’t really matter right?


  “…Thank you very much.”


  Ako tightly held the box in both of her hands as she said that.


  Thank goodness that she’s happy about it. She definitely doesn’t look like she hates it.


  “And since you’ve already opened them, I was wondering if maybe you’d let me put them on for you.”


  “S, sure.”


  I attached the hairpins onto her, one after the other.


  It couldn’t really tie up much of her hair so I just clipped them on towards the side.


  And once her soft hair was tied up to the side, I am now able to see her face much more clearly.


  “Yup, that’s cute.”


  Ako— even though she wasn’t actually saying anything— looked like she was blowing her own horn.


  Though I think it’s a good thing that it really gets the message of just how cute she is, across.


  “U, uhm, Rusian.”


  Suddenly, Ako flustered about and hurried to bring something out of her bag as well.


  “This is, if you’d like…”


  She handed me a package wrapped in a soft packaging.


  “I also, prepared one too.”


  “Is it really fine for me to accept this?”


  “If you don’t accept it then I’m going to cry.”


  “Thanks!”


  So Ako also got me one. I wasn’t expecting to get a return for my present too.


  How vexing! But oh how joyous this also is!


  When I opened the package, what I got inside was a muffler carefully knitted from very fine yarn.


  It doesn’t look ready-made, so it’s probably hand-knitten.


  I mean after all, it has the characters ‘Rusian’ weaved on it.


  “I didn’t have much time to make it so the quality isn’t that great but… Rusian’s muffler already looked so worn out so…”


  “Ah… I get it.”


  That muffler I used to wrap around the two of us before was kind of frayed at the ends, wasn’t it?


  It’s not like I use it that often so I didn’t really mind it, but you actually paid attention to that little detail huh?


  “But you know, I can’t see this as anything but well made… Since when did you start working on it?”


  “Since the exchange gift event started.”


  “That’s way too short! I’m surprised you actually finished knitting it in time!”


  “Making a muffler is pretty simple you know?”


  That’s what a person good at knitting would say.


  And wait, was it actually because of this that you always looked like you were lacking sleep?


  Geez, you should’ve told me that then. I thought you were worried about your stalker or something, good grief.


  “Thanks a lot. Is it okay if I try it on?”


  “Please, go ahead.”


  I went and wrapped it around my neck.


  This muffler, which was way longer than I expected, still had some length leftover to it even after I wrapped it around my neck twice already.


  “This is pretty long huh—”


  “When I started knitting it, I thought to myself that it would be nice to be wrapped around each other like that so I just…”


  “You really should quit it with those suggestive statements you know.”


  “I guess you’re right.”


  ‘Teehee’, Ako smiled without putting any energy into it.


  And as we were doing that, a fluffy white thing suddenly came fluttering down in front of us.


  “…Snow huh? This is time first time I’ve seen it fall this year.”


  “It looks like the first snowfall already happened quite some time ago but… We didn’t get to catch it right?”


  “Yeah, so to us, this is our first snowfall.”


  Only bits and pieces of snow fell here and there.


  But for what it’s worth, it’s still a White Christmas.


  With the illumination from the light decorating the trees, even the falling snow seemed to glitter brightly.


  It’s such a romantic night.


  Even I understood that much, but Ako’s expression still looked gloomy.


  “…Hey, Ako.”


  At the very least, I should do something about this— is what I told myself while putting on a brave front and asking her with the most cheerful tone I can muster.


  “Was today fun for you?”


  “…Eh?”


  “You started acting a bit strange towards the end of it all you see.”


  As if you were thinking about something. Like you were hesitating about something. It felt like that to me.


  Normally, she wouldn’t think anything of talking about something like this. Normally, she would just get herself spoiled by me whenever she wants to.


  But Ako seems off from usual and doesn’t want to do any of that.


  “If this is going differently that what you had imagined, then we can always just do it over tomorrow.”


  “That’s not it at all!”


  She vehemently shook her head.


  The tiny snowflakes that fell on her black hair disappeared as soon as they touched it.


  “I really had a lot of fun. It was so fun that it’s probably enough to say that it was best Christmas I’ve ever had.”


  Ako laughed for a bit and continued in a small voice,


  “So it felt like it wasn’t real.”


  “If you think it wasn’t, then should I go message everyone about an after-party? You can still go home by car afterwards then.”


  “Y, you don’t have to…”


  ‘Ahaha’, Ako laughed as if to cover it all up.


  “……”


  “…………”


  The conversation just stopped.


  But just like that, I continued silently looking over her.


  You’re acting strange. Something must have happened. Come on, tell me.


  It’s not like I intend to press her for an answer like that.


  But now, since we’re alone together like this, I figured that she would tell me about it.


  That’s what I was hoping for.


  “…The mail, I read over it again.”


  With her eyes cast downward, she softly let that out.


  “Mail?”


  “The instant mail…”


  “From the marriage-seeking stalker, you mean?”


  “…Yes.”


  “This is why I told you that you don’t have to keep it remember?”


