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  Prologue: Who Decided That the Romcom Starts Now?


  Part 1


  The world of romantic comedy.


  Packed with the dreams and aspirations of youths, it is the supreme utopia.


  I mean, isn’t that the truth?


  Is there anyone who wouldn’t want to lead an uplifting school life with a pretty girl? How about any fellows who would rather not have the chance to connect with attractive girls, who aren’t their type? I’m positive there isn’t anyone who would pass up the chance to pay respect to a certain girl’s swimsuit-clad figure or to have a lucky-pervert moment, saying that they couldn’t care less. Besides that, how about having a blast with good friends at a school festival, or wearing a yukata to a fireworks display, or going on a hot spring trip for Christmas? Have you never wanted to try any of that? 


  At the very least, if you’re a fan of romcoms like I am, then I’m sure you’ve had the thought at least once. That you’d like to live a dramatic, fulfilling school life just like in the story.


  However, the reality is different from romcoms.


  As for why, I ─


  Don’t have a little sister. No childhood friend. No classmate who’s an idol. No mysterious senpai. No sociable kouhai. No useless beauty of a homeroom teacher. No violent tsundere character. No sly impish character. No older sister character who writes novels. No neighbor who’s an angel character. No bothersome best friend’s imouto character. Far from that, I don’t even have a close male friend. I don’t share any distinctive past with anyone, and there isn’t a single person who started with maximum affection for me.


  On top of that, I ─


  Can’t write novels. Can’t draw pictures. Can’t compose music. Can’t play any instruments. To say nothing of being unable to make games, I’m not even good at playing them. While I’m not as tongue-tied as an introvert, it’s not like I excel at communication like the outgoing types either. Although I might not dislike studies or sports, I’m a long way from the top.


  If I had to mention things I do better than others, it would be that I’ve won a prize in a prefectural independent research competition before and that I earn more than some people might from my part-time job of data entry. That’s about it. Aside from that kind of trait which sounds pathetic when I say it, I don’t have anything.


  As for the finishing blow, in my reality ─


  Exciting coming-of-age events never happen. Even the ordinary, everyday parts don’t take place on their own. Having anything like a fan service episode is absurd.


  Impossible to progress into a romcom development with a heroine ─ not by coincidence, not by chance, and not out of circumstance.


  …For me, who is living in that kind of reality.


  For me, who is simply one out of the millions of romcom fans in the country.


  Is it impossible to live the days of my youth like a romcom after all?


  As if I could accept such a thing.


  Be it an ordinary person, a delinquent, a loner, an otaku, a non-riajuu, or a transcendental riajuu ─ no matter who they are, romcoms are a place in which they can play a leading role.


  A romcom is where you can become the protagonist while remaining yourself.


  That is why even I who have absolutely nothing should be able to have a romcom.


  Nevertheless, if a romcom is impossible in reality ─


  Then I just need to remake it so that it becomes possible.


  *


  The April wind was still a little chilly.


  Step by step, I purposefully made my way up the school building’s outdoor stairs.


  After passing by the umpteenth landing, what appeared before me was a metal, fence-like door close to two meters in height. Its stainless steel doorknob had a small keyhole.


  I gulped down my saliva, then slowly turned the handle.


  The door opened with a click ─ without any resistance. All right! Just as the information said!


  Just as expected, today, at this time. This door had not been locked!


  I stepped over the boundary line, light on my feet.


  Spreading out before my eyes was a deserted rooftop.


  As well as a blazing red sunset, which took up half of my field of vision.


  “Wonderful. Isn’t this the perfect ‘youth spot’?! I have! Finally! Come this far~!”


  Unable to contain my excitement, without thinking, I faced the sky and yelled. At last. With this, the “Project”Keikaku can begin in earnest.


  I suddenly recalled the days that had led up to this point, my eyes burning.


  The period before entering high school.


  I had spent all of that time, which lasted about a year, working on my plan.


  I, who lacked the basic ability to make a romcom a reality, had decided to devote my time to do the things I could do ─ research and constant practice, to make up for that which I lacked.


  I would research all kinds of information and accumulate it in a database, learn how to analyze that acquired data to use it effectively, and practice every single thing repetitively to make my body memorize it.


  By diligently making such preparations, I had honed methods for resisting this unreasonable reality.


  There were plenty of times when things went wrong. There were even times when I felt like I was going to fall apart.


  But I’ve witnessed the protagonist who used to say “Life is a shitty game” ─ conquer the game of life with a single-minded effort.


  No matter how far and difficult the path is, if you stick to it and never give up, you can change reality.


  Besides, the transcendental riajuu who I admire, no, God had once said this. “Reach for the moon.”


  Even if it’s an unattainable ideal, keep pushing your way forward.


  I’ve worked hard until this day, raising that flag of determination. There might have been ups and downs, but that is how I arrived at this place.


  No longer is there an ordinary person who simply longs for a romantic comedy.


  Now, I am already ─ the “protagonist” known as Nagasaka Kouhei!


  “Calm down… calm down, me…”


  I glance at the time on my smartphone.


  Just fifteen more minutes until “she,” the target, would arrive.


  Perhaps out of nervousness, my fingers have grown completely cold, to the point that I feel like my whole body will shiver if I lose focus.


  “Damn it, don’t get nervous now. Get yourself together. It’s the first ‘event,’ you know. My romcom starts now! …Wait, that’s something you get at the ending scene. Not a good sign! Yeah, I never said that!”


  While performing that kind of stupid one-man comedy skit, I wander around the entrance in an attempt to regain my composure.


  Ah, but that monologue was just like what a romcom protagonist would say. After all, it’s standard for the protagonist to mutter things to themselves in places where nobody is around. Excellent, all that practice is paying off!


  That made me feel a little better. But right after, there was the sound of a door opening behind me.


  Wait, they’re already here?! That’s earlier than I expected!


  As I hear the sound of footsteps approaching from behind, my heartbeat accelerates.


  It’s fine, it’ll be fine. As long as I do this just like how I practiced, it’s sure to go well.


  One huge, deep breath.


  Slapping my cheeks, I bring myself back to life.


  My reality is not the world of romcom.


  That is why I ─


  “I won’t accept a reality like that. If I can’t have a romcom in this worldreality… then I’ll remake it from the ground up.”


  Now, let’s begin.


  It’s the dawn of my “Project”Keikaku ─ the “Romcom in Reality Plan”!


  


  Part 2


  “Kiyosato Mei-san, I-I like you! Please go out with me!”


  Turning around, I yell out loud, vigorously bowing my head.


  The confession I had put my all into disappears as if swallowed up by the sunset sky.


  I wait for her reaction.


  My heart pounds throughout my entire body, feeling like it could burst at any moment.


  She lingered at the entrance to the rooftop, silent and bewildered. Then, after a short pause, she spoke apologetically.


  “Ah… um. How should I put this… I’m sorry.”


  A common, but clear and unambiguous rejection, echoes across the rooftop with just the two of us.


  The evening breeze of a still-cold spring blew quickly through the air between us.


  Is that… so. The hoarse words escape my mouth.


  My vision is distorted, and I can’t see anything.


  I’ve just been rejected… by her.


  She was supposed to be the most beautiful girl in our year.


  Her trademark was silky black hair and a mole underneath her right eye. Always cheerful and kind, with a charming smile like the sun, she was a girl who seems like an angel.


  Our homes happened to be in the same direction, and we often rode the same bus. During our silly conversations, we coincidentally discovered that we shared the same hobby of reading, and by chance liked the same books, getting so absorbed in conversation that I almost forgot to get off the bus at my stop.


  And, upon our parting.


  Against the backdrop of the town dyed in the sunset, with a big wave of her hand saying “See you tomorrow,” I saw her smile ─ and ended up falling in love.


  I had dreamed of living my future high school life together with her.


  I wanted to see her smile at a distance closer than anyone else. Such were my thoughts.


  Wanting to convey those feelings, I had placed the letterlove letter in her shoebox and called her up to the rooftop like this.


  “Oh yeah. This is great. This is super good!”


  Didn’t that feel just like a romcom monologue?!


  No, hold on, hold on. It’s still too early to get excited. The “event” is still underway. I can’t let my guard down until it’s over.


  Umm, let me see, the next monologue, the next narrative ─ 

Trying to conceal the tears that had suddenly welled up, I looked up at the sky.


  I had prepared myself for this outcome.


  She was kind to everyone, so it wasn’t like I alone was a special existence. This was something I had known from the beginning. And yet. Even so, as expected.


  There was no way I was going to give up just because I had confessed my feelings once, or just because I had been rejected once.


  “…Sorry for doing this so suddenly. Without any warning. It must have been a bother, right?”


  “Hey, just a sec. Hey.”


  Even if it was shameful, even if it was uncool, I wanted to be close to her.


  “But, I don’t want our relationship up until now to fade because of this.”


  “No, like I was saying…”


  Perhaps one day, she would turn around to look back at me… as if. But I still wanted to cling to that tiny possibility.


  “I know what I’m saying is selfish. But… I hope that we can continue to be good friends from now on… Is that no good, after all?”


  “As I said, stop it for just a sec, okay?”


  Come on, what’s your problem? I was just getting to the best part. Or rather this reaction feels different from what I had expected.


  According to her personality data, this should be where she says “…Yeah, I understand. Okay, this shall be a secret between the two of us, Naga— no, Kouhei-kun.” with an angelic smile. That kind of reply.


  With my body still facing the sky, I glance at her appearance with my eyes. Her silky black hair, dyed red by the setting sun… no, wait. Isn’t it too red for black hair?


  “That’s enough already, just look at me.”


  Just as I’m told, I turn my face back to stare at the figure in front of me, squinting my eyes.


  A short skirt, casually-worn uniform, and the hair which reaches below her shoulders is a permed wavy brown.


  The trademark mole under her eye… is nowhere to be found.


  ……


  W-What?!


  “You’ve completely got the wrong person… also, I don’t think you should be confessing in this situation. To be frank, you’re asking for too much and it’s creepy.”


  “C-Creepy!? It’s the perfect ‘Confession Event,’ you know?!”


  The month of April, during the spring of my first year in high school. It looks like, as expected, Nagasaka Kouhei’smy reality won’t become a romcom so conveniently.


  


  Part 3


  “Hey, shouldn’t you order something?”


  Those words snapped me out of my daze as I sat slumped on my chair.


  The current location was a hamburger place with an “M” on it. I was seated in a corner.


  “Eh?”


  “Don’t ‘Eh’ me. If you aren’t going to, won’t you be a nuisance to them?”


  The person saying this sat down in front of me with a tray loaded with an apple pie, a milkshake, and few pancakes. Isn’t that too excessive of sweet things?


  “Go on, hurry up.”


  With their hand waving at me to hurry me up, I hurriedly stood up from my seat.


  As I headed towards the thinly populated cash register, I thought to myself with my head still in a daze.


  Again, why is this happening?


  It should have been the “Confession Event” that I worked so hard to see carried out, and yet the person who appeared at the scene was not the target “girlfriend” Kiyosato Mei-san, but a girl I had never met before.


  My mind is in a complete panic from the unexpected trouble, though I had tried to cover it up somehow.


  However, my explanation had been a complete mess, and the result had been a somewhat irritated “How about you try to speak in proper Japanese first?” reply.


  We were also fast approaching the time limit for being on the rooftop, and so I hurriedly said “This place is a little inconvenient, why don’t we have tea over some talk?” and made her some incomprehensible offer.


  As a result, I was now stuck at this store with this girl, spending cafe time in style.


  By the way, I checked the shoe boxes when we were leaving, and Kiyosato-san’s shoes were gone together with the letter that should have been put there. Seeing that blocked the last glimmer of hope that she just hadn’t realized it yet, and the event was confirmed as a complete failure.


  Ah, damn it. Why did things turn out this way?


  At the register, I ordered a random milkshake while talking to myself.


  I had made sure that the target had finished with club activities and was back in the school building, and when I left the letter, her shoes had definitely been there. I had also surely done it at a time of day when no one would interfere and had been convinced that my preparations were flawless. And yet.


  No. No matter the reason, failure is a failure.


  That’s alright though, for I have firmly taken to heart the teaching “In life, it’s when you lose that you gain experience points” from Life’s Strategy Guide’s unrivaled Demon Lo— I mean, distinguished Perfect Heroine. I’ll change things up and keep on rising to the challenge, yeah!


  Upon thinking that, pulling myself together, I nodded in acknowledgment to the employee giving me a dubious look and collected my milkshake. From there, instead of returning to my seat straight away, I hid in the shadow of a pillar.


  At any rate, it wasn’t like I was going to proceed with a cordial cafe time together with that girl.


  It’d be great if a simple apology of “I got the wrong person, my bad!” were enough to settle things, but considering the slight possibility of her telling someone else about this incident, things could get troublesome.


  After all, she was someone who had called that event planned with all of my being creepy. It’s standard fare for those who don’t understand the appeal of a by-the-book setting to immediately jump to criticizing with the words “plagiarized” or “unoriginal” in an Amazon review or on social networking services. She might even expose my stupidity to the whole world just for fun.


  Even supposing that she didn’t go that far, having a negative reputation spread throughout the class and school would be nothing but bad for the plan. Only two weeks had passed since the start of school, and in the current state of affairs where I was yet to even establish solid human relationships, that was something I wanted to avoid at all costs.


  Therefore, I need to keep her silent on this incident somehow. My actions should have that as a top priority goal.


  After coming to that conclusion, I stepped out from behind the pillar and took a look at my target. She was silently devouring the sweetness, all the while remaining expressionless.


  All things considered, she had followed me pretty willingly.


  That girl had responded to my crazy suggestion by saying “Well, as long as it doesn’t take too long.”


  I’m the kind of guy who makes what she calls creepy confessions. Furthermore, it was our first time meeting, and we were of the opposite sex. Normally, would someone in her position agree to go to a café with a guy like that?


  Ah. Could it be that she has the tsundere attribute or something? After all, the word “creepy” becomes a compliment if translated from tsundere.


  In the first place, being at a café with a girl I’m not acquainted with? It’s almost like a dating sim game production group is about to be formed! In other words, couldn’t you already call this a romcom?!


  Wait. No, calm down.


  That kind of cheap interpretation doesn’t apply to reality.


  Even if from a glance the story seems to be developing in that direction, it doesn’t necessarily mean that the other party will conveniently do the favor of acting as a character or cast member in a romcom.


  That is something that I should have known well enough by now.


  I slapped my cheeks with both hands and corrected my negligence.


  Listen up, don’t forget the basic principle.


  The first thing you have to do for a romcom is to gather information.


  Going back to the basics, I observed every inch of the girl’s outward appearance.


  In my worn-out state, I hadn’t been able to observe her properly, but… as expected, maybe she’s someone I know of?


  Hair, medium-length, just below the shoulders. Hair ends, loose and wavy, a casual perm. Hair color, a shade of brown that made it difficult to tell if it was dyed or natural.


  Wearing a thin sweater under her uniform blazer, and a narrow bracelet on her arm. The skirt shorter than the stipulated length, and she seems to be wearing makeup but not to the extent that it stands out. In terms of impression, her overall appearance is like a JK that isn’t quite a gyaru.


  Her facial features were straight and tidy, and rather than cute, she was the pale-faced type of beauty. The special characteristic would be the color of her eyes, as her irises, perhaps with a lighter pigmentation than most people, seemed to be tinged red. Though there is the possibility that she was wearing colored contacts.


  Also, her figure and regions of the body regarded as important by most boys were lacking presence. If coupled with height then you could say she was the model type, but due to her stature being average at best, she was merely fla— Ah, perhaps it would be correct to say she had a smart figure.


  The tie color, which represents one’s school year, was yellow. She’s a first-year, just like me.
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  I suppose that’s about all that can be gleaned from her outward appearance.


  Well, that should be enough for the keywords.


  I took out my smartphone and tapped the familiar shortcut icon. Then, I quickly entered the acquired information in the search window on the page displayed.


  HAIRSTYLE: wavy perm / HAIR COLOR: brown / APPEARANCE: smart / BREASTS: flat


  PERFORM SEARCH


  The number of matches, one.


  “I see… so this is why it didn’t click the first time I saw her. She’s in the fifth class, so the E class for those who want to get into national universities. Her rank is C, which means that commoner mode is appropriate, huh…?”


  Making sure that I more or less had the necessary elements in my head, I then tucked my smartphone into my breast pocket.


  Then, I took a deep breath.


  I don’t have a lot of cards in my hand. Plus, it’s face-to-face interaction, which has never been my forte.


  However, remember all the hardships you went through up to this point, me! For what purpose have I accumulated and cultivated so much?


  It’s so early in the game that we’re not even out of the “prologue” yet. There’s no that way I’m letting it come to a closebad end!


  Pulling myself together, I grabbed my milkshake which was beginning to turn damp from condensation, and returned to my seat.


  Realizing that I had returned, The girltarget, apparently having finished her milkshake, placed the cup on her tray, then squinted at me.


  “…Didn’t you take a little too long to order? I’m almost done eating here.”


  Huh? Already?


  When I shifted my gaze to the tray, I saw the remains of various containers scattered about.


  Whoa… I can taste the sweetness in my mouth just from imagining it… wait no, that’s not important.


  “Ah, um… my bad, the register was a little busy.”


  “The place looks pretty empty to me though.”


  “T-They were a little shorthanded.”


  “Hmm.”


  Still expressionless, her reply was in a tone that conveyed a lack of interest.


  N-Not good. I can’t let that one weird part disrupt my pace. Everything’s normal. Just act normal.


  As I catch my breath, I remember my setting.


  Not too showy, and not too passive. Upbeat and easy to talk to, but serious when it comes to the important parts. The ever-reliable class representative. Extremely normal appearance, but his suitably refined grooming gives a refreshing impression of an ikemen. That slightly cool guy, that’s who I am.


  “So? How long are you planning to stay silent?”


  Alright, let’s go!


  I speak each word carefully, all the while assembling the argument’s development in my mind.


  “Um… first, I’m sorry for surprising you. I was a little confused by the unexpected situation, so I might have said some strange things. Let me explain so there’s no misunderstanding.”


  Thus, I begin to talk in a serious tone of voice. It’s a prior warning that what I’m about to say is true. And while we’re at it, I won’t forget to cover for the mistakes I made.


  “I’m sure you already know this, but… I was there to confess to a girl I like. I asked her to come up to the roof at that exact time. Haha, I was so nervous that I couldn’t look straight at the face of the person who turned up… and without me realizing it was someone else, that ended up happening.”


  Saying that I turn my face to the side, as if slightly embarrassed.


  When confessing, anyone would be nervous and unable to keep calm. So it’s not strange to make a mistake that would usually never happen, okay? It’s a statement with that intention.


  The story is half true and half fabricated. It’s a technique to make the story believable while still hiding your true intentions, by accurately stating the part which is an objective fact and mixing in lies for the part about your feelings.


  “But I’m really serious about it. Sure, I may have messed up a little this time, but I have no intention of giving up simply because of that.”


  Here, I look at her in the eye and state it clearly.


  Repeatedly emphasizing my seriousness, and implicitly advising that I would appreciate her not making any unnecessary jokes for the fun of it. I’m still going to proceed with my plan to confess, so don’t get in my way. It carried that meaning as well.


  …I suppose that’s it for the preparation.


  Now for the heart of the matter.


  “So it would be a great help to me if you could avoid spreading rumors about this incident.”


  I straighten my posture and slowly lower my head, keeping in mind a 45-degree angle. The key is to make sure it’s not too deep or too shallow. Either of those would result in an unnatural impression.


  “Please.”


  And the whole time, I maintain this stance which shows I am the one asking for help.


  Few people would be willing to do an injustice to someone who has such a serious tone and is even in a disadvantageous position. For a sensible person, their conscience would hinder them, restricting their actions.


  Okay, so far the conversation should have gone perfectly.


  I had verbally conveyed all the necessary elements as firm requests and crammed several messages behind my words. On the other hand, I hadn’t disclosed any information that would be inconvenient for my side.


  If my readingdata is correct, this should be enough for her to properly understand.


  I snuck a glance at her appearance, still keeping my head still down. I wasn’t able to see her face, but she seemed to be folding her arms, deep in thought.


  After a short silence.


  “…Is that so. I understand your point.”


  I posed triumphantly in my heart upon hearing those words.


  With this, the crisis has been averted!


  “Yeah, thanks. Well then, I—”


  “Can I ask one thing?”


  Just as I was about to quickly end the conversation, she spoke as if to interrupt me.


  “I think you said it was the perfect “confession event” or something. What’s that supposed to mean?”


  For a moment, my mind froze.


  “Ah, well… that’s…”


  Damn, damn it. She remembered that part, of all things!


  Calm down, calm down me. Don’t get flustered.


  However, those words were bad news. If you dig deep, there’s a lot that was bad about it.


  “I don’t have any problems with the confession part, but what’s this about an “event”? No matter how confused you were, would you normally use that word in that situation?”


  Argh, that’s exactly right! Actually, isn’t she a lot sharper than I imagined?!


  An excuse. I need some kind of excuse.


  “Uh, that’s, well… look! The awareness that it was a big event for me, you know, just came out like that unconsciously, in no way was there any ulterior motive…”


  My rebuttal didn’t seem to have gotten through, and my stomach clenched as she stared at me with an unchanging, blank expression.


  I couldn’t read any emotion in those eyes.


  She spoke to me as if pressing for an answer.


  “Then, how about what you said before that… about a ‘romcom’ or something?”


  No, no way, right?! Had she been listening to my monologue from that point?


  “I didn’t mean to eavesdrop, but I heard it. You were pretty loud for someone monologuing.”


  It’s as if she had heard my thoughts and was now responding with an accurate response.


  To think that my excessive tracing of a romcom protagonist would end up backfiring on me…!


  “I don’t know that much about this ‘romcom’ thing, but that’s a genre in dramas and manga, right? The type with love in it.”


  There was no faltering in her tone of voice, and it sounded as if she was simply giving an explanation from start to finish.


  It then occurred to me.


  This girl… could it be?


  “And if you put together those words that feel out of place…”


  Could it be that she had known everything from the start, and on top of that, been looking at how I would act? My intention of talking my way out was completely seen through? Had I been dancing in the palm of her hand…?


  A chill ran down my spine. And right after that.


  “A romcom confession event. If you connect them like this, I don’t think those are words that someone who’s seriously looking to confess would use, you know?”


  My heart skipped a beat. Without changing her expression, she stared at me fixedly.


  “If the average person heard those words just now, don’t you think they would wonder if you were trying to imitate a manga?”


  My body tensed up, and the blood drained from my fingertips.


  What do I do…?!


  What should I say and how should I respond?


  “Or else, is there a different meaning? Or perhaps, a proper reason?”


  A rebuttal, anything, a good rebuttal!


  Is there no plausible reason that might be enough to convince her?!


  “If you have no comment, well that’s fine by me too. But in that case, you can’t complain about whatever conclusion I come up with, you know?”


  As I was thinking in a panic, she announced that to me, as if dealing the final blow to a fleeing enemy.


  Damn it, you’ve even thoroughly crushed the escape route, you demon!


  The longer I stay silent, the more disadvantageous it will become for me. I’m well aware of that! But my mouth was so dry, I couldn’t form any words. Seeing me stay silent, she sighed softly.


  “…So there isn’t any special, deep reason then. Well, I suppose that was to be expected.”


  In a low voice, she muttered in resignation.


  This is bad. It completely feels like she’s already arrived at the answer.


  “I tagged along thinking there might be some unique circumstances, but… if you’re doing that for the fun of it, don’t you think you should stop?”


  Her face stayed expressionless. No, it looked even more indifferent and bored.


  “I mean, it’s just plain embarrassing. Doing something like that even at your age.”


  Then, in a cold tone of voice, she said the following as if it was only natural.


  “I think you should stop playing boring make-believe, and start properly looking at reality.”


  What did you just say?


  “Hold it right there.”


  “…Hmm?”


  Still, with a serious look on my face, I made eye contact with her, even as she faintly frowned at me as if wondering what the matter was.


  Then, I took a deep breath.


  The reality I live in is not the world of romcom. I know that. I’ve always known that.


  “If you’re going so far to say that, I’ll tell you. Got it? Well, listen up. You see, I’m—”


  However, if realitythat is the reason for giving up ─


  Leaving things be, with idealsdreams still delusionsdreams, isn’t something I’d accept even after death.


  “I’m going to… in this reality. Earnestly, really, seriously. I’m going to make a romcom happen in reality!”


  And so, I proudly and unapologetically made my declaration.


  There’s no embarrassment, and I have no intention of playing make-believe.


  After all, I believe it with all my heart. It is absolutely possible to have a romcom realized in reality.


  “…Huh?”


  This girl, who had been so composed up until a while ago, now showed a bewildered expression for the first time since coming here.


  It feels just a little like I’ve won.


  “…Look, just hold on a sec… are you being serious when you say that?”


  “Seriously serious. Super serious. I’ll create a romance plus comedy high school experience, without fail. And what’s more, I’m prepared to eventually involve the whole school.”


  I glare at her with an unyielding determination in my eyes.


  “Um, no, uh… are you sure you’re not just making this up to fight back at me?”


  “I swear to the god of romantic comedy, I’m being sincere here, and these are my real thoughts. Got any complaints about me?”


  “I… don’t really have any, but there are a few problems with what you’re saying… or rather, there’s nothing but problems.”


  Her gaze darted this way and that, and she seemed restless.


  Well, of course, she would. I’m currently facing a battle with everything I have, with my soul on the line. Against the likes of a present-day JK, the strength and weight of that will are on a different level. It’s no wonder that she would be overwhelmed.


  “I’m not playing games here, and I’m not going into this half-heartedly either. I’m going to enjoy the ‘Everyday Life Episode’ to the fullest, I’m going to make out the ‘School Festival Event’ to be super dramatic, and I’m going to make the ‘Swimsuit Episode,’ ‘Overnight Stay at Hot Spring Episode,’ and even ‘Lucky Pervert’ moments happen.”


  “Hey, the first half is one thing, but what’s up with that second half?”


  “Particularly, the ‘Lucky Pervert’ part is something I will really, definitely get to experience!”


  “Ugh, super creepy…”


  The outpour of a young man’s sorrow might have made her move further away in discomfort, but do you think I care?


  “I don’t give a damn for what others might think or what’s considered normal. A god said this. That ‘other people will be other people, and as long as I am proud of myself, that’s all that matters.’”


  “Really, what kind of god would say that?”


  “Of course, the god Chitose! Chiram*ne is a must-read philosophy bookbible for middle and high school students! You uncultured bumpkin!”


  “I’ve never even heard of it…”


  Tsk, this is the problem with insensitive commoners. For this kind of folkbandwagoner, only once it gets an adaptation on the big screen do they sing praises.


  “Anyway! My conviction is the real thing, and I have zero intention of straying from this path. If you’re saying you’ll get in my way, then I’m prepared to fight. Come at me in any direction! I’ll make it so that whether you’re asleep or awake, the only thing you can do is say ‘Hooray for Romcom’!”


  Saying that I assumed a fighting pose. Upon which our surroundings fell silent.


  A strained period flowed between us, and then ─


  Pi Po Pa, Pi Po Pa.


  The timer for the fries went off.


  Hey, don’t play stupid sound effects during a super-serious scene like this one! It makes it seem like a comedy scene, you know!


  “…Hmm. Well… I kind of understand what you’re saying.”


  Having recovered from her semi-hibernated state, she covered her eyes with a hand and let out a long breath of air as she spoke. Perhaps she was touched by my passionate soul’s words and involuntarily wept?


  “But can I say just one thing?”


  “What is it?”


  “What a big stupid idiot.”


  “Where did that come from?!”


  Argh, this is exactly why that comedy-like ending shouldn’t have been in the picture!


  


  Part 4


  After a brief silence, she looked at me with eyes that seemed to be searching for something.


  “…There’s a lot of things I want to say. But you’re serious, right?”


  “I’m serious. I shouldn’t have to repeat myself.”


  “To begin with, you’ve been whining about this “making a romcom in reality” thing for a while now. About that…”


  “Hold up. A romcom is a romcom, but to be precise, the term ‘youth romcom’ is correct here. A romcom is a love story with comedic elements, but if you add the ‘youth’ part in the beginning, the definition changes to a romantic comedy story and a coming-of-age drama that’s primarily about school life.”


  “…Ah, so in short, you want to experience a dramatic kind of love, is that it?”


  “The core element is indeed the love part, but that’s not all there is to it. Compared to shoujo manga type romantic comedies, youth romantic comedies have more colors of adolescence and elements of comedy. There are some cases where the coming-of-age drama plays a more pivotal part, though.”


  “Ah, is that so?”


  She gave me a half-hearted reply, seemingly unconcerned about the detailed definition.


  Ha. This is the problem with amateurs. If you don’t make this distinction, then you might end up writing a review like “It says it’s a romantic comedy but there’s neither romantic flirting nor comedic comedy. That’s why it gets a 1-star.” and get debunked and humiliated by something like “This isn’t a flirting love story type of work, to begin with. Let’s refrain from irrelevant criticism.”


  “So, you really think you can do that? How?”


  “It’s quite straightforward. You just need to gather and analyze a variety of information beforehand, find the right people for the ‘characterscast,’ prepare the locations in advance, and work towards ideal romantic comedy developments.”


  “…Nah, there’s no way it’s that simple. I mean, you actually failed to do it earlier.”


  “That was due to a lack of preparation on my part. Although, I’ll have you know the situation was perfect…”


  “That’s where the biggest problem was, you know?”


  “I knew you were a template denier, damn you?”


  Everyone loves the royal road plotstemplates, so they’re regarded as standard!


  I flew into a mental rage. After being silent for a moment as if thinking, she then shook her head and continued.


  “…Well, taking a hundred, no, a thousand steps back for the sake of argument, even if we assume the validity of the theory that it’s possible to achieve this if everything is done as planned from the beginning, that’s not the sort of thing that can be done with half-hearted preparations, right?”


  “I’m aware of that. That’s why I gather detailed information and try my best to ensure that calculation errors don’t crop up in the expected plan. The more data you have for your decision, the lower the chance of failure, and the easier it becomes to keep things under control, wouldn’t you agree?”


  “Gather detailed information, huh.”


  She began to play around with the straw in her shake, with a look on her face as if to say I sounded quite self-important.


  …This girl’s been looking down on me for quite a while now.


  Fine. Since she’s said all that, it’s time to show her a thing or two.


  “Don’t underestimate me. Uenohara Ayano from Class 1-5.”


  “…Huh?”


  The hand that was playing with the straw suddenly came to a halt.


  As I made my declaration, I pulled my phone out of my pocket and loaded up the same screen as before.


  “Uenohara Ayano. Class 1-5, Student Number 6. Born on the 10th of November. Attended Kyougoku Shiritsu Kita Junior High School, where she was a member of the track and field club. The well-rounded type, possessing both excellent academics and athletic ability. No subject that she is noticeably bad at and her grades are all favorable without any particular inclination. Ranked 8th overall in the entrance examinations. Ranked 3rd in the 800-meter dash at the prefectural middle school athletics competition. Acquainted with a wide range of people, and has many good friends, both male and female. Her favorite food is anything sweet, and her least favorite is convenience store bentos.”


  “W-Wait up… Huh? This is our first time meeting, right?”


  She ─ Uenohara spoke with a confused look on her face.


  “That’s correct, what of it? Uh, also, as for her parents, a university professor, and a freelance systems engineer, the home address is Kyougoku-shi…”


  “I’m reporting you.”


  “Huh? …Hold on a sec! Stop!”


  Uenohara immediately started using her phone, so I grabbed her right arm to stop her.


  “Calm down! You’ll understand once I explain!”


  “You’re a complete stalker and it’s seriously creepy.”


  “No, none of that was obtained through illegal means, just hear me out!”


  “In the first place, why are you doing so much research on someone you’ve never talked to? That’s really suspicious.”


  “I told you this earlier! The potential characters, they need to be investigated beforehand!”


  Uenohara stopped what she was doing for a moment and frowned in displeasure.


  “No-no, I don’t get it. And I have absolutely no idea why I’m being targeted without permission in the first place.”


  Oh come on, does she have no self-awareness?!


  “I mean, you’re a beautiful girl, aren’t you!”


  “…Eh?”


  “I do a background check on all of the cute girls in my year! With that appearance of yours, do you really mean to tell me you’re not beautiful!? If this was a light novel, you’d be at the level that tells someone to come back when they see the illustration, you know!”


  Hearing my words, this time Uenohara came to a complete stop. Then, after blinking several times, she gave me an indescribable stare.


  “You know, at this point, even if you praise me I won’t feel happy at all.”


  “That’s beside the point. I’m simply telling it like it is. According to my investigations, visually you’re ranked 7th overall in our year. Number 7 out of 150 people. Be proud of yourself.”


  “…Uh, I don’t know how I’m supposed to react to that.”


  Uenohara gave my hand which was grabbing her arm a slap, pulled away, then began to play around with the hair behind her head, twirling it with her right hand.


  “By the way, I’ve properly computed the evaluation. Let’s see, the scores in the visual category are 4.3 for Face, 4.7 for Looks, 2.8 for Breasts…”


  “I’m reporting you after all.”


  “I said wait!”


  This time it was her left hand that I firmly held in place. I can’t let my guard down for a moment!


  “It’s because you wouldn’t believe me at all that I disclosed the information, you know! And yet you’re treating me like I’m a criminalstalker, that’s so cruel!”


  “Nobody told you to reveal all that creepy personal information. Actually, isn’t it obvious that anyone hearing that would be even more on guard? Are you such a common-sense defying idiot that you don’t even understand that?”


  “Ugh, that’s the last straw! The one who calls someone else an idiot is a real idiot, you idiot!”


  “The whole thing just comes bouncing back at you, you big idiot.”


  For a short while, we simply glared at each other in silence.


  Pi Po Pa, Pi Po Pa.


  “…Haa.”


  Upon the timer for the fries going off once again, Uenohara let go of her strength, like she’d given up. She had let go of her phone, so it seemed like for the time being she had abandoned the idea of reporting me.


  “This has already gone way, way too far in an unexpected direction, and I’m disturbed in a lot of ways… seriously unbelievable.”


  Saying this, she shook off my hand and began to arrange her slightly ruffled bangs.


  “For now, it looks like you believe it a little.  Just how serious I am.”


  “I’ll acknowledge the insanity.”


  Looks like she’s finally acknowledged… hmm, huh? Doesn’t that mean that she hasn’t acknowledged it…?


  When I tilted my neck, Uenohara suddenly relaxed and leaned back against her seat.


  “Hey. That thing earlier, do you have other people’s share too?”


  “Huh? What are you talking about?”


  “Personal information, just like mine.”


  “Well, yeah… to some extent.”


  “Let me see that for a while. I won’t misuse it.”


  Saying this, Uenohara held out her right hand.


  “…What do you intend to use it for?”


  I grasped my phone tightly and raised my guard. This data was highly classified material, not to be taken off-premises. It wasn’t something I could so easily show to someone else.


  “Nothing in particular. I was simply curious about how much was in there.”


  The way Uenohara spoke was as indifferent as always, making it difficult to read where her true intentions lied. But from the looks of it, it didn’t seem like she intended to poke fun.


  Showing the amount of material I have might be a good way to show my level of commitment, huh.


  I pondered for a few moments, then, having judged that as long as she didn’t make a note of things, it wouldn’t be a problem, decided to show her part of it.


  “Be careful with it. Under normal circumstances, it’d be strictly forbidden to share it with someone else.”


  “I know.”


  After reminding her of this, I cautiously placed my phone in the palm of her hand.


  Uenohara began to swiftly scroll through the screen. It didn’t feel like she was reading carefully, so it seemed like, just like she said, it wasn’t like she wanted to see something specific.


  Supposing for argument’s sake that she possessed some kind of perfect memory ability, then this would be fatal… But well, there’s no way a psychic power like that exists around mein real life, so why worry about it?


  “This isn’t just your normal set of notes… is it on the web? The design’s just like a wiki page.”


  “That’s right. It’s because the data are stored on a server. Naturally, only I can view it, and it’s all fully encrypted.”


  “You can even search for things…”


  “You never know where and how you’re going to use it, after all. In fact, it helped me look you up just a short while ago.”


  Perhaps tired of disrespecting me, Uenohara immersed herself in the content without replying.


  “One, ten… this actually has information on lots of people? Basic information, personality, behavioral tendencies, there’s even graphs…”


  Covering her mouth with her hand, Uenohara mumbled to herself with a serious look on her face. She no longer spoke in the same exasperated manner as earlier, and instead, now seemed wide-eyed and genuinely amazed.


  Well, of course. After all, this is a gem of a masterpiece that I’ve created by taking full advantage of my skills.


  What I was showing Uenohara was one of the several “romcom databases.” A collection of personal information concerning students at our school… a.k.a. the “Tomodachi Note.”


  It documented a wide range of items, from basic information such as name, birth date, previous middle school and external traits, to intrinsic factors such as personality and behavioral tendencies, to information on their surrounding environments such as their relationships and family background, and even objective data gathered from questionnaires and other sources.


  “…It’s only been two weeks since school started. All of this in such a short time?”


  Suddenly Uenohara looked up, asking me that question.


  “Well, it’s about 80% done. Or so I say, but I’m only prioritizing investigation of people who I think have the aptitude for a romcom, so it’s still far from complete.”


  “Just how did you…? There are even photos.”


  “It’s based on student registers and information published on social media. The photos are borrowed from the entrance ceremony group photo.”


  Incidentally, compared to now, the Uenohara in the photo had longer hair, and her hair was almost straight. This was the reason I didn’t recognize her at first sight. Good grief, only that boring lady is allowed to change their haircut from time to time you know, you disrespectful person.


  “There’s also leaked gossip and information data from class and club chat rooms. I also rely on the intelligence capabilities of grassroots operatives.”


  Although currently limited to first-year students, I’ve secured at least one communicative and gossip-loving person in each class as a grassroot operativesource. To the extent that by managing them well, it’s possible to acquire rough information on an entire class.


  As a side note, I call them the “Saotome Folk,” expressing my deep respect for them. I don’t think anyone knows the origin of the term nowadays, so it’s also perfect for camouflage.


  “For those that are a high priority for investigation, I also directly ask their friends and acquaintances, and sometimes also charge straight in to gather information from their immediate relatives.”


  “Hey, why don’t you just quit school and become a detective?”


  “That’d be like putting the cart before the horse. How would I do a romcom if I quit school?”


  “Ah, yeah. Forget it, my bad.”


  Uenohara clutched her forehead and sighed for what felt like the umpteenth time. With those last words, we both remained silent for a while, and time passed.


  I lifted the shake, which was completely melted and diluted like condensed milk, to my mouth. It didn’t taste good at all, but the sugar happily spread through my tired brain.


  Having cooled off, it suddenly occurred to me that… as one might expect, I might have revealed too much. No matter how much I wanted to persuade her, there hadn’t been a need to show so much of what was going on behind the scenes, had there? The thought suddenly made me uneasy, and I rushed to conclude things.


  “…Enough, you should be able to tell just how serious I am. So please don’t get in my way.”


  Uenohara took her eyes off the phone she had been fixedly staring at and raised her head. As expected, that expressionless face made it impossible to read what she was thinking.


  “I can tell you’re being serious. However…”


  She averted her gaze to the side, lowered the tone of her voice slightly, and resumed speaking, bit by bit.


  “Suppose that you try your utmost hardest, but is still unable to make a romcom… what will you do then?”


  Listening to those remarks suddenly brought back middle schoolpast memories. I clenched my fists and then answered with clear intent.


  “I don’t think about what may be. With the methods available to me, I just concentrate all my efforts into making it happen.”


  Uenohara’s eyes widened slightly. I fixed my gaze on the reflection of my figure in her eyes and spoke in a way to make myself heard.


  “There’s certainly no guarantee of success. However, by just doing nothing and living with the flow, there’s no chance of it happening. That’s just the way reality is.”


  In the sixteen years that I’ve lived, that is the only law that has never changed.


  “The things that a plain, small fry with a dull ability like me can do might not amount to much. But even so, I can at least put all of my effort into what I can do and work hard until I can make it happen. That’s what I’ve decided.”


  Saying “Besides…” I continued to speak.


  “…If you do something half-heartedly, it won’t yield decent results in the end, you know.”


  As I said this, I suddenly felt something bitter spreading in my mouth, and swallowed my spit with a gulp. What did Uenohara think after listening to those words of mine?


  “Is that so. As I thought, you’re an idiot.”


  As she squinted, for the first time, there seemed to be a hint of emotion in her eyes.


  I was about to say “That again?” …But for some reason, the wordidiot this time sounded different from the times before, so for a moment, I was at a loss for words.


  “…Yeah, that’s right. Sorry about that. But there’s no other way, so I can’t help it, okay?”


  “No, I’m not looking down on you. That’s not it…”


  There, Uenohara cut off her words and fell silent once more.


  “That’s not it?”


  “It’s nothing. Anyway, it’s unrelated to me.”


  Unrelated to her, huh.


  Those were words spoken in the same flat tone of voice that had been murmuring to me up until a while ago. But for some reason, I felt a tugging at my heart.


  And so.


  “Hey, look here… you seem to be misunderstanding something. At this point, you’re not unrelated in the slightest.”


  I found myself continuing.


  “…Huh?”


  “I mean, don’t you already know my plan? I even showed you the “Tomodachi Note.” Under such circumstances, did you think I’d let you say goodbye and declare that starting tomorrow we’re strangers?”


  Uenohara blinked her eyes. Perhaps my words came as unexpected, as she seemed stunned, her mouth left open.


  …Which wasn’t surprising. After all, up until just now, even I hadn’t planned to say anything of the sort.


  “If I let you off the hook here, there’s no telling what kinds of problems are going to crop up. If there’s a chance of it interfering with my plans, then I take preemptive action. That’s my motto.”


  “I don’t… really intend to get in the way.”