  She’s the type who would still read it even if I tell her that, but that’s exactly why it would be better if she just ignored it.


  “It had a lot of things written on it…”


  While she was messing around with the tip of her hair, Ako looked up a bit and directed her gaze towards my chest.


  “It was written there that she’s been with Rusian ever since she was born.”


  “That misunderstanding bastard just likes pushing her own settings on others doesn’t she…”


  “And that there’s no place anywhere for anyone to butt in.”


  “And she even runs her mouth completely ignoring what I think huh.”


  “And that she’s always looking out for Onii-chan, she says.”


  “While being extremely annoying to add.”


  “And that she loves him very much.”


  “……I, is that so?”


  Wait a minute, it can’t be that right?


  But Ako is one who tends to overthink things, so maybe that stalker’s words got to her and somehow she’s backing off now— that can’t be it right?


  But there’s no way that she’d think of breaking up with me now, right?


  It seems that my uneasiness has started affecting Ako too as she anxiously said,


  “I was thinking.”


  She firmly raised her head and look at me straight in the face.


  She faced the nervous, frozen stiff me, and uttered the following words in her trembling voice,


  “Rusian, am I just a bother for you?”


   


  “Eh?”


  You’re asking about that now when you’re always bothering me?— is probably not the kind of joke I should be throwing out at a time like this.


  “…What do you mean?”


  “Uhm… if I think of everything that’s happened up until now, and when I also consider Rusian…”


  I heard the faint sound of gravel and grit being stepped on.


  “We properly got married so I believed we we’re an actual couple. It didn’t even matter to me if it was the game or real life, I just love you so much, since we’re a married couple— but Rusian is always denying that…”


  I then heard the faint sound of her inhaling.


  Ako then looked at me with her eyes wet from tears as she said,


  “I thought that just maybe, I was forcing my own setting and misunderstanding on you too.”


  “Wha…”


  A chill suddenly just ran down my spine.


  Even though my body is this cold, I’m sweating like crazy over here.


  “Wh— at, are you saying?”
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  I couldn’t help but suddenly reply in an anxious voice so I chewed up my words. I then properly fixed up what I was trying to say.


  “It’s different in your case. It’s completely different.”


  “But Rusian, you’re always telling me that the game and reality are different.”


  “I do always say that but!”


  “So maybe I’ve just been ignoring your true feelings and just assuming everything on my own.”


  “That’s not it at all.”


  “I always, always keep going to where you are and keep being a nuisance.”


  “Nuisance you say, I would never…”


  “I was thinking that maybe I’m just the same as that person, so I just couldn’t stop thinking about it.”


  Her voice right now sounded like she was about to cry.


  But she doesn’t.


  She won’t let herself do that.


  Ako has developed so much that she can even reflect on the words of others now.


  “……”


  Unlike the Ako from before who just says as she pleases and runs off, she is now staying here without running away from it all.


  ‘Am I just a bother for you?’— she was standing there, waiting for the answer to that question.


  But I haven’t changed at all.


  Just like before, I couldn’t get out the proper words when it really came down to it.


  I had no idea what to say to Ako, who’s so anxious that she might cry right now.


  I couldn’t offer any words of consolation for the person I love.


  —However.


  “I love you, Ako.”


  Those feelings of mine were overflowing that it just naturally came out.


  “—Eh?”


  It was pretty interesting how Ako’s eyes suddenly shot open in wonder.


  As if they were trying to reflect all the illumination from the surroundings, those moist eyes of hers started to sparkle.


  “You really can be a huge bother at times, Ako.”


  It felt like what I said before wasn’t really an answer, so I continued on.


  “Even though I ask you to call me by my actual name, you still call me by my in-game name. And even though every single morning you come into my class, just when I start thinking that’s always the case, I find out that you suddenly take off from school for no reason. You haven’t really gotten any better at the game, plus, you die way too easily because of typing in chat too much.”


  “I, I’m sorry… I’m really sorry for being such a nuisance.”


  “But that’s what I love about you.”


  “Uu!”


  She waved around her hands in a fluster, but sure enough, Ako fixed her gaze on me again as she desperately said,


  “B, but, wasn’t I just selfishly pushing my own fantasies on you Rusian?”


  As Ako was trying to get the conversation back to that topic again, I said it once more.


  “I love that about you too, Ako.”


  “~~~!”


  Her cheeks were suddenly dyed beet red.


  Though I was probably already like that much, much earlier. This is so embarrassing that I feel like I could die from it.


  Ako’s really amazing isn’t she? The way she can always spout these things like it’s nothing.


  “I love you too when you’re at a loss for words.”


  “R, Rusian!”


  It’s amusing seeing Ako look like me when she’s trying to say, ‘Stop saying something so embarrassing!’.


  “See? It’s amazing right?”


  This time, I was the one avoiding looking at her as I directed my gaze towards the sky.


  I could somewhat make out the stars between the gaps in the clouds of the night sky.


  No matter how bright the surroundings were, it seems that there are still stars that can be seen.


  “No matter how uneasy I get or how incapable I think I am during those times where I feel that only regret awaits me at the end of it all, just by having you say you love me makes me feel like I could take on everything.”


  Even though I think that the real me is nothing but a hopeless otaku, Ako grants me this determination. Just by hearing the words ‘I love you’, I feel so invincible that I almost can’t believe it myself.


  I was living my life this whole time not even knowing about a simple thing like that.


  “Don’t you feel the same way too, Ako?”


  “That’s… uhm, but, in the end, I’m still just a bother right?”


  “With regards to your question from before, you could take that as an answer.”


  Misunderstanding, forcing her fantasies on to me, and being bothered by her are all things that did actually happen.


  If it’s being a bother in the general sense of the word, then she has very well been one.


  “But the meaning behind it is different. Completely different from what I said about her. Being doted upon by you is no bother at all. Though your sudden eccentric behaviors still bother me.”


  “E, eccentric you say…”


  “But more than that, you’re a lifesaver. And I’ve had a lot of fun experiences so far with a lot of pleasant memories to boot. And most of all, I love you Ako, so you don’t have to mind all of those things.”


  “…Okay.”


  Hearing the relief from her voice made me feel at ease too.


  If those things bothered you, then you should’ve just told me about it right away.


  ‘If it bothers you’ huh…


  —In fact, there are things that I’ve been wanting to ask her ever since too.


  “Hey… I have something I’d like to ask you about too.”


  I don’t know if it’s alright to be asking about it, but just let those words loose anyway.


  I lowered my gaze and looked at Ako, whose face was still beet red.


  The white snow that fell turned into water as soon as it touched my cheeks.


  “Hey Ako, haven’t you thought about it? About how it would be so much better if I were cooler or something like that?”


  “Eh?”


  In response to Ako’s dumbfounded expression, I continued.


  “‘For me to become someone who can actually protect you’, ‘Someone who can tell you to just leave everything to me so that you don’t have to suffer or do anything’, don’t you think it would be better if I was like that?”


  I took a deep breath for a moment and slowly exhaled. I took care with my words so that my voice won’t appear to be trembling.


  “That maybe it would be better if I was more like ‘Rusian’.”


  I went and said it.


  I have no greater confession I’d like to put out there, if you can call this a confession, that is.


  Is she really fine with me, being just as I am?


  Is she really satisfied being with someone like me?


  That’s the thing that’s been nagging at the back of my mind all this time that I couldn’t ask her about.


  “The game and reality are different.”


  It’s the first time I’ve said this catchphrase of mine with such conviction.


  “If it were the game, I’d be really confident with myself. Confident that I’ll always be the ideal Rusian you have in mind, Ako.”


  That I can be who I am there and still be acknowledged by everyone.


  “But the real me is different you see.”


  I’m such a pathetic guy that my hands are trembling just by asking how Ako truly feels.


  “I thought maybe you were disillusioned, not expecting that Rusian would be a person like this— that has always, always been at the back of my mind.”


  If Ako were to suddenly burst in laughter after hearing what I just said, I would probably just bite my tongue on the spot and die— but, her expression was completely different from that.


  “Y, you’re wrong.”


  Ako looked as confused as I was earlier and in a huge fluster, shook her head.


  “There’s no way I would think that! Being discontent with Rusian is something I’ve never… ah but, I do think that it would be better if you spoiled me more, or if you were a bit more physically intimate with me… Even I think you’re being a bit too prude so I have a lot to complain about that!”


  “…So that’s what you’re complaining about?”


  I wonder if she’s sexually frustrated, that Ako.


  “And that’s because I love you Rusian! I’ve never been disillusioned with you, not even once!”


  “…Uwa—”


  Just being told that caused me to relax so much that even I was astounded.


  “Thank goodness—”


  “Was that kind of thing bothering you? You should’ve told me that much earlier you know!”


  “That’s my line.”


  Just how dreadful did you think I felt during this whole time?


  Seriously, geez.


  It’s because you always lump the game and reality together that’s why I was always worried about it.


  “But… The same goes for me too.”


  Ako showed a faint smile as she said,


  “I was scared too. Scared that maybe you thought Ako was supposed to a cuter and nicer girl than this. I was always scared that maybe someday you tell me ‘this girl is not my wife’.”


  “There’s no way I would say that right? Look.”


  I brushed off the snow that had begun piling up on her hair.


  “The real Ako standing right in front of me is also an extremely cute and nice girl.”


  “…Just a little bit…”


  After giving a lighthearted laugh, Ako continued,


  “It’s the first time I ever thought that maybe I was a little bit like that.”


  “The fact you can even think like that now is good enough for me.”


  Though to me, it’s definitely not just a little bit.


  “…We really are a hopeless couple cut from the same cloth, aren’t we?”


  “…Eh?”


  “I mean that we’re pretty similar in how we think.”


  That’s right, we’re similar.


  I have no confidence in my real self after all.