  “Still.”


  Interrupting Uenohara’s words, I continued.


  “It’s an undeniable fact that I was forced to reveal the plan. I’m the one to blame for making the mistake, not you for making good use of it.”


  Normally, there would be no need to say this. The proper thing to do would have been something like using personal information as a shield to keep her mouth shut, talking her into trying her best to not get involved.


  However, I…


  “And that’s where it hit me. If I just bring you on board, then we’re good to go.”


  On purpose. I chose to go the other way.


  “You have high potential. Your tendency for an argumentative train of thought, your nasty conversation technique that drives people into a corner, and your merciless tsukkomis[bookmark: _ftnref1][1]… I think every one of those is a splendid strength. It would be a shame to let them go to sleep without making use of them.”


  Uenohara remained silent, looking at me. I piled more words on top of each other in rapid succession.


  “The truth is, I was just beginning to think that I could do with some extra help. I can handle the research and data analysis using the internet by myself, but there’s a limit to the amount of information that I can gather through dialogue and research that requires an on-site visit. Some information is more readily available to a girl, too.”


  I spoke piling up the appropriate theories as they came to mind.


  “So, if I can acquire a person as outstandingly capable as yourself, the plan will be even closer to being realized. According to the informationdata, you’re not doing any club activities or extra classes at the moment, right? So it’ll also be a good use of your extra time. Hmm, truly a smart conclusion.”


  I was aware that what I was saying was pretty absurd, but even so, I did not stop talking.


  “That’s why you shall be a member of my plan… Ah, no, simply being called a member isn’t very attractive. Subordinate… Comrade… Hmm, those don’t feel right either.”


  The matter this time had been a failure on the other side of the plan. A backstage “Behind the Scenes” episode with no direct relation to the romcom that was to be realized. However, Uenohara was…


  In a way that was truly, truly unusual for my reality…


  Someone who I had managed to encounter in a way that was improbable either by coincidence, by chance, or under normal circumstances. To pretend that a relationship with such a person did not exist, well ─


  “That’s right. ‘Accomplice’! Form a contract with me, and become the plan’s ‘Accomplice’!”


  “I considered it foolishness, unbecoming of the “Protagonist” of a “Romcom.”


  “Someone who can truly change can change right now, from this very instant… A truly gratifying lesson from my deity. Come now, take this hand.”


  I quickly held out my right hand, inviting her to shake it. Uenohara stayed silent, staring at my hand.


  “…How about it?”


  It’s getting more and more tiring, you know.


  “…Um, what do you think?”


  Just as my arm started to tremble, Uenohara sighed the biggest sigh of the day.


  “…You know.”


  “…What?”


  “What a big stupid idiot.”


  “Why?!”


  I let out a pathetic scream. Come on, that would have been a perfectly put together recruitment scene!


  With a scornful look in her eyes, Uenohara indifferently continued.


  “In the first place, there isn’t a single benefit for me.”


  “We can make a romcom, you know! It’s a super rare opportunity to see what’s going on backstage!”


  “No, in the first place I don’t have any interest in romcoms and the like.”


  “As if such a high schooler would exist!”


  “Is that so? Then, farewell.”


  “Ah, I beg your pardon. I got carried away, please forgive me.”


  Hmm, a benefit, a benefit…


  As I hastened to think of what else was available, Uenohara lowered her eyes once more and exhaled.


  “…I might as well ask, but even if I say no, you’re not planning on giving up, right?”


  “Of course. I’ll pursue you to the edge of the galaxy and recruit you. That’s why I borrowed a line from the best salesman in the universe.”


  “Yeah, I thought it’d be something like that. Well, I’m fine with it.”


  “Hmm, is that right? As expected, you wouldn’t give in so easily, huh?”


  Ha! Her reply was so slippery that I ended up playing the role of a protagonist with hearing difficulties!


  “Hey wait, if you’re going to accept, you need to be more dramatic when accepting! Why do you think I’ve gone on and on about this for so long?! The only one who stands out from the crowd with such a reaction is that boring lady!”


  While playing with the hair on her shoulders, twirling it with her fingertips, Uenohara continued in an emotionless voice.


  “I mean, for crying out loud, I’m getting tired. And it seems like it’ll be a real pain if you stick to me.”


  “Eh, for such a negative reason? Couldn’t it be a little more like, well, a reply with a sense of romance that everyone could get on board with?”


  “What do you mean, everyone? There’s like, nobody else.”


  With a flick, Uenohara brushed her hair back as if to say she didn’t get me. As always, her face was expressionless.


  …No, it wasn’t. If I had to say, wasn’t that the “yare yare[bookmark: _ftnref2][2]” face?


  “Good grief. Truly a person who lacks common sense.”


  In that kind of “It truly can’t be helped” voice, it sounded like something I had heard in a worldromcom somewhere. With her right hand, she slapped my hand away.


  “Anyway, you know, I just thought it might be nice to do something a little idiotic for a change.”


  For the first time, I saw her mouth break into a tiny smile.


  …Damn it. This Number 7.


  “…You’re super cute when you smile, damn it.”


  “That’s creepy.”


  “Why did you diss me?!”


  “Because every exaggeration of yours gives me the chills.”


  “I praised you for nothing! You’re not my accomplice after all! You can just be a lowly dispensable grunt! Idiot, stupid!”


  “Didn’t you say that the one who calls someone else an idiot is the idiot?”


  The “Confession Event” this time had been an impeccable failure. But, well… since I achieved a result that made up for that failure, let’s say things ended up fine.


  “By the way. What’s your name?”


  “…Ah.”


  Being asked that question, I realized it for the first time. That’s right, we hadn’t properly introduced ourselves.


  “I’m Nagasaka. Nagasaka Kouhei from Class 1-4. Call me however you like.”


  “Then, Nagasaka. Once again, I’m Uenohara Ayano, from Class 1-5. Feel free to call me either Uenohara or Ayano.”


  Thus, my “Plan” ushered in an “Accomplice” and started a new beginning.


  “Come to think of it, Uenohara. Why were you on the roof?”


  “That’s because your letterlove letter was in my shoe box?”


  “…How did that happen?”


  “Maybe because it’s right next to the box of the girl you wanted to see?”


  “…Eh, no way, did I put it into the wrong box?!”


  “You really are a big stupid idiot.”


  Yes, a little disorganized, but for the time being, that was how things got started.


 
  


  [bookmark: _ftn1][1] A term used in Japanese comedy that denote the act of pointing out that something is ridiculous or silly. Usually this is something another person known as the “boke” says or does. May involve violence towards the “boke”, such as hitting them on the head with a fan or slapping them on the forehead.


  [bookmark: _ftn2][2] A Japanese interjection usually used as an exclamation of relief or disappointment.


  


  Chapter 1: Who Decided That the Characters Will Be Good Friends From the Start?


  Part 1


  The morning after establishing the contract with Uenohara.


  I opened the door to the classroom and stepped inside. It was twenty minutes before the bell, but there were already a fair number of people present.


  …And that’s where I found an unusual person for this time of day.


  “Mornin’, Tokiwa.”


  “Oh, mornin’, class rep.”


  I greeted him in a casual tone, and he replied in a lowered, relaxed voice.


  “You’re early today. What happened to the usual morning practice?”


  Even among the other sports-oriented clubs, the basketball club which Tokiwa belonged to had a particularly intense training routine. Usually, their morning practice went on right up until it was almost time for the bell to ring.


  “Ah… this morning there’s that thing going on. They’re preparing for the student general meeting or something, so we can’t use the sports hall.”


  Having said that, Tokiwa began to gulp down the half-eaten bento that was laid out on his desk. Actually, this wasn’t his breakfast, but rather a special bento to fortify one’s stomach after morning practice.


  “Anyway, that’s why we wrapped it up after just some jogging. But because of that, today’s after-school practice is going to be twice as tough…”


  “Ha ha ha.”


  Tokiwa let out a dry laugh. The well-built body seemed to shrink. I felt somewhat sorry for him.


  “Haha, my condolences. I see, so the student general meeting was today.”


  I spoke as if I had just remembered, but of course, I had already known that. To begin with, the reason why the door to the rooftop had been unlocked yesterday was that they were moving things out for the meeting, after all.


  Tokiwa stopped eating his bento and loudly gulped down water from a 2-liter sized plastic bottle. Mhm, very good behavior that matches a sports club character.


  “Pwah. Is there even any meaning in holding a student general meeting?”


  With a “Hmm,” Tokiwa tilted his head in a troubled manner.


  Hmm, I wonder. At any rate, it’s something that I find pretty interesting. Like determining the relative power held by each club from the budget allocations, or guessing the itemization of unaccounted-for expenditure in the special account, or performing a visual comparison against past data to see if it is possible to cut down on wastage. But perhaps saying all of that out loud would be a little risky.


  Right now we were still nothing more than “seat neighbor classmates,” and if it were taken the wrong way, it could be a hindrance to our future relationship.


  Taking into account the personal data studied, a light rebuttal should have a less than 20% probability of giving him a bad impression, but right now I need to limit myself to general categorical reactions, just to be safe.


  “Well, that’s just how things are, so it can’t be helped. More importantly, shouldn’t you finish your food?”


  Tokiwa replied “Roger that” in a carefree voice, then resumed eating his bento.


  ─ My classmate and seat neighbor to the left, Tokiwa Eiji.


  Class 1-4, Student Number 18, and a member of the basketball club. Born on the 9th of July, and attended Kyougoku Shiritsu Shinonami Middle School.


  Standing at 176 centimeters, short black hair, with a sturdy build typical to sports clubs. He has a sportsman-type, clean-cut face, and in the broad sense of the word, falls under the “ikemen” category. Possessing a sincere, gentle personality, he’s a slightly airheaded, easy to talk to, and well-liked type of character.


  The person in question says he’s not particularly good at academics, but he has high potential, given that he’s enrolled in one of the top high schools in the prefecture ─ that is to say, our prep school, Kyougoku Nishi High.


  Pairing together his personality and the fact that he’s a member of the much-admired basketball club, he’s a central existence in the class among the sports club types. However, since he’s not the type of person to proactively assume a leadership role, so if I had to say which, it’s more in the “mascot” sense of centrality.


  He’s even popular with the girls and has had a few relationships in the past. But apparently, none of them lasted very long and ended in rejection. As for the cause of that, it’s not readily available information, and additional investigation is necessary. Currently single.


  Aptitude Ranks: Visual Aptitude B. Basic Competency Aptitude B. Personality Aptitude A. Behavioral Aptitude A. Speaking Aptitude A.


  Evaluation of his present-time Romcom Aptitude: A. He’s a candidate for “Best Friend Character.”


  End of excerpt from the “Tomodachi Note.”


  While recalling the basic information I’ve memorized, I reflect on how to interact with him.


  Tokiwa is highly suitable for the position of “Best Friend Character.” He has a solid combination of the qualities required for the position, such as being a mood maker, supporting the protagonist in important situations, and occasionally talking to each other with their fists.


  Also, he’s a pure and righteous high school boy, so he has a high aptitude for triggering slightly erotic or service episode-type events.


  Just by having one muscle-brained and air-headed character, the story acquires depth. So to speak, an existence that brings flavor to the soup. I very much like such comedian-type characters ─ or so I might proudly say, but it is true that in terms of plain specifications, mine are overwhelmingly inferior.


  At any rate, he’s one of the key people who I want to bring into the “Plan” without fail. I’d like to proactively increase my likeability and reduce the distance between us.


  As I was engaged in idle talk, pulling out topics from my stock of VS Tokiwa conversation material, I heard a languid voice from above my head.


  “Yo.”


  This too was a person for whom it was unusual to be in school around this time.


  “Mornin’, Torisawa. Did you come here from band practice again?”


  I called out to Torisawa, who was about to continue on his way past us and brought up that subject. Based on past tendencies, talking about band-related things should have a 60% chance of eliciting a response.


  “Yeah… came here straight after playing through the night. Rather than going back home, it’s easier to sleep at school.”


  Torisawa paused and replied, looking in my direction with just his eyes. As he did so, the worn-out guitar case on his back made a clinking noise.


  Excellent. The communication attempt was a success.


  ─ Also a classmate, Torisawa Kakeru.


  Student Number 20, and a member of the light music club. Born on the 16th of October, and attended Kyougoku Shiritsu Hokutou Middle School.


  Standing at 180 centimeters, naturally permed hair and long, slender limbs contributed to a model-type figure. With lethargic, droopy eyes and a low, attractive voice being a trait of his, he’s the band-member type of “super ikemen.” While he sometimes wears glasses in private, they’re only for fashion, and he has 20/10 vision.


  Music is his life’s work, and he also works hard outside of club activities, performing off-campus with a rock band and sometimes live streaming performances on the internet. In both cases, he plays the part of guitar vocalist. It seems like lately, he’s also been trying his hand at composition. At first glance, he appears to be a casual, frivolous guy, but he is the quick-witted, calm, and intelligent type. Although he doesn’t spend much time studying, his grades are in the top 20.


  Needless to say, he’s very popular with the girls, and a number of them have approached him. However, the person in question just sidesteps them without hesitation. There is information saying it’s because he has a girlfriend in a different school, but since it’s currently nothing more than a rumor, additional investigation is necessary. At the very least, certainly, there aren’t any girls on campus that he’s close to.


  Although he often acts alone in class, rather than being a lone wolf who hates crowds, he is conjectured to be someone unconcerned with his position in a group. For better or worse, he is a free spirit who walks his path.


  Aptitude Ranks: Visual Aptitude B. Basic Competency Aptitude A. Personality Aptitude B. Behavioral Aptitude B. Speaking Aptitude B.


  Evaluation of his present-time Romcom Aptitude: B. He’s a candidate for “Capable Ikemen Character.”


  End of excerpt from the “Tomodachi Note.”


  Torisawa has the disposition of a capable supporting character and is highly suited to the role of tightening up the story, sometimes giving hints which serve to guide the protagonist, or making sharp remarks that get to the heart of things.


  Despite being in an independent position in our class, with no group affiliation, he is already a sight to behold two weeks into the start of school, and his occasional accurate pointers have enough influence to make anyone listen carefully.


  Also, since those kinds of characters exhibit ikemen-like behavior that even causes boys to swoon with cries of “So cool! Take me!,” I’ve designated him as a “Capable Ikemen Character,” and believe in him.


  By all means, he is someone who I would love to pick up in my plan, but his free-spirited personality makes it difficult to know how he’ll turn out, so I’d like to deepen our friendship and get more information about him first.


  ─ Still, it’s rare to see these two present together at a time like this, where the bell hasn’t even rung.


  Both of them always turn up at school at the last minute, and after school they have clubs and extra-curricular activities, making opportunities to raise my favourability few and far between.


  I’ve been thinking about hammering in some kind of “Event” soon, so this is a perfect opportunity to establish a foothold!


  Now then, is it safe to talk about club activities in an orthodox way, or shall I expand the conversation from the angle of hobbies and personal life?


  …Hmm, I wonder what to do here.


  “Huh? Eiji, aren’t you kinda early today?”


  While I hesitated over the choice, the voice of a crude girl came from behind me. Damn it, you’re here too?


  Tsk. I clicked my tongue in my mind and only turned my eyes towards the voice.


  “Oh, Ayumi, good morning!”


  Addressed as such by Tokiwa, the owner of the voice approached him with her almond-shaped eyes in a frown.


  “Well, this is rare. What happened to the club? Your image changing to a slacker? That’s hilarious!”


  “Hmm? Th’re’s n’way, yu kn’w?”


  “Hey, don’t talk while eating! Your food’s flying all over the place!”


  This person who’s saying “Ugh, this sucks” or something but doesn’t seem to hate it to the core is the most unsuitable in the “PlanProject’s” list of “Unsuitable Persons.”


  ─ Katsunuma Ayumi.


  Student Number 8. Go-home club. Born on the 2nd of December. Attended the same middle school as Tokiwa, and was also in the same class.


  Her traits are medium-length blonde permed hair, small, almond-shaped eyes, and somewhat heavy makeup, giving her the so-called “gyaru” type of visual.


  Making full use of the lenient school regulations to do her makeup perfectly, at a first glance she looks like a harsh beauty, but her natural face is expected to be of fair complexion and not particularly good or bad. She’s 19th in the “Kyou-Nishi’s Cute First-Year Girls Ranking” that Uenohara placed 7th in, but that’s a with-makeup evaluation.


  For better or worse, her character is frank and headstrong, and her words and manners lack grace. She is unafraid to tell a dirty joke, and she’s more similar to a countryside delinquent than any other “gyaru.” She tends to skip out on PE classes on account of them being a “pain in the ass.” Even during other classes, she will play with her phone in secret or stealthily chat with nearby friends, so she’s not the active type.


  Right after enrolling, she assembled a group of girls of similar types and is now even adding the lady-killer boys to that circle, forming the largest clique in the class. She exhibits a strong presence through being the leader of that group. She is relatively tolerant of her friends, but is hostile to anyone else, and tends to make a clear distinction between friend and foe.


  Aptitude Ranks: Visual Aptitude C. Basic Competency Aptitude E. Personality Aptitude E. Behavioral Aptitude E. Speaking Aptitude E.


  Evaluation of her present-time Romcom Aptitude: E. First on the list of “Unsuitable Persons.”


  End of excerpt from the “Tomodachi Note”.


  Katsunuma is the leading anti-rom-com figure in our class, and we are often at odds with each other. Partly because she fundamentally doesn’t have a matching personality, to begin with, but also because her policy is my-group supremacism, so situations, where I get attacked in some way or another, are frequent.


  In particular, Tokiwa who is from the same middle school seems to be someone she wants to keep in her group, and when I’m having a conversation with him like this, there’s a high, more than 70% chance of her getting in the way.


  If she was simply a “gyaru,” then there would have been a method for her to survive as the “Queen” position. But positive elements such as having a motherly personality or having a soft spot for otakus are nonexistent, so she’s simply a “Nuisance Character.”


  “Mornin’ Katsunuma. Aren’t you also kinda early today?”


  I tried my best to talk to her with a flirtatious attitude in mind. Only because when I adopt the slightly cool guy attitude with this type, I get looked down on, mind you.


  “Ha? I don’t have any business with you, Nagaoka.”


  Making a face like she had spotted a cockroach, Katsunuma spoke with her disgust in plain view. I’m sure she knows my name but is going out of her way to get it wrong to emphasize her complete lack of interest in me. How deplorable.


  “It’s Nagasaka, Nagasaka. At least remember me as the class rep here, okay?”


  “Lame. Actually, don’t talk to me so casually, it’s gross.”


  See? Look at that 100% salt content reaction. This isn’t tsundere or anything, either, since it’s a rather stiff rejection.


  “Now now, calm down you two. Look, Ayumi, I’ll give you my tamagoyaki. It’s your favorite, right?”


  While I was inwardly losing my nerve at the direct verbal attack, Tokiwa offered her an egg roll in a soothing voice.


  “Hey, that’s half-eaten, Eiji!  Nah-uh, no way.”


  Katsunuma instantly changed her attitude and cackled with laughter.


  Sheesh, the temperature difference is pretty extreme. Isn’t there too much of a difference in treatment for your likes and dislikes?


  Looks like Katsunuma intends to continue having a friendly conversation with Tokiwa. Since she’s actually gone and positioned her body between me and Tokiwa, physically there’s no space for me to intervene.


  What a troublesome person, I thought.


  “Good morning!”


  A clear, bell-like voice rang out from behind me, snatching my attention away.


  ─ Ah, I knew who that was without looking.


  In all probability, it was unmistakably “She.”
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  “Oh, Mei-chan, mornin’! You’re cute today too, damn it all!”


  Looking excited, Tokiwa said this in a voice one tone higher than usual. Then the sound of light indoor shoes slowly approached us.


  “Good morning, Tokiwa-kun. Even if you flatter me, any more won’t be getting you any favors, you know?”


  Unperturbed by Tokiwa’s words of praise, she smoothly replied with a radiant voice.


  “And good morning to you too, Ayumi. A little earlier than usual today, aren’t you?”


  “…I’m simply following my parents’ circumstances.”


  Looking somewhat daunted, Katsunuma turned away as she answered. With a sigh, “She” placed a hand to her mouth and replied.


  “Sorry, sorry. Did I get in the way of your conversation? You two really get along well, don’t you?”


  “That’s not really… ah, Hibiki~. You know, I tested that hand cream, and…”


  With that, upon spotting one of her group members arriving, Katsunuma hurriedly left.


  “Oh, it’s also rare for you to be here, Torisawa. Straight from the band? You sure work hard every day.”


  “Not really. Anyway, what brings you here so early in the morning?”


  “Ahaha, I just came to school like normal, you know. After all, I don’t have a morning practice or anything.”


  “That so.”


  Answering with yawns mixed in, Torisawa headed towards his desk with an uninterested face.


  She shrugged her shoulders and made a wry smile.


  “Ah, he seems pretty drowsy… perhaps we should let him rest?”


  “Ah, then Mei-chan, talk with me for a bit!”


  “Hmm? That’s fine by me, but is it fine for you to not be eating, Tokiwa? There’s not much time before the bell, you know?”


  “Ah, hmm, then I’ll gulp it down quickly!”


  “Ah, but eating too quickly is bad for your health! You’re the next ace of the basketball club, so you need to take good care of your body!”


  “H-How kind! Then, I’ll take my time gulping it down quickly!”


  Saying this, Tokiwa began to slowly gulp down his bento.


  She, the girl seated to my right. Smooth black hair. A shining, angelic smile. Her trademark, a mole underneath her right eye. Among all the people I’ve met in the past, she’s the person who is most naturally the personification of a rom-com heroine.


  After catching my breath, I looked up at her, and with a snap, we made eye contact. Her large, bright eyes blinked just once. Then, she slowly opened her mouth.


  “Morning, Nagasaka-kun!”


  “Morning. Kiyosato-san.”


  Kiyosato Mei.


  She was the original target of the “Confession Event.” As well as the most important figure in my “PlanProject” ─ the “Main Heroine.”


  “Early to rise as always, Nagasaka-kun. Impressive for someone who comes by train.”


  She sat down in her seat and glanced at me with upturned eyes. An impish gesture that tends to be seen as sly in the real world, but because of her fictional good looks, she looked so suited to it that I’d give my ok under the premise of her being a 2D character. I laughed, conscious of giving a refreshing impression.


  “Haha, it’s nothing of the sort. I’ve always been a morning person, so I’m used to being early.”


  “Eh… As for me, I’m weak in the mornings. I wish I could open the door of my room and already be in the classroom!”


  “In that case, wouldn’t you be unable to move to different rooms?”


  “Ah, that’s true. Then, in a harmless place, the door of my father’s room!”


  “In that situation, wouldn’t your father come to school every morning?”


  “Hmm, I’ll have to pass on that. Looks like the world isn’t so kind…”


  Kiyosato-san spoke in a light-hearted manner, transitioning from one expression to the next. There was no faltering in her manner of speech. She spoke as she wanted to, and in a natural way.


  “…Ah, that’s right. I brought a few of the recommended novels that I talked about last time. Since I missed my chance to give them to you… yesterday.”


  “Eh, seriously?! Thanks, I’ve been looking forward to them!”


  “…Here you go! Ah, I know you said that you don’t read mystery novels, but I’ve included one that I think is definitely interesting, so please do give it a shot!”


  “Oh, as expected of the “Human Library.” I trust your judgment!”


  “There you go again… I’m normal, you know, normal. Ah, the rental is 300 yen per day, okay!”


  “So you were a TSUTAYA[bookmark: _ftnref1][1] employee!”


  I slapped my forehead. Seeing my reaction, Kiyosato-san placed a hand to her mouth and giggled.


  “You really do have dramatic reactions, Nagasaka-kun… That’s right, how about we try forming a combo and performing a manzai[bookmark: _ftnref2][2]? Like a meoto-manzai or something?”


  “Hmm? D-Do you know the meaning of that?”


  “Kinda? It’s a husband-wife-like manzai comedy routine, right?”


  “Y-Yeah.”


  “That’s it, we’re divorcing!”


  “The combo’s canceled already?!”


  This kind of theatrical elocution overflowing with comedy. It was not something cultivated through practice like for me, but instead, truly natural talking power.


  Ah, how fun. This is it. This is the kind of reality of rom-com interactions that I wanted to live in.


  Ki-n Ko-n Ka-n Ko-n.


  But mercilessly, the electronic sound of chimes brought me back to my everyday reality.


  “Ah, it’s the bell. I’m just going out for a while to buy a drink, okay!”


  Finally, with the usual sweet smile, she gave me a light wave and stood up. The scent of cherry blossoms danced softly along with her movements, tickling my nostrils.


  Along the short walk to the hallway, saying things like “Anayama-kun, do lend me the next volume of that manga afterward, okay?” “Izumi, the pine resin was coming off, so I dumped it all in the classroom!” “Looking good today too, Ide-kun!” and so on, Kiyosato-san walked out of the classroom while sprinkling a few friendly words and smiles among our other classmates.


  “That girl really is an angel, huh… Cute, energetic, and kind…”


  “…Yeah, she truly is.”


  With a dreamy expression, Tokiwa voiced his agreement.


  ─ I knew she was indispensable to the “Plan.”


  I might have failed yesterday… but I won’t give up just from that. So with a renewed determination, I took out my smartphone and sent a message to my newly registered “Accomplice.”


  *


  “…So, I came because you wanted to talk as soon as possible. What is it today?”


  After school that day, at the same hamburger place as the day before ─ henceforth, Conference Room “M” ─ I held a face to face meeting with Uenohara.


  Since it was still too early for dinner, there weren’t many customers around at this time. At best, there were students from other schools studying, or office workers with documents spread around on the table, preparing for a meeting. This way we probably wouldn’t have to worry about being seen by others.


  I sat in the same seat as yesterday, preparing the tablet PC that I had brought with me. As for Uenohara who had arrived earlier, she was picking at a Flurry[bookmark: _ftnref3][3] with the same indifferent face as ever. The top of her tray was also still a paradise of sweetness.


  “…I’ve been wondering about this, but no matter how much you like sweet things, shouldn’t there be a limit? You’ll put on weight, you know.”


  “I’m the type who doesn’t put on weight no matter how much they eat. My figure hasn’t changed since the 6th year or so of elementary school.”


  “Ah… how should I put this… my condolences.”


  “That’s sexual harassment. It’s super obvious where you’re looking.”


  “I was talking about your height, your height!”


  That was close. I was unconsciously staring at her chest.


  “Ahem. Anyway, to start things off. This here is today’s documentsoverview.”


  I brushed off Uenohara’s cold gaze with a cough, then pulled out an eight-page booklet.


  “By the way, I’ll be taking this back after today’s session. The original data is uploaded to the cloud, so do browse that if you want to have a further look. I’ll send the password to your phone later.”


  “…Do rom-coms usually start with this kind of work?”


  “You over there, we’re about to start a serious meeting. If you have anything to say, raise your hand. You may speak when pointed at.”


  Pushing the documents to Uenohara, who looked put off already, I proceeded with the explanation.


  “First of all, the main objective of my “Project,” the “Romcom in Reality Plan”, is to create a romantic comedy in reality, as the name suggests. As I told you yesterday about the definition of a romantic comedy, it’s not only about being lovey-dovey with beautiful girls, but rather along the broader path of a coming-of-age drama.”


  For example, that masterpiece where a small tiger and a household protagonist with a fierce look led a high school life in the height of adolescence with their high-spirited classmates, or along the lines of that legendary masterpiece in which the lonely and despicable protagonist sought a truly emotionally connected, special relationship. Seriously, I’ve cried a hundred times to that “Christmas Eve Festival” scene and trembled a thousand times to that scene where those true thoughts were laid bare to the two heroines. I won’t permit any other opinions.


  Furthermore, some people treat the mainstream rom-com to be the beautiful girl harem type or sweet lovey-dovey type, but due to the mass production of unique heroines with various attributes and the need to transcend the laws of physics and the law at times, I’ve tearfully given up on that path. All I wanted was to live together with an ex-girlfriend, or eat dinner prepared by the beautiful girl next door…


  “And so, the primary activity will be to control people or the surroundings in a way for this to become that kind of story. Which means doing things like gathering various bits of information, or proactively making events take place. Are you following so far?”


  With the documents in one hand, Uenohara nodded. At least she seems to be reading them seriously.


  I continued with my explanation.


  “The plan is divided into several phases, depending on the state of progress. Currently, it is at the first stage ─ the cast selection phase. The objective is to locate the “cast” who will take center stage in the future, and build the relationships that will permit a romcom to form.”


  There are many cases these days where there’s good chemistry with the heroine, to begin with, or there’s a reliable best friend character. In terms of much-discussed works, it’s easy to understand a story where the white school idol and the black caring childhood friend both like the protagonist for some reason, or where the friend’s annoying younger sister and the dry treatment cousin, again, like the protagonist… Actually, aren’t protagonists liked too much? I’m so jealous, damn it.


  I regret to say this, and I truly do regret to say this, but I don’t have anyone who would ally with me from the get-go. Besides, my house is so isolated that to get there from school you need to pass through a mountain. I don’t live in the same area that I did until middle school, so I don’t have a single acquaintance, and as for relationships, I’m seriously starting from scratch.


  Here, Uenohara raised her hand. How unexpectedly obedient.


  “Proceed, Uenohara-san.”


  “Nagasaka, as I thought, you don’t have any friends, do you?”


  “…Are you looking for a fight? Also what’s with that ‘as I thought’?”


  “You don’t need to get this ‘cast’ or say anything creepy. Can’t you just casually make friends and do a rom-com?”


  I breathed a huge sigh. Shallow-minded amateurs are troubling.


  “Look here, do you think you can unconditionally do a rom-com with all of your friends? Use your common sense, your common sense!”


  “…I don’t want to be told that by the number one person lacking common sense.”


  “If you don’t understand it in rom-com terms, then try substituting it with something else. Are friends you get to know by chance as handsome and well-characterized as the cast in a drama? Do you think you can have a big, shoujo manga-like love affair with all of them? Also… suppose that the prospective heroine was actually in a secret relationship with someone. What would you do if that kind of trouble cropped up?”


  “…Well, now that you mention it. To begin with you, Nagasaka, your visuals aren’t that great.”


  You’re really looking for a fight, aren’t you? It’s the truth so I won’t say anything, but I think you could be just a little more considerate, okay?


  “Look, for rom-coms, there’s such a thing as aptitude. It’s different for a mob or extra, but if you don’t carefully select the people who will be at the center of things, there’s no knowing how the story will turn out.”


  Of course, you don’t even have to worry about that in a light novel or manga, but in reality, there are still people of different genres. What I’m saying is, with the likes of those who say “Talking like that in real life is a huge turn-off” about the way the protagonist speaks, or “Isn’t it kinda lame to get so serious about something like this?” about the effort to make a school festival more exciting, or “Rather than that, you should study or else you’ll struggle in the future, you know?” when you’re putting together a plan for a trip, would I really be able to enjoy a school coming-of-age story?


  “And even if that weren’t the case, there aren’t any people around me who have the attributes of a template character. No matter how you look at it, isn’t that cruel?”


  “Eh, wouldn’t it just be unpleasant having a childhood friend? Normally you’d hate it if there’s someone who knows your past.”


  Uenohara frowned slightly as she spoke.


  “Ah, this is why I can’t stand the people who say that the childhood friend loses or just gets in the way! Looks like you don’t understand the symbolic value of an everyday life where you wake up in the morning and find them eating in the living room with an innocent face, or the admirable and earnest exquisiteness of them keeping the present you once handed them safe for all those years, or the devoted pricelessness of how when I’m being bullied by the kid leader they say “I’ll protect Kouhei-kun!” while trembling, trying their best to defend me! Ah, I really can’t stand the way things are going these days…”


  “Uh, why did you start rambling all of a sudden…?”


  “Look here, a childhood friend is the closest outsider, the person you’ve spent the most time within your life aside from your family. Damn you, are you really going to deny that existence that is special no matter how you look at it, huh?”


  “No, well… if that’s what you mean, then I kind of understand… maybe?”


  Perhaps overpowered by my words which came from the soul, Uenohara seemed to back away as she replied.


  Sheesh, this is why I find non-otakucommoners so… It’s troubling how uneducated they are about character attributes.


  “Anyway. My surroundings are a wasteland barren of rom-com characters, so there’s the need to be even more careful in choosing the cast.”


  Uenohara sighed, and after folding her arms, she continued.


  “But in that case… having to check on that aptitude thing for friends is… Ah, I see, so that’s it. So here’s where that comes into play.”


  As if having thought of something, Uenohara held up a finger in mid-speech.


  “You catch on well. Yes, that’s the reason for the ‘Tomodachi Note.’”


  My “Tomodachi Note” is not just a personal information database. It is also an analysis tool for selecting the cast.


  I prompted Uenohara to look at the documents I had handed over.


  “There’s a section with extracts of the candidates’ personal information. Do you see the area labeled “Aptitude Rank”?”


  “This thing with A’s and B’s?”


  “That’s the one. The ranks are broken down into five categories, such as personality and behavioral tendencies, on a scale of E to A. The overall rating that combines all that is the “Romcom Aptitude.” If someone’s a B or above, then they’re qualified to be a rom-com character, more or less.”


  Incidentally, Uenohara was listed as a C-rank. Her visuals are good, but all her other categories are ordinary, so she’s still in the region of being neither acceptable nor unacceptable.


  I took a sip from my drink before continuing.


  “Still, perhaps this is where I should say Kyou-Nishi sure is impressive… there are even more high-ranked students than I had imagined. Just in my class, there’s about thirty percent who show promise. It’s good that this school lives up to its reputation.”


  Kyougoku Nishi High ─ commonly referred to as Kyou-Nishi. It’s a traditional school that opened as a girls’ school in the Meiji period. After converting to a co-ed in the Showa era, it also garnered fame as a prep school, and it currently boasts some of the top academic achievements in the prefecture.


  At the same time, Kyou-Nishi is also famous for being a school of festivals.


  As for why, it has a free and open school culture that values student autonomy, with a student council that has always been active. In particular, they put effort into school events, and the open-to-public day of the school festival attracts many visitors.


  In my case, there’s the need to cross a mountain to get here… but there was no other school with a better environment, and I decided that I had to attend even if it was a bit of a stretch.


  “Huh, looks like there’s such a thing as S-rank?”


  So said Uenohara, who was flipping through the pages of the document. It’s probably her page.


  “S-rank is a special rank that is set only for heroines. People evaluated to be  A-rank who meet the “heroine requirement” will be the ones who get it.”


  “Hmm… so, how are these evaluations made? There’s no way they’re decided at random, right?”


  “Of course. It’s rather detailed so I didn’t include it in those documents, but the calculation criteria goes a bit like this.”


  I brought up the document on my tablet screen, then spun it around to show her.


  Uenohara began to skim through it while munching on apple pie… or so I thought, but suddenly, her mouth stopped moving, and her eyes grew sterner and sterner. Then, she murmured in a stunned manner.


  “…What’s all this? There’s a bunch of formulas written here.”


  “Of course, that’s because I’m properly handling it numerically. If you’re doing this, you have to do it in a way that has meaning.”


  “Hypothesis testing? Significance level?”


  “Ah, well, you don’t have to worry about those details. If you could just think of them as ways to quantify and rank various sets of data, from a practical operations standpoint there’s no problem.”


  After all, it won’t make sense if you don’t study the field at a technical level.


  “Anyway, as for the people listed from page two onwards… huh, is something up?”


  I was about to proceed but noticed that Uenohara was still frozen in the same position as before.


  “…Hey. Is there some sort of source you used for all of this?”


  Uenohara spoke in a very serious tone of voice. For a moment, I wasn’t sure how to reply, but I decided it wasn’t something to hide and quickly answered.


  “Nah, it’s all original.”


  “No way, right? All of this? On your own?”


  “Well, I had help for some of it, but otherwise, I did my best to read up on what I needed to.”


  This was genuinely the truth. None of that was a lie.


  “Hmm…”


  With her expression still emotionless, Uenohara stared into my eyes. Those pale eyes seemed to somehow see into my heart, and I inadvertently shrunk back. These eyes of hers, they’re pretty scary.


  “Please don’t look at me with those passionate eyes. I might fall in love, you know.”


  “Even for a joke, that’s too creepy.”


  “Ugh, as expected, acting tough doesn’t work for me…”


  Looks like those kinds of lines only work if you’re the godly ikemen Chitose[bookmark: _ftnref4][4] in body, soul, and narrative. I know that a certain otaku protagonist’s demeanor suits me better, but I do want to approach the realm of divinity, just a little…


  Ahem. After coughing to cover it up, I took back the tablet PC.


  “…Looks like we got sidetracked. No matter how few students are in this place, overstaying will increase the risk of getting exposed. Let’s get back to the main topic.”


  Despite being just a fifteen-minute walk from our school, this “M Conference Room” was situated in a hard-to-find location off the main road. The probability of bumping into an acquaintance was low, but it was still best to exercise caution as to the contents of the meeting.


  Uenohara closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and began to munch on apple pie again. I secretly breathed a sigh of relief and continued.


  “And so. The present candidates to be captured are those three I’ve listed in the documents. All of them are in my class.”


  Jumping straight to the point, the targets are the “Main Heroine” Kiyosato-san, the “Best Friend Character” Tokiwa, and the “Capable Ikemen Character“ Torisawa.


  There are also several candidates in other classes, and someday I do want to widen the scope to include the whole school, including upperclassmen and underclassmen. But the priority is to gain ground within my immediate class.


  Uenohara muttered in surprise.


  “So it’s two boys and one girl. And here I was thinking it’d be more full of girls.”


  “Stop being an idiot, there’s no way it’s that easy to get an S-rank evaluation. I wouldn’t be in this trouble if there were a bunch of heroines in the same class. Think rationally… rationally.”


  “That instigation really gets on my nerves.”


  Staring at me reproachfully, Uenohara finished eating her apple pie and wiped her mouth with a paper napkin that was on the table.


  “So, this girl was the target of your letterlove letter?”


  “That’s right. I absolutely want to pull her into this. That’s why I even coordinated which class I’d be assigned to.”


  “…Seriously?”


  In our school, classes are roughly determined by entrance exam grades and career path aspirations.


  It varies slightly depending on the number of students enrolled that year and their preferences, but usually it’s set up such that classes 1 to 4 are for the humanities and classes 5 to 8 are for the sciences, of which classes 4 and 8 are for students aiming for private “shiritsu-daigaku” universities (known as the shiri-classes) and classes 1 and 5 are the high proficiency classes for students who want to go to difficult national and public “kokkouritsu” universities (known as the E-classes, apparently an abbreviation for “atama ii” class).


  Knowing what was going on in that regard, based on the information I had obtained in my pre-admission investigations, I had expressed my desire to enter the humanities plus private university classClass 4 to which Kiyosato-san was most likely to be assigned.


  “So you made up your career path just to be in the same class as the girl you wanted… will you be okay taking the university entrance exams?”


  “In the worst-case scenario, I can just study really hard on my own and it’ll probably work out fine. Rather than that, it’s a lot more beneficial to increase the points of contact with her.”


  By being in the same class, there would inevitably be more contact. Since I rarely had any accidental favorability rating-up events, that environment was something I wanted to acquire even if it meant being a bit reckless.


  “…So she’s someone you’d go that far for?”


  Intrigued, Uenohara dropped her gaze to the documents and began to read carefully.


  That’s right. The real-life 2-D beauty who I wanted to get closer to by any means necessary.


  That was Kiyosato Mei, the “Main Heroine.”


  


  [bookmark: _ftn1][1] A chain of video rental shops and bookstores throughout Japan and Taiwan operated by the company Culture Convenience Club Company, Limited.


  [bookmark: _ftn2][2] Is a type of traditional Japanese stand up comedy that features a straight man, known as “tsukkomi“, and a funny man, known as “boke,” trading jokes at high speed. The format is often compared to an Abbot and Costello routine, a popular Hollywood comedy duo in the 1940s.


  [bookmark: _ftn3][3] Refers to McFlurry, a brand of flavored ice cream distributed by international fast food restaurant chain McDonald’s.


  [bookmark: _ftn4][4] A reference to the main protagonist of the light novel series titled Chitose-kun wa Ramune Bin no Naka.


  


  Part 2


  Kiyosato Mei. Class 1-4, Student Number 10. Member of the Tennis Club. Born on April 2nd. Previously attended Akagara Junior High School, located outside the prefecture. It was a combined junior high and high school, but due to her parents’ work circumstances, she moved to Kyougoku City when she entered high school. Currently commutes to school from her parents’ house in the northeastern part of the city.


  Stands at 160 centimeters. Her silky black hair is styled into a shoulder-length bob and is often tied back into a single knot when exercising, such as during club activities.


  Large eyes, long eyelashes, and a mole underneath her right eye. A small nose and mouth, and all parts of her face are well-ordered. Furthermore, she has a good figure, with flexible limbs and development that makes it hard to imagine she’s a first-year high schooler, all of which made her place first in both the Kyou-Nishi “cute first-year girls” ranking and Kyou-Nishi “first-year girls I want to date” with double the score of the runner-up.


  Her appearance is mature and of the Yamato nadeshiko[bookmark: _ftnref1][1] type, but her personality is cheerful and lively, and she’s a genki-type angel character who’s kind to everyone. She’s upbeat and has a lot of conversational vocabulary, which enables her to handle a romcom styled exchange at a moment’s notice.


  A member of the tennis club since her middle school years, she has experienced competing in the National Championships Singles. Her grades in the Japanese Language are top-tier, and she’s fifth in the year for the humanities.


  There’s no limit to her popularity with the boys, and her fans appear one after the other, not only among the first years but also the senior students. Her past experiences with the male gender are unclear, but it seems that there wasn’t anyone with whom she publicly associated. At the very least, there is definite proof that at present, after entering high school, she does not have a boyfriend.