  That’s why I kept insisting that the game and reality are separate, so as to not disillusion her.


  In the same manner, Ako has no confidence in her real self at all.


  That’s why she only wants to focus on her in-game self and keeps insisting that reality and the game are one and the same.


  Heck, it’s almost unbelievably ridiculous how similarly hopeless we are.


  “It’s alright to take it one step at a time.”


  The hand that I placed on her head slowly made its way to her cheek and I turned to look at her.


  “Someday, I hope that you (game) will also come to love the Ako (real) that I feel in love with.”


  Ako’s cheeks are cold. It was even colder than my frigid hands.


  It was cold enough that I don’t know if it was me or Ako that was trembling.


  “Then…”


  Just then, Ako softly placed her hand over mine.


  “Then, please also come to love the Rusian that I fell in love with.”


  “…Rusian, you say?”


  “Yes.”


  Her words were so amazingly clear that it resonated within me.


  These feelings I harbor about not being able to protect Ako in real life.


  I’m sure that I’ll be fine with them now.


  “You have a point there. I’ll do my best to do that from here on out.”


  “I’ll try to do a bit better with mine too.”


  As Ako was laughing heartily, I felt like wanting to scoot a little closer to her.


  I’m not really convinced by people saying you just have to ‘do it naturally’ when it comes to approaching girls but….


  In reality, your body really does move on its own. You move naturally as if you were being pulled in.


  “…Ako (real).”


  I intentionally said it like that so that she would hear it the way I intended to.


  I expectantly stared at her, wondering if she understood what I was getting at.


  Ako hesitates for a bit, but then slowly opens her mouth.


  “…Hideki…san?”


  She called me by my name.


  “…What’s with the question mark at the end there?”


  “I just can’t help but feel uncomfortable when I call you that but… Am I being weird?”


  “Nah, that’s just like you, Ako.”


  It’s just like her and that makes me happy.


  And I’m so happy that’s why I want to get closer to her.


  Her face, her breath, her lips, I want to get closer to it all.


  Even the bangs that I thought before to be a nuisance were now being held in place by the hairpins I gave her.


  “……”


  As I drew closer to her, seeing Ako close her eyes with all might is really cute.


  Just like this, I’ll lean closer to her and—


   


  “Onii-chaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaan! Noooooooooooooooooo!”


   


  I heard a scream from somewhere.


  It’s probably coming behind from where I’m facing right now.


  And Ako, after opening the eyes she had shut, turned her gaze towards it.


  Aaaaaaaargh geez! The mood’s all ruined now! It’s all wasted!


  “Damn it! Just what do you want?! Who the heck are you?!”


  I turned towards the source of the scream all while being visibly upset over what just happened.


  What I saw standing there was the figure of a petite person, who had short disheveled hair, looking desperate as they glared towards us.


  I can easily discern that their expression was a complete mix of both worry and anger and yet it was really familiar to me.


  And that natural light brown hair is something I know well. I also know very well that the slightly over-sized duffel coat she’s wearing is one of her favorites that she got as a present.


  And most importantly, the person herself.


  “Onii-chan, hurry up and get away from that person!”


  I know very well that that person, is indeed, my little sister.


  “Mizuki… Just what are you doing?”


  We’re you actually serious about coming to fetch me if I was late in coming home?


  Still, I’m surprised you knew that I would be here.


  “…I knew it. That’s how it is right?”


  Suddenly, Ako, who was in my arms just now, took a single step towards Mizuki.


  And then Ako, with a serious expression that doesn’t lose out to that of Mizuki’s, looked at her straight in the eye and said,
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  “You— You were Shushu-chan all along!”


  “……”


  —Ha?


  No wait, you got it wrong. Shushu is my self proclaimed little sister who’s actually a single, 35 year old right? That’s my REAL 15 year old middle schooler, little sister you’re talking to right there.


  You’re wrong, you completely got it all wrong. Marriage hunting aside, my little sister isn’t even old enough to get married yet, you know?


  “What are you saying Ako? This is my little sister, her name’s Mizuki and…”


  “Nice to meet you Ako-san. I’ll be taking my Onii-chan now.”


  “No you won’t. Rusian is mine.”


  “You two! Listen to what I’m saying please!”


  Why are you both ignoring me and just starting another Wife vs Sister-in-Law Battle again right in front of me?!


  …Again?


  It’s a bit strange to say that isn’t it?


  This should be their first time meeting each other… right…?


  “You’re the one who needs to listen Onii-chan!”


  While I was still confused as to what is going on, Mizuki continued,


  “I was worried so I wents to take a look, and as I expecteds you were being led by the nose by your stalker again and you looks like you were even about to kiss them! Didn’t you say you were properly going to put an ends to it all?!”


  So you actually went and bothered us here on purpose!


  No that’s not it. Eh? Wait, does that mean that— was actually Mizuki?


  “You… you were Shushu all along?”


  “…? That’s right, but what are you trying to say?”


  ‘Why are you asking that now?’, is the look she had on her face as she said that.


  You’re kidding. This can’t be real right?


  Then Mizuki, my actual little sister is—


  “You— you were stalking me?!”


  “Eeeh?! N, no! Of course not!”


  “And you were posing as a 35 year old single who goes on the net to find young men in her rush to get married?!”


  “Just what were you thinking attributing all those things to me?!”


  “…Don’t tell me that’s actually the case and before you knew it, you’ve turned Shushu into that kind of character!”


  That happens often in online games after all.


  “You’re so mean! And here I was trying so hard to get your stalker off your back Onii-chan!”


  “No, no, I’m telling you the stalker here is you.”


  “There’s no reason for me to stalk you Onii-chan!”


  …Well you’re probably right. You’re my little sister after all.


  Then just what the heck is happening here?


  While I was in my confused state, Mizuki thrust her finger towards my general direction and firmly states,


  “Onii-chan’s stalker is that person over there!”


  Eh… Ako?


  “M, me?!”


  “Why would you say Ako is a stalker?”


  She’s wrong right? She’s completely got it wrong right? I inquired as I turned my face towards Ako.


  “It’s not like Ako is stalking me or anything you know? Why would you jump to that sort of conclusion?”


  “But she was spouting delusional things like you’re husband and wife in real life too just because you got married in the game, and while she’s all delusional she keeps following you around, laying the groundwork for her scheme as she goes, and she even introduced you to her family with her ultimate goal making you take responsibility for her! That’s clearly what you’d calls a stalker!”


  “…”


  “……”


  I inadvertently looked away from Ako.


  Err, see, that’s what you call the magic of Words. There’s that saying about ‘It’s not what you say, but how you say it’ after all.


  “…I, I can’t really give you a definite reason why for now, but just know that you got it all wrong. It’s all a misunderstanding!”


  “If you didn’t tell me earlier that you love me, I would have probably died right here on spot…”


  “Get a hold of yourself, Ako!”


  “Now move away Onii-chan! That person, Ako-san, is a witch!”


  “Quit it Mizuki!”


  “Onii-chan move away! I can’t kill her otherwise!”


  “Hmph! I already did that before!”


  “And it’s been half a year since then too!”


  Everything’s all messed up!


  Someone, anyone, please help!


  Somebody call a guy!


  “I have heard your pleas!”


  Just then, I heard a sharp voice coming from the sides.


  “Nishimura! Ako! I’m here now so it’s all going to be alright!”


  The small figure of someone with twintails approached us along with that familiar voice.


  “Segawa? Why are you…?”


  “Sorry to have made you wait, Rusian.”


  “You’re even here too Master…”


  The two of them approached from the side opposite of Mizuki.


  Why are you two here? Didn’t you go home already?


  “E, err…?”


  Segawa flashed a smile towards the obviously confused Mizuki and said,


  “I’m Segawa Akane. I’m Nishimura’s… the older brother Nishimura’s classmate you see. Nice to meet you.”


  “I’m the one who serves as the student council president for the school, Maegasaki High, that your brother attends. My name is Goshouin Kyou.”


  “Ah, yes. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”


  With the appearance of her unknown Senpais, Mizuki coyly bowed her head.


  You can make do without trying to act friendly there.


  “What’s the matter? Why are you two here together?”


  “You two were acting a bit strange so we were secretly tailing you, but that unexpected kiss scene caused great shock to Schwein so I apologize if we were a bit late with our intervention.”


  “S, shaddup! I wasn’t shocked at all! And actually Nishimura, that thing earlier, uhm… did you actually do it?”


  “There’s no need to confirm that is there?”


  “But we couldn’t see it clearly from where we were looking right?!”


  “Well, it was pretty close but we got interrupted so we didn’t actually…”


  It was really just a few millimetres off.


  It was so close that a single push from a gust of wind and we would’ve probably done it.


  “…Hee—, so you didn’t do it after all huh?”


  This is no time to be feeling relieved.


  So you’re one of those types who don’t like it when your friends get ahead of you in climbing the stairway to adulthood huh?


  “T, that’s right! The mood was so much better than anything we’ve had before! It’s still not too late! Let’s kiss!”


  “Sorry, doing that in front of my little sister and my friends is a bit…”


  “Uuuuuuuu!”


  Ako stomped on the ground in protest.


  Right beside Segawa, who had this expression of great relief, Master seemed to be having fun whilst she was watching us.


  And then Mizuki alternated her curious gaze between us as she said,


  “…Onii-chan, are you actually unexpectedly popular?”


  “There’s no way I would be…”


  My mind and body are all tired out so that was the best reply I could muster.


  Man, I don’t even know what’s going on anymore.


  “Getting back to the topic, Mizuki-chan, was it? So you were Shushu huh?”


  “Yes, I believe I’ve already mentioned that right from the start.”


  “…Yeah, you were calling him Onii-chan from the get go, weren’t you?”


  That’s right. Mizuki may have mentioned that right from the very beginning but.