  She is equally friendly with her classmates but does not belong to a particular group. Even if invited to go out with them somewhere, she will turn them down using club activities as an excuse, and there are no accounts of her having gone anywhere with anyone. Even within her club, there are no signs of her being on particularly good terms with someone, and at present, for better or worse, she constructs level human relationships.


  Reading is her hobby, and her favorite genres are mystery and non-fiction novels. On the flip side, apparently, she never reads entertainment novels, romance novels, or light novels.


  At home, she’s a pajama person, and she is the type to enter the bath before having dinner. For toothpaste, she likes the mint green flavor. Having dry skin, a recent worry of hers has been rough fingers after club activities. She regularly uses a pocketbook-type case for her cell phone, and her makeup bag always has lip balm, deodorant sheets, hand cream ready. 


  Aptitude Ranks: Visual Aptitude A. Basic Competency Aptitude A. Personality Aptitude A. Behavioral Aptitude A. Speaking Aptitude A.


  Evaluation of her present-time “Romcom Aptitude” ─ S. “Main Heroine” position confirmed.


  End of excerpt from the Tomodachi Note.


  “…This is rather impressive.”


  Uenohara murmured while squinting her eyes. Incidentally, everything on the third page onwards is information relating to “her.”


  “I know, right? She’s pretty much already a ‘2D Main Heroine,’ isn’t she?”


  “Well, this girl is one thing too, but the endless amount of information and content of this research is insane.”


  “In truth, I even wanted to follow up with every detail of her middle school years. But well, as you might expect there’s a limit to what can be done for matters outside the prefecture…”


  “If even this much is still too little, then just how far…?”


  Uenohara shook her head while clutching her forehead. Hmm, that is a pose you often see in headache medication commercials.


  “Actually, how did you get to know her? She’s from outside the prefecture. You said you made sure to join the same class, but that wouldn’t be possible if you didn’t know of her before enrolling, right?”


  “That’s right, the first time I noticed her was during the entrance examinations. You know, how the rooms in the test center are usually divided by region? The minority who came from outside the prefecture or from distant middle schools were grouped in the same classroom.”


  However, our seats were in opposing corners and quite far apart, so I wasn’t able to talk to her.


  “And you know, when she turned up to the classroom, she looked so out of place that the atmosphere was all, ‘Huh, was this venue for an idol audition?’ Everyone looked up from studying to stare at her.”


  “…That’s true. Given that level of hers, it wouldn’t be unusual if that happened.”


  “Hmm. Huh, did you already know her?”


  “No, I’ve only really had glimpses from a distance. I read this and the name and appearance matched.”


  Uenohara tapped the documents in her hand. 


  “Besides, there have been rumors about her in my class too. Something about there being an amazing beauty in Class 4.”


  “As expected, even the 7th place in our year thinks so too?”


  “She seems like someone you should be compared with a celebrity rather than a normal person. Also, the next time you mention ‘7th place,’ I’m reporting you.”


  Like that, she showed me the screen of her phone, which displayed the phrase “emergency call” on it!


  I was terrified that she would actually do it, so I shut up. Uenohara took a sip from her milkshake and continued.


  “Anyway, so you’re saying that you decided to make her a ‘Heroine’ because she was super beautiful?”


  “No, just having good visuals isn’t enough to become a ‘HeroineS-rank.’ What’s more important is the behavior and personality. In that respect, she showed her potential at the time of the entrance exam.”


  “Potential?”


  Recalling the scene at that time, I decided to tell her the story from start to finish.


  “It happened exactly ten minutes before the end of the exam… The girl sitting next to Kiyosato-san had begun using her eraser at a brisk and vigorous pace. I think she probably made a mistake in the answers column or something like that. And then, she went too fast and dropped her eraser.”


  She had seemed quite flustered, so she must have miscalculated how much force to apply. The eraser kept rolling after falling and seemed to have gone quite far.


  “The girl was visibly agitated. All she needed to do was tell one of the patrolling examiners, but she just kept helplessly sitting there.”


  The end of the exam was already fast approaching, and in the worst-case scenario, she could end up failing. I know what it’s like to have your mind go blank.


  “At that point, Kiyosato-san took action. She took out her spare eraser, and after working on it for a while, passed it to that girl. After receiving it, the girl bowed her head a few times and quickly returned to her exam.”


  It seems like, after that, the girl was able to focus and managed to write down all of her remaining answers before time ran out.


  I was curious about the dramatic change after being passed the eraser, so after the exam, I had talked to the girl and asked what happened.


  “There was writing on the eraser that said ‘Calm down, you’re still okay.’ She said that thanks to it, she was able to regain her composure. Though she might have been disqualified if it was found out, of course.”


  That action was not anything beneficial to Kiyosato-san herself. If anything, it was a dangerous action full of risks.


  Seeing her act on behalf of a stranger without regard for herself, I was convinced.


  “If she’s a kind-hearted girl who can help others on the spur of the moment… then she’s definitely a perfect candidate for the main heroine of my ‘Plan.’ Those were my thoughts.”


  It was just a hunch, not something based on data, which was unusual for me, but… surely, I wasn’t mistaken. I was strangely convinced of that.


  Actually, that feeling was not mistaken, with later research confirming her suitability from a numerical standpoint, and the current plan with her officially established as the main heroine was completed.


  “See? Now you understand why I’m so desperate to secure her, right?”


  I watched Uenohara’s face with a triumphant look.


  But… having listened to me in silence, for some reason she had a complicated look on her face.


  “What’s up? Is there something you’re concerned about?”


  Uenohara shook her head in response to my question.


  “No, it’s nothing. I was just thinking about something else.”


  “Something else?”


  “Well… I was thinking about how you could afford to stare at that the whole time during the exam, Nagasaka. Could you actually be smart?”


  “Hey, you. So in the end, you’re going for a diss? It’s because my range of predictions was spot on, so I had a lot of time on my hands.”


  “Incidentally, how did you do on the entrance exam?”


  “Huh? Overall tenth place, so that’s two below you. Sorry about that.”


  “…Seriously? That small of a gap with a guy like this?”


  Huh, she’s kind of looking outside into the distance. Um, that’s super upsetting.


  Looking somewhat unsatisfied, Uenohara finished the rest of her milkshake and continued.


  “Even so, you’ve got some nerve trying to confess to a girl like that. I’m not sure if I should call it reckless, or tragic.”


  “What do you mean, tragic? Actually, in the first place, it’s perfectly fine to get turned down at a ‘Confession Event’!”


  “Huh, getting rejected makes you happy? Are you a masochist?”


  “Uh-huh, just ignoring all disses. In that girl’s case, I knew that if I didn’t do an event with that kind of impact, I wouldn’t be able to break free from being ‘Classmate A’ any time soon. If you were confessed to by the guy sitting next to you just two weeks into the school year, wouldn’t you become conscious of him?”


  At any rate, given the chance, there are quite a few guys who approach Kiyosato-san intending to become acquaintances. Led by the flashy ones, various groups in the class are working to win her over.


  As there hadn’t yet been any moves by Kiyosato-san to hang out with anyone, in particular, I decided that to take my relationship with her one step further, I needed a dramatic event, even if it was a bit reckless.


  In response to my answer, Uenohara let out a rare “Whoa” mingled with admiration.


  “I see. So to begin with, you assumed that you would be rejected, and instead aimed for the ‘it’s impossible to be lovers, but maybe we can be friends’ thing. I believe it’s called ‘door-in-the-face’?”


  “Oh, I’m impressed you know about that. If you think about it that way, it wasn’t a bad plan, right?”


  “But I still think that situation was creepy. Calling someone to the roof with a letter in this day and age is aiming for too much and a real turn-off. Also, using your actual name in a poem you wrote yourself that’s filled with clumsy lines and putting it in a shoebox? If it was me, I’d end up finding it too embarrassing to step outside.”


  “Now you’ve said it! Step outside, I’ll make it so your body can’t help but sing praises to the templates!”


  I angrily brought my iced coffee to my mouth and grimaced at the diluted taste from the ice that has melted. The milkshake had been a failure last time, but it looks like this one’s no good either. Next time I’ll go with hot coffee.


  Just as I thought that Uenohara let out a sigh and placed the documents on the table. She then muttered softly.


  “…Good grief, just why am I still going along with this? If I think about it carefully, it’s just a load of weird stuff.”


  “Hey, that’s enough art of dissing, can you just—“


  Stop. Or so I was about to say, but at that point, Uenohara’s mouth relaxed into a small smile.


  “I really am… doing something stupid.”


  Her expression at that time wasn’t that drastically different. And yet. Perhaps because of the disconnect from her usual self, she looked like she was really enjoying herself, and I found myself at a loss for words.


  Then, Uenohara slapped her knees and stood up.


  “Well, responding seriously has made me tired, so I’m going to go top up with something sweet.”


  “You’ve eaten this much and it’s still not enough?!”


  “Even though things may look this way, I’ve been holding back, you know.”


  “Your amount of sugar consumption is the only 2D character-like thing about you!”


  Don’t make your character stand out in a meaningless area like that!


  *


  “…Alright. Let’s resume, then.”


  I decided to pretend like I hadn’t seen the mountain of cream pies added to Uenohara’s tray and continued.


  “At any rate, my current objective is to deepen my relationship with Kiyosato-san and the others. At the very least, I would like to get to the point where I can get them to readily gather when I call out to them.”


  Under the current circumstances, it’s difficult to even get a chance to start a conversation.


  “Be that as it may, continuing to just chat in the same way I did this morning isn’t too effective. As expected, right now I’d like to trigger some kind of event to get closer in one go…”


  “Then, for now, how about redoing the confession event?”


  “Hmm, I was very lucky with the timing for that one. It might be too late to try again.”


  The roof is usually off-limits, and there aren’t any other locations that are suitable for a confession event. Besides, I want to get closer to the two guys as well, so I should probably consider a different strategy.


  “I do have other events in stock, but… hmm, that’s right. Might you have any good ideas? ‘Accomplice-kun.’”


  Suddenly curious, I asked her. It might be a long shot, but there’s no harm in asking. I mean, she might as well put her head to work a little and exhaust all that sugar content.


  In response to my words, Uenohara rested her right elbow on her left hand, covered her mouth with her right hand, and sunk into silence.


  “…To confirm. Is it enough to start with a kind of relationship where you can be together? Like being in the same group or something.”


  With that, after less than a minute of silence, Uenohara looked up.


  “Yeah, that’s right. Even better if there aren’t any unnecessary people in the mix.”


  “I see. If that’s the case, how about this?”


  Then, she reached into her school bag and pulled out a printout. I looked at the sheet of paper and realized that I had seen its contents before.


  “…Ouen Practice?”


  It was the same printout that had been passed around during homeroom earlier today.


  The title was Inter-School Sports Competition Soukoukai Send-Off: Implementation Guidelines for Ouen Practice.


  “You’ve heard about it, right? The rumored Ouen Practice.”


  “Ah, of course. That thing which causes girls to break down into tears every year. It’s pretty famous.”


  Ouen Practice is a tradition at this time of the year for Kyou-Nishi. It’s a spartan school event that beats the restless new students into shape.


  The idea is that there’s a Soukoukai ─ a pep rally held by the whole school before the competition ─ in which for the Ouen cheering practice performed beforehand, the unaccustomed first-year students get coached on the choreography by volunteer seniors from the Ouendan squad and the Ouen committee.


  Don’t look down on it as anything more than simple practice. It’s a fairly athletic thing, and quite mentally taxing, as you might be loudly reprimanded by the seniors surrounding you, or have an angry roar come your way for not taking it seriously.


  Some people seem to see it as a problem because it goes against the trend these days, but it’s a traditional event with a long history, and apparently, most seniors are posing, so it remains.


  “So? How do you plan to use it as an ‘Event.’”


  I was of course aware of how it worked, given that it was an event in our school. However, I hadn’t paid it particular attention, having judged that it didn’t fit the current needs.


  “According to this, representatives from each class need to attend prior coaching sessions for the choreography, right?”


  Uenohara lightly traced a part of the printout.


  It said “Four representatives from each class are to receive prior coaching from Ouendan members and share it among their homeroom before the full-scale practice. On the day of the Soukoukai, they are to cheer from the front row.”


  …Ah, I see. So that’s what she means.


  “How about you put together the representatives using your ‘Cast’? At the very least, you would have a logical reason to form a group, right?”


  Saying that she held up her index finger.


  “If you’re in a group with a common goal, you’re forced to work together, and there are also more opportunities for conversation. It’s also a stressful event, so you could also hope for the suspension bridge effect.”


  The suspension bridge effect refers to how when you are feeling anxious or fearful, you are more likely to take a liking to the person you are with. Actually, this girl’s pretty well versed in psychology terminology, isn’t she?


  “It’s a school event, so it can be a legitimate grouping, and there’s also the advantage of being able to appeal to the whole class. There’s no need to adjust the schedule separately because the activity times are fixed and take priority over club activities. If you take this opportunity to fasten them down as a group, won’t that clear the first step?”


  Smoothly wrapping up what she had to say, Uenohara tilted her head to the side as if to ask what I thought.


  Oh. I see… I see. I had intended to just hear her out, but this is…


  “…Wonderful!”


  I spontaneously clapped my hands.


  If I let my guard down, I might even start crying. That was how deeply moved I was.


  “Wait, why are you clapping?”


  Uenohara frantically looked around, bewildered by my sudden behavior.


  “There aren’t any disadvantages worth mentioning, and there’s a high chance of success as well. It’s perfect!”


  Validity, spontaneity, and accuracy. It’s a wonderful event that features the complete set!


  Ah, how frustrating that I didn’t come up with it myself. But I’ll allow it. Right now I should be praising my accomplice, who has done even better than expected.


  “Uenohara, you are amazing. You have a talent for creating events!”


  I firmly seized Uenohara’s hands, which had been lying about idly.


  “Ha? Hey, stop—”


  “I was really moved! This can definitely work! You’re good at this!”


  I swung her hands up and down, left and right.


  “S-Stop that, it hurts. I said it hurts!”


  “Ah, my bad.”


  I instantly let go. Looks like I was so delighted, I ended up gripping them too tightly. Uenohara massaged both of her hands with a bemused look on her face.


  “Good grief… depending on the person, ordinarily, suddenly touching someone’s hands is out of the question. It’s really off-putting.”


  “Sorry, sorry. I got too excited and overreacted. However, I expected no less from my promising accomplice. It was the right decision to invite you after all.”


  “I didn’t… really say anything that great.”


  Uenohara spoke in a dazed voice while fiddling with the hair on the back of her head. In any case, it was a wonderful “Event” suggestion. All that’s left is to carry it out.


  “All right, from now on this shall be called the ‘Ouen Practice Event.’ We have to work out the details immediately, don’t we!”


  Now then, which scenario shall we go with? It’s difficult to control the “Ouen Practice” itself, so we’ll have to make use of the time before and after it. This means that theoretically, the best method is for everyone to drop by somewhere after practice, or to hold a wrap-up party.


  “Hey, um, I hate to interrupt while you’re having fun. But there’s one problem.”


  Just as I was letting my delusions run wild, Uenohara called out to me, having now composed herself.


  “You talked about putting together the representatives using the ‘Cast,’ but exactly how are you going to handle the selection?”


  Saying this, she folded her arms and leaned back in her seat.


  “Basically, nobody’s going to want to be a representative, right? You’ll be volunteering so there’s no issue there, but you need to come up with a way to drag the other members into the picture.”


  What, was that all? How anticlimactic. Here I was thinking it would be a more serious problem.


  “If you can’t expect on-the-spot volunteers, then I think it’ll be via nominations or lots, but the former could offend people, while the latter leaves it completely up to luck. Alternatively, there’s the possibility of offering some advantageous terms to persuade the people concerned…”


  “Nah, that’s fine.”


  As if to dismiss Uenohara’s concerns, I gave her some assurance.


  “I am the class rep, after all. That makes me free to decide on the selection process.”


  It’s for times like this that I became the class repsomeone with authority. Good thing I became one.


  “Huh, Nagasaka, are you really a class rep?”


  “This is hardly the time, show some restraint, would you?”


  “…So, what do you plan to do?”


  I cleared my throat.


  A truly simple matter.


  “…Instead of a lottery decided by random selection, I just need to make it a lottery which selects the cast without fail.”


  That’s right. For me, coincidence is something created by necessity, after all.


  


  [bookmark: _ftn1][1] Yamato nadeshiko (やまとなでしこ or 大和撫子) is a Japanese term meaning the “personification of an idealized Japanese woman”, or “the epitome of pure, feminine beauty.” The term is often used to describe a demure young woman and, in a contemporary context, nostalgically of women with good traits which are perceived as being increasingly rare.


  


  Part 3


  A little time had passed since meeting with Uenohara. It was Monday, the first day of the week. During the short homeroomSHR at the end of the day.


  “Well then. Finally, about the Ouen Practice. Class rep, take it from here.”­


  Our homeroom teacher, speaking as usual in a curiously sluggish tone of voice ─ Tooshima-sensei ─ said this and beckoned me over.


  Incidentally, she’s the Japanese Language teacher, but for some reason wears a trademark white lab coat. Just to let you know, she’s not a beautiful, young teacher, but a middle-aged woman, so don’t get your hopes up.


  “Alright?”


  I briskly replied, following my character as a slightly cool guy, and stood at the teacher’s platform from which she had retreated.


  It goes without saying, but my preparations are perfect.


  “Well then, to jump straight to the point, let’s talk about the class representatives for the Ouen cheering practice.”


  The entire class fell silent at my words.


  Not a good atmosphere. Well, it can’t be helped since this is fundamentally a negative event, but nobody seems to be outwardly expressing their opposition.


  “Ugh, this is such a pain in the ass. Is there really a need for that these days?”


  …No, there’s one person.


  It’s Katsunuma Ayumi who, although talking to herself, frustratedly raised her voice at a volume that echoed throughout the class.


  “Isn’t cheering kind of lame? It gets in the way of your makeup and all that.”


  “You can say that again.”


  As if following Katsunuma’s words, her followers began to voice complaints one after the other.


  Tsk, it’s because of that manipulation of public opinion that her behavioral aptitude is so low. This will probably unfurl a bad atmosphere to the neutral bracketC-rank too.


  Taking Katsunuma’s remarks to be a “monologue,” I ignored them and simply stated the facts.


  “As everyone already knows, the school is holding a Soukoukai cheering drill before the holidays. So before that, we have to elect representatives… By the way, do we have any candidates who wish to volunteer themselves?”


  Again, the class fell deathly silent. With expressions as if to say it’s no concern of theirs, they all avoided eye contact with me.


  The only person I could make eye contact with was Kiyosato-san, but she gave me a wry smile in return.


  Hmm. So she won’t stand either, huh. There was about a 50% chance of her volunteering just to help another person out, but perhaps the expectations were off the mark this time. Well, in that case, even those with their motives in full view could stand to be selected, so it’s fine.


  I paused for a moment and continued to speak with a tone that said “I don’t blame you.”


  “Well… I expected as much. Nonetheless, seeing as this is a school event, we can’t have our class being the only one to not send representatives… Alright then. For the time being, I’ll volunteer myself. After all, that’s the kind of unfortunate role class rep is.”


  When I jokingly made a bitter smile, there were some exclamations of admiration.


  My candidacy here is a prescribed course of action, but anyhow, let’s use it to raise my stock as well.


  “I’m sorry, but we still need to decide on the remaining representatives. Since there aren’t any candidates, we’ll have to do this fairly by lottery. Is everyone fine with that?”


  For the third time, silence falls over the class.


  However, nobody can object to this proposal. While there might be dissatisfaction, everyone knows that without it, there’s no way to settle the matter. Also, they’re hesitant to one-sidedly voice their complaints to me, the first person to offer themself as a candidate.sacrifice


  There probably won’t be any other suggestions, so everyone will have no choice but to accept them.


  …Or so I thought, but here, Tokiwa looked around the class, then raised his hand.


  “Hey, class rep, can’t there be an exemption for people who have club activities?”


  In response to the question, several sports club members nodded their heads in agreement.


  Hmm, maybe that was kind of like him asking on behalf of everyone? He might be more considerate than I thought. Good on you, that’s behavior befitting a Best Friend character.


  “Unfortunately, there’ll be no such exceptions. It’s a different case if you’re participating in the Inter-School competition itself, however.”


  “Eh…” said Tokiwa, looking disappointed. However, it was typical of Tokiwa that there wasn’t any unpleasant feeling to it.


  “I see… As expected, first years can’t participate, so I guess it can’t be helped.”


  “Well, in exchange, this will take priority until the Soukoukai is over, so you might be exempt from all that harsh training, you know?”


  “Oh, seriously? That might be kind of tempting?”


  Tokiwa’s face immediately lit up. Yes, looking at you does make me feel at ease.


  Just to be sure, I checked to see if anyone else had any questions or comments. There was nothing in particular, so I moved on with the topic at hand.


  “Well then, since there’s no use in delaying this any further, we’ll be proceeding with the lottery.”


  ── Now then, this is where the game begins.


  I took out a small cardboard box I had prepared in advance from behind the teacher’s desk and placed it on the table. Then, from inside it, I picked up a bundle of small cut-up papers.


  “First, please write your name on the pieces of paper I’m about to hand out.”


  Saying this, I handed them out to the people in the front row and instructed them to pass them to the back.


  Along with the horizontal “Full Name” title, each piece of paper has a printed vertical frame for you to write your name in. It’s the same writing format as the ballot paper for the student council election.


  “Some people have the same family name, so please use your full name. Oh, and there’s no use writing someone else’s name. I’ll check each one before putting them in the box, so please give up and write your name.”


  Well, there’s no meaning in needlessly warning them, but just in case, you know.


  “Once you have filled them out, please bring them to me one by one. After checking the names, I’ll fold them in half and put them in this box.”


  Saying this, I took off the lid of the cardboard box to show them the inside. The center of the lid has been cut out to form a circular hole, but other than that, it’s just a plain box with no other tricks.


  “Once everyone’s name is in, I’ll shake the box and take out three pieces of paper. The people whose names are written on them will be the representatives. Should you happen to be chosen, please accept the result.”


  I laughed jokingly, but everyone’s eyes were earnestly fixed on the pieces of paper. It was as if they were desperately making supplications.


  Once all the pieces of paper had been distributed, I clapped my hands together.


  “Well then, please fill them out?”


  After I announced this to them in a loud voice, they all resignedly and reluctantly began to write their names.


  ── Okay, so far, so good.


  I had been wondering what to do if I was challenged on the lottery method itself, but thankfully, no one had seemed to mind.


  One by one, people finished writing their names and they began to return their ballots. I checked the names while making sure that other people could see them too, then folded them in half and tossed them into the box in a messy manner.


  Among them, Tokiwa turned up with a troubled look on his face.


  “Hmm, I’d rather not get picked, but I also feel it’d be nice if I do win the lottery… well, in the end, I guess it’s up to luck. I’ll leave it to you, class rep!”


  Then he chuckled and said, “I won’t be mad if you draw my name” before leaving.


  Ah, as expected of an A-rank. What a nice guy. I’ll properly make this a romantic comedy and return the favor, so look forward to it.


  Torisawa came next, and with a languid look on his face, he silently handed over his ballot and returned.


  Perhaps he thinks it doesn’t matter, or perhaps he thinks that if he gets picked he’ll deal with it when the time comes. I can’t read his mind. Actually, why do ikemen seem so sexy even when they’re not doing anything special? If I was like that, it’d be rom-com galore. How enviable.


  As I was thinking about this, Katsunuma and her followers came next, glaring at me.


  “You’re dead meat if I get picked.”


  Yes, yes, I won’t be picking you, so I’m not gonna die[bookmark: _ftnref1][1]. Don’t make me say a joke that’s too old to be understood by anyone.


  “Come now everyone, don’t resent me. Let’s make a victim’s association together, okay?”


  While cracking jokes in that manner, I quickly collected the ballots.


  The last in line was Kiyosato-san.


  “It must be tough playing the unpopular role, Nagasaka-kun. But there’ll be a fine if I’m picked, you know?”


  Ha! That means I’m definitely going to be fined!


  Just like her job description, the main heroine of the story is not going to let you choose her for free, huh…


  Kiyosato-san gave me a sidelong glance, then smiled and left.


  “Okay~ I’m going to shuffle them now.”


  Then, while plugging up the hole in the lid with my hand, I shook it up and down and left and right as much as I could, making the loud sound of paper jumping around like there was no tomorrow.


  After shaking it for a while, I placed it back on the teacher’s desk with a thud.


  Then, with an air of importance, I slowly straightened my posture and assumed a serious expression.


  The class tensed up.


  ─ Here we go!


  “Drawing three lots!”


  From a standing position, in a single motion, I raised my right hand and plunged it into the box. For a while, there’s the rustling sound of paper being stirred, followed by a sudden stop. After repeating the motion three times, I vigorously pulled my hand out of the hole.


  “These three!”


  I opened the sheets of paper held in my right hand, one by one, and held them up towards everyone in an easily seen manner.


  “First up is, Tokiwa Eiji-kun!”


  “Gyaaaa! I won, yippee!”


  Tokiwa let out a wail of delight. That’s quite the contradictory reaction, sir.


  “Second, Kiyosato Mei-san!”


  “…Hmm, okay. So I got picked, huh.”


  Kiyosato-san spoke with a troubled look. I’m sorry, I’ll make sure to pay the fine as offerings.


  “Third, Torisawa Kakeru-kun!”


  “…Huh?”


  Keeping a cool face, Torisawa lifted the corners of his mouth. For ikemen, even a nihilistic smile is charming, huh.


  “That’s three people! A round of applause for all the members who’ll be representing us!”


  This time loud applause filled the classroom. Doing so after having escaped danger, they’re quite the self-serving bunch.


  “── Actually, isn’t it kind of suspicious? Like, something’s not right with those members. Why were the likes of Eiji and Mei ──”


  When I casually looked in Katsunuma’s direction, she was whispering about something with her followers, tilting her head doubtfully.


  As expected, she’s sharp-sighted. Looks like she’s even noticed there’s a bias in the selected members.


  Well, it’s not surprising that someone with a keen sense of human relations in the class would have noticed this. After all, only the people I’ve been actively trying to get involved with happened to be chosen.


  However, it’s not like they had been directly affected. If someone were to question the artificiality of the lottery, upon being asked “Shall we redo it then?” they would have no choice but to shut up.


  Just to be safe, I’ll quickly proceed to the clerical work and put an end to the subject.


  “Then, those of you who have been chosen as representatives, please gather at the Byakko Assembly Hall next Monday after school. If you are in a club, please inform your advisor accordingly…”


  In the end, right up until all was said and done, no one raised any outward objections.


  And so, together with the end of the day salutations, my victory ─ or rather, the victory of the “PlanProject” ─ was confirmed.


  *


  “Nagasaka. Got a moment?”


  It was a little after the short homeroomSHR when everyone had started to disperse for club activities or go home.


  As I was putting away the lottery box behind the teacher’s desk, Torisawa turned up.


  “Ah, Torisawa. Sorry that you ended up having to represent our class.”


  “Nah, I don’t really mind that. The time commitment is negligible. In the first place, it can’t be helped if you happen to win the lottery, right?”


  Then he smiled with a “yare yare” look on his face.


  …Huh, is it my imagination or did he stress the “happen” part?


  I had a bad feeling about this, but I continued to quickly tidy up so as not to let my uneasiness show. At any rate, I’d better hurry up and get this over with…


  “I just want to check one thing.”


  Just as I put my hand on the winning lottery tickets that were left on the teacher’s desk, Torisawa spoke up.


  My heart skipped a beat.


  “Check?”


  I tilted my head with an innocent look on my face.


  “Could I take a quick look at those lots?”


  I gulped. Torisawa grinned meaningfully.


  N-No way, if he realizes… No, it’s okay, calm down. I shouldn’t have made any obvious mistakes, so it isn’t a fatal situation yet.


  “…Uh, could it be that you’re suspecting something too, Torisawa?”


  “Huh, what’s that supposed to mean?”


  “Well, it seems like some people were saying that it was rigged, so…”


  It’s okay to say this.


  Katsunuma and the others had been talking about it, and from the beginning, I had been ready to have the bias in the lottery results suspected. Rather, by bringing up the subject myself, I can emphasize that there aren’t any problems despite the suspicions.


  Torisawa said “I see” with an awfully cheerful look on his face and suddenly held out his right hand.
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  “Then that makes things easier. Could you show that to me for a moment? I was too far away to confirm if it really was my name there, you see?”


  It’s definitely a lie. I have data that shows Torisawa’s eyesight is 20/10.


  “Oh, hahaha. I’m sure I wouldn’t have misread your name. There isn’t even anyone else with a name that resembles yours.”


  “There’s nothing wrong with just checking, right?”


  “…You’re probably suspecting that the lottery ticket was fake, right? You don’t have to bother checking, I can assure you it’s real, so…”


  “Hey, now, don’t say that. Here, just open that right hand, okay?”


  Saying that he then pointed at my clenched fist.


  …Oh, damn.


  So I can’t get away from this, huh?


  “…”


  “What’s wrong?”


  “I get it…”


  Saying that with an air of resignation, I slowly opened my hand. From there, Torisawa picked up a lottery ticket with his name written on it.


  “Let’s see…”


  My heart beat faster.


  Please, please, please. Don’t notice. I can’t suffer a setback at this juncture, just because of something of this level!


  “…Hmm?”


  The silence felt like an eternity.


  I tightly squeezed my left hand that was in my pocket.


  “…How is it?”


  I couldn’t take it anymore, so I carefully asked him, upon which…


  “No, I just thought… that’s definitely my handwriting.”


  YES!


  “…Satisfied?”


  “Yeah, my bad, man. Did I frighten you?”


  “Ahaha, sort of. Sorry about my bad luck with lotteries.”


  “As I told you, I don’t mind that. I’m rather looking forward to it. What happens from now, that is.”


  Torisawa lightly tapped me on my left shoulder, then simply walked away.


  Oh, so I somehow managed to get through that. Sharp people are really scary. You can’t be too careful when dealing with a Capable Ikemen character, huh.


  “Hey, hey, what happened with Torisawa-kun?”


  “Whoa… Oh, Kiyosato-san?”


  Before I realized it, Kiyosato-san, who was supposed to be talking to another classmate, had appeared right beside me.


  She’s carrying her school bag and tennis racket, so she must be on her way to club activities.


  “He seemed to be in a better mood than usual. Did something interesting happen?”


  Kiyosato-san glanced up at me with upturned eyes.


  No, not at all. If anything, I was scared to death.


  “Ahaha, I wonder. But it does seem like he’s become more positive about the cheering practice.”


  “Oh, that rocks. This is something I heard from a senior in my club, but apparently, it’s pretty Spartan.”


  After saying that, Kiyosato-san puffed up her cheeks.


  “But I’m kind of bad with that sort of thing… Geez, I’m going to have to fine you, you know.”


  “Uh, I’m sorry…”


  If it’s money, I’ll pay it. I’ll make sure to pay it. I beseech you, please forgive me out of consideration for the romantic comedy.


  Ah, but that angry face is nice too. The way she puffs up her cheeks, isn’t that the template expression of anger? I expected no less from the main heroine. As always, she’s a natural-born 2D.


  “Well, someone has to do it, so it can’t be helped, I guess. It won’t last forever, so let’s just try to get through it!”


  Kiyosato-san clenched both her hands to motivate herself.


  The expression on her face is so cute and befitting a heroine. Hi hi hi. I weally wuv it ♡


  “Okay, I’m off to club then! See you tomorrow!”


  “Ah, yeah. Good luck with club activities.”


  Then, scattering her usual smile, with energetic steps, she left the classroom.


  A faint scent of cherry blossoms lingered in the air.


  


  [bookmark: _ftn1][1] A reference to the 1991 Japanese TV Drama “The 101st Proposal” (101回目のプロポーズ).


  


  Part 4


  “Ahaha. Ah, that was delightful.”


  After school that day. In the usual “Conference Room M.”


  I was in a good mood as I reported the day’s results.


  “…So that seriously worked?”


  With a sigh, Uenohara showed her admiration.


  “Hahaha, praise me more, won’t you?”


  “No, I’m shocked.”


  Why wasn’t that admiration?


  “It was a flawless strategy win! And I didn’t miss a thing!”


  “No, well, that’s okay. But it’s just creepy that the plan worked in the first place.”


  “Stop saying that I’m creepy!”


  So cruel, that word!


  “But usually, you wouldn’t think it’d work… Tracing the handwriting of a person, that is.”


  Uenohara still looked half-skeptical as she muttered, “No way.”


  ─ The decisive factor in this operation.


  That was, the faking of lottery tickets by copying people’s handwriting.


  “I’ve been practicing just in case something like this were to happen. Because of my role as class rep, I get to see everyone’s signatures a lot.”


  Torisawa’s suspicions were correct.


  The lottery tickets I took out on that occasion were fakes that I had prepared beforehand and kept hidden.


  “With this method, all you have to do is to prepare lottery tickets in advance with the targets’ names on them, and then pretend to draw them during the occasion. It’s simple and reliable.”


  However, had they been only simple fakes, I would be dead in the water if asked to show the actual lottery ticket. So I prepared perfect imitations of their handwriting so that there would be no issues even if examined.


  “It was basically a lottery to determine negative roles, and it wasn’t so clear cut whether or not the characters would complain, so I was wondering if I needed to go this far, but… it was just to be safe.”


  I judged that Kiyosato-san and Tokiwa were not going to say anything out in the open, but there was uncertainty about how Torisawa would react. All of his evaluation criteria are unique, making the predictions prone to errornoise.


  In the end, the measures I took paid off, and I’m really glad I prepared them in advance. It took me a whole college-sized notebook to get the hang of it, though.


  “Actually, with that method, the real lottery tickets will be left inside the box, right? What were you going to do if they asked you to show them what’s inside?”


  A valid point. Indeed, my biggest concern was that they would ask to see the inside of the box.


  “Because of the structure of the trick, there’s no way to prevent it for sure. That’s why by guiding the path of action, I eliminated the option of checking inside the box.”


  Yes, that’s why I purposely left the winning lottery tickets on the desk.


  I had indicated in advance that there was no trickery in the box, and if there was any trickery in the method to suspect, it would be normal to suspect the lottery tickets.


  So, by scattering something easily seen as suspicious as bait, I induced the attention to turn in that direction.


  In the meantime, the real ones from the box were quickly retrieved from the box, hidden behind the teacher’s desk. Evacuated to my pocket for the destruction of evidence, so to speak.


  “Still, I don’t think it’s that easy to copy someone’s handwriting. And there’s also the possibility that the people themselves might write in a strange way when the time comes, isn’t there?”


  “If it was normal writing, yes, but this time it was their names. To a certain extent, everyone has a fixed way of writing their name, and if written unconsciously, it will all look the same.”


  Nonetheless, if the names were just written randomly on a piece of paper, there would indeed be a lot of variation.


  This is why the lottery tickets I handed out were in the same format as ballot papers, with a frame for vertical writing. With that, I ensured that the names would be written vertically within the frames, making the handwriting more consistent.


  If some of the letters had protruded from the frame, or if they had been written with a ballpoint pen, or if there were any signs of broken lead, I would have given up on this method, but I had already confirmed that there were no such problems when I checked the names. Having determined that there was a chance of success, I decided to go for it.


  “Well, in the worst-case scenario, it’s not like I couldn’t have used the ‘folding technique method.’ I’m glad things were settled without that, though, because that method’s more of a gamble.”


  The folding technique method is a method in which only the three target lotteries are folded differently, and the participants are searched for by hand. This method has the advantage that no evidence gets left behind, but it takes a lot of time to find the corresponding lottery ticket, and there is a high possibility of picking up another lottery ticket by mistake.


  After about a hundred repeated practice attempts, the final success rate had been about 30%. Since I only had a limited time to prepare, it was difficult to improve the accuracy any further, so I didn’t want to do it if possible.


  “Now then, is there anything else you want to say?”


  “…Nothing, I guess.”


  Uenohara, who had been questioning some potential flaws, finally fell silent. It was a complete victory for me.


  “Well, I had to cross a lot of dangerous bridges, but considering the return, it was well worth the challenge. Besides, if I were afraid of risks of this magnitude, making the ‘Plan’ a reality would be like a dream within a dream.”


  “Still, you did well to not screw up. I thought you might make a mess of things like before.”


  “How rude. This time everything happened completely within my expectations. Even the incident with Torisawa was a predictable problem, and there wasn’t anything that went wrong.”


  “Ah, I see… You’re saying that as long as you prepare properly, you can’t go wrong. So does that clumsiness only happens when there are loopholes, then?”


  “Hmm… Sorry about the clumsiness.”


  If I had the specs to be able to flexibly deal with any situation, I wouldn’t have this much trouble.


  “But, from a rational perspective, it makes sense to say all the more reason to prepare in advance to avoid mistakes. What you’re doing is insane, though.”


  Uenohara nodded her head up and down in assent.


  This girl has the air of a modern-day JK, but she’s quite the rationalist. She is a member of the science stream E-class, after all. It’s that thing where people are not always what they seem.


  I found myself watching Uenohara as she sipped her drink.


  Today, she had her hair tied back in a single bundle with a scrunchie, hanging down in front of her left shoulder. Her necktie had been loosened, and the chain of a necklace or something was peeking out from around the base of her thin white neck.


  Looking closely, you could see that her eyelashes are long and thin, and her thin, small lips were soft and slightly moisturized by lip balm.


  Hmm… After all, I guess 7th place in ‘Visuals’ isn’t just for show. If only the other aptitudes were higher…


  “…What?”


  Having noticed my gaze, Uenohara made a dubious face.


  “Ah, no, it’s nothing… That’s right, I recorded the audio of today’s thing from start to finish. Do you want to hear it?”


  I was somewhat embarrassed to be caught staring at her, so I quickly diverted the conversation.


  “Recorded, you say. That’s pretty much wiretapping.”


  “It’s not a wiretap, it’s a secret recording. There’s nothing criminal about it.”


  “No, that’s not the problem here… Ugh, it’s starting to get ridiculous how you tsukkomi so seriously. Really, everything you do goes in a completely unexpected direction, Nagasaka.”


  After giving me the customary dumbfounded look, Uenohara exhaled ─ her mouth breaking ever so slightly into a gentle smile. Seeing the rare facial expression on her face startled me.


  “…The rare face that appears at an unexpected timing is rather moe, huh?”


  “Look, why do you have to be so creepy every time you talk?”


  “Okay, that’s an out!”


  At least be embarrassed or something. You went and responded with a straight face!


  I casually handed over the earphones and opened the recorded audio data on my phone.


  “Man… everything went so well. In particular, my interaction with Torisawa was flawless… Hold on, I’ll look for the right part.”


  Uh, at approximately what minute was it again? I left it running since the beginning, so it’s pretty long…


  “Sorry, on second thoughts, could you give that back. I’ll set the cue.”


  “Ah, alright. Okay, here.”


  …Uh, looks like she only gave me the right side.


  Of course, the other side is in Uenohara’s ear.


  “…Hold on. You want me to put that in my ear, one side only?”


  “Well, of course. How would you get that one thing in both ears?”


  A nonchalant reply. I shouted while trembling all over.


  “No, you idiot! Using one set of earphones for two people? Isn’t that like an innocent couple who’ve just started dating?!”


  Uenohara froze for a moment, then her reproachful eyes narrowed even further.


  “Oof, what’s up with that? Do people even care about that kind of thing these days?”


  “That’s not it! What I mean is, don’t waste a valuable romantic comedy event on this completely unromantic timing!”


  “Oh, so that’s the idea, huh… No, that way of looking at it is even more ridiculous.”


  “It’s not ridiculous! My way’s obviously more similar to romcom!”


  “It’s really horrible that that’s your response.”


  “So we’ve finally surpassed creepy?!”


  *


  For the time being, I avoided the lover’s earphones, and with Uenohara saying things like, “Your voice is even shaking here” and “Wow… you’re covering up a stutter,” and “You’re breathing through your nose so hard here, that’s terrible,” slandering me throughout the whole thing, the audio playback ended.


  Uenohara removed the earphones and carefully coiled up the wires before handing them back to me. Looks like she’s pretty upright when it comes to these little details.


  “Aside from the fact that Nagasaka was creepy as hell the whole time, it worked out well, so that’s a good thing, right?”


  “I wonder why this person’s dissing me every single time. Just be honest and admit it.”


  “But I don’t think you should let your guard down just because things went well this time. It’s easy to get tripped up when you’re on a roll.”


  “I don’t need you to tell me that. I’m prepared to be more thorough in my preparations than ever before.”


  “Hmm… I wonder if I can at least acknowledge your preparationsthat part…”


  “Eh… what’s this? Were you just being ‘dere’?!”


  “And… you got carried away right after I said that. That’s exactly why you’re totally creepy.”


  “Argh, not another leading question, that’s dirty! Demon, devil, Hinami-sama[bookmark: _ftnref1][1]!”


  “What kind of example was that last one? Are you saying I’m not a person?”


  “You— Don’t come running to me even if you lose your place in class! Apologize! Apologize now! Say sorry!”


  And so, even the two of us bickered on and on, I continued to share the plans from here on out.


  ─ With this, the “PlanProject” was one step closer to completion.


  Seeing actual results in this way honestly made me happy.


  As expected, I should do what I can do ─ prepare thoroughly in advance through research and repeated practice ─ to head towards making my plan a reality.


  It’s the only way to defy this reality that won’t let you have a romantic comedy.


  ─ That’s right.


  After all.


  That time, a year and a half ago.


  As expected, my lack of effort must have been the cause.


 
  


  [bookmark: _ftn1][1] A reference to Aoi Hinami of the popular light novel series titled Bottom-Tier Character Tomozaki. Despite being the main heroine of the series, she is often considered by fans as “maou” (demon king in Japanese) because of her character.


  


  Chapter 2: Who Decided That You Can Do the Real Thing Without Any Training?


  Part 1


  After school on Friday.