  I didn’t think that my real life sister would actually be in the game.


  Though I’ve heard of some horror stories where the person’s marriage partner in-game was actually his own mother.


  “Sorry, I thought you were some kind Miss Understanding who was proclaiming herself to be my little sister…”


  “Eeeeeeeeh?!”


  And what’s more, I thought you were a 35 year old single to boot.


  “But along the way, I thought that maybe she was actually the real thing…”


  So that’s why you weren’t that vigilant about it all, huh Ako… Say it, at least mention it when you sense something like that…


  “True, I was with her when she was doing the tutorial so I suppose it makes sense for her to say that I taught her how to play the game…”


  “In the first place Onii-chan, the only stuffs you taught me are how to use the PC and how to connect to the internets to play the game.”


  I knew she has been tinkering a lot with the laptop in the living room a lot recently… But to think she was actually just playing online games to take a break from studying huh…


  “I suppose that also explains why it was easy for you to look up Ako’s house… You’re my little sister after all…”


  “It wasn’t easy at all… A student prepping for her exam wasted a whole day just because she had to tail her Onii-chan’s stalker that he was flirting around with!”


  “So you tailed us during our date?!”


  “After Onii-chan and her parted at the station, I completely followed Ako-san back home to find out where she lived.”


  If it’s just Ako’s house then you could’ve just asked me… No that’s not it, just what is with all that useless effort…


  “For you to go that far, it must mean you’ve really misunderstood Ako as a stalker huh…”


  “Misunderstood… Is it really a misunderstanding?”


  Mizuki stared at Ako intently and then frowned.


  “Ako-san is someone you got to know, got along with, and got married to in the game right? But using that as a basis to start dating in real life is weird, isn’t it?”


  “It’s not weird at all. We’re in a proper loving relationship.”


  “But you saids you fell in love in the game!”


  “Just what is so different between real life and the game?!”


  “They’re completely different!”


  I feel like I’ve heard this kind of argument before.


  So this is what it looks like to watch me and Ako bicker from the sides huh.


  Seeing my little sister lash out on Ako, I’ve finally gained an objective viewpoint on things for the first time.


  “…Yeah, I can’t see this as anything but the two of them getting along.”


  “I know right?”


  “No we’re not!”


  “No we aren’t!”


  “No, no, you really are. You look like a pair of sisters after all.”


  After exhaling for a bit, I put my hand on Mizuki’s shoulder.


  And just like that, I gently pulled her away from Ako and towards me.


  “Listen, Mizuki.”


  “…What is it, Onii-chan?”


  “I know you were doing your best for my sake, but I’m sorry. I know that my meeting with Ako was really, well, uhh… you know, it’s like that but…”


  “Rusian—?!”


  Even if you cry, the truth is that our first meeting was like that so it couldn’t be helped right?


  I can’t blame Mizuki for misunderstanding because of that. She’s not at fault at all.


  “You see, it was my fault for not being able to tell you because I was embarrassed.”


  It’s my fault.


  I should have just been completely honest with her the first time we talked about Ako.


  “You see Mizuki, I love Ako.”


  “You’re talking about the game right?”


  “Whether it’s the game or not doesn’t really matter here, you know?”


  It’s really embarrassing to say it though.


  “Even if we didn’t get to know each other in-game, or even if Ako didn’t fall in love with me, I undoubtedly still would have fallen in love with Ako.”


  I hugged Ako by her shoulders and brought the two of us in front of Mizuki as I said,


  “It’s not about whether it’s the game or real life… the fact is just that, I love this girl.”


  “Rusian…”


  After nodding at Ako, who was giving me a mellow look, I look at Mizuki in the eye and said,


  “If possible, I’d like for the two of you to get along well.”


  “Uuu, but… the cause of all this is the Miss Understanding Stalker…”


  “I’m telling you that’s all wrong.”


  I feel like Mizuki’s stubbornness was mixed with something like the feelings of jealousy a little sister has upon seeing her brother being stolen away by someone else.


  After all, for Mizuki, I’ve been there for her ever since the moment she was born.


  But likewise, I think that I too would share that kind of sentiment if someone ever comes to take my little sister away from me someday.


  I’ve been watching over her ever since she was born after all.


  “I’m begging you, Mizuki.”


  I said that smiling, to that little sister of mine.


  “After all, I feel that I would be marrying this girl someday.”


  “Eh…”


  While Mizuki was stupefied, I continued.


  “She’ll be your big sister in the future you know?”


  “…Uuuuuuuu.”


  Mizuki let out a grumble, looked down and shook her head.


  I guess it won’t fly after all huh? Her gestures tell me just how uneasy she is after all.


  But after a while,


  “—Onii-chan…”


  She started to murmur something.


  “Likes spicy food. And it’s not the really spicy kind, just the mildly spicy but delicious ones… like Curry, or Mapo Tofu…”


  “…Mizuki?”


  What are you saying all of a sudden?


  Just when I was about to say that, Ako’s reaction to it was much faster.


  “Ah… Yes! I’ll take note of it right away!”


  “And to add, Onii-chan doesn’t really like sweet dishes. Stuff like sweet pumpkin, sweet omelets, and sweet potatoes are definitely out of the question. But he likes his desserts sweet, so it’s really bothersome.”


  “I see! That explains why his reaction to the chestnut rice before was kind of weird. So that’s why!”


  “Err, hello…? Ako…? Mizuki…?”


  For some reason, I feel like I’m being ignored by two people that have finally understood each other.


  “……Haa.”


  After I stared at them like that for a while, Mizuki properly raised her head and looked towards Ako.


  “This person, while good at looking after others, isn’t really good at remembering the things he’s done, doesn’t really think things through, and loves dealing with troublesome people even though he’s the most troublesome of them all, a really hopeless big brother but…”


  Hey now, you didn’t have to say all that right?


  Honestly, I was a bit hurt by what she said there, but she paid me no mind as she continued,


  “But, he’s my precious big brother.”


  After saying that, Mizuki meekly bowed her head.


  “…Please take good care of my big brother.”


  “Shu, Shushu-chan—!”


  Ako seemed like she was overcome with emotion as she went to hug Mizuki all the while being teary-eyed.


  “Please! Call me Onee-san! You may refer to me as your Onee-san from now on!”


  “……eh—”


  After thinking for a while, Mizuki truly annoyed as she said,


  “I don’t wanna…”


  “Why not—?!”


  The sound of Ako’s cries echoed all throughout the park.


  My goodness, it really has been one heck of a Christmas.


  But finally, at long last, everything has ended, I suppose.


  “Now then, it’s pretty late so how about we go home?”


  ‘For starters, I guess we’ll head back home first so I can drop off Mizuki there, then I can see Ako to her house after’, is what I was thinking when Ako, who Mizuki had successfully ran away from, approached me.


  “Rusian, Rusian.”


  “Hm? What’s the matter Ako?”


  Ako was staring at me earnestly while still being a bit teary-eyed.


  “Rusian, I feel the same way too.”


  I could feel a fierce passion behind her moist eyes as she said that.


  “…You feel the same way?”


  “I love Rusian very much too.”


  “……I see.”


  “That’s why even if we didn’t happen to meet in-game, we’d still be a married couple right!”


  Ah, this is bad.


  My attempts to persuade Mizuki from before did a Critical Hit on Ako’s heart!


  “These confessions are getting too passionate aren’t they…”


  “He did say he’d marry her someday and the sort after all.”


  “Jeez! You reap what you sow.”


  “I love you very much—! Let’s get married Rusian!”


  “Uwaaaaaaaaaaaa! I was so close toooooo!”


  I looked up towards the night sky, about to cry.


  The falling snow had considerably thinned out and I could see the night sky peeking out beyond it.


  It had already stopped snowing.


  Epilogue - The Black Hair Ako
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  The next day, that is, December 25th.


  In Japan, the eve of the 24th of December gets treated as the main event, but the date of the actual holiday is on the 25th.


  Rusian: So there you have it, please just let them know that.


  Shushu: You could’ve just messaged them or told them on LINE you know…


  Rusian: The faster the better you know?


  After I asked Shushu, who had just logged in, to drop a message by my parents for me, I let out a huge sigh.


  Rusian: It’s not like the two of them are going to mind if I don’t come home right?


  Shushu: That’s not true at all. Mom misses you.


  Rusian: That so?


  I thought that maybe they wouldn’t mind if their son wasn’t at home during Christmas.


  Shushu: Dad looked kind of gloomy too.


  Rusian: Tell the old man that I’ve found myself a cute wife.


  Shushu: I won’t say that…


  She seemed like she was also voicing her disappointment at me as she said that.


  Shushu: Come to think of it, where’s Ako-san? Is she not there?


  Rusian: Ako is


  I thought about it for a bit, and then began typing out in chat.


  Rusian: sleeping right here, beside me.


  Shushu: Jeez! You really shouldn’t go telling your little sister such things!


  Shushu has logged out.


  But you know, it actually wasn’t a joke. She’s really sleeping beside me after all.


  “Waaake up Akooo.”


  And so, I called out to Ako who was lying on the bed with her eyes closed.


  “Mmm— If you give me a wake up kiss then I might do that—”


  Aren’t you already awake then?


  After missing out on doing it with the best mood and timing yesterday, do you really think I’ll just decide to lose my first kiss here? You idiot.


  “I’ll give you a chop with all of my might while shouting out Recovery—”


  “Please no violence—”


  Ako rolled on top of the bed while sobbing.


  “Christmas is going to end soon you know?”


  “Is it that late already?”


  She finally got up.


  This girl really doesn’t care how she looks like in front of me, does she?


  But then again, she doesn’t get mad at me if I’m the one acting sloppy in front her either.


  The fact that I’m thankful she’s like that makes me realize that we really are a hopeless couple cut from the same cloth.