  I waited for Uenohara on the first floor of the south school building, concealed in the shadow of the front door.


  Today was to be the day of Uenohara’s field training ─ a day of practical instruction in investigation exercises.


  *


  “That reminds me, got any plans tomorrow? If you’re not busy, I’m thinking we could do some training for on-site investigation.”


  “…Training?”


  In response to my words, Uenohara stopped drinking her milkshake and gave me a “What’s that?” reaction.


  ── Going back in time a little, to the day before.


  At the meeting that had completely turned into a regular event, I decided to propose a plan that I had been thinking about for some time.


  “Daily investigation is an important activity that forms the basis for the realization of the plan. I want you, my ‘Accomplice,’ to be able to do the same.”


  Uenohara removed the straw from her mouth and gave me a “Now what?” look.


  “Isn’t that kind of thing your area of expertise, Nagasaka? I don’t have that ability.”


  “You there, don’t try to escape by saying something you don’t mean just because it’s troublesome.”


  “No, it’s true that I find it troublesome, but…”


  All the while keeping her face expressionless, Uenohara caught hold of her back hair with her right hand.


  See, wasn’t I right on the mark?


  “I’m not saying that you have to help with everything. But there may be times in the future when I simply can’t make a move. It’ll be problematic if you go ‘Sorry, I can’t do it’ at critical moments. Keep in mind that you’re a professional.”


  “What do you mean, ‘professional’? I don’t have any plans like that, you know?”


  I quickly drew a simple chart on my nearby tablet.


  “Look, my research methods can be roughly categorized like this.”


  “And you ignored me…”


  “Don’t interrupt. Here you go.”


  I faced the tablet towards Uenohara.


  “There are two main types of investigation: Desktop and On-site. The former involves social networking sites – the model examples being LINE and Twitter. It’s where you explore information from digital data, including livestreams on YouTube and the like. Basically, an indoor investigation that can be done from the comfort of your desk.”


  “Right…”


  “And the latter, as the name suggests, is an outdoor investigation done on-site. I guess you could also call it fieldwork. If we were to divide it further, it would look like this.”


  As I said this, I added three items to the square labeled “On-site Investigation.”


  “‘Patrol Investigation,’ ‘Face-to-Face Investigation,’ and ‘Behavioral Observation.’ These are the three types that I’ll be teaching you because they’re the ones I do most often daily.”


  With a resigned expression, Uenohara glanced at the tablet, then slightly raised her hand.


  Ah, so she’s doing it properly this time. Uenohara sure is diligent when it comes to these things.


  “Yes, Uenohara-san.”


  “I do have a vague idea based on the wording, but… exactly what kind of stuff does it involve?”


  “Well, roughly speaking… a ‘Patrol Investigation’ is an investigation that collects rumors and gossip while visiting various places, a ‘Face-to-Face Investigation’ is an investigation that draws out information by directly approaching the subject, and ‘Behavioural observation’ is an investigation that records the subject’s movements, and from there analyzes their behavioral tendencies and feelings. Well, it’ll be easier to understand the details if I teach while doing it.”


  Having finished what I had to say, I turned off the tablet.


  “Okay, so I’ll see you tomorrow after school! Come to the designated point after class. Ah, and watch your back.”


  “My back? Exactly what are we being chased by… ah, you mean the police.”


  “I thought I told you to stop treating me like a criminal!”


  *


  So that’s how I ended up here waiting to meet up with Uenohara.


  I leaned my back against a pillar and pretended to play with my phone. Since people heading for the shoe cabinets can’t see you unless they turn around, it’s the perfect place to observe people while waiting to meet up with someone.


  The front door after school was full of people making their way through. Some on their way to club activities, some going out to have fun with friends, some being lovey-dovey with their lovers and who can just explode… all sorts of people came and went.


  It’s a spot that should not be underestimated because it occasionally lets you identify unexpected relationships, or hear stories about all sorts of things that will make your eyes glaze over.


  Still, she’s late… unusually so. It’s been more than 5 minutes.


  I glanced at the clock on my phone, then looked around me.


  Uenohara is the type of person who is always on time. She’s usually at the meeting place 10 minutes before the meeting, and if it looks like she’s going to be late, she sends some kind of message.


  She might often be verbally disrespectful, but when it comes to important things she’s polite and sociable, so I secretly held a favorable impression of her as a business partner.


  There wasn’t even any response to the message I sent her, so perhaps there had been some kind of trouble?


  “Well, that’s that. See you later.”


  Just as I was pondering whether to call her, a familiar voice reached my ears. It was Uenohara.


  At soon as her back came into view, I also noticed that she was accompanied by multiple figures.


  “Oh? Then you can just come once you’re done with your errands.”


  “Yeah! It’s just before the holidays too, there’s so much to talk about.”


  “Come on, there are sweets to eat! Sweets!”


  Are they her friends from the same class?


  From the looks of it, there are four or five girls, but none of their names came to mind right away. I would have been able to easily recognize them if they had an aptitude for romantic comedies, so they were likely people with an aptitude of C or lower.


  Uenohara shrugged her shoulders lightly before answering.


  “No, I’m not sure how long it’ll take, so I’ll pass this time. See you next time.”


  “Is that so. Then, see you next time! Bye-bye, Ayano!”


  Saying this, the group of girls then left the shoe cabinet area, laughing happily with each other.


  After first waiting for the group to completely disappear, I called out to Uenohara.


  “Yo, what a coincidence to meet you here, Uenohara-san.”


  “Oh, if it isn’t Nagasaka-kun. Long time no see, is something up?”


  “Sensei asked me to help with a little something. If you don’t mind, I’d like you to help.”


  “Forcing more odd jobs onto you again? Well, I don’t mind.”


  A conversation that went according to the script I had set beforehand.


  As for the “setting,” well, I happened to run into a friend of mine at the front door and asked them to help with an errand.


  I walked up to Uenohara and spoke in a lowered voice.


  “Okay, now we have a reason to be together. Follow me.”


  “Hey, was this farce really necessary?”


  Uenohara glanced around restlessly.


  So she’s being cautious of our surroundings… no, I guess she’s simply embarrassed. Heh, what a weakling.


  “Just in case. After all, you never know who might be watching.”


  “Like I said, who or what is chasing after you?”


  “No matter what happens, we can’t let the characters see what’s going on behind the scenes. If any noise seeps in, it won’t end up being a pure ‘story.’”


  The research activities conducted in advance were only a means to realize the plan, and nothing could be made public.


  To put it another way, to deliver high-quality anime to the viewers, is it really necessary to publicly disclose the circumstances of the production site and the affairs of adults? The world behind the scenes is not one full of light like that Musashino[bookmark: _ftnref1][1] animation company.


  I was about to accompany Uenohara back inside the school when suddenly, I remembered the conversation I had overheard earlier.


  “Hey, did you by any chance have other plans with your friends?”


  “Hmm? Ah, I’m sorry I was late. It took me a while to say no.”


  “No, I don’t mean that…”


  I scratched my cheek and continued.


  “I’m the one who invited you, but… it’s not like the training has to be today, you know? If you have a prior engagement, that can take priority.”


  “Uwah, Nagasaka’s being considerate. Did you eat something bad?”


  “That’s not it. I’m talking about cherishing your friends. I’ll have you know that even in a romantic comedy, the ‘Best Friend Character’ is extremely important.”


  “There it is, your specialty romantic comedy conversion…”


  “It’s not too late, you know. I can call you later tonight.”


  She replied in her usual dismissive style, saying that it wasn’t a big deal, and made a show of shooing me away.


  From the way they were talking earlier, it seemed like they had made the decision a long time ago, and it wasn’t my intention to cause her to end up breaking a promise.


  But even so.


  Despite those concerns of mine, Uenohara unhesitatingly replied with her usual blank expression.


  “No, it’s not like I absolutely have to go. So don’t worry about it.”


  “You were invited, weren’t you? So…”


  “I mean, they can have fun even without me. Originally, it’s just going to be a casual chat over tea, anyway.”


  Uenohara’s face was as expressionless as ever as if it was a trivial matter.


  Hmm? Well, if she says so, then fine…


  More importantly.


  “…Could it be that you were looking forward to the training?”


  “Huh? Why?”


  “Ah, no, it’s nothing…”


  In the face of that serious look, I chickened out.


  Come on, since you’re giving me a priority that would make me think you might be into it!


  “Heh, just to let you know, it’s going to be intense. I’m not playing games here.”


  “Whatever. Let’s just get it over with so I can go home.”


  “Gunununu[bookmark: _ftnref2][2]!”


  This accomplicenew hire really isn’t cute at all!


  *


  I walked down the hallway of the south school building with Uenohara.


  It’s after school, and the south school building, where the first-year classrooms are located, is sparsely populated. Those who have club activities are out on the field or in the gymnasium, and there aren’t many people eager to do self-study at this time of year.


  The only ones left are the students in the go-home club who have too much time on their hands. And most of them are chatting away, the contents of their conversations being one of my most valuable resources of information.


  “Now then, let’s start with the first type of investigation ─ the “Patrol Investigation.” This is how I usually make my rounds past the front of each class after school. The intention is to collect the audible chatter and gossip that can be heard in various places.”


  I hid in a blind spot and spoke in a low voice.


  “And the key to the investigation here is flick speed[bookmark: _ftnref3][3].”


  “Why flick speed?”


  Uenohara similarly spoke in a low voice.


  “It’s to write down the information you hear, one thing after the other. At any rate, you record any material that catches your ear, like you’re writing down the whole conversation. If possible, it’s best if you can also keep track of who said what.”


  I took out my phone and launched my favorite memo application. It’s a simple one that automatically syncs with the cloud and has no decorative features.


  “Like, don’t you think the amount of assignments Toshikyo gives out for Modern Japanese is seriously too much?”


  “Yeah. I’d have preferred Bucchi, man…”


  Oh, perfect.


  I took note of the conversations of the people passing by, separating them into individual words.


  “?Nishino, Assignment, Toshikyo, Modern Japanese, Too much, ?Ishida, Bucchi preferred. Something like this. You don’t need to force it into a sentence form provided you can understand the meaning when you look at it later. Oh, and the “?” is a symbol used to indicate the speaker.”


  “…Huh, wait a minute. Did you note all that down in just those few seconds?”


  Uenohara continued to mutter while blinking her eyes in surprise.


  “You weren’t even looking at the screen, were you?”


  “Blind flick. By the way, I usually do it in my pocket. If I really want to, I can hold two devices and use both hands. But although it increases speed, it decreases accuracy, so I rarely do that.”


  “No… that’s no longer in the realm of what’s humanly possible, right…?”


  Uenohara held her forehead with a dazed expression.


  I wonder. After practicing every day, I was able to do it after about half a year…


  “Well, you don’t necessarily have to do it blindly. Just type it in with a face that says, ‘I’m on social media,’ and people won’t suspect you.”


  “Actually, is it really necessary to take so many notes at random? Isn’t it better to just leave in the information that seems important?”


  Ugh… I let out a huge sigh. This is the problem with amateur investigators.


  “Look here. It’s okay to prioritize, for example, to write down information focused on a particular person. But it’s not okay to judge the importance of the information itself in real-time. How do you know what’s important and what’s not in the first place?”


  “But, like… aren’t details about TV shows and stuff like that unnecessary?”


  “So, are you saying there’s no meaning to the info about which comedians are funny? It might be that the speaker prefers Manzai comedy, you know? That would be personality data, wouldn’t it?”


  “…When you put it that way, there’s no end to the possibilities.”


  “Quite so. That’s why you shouldn’t be so quick to judge the importance of a piece of information.”


  I suddenly found my voice almost drowned out by the bustle of the class around us, and leaned a little closer to Uenohara.


  “Sometimes you can only start to see a trend after statistically processing a large amount of data. That’s why it’s important to be able to collect a large amount of data at the investigation stage.”


  “…That kind of makes sense, I guess. Also, you’re too close.”


  “Bear with it, I’m in the middle of saying something important.”


  I’m trying to be careful not to touch you, you know. After all, you got angry when I grasped your hand last time.


  “Anyway, here’s the thing. If you have time to think, move your hands first. If you let your body soak up the movements, you’ll naturally be able to leave notes regardless of the situation. You can even practice this at home.”


  “Right. Well, if I ever feel like it.”


  After replying to me in an emotionless voice, Uenohara then swept her hair backward over her shoulders.


  The movement delivered the sweet scent of shampoo to my nostrils.


  …I might have gotten too close.


  “Ahem. Well then, time to actually do it. In a way that doesn’t overdo things and get us into trouble.”


  “Don’t worry, even if I do get into trouble, I won’t act all suspicious like you, Nagasaka.”


  “Argh, I can’t argue with that part…”


  With that, we divided the task between the two of us and separately made our way around the classrooms.


  ─ When I looked at the final results, I found that Uenohara had collected about as much data as I had.


  This accomplice… nonchalantly excels on many fronts.


  


  [bookmark: _ftn1][1] A reference to Musashino Animation, a fictional animation studio in the Shirobako series.


  [bookmark: _ftn2][2] TL Note: SFX for getting super passionate about something, in terms of fury or anger.


  [bookmark: _ftn3][3] Refers to flick input for Japanese typing on phones.


  


  Part 2


  “Okay, now for the ‘Face-to-Face Investigation.’”


  After completing our rounds, we visited the art building next to the bicycle parking lot.


  At Kyou-Nishi, the south school building and the north school building are connected by a corridor to form a structure in the form of the “工” character, with the first and second-year classrooms and special classrooms such as the science and home economics rooms situated on the south side, and the third-year classrooms, infirmary, library and other facilities on the north side.


  The ones related to the arts, such as the music room and the art room, are located in the art building, which is independent of the school building. But for some reason, the student council room is mixed in among them.


  Right now, we were lurking near that same student council room, looking for the entrance.


  “The patrol investigation we did earlier was to get a wide range of information and isn’t suitable for finding specific information. If you want to know something specific, you need to be more proactive.”


  “You mean like… directly asking for information from people?”


  “That’s right. In other words, a ‘Face-to-Face investigation.’”


  By the way, this time I kept a fixed distance to avoid any strange near misses.


  “In this case, a conversation technique is required to get the desired information using a natural flow. In some cases, it may even be necessary to elicit information through the use of leading questions, which is why it’s an investigative method that requires a great deal of skill.”


  Of all the romcom protagonist skills developed up to this point, the one that took me the longest to acquire was the art of talking. It requires an ad-libbing and flexible response to the situation at hand, which aren’t things in my nature to do effectively.


  By using both conversation tendencies and personality assessments of targets, I was just about able to bring it up to a usable level, but it’s not reliable enough for people I’ve never met before or for people I don’t have enough information about.


  “Well, the proof of the pudding is in the eating. This time, I’m going to extract information about the rooftop key from a certain senpai.”


  “Rooftop key? Ah, come to think of it, it’s usually locked, isn’t it?”


  At Kyou-Nishi, the rooftops of both the north school building and south school building are sealed off. It’s possible to access the entrance via the emergency stairs, but to advance beyond that, you have to open the locked door.


  “But why someone from the student council? Aren’t keys usually kept in the staff room?”


  “According to rumorsinformation, the rooftop storeroom is under the jurisdiction of the student council. For that reason, it seems the student council is also in charge of the key.”


  During the “Confession Event,” I had snuck in at a time when the door was unlocked. That had been because they were carrying out equipment for the student general meeting. So I got curious, investigated further, and found this piece of information.


  Also, there’s a key in the staff room that can be borrowed provided there is a valid reason, but since there’s no way that the average student would have such a reason, it should be considered impossible to obtain.


  “The rooftop is a contender for first or second place among the most popular “Youth Spots” in the school, so I really want a way to access it. At the very least, I’d like to know how the key is managed.”


  “…Is it that easy to get that information?”


  Uenohara murmured in a doubtful tone.


  “I do have a rough plan. …Ah, hold on, I saw movement.”


  Through the frosted glass set in the door, I could sense the presence of a person moving in the room.


  I checked my watch and, right on schedule, it was time to make the rounds of the school locks.


  “By the way, who’s this senpai? Is it a person in your ‘Tomodachi Note’?”


  “Hmm, they’re a second-year student who doubles as an officer for both Audit and General Affairs, but that’s about all the basic information I have. Actually, finding out more about them is the secondary objective.”


  “…Are they a character candidate or something?”


  “Oh, how sharp of you. That’s right.”


  I nodded my head and answered.


  “After all, the ‘Senpai Heroine’ is one of the most important characters in any romantic comedy. Right now I’ve got my hands full with investigating those in the same year as us, but I’m at least gathering rumors. Our target is a beautiful girl whose popularity is top class even among the lineup of second-years.”


  “Haa. So, what kind of person is she?”


  “She has the atmosphere of a gentle onee-san type, with a visual somewhere between cute and beautiful, I suppose. Also, her marshmallow body seems soft in all sorts of ways, making you want to be babied by her.”


  “Yeah, using common sense, that’s creepy.”


  “There’s no man who doesn’t want to be spoiled rotten by an older character!”


  The “I want to be pampered” series is a hot genre around these parts! Incidentally, they don’t have to actually be older. The key thing is that they just need to act like they’re older. There are words such as loli-mother, after all.


  “But anyway, even if I say that this is just at the stage of potentiality. Rather than the looks, data on what’s inside is more important. Don’t worry, I won’t let my personal feelings interfere until I can objectively judge someone’s aptitude.”


  “Yeah, now you’re being ridiculously creepy.”


  “In the end, you just wanted to say the word ‘creepy,’ didn’t you?!”


  While we were having this usual exchange of ours, the side door opened with a clattering sound and a female student stepped out from inside.


  She had long black hair that reached down to her back, a mature and well-ordered face, and wore a red tie that indicated that she was a second-year student.


  Mm, there’s no mistake. That’s the target.


  “Okay, I’m going. I don’t think they’ll notice you over here, so just keep quiet and watch.”


  With a backward glance at Uenohara, who silently nodded, I took a few light breaths, then started walking.


  Slowly, I made my way towards the student council room, looking this way and that way like I was examining my surroundings.


  Noticing me, the target called out.


  “Do you have any business in the student council room? First-year.”


  A well-carrying, husky voice.


  This is the first time I’ve heard her voice, but it’s much clearer than I expected.


  “Oh, um…”


  Pretending to be a new student who was at a loss upon being addressed by a senior, I timidly called out to her.


  “Excuse me. Is someone called Hinoharu-senpai present in the student council room?”


  I asked with feigned ignorance.


  Of course, the girl in front of me is the one and only Hinoharu Sachi-senpai.
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  Saying “Ah,” the senpai’s droopy eyes narrowed softly and she smiled. Just like her appearance, the expression on her face was that of a composed onee-san.


  “Hinoharu? That would be me. Is there anything I can do for you?”


  “Ah, is that the case? Well, actually…”


  At this point, I took out a document that I had prepared beforehand.


  “This is our class’s list of committee members. I asked sensei, and she said you were in charge and to give it directly to you, senpai.”


  With that, I held out the printout. Essentially, I was using a class representative’s miscellaneous tasks as an excuse to talk to her.


  Incidentally, it is definitive information that Hinoharu-senpai is responsible for the committee members. Although the part about being told to hand it over in person is a fabrication, it’s something that’s meant to eventually get to her, so there are no problems.


  Here, senpai tilted her head with a curious look on her face.


  “It’s not like there was a need to hand it over directly. …Where did you hear that?”


  Ugh… so she had to question that part, of all things.


  “Ah, uh… in the staff room.”


  “From which teacher?”


  “…Ah, um, sorry. I still haven’t memorized all their names.”


  “Oh, I see. You just joined this school, didn’t you?”


  “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” said senpai, smiling softly at me again.


  Hmm, that was an unexpected reaction, but I think I managed to evade well enough…? Still, she sure is someone who pays an unexpected amount of attention to details.


  “Okay, I’ll be accepting these, then. Thank you for taking the trouble to visit.”


  “Ah, yes. Thank you very much.”


  “Well, it’s getting late, so be careful on your way back.”


  “Ah, senpai.”


  I called out to Hinoharu-senpai, stopping her just as she was about to leave.


  This is where the real thing begins. I have to focus.


  “Are you going to make your rounds around the school now?”


  “That’s correct, but… is there something else you needed?”


  Senpai turned only her face towards me as she replied.


  “Um, this is a separate matter, but there’s something that’s been bothering me…”


  I took a moment to catch my breath before starting to talk.


  “At our school, you can’t go on the rooftop, right?”


  “Rooftop? That’s right, it’s locked because there’s no fence and it’s dangerous.”


  “I see, right. Actually, I saw what looked like the shadow of a person earlier…”


  “Huh, really?”


  With a surprised expression on her face, Hinoharu-senpai turned her entire body to look back at me.


  …Excellent, she’s onboard.


  “It was only for a moment, so I don’t even know if there really was someone, but…”


  “Which school building?”


  “The south building. I caught a glimpse when I was walking through the corridor.”


  Also, the stuff about a person’s shadow is a bluff. It was the groundwork for the leading I’m about to carry out.


  Senpai hugged one of her arms, making a thinking pose. At the same time, her bosom that could be seen even through the thick uniform emphasized its presence even more.


  Hmm, this volume… she might even possess more potential than Kiyosato-san?


  But… now’s not the time for gulping down saliva. Calm yourself, young man’s pathos. Rather than that, concentrate on the story. Let’s make sure to note it down later, though.


  I continued with the face of a model student.


  “It might be a suspicious person or something. Should I tell a teacher?”


  “Oh, no need. I’ll check when I’m making my rounds, so don’t worry. It might be someone related, after all.”


  “Someone related?”


  “Yeah. You’re free to go up there if you’re related to the student council.”


  Okay, great! I knew the rumors were true!


  I made a triumphant pose in my heart and momentarily glanced in Uenohara’s direction. How about it, you see that? This is a model example, okay?


  Still, she spoke about it rather easily… I wonder if I can keep going and explore the details?


  “Oh? Is that so? Isn’t the key kept in the staff room?”


  “There’s a storage room on the rooftop for student council use. Things like old documents and equipment are kept there, so one spare key is left in the student council room.”


  “Huh. Does that mean that anyone who’s part of the student council can use it?”


  “Yes. But there’s a need to open the safe, so you do need the permission of the person in charge…”


  Hmm, so the key is kept in a safe. Well, I suppose that’s to be expected.


  However, it seems to be less difficult to obtain than the one in the staff room. Rather than a teacher, a student seems easier to decei— ahem, easier to get understanding from. Let’s keep that in mind.


  Now then, I suppose that’s enough on the topic of the key. But just as I was thinking this and about to wrap up the conversation…


  Suddenly noticing that something wasn’t quite right, Hinoharu-senpai peered into my eyes.


  “Hey, why are you so interested in the details?”


  My heart skipped a beat.


  Oh no.


  I might have carelessly overextended.


  “Ah, no, there’s no particular reason. Just because.”


  “Just because? Considering it was a “just because,” weren’t your questions awfully specific?”


  Senpai’s face remained quizzical.


  This is bad! It’s an emergency[bookmark: _ftnref1][1]! If I don’t do something quick, it’s going to end up like that time with Uenohara!


  Before I could be cornered, I took the emergency evasive action I had prepared in advance.


  “Um! I’m actually… interested in the student council!”


  In response to my sudden statement, Hinoharu-senpai blinked her eyes with a blank look on her face.


  Tch, I’ve been trying my best to avoid doing this kind of a lie because it could have a lasting effect, but it’s unavoidable!


  “That’s why I suddenly ended up wanting to know more. I’m sorry, I must have seemed rather rude.”


  “…So that’s what it was. I knew it. You could have just told me that at the beginning.”


  Exhaling, senpai lowered her guard and laughed softly again.


  Did… did that do the trick?


  “Hmm, hmm, I see how it is, so you’re interested in the student council. The response of the first-years at this year’s orientation was rather lacking, and I didn’t think there was much hope since no one came to visit. …Hmm, I think you have a good attitude.”


  “Ah, haha.”


  G-Great.


  She seems to be in a better mood now, and it looks like I was able to avoid the worst-case scenario.


  Well then, I need to retreat as soon as possible─


  “I can make time after my rounds, so let’s talk more afterward. Do you mind waiting inside for a while?”


  “Ah, no, um, I haven’t thought that far yet…”


  “Now, now, don’t be shy. I’ll explain everything from scratch!”


  With senpai suddenly getting excited and leaning forwards, I couldn’t help but take a step back.


  S-She’s a lot more heavy-handed than I expected. Even though she has a gentle appearance, is she really an aggressive type on the inside? I knew I couldn’t rely on my impression from outward appearances!


  “Ah, or else, would you like to join temporarily? The next student council event is just being planned, so I think you’ll get a better understanding once you actually experience it first-hand.”


  “No, that’s…”


  “Are you doing any other club activities? What about cram or prep school? For the time being, could you just tell me your name?”


  Wait, this is moving too fast!


  At this point, I can’t help acting a little unnatural. I have to steer the ship in the direction of terminating the conversation…!


  “Um, like I said! I’m still in the middle of pondering the idea.”


  “Oh, no, no. Instead of pondering like that, you should have a go first. Let’s use that time we have to ponder for movement. You’ve come all this way to Kyou-Nishi, so why waste it by not doing what you can only do here?”


  What’s with that high-minded enthusiasm?! She’s not even close to how she looks on the outside!


  “You’re a new student, so you should make your moves with more enthusiasm. You can’t get popular with the girls by being a herbivore, you know?”


  “Ugh…!”


  I’m making my moves! I am acting with super enthusiasm! It’s to make a romantic comedy happen in reality, though!


  Senpai glanced down at the watch on her left hand and sighed before continuing.


  “See, we’ve wasted a lot of time doing this. With this time, we could have had a more constructive conversation, right? Let’s not waste any more time, okay?”


  Damn you, that manner of speaking is getting on my nerves!


  Just as I was about to open my mouth to talk back at her,


  “Class rep. Sensei said you should come back as soon as possible.”


  A familiar, level voice came from behind me.


  I suddenly returned to my senses and turned around.


  It was none other than my “accomplice” Uenohara, standing there with her usual expressionless face.


  “Sensei asked why it was taking so long to just deliver the list of names. You still have some printing to do, don’t you?”


  Effortlessly, Uenohara spoke about an imaginary “setting.”


  This was clearly a lifeboat.


  I quickly decided to go along with it.


  “…I’m sorry. I’m actually in the middle of doing some tasks.”


  “Oh, I see… Jeez, you should have told me that from the start.”


  Senpai seemed to come to her senses, laughing softly before taking a step back.


  I swallowed the words, “There’s no time to say anything, you know!” and took off in a half run.


  “Ah, first year! At least tell me your name!”


  “I’m sorry, I’ll see you soon!”


  I shouted, cutting off senpai’s appeal, and lined up beside Uenohara, who was standing at the corner of the hallway.


  From there, we quickly walked back to the connecting corridor, and once we were out of sight, I let out a deep breath.


  “…Sorry, you saved me there.”


  “It’s all because you got carried away and pried too deep.”


  Uenohara muttered with a “yare-yare” face.


  Right now, this usual attitude of hers feels like something I can rely on…


  “So anyway, that’s the kind of person she seems to be. Does it look like she’s going to get an “S-rank Heroine” evaluation?”


  “…For the time being, we should just focus on gathering information. Mm?”


  As expected, data is important. Information is crucial.


  *


  “It looks like I’ve underestimated you.”


  Near the north school building’s guest entrance.


  I muttered as I took up a position from where we could see the main gate.


  Our surroundings were completely shrouded in darkness, and the area near the school gate was full of students on their way home from club activities.


  “…What’s all this so suddenly?”


  Uenohara, who was leaning against the wall of the school building with her arms folded, blinked at me.


  “Well, I didn’t think you were capable to this extent.”


  After the incident with Hinoharu-senpai, I had repeated the same “Face-to-Face Investigation” with other subjects, but once I had Uenohara try it out, she was able to extract the desired information three times faster than I could.


  Aside from her precise lead of the conversation, her ability to perceive the subtleties of people’s feelings and emotions and immediately apply them to her conversations was downright dirty. Also, even when unexpected problems occurred, she didn’t flinch at all, but rather made use of the situation to extract even more detailed information.


  Thinking about it properly, she’s been playing me for a fool since the first time we met, and her natural abilities and thinking speeds are much higher than mine, so it might have been expected. It’s as if she’s the protagonist of an Ore TUEEE series[bookmark: _ftnref2][2]. As expected of Uenohara-san, she’s pretty capable.


  “Man, you’re really making the principal offender lose face. I really thought that investigations were my specialty.”


  “It’s not that big of a deal. Anyway, it’s all just me repeating things Nagasaka did, to begin with.”


  Uenohara murmured as she twirled the hair on the back of her head.


  “I told you not to be so modest. It’s frustrating, but you’re better than me at ‘Face-to-Face Investigation.’ To the point that I’d rather leave everything to you.”


  This might even be a good way to divide the workload. There aren’t any concerns about her making a big mistake due to irregularities like I did, and there’s seriously a different sense of security.


  “Well then… moving on, next up is the last type.”


  “…What was that again?”


  Uenohara separated her back from the wall, taking a half step towards me.


  “The last one is ‘Behavioral Observation.’ Unlike ‘Face-to-Face Investigation’ where information is elicited through conversation, this is a method that makes use of gestures and movements to decipher behavioral tendencies and feelings.”


  “What do you mean, ‘observation’? …No way, do you intend to actually do sneak photography this time?”


  “Idiot, that’d get you involved in criminal acts. No matter how you think about it, it’s out of bounds to make a romantic comedy from the results of doing sneak photography day and night. Think legally, legally.”


  “I really don’t know if you have any common sense or not…”


  I ignored Uenohara’s disgusted voice and continued my explanation. Looks like I’m getting used to this pattern of events.


  “When observing, it’s a good idea to record things objectively and not subjectively. Also, pay attention to the number of occurrences of recurring actions.”


  “Number of occurrences?”


  “The number of times they act. For example, if they keep doing something like touching their ear or crossing their legs, how many times did they do it? Record that, too.”


  “…Is there a point to doing that?”


  “Recurring actions are behaviors done unconsciously, you see. So they’re often linked to the person’s feelings and emotions.”


  For example, if someone crosses their legs when they are nervous, you can indirectly measure the level of nervousness by looking at the number of times they do it.


  “Well, because of how there are often other factors involved, it’s not actually that simple.”


  “Hmm… So, who are you planning to monitor?”


  “This time, Kiyosato-san will be the target. It’s almost time for her to be done with club activities, so I’m going to accompany her on the bus back while sounding her out. I’ll draw out various responses through chit-chat, and you can take notes within earshot while pretending to be a stranger.”


  As expected, it’s better for me to handle the conversation with Kiyosato-san than leave it to Uenohara. Provided it’s not someone I’m meeting for the first time, I have a stock of prior information. There’s no reason to disgrace myself like that time with senpai.


  Uenohara nodded before opening her mouth.


  “By the way, do you have a rough estimate as to how many occurrences I should be able to monitor?”


  “That’s right… well, perhaps we can aim for about 50 in total.”


  “Wait, 50? Isn’t that too much…?”


  “You’re definitely capable of doing it. I’m counting on you.”


  “…I don’t want you to count on me for something like that.”


  I grinned at Uenohara, who had answered me with a yare-yare face. To which, as a matter of course, she replied, “Creepy.” You’re sure are easily creeped out, aren’t you?


  “Ah, that’s right. Before we get started… here, a disguise kit.”


  As I said this, I presented Uenohara with a pair of glasses, a wig, and a red tie for second-years.


  “To tell the truth, I’d rather have you change into plain clothes or even another school’s uniform, but… well, Uenohara, you and Kiyosato-san aren’t acquainted. So this should work.”


  “No, no, no, what are you talking about? It shouldn’t work at all.”


  Maintaining an expressionless face, Uenohara waved her hands in refusal.


  What, do you think this is the same as fooling around with cosplay?


  “Like, eh? You want me to put this on? Are you insane?”


  “As I said, this is just in case. If it’s found out that you’re investigating, I can’t guarantee your safety.”


  “Well… that might be true.”


  “You know, if you think it’s weird, then it’ll look weird. If you think of it as self-defense equipment, then it’s a rational choice. Am I wrong?”


  Uenohara swallowed the words she was about to say with a still and expressionless face and looked back and forth between the equipment and me two or three times.


  Then she sighed heavily as if she had given up on everything.


  “…Ugh, okay. I get it, I get it already. Look away.”


  Then, she snatched the disguise from my hand and disappeared behind a shoe cabinet.


  Still, Uenohara sure is open to all kinds of things, as long as they make sense. She’s eas— uh, more serious than I thought, hmm.


  As I was thinking about this, Uenohara, who had quickly class-changed to a girl with glasses and bobbed hair, quietly came back. Perhaps to match the atmosphere, she had neatly adjusted her casually worn uniform and even removed the necklace around her neck.


  Also, when she decides to do something, she optimizes it perfectly. She really is talented, this accomplice.


  “…How is it? Do I have any hair sticking out?”


  Asked Uenohara as she adjusted the position of her glasses with both hands.


  “Hmm, ah, it’s fine.”


  Still, how should I put this …… it feels like the “before” image before becoming a solid JK.


  That’s right, it’s like watching a reverse playback of that thing where the childhood friend suddenly becomes cute after learning to dress up…


  “Argh, why isn’t she my childhood friend…?!”


  “Ew, that seriously gave me goosebumps. That’s the creepiest thing I’ve heard all day.”


  So muttered Uenohara in disgust after retreating about three steps away.


  “Hey, you’re really dissing childhood friends, aren’t you? I’ll have you know that we’re talking about the person who, in addition to understanding and supporting the protagonist the most, has known them for the longest of times, with a close relationship rivaling that of a family member! It’s a character in a unique and special position, okay! All my life, I’ve wanted someone to give me a homemade bento every morning saying ‘It’s because I made too much,’ you know?!”


  “No, the thing that’s putting me off is your reaction, Nagasaka. I’m not particularly rejecting the idea of childhood friends or anything.”


  I snorted back at her, then looked back at the school gate.


  ─ And then, a few minutes later.


  We saw a group of people with racket bags who looked like they were from the tennis club turn up.


  In front of the bicycle parking lot, a lone figure waved cheerfully and separated from the rest.


  There’s no mistaking it, that’s Kiyosato-san.


  “Excellent. Well then, let’s get moving. I’m counting on you, partner.”


  “I’m going to defer to the proverb that says once you’ve swallowed the poison, you might as well lick the plate…”


  We followed Kiyosato-san at a speed slow enough to be inconspicuous.


  


  [bookmark: _ftn1][1] TL Note: The word “emergency” in this sentence is in Japanese Engrish (エマージェンシー).


  [bookmark: _ftn2][2] Refers to series that features an overpowered main character.


  


  Part 3


  Coming out of the main gate, we headed for the bus stop on our immediate right.


  The road in front of us is a bus route. There’s a bus stop with the name “Kyougoku Nishi Koukou-Mae” as if to say “Please use this bus for commuting to school,” but not many students actually use this bus.


  Here at Kyou-Nishi, most students go to school by bicycle or motorcycle. While it’s partly because there are so many university-goers from nearby areas, the bicycle parking at the nearest station is also free, so there is no reason to use the bus.


  Therefore, the number of users is limited to those who live near the bus route or those who due to various circumstances can only use public transportation. Kiyosato-san was in the former category.


  I spotted her standing at the sparsely populated bus stop, and called out to her as if it was a coincidence.


  “Ah, Kiyosato-san. Good work with practice today.”


  “…Nagasaka-kun?”


  When I called out to her, her body bobbed and turned to me.


  Perhaps because she had finished club activities, she was in school uniform but without the tie. Since she usually dressed relatively neatly, this gave her a much more casual impression.


  Kiyosato-san’s expression changed to a smile. Replying with a “Good work today!” of her own, she waved a hand in return. As she did so, the scent of cherry blossoms which surrounded her gently reached my nostrils.


  Yep, she’s a cheerful angel even after club activities are over.


  “What a coincidence. Is your bike still broken?”


  “Yeah, I can’t be bothered to take it in for repair. Thought I’d be able to manage so long I can use my bus pass.”


  Saying this, I smiled back at her.


  My bike wasn’t actually broken or anything. It was a “setting” for me to take the bus for school. Incidentally, this did mean I had to pay the bus fare, but I didn’t have any choice given that it was a necessary expense. Romantic comedies cost money.


  “Did you stay back to study again today? The school year’s only just begun and you’re already working so hard, huh.”


  “No, today I was doing some odd jobs as class rep. I’m getting pushed around just because I’m in the go-home club.”


  Saying this, I shrugged my shoulders. After all, bringing the list of names to Senpai was a kind of odd job, so I wasn’t lying. It was also a good alibi for me wandering around the school.


  “Ahaha, Tooshima-sensei sure works people hard. Thank you for your hard work!”


  “Since I’m the one who ran for the class rep position, I can’t really complain. Maybe I shouldn’t have been so motivated…”


  “Still, Nagasaka, if you hadn’t volunteered then someone else would have been sacrificed, so I’m sure that everyone’s grateful. Something like ‘Thank you, class rep, I won’t forget about you until dinner time.’”


  “Uh-huh, in other words, rather quickly forgotten.”


  Placing a hand to her mouth, Kiyosato-san giggled. Even though it was after club activities, it felt like there wasn’t a trace of dirt in her beautiful black hair, which swayed in time with the rise and fall of her shoulders.


  Even that trivial gesture of hers is just so picture-perfect… If this was a light novel, it would immediately qualify for an illustration.


  Suddenly curious, I glanced at Uenohara in a way to not be noticed by Kiyosato-san. She was silently standing between two people, messing with her smartphone. Pretty thorough how she isn’t looking here at all.


  As I continued to exchange pleasantries with Kiyosato-san, the bus soon arrived. There was only one route, so we both got on without having to check the destination.


  Most of the passengers were either elderly people or students. It was far from full, but the seats were occupied to a certain extent. As one might expect, it seems impossible for us to sit side by side.


  I led Kiyosato to a side seat near the entrance and stood in front of her, holding onto one of the hanging straps. In this position, it would be easy to see what was going on here from the back seats.


  I moderately applied the routine “Please go ahead” exchange, and I took my intended position.


  “Are you sure it’s okay if I’m the only one sitting? Nagasaka-kun, why don’t you sit somewhere else too…?”


  “No, I’m fine. Please assist this go-home club member in getting rid of their lack of exercise.”


  “Oh, you sound like an office worker in the city center.”


  By the way, Uenohara seemed to have guessed my intentions and was sitting in the first seat at the top of the steps.


  I didn’t even give her any signals. At this level, I’d suspect her of eavesdropping on my thoughts…


  ─ The door closed with a swoosh, and the bus departed.


  I would be taking the bus to the station, while Kiyosato-san would stay on the bus until reaching the residential area. That amounts to less than ten minutes, so let’s make the most of it.


  I pulled out a topic with an 80% success rate from my stockpile and started talking.


  “Oh yeah, I read that book you lent me the other day. It’s really interesting, isn’t it?”


  “Ah, I know, right?”


  Kiyosato-san’s face immediately lit up.


  “Among mystery stories, it’s one of those unorthodox ones. Like, you know those pre-established rules which say you can’t do X? It completely ignores them, like questioning if there’s even a need to follow them. And it’s super refreshing when things come full circle! I was considering that it might be better to start with a more orthodox series, but I thought Nagasaka-kun might like this type better, so…”


  Kiyosato-san gleefully spoke quickly about her impressions.


  She easily latches on to topics related to her interests, and if I bring up a book-related topic like this, she rushes to talk about the details like an otaku.


  “And then the professor answered, ‘Aren’t the useless things more enjoyable?’”


  Kiyosato changed her tone of voice to match each scene, her facial expressions changing in rapid succession as if she were the actual characters in the story.


  That innocence of hers is somewhat childlike. It’s a cute and adorable side that sets her apart from the usual angel-type heroines. From a romcom heroine standpoint, this kind of thing scores high.


  Perhaps done telling her story to her heart’s content, Kiyosato-san returned to her senses, scratching her cheek while looking away in embarrassment.


  “And I did it again. …Ahaha, I’m sorry. That must have put you off…”


  “No, no, not at all! I know exactly how you feel.”


  After all, I get more excited than this when I talk about romantic comedies. Although the other day, Uenohara did get put off when I did that to her on the phone.


  “Ah, it’s so hot. And it’s only April.”


  Perhaps to cover up the redness of her face, Kiyosato-san caught hold of the chest area of her white shirt and began to fan herself. I couldn’t help but be startled when I caught a glimpse of her pale collarbone at the base of her unbuttoned collar.


  Kiyosato-san can be very athletic in some aspects and sometimes behaves in such a rough manner.


  The fact that she does such a sporty thing with her clean and neat appearance and glamorous figure, combined with the gap effect, pierces the heart with a power that’s just cheating. Just how many attributes does she have? Amazing. The main heroines are really amazing.


  Each time she fanned her chest, it carried the soft scent of cherry blossoms. The tight, streamlined collarbone peeking out at you. And there, a little further down, in a forbidden area shrouded in darkness that you can almost see but can’t, were bouncy, shapely, good-sized, tawawa-like, tawawa-ing, tawawawawas!


  …Just as I was thinking this, the phone in my pocket vibrated.


  Come on, I’m describing something very important for a romantic comedy! Don’t interrupt me!


  “It’s easy to see where you’re looking, you know.”


  At the same time as the message appeared on the notification screen, I sensed a surge of gloom from the side and instantly calmed down.


  Oh yeah, you were there, weren’t you? Uenohara-san…


  With an iron will, I moved my eyes to the whirl in Kiyosato-san’s hair, and for the time being, decided to use harmless conversation to calm my mind.


  As for the contents, we talked about how delicious the blueberry bread from the store was, how difficult high school studies were, that sort of thing.


  “…Still, Kiyosato-san, aren’t your Modern Japanese grades super good? I heard that you placed in the top five for the entrance exam.”


  “No no no, it’s nothing like that, I just like to read. Compared to you, Nagasaka-kun, I’m normal, okay.”


  Kiyosato-san waved her hand from side to side in denial.


  Well, for me, it’s not something I’m really proud of. It’s just that I’ve spent more time on it than the others. I mean, my knowledge about investigating isn’t useful when it comes to taking tests…


  As I was thinking this in my mind, the bus suddenly swayed to the side. This caused Kiyosato-san’s bangs to similarly sway, covering her face.


  She absentmindedly lifted the hair around her eyes on her fingers and swept it over her right ear. This movement emphasized the mole underneath her right eye, usually hidden by hair.


  “That reminds me.”


  Then, in a tone as if she had just remembered something.


  “Nagasaka-kun, why did you take the trouble to come to school here from a middle school so far away?”


  The unexpected question made my heart beat faster.


  “…Why all of a sudden?”


  Calm down.


  She most likely didn’t mean anything by it.


  “Well, I was just wondering if there was a reason you didn’t choose a nearby high school. The commute must be difficult, right?”


  …I see, so that’s what it is.


  I stealthily patted my chest, smiled wryly, and then spoke.


  “It’s tough, that’s for sure. But Kyou-Nishi is famous for being a good school, so there are quite a few people who want to learn here even though it’s far away. There aren’t as many schools in these parts compared to the city, too.”


  To be frank, our prefecture is quite rural. If you try to choose a school based on school tradition or your deviation value, potential choices are few and far in between. It’s not that unusual to commute more than an hour each way to a high school in a distant place.


  “It’s especially popular with those who don’t just want to study, but also have a good time at school. Some even call it a festival school, after all.”


  Kiyosato murmured, “Oh?” and then smiled with a somewhat troubled expression on her face.


  “That makes sense. I’m not familiar with the area, so I don’t know anything about that.”


  Ahh, I see. She did just move here, so there’s no way she could have known what it’s like to commute to school in another prefecture.


  “…On the other hand, why did you choose to attend our high school, Kiyosato-san?”


  I decided to take the opportunity to return the question.


  It’s a good chance to get new information, and I don’t want to lose face as a principal offender who failed their face-to-face investigation. I have to get some results out of this, too.


  “That’s simply because it was close to home and the deviation score was close, I suppose? I didn’t have the time to study the choices in detail, after all.”


  Answered Kiyosato-san with a wry smile.


  “So you weren’t particular about the school’s academic track record or club activities?”


  “No, I didn’t care about that at all. I mean, even tennis is just a hobby. As long as there was a club, that was good enough.”


  With the same smile as always, she tapped her racket bag that was propped up by her side.


  Hmmm, so her skills are at a national level despite tennis being just a hobby… it feels like cheating. I suppose that just as you might expect, her athletic ability is also at a 2-D level by default.


  As I was noting down the new information in my internal brain memo, Kiyosato-san sniffed and then moved her eyes from side to side.


  Next, she then stared into my eyes and spoke in a light tone of voice.


  “Well, whatever it is, as long as I can lead a normal school life, that’s all that matters. Moderately, without anything absurd.”


  Then, Kiyosato laughed again and impishly winked at me.


  Eh. What’s with that? It’s super cute. I’ve never thought of a real wink as cute before. Is she an angel who descended to earth after all? It’s so wonderful I might ascend to heaven, you know?


  As I was lost for words from the shock of the two-dimensional power that was surging out, I suddenly heard the sound of a bell ringing. “The next stop is Kyougoku Station, Kyougoku Station,” continued the announcement in the train.


  …Mmm, it’s very, very regrettable, but it looks like that’s it for today.


  “Ah, we’re at the station already. Nagasaka-kun, you’re taking the train next, right? Must be tough to still have a long journey ahead of you.”


  “Ahaha, well, I’ll just take it easy while studying on the way back.”


  “Ohh, that natural seriousness feels just like something a class rep would do.”


  It’s meaningless to be a class representative if you’re not a girl, though. Why did it have to be me…


  I said goodbye to Kiyosato-san while venting abusive words in my heart, and I (together with Uenohara) got off the bus.


  As we were leaving, I looked back at the bus and saw Kiyosato silently giving up her seat to an elderly person who had just boarded.


  Those movements were so natural that I didn’t even feel a moment of hesitation from her, and I couldn’t help but let out a sigh of admiration.


  She really is an archangel after all.


  


  Part 4


  After watching the bus carrying Kiyosato-san drive away from the terminal, I went into the station building.


  Entering the bakery that I had designated as the meeting place beforehand, I secured a corner space with no one else around. After ordering a tonkatsu sandwich, coffee, as well as tapioca milk tea, I then sat down.


  Looks like Uenohara isn’t here yet… Well, while waiting, let’s make a note of the new information. There’s nothing better than doing it while the memories are fresh in your mind.


  As I was making notes on my phone, Uenohara appeared shortly after.


  “Good work. Well, take a seat.”


  Loaded onto the tray in her hands was a springtime bread festival of cream melon bread, chocolate cornets, and red bean paste doughnuts, but since I’ve gotten pretty used to it, I won’t tsukkomi.


  Also, Uenohara had removed her wig and returned her uniform to its original state. Unusually, her hair was tied into two side-tails, one on each side. I had thought she was awfully late to arrive, but it seems like she had been undoing her disguise in the bathroom first.


  “…So, have you taken a liking to that?”


  For some reason, she had left the round-framed glasses on.


  Uenohara lifted the lower part of the frame with one hand, then spoke in her usual level tone of voice.


  “We might be seen by other students, right? Even though it’s late, this is still the nearest station.”


  “If that’s the case, why didn’t you just leave the wig on…?”


  “You know, I put on a disguise to pretend to be a stranger, but if I look exactly the same, what’s the point? Use common sense, common sense.”
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  “My routine got stolen?!”


  Just when I thought I was establishing something like a catchphrase, she used it to get back at me, damn it all!


  As I dejectedly traced the tonkatsu sandwich, Uenohara, who had seated herself in front of me, let out a sigh of exhaustion.


  “Anyway, I’m seriously tired… my fingers feel like they’re going to drop off.”


  “Hmm, looks like some muscle training is also in order. So, how was it?”


  “Your character when you were with Kiyosato-san was creepy. What’s with that flaky acting, Nagasaka? It doesn’t fit you at all.”


  “Not that part, I mean the memo!”


  So despite being tired, you’re still keeping up with your disses!


  “Well, I somewhat managed that part… here you go.”


  Saying this, Uenohara handed me her smartphone.


  “Let’s see…”


  I swiftly scrolled down the screen.


  Hmm, looks like she managed to record quite a bit. “…Twisting hands” 5 times, “Putting hair over ears” 1 time, “Touching skirt” 3 times.


  …It’s good that she’s also keeping track of the number of occurrences. Ah, but this bit about “Nagasaka, sticking out the upper lip, creepy” is completely subjective. Actually, what’s the point of observing me? We don’t need that, delete.


  I read it all the way, then nodded my head.


  “Excellent, this is wonderful. Or rather, you ended up recording almost a hundred cases, you all-rounded superhuman.”


  “…I’m not especially all-rounded or a superhuman. In the first place, you can do better than that, can’t you Nagasaka?”


  “Even I can only manage 15 incidents a minute at best. You should be proud.”


  Her one time and my one year are almost equivalent. The difference in talent specs is really brutal, isn’t it?


  I offered Uenohara, who was staring out the window resting her cheek on her hands, a cup of tapioca milk tea.


  “Here’s your reward for today. You’re definitely gonna love this.”


  “What’s with this ‘it’s should work since she’s a high school girl’ kind of choice? It isn’t even popular anymore.”


  “No, I chose it because it looked like the sweetest thing on the menu, okay?”


  It’s just chaos when you think about combining it with bread, but it’s probably nothing special for someone who eats apple pie with a milkshake.


  Uenohara blinked her eyes in surprise, then muttered, “…Well, I’ll take it” and picked up the cup. She didn’t immediately bring it to her mouth instead she was poking the tapioca at the bottom with her straw.


  “Still, I was able to once again experience your high potential, Uenohara. And I also gained a lot of new information. I’m really glad we did the field training today.”


  I nodded my head in satisfaction and took a sip of my coffee.


  Mmm, delicious. I knew I was right to go for the hot coffee.


  “…Hey, Nagasaka.”


  “Hmm?”


  Uenohara muttered to herself as she looked at the tapioca sinking to the bottom.


  Her downcast eyes seemed to contain more emotion than usual, and without really knowing why, I braced myself.


  “This… do you really do this every day?”


  “Well, unless I have other priorities.”


  “Shouldn’t you be doing other things? Like, study?”


  “I’m properly doing it in my spare time. After all, it’s restricting when your grades aren’t at least a certain level.”


  Just like I had told Kiyosato, I basically use the train ride to and from school to prepare and review. In my case, if I were to slack off, my grades would quickly drop to the average level, after all.


  Suddenly, Uenohara’s hand which was holding the straw came to a halt.


  Then, she spoke in a very serious tone of voice.


  “Why do you want to go to such lengths to realize a romantic comedy? What exactly is a romantic comedy for you, Nagasaka?”


  She turned her light reddish-brown eyes towards me and asked.


  “…What’s up all of a sudden? That’s because the romantic comedy is there. What else could it be?”


  “That’s not what I mean. A more proper reason.”


  Uenohara replied plainly without a diss or a tsukkomi.


  …This is kind of an unusually serious atmosphere.


  I folded my arms and pondered about how I should answer.


  The sound of a bustling crowd echoed in the distance.


  I shut my eyes for a moment.


  Then, slowly, I opened my mouth.


  “You know, the world of romantic comedy. It’s a utopia with a guaranteed happy ending.”


  “…Utopia?”


  “Yeah. It’s full of love, friendship, emotional drama, lucky happenings… On the whole, packed with everything a normal middle or high school student could ever want. If one can actually experience it, it will definitely enhance your life. The entirety of it.”


  “…”


  “And, such a world of dreams and ideals always ends with a happy ending. Even if there are twists and turns, even if there are painful and sad moments along the way, there is always redemption and reward in the end. Each character comes to the ending having gained something irreplaceable.”


  “Something irreplaceable…”


  Softly repeating just that part, Uenohara then fell silent once more.


  “But you know…”


  I dropped my gaze, then continued.


  “In the end, ideals are ideals and reality is reality. At the very least… I realized long, long ago that my reality was far from a romantic comedy. I mean, I didn’t possess any protagonist-like skills, and there wasn’t a single girl with heroine-like attributes either.”


  Suddenly, I looked out the window. I saw an unorganized crowd of people who were coming and going.


  “That’s why in the past, I used to be just another romcom-loving light novel reader like millions of others in the country. I was just another Middle School Student A, wishing I could have a school life like that, treating it like it was a matter for someone else.”


  Then, I, who was one of those nameless millions, understood the followinggave up.


  “In my reality ahead, there would be irreplaceable encounters with people like in romantic comedies. There wouldn’t be a fulfilling everyday life like in romantic comedies. And… if I lived every day while putting up with tasteless and odorless of it all, there wasn’t any guarantee that I would reach a happy ending.”


  That’s why.


  “That’s why for the longest time, I hated them. That kind of reality, as well as myself who was being simply swept along by such a reality.”


  Having said all that, I took a deep breath.


  ─ But.


  “But one day… by chance, I was able to make a romantic comedy-like event take place.”


  It was a truly small trigger.


  When it came to planning the school trip, I had unveiled the information about tourist spots that I had been researching as part of my hobby.


  Hearing this, a girl in my class had whispered into my ear, asking me if I wanted to go with her.


  It was such a trivial incident, but…


  “At that moment, it occurred to me. Maybe, that utopia is in a place that even I can reach.”


  I clasped my hands tightly together on the table.


  “If you think about it, the protagonists in romantic comedies are incredibly diverse. Having the protagonist be an ordinary high school student is something that goes beyond a royal road and into the classics, and loners and otaku are now mainstream. Even riajuu who should have already gained themselves fulfilling life can take the leading role.”


  In other words.


  “It has nothing to do with individual characteristics, surroundings, or any of those factors.”


  Then, I spoke clearly, as if chewing on each word, one by one.


  “No matter how much you may lack the talent, no matter how desolate your environment may be, and no matter how unlucky you are… none of that matters. If there is only one condition, it is…”


  ─ The element that all protagonists have in common.


  “To be true to who you are.”


  “That’s why Nagasaka Kouhei just needs to do what Nagasaka Kouhei can do. That’s the only condition to make a romantic comedy in the reality I live in… No, to make reality itself into a romantic comedy.”


  I stopped there and took a deep breath.


  “…Well, anyway. The utopia is within reach, so I reach for it. That’s really all I’m saying.”


  I might have talked a little too passionately.  My throat’s completely dry.


  I gulped down a cup of now lukewarm hot coffee and moistened my throat. Huh, so the hot coffee was a failure after all. Maybe I’ll just have water next time.


  “…I see.”


  Uenohara, who had remained silent the whole time, closed her eyes and whispered.


  Her response sounded more emotional than usual. But she soon reverted to speaking in her usual flat tone of voice.


  “Yeah, hearing you get carried away with that ‘I’m saying something cool right now’ feeling creeped me out. I didn’t even ask about the conditions for becoming a protagonist, and you just started talking about it.”


  “Hey! Don’t disrespect me when I’m actually trying to give you a serious answer!”


  “I mean, leaving aside whatever a romantic comedy is, Nagasaka, you haven’t explained why you want to make one happen, have you?”


  Argh, you’re usually so perceptive, why can’t you understand?


  “Look here, I told you at the beginning, didn’t I? Romantic comedies are utopia with a guaranteed happy ending.”


  “Yes, you did say that…”


  Uenohara tilted her head slightly. She still didn’t seem to get it.


  “In other words…”


  I replied after coughing and clearing my throat.


  “If you think about it the other way ─ if you could turn reality into a romantic comedy, wouldn’t you be guaranteed with a happy ending?”


  “I’m making romantic comedy a reality so that I can have the happiest ending of my high school life.”


  Uenohara’s eyes widened as she heard those words. Her mouth continued to open and close, eating the air.


  Another strange, rare face.


  “Hey… are you serious when you say that?”


  “Obviously. Who in the world doesn’t like a happy ending?”


  “…You really are a big, stupid idiot.”


  “That’s your conclusion?!”


  “It’s so irrational that I’m at a loss for words. There’s no logic to it in the first place, and the thing about the happy ending is so poorly put together that it doesn’t even make sense.”


  “Ah come on, this stubborn rationalist!”


  Don’t try to find reason even in something like that!


  But just when I was about to ask for my tapioca milk tea back.


  “However…”


  Uenohara spoke.


  She had a distant tone in her voice and a slight smile on her face.


  “That big idiocy. It’s very like you, Nagasaka, so isn’t it fine?”


  After saying that, she slowly brought the tapioca milk tea in her hand to her mouth.


  ─ It’s just like me, huh.


  That’s what I’ve kept telling myself. Although…


  This is the first time someone has said it to me.


  I squirmed in my seat, suddenly feeling embarrassed.


  “Well… it’d be nice if that were the case.”


  “It’s not something I can do, you know. I don’t have a self to stay true to or anything unique to me. Nothing like that.”


  “…Huh?”


  The words spoken so casually had a sense of unease. But before I could say anything else, Uenohara continued in her usual manner.


  “So in addition to lacking common sense and being a dreamer, Nagasaka, you’re also a narcissist, making you a very difficult person. To a girl, the most unacceptable type.”


  “That’s even worse than before?!”


  I knew she didn’t think it was any good…


  *


  From there, we quickly shared our data and wrapped things up until the next action plan meeting.


  “And so, next up is the prior coaching for the Ouen Cheer Practice. That’s all from my side for now. Do you have anything for me?”


  I asked as I closed the document on my tablet.


  Uenohara put her hand to her mouth and was silent for a moment, sniffed, and then murmured to herself.


  “…Just to be sure, Nagasaka. You don’t wear perfume or anything, right?”


  “Huh? Why?”


  “Yeah, of course not. Sorry, it’s nothing.”


  Uenohara waved her hand lightly and then brought it to her mouth, mumbling something to herself, deep in thought.


  Eh, could it be…… I don’t smell like sweat or anything like that, do I…?


  “Uh, if you mean unscented antiperspirant, then I do use that…?”


  “No, that’s enough. Actually, that’s creepy. Please stop talking.”


  “So unreasonable!”


  You’re the one who asked me first!


  Just as I was sniffing my hands and clothes for any unusual smells, Uenohara shook her head and exhaled.


  “…That’s all it could be, I guess. For the time being, I won’t make a move either.”


  “What are you talking about…?”


  That’s a curious thing to say.


  “Anyway. What should I do for the upcoming investigations?”


  “Hmm…”


  Hmm, she’s rather proactive in seeking work on her own. I’m glad to see that she’s steadily being brainwa— ahem, developing the sense of being an accomplice.


  I thought about it for a while, then told her.


  “Well, I’ll handle the details for the daily patrol investigations and all that, so don’t worry about those. That stuff I can do myself without needing your help.”


  “Oh, is that so?”


  Uenohara shifted his gaze to the window and muttered to herself.


  “In return, I’d like you to be in charge of the ‘Face-to-Face Investigations’ for gathering specific information. You’re obviously better suited for that than I am, and I’m sure you won’t be making mistakes any time soon.”


  Hearing those words, Uenohara turned back to me and tousled the back of her hair before answering.


  “Well… I’ll do what I can. There are some things I’m personally curious about, and I’m just glad you didn’t tell me to do something like today every day.”


  As she said this, Uenohara pushed up her glasses.


  …So she’s taken a liking to those glasses after all?


  “…Should I give those to you? They’re not that expensive anyway.”


  “No, I don’t want them. They’re lame, to begin with. Even if they’re just for show, why didn’t you choose a pair of glasses with a sense of style?”


  “Hey, gifting a pair of glasses is an important flag, you know! Although with Sae**no[bookmark: _ftnref1][1], it was the other way around!”


  “Alright, alright. Creepy, creepy.”


  So at the end of the day, we concluded things in the usual mood before leaving.


  ─ As expected, I think it was the right decision to recruit Uenohara at that time.


  Originally, I hadn’t intended to show anyone the backstage of the romcom, but… the existence of an accomplice who can cooperate behind the scenes will unmistakably work to my advantage.


  I’m sure that this way, things will work out.


  I’m going to make sure that my Project ─ our Project ─ is a success.


  But…


  In this reality, there was no way everything was going to go so smoothly.


 
  


  [bookmark: _ftn1][1] Refers to the popular romcom, harem light novel series “Saenai Heroine no Sodatekata” (Saekano: How to Raise a Boring Girlfriend).


  


  Chapter 3: Who Decided That the Heroine Will Act Lovestruck so Easily?


  Part 1


  While continuing with my daily investigation activities, I had been steadily working to get closer to the characters.


  Information obtained through prior investigation is only meaningful if exploited. So the next important step was to use that data to raise the “favorability” with the targets.


  ─ And today was the perfect opportunity.


  It was the day of the advance coaching session for the Ouen Cheer Practice.


  “Oh, so this is the Byakko Assembly Hall. I’ve never been here before, but it’s quite spacious!”


  Kiyosato-san exclaimed in admiration.


  The way she held her hand up over her forehead and looked around was as cute and natural as ever. It’s like a 2-D heroine.


  Also, in anticipation of the physical exercise, she had taken off her blazer jacket and tied her hair into a ponytail. The tail in black which bounced around in small movements and the pure white nape of the neck which hopped in and out of vision was enough to make mincemeat of any man.


  Hey guys, here’s our main heroine, you know? Haha, jealous, aren’t you?


  I tried to use my thoughts to provoke the boys in the other classes, who had been looking our way for a while now. You guys who can only watch, there’s a difference in our positions, you know?


  Taking little notice of my cheap assertion of dominance, Kiyosato-san tapped the tips of her shoes on the floor.


  “I thought it was going to be like a movie theatre with seats and stuff, but it looks more like a normal gym, huh?”


  We were in the Byakko Assembly Hall, a multi-purpose hall separate from the school building, located to the left of the school gate. Just as Kiyosato-san says, rather than a cultural hall, it’s a facility that bears more resemblance to a small gymnasium.


  The name originates from how Kyou-Nishi is literally on the west (Nishi) side of the city, and in the west, the guardian sacred animal is the White Tiger (Byakko). It’s a naming convention that reeks of chuunibyou delusion, but the high school in the south of the city uses a school emblem associated with the Vermilion Bird (Suzaku), while the one in the east takes the name of the Azure Dragon (Seiryuu), surprisingly mainstream. By the way, there isn’t anything sealed away in our prefecture or anything.


  “To think that something like this exists in addition to the gymnasium. It’s so different from middle school. I wonder if there’s a reason?”


  As always, Tokiwa was going at his normal pace. In preparation for club activities later in the day, he was changing into his jersey.


  Unlike the actual cheering practice, today there was only choreography coaching, so it wasn’t expected to take much time. After finding out that he would have to go for club activities, Tokiwa was very disheartened, but at this point, I could only tell him not to mind it.


  “It’s probably because the gym isn’t always available due to things like club activities and classes. I hear it’s also used as a rehearsal space for the wind ensemblebrass band.”


  Torisawa was calm and straightforward in his reply.


  As a member of the light music club, he was still in uniform. However, he had taken off his usual silver accessory, instead of wearing the school-issued tie tightly around his neck.


  He seems to be the type of guy who knows when to be respectful of the time, place, and occasion, so isn’t one of those ordinary self-centered characters. Yup, from a romcom standpoint, that scores high points.


  I glanced at the clock on the wall. We had arrived earlier than the assembly time, so there was still plenty of leeways before things got started.


  ─ Now then. At last, here’s a chance to see all the characters in one place.


  Time to use the communication event to raise my favourability with everyone sky high!


  But just as I was about to showcase the conversation topics that I had thought about beforehand.


  “Huh, Nagasaka? You sure are early.”


  “Hold on, Uenohara. I’m busy right now…”


  …Hmm?


  That’s strange. Why did the template reaction get automatically triggered just now?


  “Are you in the middle of something?”


  An all too familiar figure tilted their head and looked up at me.


  ─ For some reason, Uenohara Ayanomy accomplice was standing in front of me.


  “Whoa?!”


  I inadvertently shouted, then immediately covered my mouth with my hand.


  The other three looked in our direction, their faces questioning what was going on.


  “Wait, what? …Why?!”


  “What do you mean, why? I’m here for the cheer practice coaching.”


  Looking puzzled, Uenohara tilted her head slightly.


  No, no, no, no, that’s not what I meant, that’s beside the point here!


  Saying “Ah,” Uenohara clapped her hands in front of her chest as if she had thought of something.


  “Didn’t I tell you? I decided to represent my class as well.”


  I didn’t hear a word of it! Why didn’t you tell me such an important thing in advance!?


  “Well, well, just calm down.”


  My heart isn’t just thumping, it’s going bang-bang-bang.


  Damn it all, here I was about to put my all into communicating, and now she’s chucked in a super-sized irregularity! My event plan’s all messed up, you know! Actually, why did she do something nonsensical like this anyway?!


  “Um… is this someone you know, Nagasaka-kun?”


  Just as I was thinking all sorts of nonsense, Kiyosato-san questioned me with a puzzled look on her face.


  “Yeah, something like that. Nice to meet you, I’m Uenohara Ayano, a member of Class 1-5.”


  “…Uenohara… san?”


  “Eh, what’s all this now, class rep! Why didn’t you tell me you were friends with a cute girl like this?”


  Kiyosato-san sniffed in surprise, while Tokiwa seemed somewhat excited.


  But I wasn’t in the mood for any of that right now.


  “H-Hey, j-just come here for a sec.”


  “What’s with the stupid-sounding lisp?”


  “Enough, come, quick!”


  No questions asked, I pulled Uenohara’s hand and dragged her to the hall entrance.


  As soon as we entered the blind spot next to the door, I shouted in a lowered voice.


  “What the hell do you think you’re doing? I said I’d leave the face-to-face investigation to you, but I didn’t say to bring this kind of trouble! It depends on the situation, but don’t think you can get off easily!”


  “Not that I care, but you’re pretty skillful to be able to scream in a whisper.”


  “I really couldn’t care less!”


  Is she actually a spy for the enemy?! She’s actually trying to ruin the Project, isn’t she?!


  As I let out a soundless scream, Uenohara turned to me and whispered in my ear.


  “I thought about it a lot and decided that as expected, things would be easier if we knew each other in person. The timing was just right, so I decided to stop by.”


  “Don’t waste your time on ‘Hehe, I’m here!’”


  “…Looks like there’s quite a bit of leeway?”


  “Oh, come on, why did you do this without warning! You had every opportunity to tell me! Like when I was explaining today’s event!”


  Uenohara put her hand over her mouth before speaking quietly


  “…That’s because this was, you know, on a whim?”


  “On a whim? Could you please stop causing such irregularities on a whim?! It creates a mess in the end, you know?!”


  “No need to be so pushy. Also, you’ve been talking like a creep since earlier.”


  “That’s your fault, isn’t it?!”


  Uenohara sighed, then thrust her palm in front of my face.


  “Anyway, I won’t do anything bad, so for now just calm down. If it seems like you’re going to say something unnecessary when you open your mouth, it’s better to keep quiet and give a noncommittal response.”


  You’ve got some nerve, talking nonsense after coming out of nowhere!


  I sighed loudly.


  Then, I slapped my face and took a few deep breaths.


  …Be cool and calm, Nagasaka Kouhei. Stay cool.


  There’s nothing you can do about what’s already happened. Take a good look at the situation.


  Now that it has come to this, I have no choice but to go along with her. Her intentions are a complete mystery, but she isn’t the kind to do things like this just for the fun of it, so it must have some sort of meaning. Maybe.


  I swallowed my doubts, complaints, and everything else, and gave my cheeks another slap.


  “…I won’t forgive you if this doesn’t work, okay!”


  “Sure, whatever.”


  With a final exhale, I was ready to go.


  We walked back into the hall and back to the others.


  “Um… sorry for leaving so abruptly.”


  As soon as we got back to the three of them, I apologized.


  Tokiwa was open-mouthed and dumbfounded, while Torisawa silently crossed his arms. Kiyosato-san frowned in confusion. …Ah, they’re totally suspicious of me.


  I looked towards Uenohara as if to say we were now sailing unchartered territory.


  Uenohara looked at me to indicate that she understood, and then made an unnaturally exasperated expression.


  Then, she put a hand on my shoulder in a familiar way and poked me in the side with her other hand.


  “This guy’s always been weak to surprises. When I suddenly called out to him, he got the shock of his life. Don’t you think that’s hilarious?”


  H-Hey, don’t suddenly spout off people’s weaknesses! I’ve been hiding it this whole time, too!


  “So, um… anyway, Nagasaka’s friend… is that right?”


  Kiyosato-san, who had returned to her usual smile, asked for confirmation.


  “Yes, nice to meet you. You can call me Uenohara or Ayano. Either’s fine.”


  “Ayano-chan, then! I’m Tokiwa Eiji, from the basketball team!”


  Tokiwa, who crashed in from the side, seems very excited.


  A similar reaction to when it comes to Kiyosato-san. He appears to have a weakness for beautiful girls. The two of them are completely different types, so maybe anything goes as long as they’re cute. That’s minus points for you. I’ll be adding that to the Tomodachi Note later, prepare yourself!


  “Ahaha,” Uenohara laughed in response to Tokiwa before starting to speak.


  …Eh, wait, she laughed?


  “Okay, Tokiwa-kun. Actually, our basketball team’s a bit of a powerhouse, isn’t it? Are you an amazing person or something?”


  “Huh…?! No. Nah. I’m not at all that good!”


  “Maybe I’ll come to watch the next tournament. Do you think you could invite me?”


  “O-Of course! I’ll invite you, I’ll invite you!”


  “Ok, it’s a promise!”


  Saying this, Uenohara lightly struck Tokiwa’s chest.


  Eh, what’s all this? Aren’t you too different from your usual character? Were you always this kind of expressive, eager to close the distance type?


  “So, what about ‘Tall-kun’ over there?”


  “I’m Torisawa Kakeru.”


  “Torisawa-kun, huh? You’re a super ikemen. You must be pretty popular, right?”


  “Not really. Actually, what’s your relationship with Nagasakathis guy?”


  “If I were to say that I’m simply a friend… that wouldn’t convince you. So perhaps something like this big stupid idiot’s guardian?”


  “I don’t like that sorta thing.”


  “Is that so? Well then… how about a relationship falsely similar to yours?”


  “…Hmm?”


  There she is, having a conversation with Torisawa with a deeper meaning. It’s scary how conversations between smart people seem like they have a second sound channel. Please stop.


  “So, how about the beauty over there?”


  “…Ah, please call me Mei! Since I’ll call you Ayano!”


  “Okay, Mei it is. Hmm, Mei… huh? Aren’t our shoe cupboards next to each other? Your full name’s Kiyosato Mei, right?”


  Uenohara clapped her hands, peering into Kiyosato-san’s eyes with her light red pupils.


  With a face of realization, Kiyosato-san clapped her hands together.


  “Ah, that’s right! I thought I had seen you somewhere! That’s it!”


  “What a coincidence. Kind of fateful, don’t you think?”


  “Ahaha, that’s true, how fateful!”


  Kiyosato-san grinned as she answered.


  “So, given that you’re here, does that mean you’re a victim just like us, Ayano?”


  “No, I volunteered myself. I heard that Nagasaka was going to do it, so I thought I might as well watch from close up and have a laugh. He has no sense of rhythm.”


  Like I said, stop making up your own settings! I’ll end up having to act like a fool on purpose! Could you please stop doing whatever you want just because someone isn’t talking?!


  “Oh, I see! So he’s the type that’s bad at chorus! Hey hey Ayano, I don’t suppose you’ve got any classified material?”


  “Hmm, if it’s funny stories… the only thing I can think of is that his voice got choked up at a chorus contest in the first year of middle school. After the contest ended, he hid behind the school building and cried.”


  My dark history is multiplying at an accelerated rate! Actually, you’ve got some nerve instantly coming up with an episode like that!


  “Ahaha, how cute. So does that mean you two went to the same middle school?”


  “Nope. Our parents were acquaintances, so it’s just that we had a lot of private contacts. I wasn’t expecting that we’d end up going to the same high school, though… Could it be that he’s actually been stalking me?”


  “Oi, will ya knock it off already?!”


  “What’s with that pseudo-Kansai dialect? You’re a pure-bred prefectural citizen.”


  “That’s yer darn fault, ain’t it?!”


  Oh, crap. I couldn’t take it anymore and accidentally tsukkomi’d in my local dialect!


  I glanced at Kiyosato-san, wondering if she had found it weird.


  Murmuring an “Oh?” Kiyosato-san put her hand to her mouth.


  “Nagasaka-kun, is that your true self? You’re kind of more energetic than usual, aren’t you?”


  “Oh, ah, well.”


  “Nagasaka, haven’t you been hiding your true nature too much? You should behave with more of the usual stupidity.”


  “I ain’t a doofus!”


  “Ahaha. Looks like I’ll have to concede my position in the husband and wife manzai act to Ayano, hmm?”


  W-What?! The position I went through such pains to acquire!?


  Not seeming to care that I had stiffened in shock, Uenohara continued to deepen her friendships with the others.


  Uenohara’s arbitrary actions made without consultation had been overwhelming me for quite a while now. By this point, I was no longer surprised or angry but had instead calmed down.


  ─ It’s just like she said. It seems that Uenohara really intends to form a relationship with the “characters”.


  By coming into direct contact with everyone she had only known indirectly before, she would be able to obtain more information or intervene directly.


  However, it seems that she thought it would be difficult to suddenly become friends with them without having any form of prior contact, so she was planning to use my existence to kickstart a relationship with them in a single bound from the position of “friend of a friend.” The fact that she’s constantly dissing me and revealingmaking up episodes from my past must be to show that we have that sort of familiar relationship.


  I observed Uenohara’s movements as she enthusiastically engaged in conversation with everyone.


  I had known from the field training that Uenohara’s talking ability was high, but…  this was at a level beyond my imagination.


  Right now, Uenohara was even flexibly adapting her character depending on who she was talking to.


  For example, when interacting with Tokiwa, she would quickly change her facial expressions to show her girlish side, while when talking with Torisawa, she would put her intellectual side on display with comments that were short but sharp.


  There’s no doubt that these were optimized moves, made with the understanding of how to most effectively interact with any given person.


  Also, on the first meeting, she was able to combine seemingly incompatible demeanors in a way that wasn’t unnatural. It’s enough to bring me to my knees.


  Really, if someone’s this versatile, they probably don’t need to aim for a romantic comedy to have a fulfilling life every day…


  As I thought about it, a question suddenly popped into my brain.


  If that’s the case, I wonder, why is Uenohara so willing to help?


  To her, what possible benefit could there be for helping out with the Project?


  “Okay, looks like they’re starting soon, so I’m going back to my class, then. Nagasaka, don’t drag everyone down.”


  …And so, while I was thinking about all this, Uenohara quickly ended the conversation and left.


  “See you later, Ayano-chan! Seriously, class rep, you should have told me earlier that you knew such a nice girl!”


  “We exchanged LINE IDs!” said Tokiwa, totally lovestruck. It seems like he’s been completely won over.


  “Yeah, you can say that again. Nagasaka-kun, you said that you didn’t have any friends at our school. …Ah, so you’ve been hiding it so that your embarrassing past wouldn’t be revealed?”


  Kiyosato-san gave me a sidelong glance with a mischievous look on her face.


  “Uh, w-well… You see, we went to different middle schools, and we’re not quite friends. I guess something like that?”


  Ugh, a subtle fumble. As expected, my condition hasn’t returned to normal yet. Damn it.


  “…Hmm?”


  Kiyosato-san’s eyes turned suspicious, and she approached me, leaning forward.


  Ah, this is bad. She’s too close. Too close. Any more than that and her well-rounded chest will make contact. This youth’s pathos is going out of control. Ha! But might this unmistakably be the so-called “lucky pervert” moment?!


  As I pondered the ultimate choice of whether to get closer myself or to wait, Kiyosato-san quickly pulled away.


  Damn it, I was so close! I knew I couldn’t have a lucky pervert moment so easily. Damn it!


  “Still, Nagasaka-kun, you give a completely different vibe when you’re around Ayano.”


  …Hmm?


  “Ah, that’s right. I thought so too. Class rep, you’ve always seemed kinda stiff when speaking, you see. I was wondering if you were nervous because you became the class rep despite not knowing anyone else.”


  Tokiwa said while nodding his head in agreement.


  “Yeah, I totally agree with that. That just now was a hell of a lot better than acting all frivolous, you know?”


  Torisawa said while raising both hands in the air.


  “…Do I really seem that way?”


  The three of them nodded their heads in unison.


  …What’s this?


  I’ll admit that I was consciously trying not to seem strange.


  Nonetheless, I had tried my best to behave in an easy-going manner and thought I was moving in a way that didn’t make me seem like a difficult person to interact with.


  However, the fact that all three characters shared the same view is unexpected.


  “Just like earlier, you should be more relaxed. There’s no need to worry so much!”


  “Act more like the way you want, man. That way you won’t get tired of it.”


  ─ Could it be?


  I caught sight of Uenohara in the distance, chatting with her classmates.


  Could it be that she foresaw this coming?


  Did she purposely create an irregularity to make me reveal my true nature and set it up to a communication event that would deepen the relationships even more…?


  As I thought this, almost as if she had foreseen that I would look at her, Uenohara’s eyes met mine.


  Then she shrugged her shoulders.


  “I told you, didn’t I? I won’t do anything bad.”


  Such a voice naturally echoed in my head.


  ─ Ugh, I don’t know how to handle an accomplice who is too good to be true.


  If you hit me with an event that can advance the Project like this, I’ll have no choice but to approve your arbitrary actions. Damn it.


  *


  The advance coaching went more easily than expected.


  It seemed that the only time we had to worry about being surrounded by Ouen Cheer Committee members was for the cheer practice conducted as a whole, and we were taught the choreography in a very calm manner.


  Also, I was laughed at by everyone because I was out of tune a few times following the “tone-deaf setting” added by Uenohara. The root of all evil had made a nonchalant face. Tch, you’ll be sorry!


  “Well, I’m going to the club now.”


  “I’m off too. See ya.”


  As soon as it was over, Tokiwa and Torisawa said their goodbyes and quickly left. The rest of the class also swiftly left the Byakko Assembly Hall, as if glad to be rid of a bothersome activity.


  Incidentally, Uenohara had already disappeared from the scene. I was going to voice a few complaints to her, but it looks like she had sensed that and ran away.


  After a short pause, I moved on to the next thing, speaking to Kiyosato-san, who remained next to me.


  “…What about you, Kiyosato-san? Are you going to the club now?”


  “Ah, I’ve told them that I’d be taking the day off. I’m going home.”


  While replying, she untied her hair, which she had gathered behind her back.


  All right, thought so. I had guessed as much when I saw her in school uniform, but with this, it’s confirmed.


  To begin with, our tennis club isn’t that strict, so there was a good chance that Kiyosato-san would go straight home. There’s also recently procured information “club activities are like a hobby,” and my prediction was spot on. As expected, data is something to be trusted.


  And since I predicted this, I have also properly prepared a plan for the going back event with Kiyosato-san. This time for sure, I’ll make it work as planned.


  Now then, I’ll invite her in the usual way, and ─


  “Are you also done for the day, Nagasaka-san?”


  …Just as I was thinking this, she cut in.


  “Ah, yeah… That’s it for me today.”


  Hmm, the start was spoiled by this slightly unexpected setback. But this is still within the tolerance level.


  Now then, before she ends up telling me “I’ll see you tomorrow!” time to initiate the going home event ─


  “Oh, that’s perfect! Want to go back together?”
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  ─ Eh?


  “…Sorry, what did you just say?”


  “I asked if you wanted to go back together. You don’t have any plans, right?”


  …


  ……


  Oh. Oh?!


  N-No way… Kiyosato-san’s the one doing the inviting?!


  My body stiffened in shock.


  There have been a few events in the past where I’ve taken advantage of going home to start an event, but they’ve all been things I created under the guise of coincidence. Naturally, not once had she been the one to invite me like this.


  This isn’t a lie… right?


  I’m not mishearing things, right? It’s not one of those “Would kimchi be good?”[bookmark: _ftnref1][1] moments, right?


  “Hello, Nagasaka-kun? If you’re coming, hurry up and get ready!”


  S-Sure enough, it wasn’t a mistake! I hadn’t activated a hearing loss skill!


  In other words, a great chance! There’s no way I can let this opportunity go away!


  “S-Sorry, my bad. All right then, let’s go back after getting our things from the classroom.”


  “Okay! …Oh, and while we’re at it, why don’t we take a little detour on the way back? Do you still have time?”


  Oh?!


  The main heroine suggested a detour? Is this a romantic comedy? It’s a romantic comedy, right? It has to be a romantic comedy!


  Although I did my best to stop the passion that was surging through my heart from going out of control, I wasn’t able to stop it from seeping out, and unintentionally responded in a theatrical tone.


  “Don’t worry. I’ll accompany you wherever you go, princess.”


  “Ahaha, you’re speaking exaggeratedly again.”


  ─ Wow, I can’t stop smiling.


  I made sure to not let Kiyosato see my face as we headed for the classroom, all the while trying my best to prevent my steps from turning into skips.


  


  [bookmark: _ftn1][1] TL Note: A reference from popular romcom, harem manga series “Nisekoi” (Nisekoi: False Love).


  


  Part 2


  After getting our things, we left the main gate and turned to follow the bus route.


  Kiyosato-san, who was walking a little ahead of me, went straight past the usual bus stop. She seemed to be planning a proper, genuine detour after all.


  I was afraid that the worldreality might create one or two obstructions on the way, but surprisingly nothing happened. Incidentally, I was also prepared for Kiyosato-san to reject me by saying “Of course I was lying. You’re so gross, you big, stupid idiot” or something. But even that came to nothing. Hmm, I’m getting too excited and acting a little weird here, aren’t I?


  “So where are we planning to stop by?”


  While trying to remain calm even more than usual, I asked Kiyosato-san, who was steadily moving forward.


  “Hmm… It’s not like I’ve decided exactly where to go, though.”


  She then stopped and placed an index finger to her cheek, looking troubled.


  What does that mean…?


  “Weren’t we going to stop by a store or something?”


  “Well, you see, it’s not like I really have anywhere I want to go in particular… I just thought maybe it’s a little too early to go home.”


  Kiyosato mumbled to herself as she looked at the time on her phone.


  Oh…?


  “So you’re saying you just want to kill time. Is that what this is about?”


  “Well, I suppose you could say that? I’m tired from shouting so much… I was hoping to find some quiet place to rest for a bit.”


  Hmm hmm. I see I see.


  I let out a muffled laugh.


  “…Give me a minute. I’ll check out somewhere that looks good right now.”


  “Oh? You have somewhere in mind?”


  Yes, yes, of course. We have a large selection of them in store, madam.


  I thought something like this might happen, so I’ve been diligently preparing this. My Romantic Comedy Database #2… It’s now your time to shine!


  ─ An empty park. A grassy floodplain. An observation deck with a romantic atmosphere.


  Those places overflowing with a feeling of youth which often appears in youth romantic comedies ─ “youth spots.”


  These spots are often described as commonplace. But in reality, they are ripe with a multitude of uncertainties.


  When wandering into a nearby park to have a deep conversation with the heroine ─ getting teased by the neighborhood kids that we were a couple and should kiss. When lying on the riverbank, gazing up at the night sky with friends ─ I was almost arrested by a police officer on patrol. When eagerly going to the observation deck for the confession while gazing upon the night view ─ it was outside business hours and closed.


  In this reality, where there are so many awkward problems lying around, coincidentally stumbling upon a youth spot that exhibits the desired effect is a next-to-impossible task.


  ─ So, what to do about it?