  “And heck, it might be a bit late to say this now, but the last train has already left right? Are you sure it’s okay for me to stay the night?”


  “Of course!”


  Saying that, Ako clenched her fist with a fire burning in her eyes.


  “I didn’t expect Mom and Dad to not only spend the night outside, but they didn’t come back home on Christmas day too… If I don’t spend this time with my husband too, then I will feel like I’ve lost to her!”


  You should just admit your defeat. She’s been in this competition for years now after all.


  “Well, it’s Christmas after all, so I guess spending it together—”


  Suddenly, I heard the sound of a car driving by.


  “—isn’t… too… bad?”


  It stopped right in front of the house.


  “Oh?”


  “Ah, that sounds like our car.”


  “Ooooh?!”


  Isn’t that bad then?!


  I haven’t gotten permission from your parents to come over today you know?!


  And in no time at all, I heard the sound of a key clattering as it was being inserted into the lock.


  “So they’re finally home huh?”


  “‘So they’re finally home huh’, my ass! What do I do? Do I jump out of the window?”


  “Eh? But—”


  When I opened the door to Ako’s room, I could voices coming from the front door.


  “Ara, a boy’s shoes?”


  “Has Hideki-kun dropped by for a visit?”


  “They’ve already found me out?!”


  Uwaaaaaaaaaaaa! Why didn’t I hide my shoes earlier?!


  Idiot! I’m such an idiot!


  “Let’s go meet them! Dad has been talking about wanting to have a long talk with you too after all.”


  “Introducing your parents to a boy who slipped into a girl’s house on Christmas to play video games with her is definitely out of the question!”


  “If we don’t properly tell them about our engagement then it won’t be any good.”


  “Please stop that! Seriously! Give me a break!”


  That matter is no joke!


  I went pale from Ako’s outrageous speech and behavior.


  We’re still the same as before, but if there’s one thing that’s changed…


  “It was just a joke, you know—”


  It’s that Ako, who used to keep seriously proposing that until now, is now able to joke about it.


  Ako smiled mischievously as she gently pulled out the hairpin that held her hair in place.


  “Yeah.”


  She poked at her bangs as it fell down and then proceeded to adorn it with the hairpin that she seems to cherish so much.


  “Let’s go Rusian. They’ll start to get suspicious if we take our time you know?”


  “Y, yeah.”


  Maybe it’s the effect of me getting closer to Ako.


  I feel like Ako has gotten just a bit closer to me.


  The present, used only during our time together, shone brightly as if it were a testament to that.


   


   


  Afterword


   


  Reporting into the Raid Chat.


  It’s been a while, or maybe, in an unlikely turn of events, this may be our first time meeting so nice to meet you.


  This is the author, Kineko Shibai.


  ‘Netoge no Yome wa Onnanoko Janai to Omotta?’ has finally reached Lv. 6.


  I really feel like this series could up all the way to job change and hit Lv. 10 but this series’ aim is to reach until ‘Netoge no Yome wa Onnanoko Janai to Omotta Transcendent Lv. 1’, so there are still 94 volumes left. There’s still a lot more work to do before then, isn’t there?


  It feels like the author himself is enjoying this series more and more, but if the readers enjoy it with him as well, then that would be for the best.


   


  By the way, this is a personal story, but it’s another chapter from the story about the ‘Female Character who I married long ago, cheated on me with another girl so I divorced her’.


  Actually, I’ve mentioned the pitiful story of ‘A female character just NTRed me’ to a good friend of mine in-game. Without even laughing or getting surprised, he just calmly told me this:


  “…Yeah, I figured that would happen.”


  If he’d already known that much about it, then I figured it was probably my fault for not realizing it.


  I’ve already given up on everything relating to marriage.


  I’ve finished my report on the Raid Chat.


   


  Now that I’ve finished with my double agent act, it’s time for the credits.


  To the illustrator, Hisasi-san, who even though is currently busy due to his new publication still managed to draw everyone cutely this time around too, thank you very much.


  ‘I’ve really been a huge problem to you this time huh?’ is what I wanted to write here for Editor-san, but I realized that I’m always being a huge bother to him anyway. I’m really sorry. I’m really sorry. Thank you very much.


  To Ishigami Kazui-san, the person responsible for the manga in Comicalize and drew cute art of everyone on top of all the interesting jokes, it was seriously funny and cute that I enjoyed it very much. I thank you from the bottom of my heart.


  And finally, to all the readers who bought this book, thank you very much.


  Now then, if fate permits it, then let us meet again.


  This was Kineko Shibai.


   


  TL note: The Transcendent Level 1 is a reference to Ragnarok Online’s rebirth system where you can go back to Level 1 with higher stats/new job options once you reach Level 99. The bit about job change at level 10 is also a reference to the same game as you can get your first class change at job level 10 as a Novice. Also, reminder that message of thanks for readers in the afterword is only for the ones who bought it. If you want to stop being a leech, remember to buy the works to support the author.
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