  You’ve guessed it. All you have to do is make a list beforehand of places which satisfy the objectives.


  This is a romantic comedy database that was created to fulfill the desire to provide the optimal youth spot for any time and any need.


  As long as I had spare time, I would gaze at maps, parade around the city using “Street View.” There are times where I’m not satisfied with that alone, so I would push my legs and bicycle to the limits to collect more and more. In terms of quantity alone, I have the feeling that it surpasses my Tomodachi Note. It’s my Weapon #2.


  As for its name… I call it the “Spot Note.”


  …It kind of feels like I was doing commentary on a killer technique. Perhaps I’m getting too excited.


  Well, at any rate, time to start up the database!


  Pretending to launch the Maps App, I tapped the Spot Note shortcut that I had set up on my phone.


  “By the way, what do you want? A place where we can drink tea? Or perhaps a park or something?”


  “Hmm… Between the two, I think I’d rather go to a quiet park. I’m tired of shouting, and my allowance this month is tight so I don’t want to spend too much money.”


  “Roger that.”


  


  ── INPUT SEARCH CRITERIA


  CATEGORY:「Park / Plaza」


  SEARCH KEYWORDS:「Quiet, Named Place, Relaxed」


  PEDESTRIAN TRAFFIC:「Non-Existent」～「Very Little」


  TIME TAKEN: From「School」via「By Foot」「20 Minutes」「Walking Distance」


  ── Search Result: 5 Matches


  


  Now, if I sort these in descending order of “youth points,” then…


  Oh, there’s that one with the 4.2 rating. That’s right, there’s also the seasonal correction, so it’s perfect.


  “Okay, let’s go.”


  “Oh, that was fast. Where to?”


  “A slightly otherworldly place… I guess?”


  With that, I stepped out in front of Kiyosato-san.


  ─ Now then, time to prove that my Spot Note isn’t just for show.


  *


  After about 10 minutes of walking in a southwest direction on the road that runs along with our school.


  “I’ve never been this way before, but it’s just a normal residential area in the back, huh?”


  Kiyosato-san said as she looked around curiously, admiring our surroundings.


  “The east side of Kyou-Nishi was redeveloped and cleaned up when the bypass road was built, but this side is still the way it used to be. Some of the houses are quite old.”


  Along the road, we were walking on was a traditional townscape with fields and old apartment buildings.


  While I might have called it unchanged, rather than the atmosphere of an ancient city, it’s more like an uninteresting townscape full of Showa-era inorganic buildings.


  Compared to the situation along the main street, it’s preferable since there’s foliage. But at the very least, simply walking here isn’t picture-perfect.


  “Nagasaka-kun, despite not being from around here, you sure know a lot, don’t you? You’re really well-informed, huh?”


  Kiyosato-san said in an impressed manner.


  Feeling like my hobby had been recognized, I answered in a good mood.


  “It’s always been my nature to investigate anything I’m curious about. It’s fun being able to make out various things.”


  My research hobby goes back to when I was in elementary school. There was a time when I had relentlessly investigated the history and geography of the region for a research project during the summer holidays.


  Comparing current maps with old maps and deciphering the origins of a place based on its former name was unexpectedly fun, and I spent a lot of time in the local libraries almost every day.


  Incidentally, I received an award from the prefecture for my research project at that time. It’s one of the few feats I can be proud of.


  “Oh? Nagasaka-kun, are you perhaps the rather enthusiastic type who moves without hesitation?”


  “Well… I’ll leave it to your imagination.”


  Hmm… I had thought that acting the way I normally do would be received poorly, but looks like the characters prefer it… Maybe I should slowly graduate from being the slightly cool guy character.


  Deciding to think about all that later, I called out to her to interrupt the conversation.


  “Come on, we’re almost there.”


  On the other side of the promenade, lined with an assortment of green trees, I could see the overpass tunnel running through the bypass road.


  Our destination was beyond that.


  “It’s dark in there, so be careful.”


  We both stepped into the tunnel.


  Perhaps because of the short distance, there were no lights inside. It wasn’t a concern in the daytime, but at this time of night, it was dark enough to make you have to watch your step.


  “Oh, you’re right. I guess I should look down while walking.”


  Kiyosato-san seemed to stumble for a moment, her eyes dropping to the ground as she gingerly continued on her way.


  However, it’s nice that she’s looking down. That way, after we get out of the tunnel… No, I won’t spoil it.


  ─ The two of us fell silent and slowly made our way through the tunnel.


  After only a few minutes of silence, we approached the exit of the tunnel.


  And beyond that…


  “Wow…!”


  ─ Along the creek, the cherry blossom trees were in full bloom.


  “No way, cherry blossoms…? How? Isn’t April already over…?”


  Her vision suddenly filled with the other world of cherry blossoms. Kiyosato-san’s mouth dropped open.


  The reaction was just as I had hoped for, and I couldn’t help but feel a sense of “Got you!”


  “You’ll know about Somei Yoshino cherry trees. Those are a single-flowered variety. …The ones here are Yaezakura.”


  Rows of cherry blossom trees are usually lined with Somei Yoshino. In fact, that’s the type of tree we saw along the roadside before entering the tunnel.


  Yaezakura (a double-flowered cherry tree variant) blooms later than Somei Yoshino, usually coming into full bloom around this time of year. It is characterized by its flowers blooming in clusters in the shape of bonbori paper lanterns, and its leaves growing at the same time.


  “I had no idea there was a place like this near our school. …How did you find it?”


  “Well, I knew it was a tree-lined street from the map, but I guess discovering that they were cherry blossoms was a coincidence.”


  This wasn’t necessarily a lie. I had checked out the existence of this place before enrolling in the school, but neither the aerial photo nor the Street View had shown me anything but a row of green trees. I hadn’t known what type of trees they were.


  When I came here for on-site investigation, there hadn’t been a single flower, and I had once ignored this place… But when I passed by again, I witnessed it covered with flowers, and officially gave it a place on my list of youth spots.


  “Still if it’s so beautiful, there should be more people here. But there isn’t anyone, huh?”


  “That’s because the location is slightly poor. There’s no place to park a car nearby, and there aren’t any spaces big enough for Hanami cherry blossom viewing. It’s not even lit up.”


  There were only a few electric lights dotted around near the benches, which were insufficient to illuminate the whole scene.


  In addition, although it was originally a promenade that you could walk through, right now the end of it was a dead-end due to road construction. The other entrances were also marked with signs saying “Construction Ahead,” making it a hole-in-the-wall spot that people rarely passed through.


  “We’re only a short distance from the main road. And yet, it’s so different.”


  Kiyosato-san remained in a daze as she walked firmly, step by step, in front of the rows of cherry trees.


  “You can’t even hear the cars. And you can clearly hear the river rushing by, can’t you?”


  “Yeah. It really is an otherworldly place.”


  Then, while holding down her hair that was blowing in the wind, she looked up at the blooming cherry blossoms and squinted her eyes.


  Looking at her figure, I suddenly realized.


  ─ A row of cherry trees in full bloom.


  The sky at dusk was beginning to show a hint of the darkness of night, and crimson light poured down.


  Her black hair swayed in the soft spring breeze, glistening in that light.


  Slightly moist eyes and sensual mole, which served to accentuate that beauty.


  It was the very picture of the heroine seen in manga and light novels.


  If I were to cut this situation out now. Truly. Without a doubt.


  I could say with certainty that it was a scene from a romantic comedy ─ it was that kind of scene.


  It made me feel warm and fuzzy inside.


  I pretended to admire the cherry blossoms and looked up.


  The things I had wanted, and the things I had wanted to achieve.


  I felt like I had obtained a little bit of the fruits of my desperate efforts up to this point.


  “…Hey, Nagasaka-kun.”


  In this another worldreality, where time seemed to stand still.


  The “Main Heroine” looked up at me with upturned eyes, and slowly spun her words while pulling her hair back over her right ear.


  “Is there anything you want to say to me?”


  A chilly spring evening breeze blew through the air between us.


  *


  ─ I hadn’t expected that question.


  “S-Something I want to say?”


  Damn, I stuttered.


  The another worldreality that I’ve been working so hard to reach reverts to the usual worldreality.


  “Yes. Is there something you want to say?”


  Something that I want to tell Kiyosato-san?


  “…Um.”


  What is it? What does she want from me?


  “You’re more beautiful than the cherry blossoms”? Is she looking for a compliment like that?


  No, that’s not the context of the story…. Well, uh, what then? What is it that I should say to Kiyosato-san, under the cherry blossom trees, in a place like this with a good mood?


  Ah, could it be?


  “Um…”


  Wait, wait a second.


  That one’s no good.


  Thinking about it properly, I did try to do it the other day. But that was an event that was intended to fail, not a serious one of those.


  In the first place, I put the letter in the wrong shoebox that time, and Kiyosato-san ended up not being involved in the event at all.


  Right now, in an atmosphere like this, and to top it off she’s the one asking for it? If I do that? What would happen?


  …What’s going to happen!?


  “Nagasaka-kun?”


  “Wai— Time out. Just a sec.”


  Crap. This is dangerous.


  My thumping heart is practically leaping out of my chest. It’s painful, kind of like my heart is in my throat.


  Could it be, was that her original intention? Is that why she wanted a place without people?


  No, there’s no way that’s the case! Where was the foreshadowing? There wasn’t any, right? There isn’t some convenient development like a bond from the past, right? Or is it that something is going on behind the scenes that aren’t being shown in the main story? Is it the type that gets supplemented by a Girls’ Side or something?


  ─ Calm down. Calm down, Nagasaka Kouhei. Think calmly. Calmly.


  No, no, no. It’s true that I’ve been working hard to raise my favorability, but is the climax really this easy to reach? No way it’s possible that this side trip event was enough for my favorability with her to break away, right? Does that mean she’s actually simple? How is that even possible in my reality?


  ─ It’s no good, I can’t think straight.


  The world spun around me.


  I absolutely have no idea what’s the right thing to do, or even what would be good.


  “Nagasaka-kun.”


  “Y-Yes!”


  As if she was tired of waiting, Kiyosato-san called me in a stronger tone than before.


  Stop, wait, my heart isn’t ready yet!


  It feels like that’s coming. Argh, what do I do?


  “Are you sure there’s nothing you want to tell me? For example… about Ayano?”


  ─ Eh?


  “Why Uenohara…?”


  The unexpectedness overflowed, and I accidentally said my thoughts out loud.


  Kiyosato-san ironically raised her eyebrows, then lowered her eyes and let out a small breath.


  “…No, I’m sorry. Never mind then.”


  With that, this time she simply broke off the conversation and quickly stood up.


  With little regard to my being completely unable to keep up with the situation while allowing her smooth black hair to dance around, Kiyosato-san gave me a kind smile.


  “Thanks for showing me such a nice place.”


  Then, she placed a finger to her mouth, as if talking confidentially.


  “Let’s keep this location a secret. After all, it’s such a quiet place.”


  She then continued with a bitter smile, the air about her feeling somewhat lonely.


  “But… I think it’s a little too dramatic for me. Coming to a place like this might give the wrong idea, you see.”


  “Ah, um…”


  My thoughts had come to a complete stop, and I couldn’t understand a single thing Kiyosato-san was saying.


  “Come on, we should get going.”


  This time, she smiled sweetly with her usual expression and quickly turned around. She then walked right past me and started making her way back the way we came.


  “Ah, Kiyosato-san…”


  She walked further and further away from the rows of cherry trees.


  When I reached out with my hand to pursue that back, turning to look back with just her head, Kiyosato-san spoke.


  “Come on, hurry up~ If you don’t, it’ll get too dark, you know?”


  The face that smiled so cheerfully…


  As expected, I couldn’t see it as anything else but that of the usual main heroine.


  


  Part 3


  “Hmm, I see.”


  Uenohara’s voice came from the phone on my bedside table.


  A conference call after I arrived home. I plopped down on my bed and finished narrating the day’s events.


  ─ I parted from Kiyosato-san right after that.


  Instead of taking the bus home, she left in a completely different direction as soon as we reached the bypass road.


  As she left, she said that she remembered she had something to take care of. But at that point, I couldn’t even tell if that was the truth or a lie.


  …For now, there’s one thing I could say.


  “Isn’t the female mind too complicated…?”


  No matter how much data you gather, it’s not something that can be easily deduced.


  “Well… if it were that easy to understand, no one would have any trouble.”


  Answering my question over the phone, Uenohara also had a somewhat thoughtful tone.


  “No matter how many times I think about it, I can’t read her intentions. In the first place, why the sudden invitation to take a detour? Was it just a whim? Or was there some other reason…?”


  I was so excited by the unexpected invitation from Kiyosato-santhe Heroine that I forgot myself. …It’s dangerous to be overjoyed by a case that exceeds expectations. It isn’t something that I want to think about, but there’s also the possibility that she was simply teasing me by acting in a meaningful way.


  “Argh, come on. The only thing I can understand is that she seemed too concerned about you, Uenohara…”


  I rubbed my face into my pillow.


  Given that she had mentioned Uenohara’s name, there’s no mistaking that. But just what about Uenohara was she so concerned about? What did she want me to say? My mind was drawing a complete blank on those points too.


  Kiyosato-san secretly likes me, and feeling threatened by the sudden appearance of the intimate Uenoharafriend, took drastic steps? That run-of-the-mill interpretation did come to mind, but I immediately rejected it.


  In this reality, there’s no way such a convenient romcom development can happen.


  My reality is not so generous.


  “…This is so depressing.”


  I buried my face into my pillow and mumbled to myself.


  I don’t even have to think hard about it… I’m still yet to accomplish anything. Even though I’ve made good progress so far, the plan has only just begun.


  Moreover, the more easily the event seems to present itself, the more careful you have to be. I’m really ashamed of myself for my premature joy, given that I should have known about this all too well.


  “That’s unusual. You’re usually brimming with confidence. Aren’t you too down in the dumps?”


  Uenohara said in a doubtful tone.


  “…I’m most suitable to be a loser protagonist. How about that? Does it fill you with awe?”


  “No, I think if you say that so confidently then it has the opposite effect.”


  “I’m a big stupid idiot who easily makes mistakes after encountering an irregularity anyway. Come on, laugh at me, Uenohara.”


  “Wow, what a pain in the ass interaction…”


  Hearing the voice of Uenohara who seemed to be finding this troublesome, I suddenly remembered what had happened during the day and impulsively opened my mouth.


  “Hey, Uenohara… Why are you helping me with my Project?”


  “Huh? Why suddenly bring that up?”


  I couldn’t resist asking, but I didn’t want to get a negative answer. So, I mumbled out a precautionary defensive barrier.


  “I mean… in the first place, I kind of just dragged you in, and it’ll be hard if you say you’re only reluctantly going along with this…”


  “…You’re really too depressed. Don’t get carried away. Geez.”


  Uenohara sighed in exasperation, then replied in her usual matter-of-fact tone.


  “There’s no deep reason. I’m just doing it because I said I would do it. It’s not in my nature to do nothing after that and let things be.”


  “You don’t dislike it? You’re not forcing yourself?”


  “Argh, you’re so annoying.”


  Uenohara exhaled again, then muttered in a quiet voice.


  “…If I didn’t like it, I’d have quit by now. Usually. I don’t even think it’s much of a hassle. At any rate, you’re worrying too much.”


  It’s not much of a hassle, huh?


  …I’m jealous.


  “If I was as high-spec as you, I’d be able to make all the romantic comedies I want…”


  “…If you were high-spec Nagasaka, you wouldn’t even think about making a romantic comedy, right? I mean, a non-idiot Nagasaka? Who even is that?”


  Uenohara had appeared to be at a loss for words for a moment but then dissed me in her usual matter-of-fact way.


  “So, is it fine to not think about out what to do next? Or else… are you already giving up at this stage?”


  ─ Giving up midway.


  That’s… that’s the only impossible thing.


  Uenohara’s provocative words lit a fire in my heart.


  …That’s right.


  I don’t have time to be standing around here.


  Shouldn’t I have learned that there’s no point in dwelling on things forever?


  I slapped my cheeks to motivate myself and got up out of bed.


  “As if. I’m the protagonist, you know. The only thing the protagonist can’t win against is the series getting canceled.”


  “Yes, yes.”


  Uenohara exhaled a small breath and continued in her usual tone of voice.


  “So, what do we do now?”


  “There’s no point in dwelling on something we don’t understand. We’ll put our thoughts on this matter on hold for now. It’s not like there are any major problems now, so let’s push forward with our plans while increasing our investigation into her.”


  “Hmm, that sounds reasonable?”


  “Ah, by the way, how’s the investigation into Hinoharu-senpai going? You know, the investigation I asked you to do last time, about her behavior in class and her attitude towards student council activities.”


  “If it’s that, I asked a senpai acquaintance of mine today. The information’s already uploaded to the Tomodachi Note.”


  “Oh, I expected no less. You sure work fast. Give me a minute, I’m checking it now…”


  Whatever the case… I’ll just have to do the very best I can.


  After all, by the time you think later that you should have investigated more thoroughly, it’ll be too late.


  *


  “Well, that’s it for cheer practice! Dismissed!”


  With those words from the head cheerleader, the Ouen Danchou, the air in the Byakko Assembly Hall immediately relaxed.


  Given all the first-year students crammed into the room, it was hot and stuffy.


  I wiped away my sweat with the collar of my jersey. Half of it was from the heat, and the other half was cold sweat.


  “Phew, it’s over. It’s over.”


  Next to me, Kiyosato-san exhaled. Her hair, clinging to her cheeks with sweat, was very sexy.


  ─ In the end, Kiyosato-san’s attitude didn’t seem to have changed since then.


  I had been reviewing existing information and doing more research on her, but I hadn’t been able to get hold of any data to explain what had happened at that time.


  “My arms are heavy from having my shoulders up all day.”


  …With that, out of the corner of my eye, Kiyosato-san straightened up. At the same time, the chest area of her clothes which stretched to trace the lines of her body drew a beautiful semicircle.


  While catching glimpses in a way to avoid getting caught, I was a coward who cried tears of blood in my heart, thinking, “If only this were a picture in a light novel, then I could stare at it.”


  “Yeah, I worked up a good sweat. I sure wish club activities were around this level.”


  Here’s Tokiwa, looking quite calm.


  Well, I imagine it’s easy compared to the basketball team’s practice. Both physically and mentally.


  “Still, the formal attire of the Danchou is a hakama, huh? The fact that it’s not a gakuran gives that feeling of it being a former girls’ school.”


  Here’s Torisawa, looking as cool as always. While it might not be on the same level as the sports clubs, I guess being in a band is also a test of stamina. Actually, stop wiping your sweat off with the hem of your clothes. You’re giving the girls glimpses of your slim, macho body, you damned ikemen.


  “It’s so cool, right! I was also surprised that a girl was the head of the Ouendan, but that’s tradition too, right?”


  “Seems so. I think the only place you’ll find a cheering squad where men are the minority is Kyou-Nishihere.”


  “Or rather, the Danchou senpai sure is cool and cute. I want to get closer to her… but I might be feeling a little scared.”


  A complete reversal from the stinging, tense atmosphere earlier, our surroundings were lively and bustling.


  The Ouen Cheer Practice was as physically demanding as reputed. No matter how stylized it was, it would be tough for those unable to tolerate it.


  It was pretty hard for me too, having to do it at the front of the line. I was right under the nose of the Danchou, the senpai members of the cheering committee were super loud, and I had to purposely make mistakes because of my tone-deaf setting. It’s really tough on a loser to be yelled at from such a close distance, so please give me a break.


  Well, at any rate ─ that’s it for the cheering practice.


  The official “Closing Party Event” has already been set for after the long holiday, once the Soukoukai send-off rally is over, but that doesn’t mean I can’t take advantage of the free time we have later today.


  Given that I’ve already confirmed beforehand that everyone doesn’t have any plans, perhaps it’s time to propose the “Group Detour Event” that I’ve been working on.


  As I thought this and turned to look at the others, I suddenly saw Katsunuma Ayumi out of the corner of my eye, looking at us.
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  That’s not good. It’ll be a bother if I get interrupted like always.


  Let’s call out to them quickly while the crowd is still blocking her path.


  “Hey, guys, got any plans after—”


  “Hey, good job!”


  “W-Wha—?!”


  The sudden appearance of Uenohara made me scream in surprise.


  “What kind of creature’s cry was that? Hilarious.”


  Hilarious my ass! Damn it, the original plan was to meet up with you much later! Do you really enjoy making me act suspicious that much?!


  “…Ah, Ayano, good job!”


  “Oh, Ayano-chan, good work!”


  “Good work, everyone. Are you going home already? Or are you planning on stopping by somewhere?”


  While waving her hand in front of her chest, Uenohara gave me a look.


  …Oh, come on. So, you’re going to help me start the event, huh? You really should have told me in advance.


  “Uh… guys, if you’re free after this, why don’t we take a little detour? I found a nice place.”


  “Ah, then I want to eat sweets. Thanks for the treat.”


  Uenohara was quick to provide covering fire.


  That follow-up itself was perfect but… wait a minute.


  “Hey, you there, why did you make that sound like I’m the one paying?”


  “Huh? I mean, Nagasaka is going to pay for all of us, right? As an apology for drawing the lotteries.”


  “Gununu…!”


  “You have to properly pay the fine.”


  Damn it, she’s skilfully using reason to lower the psychological hurdle for everyone! To think she even used Kiyosato-san’s comment about the fine as “foreshadowing”! That’s great, keep on going! Wait, still, there’s no reason for me to buy her a drink, is there?


  I’ll charge you for that later… Setting aside my grudge for the meantime, it’s true that I originally wanted to apologize for the lottery somewhere. I’ll permit taking from the special expensessavings for the excess over this month’s budget.


  To make the most of my accomplice’s work, I decided to seek a conclusion as soon as possible


  “…Well, that may have sounded like a joke. But the fact is, I’ve put everyone through a lot. How about I buy you dessert or something?”


  Saying this, I looked around at the three of them.


  Now then. Once I get their approval, I guess I’ll call to make a reservation before we change out of these clothes.


  But just when I was sure that the event was about to begin…


  “Ah, um… sorry, Nagasaka-kun. I kind of have a prior appointment after this.”


  After replying as such, Kiyosato-san clasped her hands in front of her chest in apology.


  “…Huh? A prior appointment?”


  “Yeah… I made plans to hang out with a girl from another group. So, I’m meeting up with them now.”


  Wait, wait, wait.


  Another group?


  I don’t know anything about that!


  “Oh, but I’ll make sure to keep my schedule open for the party! I’ll see you then!”


  Smiling, Kiyosato-san turned around to face the exit.


  “Well then, good work today! See you later!”


  Then, with a big wave of her hand, she shook the hair on the back of her head and left.


  Stunned, I stared in the direction in which Kiyosato-san had disappeared.


  “Uh, class rep.”


  This time, Tokiwa’s voice came from the side, sounding somewhat awkward.


  “I’m sorry, but I’ve got other plans too. …Invite me next time, okay?”


  “Huh? Ah, really?”


  S-Seriously? Even Tokiwa?!


  “Bye then! You too Ayano-chan, see you later!”


  Just like that, Tokiwa hurriedly followed Kiyosato-san out of the Byakko Assembly Hall.


  “Huh…? Could it be, you too, Torisawa?”


  I forced myself to ask the question, barely able to think straight.


  Looking bored, Torisawa shrugged his shoulders and opened his mouth.


  “I don’t really have anything. But… well, with how things are, I guess we’re breaking up for the day.”


  “Hey, wait.”


  “See you.”


  Raising one hand, Torisawa left the scene without looking back.


  Uenohara and I were left alone amid the noisy hustle and bustle.


  “…What was that for?”


  I was so drenched with irregularities that even Uenohara’s voice, mumbled thoughtfully with her hand over her mouth, didn’t reach me.


  


  Part 4


  “…Again, the situation is not what I expected.”


  In a sparsely populated “Conference Room M.”


  In my usual seat deep inside, I stared blankly at my tablet displaying the Tomodachi Note while still in an unenthusiastic state.


  Both Kiyosato-san’s movements and Tokiwa’s movements are clearly irregularities — something that’s not in the information I’ve gathered to this point.


  “If it was a sudden appointment, I could understand… But how is it possible that the two of them had it at the same time? No, in the first place, what did she mean by ‘another group’?”


  According to my analysiscommon knowledge, Kiyosato-san doesn’t belong to any particular group, and she doesn’t have anyone she regularly hangs out with. That’s why through the lottery, I created a group with whom she can have semiforced contact.


  Don’t tell me she suddenly formed a group of close friends? Without any sign of it?


  “No, if there was such a movement, I should have known… And even if that wasn’t the case, we’ve increased the amount of investigation. So why didn’t I catch it…?”


  Don’t tell me… were my investigations flawed?


  “Damn it, I don’t know!”


  I threw the tablet down on the table in frustration.


  Seeing this, Uenohara sighed.


  “I told you to calm down. They might have been communicating directly on a messaging app. As expected, there’s no way to know about that, right?”


  “That’s true, but…”


  Even so, it didn’t change the fact that Kiyosato-san’s movements themselves had been unpredictable. In the end, just like with the cherry blossom treesthat time, it couldn’t be explained with the information and data that I had gathered.


  I clenched my fists tightly. Without my noticing it, my palms had begun sweating, and it didn’t feel good.


  “You’re so quick to freak out like that. Think calmly. Calmly.”


  “Leave it.”


  I replied bluntly to Uenohara, whose tone of voice was the same as always.


  In response, Uenohara tilted her head with a puzzled look on her face.


  “…What is it?”


  “…No, nothing. But at any rate, you’re not going to leave things the way they are, right?”


  In the end, Uenohara didn’t elaborate but instead urged me to continue in her usual tone of voice.


  …Yes, that’s right.


  At any rate, I should do what I can.


  “This time, it’s the fact that she had someone else. Maybe we can find something in the vicinity. First, let’s find out which groups she’s been in contact with, and investigate from there.”


  “And the exact way of going about it?”


  “On-site Investigation… won’t be possible for a while because of the holidays, I guess. Looks like there’s no choice but to focus on Desktop Investigation…”


  There’s a good chance that someone will make a comment or post a photo on social media hinting at contact.


  But since we don’t know who the targets are, there’s a need to keep track of all the potential accounts.


  This means it’s going to be a pretty heavy task, but… I’m not going to whine about it.


  As long as there’s a possibility, the things that can be done should be done.


  “If we keep in mind that there were other contacts beforehand, I might be able to see something in the historical data… I need to check that too, just to be sure… This means we’ll have to reschedule the Spot Note investigations for after the long holiday…”


  As I was mumbling to myself, Uenohara interrupted me.


  “So, what about me?”


  “Hm, yeah…”


  Come to think of it, I hadn’t taught her how to do Desktop Investigation yet.


  But it’s a lot more detailed and repetitive than On-site Investigation, and some of it requires specialized knowledge of data processing… If I had to teach it from scratch, it might take an entire long holiday.


  “No, I’ll take care of all that. Enjoy your time off during Golden Week.”


  “Ah, okay.’


  Still, it’s Uenohara, so it probably isn’t anything she can’t do.


  It’s just that it’s a long holiday and she might have plans with other friends like last time. The ProjectOur company working environment isn’t a sweatshop, so I have to make sure that she properly takes time off.


  Yeah… I’m starting to feel a little more relaxed now that I have a course of action in place.


  With that decided, it’s time to move on.


  “All right, I think we’re done for today. I’ll let you know if there’s any progress.”


  “Hmm… understood.”


  I put the tablet into my bag and stood up from my seat.


  “Hey, Nagasaka.”


  As I started to walk off to put away my tray, Uenohara spoke to me from behind.


  “…Are you sure it’s okay?”


  Hearing those unusually gentle words of concern, I turned around.


  Uenohara’s face was as expressionless as ever, but… I’m sure she was worried about me.


  I smiled and nodded.


  “Yeah. Desktop Investigation is my specialty. Rest easy and leave it to me.”


  “…Is that so?”


  Uenohara only gave a short reply.


  We left “Conference Room M” and went on our separate holidays.


  *


  From there, I spent my days doing Desktop Investigation.


  I checked the data of all the chatting accounts, hobby accounts, and secret accounts that I had caught hold of, regardless of whether they were in our class or another class. If there were any of them that hinted at plans to go somewhere or hang out, I used the person’s relationships to discern if they were group activities. Moreover, I expanded the scope of the data to include their group members and checked if they had made any related comments. Just in case, I also went back to the past data from April.


  In addition to that, I also simultaneously kept track of the photo and video sharing social networking sites and TwitCasting feeds and organized the data while relating it to other information.


  Just like that, time went on and on until the last night of Golden Week.


  Sitting in front of the computer in my room, while rubbing my eyelids, I skimmed through the data I had finished compiling.


  “The information is certainly there. But…”


  What the heck is all this about…?


  No matter how many times I look at it, the content remains the same. There’s no changing the fact that all of the data here is highly reliable and has been properly corroborated, either.


  My phone vibrated on my desk as I tried to wrap my head around an even more confusing situation.


  She wasn’t at home when I called Uenohara earlier, so it was probably a callback.


  “…Sup?”


  “Sorry, I was eating. How’s it going?”


  Uenohara’s voice, which I hadn’t heard in a long time, was as indifferent as usual.


  With a heavy heart, I moved the mouse to upload the data I had compiled.


  “I’ve just put together a summary. Can you go ahead and give it a look?”


  “Hmm, roger that… Ah, give me a moment.”


  The sound of a person putting down the phone echoed, and I heard the faint tapping of slippers walking down a hallway.


  “Ayano, if you’re going to talk on the phone, you should do it after you take out the laundry. You’ve been having long conversations lately.”


  “That’s why I’m taking it out now. So noisy.”


  “Hey, are you sure that’s not your boyfriend?”


  “You’re so persistent. I can’t be bothered to deny it every time, leave me alone.”


  “Okay, okay. Also, Mom’s going to read a thesis now, so be quiet.”


  En route, I heard such a conversation leak out.


  Is that her mother? Actually, that’s a kind of romantic comedy-like conversation. How lucky…


  With a slam, the door sounded even louder than usual. Then, Uenohara spoke in an even flatter voice than usual.


  “So, do I just look at the Tomodachi Note?”


  “Hmm, yeah. I’ve created a new page, so please check that one out.”


  For a short while, I stayed silent, waiting for Uenohara to finish reading.


  “…Just to be sure, this is all real information, right?”


  “Yeah, unfortunately so.”


  “Isn’t it too much? I didn’t expect this much to turn up.”


  “That’s true…”


  I sighed.


  I had been prepared for the possibility that no information would come out, but… it was actually the opposite, and information about all sorts of people coming into contact with Kiyosato-san had simply gushed forth. In particular, there was an excessive number of accounts of her hanging out with others during the long holiday.


  “There are three groups in Class 4our class alone. If you include her friends from the club and the other classes, from the frequency you’d think she was hanging out with someone every day.”


  Moreover, the characteristics of the close contacts and the content of the events were completely unrelated. There were days when she went to karaoke with a group of flirtatious people, but there were also times when she attended tea ceremony-like events with groups of quiet people. The “Romcom Aptitude” of the people involved also varied.


  “It’s at the point where it just looks like she’s going around calling out to people at random. The only trend I can just barely detect is that our class has more close contacts than others and a slightly larger percentage who are boys.”


  However, it was only natural that many of the people she’d come into contact with were classmates, and even though more of them were boys, the average difference was only about 10%, which was within the margin of error.


  “Maybe so. Random… Gender ratio…”


  Uenohara’s response was also intermittent, and there were no further words after that.


  I pressed my forehead against my desk with a thud.


  “Here I was thinking that if we could identify the group she went to hang out with, then we could dig deeper. But… unfortunately, there are just too many targets to investigate…”


  Even with all this information, I couldn’t completely narrow down which group she had first hung out with on the day of the cheer practice. In the first place, it was impossible to determine if it was one of the groups she had hung out with during Golden Week, or if there were other people she had come into close contact with.


  The amount of research required would be outrageously large if I had to go through each one individually.


  However.


  “…But while that may be true, it doesn’t mean we should stop investigating.”


  There’s no way I’m giving up.


  There must be more we can do.


  “When school reopens, we can also use On-site Investigation. While including group-specific investigations, we can also work on Kiyosato-san… No, we also can’t neglect Tokiwa, and there’s also the daily investigations… As long as we don’t know what’s going on, I also want to continue monitoring the social networking sites… Damn it, as expected, there aren’t enough resources…”


  Think, think. There has to still be something we can do, something we can devise.


  There has to be somewhere I can save time.


  Above all, if I don’t do the best I can to investigate…


  I might fail again.


  “Nagasaka. Hey, Nagasaka. Are you listening?”


  “…Ah, did you say something?”


  Her call out to me suddenly brought me back to my senses.


  On the other side of the phone, Uenohara sounded somewhat confused.


  “You know what? Going back to the beginning, but… is this something we should be looking into so closely?”


  “…What do you mean?”


  “Mei’s movements indeed seem strange, and it’s also out of place that she’s suddenly getting close to so many different groups. But we don’t know if we can get to the bottom of it by investigating. And as expected, it’s unreasonable to think you can perfectly grasp another person’s tendencies, right?”


  “…”


  That’s a sound argument.


  But that’s not a reason to give up.


  There has to be something I can do, something I haven’t done to completion yet.


  “There’s a limit to what you can understand from the investigation. So don’t just investigate, be more direct—”


  The words were said casually, and I couldn’t help but feel a rush of blood to my head.


  “InvestigatingThis is the only thing I can do! Don’t compare me to you who can do everything with ease.”


  Perhaps because the tone of my voice was stronger than expected, Uenohara caught her breath and fell silent.


  Sensing that, I suddenly calmed down.


  What am I doing, taking it out on Uenohara…


  “Sorry… I was a little loud there.”


  “…It’s fine.”


  Suddenly, the words came to an end.


  The silence between us continued for a while, and there was only the humming sound of electronics.


  “…Hey, Nagasaka.”


  After the sound of hair being rubbed together, Uenohara called out my name in a whisper.


  Then, after a moment of silence, she quietly opened her mouth as if hesitating.


  “Since the other day, you’ve been acting strangely depressed and irritable… Did something happen to you in the past?”


  My heart clenched from the sudden pursuit.


  “For the sake of argument, let’s say there are no issues with you wanting to make a romantic comedy. But I think your obsession with the investigation, which should be just a means to an end, is crazy.”


  “…”


  “Also… you know quite a bit about investigation methods and data analysis. It’s obviously not just a little bit of dabbling.”


  In a probing manner, Uenohara piled on the words.


  “At the very least, Nagasaka, if you were, as per your own words, a Middle School Student A… I’m sure you wouldn’t have been able to come this far, and there’s no way you would have even tried.”


  “…”


  “Isn’t there some kind of reason why you’ve come to this point…?”


  I couldn’t answer any of that and sunk into silence.


  …Uenohara has kept me company this far and helped me out.


  But let’s say I told her everything that happened that time.


  Would Uenohara still treat me the same way?


  “…No. Those were simply the only things I could do. There was no other way but to specialize in those areas, so I worked hard at it. That’s all.”


  “…Is that so.”


  Uenohara emotionlessly responded with just those few words.


  I didn’t know what she was thinking right now. I couldn’t tell.


  “Well… I don’t really care about the past. I mean, if you start talking about your past, Nagasaka, it’s going to get really nasty. It would be too hard to listen to that in the middle of the night.”


  Then, Uenohara immediately returned to her usual dissing with an indifferent tone. It seemed like she had no intention of continuing this conversation any further.


  My body, which had unconsciously become tense, relaxed. But in return, I could feel my heart become heavier than before.


  “…You know, from a romantic comedy perspective, the past narrative part is super important for making the story more exciting. What’s the point if such an event doesn’t get expressed dramatically?”


  “Yes, yes. Well, there’s no such thing as too much investigation, is there? Starting tomorrow, I’ll take care of the On-site Investigation. So you can focus on the Desktop Investigation, Nagasaka.”


  …Huh?


  “You’re going to help me…?”


  “What, after all this time? You’ve been pushing all sorts of things to me, haven’t you?”


  Uenohara tried to help me so naturally, and feelings of guilt welled up inside.


  “No… there’s no way I can burden you with any more of this.”


  “You know, it’s physically impossible for you to do everything, Nagasaka. If it needs to be done anyway, it’s more rational and efficient to divide up the work from the beginning. Am I wrong?”


  Beyond her usual abusive language, I could feel Uenohara’s concern, and I gritted my teeth.


  “…For the time being, I just need you to do the daily Patrol Investigation. That should help find me plenty of time. Can I count on you to do that?”


  “Hmm, understood.”


  “Sorry… I owe you one.”


  “Ah, enough already with the serious act. It doesn’t suit you, so stop it. Coming full circle, on the contrary, it’s creepy.”


  “…This is the problem with amateurs! Come again after you’ve learned the word ‘gap moe’!”


  I forced myself to get back into my usual groove and then slapped my cheeks to get myself together.


  ─ That’s right.


  All because of this half-hearted attitude of mine.


  I ended up thrusting a needless reality at Uenohara.


 
  Backstage 1: Foreshadowing Unseen to an Idiot


  “Oh, I see, I see. Sorry for calling out to you so suddenly.”


  In a passage where the sun was setting and it was getting dark, I waved my hand slightly and smiled.


  “Ah, that’s okay. For someone in another class, you sure know a lot about me.”


  The guytarget glanced at me while fiddling with his firmly set hair.


  He may have thought he looked perfect, but the mismatch between his still innocent features and the rest of his body gave the conspicuous feeling that he was making his high school debut. Well, according to Nagasaka’s information, he used to be a sportsman with a buzz cut, so I guess that’s actually true.


  “Ah, I heard about you from Nagasaka, and I’ve seen you many times before.”


  It’s not a lie. More or less. I saw him behind Nagasaka at the Ouen Cheer Practice. Just for a moment.


  Besides, to reduce the strangeness of making contact, the quick and easy way is to make it look like you’ve always been interested.


  “Seriously? Could it be that you’re interested in me?!”


  Yeah, even the fact that he immediately jumped to that conclusion is just like the informationdata.


  “Huh…? Ew, you’re so self-conscious.”


  I lightly pushed away his approaching shoulders. I was frank enough to not get his hopes up too much, but not so frank that it would make him feel uncomfortable. While I was at it, I didn’t forget to lay the groundwork.


  “I mean, do you say that to every girl who talks to you?”


  “Hahaha, no way. Only cute girls!”


  “Then you definitely said the same thing to Mei, right? You’ve been getting along well lately, haven’t you?”


  “Ah, well, Mei-chan… She has that Yeah, no way feeling, you know?”


  Ah, I see. So that’s the interpretation you get from dealing with that girl.


  No. Maybe—


  “…Well, not that I care. Okay, later~”


  “Ah, at least give me your contact inf—”


  I quickly disappeared downstairs before he could say anything else.


  I had been connecting with all sorts of people and was starting to see a lot of trends.


  As expected, it was undoubtedly true that Mei had hung out with several groups. However, it didn’t look like she had become close with any of them, and it seemed like she would always draw a line.


  That behavior seemed to be not to get along with everyone, but to instead not get along with just one group.


  From there, as I deciphered Mei’s actions, I could vaguely make out her objective.


  However, assuming things were as I expected, there was then this feeling of discomfort about how it was only in her own Class 4 that she had a lot of contact with boys. If she wanted to follow her objective, then if anything, in my opinion, she should have been proactively talking to the girls.


  Thinking that this feeling of discomfort might be the key to the truth, I had tried to center my investigation on Class 4. But so far, I was unable to get any clear results.


  However, up until now, the situation hasn’t even presented an opportunity. And there’s no doubt that I’m making progress. It would be good to report back when I have more solid information and rethink how to handle things from here on out.


  Making that decision, I started walking towards my next destination.


  Now then, it’s time for the real thing. Him.


  Seeing as how they got going at the same time, it’s reasonable to assume that there was something that prompted him. Even if nothing comes out of this, if it deepens our friendship then it won’t be completely useless.


  Suddenly, I wondered if I was doing something pointless.


  What I had been assigned to do was a routine Patrol Investigation. I hadn’t been asked to carry out any other actions.


  But… the fact that he wanted me to do a thorough investigation meant that there had to be some kind of reason behind it.


  If that’s what it takes to get his plan done, then so be it.


  Besides, it seems like I have a part to play in Face-to-face Investigations, so given the current situation in which we lack data, it makes sense for me to take charge of the areas that Nagasaka can’t cover.


  Well, this amount isn’t too much trouble.


  It’s a good way to verify the things that have been weighing on my time. If you think about it, killing two birds with one stone is a low-cost method.


  It was in that casual manner that I continued my investigation.


  However, perhaps because my senses were paralyzed from encountering him all the time…


  I had completely forgotten the basic premise that what I was doing was stupid in the first place.


  Chapter 4: Who Decided That Episodes from the Past Will Be Effective?


  Part 1


  “Morning, Tokiwa.”


  “Oh, mornin’. Actually, isn’t it kinda rare that you’re later than me?”


  “I overslept a little…”


  I exchanged greetings with Tokiwa, who had already finished eating his morning bento, then settled down into my seat.


  Three days had passed since the end of the Golden Week holidays.


  The night before, I had dozed off while intently analyzing social networking data. So, I was forced to take the train that would make me just barely late. It’s a countryside line which only has one train every 30 minutes, even during peak hours. Thus missing even one train causes me the inconvenience of losing a substantial amount of time.


  I casually looked to my side, but Kiyosato-san’s figure was nowhere to be seen. Her bag was there, so she seemed to have temporarily left her seat.


  Ever since the holidays had ended, there hadn’t been any remarkable information appearing on social media.


  Given how I had Uenohara take care of routine tasks, I couldn’t compromise and had done everything I could to investigate. But unfortunately, without any results.


  It was difficult to determine if it meant that Kiyosato-san had stopped engaging with the other groups, or if she was simply not doing anything because it’s no longer the holidays.


  I was starting to feel that it was a bad move to stick to Desktop Investigation. It’s probably time to shift to Face-to-face Investigations to get more information.


  But asking around about Kiyosato-san would be a conspicuous move, and it would be troublesome if any strange rumors were started.


  In that case, the only way is to directly approach the person herself and find out—


  “Hey, class rep.”


  Just as I was thinking, a voice suddenly called out to me from above my head.


  “…Huh?”


  The voice belonged to someone I hadn’t expected, and for a moment my thoughts came to a standstill.


  When I raised my head, standing there was…


  “Tch, don’t ignore me.”


  Katsunuma Ayumi, along with several members of her entourage.


  Huh, me? Is she seriously talking to me?


  “Ah, um… you need something?”


  Forgetting my character setting, I absentmindedly replied in that manner.


  It was the first time that Katsunuma had spoken to me directly like this.


  Even when she interfered, I had always been the one to reach out first. Her responses at those times were usually rude.


  Katsunuma raised her almond eyes and glared at me.


  “Look, you. Do you have any idea what your buddy’s doing?”


  “…?”


  What…? Buddy? Who’s that?


  “No, sorry. I don’t know what you’re talking about…”


  “I’m talking about your buddy from Class 5, that Ueno-something girl.”


  “…What?!”


  My heart skipped a beat.


  Huh, Uenohara? What did Uenohara do?


  “Are you playing dumb? I know that ever since the cheer practice she’s been butting in, trying to act all friendly. I wouldn’t care if that was it, but—”


  “W-Wait, wait, I don’t know what’s going on…”


  Wh-Why did Uenohara’s name turn up? From Katsunuma?


  There shouldn’t have been any point of contact between the two of them. They had never met, and I hadn’t even brought her up in meetings.


  So where and how does she fit into all of this…?


  “Hey hey hey, Ayumi. Wait, wait!”


  I was completely in a state of panic and confusion. But then, Tokiwa, who was nearby listening to the conversation, intervened.


  “I explained it to you yesterday, didn’t I? We just met by chance!”


  “What, are you on their side, Eiji?”


  “No, it’s nothing to do with being an ally or enemy, right? Since we’re all friends here…”


  “…Tch.”


  Katsunuma clicked her tongue irritably and returned to her seat with a sullen look on her face.


  “Phew… I’m glad she’s calmed down for now…”


  As Tokiwa patted his chest, I looked down at my desk in a daze.


  What in the world… did you do, Uenohara…?


  *


  “Hey, class rep. Wanna grab a bite outside?”


  I came to my senses when I heard Tokiwa’s voice.


  It was lunchtime. While I was agonizing and thinking about all sorts of things, the morning classes had ended.


  Tokiwa grinned and then whispered into my ear.


  “I need to talk to you about something…”


  A talk…?


  I wonder if it’s related to what happened in the morning…?


  I glanced around and saw that the classroom was buzzing with noise. The eyes of Katsunuma’s group looking at us were also somewhat piercing, and it didn’t seem like the atmosphere was conducive to hold a calm conversation.


  The message I had sent to Uenohara was yet to be marked as read, so it didn’t seem like I could ask her about the situation either.


  Anyway, let’s hear him out for now.


  I nodded my head and followed Tokiwa out of the classroom.


  


  Part 2


  “Alright. It’s nice and breezy here, isn’t it?”


  Sitting down on the steps of the open door at the side of the gym, Tokiwa stretched widely.


  During lunch breaks, the gym’s left open for everyone to use. Usually, people would come to exercise. But maybe because lunch had only just started, it wasn’t being used by anybody.


  The hustle and bustle from the school building were far away, and the air around us was quiet. There’s probably no need to worry about the eyes of others here.


  “…So, what did you want to talk about?”


  I sat down next to him and quickly raised the subject.


  “Ah… well, you know. Just something about yesterday.”


  Tokiwa stopped his hands that were trying to pry open his bento and began to speak in his usual relaxed tone. But there’s somewhat an awkward expression on his face.
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  “I happened to meet Ayano-chan after club activities, you know? It was hot, so the conversation led to us going to a convenience store to get some ice cream.”


  “Huh…? Seriously?”


  That being a coincidence… was very difficult to imagine.


  But I had only asked her to do Patrol Investigations, and I’m sure that hadn’t included any kind of investigation that would have put her in contact with Tokiwa.


  “So, yeah. We stopped at a nearby store for a quick chat and then parted ways… but this time, I bumped into Ayumi.”


  Hmm…? Katsunuma was there?


  “And then, well… Ayumi told me many things about Ayano-chan.”


  Tokiwa showed some hesitation before continuing.


  “Ayumi said that… it seems like Ayano-chan has been going around talking to a lot of people lately. And also, they’re all guys.”


  “Huh…?”


  Wait. Wait, wait!


  I didn’t know anything about that, you know?!


  “W-Where did she hear that?”


  “Hmm, I don’t know the details. But apparently, Ide and Anayama were saying something like, ‘I was approached by a cute girl lately, and it’s troubling. My long-awaited season of popularity has come…’ And well, it seems that in both cases, this cute girl was Ayano-chan.”


  What did you say…?


  The two classmates just mentioned might differ in their tendencies with one being the playboy type and the other the otaku type, but both of them have a loose tongue.


  At the same time, each of them was also a central figure in the groups that had hung out with Kiyosato-san.


  “In fact, one of Ayumi’s friends saw them talking… and according to them, she was acting super familiar…”


  That’s when it hit me.


  Could it be that Uenohara…


  “Ayumi is also the type to worry, so… she kinda misunderstood and told me to be careful of Ayano-chan trying to cozy up.”


  Tokiwa’s expression suddenly changed as if realizing something, and he waved his hand from side to side.


  “Ah, by the way, to me it was the usual Ayano-chan. It’s not like we’re talking about anything weird! Like, have you hung out anywhere recently? Stuff like that.”


  ─ Yeah, it’s as I thought.


  Uenohara had been doing Face-to-Face Investigations ahead of me.


  “That’s why I told Ayumi that it’s all a misunderstanding. I thought that you might know something about the circumstances, class rep. That’s why I wanted to talk to you.”


  “…Sorry. I only just found out about it as well.”


  “Hmm, is that so…”


  I clenched my fists as I cast a sidelong glance at Tokiwa, who scratched his cheek with a troubled expression.


  ─ Just as Tokiwa said, the exchanges with each individual probably aren’t a big deal. I’m sure she was just trying to get a feel for things through the chit-chat, and she isn’t the kind of person who would give the game away in a conversation like me.


  The problem was that the individual cases had been pieced together in a biased manner.


  How the targets were all men. The act of going around and talking to multiple people in such a short period. The fact that Uenohara was a close friend of mine. And how the one who caught hold of it was Katsunuma, who’s in a hostile relationship with me.


  The combination of all these elements had resulted in the undesirable interpretation of Uenohara’s behavior as “a weird girl who randomly goes around talking to the boys in a different class.”


  The truth can’t be revealed when it’s for investigation purposes, and even to try to come up with some excuse, I’d have to show some evidence to make it credible.


  Having said that, it would be too risky for the Plan to ignore it and continue working as before.


  No. More importantly, if things get any worse, her reputation will…


  Realizing that my breathing had become shallow without my knowledge, I took a deep breath to calm myself down.


  Despite all that… so far, there hasn’t been any sign of word spreading.


  If it’s purely a topic within the Katsunuma group, then by taking early action, we may be able to avoid it becoming a problem.


  Whatever it is, I’ll have to first confirm the specifics with the person at the center of it all…


  Deciding this, I started tapping another message to Uenohara for us to meet.


  “Yikes…”


  ─ But then.


  Tokiwa suddenly took out his phone and muttered to himself with a frown.


  “Now what…?”


  I asked, having a bad premonition.


  “Ah, well…”


  Tokiwa scratched his head, looking unusually uncomfortable.


  “I don’t really have a problem with this kind of thing either, but…”


  Speaking hesitantly, he held out his phone to me.


  Displayed on the screen in the sender field of the messaging application was the name “Katsunuma Ayumi.”


  Along with the text “This is proof.”


  ─ Attached was a video that showed Uenohara chatting with a boy in a friendly manner.


  


  Part 3


  After school, at the entrance to the rooftop.


  Looking up at the cloudy sky through the gate’s iron bars, I waited for Uenohara.


  With the wind fiercely blowing on the outside stairs, it was unpleasantly cold. It’s as if the season had rewound.


  Sure enough, the door to the rooftop was locked tight, and I couldn’t get in. Still, this was the best place on campus for us to talk without worrying about being seen.


  Normally, we should have moved this to “Conference Room M,” but… right now, I wanted to talk to Uenohara as soon as possible.


  “Sorry, did you wait long?”


  It was 10 minutes before the appointed meeting time.


  Uenohara suddenly showed up. As punctual as ever.


  “Nah…”


  “It’s unusual for us to meet at school. Have you made some kind of progress? Or is it something about the investigation?”


  Uenohara spoke in her usual tone as she walked up the stairs.


  From the looks of it, she was still oblivious.


  “Hey… did you know about this?”


  “Hmm…?”


  I opened the video that Tokiwa had sent me on my phone and immediately held it out towards Uenohara.


  Uenohara took the phone with a puzzled look on her face and looked down at the screen.


  Then, with a twitch, she stiffened her body.


  “What’s… this?”


  She murmured, staring at the phone.


  Her expression appeared as expressionless as usual, but she was restless. Her other hand scrunched up the hair on the back of her head.


  “It’s from when I was investigating… when I talked to the boys… Ah, I see. So that’s what it’s about.”


  Murmuring to herself, she then grabbed the hair on the back of her head especially tightly.


  …As perceptive as ever. Looks like she’s already figured out the situation.


  I exhaled bitterly before continuing.


  “So you’re even doing Face-to-Face Investigations for me…”


  “…”


  “This video was filmed by someone from the Katsunuma group… a member of that bunch who’s hostile to me. They saw you acting friendly with our group after the cheer practice, and apparently, they’ve been paying close attention to you since then.”


  After my talk with Tokiwa, I found out that they had been wary of Uenohara ever since, given that she was a girl from another class who seemed close to me and had suddenly made an approach.


  When I thought about it, it was certainly true that Katsunuma’s eyes had been on us at that time.


  I had thought that she was trying to interfere with my plans as usual, but… perhaps she had been watching Uenohara.


  “It looks like they had a negative impression of you from the beginning. They saw your investigations and interpreted them in a bad way. That’s what got you… being called a ‘maneater’ and all that.”


  Uenohara didn’t respond and remained silent.


  I couldn’t take it anymore and bowed my head.


  “…Sorry. I should’ve noticed it sooner.”


  “…”


  “But… we’re still fine. For the video, I’m getting Tokiwa’s help to stop it from spreading any further. And we can always make up for things. It’s not like it’s affecting our plans, so depending on the excuse…”


  “I said it’s okay.”


  ─ Uenohara quickly interjected.


  Then, after a small sigh.


  “…The heck. Did you think you could be an idiot?”


  She muttered to herself as if she had given up on everything.


  Her voice felt even more emotionless than usual, and I was suddenly filled with a sense of restlessness.


  “Wait, Uenohara.”


  “So there were eyewitnesses, huh? When you told me to watch my back… you were kind of serious, weren’t you?


  “Here,” she said, handing me back the phone in her hand.


  Uenohara continued in a flat tone of voice, looking somewhat cold and unconcerned.


  “Just think about it. It’s creepy to go around only talking to boys you’ve never met before, not to mention ones from another class. It wouldn’t be strange if some strange rumors started to circulate.”


  “But, that’s…”


  “Even so, it’s not something that needs to be explained. I mean, I just have to avoid doing anything extra from now on, right?”


  “…”


  Confronted by an option I had been trying not to think about, I was at a loss for words.


  “In the first place, I haven’t been doing anything that would cause a problem if dug up. It’s a little troublesome that there’s still a video. But… even so, it’ll be forgotten soon as long as I don’t do anything from now on. After all, it’s to do with another class.”


  “Nagasaka, you can just let it pass as it’s unrelated to you. I’m going to just not do anything. Isn’t that the most logical solution?”


  “That’s…”


  Again and again, Uenohara threw sound arguments at me.


  Something… anything… I have to say something back.


  If I don’t, then at this rate…


  “…Understood. I’ll do things on my own until things calm down.”


  “Ah, sorry. Let’s stop that too.”


  My heart skipped a beat.


  Uenohara brushed her hair back, then turned her back to me.


  “I’m saying that this is also the end of the ‘accomplice’ thing. We’ve gradually managed to come this far, but… it’d be better to stop before getting into any more trouble, don’t you think?”


  “Ah…”


  Speaking without hesitation, Uenohara didn’t show a shred of emotion.


  “It goes without saying that I’m not particularly interested in romantic comedies. There’s no reason for me to continue and keep taking risks. With someone like that around, wouldn’t it be a bother for you, Nagasaka?”


  She spoke in a normal tone as if to say that this was common sense and part of her everyday life.


  Then she walked down the stairs in a steady rhythm.


  Step by step, she moved further and further away from the rooftop.


  “W-Wait. Please wait.”


  I called out to her as if chasing after that back.


  Then, at the landing at the turn of the stairs.


  Uenohara paused for a moment, grabbing the back of her hair. She then looked up at me indifferently, staring straight into my eyes.


  “I need to properly look at the reality. To begin with, I was never a part of this.”


  ─ Those words. They’re the same as the ones that I heard on the day that I met Uenohara.


  In response to those unbearable words, I couldn’t help but shout.


  “Please wait!”


  “…Is there still something?”


  Uenohara, who was about to leave just like that, turned only her eyes in my direction as she spoke.


  “Why… why did you go so far to even do Face-to-Face Investigations without me asking you?”


  “…”


  “It’s just like last time. You did a lot of work for the plan of your own accord, didn’t you?”


  “…”


  “If you were only caught up by the flow and was just helping out, then there shouldn’t have been a need for you to do all that. It’s strange that you would’ve taken action on your own without some other reason. Am I wrong?”


  With those concluding words, the place fell silent.


  Then, a gust of wind blew right between us.


  Uenohara turned her face away from me and held down her fluttering hair.


  And then…


  “Even though I’m no idiot…”


  She lifted the corners of her mouth just a little.


  “…I thought it suited you well to be one, Nagasaka. So I wanted you to remain an idiot as much as possible. That’s all.”


  ─ She smiled with a gentle, sorrowful face.


  Hearing Uenohara’s real intentionsidiocy, I came to my senses.


  Ah… what the hell?


  What the hell am I doing?


  Because I was so caught up in the memories of that time, I lost sight of the true nature of the situation…


  I’ve caused Uenohara to make an unnecessary mistake.


  I’ve made Uenohara worry about unnecessary things.


  I’ve misled Uenohara into thinking that as expected, the reality can’t be overturned.


  “…I won’t approve of it.”


  “…?”


  “I won’t accept a reality like this.”


  “Huh? Wait, what are you suddenly saying…”


  ─ It’s just as Uenohara says.


  I’m an idiot.


  I should remain a big idiot.


  “…What’s with this difficult development? What’s this stupid farewell event-like flow? This isn’t the kind of romantic comedy I like at all. That’s why I won’t accept that reality.”


  Uenohara’s brow twisted in confusion as she looked at me.


  “Uh, you know… we aren’t talking about if it’s a romantic comedy or not right now.”


  “Shut up, you idiot!”


  “Huh…?”


  Shouting, I then slapped my cheeks as hard as I could.


  The sound bounced off the rooftop and then disappeared into the sky.


  “Hey, what are you doing?”


  “That hurts! Really, what the hell have I been doing?”


  Why the hell have I been doing investigations in the first place?


  It’s to do a romantic comedy, isn’t it?


  If you’re so focused on the investigation that you leave the romantic comedy behind, that’s like putting the cart before the horse, isn’t it?!


  “All right, all right. I’m sick and tired of the serious stuff. I’m tired of behind-the-scenes failures with neither love nor comedy.”


  “Hey, wait, what have you been going on about since earlier?”


  “Listen up, Uenohara. I’m going to recover all of the foreshadowings you’ve planted.”


  “Huh…? Foreshadowing…?”


  Disregarding Uenohara, who was still puzzled, I started to think.


  In this reality, the romantic comedy developments won’t come to you if you just wait.


  That’s why I decided to turn reality into a romantic comedy.


  “That’s right. A romantic comedy will solve everything.”


  I’m going to take advantage of this sloppy development and create the best “Romantic Comedy Event” ever!


  I’ll show it to you.


  From here on out.


  It’s time for me to really shine as Nagasaka Kouheithe protagonist.


 
  


  Chapter 5: Who Decided That I Can’t Do Romantic Comedy in Reality?


  Part 1


  “Look, just keep doing the Face-to-Face Investigations.”


  As we both walked down the stairs, I said this to her, holding my phone in one hand.


  “Huh? What for? I don’t get it.”


  “In fact, it’s better to be pushy. Even if people seem to find you annoying, go ahead and talk to them anyway.”


  “No, like, I just don’t see the need to do it in the first place.”


  Uenohara stopped, frowning, and crossing her arms.


  “I thought I told you it’d be solved if we just let things be. There’s no reason to deliberately make a move.”


  “It’s simple. My strategy ends up being a more perfect solution.”


  “More perfect?”


  “Yeah. All your actions will be turned over to become something positive, your bad reputation will clear up, and my Plan will move forward dramatically.”


  “…You’re kidding, right?”


  Uenohara tilted her head in disbelief.


  “Your suggestion is just a realistic compromise. It’s a passive solution that won’t add any more negatives, but also definitely won’t add any positives. But with mine, it’s possible to make everything positive. I don’t have to tell you which one is more desirable, do I?”


  “That’s… well…”


  Uenohara looked confused by my seemingly confident statement.


  She then put her hand over her mouth and thought about it for a moment before continuing.


  “…What exactly do you intend to do?”


  Good, she’s on board.


  While chuckling, I continued with a calm face.


  “There are several steps that need to be taken. Only after all of them are completed can this succeed.”


  I flicked the phone in my hand as I spoke.


  “Hmm… that’s right. Let’s gather as much information as we can. Listen, I need you to do Face-to-Face Investigations and collect the informationdata on the list I’m about to send you.”


  With that, I sent the list I had just made to Uenohara.


  Uenohara mumbled to herself while checking the data she had received.


  “Views on the Atmosphere in Class, Evaluation of Ayumi Katsunuma, Evaluation of Nagasaka…? Wait, what’s this all about?”


  “It’s literally just that. In particular, make sure to ask everyone you approach about the last one.”


  “Huh? What for?”


  “There’s no way I can go around asking people, ‘Hey, what do you think of me?’ right? That’d be so weird. Use common sense, common sense.”


  “Ugh, I haven’t heard it in a while, but that ticked me off…”


  Uenohara glared at me in disgust.


  “I’m asking what the point of going around asking all that is. If it doesn’t make sense to me, I can’t move, even if I want to.”


  Oh, come on, this is the problem with logicians. If they’re not satisfied with the reason, they refuse to budge.


  I sighed, then reluctantly explained.


  “Look, the problem is that you’ve only been talking to guys. Also, it’s all been chit-chat-like content which doesn’t give any indication whatsoever of your real intentions.”


  This is something she said herself, but there’s no mistaking that she had been asking questions for the investigation in a way that would never reveal her true intentions.


  “That’s the best way if it’s a normal investigation. But if the topics are too superficial, it leaves room for the suspicion that you might be thinking about something else behind the scenes. In a situation like the one we have right now, it’s actually better to make it clear what you want to ask about so that you don’t arouse unnecessary suspicion.”


  “…Well, you have a point, I guess.”


  Uenohara put her hand over her mouth again and nodded.


  “That’s why for the upcoming investigations, it’ll be irrespective of gender, and you’re going to clearly ask about those items on the list. The objective is to overwrite your actions, Uenohara, so there’s no point if you don’t do it yourself, right?”


  “So, why these items? Don’t others work?”


  “That’s because, in the next step, I’ll have to explain why you’re doing what you’re doing. In order to come up with the logic for those times, I want to find out in advance how many people have a favorable impression of me. As for the other items, I’ll be using them as additional information.”


  Well, although as far as the persuasive logic is concerned, I’ve already come up with it. That one’s still a secret.


  “That’s all I can say about the reasoning. Did that make sense to you?”


  “Hmm… well, I guess…?”


  Perhaps overwhelmed by my spirit, Uenohara nodded with an ambiguous look on her face.


  Hehehe. Too easy.


  The fact that she was persuaded by a seemingly genuine reason I just came up with shows that her training still has a long way to go.


  “Now that we’ve decided on that, we’ll have to move quickly. Do as many investigations as you can.”


  “What about you, Nagasaka?”


  “I have other things to prepare. Things that only I can do.”


  “What do you mean by that?’


  I turned to face forward, clenched my fists, and answered.


  “A battle to overcome the past.”


  *


  — A few days later, on Saturday.


  “Wow, that was very informative. Apologies for bothering you during your day off.”


  My present location was a certain office in Kyougoku National University.


  Slamming shut my laptop to which I had added many notes, I bowed to the female professor who had been kind enough to tell me about the contents of her research. She was a person in her forties with a crisp, clean look.


  “I just stay home reading papers on my days off anyway. Rather than that, it’s great that you’re already putting thought into your career path. I want my daughter to follow your example.”


  The professor muttered with a grimace.


  “But where did you get your knowledge of statistics? You know more than a poor first-year college student.”


  “No, it’s simply a hobby of mine. I developed an interest in it and one thing led to the next.”


  “My, if it’s a hobby, that’s even more wonderful. I think that would make you a good researcher.”


  The professor seemed to be in a good mood, sipping a cup of hot coffee.


  Hmm… it seems like she’s taken more of a liking to me than expected. According to investigations, she’s a friendly professor who’s popular among students. Looks like that was true. Also, I guess the sense of taste is hereditary…


  Anyway, from what I’ve heard, psychology uses statistics more than I expected. Maybe I’m more compatible with it than I thought. A rather helpful by-product of the discussion.


  Now then… we seem to have happily achieved “perfect communication,” so let’s get to the “main theme” of today, shall we?


  “Ah, by the way, professor. I’ve been wondering about your name, but…”


  — This is a battle with the past.


  It’s an act of rebellion against my reality.


  Furthermore…


  This is a backstory that’s a secret to Uenohara… no, Ayano-san.


  No, frankly, I don’t know what she’d say to me if she knew about it…


  *


  A day after, in the student council room.


  “Here’s your tea. There wasn’t anything but instant coffee, so I went with black tea.”


  “Ah, no, please don’t trouble yourself.”


  A white teacup was placed down in front of me. The scent of tea drifting softly in the air made me feel a little less nervous about being in an unfamiliar place.


  Then, Senpai—Hinoharu Sachi-senpai—poured tea into a personal-looking cup from the teapot she was holding. Since it had taken a rather long time to prepare, it might have been brewed from tea leaves.


  “…So, you work on your days off too. Is the student council that busy?”


  “I’m actually busy all year round, but now there are also preparations for the new students’ welcome party to deal with. And progress hasn’t been good.”


  “But is it okay that the others aren’t working? Senpai, you’re working alone, right?”


  Well, it’s because I caught wind that she was working by herselfsolo that I had come here, though. Since I’m not acquainted with the other student council members.


  Hinoharu-senpai paused the hand that was lifting the cup to her mouth before answering.


  “Well… at the end of the day, it’s just something I’m doing voluntarily. Naturally, I can’t force anyone else to help.”


  Likening it to free practice for club activities, she smiled softly in a way that fit her appearance and took a sip of her tea.


  Still, when you see her up close like this, she really is a beauty you’d want to be spoiled by.


  “And similarly, isn’t today self-study for you too? I think having a progressive attitude to school life so soon after being admitted is a wonderful thing. Hey, why don’t you keep it up and try out for the student council as well, nameless Kouhai-kun?”


  …So, we keep coming back to that, huh?


  Also, that “nameless kouhai” thing. Is she still resenting how I didn’t tell her my name the last time? Is that it?


  I coughed once to clear my throat, then put it behind me.


  This time, I’ll be taking advantage of that active nature of yours.


  “Well… I am indeed interested in student council work.”


  “Wow, are you sure? Yup, yup, you’re more than welcome!”


  “However, I’m… having some doubts on if there’s any point in joining a student council that can only do this level of work.”


  “Huh…? What do you mean?”


  After looking puzzled for a moment, it was with a look of slight annoyance that Senpai questioned me.


  — Good, it’s just like the information Uenohara brought me the other day.


  It seems that Senpai takes quite a bit of pride in her student council activities.


  Trigger her there, and she’ll be more likely to be provoked. Such was the plan.


  Feigning indifference, I placed the booklet I had brought along on top of the desk.


  Senpai looked at the cover and murmured curiously.


  “…Is this a document from the last student general meeting?”


  “Yes. I’ve read through this financial report and the proposed budget, and… well, the numbers are really all over the place.”


  I purposely sighed.


  “There’s a surplus of funds for the school festival, the budget allocated to each club doesn’t correspond with their actual results, and we have a lot of unaccounted-for reserve funds… well, stuff like that. I wonder if this is a case of simply following the past numbers.”


  “…”


  “I can’t sense any attempt to optimize it for each academic year. If it’s a student council with such a low level of awareness, that’s a little…”


  “…You’re very upfront, Kouhai-kun. What would a new student know?”


  As she said this, Senpai pouted her mouth in annoyance.


  Her responsibilities included not just General Affairs, but also Audit. It would be very annoying to be told this and that about the budget by an outsider.


  “Well, of course, I don’t know anything about it. After all, it’s simply a prediction based on the numbers.”


  “Of course. Anyone can talk.”


  When I heard her say that, I snapped my fingers and spoke quickly.


  “Let’s try an experiment, shall we?”


  “…Experiment?”


  “Yes. As a test, I’ll try to come up with a development plan. If it looks good, it means that I was right.”


  Placing a hand over her mouth, Senpai made a surprised face.


  “Oh? …To say that much, you must be very sure of yourself.”


  “Well, I wonder? But if I’m doing this, I want to do it properly. So, I may have to request that you show me some of the documents in the storehouse. Can I have your cooperation?”


  — The props I proceeded to obtain from there was more of a bonus, but…


  As expected, this is necessary for our “Prologue.”


  


  Part 2


  “Morning, everyone!”


  The following week.


  As soon as I arrived at school, I called out to the whole class.


  For a moment, everyone’s eyes were drawn to me. Then I received a few responses, one by one.


  The time was just before the first bell of the day. I had set out to complete the finishing touches in earnest, and before I knew it, it was early morning. Since I had come straight to school after staying up all night, I could still feel some of that mysterious late-night energy.


  By now, almost everyone in the class had come to school and was chatting amongst themselves.


  “Speaking of Nagasaka… wasn’t there a girl dropping by to ask questions recently?”


  “Ah, there was. She asked me what I thought of the class rep.”


  “Isn’t that the girl rumored to be messing around with guys?”


  “Huh? But I’m a girl and she came to me too, you know?”


  “Now that you mention it, me too…”


  And so, the topics for foreshadowing were mixed in here and there amongst the chatter.


  I had guessed that things were going well from the speedy investigation data uploads, but it seems that she was able to completely meet her quota. It should have been a rather absurd demand, but that’s Uenohara for you.


  I walked to my seat, put my backpack on the desk, and called out to Kiyosato-san.


  “Morning, Kiyosato-san.”


  “Yup. Good morning, Nagasaka-kun.”


  Kiyosato-san, who was preparing for class, smiled back at me with her usual smile.


  “You sure took your time today. Did you oversleep?”


  As I was adjusting the position of my backpack while thinking about what would be a good angle, Kiyosato-san asked me a question.


  “Ah, you see, I was kind of busy. I haven’t slept.”


  “Huh, really? Were you studying?”


  “Well, something like that.”


  Studying in the broader sense of the word, that is. Like how to operate an image processing application.


  “Oh? You sure work hard. It’s not even before a test.”


  Kiyosato-san murmured curiously and tilted her head. Her mole peeked out from the gap between her smoothly swaying bangs.


  “Mornin’, Tokiwa. Sorry about the other day.”


  “Ah, mornin’, class rep…”


  The reply Tokiwa gave was somewhat awkward.


  Just maybe, but I guess something happened involving Uenohara…


  “Class rep, um…”


  “Hey, class rep.”


  A figure quickly moved between us, cutting Tokiwa off.


  I looked up and indifferently called out to the person I had expected to see.


  “Hey, Katsunuma. How are you?”


  “Don’t play dumb with me. Seriously, what are you scheming here?”


  She tapped her fingers on her tightly crossed arms while glaring at me in the usual way. Seems like her grumpiness level this morning was maxed out.


  “What are you talking about?”


  “Your buddy, obviously. Suddenly talking to people… she’s seriously annoying.”


  What, Uenohara even took on Katsunuma? That girl sure has guts…


  “You’re in on it, ain’t you? What the hell are you planning, huh?”


  ─ Still, Katsunuma got involved at just the right time.


  Most of the class’s attention was focused on us, so I decided to go with the flow.


  I tapped the shortcut on my preprepared phone and confirmed that the tablet I had put in my backpack was working as intended.


  Then, I abruptly stood up and headed straight for the teacher’s platform.


  “Everyone, listen up!”


  I called out in a voice loud enough to gain the entire class’s attention.


  The classroom fell silent, and the eyes of my classmates simultaneously were directed at me.


  Questioning, curious, and disgusted gazes. Feeling all sorts of gazes land on me, I gulped.


  ─ Don’t be scared.


  Information has been gathered. Based on Uenohara’s investigation into the impressions people have of me, the probability of success is estimated to be over 60%.


  Besides… this is something I was going to have to do at some point.


  If anything, the sheer fact that I’ve kept it hidden up to this point was definitely not a good thing.


  Focus, Nagasaka Kouhei.


  I tightly clenched my fists behind the desk.


  Then, I took a deep breath.


  “This might take a little of your morning homeroom time, but…”


  Besides.


  This is the right time to do it.


  It’s an opportunity to most effectivelydramatically create a “Recollection Event.”


  “I’d like to take this opportunity to tell you guys something about myself.”


  ─ And so came the battle with my past.


  I confessed it. The shame which I had kept hidden until now.


  The May wind was slightly warm.


  Step by step, I purposefully made my way up the school building’s outdoor stairs.


  After passing by the umpteenth landing, what appeared before me was a metal, fence-like door close to two meters in height. Its doorknob had a keyhole.


  I gulped, then inserted a key into the doorknob and opened the door.


  Spreading out before my eyes was a deserted rooftop.


  There was also a blazing red sunset, which took up half of my field of vision.


  “…Yeah. Still a wonderful ‘youth spot,’ as always.”


  Fifteen minutes left until the scheduled time.


  Starting to feel a little restless, I toyed with the key in my hand while walking around aimlessly.


  “Still, that might have been an expensive purchase… but there’s the advantage of free use in the future… then again, thinking about what happens from now makes my head hurt, but…”


  As I was mumbling to myself and having my fill of romcom protagonist, I heard the sound of a door opening behind me.


  …She’s as upright as ever. There are still over 10 minutes to go, you know?


  I smiled wryly, then took a deep breath.


  “So you came. Uenohara.”


  Okay, we’re all set and ready to go.


  This is where I’ll recover all the foreshadowing.


  Let’s begin our “Prologue,” shall we?


  “Hey, how have you been?”


  “…Good.”


  Uenohara’s face was a little grim.


  Well, I guess that’s to be expected from annoying so many people… Katsunuma, for example, must have given her a tough time.


  Uenohara sighed and then crossed her arms.


  “So? You said you’d explain the results after we met up, but… you did get everything settled properly, right?”


  I cleared my throat, then opened my mouth with a composed expression on my face.


  “…Before that. There’s something I need to apologize to you for.”


  “Apologize?”


  Uenohara tilted her head curiously.


  “Yeah. I’ve been hiding something from you this whole time. Let me tell you all about it now.”


  I turned back to face Uenohara… and repeated the confession I had made to everyone in my class.


  “Actually… I’m a ronin[bookmark: _ftnref1][1].”


  “…”


  Uenohara’s eyes somewhat widened.


  That reaction was softer than I had expected, and I was secretly relieved.


  “In my third year of middle school. Just like now, I tried to realize a romantic comedy… and failed once. Because of that failure, I failed my high school entrance exam.”


  While remembering the events of that time, I looked up at the sky.


  “…I think I briefly mentioned this at some point. But long ago, there was a trigger which made me realize that I could have a romantic comedy even in real life.”


  That had happened right after the summer holiday of my third year of middle school.


  “We had been planning a school trip. It all started when I shared some information I had been researching about a destination with my group, and one of the girls reacted to that.”


  She was a girl I had barely spoken to before, but she was impressed that I had put together data on the level of a guidebook, and had the urge to find out more.


  I had seldom been complimented on my hobbies before. Overjoyed, I went on and on after school, showing off the knowledge that I had researched.


  Then, when I had finished introducing the last spot, she whispered, “Want to go together?” into my ear.


  “I was able to produce a romcom-like development because of my trivial hobby. Nothing like that had ever happened before, but I was able to create an ‘event’ just by being myself.”


  Maybe I can do a romantic comedy too…


  When I became aware of that possibility, I was ecstatic, and from there I became very active.


  “From there, I asked everyone in the group about their preferences, suggested recommended restaurants and group activities, located secret spots and shared them, and so on. I even combined all my knowledge of romantic comedies to come up with an ‘Event’ plan and pass it on to them.”


  For example, an event where you sneak out of the hotel at night for a late-night snack.


  It’s a common trope in romantic comedies, but I acquired a floor plan of the hotel from the Internet and, after predicting the teachers’ patrol routes and potential escape routes, even picked out a nearby noodle shop. This development process fell within the scope of the event, so I put together the plans with the guys in the same room, sitting around the tablet and having a good time.


  For example, a “Date Event” at our destination.


  One of my male friends had a crush on a girl in the same group, so I searched for hidden spots with a good atmosphere and provided him with a dramatic production plan. Naturally, I also prepared a plan of action for us to suddenly disappear in the middle and leave the two of them alone.


  Everyone was happy and agreed that it would definitely be an interesting school trip.


  I had been pretty convinced of that too.


  “Then, on that day… the day of the school trip. I carried out the “Plan.”


  The group activity on the first day was a perfect fit. All the spots we checked out were great. We had more excitement and irreplaceable memories than expected.


  As for nighttime, the “Dinner Event” was a great success. The thrill I felt at the time and the taste of ramen we all ate together left a great impression on me.


  I was very happy with it, and so were all of the “Characters” at the time.


  The “PlanProject” had succeeded.


  ─ At least until the halfway mark.


  “But you know what? Due to attacks from the outside which I had been completely unaware of, it all came crashing down.”


  Certainly, I had meticulously investigated all the information about the destination and put together the perfect plan. I had thought of a romcom-like, dramatic event.


  But I had neglected to investigate the relationships between the “Characters.”


  Grinding my teeth, I spoke normally, trying as much as possible to not put in any emotion.


  “The male friend I provided the date event with had another girl who was after him. That girl was a strong-willed, leader type in the class, and she was so upset about it that she started bullying the girl he had a crush on.”


  As is often the case with girls around middle school, when it comes to love-related problems, attacks are more easily directed at the same sex rather than the opposite sex. And since the girl was the plain type, perhaps it was even easier for her to be the one taking the brunt of it.


  “As for the girl who had whispered into my ear, she had a boyfriend in another class she was secretly dating. That boyfriend found out about our plans and accused her of cheating on him.”


  I hadn’t known that she had a boyfriend in the first place. As for her, she also hadn’t had any ulterior motives for the things she was doing with me and had simply thought of it as hanging out with a kindred spirit.


  The “Plan” that had been going so well until the halfway mark and that I had thought would work perfectly until the end. It was at that point that it ran aground.


  “In the end… it all became my fault for setting things up, and I was ganged up on by those on the outside.”


  Even now, I can’t forget how I felt at that moment when I was suddenly condemned from all sides.


  My mind went blank and I couldn’t think of anything, so I just stood there in a daze.


  “Fortunately, I wasn’t blamed by the others in my group, but… there’s no way we could have had fun in that situation. We spent the rest of the school trip in an awkward atmosphere, and that was the end of it.”


  I let out a breath. The palms of my hands were soaked with sweat.


  “I had never had anyone attack me like that before, and spoiling a school trip that was supposed to be fun was unexpectedly hard on me…”


  Because of me, everything was ruined.


  Because of the half-hearted attempt to realize a romantic comedy, in the end, things fell into a state worse than the original.


  It was a romantic comedy that was meant to have a happy ending for everyone. But I had sullied even that idealromantic comedy.


  After that, I started to miss school a lot.


  There were no blatant attacks like being bullied or ignored… but I couldn’t stand the constant, awkward atmosphere or feelings of remorse, so I ran away from there.


  Once the “free attendance” period[bookmark: _ftnref2][2] began, I confined myself to the house.


  I stopped using social networking services, deleted my contacts, and spent each day in a state completely cut off from human relationships.


  Of course, I couldn’t concentrate enough to study and just spent my time doing nothing, all the while pretending to my worried family that I was fine.


  “So I ended up failing the school of my choice. The results were disastrous.”


  It wasn’t like my grades were that great, so there was no way I could have passed the exam without doing anything during such an important period.


  “Reality isn’t so easy after all. That’s what I thought… and for a while, I gave up everything.”


  There, my plan came to a halt.


  In reality, there’s no way you can have a romantic comedy.


  In this reality of mine, it’s impossible to have a happy ending.


  “However.”


  ─ At the very end.


  On the day of the graduation ceremony that I had missed.


  “That girl who whispered into my ear came to visit me at my house. I didn’t know what face to show her, so I hid…”


  However, there was nothing to block out the sounds coming from outside.


  “At that time, the words I heard were, ‘No one minds, so Nagasaka, do your best too.’”


  ─ The words she said at that time.


  For some reason, they strongly resonated with me.


  “After that, I received a letter from her. In it, she told me about what was going on with everyone in the group.”


  According to what was written in it, everyone except me was moving forward unfazed.


  The male friend I provided the date plan to was able to protect his loved one from a lot of ill will, and they safely ended up together.


  The girl who had whispered into my ear, despite the implication that the relationship was about to break down, had persevered, talked it through with her boyfriend, and gained his understanding.


  None of the other members succumbed to the awkward atmosphere and the thoughtless slander either and fought their way through.


  “They never gave up. They stayed true to themselves… and they got their happy ending.”


  And in the end, they all graduated with a smile on their faces.


  In this reality, they reached a happy ending.


  “At the end of the letter, there was a message which said, ‘The plans for the trip were fun. Thank you.’”


  And so, at last…


  I realized.


  ─ Romantic comedies end with a happy ending.


  As for the reason why my plan didn’t have a perfect happy ending…


  It was because I gave up halfway through and ran away.


  It was because I didn’t finish doing the things I could do to completion.


  In other words…


  “I didn’t stay true to myself. That’s why I couldn’t do a romantic comedy in reality.”


  That should have been the only requirement to be a “Protagonist,” and yet I neglected it.


  That’s why I was the only one who didn’t get a happy ending.


  Such was the story of Nagasaka Kouhei when he was “Middle School Student A.”


  The “Episode Zero” of my romantic comedy.


  


  [bookmark: _ftn1][1] In modern Japan, a ‘ronin’ (浪人) is a student who has graduated from middle school or high school but has failed to enter a school at the next level, and consequently is studying outside of the school system for entrance in a future year. The term derives from their having no school to attend, as a ronin, a masterless samurai, had no leader to serve.


  [bookmark: _ftn2][2] Translator’s Note: Originally written as ‘jiyuu toukou’ (自由登校) which literally means “free (school) attendance.” It’s the time until graduation where seniors don’t have to attend school.


  


  Part 3


  “From there, during my time as a ronin, I worked hard to hone my investigation skills, and well, here I am.”


  Having more or less finished my story, I exhaled heavily.


  “Uenohara, I should have talked to you about this earlier. It’s just… I was afraid that if I told you, you’d distance yourself from me. So, I wussed out.”


  As I said this, I laughed at myself.


  “Although that in itself was a half-assed escape. There’s no way it was going to work.”


  Uenohara, who had been listening in silence the whole time, quietly began to speak. She held her hair as it fluttered in the wind.


  “…Why are you telling me this now?”


  “Hmm?”


  “There’s a reason you’re telling me this so suddenly, isn’t there?”


  Meeting Uenohara’s gaze, I smiled and replied.


  “Of course. I’ve told you before, haven’t I? Stories from the past are used to dramatize the most exciting scenes.”


  “…Exciting scenes?”


  I took out the tablet PC I had brought with me.


  “I’ve told my classmates about it too. But I did refrain from a romantic comedy-centric presentation. I said I failed at friendships and became a ronin. Kept it mild.”


  “Hmm…?”


  Uenohara tilted her head, not quite getting the point.


  “Well, in short. I used my story from the past for the ‘setting’ that I’m a ‘loser protagonist who made a huge mistake in the past and ended up as a ronin.’”


  That’s right. If I just talked about the painful past as-is, that would’ve only made everyone feel awkward.


  The “PlanProject” I’m aiming to realize is for the creation of a romantic comedy.


  In other words, if I don’t apply romance and comedy sufficiently, I won’t be able to say that I’ve made my plan a reality.


  “This marks the end of the serious scene. Now comes the ‘resolution part’ of the case, okay?”


  “Um, sorry, you haven’t been making any sense for a while now…”


  I held up the screen of my tablet in front of Uenohara’s confused eyes.


  “Well then… let’s get started. This is my idea of the best romantic comedy!”


  And so.


  I played back the video of the act that I had secretly recorded earlier.


  *


  「 And so, I’m very sorry for keeping quiet about it until now. 」


  Saying this, the “Nagasaka” who’s displayed in the center of the screen bowed his head. I had started the video from the point where I just finished telling my story from the past.


  The class was eerily silent and the atmosphere was heavy.


  「 Pfft, that’s just straight-up BS. Even if you say that now, it’s just putting us off. 」


  The voice was Katsunuma’s.


  「 So, in the end, what’s the deal with senpai[bookmark: _ftnref1][1] here being a damn ronin? ‘So please get along with me,’ is that what’s coming next? Crap, that’s super lame. 」


  For real, I’m impressed that she can say something so lacking in delicacy just like that… The fact that she’s kept this up is incredible.


  「 Wait, Ayumi, don’t talk like that… 」


  「 Ah, it’s okay. It’s okay, Tokiwa. It’s not wrong that I’ve been a loser since I was little, after all. 」


  “Nagasaka” smiled awkwardly before continuing.


  「 That’s right. Because I’m such a pathetic guy… I’ve caused her an excessive amount of worry. 」


  Then he looked around the class.


  「 Apparently there’s someone who’s been going around talking to you guys lately… 」


  “…This where I come in?”


  Uenohara muttered. She had been stooping over, staring at the tablet.


  I quietly nodded my head.


  And then.


  「 I’ve been hiding it, but Uenoharathe girl… 」


  This is.


  From now on.


  「 Actually, Uenohara Ayano is… my childhood friend!! 」


  ─ My very own romantic comedy that’s created from scratch.


  “…Huh?”


  Uenohara grabbed the tablet and turned it up to max volume as if wondering if she had heard wrong.


  Ah, you know, that might be a bit of a bad idea.


  「 We’ve had an inseparable relationship since I was three years old… To begin with, our parents were on good terms, and we were raised together like we were family. 」


  “…Wait, what?”


  「 Ever since she was small, she’s been a mother’s girl… Like, when she was a kindergartener. Whenever Auntie came back late from her job as a university professor, she’d be greeted in the doorway by her little girl crying ‘Mama’s gone~! Mama’s gone~!’ holding a towel and bawling her eyes out… 」


  “Huh?!”


  Hmm? Did she just make a really stupid sound for Uenohara-san?


  It should be the truth, but was there something wrong with it?


  「 Oh, by the way, this is a picture from that time. That’s me next to her. 」


  “…Why are you there?”


  The compositing[bookmark: _ftnref2][2] process was no easy task. Since I was working with an unfamiliar application, it took me until morning.


  “I think it started when she started grade school. Even though she was younger than me, she suddenly began acting like a big sister. Whatever I did, she would jump at every little opportunity to interfere, saying ‘What will I ever do about you, Kouhei’ or something. There was even a time when she came into the bathroom and tried to forcefully wash my hair, even though I didn’t like shampoo.”


  “Uh… eh…”


  「 Oh yeah, she had a mole next to her belly button, didn’t she? 」


  “Hey, that’s…!”


  Uenohara glared at me with great intensity while pressing down on her stomach with one hand. You don’t have to hide it. I’ve never seen it before, so don’t worry. Rather than that, you might want to cover your strangely red ears first, you know?


  「 We continued to interact even after I moved out of the city when I started middle school… Then after that, I became a ronin, and she was so worried that it prompted her to even follow me to high school. 」


  “Wha— that’s…”


  Yeah, that’s the “Setting” you tried to slap on me. I hold grudges about that kind of thing.


  「 Furthermore… she’s a so-called ‘tsundere.’ 」


  “…?!”
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  「 She says things like “creepy” and “idiot” whenever she opens her mouth, but in reality, she’s just showing her affection. And she can quickly get out of control. If it’s for my sake, she acts on impulse. 」


  “…! …!”


  Ahh… she’s now at a loss for words.


  「 So… all of her recent actions are the result of her concern for me and her meddling going out of control! I’m truly sorry about my annoying “childhood friend” who keeps doing so many selfish things!! 」


  Shouting that, Nagasaka bowed his head vigorously.


  Hahaha, excellent. The flow up to this point has been flawless. This gives exactly the kind of feeling of “the protagonist who’s at the mercy of the outbursts of his busybody, tsundere childhood friend.”


  I sure am glad that I re-read the script over and over again to let it seep into my body and prepared the “Compilation of Uenohara Ayano’s Setting Material.”


  The information about Ayano-san’s past had been provided to me by her mother, a professor in the Department of Social Psychology at Kyougoku University. To be honest, I was just trying my luck, and I’m glad I didn’t have to go through the trouble of fabricating it from scratch. Uenohara is so fortunate to have a parent who is down to earthunderstands romantic comedy!


  “…Well, that’s about it. I think you can see that it turned out to be a perfectly flawless romantic comedy development.”


  ─ This was it. The romantic comedy solution to this case.


  An “Uenohara Ayano Childhood Friend-ification Event” using an array of settings added on in post-production.


  There’s indeed no such thing as a childhood friend in my reality.


  But who decided that I couldn’t create one?


  The “Character Setting” is something that can be pasted on after the fact.


  That’s my main weapon. The main weapon of the romantic comedy I’m creating in reality.


  “As long as your behavior is also that of a childhood friend, then it all turns out fine! So don’t worry!”


  I smiled at Uenohara, who was shaking with emotion.


  By the way, everyone in the class was stunned. After that, they were divided into two groups: those who delightedly laughed out loud, and those who were just stunned by the stupidity of it all. The ratio was about 6:4 which means that the majority of them probably interpreted it favorably. I’m glad that the results were in line with the preliminary investigation.


  Halfway through, Katsunuma seemed to be completely drained of malice, saying “I’ve had enough. This is stupid.” She left together with her group, seeming to have lost interest. I was expecting her to be more stubborn in her hostility but was let down in that respect.


  Well, at any rate, this completely settles things!


  As expected, romantic comedy is all-powerful. Romantic comedy is supreme!


  Uenohara twisted her head like a broken robot and turned her Noh mask-like[bookmark: _ftnref3][3] expressionless face towards me.


  Expressionless is expressionless, but this atmosphere is somewhat different, isn’t it?


  Actually, isn’t my tablet creaking?


  “…Nagasaka.”


  “Hmm?”


  “…Die.”


  “Huh?!”


  Thus, the tablet‘s corner attack exploded on my cranium.


  That’s weird. She may be a tsundere character, but I didn’t mean to go so far as to add the violence attribute, you know?!


  *


  “I can’t believe this. I just can’t.”


  Uenohara covered her face with her hands and spoke quickly. As if that wasn’t enough, she also started to pace around restlessly.


  By the way, I’m currently doing a superb seiza[bookmark: _ftnref4][4]. The rooftop floor is cold.


  “Ah, if you just look at that line. It has a pretty good tsundere feel to it. Feels like the voice of Kugi**ya-san[bookmark: _ftnref5][5] would be a good match.”


  “Who said you could talk, huh?!”


  “My humble apologies.”


  Your tone’s scary, you know…? You look super angry, you know…?


  “I knew it already. I knew that you were an idiot from the top of your head to the bottom of your toes… But there was no way I could have imagined you humiliating someone else like this…”


  “Yes, it wasn’t an easy thing to do.”


  “I swear I’m going to forcibly sew that mouth shut.”


  As I sealed my mouth in the face of a surge of murderous intent, Uenohara let out what must have been over the hundredth sigh of the day and slapped her cheeks twice.


  “…I’ve been humiliated for life. It’s worse than being seen naked.”


  Is it really that bad? I wordlessly asked. Then, Uenohara took an especially deep breath and murmured.


  “…Hey, you. Why did you decide to do something so stupid?”


  “Hmm?”


  “There shouldn’t have been any reason for you to do this and keep me around. To begin with, I was just an ordinary person who wasn’t supposed to be involved in all of this.”


  Uenohara looked away from me.


  “I’m neither a ‘Heroine’ nor a ‘Character.’ I don’t understand why you would go to such lengths to draw me into this when I’m not really an essential part of it…”


  Then, Uenohara looked somewhat uneasy.


  “Nagasaka… what is it that you want from me?”


  ─ What I want, huh.


  I stood up and steadied my breathing.


  “…I couldn’t have done this by myself. It’s a romantic comedy development that was possible to create because you took the initiative.”


  Exhaling, I continued.


  “I’m basically useless. There’s not much I can do. I’m a loser. I’m a worthless guy who quickly loses perspective and goes off the rails.”


  There’s too much that I lack.


  There are too many things I can’t see.


  “That’s why, for me… for my plan, there needs to be someone calm and logical. One who occasionally mixes in tsukkomis, and assists the big idiot of a principal offender… The ‘Character’ known as the ‘Accomplice’ is necessary. Those were my thoughts.”


  “…”


  Uenohara looked at me.


  Her light, crimson pupils swayed in the sunset as if discerning my innermost thoughts.


  “That’s why I wanted you to be my ‘Childhood Friend.’ In romantic comedies, they are closer to the protagonist than anyone else. They know the protagonist more deeply than anyone else. They help out behind the scenes and out in the open. They stop them from running wild at times. A ‘Character’ who’s unique and special. That’s what a childhood friend is.”


  I looked right into those eyes.


  I took a deep breath then revealed it to her.


  “Uenohara Ayano is the only special ‘Character’ that solely exists in my romantic comedy. So please, will you continue to support me, and my plans… by my side?”


  Suddenly, a gust of wind blew across the rooftop.


  Uenohara, with the evening sun shimmering in her pupils, slowly closed her eyes.


  Then, after a long period of silence that felt like an eternity.


  “Haaaaaah…”


  She sighed in complete and utter exasperation.


  …Hmm, what?


  Isn’t this kind of different from what I was expecting?


  “You know, Nagasaka…”


  “…What is it?”


  “You’re such a big, stupid idiot.”


  “Why…?”


  No way, right?!


  This time, it was a perfect recruitment scene!


  “Oh my god, that was creepy. Really creepy. What’s up with that cringy dialogue? I can feel the goosebumps already.”


  “Wha-What did you say?!”


  “When you suddenly started talking about the past at a time like this, it really felt like you were drunk on the situation, which was super gross. But for all that, the important content at the heart of it all was so normal and dull.”


  “Normal? Was that normal? That was the most dramatic episode in my history, you know?!”


  “Tell me, you haven’t actually solved anything, have you? What do you mean by “If you’re a childhood friend, all is well”? It’s not at all that kind of extenuating circumstances-like exemption. It doesn’t overturn the perception of me as an annoying person at all, and if anything, it’s over-complicated the situation and made things worse. How are you going to take responsibility for this? There’s no way I’ll let you off the hook.”


  Uenohara expressionlessly beat me to a pulp with a logic machine gun.


  Wh-What the hell! Suddenly going back to your normal self!


  Trembling all over, I struck back, refusing to admit defeat.


  “Hmm… Hmph. Argh, this is the problem with amateurs! If you complain about something like this, you’ll never have a romantic comedy! I’ll have you know that this kind of thing is the beginning of beginnings, the absolute template of templates!”


  I stamped my feet on the ground in frustration.


  Argh, damn it! I was going to end it on a super serious note, but now it’s all ruined! It became a gag ending!


  As I was fuming about this and that on the inside, Uenohara briskly walked towards the exit of the rooftop as if she had no time to deal with me.


  ─ Then.


  “Seriously, Nagasaka… From start to finish, you’re a guy who lacks common sense.”


  An abusive language that’s spoken with the usual indifference, and with the usual lack of expression.


  Except it wasn’t.


  “But, well… it’s probably useless to say anything to a big idiot in the first place. Also, if I let you do anything more unnecessary, my position would genuinely be finished. Even if I left you alone, you’d probably get involved anyway, so…”


  It sounded like a voice that was filled with happiness.


  The expression I saw at that time as I squinted against the backlit sunset…


  “Do you mind if I play along with your stupidity for a little longer?”


  It was my first time seeing it.


  Her childishly happy, smiling facerare face.


  [End of Chapter 5]


  


  [bookmark: _ftn1][1] Translator’s Note: Have opted to use italicized “senpai” specifically for Katsunuma addressing Nagasaka as such. In the original, katakana (センパイ) was used instead of the kanji (先輩).


  [bookmark: _ftn2][2] Is the process through which two or more images combine to make the appearance of a single picture.


  [bookmark: _ftn3][3] Wooden masks that were made to be expressionless and used in an ancient form of Japanese theater called “Noh.”


  [bookmark: _ftn4][4] Is the Japanese term for the standard formal traditional way of sitting in Japan, which is sitting with legs bent, knees forward, and buttocks resting on the heels.


  [bookmark: _ftn5][5] Translator’s Note: A reference to Japanese voice actress Rie Kugimiya. She’s best known for her portrayal of tsundere characters and is nicknamed “Queen of Tsundere” by fans.


  Epilogue: Who Decided That Our Love Comedy Starts Now?


  “And so, allow me to reintroduce my childhood friend Uenohara Ayano. Please continue to get along with her.”


  “He doesn’t mean a word of that, though.”


  “Th-This is why tsunderes are—!”


  Despite being an Accomplice, you’ve been very stubborn from the start!


  After successfully completing the actual Ouen Cheer Performance for the Soukoukai send-off rally.


  Together with the group of Characters, Uenohara and I were attending a Closing Party Event at an organic food restaurant near our school.


  Just the other day, the Uenohara Ayano Childhood Friend-ification Event had succeeded without incident.


  The characters, in particular, had all responded favorably. So, I decided to add Uenohara to the group for real this time, and that’s why we were going around exchanging greetings again.


  “A-Anyway. I know we’ve caused you a lot of worry and trouble, but I would appreciate your understanding.”


  “It’s all the fault of this loser and idiot ronin, though.”


  “Gununu…!”


  I get it. You’re mad, right?! You’re furious about the contents of the “Compilation of Uenohara Ayano’s Setting Material” that I forced on you!


  “Now, now, class rep. Let’s leave it at that. Of course, Ayano-chan would’ve been worried about you. You can’t blame her for being a little overzealous.”


  Tokiwa smiled at me with a mellow grin.


  Uenohara suddenly became sullen and lowered her head at Tokiwa.


  “…Tokiwa-kun, I’m sorry for making you worry. You’ve been doing all sorts of things to help out, right? I really appreciate it.”


  Yikes. As usual, she adapts her character so well…


  “No, no, no. It’s fine, it’s fine. I have a childhood friend too, so I know how you feel!”


  Tokiwa modestly waved his hands from side to side.


  “Thanks… Can I still count on that tournament invitation?”


  “O-Of course!”


  Tokiwa nodded his head happily.


  Ahh… She’s even cleverly trying to recover the foreshadowing. That’s why she’s a monster of communication ability.


  “You too, Mei… Let’s continue to get along.”


  “Haha, you don’t have to be so formal.”


  Kiyosato-san responded with a smile, waving one hand in the air.


  This turned out to be a happy miscalculation, but as a result of Uenohara’s exceptional Face-to-face Investigation skills, it became clear that Kiyosato-san’s recent behavior was an attempt to “expand her circle of friends as she settled into her new life.


  According to Uenohara, who picked up the information, she hadn’t made any moves to affiliate herself with any particular group. She was making equal contact with all of them.


  She’s even participating in this Closing Party Event as a matter of course. For the time being, I felt relieved knowing that it didn’t seem like she would be surrounded by other groups.


  Also, one more thing. We also confirmed that the plan Kiyosato-san mentioned after the cheer practice was a dinner meeting with the Katsunuma group.


  Apparently, the meeting was arranged by Tokiwa at her request. The reason they left at the same time was to join in it.


  It seems that Katsunuma, the other related party, had given strict orders not to let outsiders—likely referring to me—interfere. As a result, he had to leave in that manner.


  It turned out to be no big deal, and I had been an idiot for panicking from the unexpected.


  Although I still can’t explain her behavior at the cherry blossom trees… But it should be fine to just steadily fill in the gaps little by little. I’ve learned this time that there’s no point in rushing things.


  “But to think that the two of you were childhood friends… Nagasaka-kun, you know, you didn’t have to hide it.”


  Kiyosato-san puffed out her cheeks and spoke grumpily.


  Ah, there it is again. The romantic comedy demo. Cute. Wait, no.


  “S-Sorry. I just couldn’t find the right time to mention it…”


  “Even that thing about being a ronin. You should have told us about it earlier. We wouldn’t have treated you any different from anyone else, you know?”


  “That’s… I’m really sorry.”


  Hearing Kiyosato-san say that to me so naturally, I was flooded with remorseful feelings.


  “That’s right, class rep. You’re you, class rep, so you shouldn’t worry about it at all! Besides, we’re practically the same age, right?”


  “Oh, yeah. I was born in March, so that’s kind of true… I guess?[bookmark: _ftnref1][1]”


  “That makes you only a month older than Mei-chan, doesn’t it? Since I was born in July, I’m even further away in age from Mei-chan. So, it’s okay!”


  With a friendly smile on his face, Tokiwa spoke matter-of-factly.


  I could see that he was trying to make me feel accepted, even bringing up mysterious arguments. I couldn’t help but feel a warm sensation in my chest.


  I had prepared myself for the possibility that there would be more reluctance due to the difference in school years… But I guess I was thinking too much. At the very least, none of the Characters seemed to care about it.


  “Guys… Thank you so much.”


  “There’s nothing senpai-like about Kouhei from the start. He’s an idiot, a loser, lacks common sense, and is clumsy. He doesn’t seem older at all, you know?”


  “Couldn’t you read the mood a little?”


  You’ve been interrupting me all day!


  As we were having our usual exchange, I noticed that everyone around us was looking at us with a warm look on their faces.


  Huh? What is it? What’s going on?


  “You two are really close. It feels like you’ve been together forever.”


  “Huh, really?”


  That had been Tokiwa, speaking in a soft-spoken voice.


  Uenohara narrowed her eyes in annoyance and waved her hand from side to side.


  “No, there’s nothing like that at all.”


  “Getting embarrassed, Ayano?”


  With that, this time Kiyosato-san was the one laughing, with a face that seemed to suit the onomatopoeia of “nishishi.”


  “No. I’m totally serious.”


  “Sheesh, you’re so shy. You’re just trying to hide your embarrassment, aren’t you?”


  “…”


  Oh, crap.


  She’s making those I’d like to deny it, but I can’t say anything because of the tsundere setting interfering. I want to deny it somehow so, for now, I’ll kill Nagasaka eyes.


  “…Anyway, let’s stop the skit here, okay?”


  As I was trembling in fear, Torisawa spoke out, having been watching the exchange with a grin on his face.


  Surprisingly, Torisawa was the one who was most pleased with the course of events this time.


  But rather than liking the romantic comedy-like stuff about childhood friends and whatnot, he said he enjoyed my showy antics.


  As usual, it’s difficult to get a proper grasp of his unique standards. But given that he’s participating in this event, I’ve decided that for the time being it’s fine.


  “Now then, today’s my treat! Eat whatever you want, guys!”


  I clapped my hands together and announced in a cheerful voice.


  After all, I ended up putting the fine from last time on hold. Today’s will be a lavish feast.


  “Thank you for the treat, class rep! For now, I’ll go with the loin cutlet curry. Large!”


  “Ah, okay. I think I’ll have this ‘balanced plate’ thing. The soup set.”


  “I like the arrabbiata.”


  “Chocolate banana parfait, pumpkin chiffon, and assorted ice cream for me.”


  “Yes, yes, please wait a moment. To the last person, show a little more restraint, would you?”


  I got up to make the order.


  After walking a few steps down the wooden corridor, I turned around to look in the distance at the Characters who were having a good time in their seats.


  My reality is still nowhere near being a romantic comedy.


  By the usual romantic comedy standards, we’ve only progressed to the point where the conditions have just barely been established, and romcom-like romantic comedy developments have been practically nonexistent.


  But… It’s normal in my romantic comedy that things don’t work out so well.


  That’s why I’m going to accomplish what I can, as best I can.


  Because that’s what it takes to make a romantic comedy happen in this reality.


  Also, I won’t mess up so easily anymore.


  “Kouhei… Is there something wrong? You’re just standing there all spaced out.”


  Because there’s someone by my side.


  I have an Accomplice who will walk with me like this, after all.


  “…Nah, nothing’s wrong. I was just renewing my determination.”


  “Ah, is that so?”


  Uenohara bluntly replied in her usual emotionless voice.


  “Actually, I’m a little bit curious about this, but… Uenohara, did you just start calling me on a first-name basis?”


  “I wonder? But what I call you doesn’t matter.”


  “Don’t be stupid. From a romantic comedy perspective, addressing the protagonist by a different name is an important parameter that represents a change in favorability towards them…”


  “Ah, yes, yes. Creepy, creepy.”


  Uenohara exasperatedly raised both hands in surrender and turned her back on me.


  Tch, this is the problem with amateurs…


  Hmm, well… Hold on.


  “…If it doesn’t matter, then why did you intentionally pick this timing?”


  Offering no reply to the words directed at her back, Uenohara turned half her body around to face me and spoke.


  “Don’t take this the wrong way, you big, stupid idiot.”


  She then smiled wickedly.


  Ah, damn. Come on.


  Just the slightest of moments later, Uenohara returned to her usual face, then silently walked back to the others.


  I sighed, then started to move forward again.


  I’m sure there will be fun and excitement, and occasionally, even sadness or conflict.


  But in the end, there will be a happy ending.


  Such days will continue.


  I’ll continue them.


  After all, my romantic comedy has just begun.


  


  [bookmark: _ftn1][1] In principle, the Japanese school year begins in April and ends in March of the following year. Students are divided in a similar fashion.


  Backstage 2: Girls’ Side


  Yet another stupid thing to do.


  I, Uenohara Ayano, sighed self-mockingly as I walked alone through the dark tunnel.


  Ever since I was a little, I’ve been a smart girl.


  The so-called versatile type—someone who’s quick to understand and becomes good at everything in no time.


  Thus, I could manage most things reasonably well. But on the other hand, I was never great at anything.


  My parents repeatedly told me to look for something that only I can do, but I never managed to do so.


  That’s why I don’t have anything that only I can be proud of. I don’t even have a self to stay true to.


  Being the clever person that I am, I figured this out early on and convinced myself that it was the reality.


  After all, reality is reality. There’s no other way but to accept it.


  And so…


  Maybe that’s why it was so refreshing to see the figure of that guy staying true to his stupid “I won’t accept the reality I don’t like” approach.


  Ever since that Confession Event, I’ve ended up being dragged into lots of stupid things.


  I saw the love letter full of sappy lines that could only be described as a poem and a guy who was completely immersed in the situation he was aiming for—a situation that even shoujo manga these days don’t do. I was out of luck when I became curious about that, thinking that there must be a reason for him to do something this stupid.


  Then as it turned out, I realized that he was by far more of an idiot than I had imagined. His behavior completely lacked common sense, that it threw me for a loop. And before I knew it, I found myself settling down in the position of Accomplice.


  More than anything, it was terrible that I didn’t refuse right there and then, thinking that I might as well play along for a while.


  There was no way that I, an intelligent person, could become an idiot at heart.


  In the end, it was that half-heartedness that had caused this failure.


  But also, at the same time…


  To think that everything would be overturned…


  Seriously, what a big idiot.


  It’s amazing.


  But frankly, the tsundere and other confusing settings that were forced on me did make me angry. No matter what I do, it’s interpreted strangely, so it’s difficult for me to move around.


  Also, I’ll never forgive my mother. Honestly, that hag should be old enough to know better, but she keeps doing all sorts of silly things just for the fun of it. Come on, don’t readily talk about your daughter’s past with others, and don’t hand over pictures without permission. I’m going to eat all the Kikyo Shingen Pudding[bookmark: _ftnref1][1] in the fridge and teach her a lesson.


  I have a lot of complaints. Or rather, I have nothing but complaints.


  Well, but…


  If the Childhood Friend and Accomplice fantasized by his stupidity are really those kinds of only existences…


  At least… I can say they are things that only I can do.


  I figured that if I got on board with that part, even someone like me might be able to see a different reality.


  So, for just a little longer… I’ll try to keep up with the stupidity.


  For now, that’s what I think.


  Now then.


  In any case, now that I’ve accepted that I’m the Accomplice in his plan…


  I must do the things I can do, to the best of my abilities.


  That’s why I’m here.


  That’s why I came to this row of cherry blossom trees.


  “Calling me to a place like this… Is there something wrong, Ayano?”


  Our very first chance encounter.


  I came here to ascertain the true intentions of the Main Heroine who created that opportunity.


  *


  “So Ayano knew about this place too, huh? And here I was, thinking that it was a secret.”


  Saying this, she spread her hands out in a dramatic manner and looked up at the sky.


  The rows of double-flowered Yaezakura[bookmark: _ftnref2][2] cherry trees had already shed most of their blossoms. Every time the wind blew, a few remaining petals would fly through the air and disappear somewhere.


  There was nobody else around. The sun had already set, and in a few moments, we would be completely enveloped in darkness. From there, our only source of light was the illumination from an old electric lamp.


  “Well… I just wanted to have a heart-to-heart talk with you, Mei.”


  I cut to the chase, conscious of maintaining the same tone as usual.


  “Oh… girl’s talk, huh?”


  The action of turning around to face me with her head tilted was so charming that it could make one smile.


  Both her beautiful black hair and smooth skin are undoubtedly natural. The fact that she’s like this with practically no makeup shows she’s had many different things going for her from the start.


  I checked once again to make sure there was nobody else around. After making sure that I’m calm, I took a step closer to her.


  Then, I asked her about something that had been bothering me personally for quite some time.


  “…About Kouhei’s love letter. Why did you move it to my shoebox?”
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  During the Confession Event, that guy seemed to have concluded that he mistakenly put it in the wrong place, but… he didn’t.


  The Main Heroine had transferred the letter away from her shoebox.


  “…What do you mean? A love letter? I don’t quite understand.”


  She said, scratching her cheek and tilting her head.


  I’m in no position to speak about others, but seriously, your game face is pretty good.


  “You didn’t think the shoebox next to yours belonged to his friend—no, childhood friend, did you?”


  We didn’t even know each other at the time. But that’s irrelevant now, so I’ll put it aside.


  “Maybe there’s been some misunderstanding? I know nothing about this letter, but was I really the intended recipient?”


  “I checked with the person in question, and I’m certain.”


  “Then Nagasaka-kun must have made a mistake. I mean, Nagasaka-kun can sometimes be a bit of a nitwit.”


  There’s no way that’s true.


  Leaving aside an unexpected situation, there’s no way that an obsessive planner like him would have made such a trivial mistake.


  So, the letter had been in Mei’s shoebox. There’s no doubt about it.


  I decided to take a breath and pursue the matter in an orderly fashion.


  “…I thought the same for a moment. But no matter how much of an idiot Kouhei is, he’s not stupid enough to put a love letter in his childhood friend’s shoebox by mistake.”


  Given that the childhood friend stuff is completely fabricated logic, there’s another reason why I felt it was unnatural. But when it came to throwing Mei off balance, it was likely to be a useful piece of information. Since the setting was already in place, I decided I might as well make the most of it.


  “Also, when I picked up the letter… there was something that felt out of place.”


  Kouhei’s love letter had been ordinary, on plain white writing paper and sealed with a heart sticker. The letter inside had contained the poem and the sender’s name, and there was nothing exceptionally strange about it.


  As I observed the letter and tried to figure out what the uncomfortable feeling was, I came to a single conclusion.


  “The letter had traces of someone having opened it before.”


  That’s right. There were marks left on the seal that indicated it had probably already been opened once.


  “So I thought that the person to whom it was originally addressed might have looked inside first and then placed it on my shoebox.”


  “But that doesn’t mean it was me, does it? It might have been someone else playing a prank, you know?”


  With an angelic smile still on her face, Mei responded with a precise rebuttal.


  “Do you have proof that I did it? Like fingerprints left on the letter?”


  She said, sounding just like the culprit in a mystery novel.


  So she’s not going to admit it so easily, huh?


  I breathed and decided to point out another argument.


  “…The smell of cherry blossoms.”


  “Hmm?”


  “Mei, your hand cream smells like cherry blossoms. There were traces of it on the letter.”


  “…Oh?”


  That’s right… When I opened the letter that time, I smelled the scent of cherry blossoms.


  “This is something I heard from Kouhei, but… you have a habit of putting on hand cream after club activities. To prevent rough hands, he said.”


  This is information that was in the Tomodachi Note.


  But at first, I hadn’t thought much of it.


  It only struck me during the “on-site training.” When I was sitting right behind Mei to observe her behavior, I suddenly recognized the same scent, and that’s how I arrived at the possibility.


  “From that matching scent… I was convinced that it was you who had moved the letter, Mei.”


  But…


  “But I didn’t understand the reason for that action. From what I had heard, you didn’t seem like the type to do something like that.”


  The image of the Main Heroine from Kouhei’s informationdata was that of an angelic being overflowing with kindness. It was hard to imagine that such a person would move the letter.


  “So I decided to directly look into your personality myself, Mei.”


  If even that guy’s insane investigative skills couldn’t get to the bottom of it… then I needed to search for the answer in a way that he couldn’t.


  Having come to that conclusion, I decided to stand on center stage.


  “For the time being, I wondered how you would react if you found out that the person you threw the letter at was a friend of the sender, so I tried to mess around during the advance coaching session.”


  At that time, I didn’t barge into the group of characters on a whim or for the fun of it. Even the motive of building a relationship with everyone to boost the plan was secondary.


  The real purpose had been to fluster Mei and get her to reveal her real nature.


  “It was just for a moment, but you were shaken when you heard my name, weren’t you? Although you were perfectly fine when I went on to tell you about the shoebox.”


  It had been very slight, but I could tell that her reaction was delayed.


  After that, she attempted to read the intent of my actions—even asking some questions to gauge the closeness of our relationship.


  “And then after that… you came here with Kouhei and wanted him to comment on me. Didn’t you want to check if I blew some ideas into Kouhei about the replacement incident?”


  Alarmed by my sudden appearance, Mei had tried to probe Kouhei to verify the intention of my actions. Maybe that’s the reason for her mysterious behavior that day.


  It was the right decision to not tell Kouhei about my movements. Had I told him, everything would have been exposed right then and there.


  “All of a sudden, you started to make contact with groups you’d never been involved with before and started hanging out with them. Up until then, it should have been the case that you never tried to get close to anyone beyond a certain point, and yet that suddenly changed.”


  When I went around asking the members of each group to understand how Mei had connected with them, I found that everything—from the depth of association to the contents of the invitation—was consistent. It wasn’t like she had taken an interest in any particular group.


  With that in mind, I reached a conclusion that’s connected to Mei’s movements so far.


  Having said that, I then controlled my breathing.


  “…This is my guess, based on your actions so far.”


  Mei’s behavior.


  Her underlying intentions.


  They were…


  “You want your relationship with everyone and everything to not be too far and too close. You want everything to be even and without any difference. Hasn’t that been the principle of your behavior this whole time, Mei?”


  The cherry blossom trees fell completely silent.


  “It kind of feels like I’m condemning you, but I’m not trying to complain or anything. I simply wanted to know what you really think and what it is you want to do. That’s all.”


  I couldn’t make out the expression on Mei’s face, which was utterly swallowed up by the darkness of our surroundings.


  As for Mei, who had been listening in silence the entire time…


  “Ha-ha-ha… you sure make a great detective.”


  She shook her head as if to say Good grief.


  Then she slowly opened her mouth and brushed her silky black hair over her right ear…


  “Everything you’ve said is true. And since you want to know that much, I’ll show you about Kiyosato Mei’smy realitytruth.”


  Dark, strong-willed eyes, with a look of quiet anger—they were things the angelic Main Heroine had never shown before.


  *


  “As expected, you’re a nuisance, Ayano. I really shouldn’t have been so careless…”


  Mei narrowed her eyes and glared at me.


  By this point, her usual smile was nowhere to be seen.


  “‘As expected’? How long have you been suspicious of me?”


  “Since the beginning, you know? Ever since the day after I received the letter, I’ve been wondering if there was someone behind Nagasaka-kun.”


  I took a breath.


  Mei exhaled and started to talk as if she had given up.


  “…As for the first letter, that was just meant to delay things because Nagasaka-kun’s behavior was unexpected, and I wanted time to think about countermeasures. I didn’t want to create a fuss by rejecting him so easily, and I thought that if it was just the one time, I could pretend it never happened… If possible, I would’ve liked to pretend that the whole thing never happened.”


  She muttered with a regretful look on her face.


  “The next day, I was ready to deal with him no matter what he did. But he just casually acted as if nothing had happened. Normally, someone in that position would have had questions or tried to confess to me again, but he didn’t show any sign of doing so whatsoever. Of course, I’d think it’s unnatural, right?”


  Maintaining the same tone, Mei continued.


  “At first, I thought he had given up, but then he took advantage of the lottery and tried to get close to me. Not only that, but for the members, he only targeted those he was trying to befriend.”


  I see. She also noticed that the lottery was fake, huh?


  “I thought it was strange that he suddenly changed his initial approach to a more roundabout method. Nagasaka-kun himself didn’t seem to have changed, so I wondered if someone else had put the idea in his head.”


  “And that’s me?”


  “There wasn’t any other valid reason, after all. I heard that Nagasaka-kun didn’t have any close friends, and if there was any possibility, it had to be the person to whom I moved the letter… In other words, you, Ayano.”


  Mei took a breath then continued.


  “Well, I never expected that you already knew each other as childhood friends or anything like that. Although… I can’t tell if you’re really childhood friends, you know?”


  Mei narrowed her big eyes and glared at me.


  Yikes. She totally suspects us.


  “I wasn’t going to talk to anyone about this. I was trying to solve it on my own behind the scenes… But you’ve caught me at a bad time, Ayano. So I don’t think that’s going to be possible. I’ll just say this to you clearly…”


  A sudden breeze blew, shaking the branches of the cherry blossom trees.


  Amid those swaying cherry blossoms, Mei repulsively held down her fluttering hair and opened her mouth.


  “Would you please not deviate from normal any more than you already have?”


  Those words expressed a will as strong as Kouhei’s.


  “You know, it’s not like I want to attack anyone. I don’t want to shun anyone either. I was just trying to discourage him because he was approaching me in ways that lack common sense and trying to forcibly make a group with me.”


  With a dark glint in her eyes, Mei continued.


  “Even as friends, I don’t mind as long as it’s within the realm of common sense. I can stand chatting with someone in class, going back together, or hanging out occasionally. That much is within the usual range, after all.”


  Then, she narrowed her eyes slightly and muttered in annoyance.


  “But a series of big commotions, or ‘lottery tricks,’ or sending gratuitous love letters without warning right after enrolling… Those kinds of things are a no-no.”


  “Because it’s not normal”, Mei stressed.


  “I have no intention of being friends with anyone more than is necessary. The most dependable relationship is where it doesn’t matter if someone’s there or not, or if something’s there or not.”


  I felt a stirring in my heart as I heard her declare those words so firmly.


  This girl… Could it be?


  “The common friendship you can find anywhere, and where nothing happens, is the solution where nobody is unhappy. After all, things like priceless friendships and an extraordinarily fun school life with friends—all of these, they don’t exist in reality.”


  Compared to Kouhei…


  Isn’t she facing the exact opposite direction?


  “…Nagasaka-kun’s trying too hard to pursue an ideal. That’s probably why he ended up as a ronin. But despite everything, he still hasn’t learned from experience and keeps trying to take action. I don’t understand his mindset.”


  She bit her lip in frustration, shook her head, and then turned her sharpened eyes towards me.


  “You too, Ayano. You better refrain from doing stupid things while you’re still at this level. If you don’t, you’ll end up going through even more pain next time.”


  Her statement sent chills down my spine as a possibility suddenly occurred to me.


  “Wait a minute. Did you possibly notice that I was going around… investigating?”


  “Of course. After all, the steps I took were intended to result in that outcome. So it’s only natural.”


  What the hell?


  She said it so naturally that my thoughts stopped.


  “Nagasaka-kun told me himself that if anything’s bothering him, it’s in his nature to examine it, or he can’t find peace of mind. So I thought that if I increased the number of things bothering him, he might become preoccupied with them.”


  Mei continued nonchalantly as if to say that the reasoning was normal.


  “The more things he investigates, the more he can’t do anything else. And if he ends up being unable to move, then his associate Ayano will move. Then, once the intelligent Ayano moves… all I have to do is leave behind a little inconvenience, and she’ll find and bite into it.”


  There’s no way…


  Did she intend to set me up by making me investigate her own actions…?


  “By any chance… even the fact that Katsunuma-san started to be wary of me?”


  “I just made her aware of your presence, Ayano. Ayumi’s a very compassionate girl. She’s tough on those who seem like they’d be troublesome to her close friends.”


  “Even the way how in your own class, you only approached the boys…”


  “I just adjusted the order of who I hung out with. With top priority to the guys in my class who are talkative and like girls, that is.”


  “You mean that was all a calculated trap…?”


  “It’s vexing, isn’t it? If you hadn’t been snooping around, none of this would have had any effect. It was your own stupid behavior that made it a trap, Ayano.”


  I gulped.


  This girl…


  She’s also too unpredictable like Kouhei, but in a different way.


  “I was so sure things were going well… But then, with Nagasaka-kun’s coming out and his incomprehensible speech, that was all swept under the rug. Seriously, since the beginning, that guy’s been doing things that are nothing but unorthodox, and that bothers me.”


  She dropped her gaze slightly and muttered in frustration. Then, she quickly gave me a piercing glance.


  “But if it’s the clever Ayano… with this, you’ll have understood, right? That’s why I decided to talk to you directly like this.”


  Then, along with those words, which had multiple layers of meaning, she took a step forward.


  I almost caved into the pressure, but I managed to hold my ground and stared back into Mei’s eyes.


  “My current relationship with everyone is my limit. If you can all keep this distance, I won’t do anything. As long as you keep things the way they are, that is.”


  Mei lowered her gaze, and with a huff, released the pressure.


  “…That’s all the secret talk you’ll get from me. Try to make sure Nagasaka-kun doesn’t make any more mistakes either. After all, you’re childhood friends, right?”


  While combing her hair with her hand, she smiled with her usual face as Main Heroine as if nothing had happened.


  Then, she slipped past me…


  “See you later, Ayano! Let’s continue to be friends!”


  And left the row of cherry blossom trees without looking back.


  *


  “…Sigh. Seriously, I’ve stuck my nose into something crazy.”


  I grabbed the hair behind my head and then unloosed it, letting it flow. The bottom of my neck was sweaty and uncomfortable.


  Still… what the hell was that? I honestly can’t believe she’s a girl the same age as me.


  The chance of Kouhei winning against something like that is zero. At the very least, she’s not the type of person you can casually get to know through a simple Confession Event.


  “But you know, Mei…”


  I muttered to myself in that now empty place.


  That’s right, I’m smart enough to know that I can’t see a future where I can do anything about that girl, but…


  “Maybe you shouldn’t underestimate him so much, you know? That idiot is someone who creates things that shouldn’t exist in reality, after all.”


  [End of Volume 1]


  


  [bookmark: _ftn1][1] A raw confectionary made by squeezing a generous amount of black honey cream on kinako pudding and topping it with black honey paste.


  [bookmark: _ftn2][2] It means multi-layered cherry blossom and is a catch-all term for cherry blossoms with more than five petals.


  Afterword


  My name is Hajikano Sou, and I’m pleased to meet you all. I’m privileged to have been bestowed with the 14th Shogakukan Light Novel Award for Excellence and consequent publication of this work.


  In any case, allow me to begin with a few words of appreciation. Yaku Yuuki-sensei and Hiromu-sensei, thank you for allowing me to quote your books extensively, as romantic comedy works connected by the same award for excellence. With Jaku-chara Tomozaki-kun as a landmark achievement for present-day romantic comedies and Chitose-kun wa Ramune-bin no Naka as the royal road for the new age of romantic comedies, I believe that both of them are the New TestamentBible of the romantic comedy world. If you’re someone who has finished reading this work but is yet to read either of them, kindly proceed to your online purchases.


  Also, for the many writers who have led the way for the romantic comedy world, I would like to express my sincere gratitude to you.


  Additionally, thank you to my friend H-shi who gave me positive feedback, heartfelt instructions for improvementharsh criticisms, and a merciless denial of personality to the point where I couldn’t even taste the gyuudon beef bowl due to stress. Seriously, thank you so much. In addition, thank you to S-san for his willingness to constantly give advice, MKT for providing the build-up material, K-shi for supporting me ever since I was a nameless X floating in the sea of the internet, SS-shi, I-san, A-tan, HBK—I should stop. There are a lot of people who gave me their support. Anyway, thank you all. I’ll be continuing to rely on you, so please treat me well.


  Furthermore, to my editor Ooyone-san, and assistant editor Iwaasa-san, thank you very much for your patience with my frequent major revisions (I’ve caused you a lot of trouble). Apologies for my sluggish pace. I’ll strive to be at least a flying slug, so please continue to take good care of me.


  Finally… to Shiina Kuro-sama, who handled the illustrations. No, to a god. Every time I am honored with some of your exalted illustrations, I exclaim Ohh… Hallelujah, hallelujah! shaking with joy. With all due respect, allow me to offer my faith. Amen.


  Now, I’m afraid that at the current rate this will be buried in acknowledgments, so maybe I should give a little backstory.


  Some of you may have noticed from the character names, but this story is set in the author’s hometown in a certain prefecture. The place names are fictitious to prevent duplication, but the image in mind is exactly that of a land-locked prefecture. And while they aren’t exact matches, the various spots that appear also have their model locations.


  Part of the reason is that it makes writing easier since it’s a familiar place. But more than anything, look. By setting it in a place where I spent time as a student, it might make it seem like I too was in a romantic comedy!


  Ah, incidentally Kikyou Shingen Pudding which made a brief appearance is a hidden local specialty. The soybean flour and honey match perfectly with the smooth pudding, making it super delicious. I also recommend Kinseiken’s Mizu Shingen Mochi which inevitably gets sold out during the hot summertime season!


  Well then, thank you very much for reading! Let us meet again!


  ～Afterwords are basically spaces for direct marketing～


  Hajikano Sou


  July 2020
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